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INTRODUCTION: CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE ASA VECTOR OF CREATIVITY

Kathmandu valey makes a driking disolay of an architecturd heritage of a magnificent
past and the contemporary stance of the present development, at once its medieva
looking city core with glittering temples sanding proud but engulfed in the contrasting
new devdopment al aound. Admittedly, it has been less than a mutudly supportive
coexigence, the conserveionisds and the tourism lobby ranting at the loss of the
traditiona as the modern makes its inroads and the development lobby feding difled and
semmed by the past. On the outskirts of Kathmandu, we have the Boudda Stupa, a World
Heritage Monument, that used to be one of the most sriking ad memorable of aerid
sghts that greeted one coming in to land a Tribhuvan Airport. Today, the architecture of
development, undoubtedly led by tourism, in the area has been so massve and diverse
that the same dsight shows the Stupa as difled and out of place! Not that the very many
monaderies, restaurant and hotds, al serving tourism based on culturd heritage in one
way or the other, that have cropped up around had intended to cast such architectura
derison on the heritage; on the contrary, dmost dl of them cdam to have been efforts at
heritage-bound modern architecture to begin with.

Evidently, the architecture of present, paticulaly of the buildings associated with
tourism and buildings around heritage stes, do seek to aestheticaly relate to heritage but
quite often with unsatisfactory results. Such mixed coexigence of the traditiond with the
contemporary is not a paticular case of this heritage city; it is commonly observed in
many other heritage towns of the region. From the dandpoint of architecture, the
exigence of tenson in the environment of aesthetics can be taken as a podtive factor —
for, tenson leads to credtivity and through creetivity we may remove the uneese itsdf. As
the posshility of cresting a mutudly respectful and complimenting architecturd
environment obvioudy lies with the designers of the contemporary rather than with those
involved in the conservaion and preservaion of the heritage, the responghility of
positive cregtivity must be put on the practicing architects.

Along with conventiond consarvation per se of the heritage monuments, heritage
ambience of a city can be grealy enhanced if heritage-bound architecturd crestivity is
sought in the design of the contemporary buildings, be they for tourism or other activities
of the society. As a matter of fact, such an gpproach can be more meaningful from the
perspective of the society smply because it uses its cultura knowledge as a vector for
cregtivity. We may cdl this ‘dynamic conservatiion’ as it crestes cultura continuity
through transformations based on interpretation, eaboration and application of heritage
vaues. As contemporary architecture gets better rooted in and related to heritage, it will



dso offer opportunities for continuing loca culturd identity — a charming prospect for
the cultures caught in the net of globaization. The gain could well be to both the heritage
and the contemporary architecture; most important, the gain will be most to the people,
who inherited the heritage and for whom the contemporary is dso to be designed to
serve.

EXCELLENCE THROUGH ROOTING IN TIME, PLACE AND PEOPLE:

Architecture is a cregtive art and it creates spaces and buildings that, in essence, seek to
make places for human purpose. The marvelous thing about our professon is that we
design buildings, around and insde which we live: an object of art to live in, S0 to spesk.
Such objects and ther juxtgpostion make the settlement, a forum for us to live life in our
own ways. It is this making of a place thet makes architecture unique in relation to other
ats. Uniqudly, works of architecture, grest or smdl, have dways been culturdly, socidly
and physicdly bound to the people, the place and the time. It is for such reasons only that
a built ‘heritage’ becomes a matter of pride and identity for the associated people and
place. And sometimes, when the human purpose transcends localism and becomes a one
of humankind, the heritage takes on a mantle of a world heritage. While the SAARC
region and its magnificent culture has yidded many World Heritage Stes and
Monuments Zones in UNESCO inscription, we, in South Adan Associaion for Regiond
Cooperation of Architects (SAARCH), can be proud that most of the built heritage are
works of architecture of the yore. Unfortunately, if we are to judge on how wel are our
contemporary architectura creations bound to the people, the place and the time
culturaly, socidly or physcaly, we may have little to be proud of. If the architecture of
heritage buildings give us a sense of identity and loca apped, our own contemporary
architecture gppear S0 excessvely globdized that it has little to offer ‘in heritage qudity’
to the future society. Clearly, architecture as practiced at present has not taken sufficient
cognizance of its socid and culturd respongbility. And if architecture is to remain in the
forefront of making of a culture, the professon must shoulder this responghility, gravely
and surdy. Just as the buildings and spaces in the cultures in heritage did, the
architecturd cregtions of the present must, while providing a setting to the contemporary
culture, seek appropriate rooting in the place and the people through transformation of the
heritage from the past into the future. The present is and must be made into a link
between the yesterday and the tomorrow. Only thus will the present be able to assmilate
the lessons of the past pleasurably and ussfully as a responshility towards the future.
Architecture, as the most determinate of dl ats and a definitive pat of culture is
uniquely placed to do so concretely.

