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Benny Kuriakose fell into the field of architecture by accident after a chance
meeting with the legendary British-born Indian architect Laurie Baker. The
Birmingham-born Baker came to India in 1945 as an architect attached to a antileprosy mission and stayed on for 50 years to become the man who revived
ancient indigenous architecture techniques especially focussed on those who
could not afford expensive design. For 30 years Kuriakose, based in the southern
Indian city of Chennai, has followed the Baker philosophy using mostly natural
and eco-friendly materials with designs that have very high interplay of natural
light and air. He talks to Grin about sustainable architecture and his most
exciting projects.

Kuriakose’s masterpiece: The Muziris Heritage Project.

1. How did you start as an architect?
‘I do not have any formal degree in architecture. I met the legendary architect
Laurie Baker accidentally at one of his sites and there it started. I do not have
any formal degree in architecture. When I left him after about an year, I never
thought I would be able to design buildings. But later on, I started designing
buildings and people liked what I have designed. I did some buildings and they
turned out to be good and I continued to do projects. I did not have any style
and I think my success had been that I designed for the people.
I have done projects starting from 125 square feet to 1,25,000 square feet. Also
from a single house to a whole village with public buildings such as the village
panchayats (councils) office and a temple also.
2. What according to you has been your finest work and why are you proud of
it?
The project that would have given one of the highest levels of satisfaction
might be the tsunami rehabilitation project of Tarangambadi in Tamil Nadu
(south India) after the 2004 tsunami. In some of the disaster
reconstruction projects, social sustainability becomes an important factor.

Post-tsunami houses made by Kuriakose.

Policy-makers, engineers and architects have seen public housing as a
technical problem and have proposed technical solutions, but it is more of a
social, cultural, economic and political problem too. Sustainability in in its
true sense incorporating the social, environmental and the economic
dimensions can play a significant role.
Public housing programmes generally follow a single type design, a series of
‘match boxes’, one per family categorised on the basis of their income. The
people who are going to live in the houses do not have a say in the design
and construction.. The owners often modify the structure after occupation
showing how the these “mass produced” shelters barely meet the target
population’s requirements .
In the tsunami reconstruction project I did in Tamil Nadu, we tried to take
care of the livelihood requirements of the community, reducing the
vulnerability against future tsunamis and recurring cyclones. We tried to
customize the 450 houses taking into account the needs and aspirations of
each house owner. It involved extensive community participation in all stages
of the construction, location of their house, to the planning, design,
implementation and monitoring the construction process.
One major factor for the success of any of the rehabilitation project is the
involvement of the beneficiaries in the planning and construction process.
This will lead to more satisfaction among them. What I tried to do in these
projects, was to treat them as individuals. So in the case of Tarangambadi, the
houses were customised to a larger extent, where they could choose one of
the seven options; they can make changes to the plan, they can bring their
doors and windows, and even discussed their expansion plans. Each client is
different, their family sizes are different, their financial status is different and
they will definitely add to the design inputs.
What made me proud was the fact that each of the house owners did play a
major part in the process and there was a high level of ownership feeling
among them. This led to the success of this housing project where each of the
fishermen family was seen as individual clients.

3. How would you describe your design philosophy?
I try to explore an architecture that is appropriate to the environment, cost
effective, sustainable and at the same incorporating the principles of
vernacular architecture in the modern context. Tradition and heritage is
not used as a style, but more as a concept, with the use of natural
materials and using elements from vernacular architecture. I do not have a
style of my own. I think, the concept is much more important than the style
in design.
I try to design for the client in such a way that there is constant dialogue
between the designer and the client, each affecting the other in various
ways, leading and influencing the final design of the building. This leads the
design to progress and clarify as it is continually revised in the light of the
constant and evolving interpretations of the parameters leading to final
design that is unique and catered to the user. I do not want to impose my
ideas on to my buildings which I design, I design each building according to
each one’s needs and that is why my buildings are different. Even if they are
not interested, I try my best to involve them.
4. Can you share with us your upcoming project which you really look
forward to working on?
I learnt quite a bit working on conservation projects. The best way of going
green is to conserve our old buildings. Working on the Muziris Heritage
Project, it has been proven that conservation and development can go
together. It is planned as a conservation project. In one sentence, when the
project is completed, it will be a walk through 3,000 years of history of the
(the southern Indian state of) Kerala. The place is very special since this is
the place where the Jews, Arabs, Greeks, Portuguese, Dutch and the British
etc. came. Three religions came to India through this port namely Judaism,
Christianity and Islam.

The Muziris project has many dimensions. It is an educational project,
developmental project and a model for the sustainable tourism also .
Conservation of historic buildings are being done as part of this project.
Different museums are already open to the public. There is infrastructure
improvement such as the construction of new boat jetties etc.
Archaeological excavations are being carried out in Pattanam and
Kottappuram fort as part of the project. Lot of academic research is also
happening.

An image of the Muziris Heritage Project.

The concept of the Muziris Heritage Project is very unique. It is an
alternate approach to heritage management and the biggest challenge
was to develop the concept which suits the local context.
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