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artdd: Could you go back a bit and talk about why you chose to study
architecture?

Ong-ard Satrabhandhu: My family was building a home and | was always
around the construction site. | think my dad noticed that and luckily made the right
decision to encourage me to pursue my interests in architecture. | was fortunate
that | got accepted into Coamnell (Cornell University College of Architecture, Art, and
F’ianning!l. The only student | knew there was Dan Wongprasat, he was one year my
senior and there were only two Thai students at the times. When | first got there, |
didn’t know anything. | didn't know about the basics that most of the students who
were accepted into the school knew. For example, they would know the names of
the architects who were the master builders at the time but | didn't know anything. |
was pretty much struggling with the language as well, but | finally got through that.
Once the school started, | did some research and gradually became more informed
aboutthings, and it was then that | began to really like and become impressed with
architecture.

artd4d: Who were you studying with at Cornell?

OS: There was Colin Rowe who was teaching History and Theory of Architecture.

| got to be a student in one of his history courses in the third year. Whal people
reference from Rowe'’s coursework is the idea of the mathematics of ideal villas
(The Mathematics of the ldeal Villa and Other Essays). What he was teaching made
history interesting because he compared it to the present and he showed us that
history is something you just can't disconnect from but in the meantime, we didn't
know how the stuff he was teaching us could be applied. He made intriguing com-
parative observations belween Palladic and Le Corbusier's works but none of us
were able to utilize that. He taught us that good architecture needed to be clear,
simple, balanced, serene and proportionally harmonized. When | was studying
at Yale (Yale School of Architecture), James Stirling who was becoming this sen-
sational figure, was one of the professors and | remember feeling so amped, but |
didn’t know back then that Sterling's works that | liked actually had Léon Krieras a
major back office. Krier is the person who wrote the introduction for my book and
Sterling didn't mention him at all. The truth of the matter is it's very difficult to pull off
vernacular, traditional or classical work but I've heard people talk so much about it.
Especially in Siam, people always say thal there wasn't any crealivily behind these
works and that they were all copies and easy, but the truth is that this is because
they never tried working with traditional tropical architecture before. If they would
try, they would realize that without an understanding of traditional and classical
languages it's like you are speaking a language and your grammar is off.

art4d: Apart from Colin Rowe, James Sterling and Léon Krier, which
architects would you say influence the way you view architecture?
0S: When | was a student, Le Corbusier was definitely one of the master builders.
There was also Alvar Aalto and Frank Lloyd Wright, but | didn't really get into Mies
van der Rohe even though I'm very impressed by his intricateness and simplicity.

artdd: What was your thesis at Cornell about?
0OS: The masterplan of Panabhandhu School with an emphasis on designing
the space.

artdd: What did you do after Yale, did you open your office right away?
0S: After graduation, | worked in the States for about two years, first in New
Haven and then | moved to Glen Paulsen (Glen Paulsen & Associates Architects)

in Bloomfield Hills. At the interview, | told them that | wasn't really good at working
drawings so | was working on the design. | ended up doing a few projects there.

| was happy with the work and planned to continue to stay there but my mother was
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very witty. She told me that she had twe pro-jects waiting for me
at home, one was Panabhandhu School, and there was another
building at Kasetsart University, so | went home otherwise | would
have stayed there,

art4d: What made you decide that the two works were
geing to be Corbusian architecture?

OS: | wasn't that experienced back then and thought that exposed
concrete should be something that would suit Thailand while Thai
builders were very skilled with formwork and the labor costs were
cheap. The idea of not painting the building seemed like a good
idea and I've always loved Corbusier's works because the forms
are very appealing. | didn't think about the comfort of the people
who use the building, or if people would like it at the time. | didn't
think much about these things. It was a very abstract way of
thinking, very childish. | think it would be the same with the way
kids these days prioritize attractiveness, bul concrete’s thermal
mass is quite high and it affects people inside soitisn't ideal for

a building in a lropical country such as Thailand. |

artdd: Did you reference the structural proportion of the
buildings to Le Modulor or any particular principle?