CULTURESIN CONTINUITY: SAVING RELEVANCE ENDLESSLY

Does heritage exist beyond the monument, the area or the city so designated? If heritage
is a vaue, it should resde more on the minds of the people, who vaue it, rather than in
the monument, area or the city so desgnated. Indeed, the heritage qudity of a building is
a joint expresson of itsdf and the date of our thoughts. A heritage building should
remind one of a qudlitative aspect of life, of achievement, or of other vaues and excite
the onlooker into a drama of thought in which the onlooker and the looked upon play an
equa part. Therefore, heritage may be related to a past but it would be heritage only if it
gppedl s to the vaue and state of mind of the contemporary man.



The phrase ‘culturd heritage’ often makes a culture sound like something from very far
into the past and separated from the present by a span of neutrd time as something torn
goart from the present such as the pyramids and associated Egyptian culture. But dl
cultures are not cut off in time and quite a few, like some of our very own in the SAARC
region, have been cdled living cultures precisdy for such reason. Although externd
societies, vigtors and tourists may observe a culture as a ‘Hill object’ of curiosty, for the
society inheriting and practicing that culture, it is not an object to be seen in isolation but
a pat of living and life in the society itsdf. Thus culture does not reman a culture in
heritage but becomes a way of living - very much of a contemporary entity — with a past
but not of the past.

Clearly, we should be taking about cultures in continuity as diginct from cultures in
heritage. When we think of cultures in continuity, we are aso quite clear that it is
continuing to be a culture a present and will continue into the future with gppropriate
trandformations. And this is not newly discovered idea - cultures have dways been
condantly in development - adways changing and transforming moment by moment - an
endless process of shedding of irrdlevance and absorption of newer thoughts. As cultures
come in contact with others or meet newer chalenges in life, a trandformation takes place
and itsrdlevanceis saved endledly.

Therefore approaches for the conservation of cultures in continuity must am to save
redlevance to parent society continuoudy and endlesdy. In such a process of assmilation
of new into the old, both would get transformed and its rdlevance would be saved if we
consider the change from the perspective of the culture in quegtion, from insde and only
from indde. In architecture, this could st into motion a process of culture-bound
creativity, whose worth would be judged from within the society and in terms of its
cultura etiquettes and rules of behavior.

CULTURE ASAN OBJECT: ROOT OF THE PROBLEM?

If transformétion is the key to credtivity as wdl as saving relevance, then we should
explore why current gpproaches inhibit appropriate transformation from happening. One
key reason for the loss of reevance could be found in the approach itsef - instead of
aming for the renewd of the old, our current desgn efforts seem to be philosophicaly
bound to making new look like olden! To seek answers as to why such a philosophy has
taken hold, here, we could begin by looking a the linkage of tourism with heritage and
heritage conservation.

Since time far into the history of man's development, heritage Stes ‘have dways been
magnets of trave’. Although culture is a way of living of a paticular society, in culturd
tourism, the guest discovers and enjoys it as an object/ a commodity separated from the
hogt and gives an economicaly defingble ‘dternative use for the culture of his fdlow
brethren. For many countries, like Nepd, the role of culturd tourism in the nationd
economy has become so dgnificant that culture has become important much more as an
economic resource than as a way of living or as a source of naiond identity. Since
tourism tends to make an object of the ‘culture’, something to be viewed, savored and
enjoyed but not to be lived, we have to be constantly on guard to see that the use of the
‘living culturé as subject of living in the parent society is not logt. That we have not



redly been careful, and the above concerns are for red, is evident in the mgority of the
expressons of the architecture of tourism itsdf. It would gppear that attempts to conserve
the heritage through building controls or development plans applied to places of culturd
importance, or through contemporary credtivity in architecture of hotels and restaurants
and other tourism service buildings, are ruled more by the dynamics of tourists choices,
not much different from development of other cultura products as commodities for ther
consumption rather than by objectives of creating continuity and transformation of
culture as an input of meaning to the way of living for the inheritor society in question.

It seems to me that it is this view of culture as an object for enjoyment of the visitor, and
a dmilar message tourism seems to tranamit onto the host itsdf, that is a the root of the
process of loss of the legitimate use of culture as a way of living of the vidted society. It
seems to bresk the emotiona, symbolic and spiritud link of tangible culturd expressions
within the host society too, contributing to their use in ddinked fashion. This approach,
in architecture, consders visud expressons as ends by themsdves and forgets that they
ae actudly results of use of other criteria of hidden aesthetics, as it were, such as
symbolism and philosophy of placing, sequencing, proportioning and expressng though
undergandable and socidly rdevant motifs. Such an gpproach seems to be behind the
piecemed trander of dements, materids or forms unto new buildings- a paste-up job
with a qudity of creativity that may be even less than skin degp. We can see severd
examples of cultura creative bankruptcy in the use of Dachi-apa skin over concrete or
concrete relief works aping carved windows or even replicated temple roofs over terrace
bars, if we take a short walk in the city core area. The same approach, when taken to
extreme ends, dso creates architecture of such aggrandized scales and décor that they
exude a posture of chdlenge towards the heritage rather than themselves being a humble
transformation in harmony.

