Asian architecture in the new millennium:
A postmodern imagery

William S.W. Lim

The author, a graduate of the Architectural Association (AA) London,
with further studies at the Department of City and Regional Planning,
Harvard University, USA, has since 1960 been professionally involved
in architecture, planning and development economics, as principal ar-
chitect at Malayan Architects Co-Partnership, Design Partnership (lat-
er renamed DP Architects) and until 2002, William Lim Associates. In
addition to his role as Co-founder and Chairman of the Asian Urban
Lab and President of AA Asia, Dr Lim was President of the Singapore
Heritage Society and President of the Singapore Planning and
Research Group (SPUR). Presently, he is Adjunct Professor of the
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT), Australia — where
he was conferred a Doctor of Architecture Honoris Causa — and
Honorary Professor of LaSalle-SIA College of the Arts (Singapore).
Mr Lim is a member of the World Society for Ekistics.

His numerous writings and lectures on a wide range of subjects relat-
ing to architecture, urbanism and culture in Asia as well as on current
issues relating to the postmodern, “glocality” and social justice, are
compiled in nine books, some of which have been translated into
Japanese and Thai. Furthermore, he is co-author with Tan Hock-Beng
of Contemporary Vernacular: Evoking Traditions in Asian Architecture
(1997), co-editor of vol. 10, Southeast Asia (1999) of World Architecture:
A Critical Mosaic 1900-2000, and Editor of Postmodern Singapore
(2002). The paper that follows is an edited and revised — in terms of
illustrations — version of a document which was included in part 2,
chapter 2, p. 63 of the author’s book Asian Ethical Urbanism and was
made available to all participants of the international symposion on
"Globalization and Local Identity" organized jointly by the World
Society for Ekistics and the University of Shiga Prefecture in Hikone,
Japan, 19-24 September, 2005.

Introduction

Decades of committed interest in Asian architecture and urban-
ism and their rapidly changing conditions have caused me in re-
cent years to become acutely aware of the necessity to actively
participate in contemporary cultural discourses on tr;e larger is-
sues of the postmodern, glocality and social justice, particular-
ly in their applications to countries in the Asian region. With con-
scious efforts, | have since broadened my theoretical knowledge
in order to continuously develop, enforce and reformulate my
ideas, through extensive reading and frequent intellectual com-
munication, particularly with scholars outside my own profes-
sional discipline of architecture and urbanism.

Until recently, discourses in architecture and urbanism have
been totally dominated by and have operated within a western
modernist agenda, notwithstanding that effective contestation
has made impressive progress in many disciplines from geog-
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raphy to the social sciences. ltis in this context that | wish to
share with you my critical observations on three dynamically
inter-related issues, and their impact and influences on Asian ar-
chitecture and urbanism. The issues are:

* Eurocentric Modernity;
¢ Jenck’s Postmodernism; and,
» Spaces of (Post)modernity.

This analysis is done in the spirit of Saskia Sassen’s statement
that “epochs of trgnsition such as this we live in demand taking
theoretical risks.”

Eurocentric modernity

Modernity is understood in the West as the process of historical
transformation that has taken place in Europe and later in the
United States. Itincludes the concepts of freedom, human rights
and individuality as well as democracy and the rule of law. The
West has experienced many conflicts and much pain in realizing
its modernist democratic systems. However, its encounter with
civilizations of different religions and value systems often result-
ed in disastrous and tragic consequences.” ltis therefore im-
portant to put on record that the democratic applications of
modernity in the West were only practiced within the boundaries
of their nation-states, and did not apply in any effective manner
to the non-western Other.