OS: | didn't use Le Modulor but | did try to explore the Renaissance's
golden triangle and compositions of other systems that Colin
Rowe talked about. For instance, every element needs to be
proportionally harmonized, If you study some good examples of
architecture throughout history, you will notice that they are all of

a good proportion because those buildings slick to the principles
of the golden triangle and squares. Andrea Palladio, the father of |
American Architecture, once wrote about the language of classi-
cal architecture and the impartance of proportions in his treatise
"The Four Books of Architecture.’

| like Le Corbusier because his warks impress me and I've seen
almost all of his buildings in Europe. | went to Chandigarh when it
was first completed. The group of buildings has a beautiful form
and the movement is great. The Architectural Promenade plays
a big and important role in his works.

art4d: Would you say that ‘proportion’ is the essence of
every work that you have done?

OS: What's also important apart from proporlion and what has
always been something | think about is the movement through
space. Ancient Chinese architecture also has very beautiful move-
ment in their buildings which always contain these four principles:
bilateral symmetry, axiality, hierarchy, and enclosure. | think we
should, in some ways, utilize these principles. Mies van der Rohe
designed a home that had the exact elements of a Chinese home.
He was very interested in Chinese philosophy and ene of his
friends taught Chinese philosophy in college. Not only should we
acknowledge the importance of these things, but also the history
of architecture. It's something we cannot be unaware of,

artad: History of architecture seems like the kind of sub-
ject that most architectural students take for gruntud
despite the fact that history plays a significant role in
architectural creation, What’s important about history
in your view?
0S: | think if we teach the histary of architecture using beautiful
villas as case studies, the students will probably like it. Don't put
tao much emphasis on the year in which a certain building was
constructed or who designed it, but rather the reasons why a built
structure is great. Villa Lante in one of Rome's suburbs is a very
heautiful wark of Mannerist architecture. The villa and its garden
harmonize with the surrounding hill and it has this movement
through space that is quite impressive. It's hard to explain itin
words. You have to see it with your own eyes. What differentiates
architects at present from those in ancient times is their construe-
tion expertise. My weak point is that | can't actually do the actual
construclion. You should be able to saw the wood and hamimer
a nail because you'll get a good feeling from it, At Yale, when
Charles Moore was the Dean, he had this idea for students to
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come up with a project and actually build it for a community. It was such a great
initiative. You have to remember that architects were not academically trained to
hecome professional practitionars. Brunelleschi built that dome and he was no
engineer, but he did think about how the structure would be constructed, and that
kind of process allows for one to really understand the core of it, At the beginning of
my practice back then, we still had this type of craftsmen/builders to whom | could
explain my ideas and ask them how te build such things.

artdd: Were the standards of contractors so much different back then
as compared to today?

0OS: There are no standards at all these days. There used to be builders that | could
consult with but today contractors ask me what | want them to do. | don't know, and
that's why | ask. i's sad. Palladic was a mason and someone noticed his skills so
they trained him and made him a great huilder, but contractors today da their job for

. the money. It's a business and they're investors. They find people to do the work, to

lay lhe bricks, cul the wood and so on. It becomes just a job that they have to finish
in order to get paid, not because they want to create something. The builders | knew
and warked with back in the 70s were very proud of what they did. You don't get
that nowadays. A contractor that really impressed me and is someone | have great
respect for is Shun Chatroopsevi. He was a person who could better my works and
| have worked with him since the Panabhandhu School project as well as the one at
Kasetsart University. He was my first choice in all the projects that | have done. He
passed away and his sons took over, and | worked with them, but they aren't in the
business anymore because there isn't that much money in doing the kind of work
that they da in the way that they used to do it. One of his s3ons is selling noodles for
a living now. I'm not joking. He said the money is better and he doesn't have to work
as hard,

artdd: Which engineers did you work with in the past?

©8: | used to work with Professor Arun (Professor Emeritus Arun Chaiseri), but after
| moved to Chiang Mai, | worked with the engineers who were based here instead.
Speaking more about contractors, the headquarters of Toshiba (Thailand) had very
skilled in-house bricklayers and it was this condition that led to the completion of
the building.

artdd: Apart from contractors, do you think arehitects nowadays are
less concerned with intricateness because everybody is working within
such a limited deadline?

0S: Maybe. | think clients are more demanding about the timeframe as well. There
have been many projects that | haven't been able to do because they have had such
a limited timeframe. | did try to tell them that the shorter the time, the better it is for
me because it means that I'll get paid faster but it's not good for the work. Some of
the buildings in Bangkok have glass elevators that you can see through and you
notice that the details are off. If we look at buildings nowadays, we can see thal
they really lack intricateness.

art4d: When you are presenting your ideas to clients, what are your
methods of communication that allow for them to understand what
you're trying to propose? You don’t use computers much as far as

we know.