WHOSE PERCEPTION TO GO BY?

While we are a it, it should be noted that understanding of what is characterigic of the
heritage and perception of what's and how's of transformation/ gpplication into
contemporary architecture itself vary within the host society as well as outsde of it. The
perception of the lay people seem to differ as per their own socid placing and datus; the
perception of the intdlectuals aso seem to vary depending upon ther philosophica
upbringing and exposure. It is dso interesting to note that whereas the generd lay attitude
is more favorable towards adaptation and change, the dite in the society seems to go for
rather nogtdgic ‘authentic copy’ paste-up approach. Architect’s perceptions too seem to
vary mogly by the level of exposure and experimentation with liberd modern aesthetics
and philosophy as wdl as purposeful observations and sudy of heritage and its
traditiond literature. If we are to take lead in the credtive architectural transformations
bound to heritage, we will have to understand the heritage itsdf as much as the changes
desired by the society and make up our own minds in a socidly and culturaly responsble

way.

PRESERVATION OR FROZEN CREATIVITY

The mogt common tool used by consarvationists to influence and direct architecturd
cregtivity and extract desgns and building actions ‘compatible to the built culturd
heritage is ‘building code for protection of historic areas. In Kathmandu valey, the idea



of heritage monuments zone and their conservaion and protection through building code
was floated as early as 1964 and they have been in ‘implementation’ for amost twenty
five years now; yet any vistor to the Durbar Squares will see how poorly such codes
have falled both to protect the heritage and to cause credtive response. The codes
themselves do not am for development in aesthetic continuity; rather they try to force
architects to replicate dements in the outer fabric of the heritage- forms, materias and
findr into the outer fabric of the new/replacement building. It fails because it sees a
culturd heritage as a collection of datic dements frozen in time and atempts to kill the
dynamism of the cutura process. The codes tend to be detalled more to stop changes
rather than to encourage trandformation through developmental response. The professon
has been finding much of such building codes difling. Even the people living in the
heritage areas fed exasperated by this approach to conservation; heritage conservation
should not be used to suffocate the contemporary man in a historicad soup. It should
raher seek to bring about appropriate contextua response and expresson  of
contemporary vaue bound in a sendtive way to the heritage. If such is the case of Nepd,
the story has not been too different in other countries of SAARC too. As a matter of fact,
in order to preserve private property listed as heritage, even more extreme measures
amed a bringing a full gop to change such as Trander of Devdopment Rights (TDR),
are being contemplated for application in some SAARC countries like India

CREATIVITY IN BUILDINGSFOR TOURISM AND NATIONAL IDENTITY

If we look around for buildings where the traditiona architecture/culture-bound crestivity
is & play, we will see such atempts mostly in two types of buildings. They are more
profuse in buildings associated with tourism, such as hotels, resorts, restaurants or other
tourigt-sarvice, less frequently, designers of buildings of national importance dso seem to
fel the need to incorporate use of heritage dements and forms fairly directly to create a
visuad ceremony, as it were. The two sets of building tdll the story of the dud role society
has assgned for its heritage, one, as an object of tourist interest, and two, as a subject of
nationd identity.

When heritage is adapted into desgn of tourism service buildings, it would meake
economic and commercid sense for it to add to the overal purpose of the building itsdf,
which is to provide for the need of the tourists, aestheticdly, it plays to the gdlery of
touristss And what is that the tourists seek out of culture and why is it that his fied of
interest is dways culture other than of that of his own contemporary society? At the
bottom of it dl, culturd tourism has to provide an escape to the tourist from the boredom
of his own contemporary culture and routine. And this escape, tourists seek through
‘encounter’ with past eras. This is not to say that tourists come to live the life of past eras,
rather they seek to experience it as an onlooker. It is for such reasons that the past is often
pasted into the interior and exterior of the architecture of tourism. It has very rarely been
able to provide an outlet for credivity as the design objective is sat from the tourists
perspective, which would be happier with as close a replica of the image of the past as
possible. Often, the show is a put on, a staged authenticity, as it were. Obvioudy, this
process has little to offer by way of transformation to the host culture. As a matter of fact,
it is more likdy sending wrong messages into the host culture itsdf about wha is
preciousin ther culture.