By the last quarter of the 19th century, the entire South and
East Asia with the exception of Japan and Thailand were colo-
nized or semi-colonized as in China and other protectorate states.
Itis vitally important to recognize that “colonization does not sim-
ply involve political and §oonomic coercion, but also ideological
and cultural imposition.”” In the colonies, important architectural
traditions had been debased and re-interpreted in the image of
the colonial powers. “... In the unequal architectural encounter
between the colonizer and the colonized, the lineage of western
architectural theory governs the limit for all possible architectural
identifications.” Furthermore colonial aesthetic dominance in
the realm of civic projects, urban planning and public spaces has
greatly distorted the visual images of the Asian urban environ-
ment and appreciation of our own past, well beyond the end of
colonial rule.

The main characteristics and inspiration of the early Modern
Movement in architecture were clearly evolved from the incred-
ible dynamic period of art creation based firmly on the European
creative orientation as well as their stylistic and aesthetic tradi-
tions. Much of modernism in the colonies before WWII was re-
ally a testing exercise particularly by the younger generation of
western architects. After decades of de-colonization, the domi-
nance and exclusivity of Eurocentric modernity has continued
unabated. Besides Japan, non-western architecture is still sup-
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posed to remain as the otherin global discourse, even if its works
are being increasingly presented internationally. Hassan Fathy,
Geoffrey Bawa, Charles Correa and many others would perhaps
not be recognized internationally today without the active and
successful interventions of the Aga Khan’s architectural pro-
grams. However, many controversial issues have remained.
They in;lude the unequal relation%hip between center and pe-
riphery,” and modernity of the other as well as concepts of rights
and justice.

Since the early 1960s, many critics have already lamented the
great blight of dullness, boredom and the sterile environment of
cities arising from inhumane and rigid modemist planning. In sub-
sequent decades, US-dominated capitalism and globalization
have intentionally exploited and unscrupulously hijacked the
Modemist vision of skyscrapers, mega-structures and major high-
ways particularly in rapidly developing economies. Their foot-
prints and corpses are littered everywhere. Furthermore, this
planning approach is also widely adopted in East Asia, where the
dimension of ethics and social responsibility of the Modern
Movement is conveniently put aside. Profits and greed reign
supreme. Applications of Modernist-inspired Master Plans with
rigid zoning and usage control, etc. often become effective tools
for business and political cronies to make their enormous for-
tunes effortlessly.

Asian intellectuals — particularly those educated in the West —
are often unable to divorce themselves from the influence of west-
ern thought, social and cultural theories, and the western mode
of thinking and lifestyles. To interpret non-western realities, it is
essential for Asian intellectuals to consciously challenge the
voices behind the theories, if not the theories themselves. It is
also important to radically and continuously re-read the texts, be-
cause their presentation, meaning and relevance are often pre-
determined by the dominant culture and the powerful at different
historical moments. One example is the theory of Critical Re-
gionalism. | fully agree with John Clammer that we need “listen-
ing not only to the texts, but also to both the voices from the field
and those from other disciplines ... where similar issues are be-
ing raised and are often rooted in harsh reality.”

Jenck’s postmodernism

Richard Ingersoll, a critic and architectural historian wrote: “The
social upheavals of the 1960s, including civil rights conflicts, stu-
dent protests and the anti-Vietnam war movement, had a signif-
icant impact on the culture of architecture. On one hand the
Intemational Style and Urban Renewal were condemned for their
insensitive scale and ruthless destruction of communities, whiI%
the New Brutalist style was vilified for its wasteful formalism.”
It is in this context that Robert Venturi and Denise Scott-Brown
broadened the debate with their book Learning from Las Vegas
(1972), the New York Five exhip1ited and challenged the unin-
spiring functionalist architecture * and the UK architectural his-
torian Charles Jencks symbolically declared the death of mod-
ernism with the demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe housing develop-
ment in St. Louis on 15th July 1972. Collectively, they were suc-
cessful innovative promoters of postmodernism in architecture.
However, | must agree with David Harvey that “the social condi-
tions in Pruitt-Igoe — that great symbol of modemist failure — were
much nore at the heart of the problem than pure architectural
form.”