©O8: | usually use models. | make my own models and, at times, supervise them if

I have someone else making them. I'm definite about what | want to emphasize,
which is the movement through space. | communicate with them in a way that
sections or whatever aren't really that important. It's like when you see a poster. If
it's a high rise building it's like looking at a poster from a bird's-eye view. We may
have to stop and think for a moment and consider that what they're presenting isn't
the real thing but it is what we are trying to achieve. | do provide additional explana-
tions regarding what a building will eventually look like when it's finished and | often
present them with what | think is beautiful. What's sad is that most of the things |
show are not in Thailand. | put together the things that | think are beautiful. | think it's
okay to use the ward beautiful because, at the end of the day, the question is do we
ultimately try to create a beautiful creation so that it won't end up @ massive piece of
trash? So with the contemporary concept thal talks aboutl how architecture has to
reflect the society it is in, these buildings and the urban fabric that seem so chaaotic
are because our society is such chaos. Shouldn't we built it more peaceful?

artdd: How do you develop a work of architecture within a particular
context?

OS5 | don't think Thailand has a definite context. When | work, | look at it justin
terms of the space in this world that | create because that's the only thing | have
control over. | don't have the power to control what is surrounding the work that
| do, sa | choose to turn my back on it. It isn't exactly a good thing but it's the only
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way | can find peace. Why | do this is simply because there is no
other way. The context is constantly changing. The regulations that
can help organize the cily are not the ones that we have. | think
when you build a road, the buildings have to be on the same plane,
not set back to whatever range the owners wish, A beautiful cily

is one where the roads turn here and there, bul the buildings are
properly controlled and organized. Take a project | did on Yaowarat
road, for example, it was perfectly fine to do a renovation but once
you demolish a structure for a rebuild, then the building is forced
to he set ta certain meters, which is nunsense because the original
range keeps the side of the road organized. Now you see new
structures being set back. Architects destroy the city as much as
the regulations do.

artdd: If there wos a brief that required a built structure
to be surrounded by nature, how would you work it out,
would you enclose the structure with nature, or turn
your back on it and ereate a new context for it?

OS: Take the residence in Mae Rim for example, | designed that
project to be opened because it's enclosed by the distant presence
of the mountain. | can apen a space up but there needstobe a
sense of outdoor space that connects with the house. And the
most important thing is the axis.

art4d: From what you've seen in the ancient architec-
ture of the West and Chinag, do you think there is any
collective conclusion or root that every culture shares?
O8S: There is. | think what's really important for a building is the
scale of the indoor and outdoor spaces. That is an imporiant basic
element. An outdoor space has to flow, otherwise, it can'tbe a
space, and it has to be enclosed by 2 building. This references
back to the four principles of Chinese architecture: enclosure,
hierarchy, axiality, and symmetry.

artdd: From your observations, are there any ditferences
in the proportions of the compaositions?

0S: There are actually. | personally like the kind of space where..
likke if it's an interior space and you add columns in it, it becomes
like a western church. The additional element creates this sub-
space and that is what Western and Chinese architecture share.
It's like when Palladio creates a room and he puts in these columns
and it looks so much different from the room where there was
no celumn at all. It's charming in a way that | cannot explain. It's
beautiful and it has to be beautiful even when it appears as a three-
dimensional object. The thing that impresses people, what they
like, hate, are interested in or tired of is the quality of the space,
not the physical form because space generates dynamics. Look at
the plan of Barcelona Pavilion, there are only a few lines but when
| saw the real thing, my heart was beating fast because the space
creates such tremendous movermnent. You thought you could enter
directly from here but you couldn't — that's Architectural Promenade.
That's what students should be observing and learning about
rather than leamning from abstract forms.

artdd: Let’s talk about Chiang Mai. Your first project
here was created in 1999 and it was Tamarind Village
Hotel. Why did you decide to relocate here?