The problem of adaptive credtivity is compounded by the way we have chosen to see
grandeur of culture in just the pesk built heritage of the past. Even within such heritages,
we seek representation through the highest of achievements. It is usud for both cultures
in heitage and cultures in continuity to be reigion heavy and pesk architecturd
expressons tend to be centered on the sacred. Even when as a matter of living, religion
may not have played as great a role then as the heritage buildings of religious nature
would have us bdieve, large number of buildings erected in honor of sacredness and
socid power tend to survive for a longer period because of the use of better skill,
materias and technology of that time. The symbolic nature of such buildings and the
service oriented nature of the tourism support buildings often clash leading to criticism of
adaptations. Indeed, transformation of ideas, forms and features from sacred buildings
into buildings of other functions often bring to focus issues too sendtive from reigious
perspective and tend to get criticized from the purists and conservatives in the society as
violations of the sengtive and the sacred. It is often likened as the architecturd equivaent
of the culturd performance of sacred dances, which is seen more as a profanity rather
than a sendtive crediivity. They ae not only ‘artificid and synthetic to look at; they
could dso be culturdly unethica as it could have serious consequences the sacredness of
aculture itsdf.

When we congder the buildings of nationa importance, another st of buildings where
reflections and adaptation of heritage forms, dements and finishes have been observed to
some extent, its criticiam and problems have not been as severdy plied on puritanical and
sanctity grounds as they have been to heritage bound architectural atempts on tourism
sarvice buildings. It would appear that the socid acceptance of use and adaptation of
idess and basgs drawn from sacred and sanctified buildings onto buildings of nationd
importance even when it may house as mundane a function as government office is
higher than when they are used in commercid or tourism sarvice buildings. May be it is
the perceived and presumed sanctity of purpose rather than the sanctity of use per se that
is behind the acceptance. If credtivity is applied with such intent while usng the dements
from sacred buildings in the case of tourism support buildings too, it should be adle to
earn respectful dsance from the host society. However, usng idess and dements from
heritage buildings of other than sacred nature appears a safer and surer way of credtive
transformations that will bring easy socid acceptance. However, the need to maintain the
sanctity of dements of culturd identity, whether of nationd, regiond or locd standing,
must be emphasized, for, in tha sanctity lies the potentid of identity; it's commercid
caricaiure or other forms of disasteful expressons will harm and kill the bass of identity
itsdlf.

HERITAGE CONSERVATION AND CUL TURE-BOUND ARCHITECTURAL CREATIVITY:

It would seem naurd that conservation of cultures in continuity will have to be
differently approached from the conservation of cultures in heritage. Its concern could
not just be limited to conservation of eements or Stes a the peak. One mgor objective
departure would be the development of responsveness of conservation action in making
it culturdly relevant to the present, the society and to the place. Indeed, if the traditiona
gpproach to conservation of cultures in heritage may be characterized as an attempt ‘to
keep it as much as of the padt’, the gpproach conservation of cultures in continuity could
be ‘to trandform it as much into the futur€. Indeed, a conservation gpproach that



dynamicdly links the current way of living with the ‘heritage would be true to ‘living
cultures . Thiswould indill culturd meaning in conservetion for the inheritor.

For the dedgn professionas, the fird move towards this conservation/ transformation of
heriteges in continuity or culture-bound architectura creetivity could be made by firg
rgecting conditions and parameters based on the view of culture as a commodity/object
seen or used from outsde and replacing them with new parameters condructed from
within. As we rgect the externdist stance and approach the design from within the stance
of the subject, a credtive transformation of the heritage may be possble. This way, the
architecture that results would be a meaningful medium for living for the inheritor. Its
contemporary relevance will accrue through its emotiond and philosophica  grounding
within the society. That should be a more important objective of design than ensuring a
close physcd and visud rddion with the heritage building. While, as a building, it can
only stand in space and, as much as within, around and outsde which dso we live, the
achitect should do wdl to remember the fact that the building is an object of visud
experience too. Even then, the principles of aesthetics should be grounded on the society
in question.

CONCLUSION

Only buildings beonging to dead cultures are frozen in time. Cultures in continuity or
living cultures have to change and trandform themsdves. From the architecturd design
and credtivity perspective, we may be taking about transformation rather than
conservation of living cultures dthough as it is the spirit of the heritage that is to go
through transformation, a part of the past will dways be conserved. The decisons on
what needs to be preserved, which others to be conserved and how the rest are to be
trandformed should be taken from within the society and in its own terms and not from
the eyes of the tourist or an externa onlooker. Successful culture-bound cregtivity should
be able to establish a balanced give and take of ideas between the new and the old. As
much as through the consarvation of cultures in heritage, transformation of cultures in
continuity should provide a respectable and culturally worthwhile symbolic gpproach to
create loca/nationa identity.