The architectural approach offered by Jencks’ postmodernism
did indeed seduce many architects as it provided a sense of lib-
eration against the formalism and austerity as well as the aes-
thetically over-coded design process and the rationality of mod-
ernism. For many years, its theories and projects were given
considerable prominence in architectural discourses. The early
heroic projects with image-making pseudo-historicism were done
in considerable seriousness. However, most of later projects de-
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teriorated into theme-parkish ludicrousness. Fortunately, these
stylistic exercises failed to attract widespread serious professional
and academic support outside the USA. Unfortunately, great
damage is continuously being done in the name of postmodern
architecture. With increasingly fetishistic theme-parkish inter-
pretation, countless visually offensive and tasteless buildings of
all scales and usages are being built. They are being occupied
and sold to the gullible public everywhere. Atthe same time, this
has provided a great opportunity for the neo-conservatives in the
US and elsewhere to embrace stylistic revival in the more wealthy
gated communities.

For decades, the public and even scholars were confused.
The expression of postmodernism in architecture did little justice
to the essential broader essence of postmodernity; it was adopt-
ed as nothing more than a superficial stylistic design tool. Schol-
ars, like Fredric Jameson, attempted and in my opinion failed to
connect theories and major projects of postmodern architecture
- such as John Portman’s Bonaventure Hotel in L.A. —to the
broader agenda and discourses of postmodernity. © The archi-
tecture of postmodernism comprised only ironic expressions of
various historical styles or visual gymnastics of little consequence
rather than aesthetic expressions for the complex essence of the
postmodem. Let me quote Michael Dear: “The burgeoning post-
modern architecture was disturbingly divorced from any broad
philosophical underpinnings, taking the form of an apparently
random cannibalizing of existing architectural archetypes, and
combining them into an ironic collage (or pastiche) of previous
styles. Called ‘memory architecture’ by its detractors, postmod-
ernism’s obituary was published embarrassingly soon after its
birth, testimony to the vacuousness of treating it solely as a mat-
ter of aesthetics.”™ This disembodied interpretation of architec-
tural postmodernism does great disservice to the understanding
of the pluralistic, tolerant and humane philosophy of the post-
modern.

Finally, the demise of Jencks’ postmodernism has provided
new intellectual spaces for the repositioning of those, particular-
ly within Europe, who are out of the Eurocentric mainstream,
including Second-modernism, Hyper-modernism and Super-
modernism in the context of the increasingly important emerg-
ing discourses on architecture and urbanism of (post)modernity.

Spaces of (post)modernity

Spaces of (post)modernity are all embracing and multi-
conceptualizable — from the intellectual, spiritual, artistic, and
cultural to the physical and virtual. The word (post)modernity
clearly signals the complex relational fluidity, hybridity and de-
territorization between modernity and postmodernity. The post-
modern is a global cultural phenomenon. Its dynamism and dis-
tinctiveness are glocalized and all-embracing. Notwithstanding
the intellectual and theoretical demise of modernism, modernism
has not diminished its incredible omnipresent influence. On the
other hand, the postmodem is everywhere, particularly in the arts,
lifestyles and changing values of the younger generation. How-
ever, the exciting rapidly changing conditions of the contempo-
rary, together with the inclusion of the progressive enlightened
interpretations of ethics and social justice, have yet to celebrate
their post-modern dreams.

Itis cn;gcial to recognize the importance of spaces of indeter-
minacy. They are in-between spaces — left behind from the ex-
isting or left over from new developments. Their characteristics
are pluralistic, fuzzy, complex and chaotic. To quote John Philips:
“These spaces emerge whenever an urban area of property falls
out of economic favour. With dilapidation comes a level of chaot-
ic freedom, which gives these spaces the flexibility to withstand
rapid changes in use ... By focusing on such spaces Lim can
address issues of social justice ogtside the paradigms and
rhetoric of technological progress.” ~ In a similar spirit, Chang
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Yung Ho’s Micro-Urbanism has contested the necessity of tab-
ula rasa — a complete destruction in the course of urban trans-
formation. Instead, he prefers to “scrutinize the real demands of
the changing reality of urban life itself and redesign the organi-
za}tiongl order of the old areas in order to inject them with new vi-
tality.”