OS: | moved here in 2000 and it was more of an accident. When

| was werking on the hotel, | had to come here and was at the
site almost every day. | ended up having to come here 2-3 times a
month and each time | would spend 2-3 days but | still had to dis-
cuss the project with the architect who was based here. The rea-
son | had lo be at the site all the time was because there wasn'ta
precise plan but rather a very rough ane so | was required to be on
site pretty much the whole time. Once the building was completed,
they still didn't know how to connect what to where because we
worked on site and | talked with the builders on a daily basis about
what | wanted them to do. The good thing about this method of
waorking is that the work looks very natural, like one of those struc-
tures built by the locals. But the problem was that there was only
one person who was the leader of the builders and he was the only
who knew what to do, and the rest didn't really know the drill.
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If he got sick, the work had to be put on hold. Even | couldn't do the
job because | didn't have knowledge of the construction methods.
That's my weak point. When | was at Vicenza, they said that the
columns that Palladio sculpted were more delicate than others.

|, on the other hand, don't have the kind of skills that can lead a
construction operation. If we were to stick with what Vitruvius
says, that architects need to know how to do these things, there
wouldn't be anyone who would be qualified to be an architect. Te
me, everything has an origin. When people see my work, | tell them
about the origins of certain elements or compositions because |
want them to know of them. | haven't thought of anything original
since | was born, People who can come up with something original
have to be extremely talented. Just to design a building that people
won't reprimand or refuse to go inside of is already hard enough.

art4d: Since the almoest 20 years that you first moved to
Chiang Mai, how much has the city changed in your view
as the new developments come pouring in with new eco-
nomic possibilities while gentrification is, at the same
time, destroying the city?

OS: Everyone is thirsting for money and that's why things have
changed to be the way they are. People da things because they
can make money not because they want to create something
worthwhile or aesthetically valuable. They want to stand out but
they don't have the core values. That is why the city is being des-
troyed. I's a fact. It's like how mobile phones have become such
an integral part of our lives now. It's progress, but the culture, the
art and aesthetics used to be entirely different. The city is developed
but it has developed in other aspects.

art4d: Was Tamarind Village Hotel the first project
where you incorporated traditional elements in as a part
of the design?

OS5: It was my first project. The city's canal wasn't surrounded by
hotels like it is now because most people would think of a resort
far from the city center, surrounded by nature when they thought
about doing a hotel business here. The special element | created
with Tamarind was inspired by the alleyways in European cities
and the way thal they lead you into these amazing spaces. | per-
sonally think that putting a parking space in front of your estab-
lishment is just like you're standing naked. It's abscene. When

| was working on Rin Kham project on a corner of Nimmanhaemin
Road, the owner told me that he wanted to have the building set
back and put the parking space at the frant. | told him | didn't agree
with his idea and would propose my concept. If he didn't like it, he
could pay me the agreed amount of money, but if he agreed to do
what | said, | would continue with the project. | said that because

| knew what | was going to do with the project wouldn't be what
he wanted it to be. It turned out that he liked my concept of having
public space hidden inside the complex for people who don't
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drive. The building is situated right next to the public road with some architectural
features allowing for one to see from the street what's going on inside.

art4d: What is your faverite work that you have created in your career?
©OS: | don't have one, Every projecl has its flaws. | used to think that if | had the
money, | would hire architects to do everything for me so that | could finally be
happy (laugh). But right now, all the architects | wanted to work for me are dead
and | didn't have enough money to hire them anyway. There were a lot of problems
and | have never felt completely satisfied with what | have done.

artdd: From past to present, your ideas and architectural style have
been very fluid. From Panabhandhu School to the Kasetsart University
project, Toshiba Headquarters, Elephant Building, Tamarind Hotel and
your most recent works which contain certain traditional elements,
are there causes or influences behind these changes?

OS: Before | moved to Chiang Mai, | was very influenced by trends. The gymnasium
building of Panabhandhu School was a combination of everything from Japanese
architects' works all the way to James Sterling’s. It was like putting everything
together into a mix, and it's contusing. When | came up here in 1999, after Tamarind,
I felt different. My warks are more peaceful now and | think that's the right way to
work because the more confusing the environment around you, the more peace you
need. The other thing is that there are many things that | feel like | need to consider
and places | have to respect. It isn't like in Bangkok where we could do anything.
That city is beyond everything.

artdd: For you, what is good or beautiful architecture?

0S: The answer is very subjective. I've seen beauty and rationality in traditional
architecture and monumental buildings, but contemporary built structures don't
possess that kind of aesthetics and they don't last very long. We are in decline.
Certainly, there are reputable architects who are proud of the way that none of their
works are identical. | mean, everyone is entitled to an opinion. But if we were to look
atit from that aspect, the very origin of Western architecture (like Greek archi-
tecture) would be far from great because those who don't know it very well would
say that everything looks the same. So how can we make architecture students
acknowledge the importance of history during the five years they spend at architec-
ture schools? That's the question.

The architecture of ancient Greece created 3,000 years ago was built using long-
lasting materials because they believed in building permanent works of architec-
ture. Look at some of the oldest shopping malls in the world such as the Trajan's
Market in Rome. It has been magnificent for aver 2,000 years and people still pay
visits ta it to this day. | can't think of any other shopping malls that could survive
this long. We should design built struclures to be permanent and invulnerable
through the use of local materials that last a long time. What makes something a
good building is how flexible it is to change and its ability to adjust its functionality
throughout time.

art4d: What are your views of contemporary architecture?

O5: What exactly is contemporary architeclure? What do you define as contem-
porary? I | saw a work of one | would loak, but if | didn’t, it wouldn't be something

| would contemplate because | dan't think it's relevant to me. It's something thal
comes and goes. With the money being invested in the making of these new struc-
tures, everything seems so exaggerated. Like that museum project in Rome where
the building is done and everything but they don't have the money to run it. | saw
that building and there were very few tourists with most of the visitors being archi-
tects. Buildings are crealed o attract people’s interests, especially all the high-rise
structures. | mean you see them in pictures in magazines and they look beautiful but
the real thing isn’'t exactly as you see in the photds. A goed building is the kind of
building that helps improve a city's urban condition.

artdd: What de you think about Thai architects nowadays?

©OS: Mo comment. Let's just say that I'm not informed enough to make any comment.

artdd: The younger generation of architects relies so much on com-
puters that hand-sketching or models are starting to disappear from

the design process, what is your opinion on this phenomenon?

OS: They also don't sketch and they don't feel the need to use their hands. But itis
just that | don't know how to use a computer at all and | still love using my hands.

| think when you sketch the ideas you have in your head into drawings using your
hands, the feelings and proportions are more directly transformed. The computer
disrupts this transition for me.
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artdd: If we ask you to recommend a couple of books
for architecture students and architects to read, what
books would you recommend?

O8: My personal favorites are Steen Eiler Rasmuasen’s 'Ex-
periencing Architecture' and Witold Rybcaynski's ‘The Perfect
House.' The first one teaches people to appreciate architecture
and | think that just because of the way Rasmussen tells you
to lovk at things from a good urban space or in terms of other
details in a city, it's like you start walking down a street in Rome
and suddenly you come across this church that you didn't see
when you first turned into the street. It's a way we experience
architecture, just like the name of the book. Universities today
have courses on Rome because experiencing something is a
perfect way of learning. Rome is a city that has this incredibly
close connection with humans. You can walk a long distance with-
out feeling that it's far because you are constantly experiencing
something but if you walk from Wat Phra Singh Temple to Tha
Phae Gate in Chiang Mai, you probably don't come across any-
thing that will be beneficial to your idea. You become so indif-
ferent that you succumb to the ugliness, and it shouldn't be that
way. | like Rybczynski because | happen to like the way the book
introduces Palladio. That is very fun to read. It isn't like when you
read Eisenman’s writings. You need a sedative for that (laugh).
Too many problems, Rybczynski makes you feel like the world is
beautiful

Another two books that | would like to recommend are Léon
Krier's 'Architecture: Choice or Fate' and Lucien Steil's 'In the
Maod for Architecture: Tradition, Modernism and Serendipity.’
The first one gives us some idea of why preserving historical
cities and buildings is vital and whal features of historical archi-
tecture we should utilize when it comes to designing buildings
or a group of buildings. The latter one, especially its Chapter Iv:
On Imitation and Criginalily, is also great for it has easy-to-read
content although it was written 30 years ago.
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We speak with this Thai master architect about
his practice and how it has changed since the
1970s, as well as his personal views towards

architecture,

AMORN SRIWONG
AND CHIANG MAI
UNIVERSITY

38

w ooy - i
nivTlousumsrsrdaoniielamineag
Eoalwauos aus a3 qrnl
antlaunTINATLF G

1;3?1 nelunyIBNLLY

artdd pays a revisit to the architectural
repertoire of the self-taught Thai architect
Amorn Sriwong at Chiang Mai University.
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