To meet the incredible challenges of the complex world of glo-
cality and rapid development of information technology, con-
temporary architecture has many similar characteristics with the
wider art communities. According to Hou Hanru, the peripheric
avant-garde, the non-conformist outsiders and the non-western
migrant art community in Paris — what he calls exile - are a dy-
namic artistic force outside the Eurocentric mainstream which
has effectively contributed towards the gight against the world-
wide tendency of neutralizing “cn'ticality.”1 Globally, particularty in
the Asian rapidly developing economies, the population today is
going through a serious identity crisis and a process of de-identity
or general de-territorialization. According to Arjun Appadurai:
“There is an urgent need to focus on the cultural dynamics of
what is now called de-territorialization ... The loosening of the
holds between people, wealth, and territories fundamentally al-
ters the basis of cultural reproduction.”” However, notwithstand-
ing the impact of globality and the increasing blurring of economic,
social and cultural boundaries, territories of nation-states are still
very real and their interest and actions must be reckoned with.
Furthermore, in contesting the universality of global capitalism,
the embeddedness of appropriate localism and their peculiari-
ties as essential anchorage for ethics and social justice must be
recognized.

Compared to art production, the larger scale and the com-
plexities of architecture offer greater possibilities as well as more
constraints. The implementations are increasingly interlaced in-
to the rapidly changing urban fabrics as well as the cultures, val-
ues and lifestyles with their local peculiarities. In Asian cities un-
dergoing rapid economic development and structural changes,
radical and unprecedented transformations are creating ,an in-
novative and fantastic vision for a new model of urbanism.” The
architectural and urban expressions are complex, pluralistic, un-
coordinated and chaotic. They are beyond the accepted stylis-
tic and aesthetic norms of modernism. For example: the huge
elevated expressway interchanges in Shanghai may generate a
sense of pride in their dramatic urban forms or of shame in the
brutal destruction of the existing environment.” These archi-
tectural and urban statements are in the realm of the unexpect-
ed, out-of-the box and sometimes beyond the cutting edge. Their
sustainabilities are uncertain and many will fail. However, they
cannot be easily perceived based on the cyclical Eastem philoso-
phies and their relativities or western unilinear conception of con-
tinuous progress. Like yin and yang, they are neither good nor
bad, utopian nor dystopian. Let me quote Umberto Eco: “Infinite
progress does not exist, nor is there, as traditionalists wish to be-
lieve, a circle which we will for ever travel fgund and round. We
are faced with spiral shapes or explosions.” Perhaps we should
pause to carefully examine the wisdom of this controversial state-
ment.

Conclusion

In the last few decades, Asian architects are increasingly involved
in debating and searching for an identity with significant
Asianness and local peculiarities. The importance of historical
and environmental conservation is now better understood.
Examples include the incredibly sensitive conservation of Cheong
Fatt Sze Mansion by Laurence Loh (Malaysia) as well as the nu-
merous writings and adaptive reuse project of Xin Tian Di by Luo
Xiaowei (China).

In the meantime, contemporary vernacular has now been in-
creasingly accepted as an effective urban instrument towards
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the development of local cultural anchorage particularly during
periods of rapid economic development and indiscriminate ur-
ban destruction. Examples include the numerous writings of
committed advocates like Wu Liangyong (China) and William Lim
(Singapore) as well as demonstrative projects such as Integrated
rehabilitation of courtyard houses by Wu and Vidhan Bhavan,
State Assembly — an incredibly successful blending of Lgcaliza-
tion and the contemporary — by Charles Correa (India).

In 1988, the Thai architect Sumet Jumsai, who designed the
Bank of Asia headquarters in the form of a robot, wrote a con-
troversial book. His thesis was that the early Asian settlements
could be generated by the aquatic instinct and tradition. In the
process, he contested that the cultures of the South East Asian
region were only a by-product of Indian and Chinese cultural in-
fluences.” His proposition was also supported by the author's
article “Southeast Asia: Nowhere to somewhere and beyond,”
where Clarence Aasen was quoted: “Most important, and in-
creasingly explored and accepted, is the possibility that there
have been significant indigenous underpinnings for their cultur-
al developments: that they were not entirely, or even primarily,
derivative, and that the foreign factors %ouid be viewed less as
‘influences’ and more as ‘exchanges’.

In response to the challenges of rapid economic development
together with the forceful introduction of the visually standalégized
and boring modemist skyscrapers, Ken Yeang of Malaysia™ and
Tay Kheng-Soon of Singapore™ have extensively and success-
fully theorized the bioclimatic approach of cities and by examples
the tropical skyscrapers. However, Abidin Kusno has critically
examined at some length this architectural phenomenon from a
broader post-colonial cultural perspective. “By defining the trop-
ical skyscrapers as a distinctive structure of the region ... all oth-
er levels of difference have to be suppressed to give way to the
distinctiveness of climate as culture.” He further states in his con-
clusion: “To this extent, the architecture of these Southeast Asian
architects has tended to be incorporated into, and adapted for,
the order of th: 9world-economy, rather than to provide a site to
interrogate it.” At the same time, others have focused on the
theories and practices relating to critical regionalism, tropicality
and contemporary vemacular. Their appropriate applications are
still being hotly contested. Therefore it is interesting that this sort
of hybridized fusion, together with fetishistic application of se-
lected heritage elements have created architectural myths of trop-
ical paradise which are surprisingly well-suited for adaptation to
resort hotels everywhere.

In my opinion, more challenging and exciting is the recent phe-
nomenon that Asian architecture and urbanism have with great
speed generated incredible complex urban images and struc-
tural dislocation beyond the broadest agenda and scope of mod-
ernism. This is particularly evident in China and countries in the
East Asian region. To give a lecture on Asian Architecture today
using a rational and analytical format of modernism is therefore
an impossible task. In this paper one should attempt to illustrate
numerous highly fragmented and pluralistic design approaches.
They are being implemented often with disjunctive flows and with-
out any connectability to one another or any overall direction.
One could select projects ranging from product design to urban
visions and one could present them in a chaotic organized man-
ner of a postmodern imagery. This imagery in the context of the
present global processes of the arts, architecture and urbanism
is something critical, dynamic, exciting and disturbing. Though
it is firmly anchored in local peculiarities, this disjointing post-
modern imagery is the natural by-product of de-identity and de-
territorialization. Itis in this context that | undertake a visual pre-
sentation of the complex and fragmented multi-directional post-
modem imagery of Asian architecture in the new millennium. With
limited time and space for presentation, | have selected projects
from available materials to illustrate a broad range of ideas (figs.
1to 16).
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Figs. 1 and 2: Hebei Education Publishing House, 2004. (Source: Chang Yung Ho (China) Atelier FCJZ).

Figs. 5 and 6: Studio Asylum, 2004. (Source: Architect Hun Kim, South Korea).
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Figs. 7 and 8: Springtecture B, 2002. (Source: Shuhei Endo (Japan), Shuhei Endo Architect Institute).
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Figs. 9, 10 and 11: Church of St Mary of
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Angels, 2003. (Source: Richard Hassell and Wong Mun Sum (Singapore

) WOHA Architects).
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Fig. 12: Spiral House, 2001. (Source: Minh Sohn Joo (South Korea) Wega Architects).

M o .

Fig. 13: House at Lake Conneware, 2002. (Source: Kerstin Thompson (Australia), Kerstin Thompson Architects).
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Figs. 14, 15 and 16: Drum House, 2001. (Source: Kerstin Thompson (Australia), Kerstin Thompson Architects).
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