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Abstract. Materiality is the most powerful tool in the hands of a designer. It
most often determines the abstract concept of the design outcome as well as the
tangible presence of what is created by a designer for the purpose of people.

The paper below aims to put the spot light on a material, Stainless Steel, that
needs to be given its correct space in the creative fabric of Indian design. A
material that is often unexplored aesthetically. A material that has immense value
in the concept of circular economy and sustainability. The exploration of the
juxtaposition of materials that are rooted in the culture and sensibility India, and
the narrative of stainless steel being a material that speaks of advancement in
technology born from precision, is the core of this article.

Written in an essay format for to attempt a broader outreach, specially focused
on the young creative mind, this paper is limited to exploring some key ideas on
ground making it more tactile and tangible in its approach and taking it out of a
realm of pure academia. It is all about the ways to see materials and innovation
with a highlight to the idea of “’Critical Regionalism'.”

The context of the writing is focused on India and the basis of design thinking
focus is local, however the methodology and the reference is from international
inspirations where explorations have been far and wide.
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1 Introduction

Understanding sustainability and circular economy through design and craftsmanship,
in the context of India, is like rediscovering the subtext which has existed ever since
the birth of the civilization. Mostly born out of the existential reality of having lesser,
one recognizes that the keywords which resonate today, such as Up-cycle and Re-cycle,
have actually been instinctive as part of the practices in this country.

A saree is bought, used passed down to the next generation, and each piece of it is
used till the last one, as an ensemble of colorful patches. Hence the concept of sustain-
ability is as old as our civilization and people. It is also interesting to understand that
most of this layer of our traditions is born out of our close connect with nature. All our
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practices nourished plant life and animals as well. Our festivals are all born out of na-
ture’s way of changing with climate and time of the year (see Fig. 2).

Imagery of all ancient art forms were inspired by nature and reflected in architecture
of the time. This contextual design idiom is so clearly visible in the traditional structures
we see, where the region and its nuances of climate and geology had a direct bearing
on the architecture and craftsmanship of the regions. The carving in forts of Rajasthan,
out of the local stone, which is soft, dictates the style of articulation in buildings. On
the other in South of India the local stone being hard, affords a certain kind of carving
and hence the style of architecture and embellishment was in alignment to what was
regional and contextual. As is evident, design traditionally had a complete alignment
with context and this had to do with materiality. The design language of the two regions
shows that difference.

This language of design which developed in the ancient architecture of old civiliza-
tions like India and others is clearly evident as the very backbone of development of
design thinking of that time. It developed as a process and took time and patience to
develop.

2 Design and Universality

While the east developed design and architecture basis their instinct and deep study of
context and materiality, the west saw the advent of colonization and industrialization,
which gave a very different momentum to the entire development process of design and
building. This required a very different language, one which was fast to put together
and modular enough to replicate easily for speed and ease. Design began to evolve
around the concept of universality. Embodiment of the Bauhaus Movement was seen
in the development of the language of universality that was seen all across Europe at
the time.

This became the beginning of what was birth of what we call the Modern
movement in architecture. It is very important to state that modernism had its fair share
of very positive inputs to society and the world at large and one of them was to propa-
gate the essence of equality. The Modern movement marked the shift in focus and em-
phasis on “form follows function” [12]. This thought process was guided by the rejec-
tion of ornamentation and embracing of simple clean lines. Hence the journey of new
materials like glass, concrete and metal began to guide the new design language and
development of the direction emerging thereafter.

3 Questioning Modernism

There were many design professionals in Europe who questioned this design philoso-
phy among them few found their voices being heard. One of them was Kenneth Framp-
ton who wrote a very important essay published in 1983 — “Towards a 'Critical Region-
alism' — Six Points for An Architecture of Resistance” [1]. The introductory note of the
essay summarizes the concern very effectively-
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“The phenomenon of universalization, while being an advancement of mankind, at
the same time constitutes a sort of subtle destruction, not only of traditional cultures
which might not be an irreparable wrong, but also of what I call for the time being the
creative nucleus of great cultures, that nucleus on the basis of which we interpret life,
what I shall call in advance the ethical and mythical nucleus of mankind. Everywhere
throughout the world, one finds the same bad movie, the same slot machines, the same
plastic or aluminum atrocities, the same twisting of language by propaganda. It seems
as if mankind, by approaching en masse a basic consumer culture, were also stopped
en masse at a sub cultural level. Thus we come to the crucial problem confronting na-
tions just rising from underdevelopment. In order to get on the road towards moderni-
zation, is it necessary to jettison the old cultural past which has been the raisond etre
of a nation?... Whence the paradox: on the one hand, it has to root itself in the soil of
its past, forge a national spirit, and unfurl this spiritual and cultural revindication be-
fore the colonist’s personality. But in order to take part in modern civilization it is
necessary at the same time to take part in the scientific, technical and political ration-
ality, something which very often requires the pure and simple abandon of a whole
cultural past. It is a fact: every culture cannot sustain and absorb the shock of modern
civilization. There is the paradox: how to become modern and to return to sources; how
to revive an old, dormant civilization and take part in universal civilization.”

Paul Ricoeur, History and Truth. [in 1]

The fundamental stand point of 'Critical Regionalism', is to mediate the impact
of universal civilization with elements derived indirectly from the peculiarity of a par-
ticular place. When we look around, we realize that much of the way we are building
today, there is a complete disregard for place and space when building under pressures
of economy and time. Even countries like Japan which have a rich legacy of inherited
cultural references has succumbed to this plague of universitality.

This could be attributed to the fact that during the time at which the dictates of the
modern movement were at its peak in the European countries, India was colonized and
struggling under the clutches of immense poverty along with suffering from a loss and
lack of identity. After independence instead of building what we had lost, the seeds of
servitude were sown so deep that we looked blindly to the west as superior and tried to
follow the sensibilities of development and design from the west itself.

The three core criteria which can reflect the idea of 'Critical Regionalism' in design
and architecture, could be considered as sustainability, materiality and innovation in
design. This triad can essentially guide a process of developing a design language which
has the richness of our traditions and rich culture with elements like patient crafting,
spatial quality and most importantly, materiality.

4 Materiality and Understanding Stainless Steel

Materiality and its deeper understanding brings us close to developing a parallel under-
standing of building to create places not just spaces. When we speak of sustainability
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and material an interesting point of view brings us to a material which has a very unique
position among choices made by designers and creators alike (see Fig. 1)

Driving circular economy
with stainless steel
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Fig. 1. ‘The Wonder that is Stainless Steel’ — A material that has one of the most circular usage
pattern making it a very sustainable material option (Source: https://www.ou-
tokumpu.com/en/sustainability/environment/circular-economy/stainless-steel-life-cycle )

Sustainability is a very important criterion which can be the primary quality that makes this ma-
terial a preferred choice for exploration and innovation. Reduction in carbon footprint and using
materials which have such a high rate of recycling and durability which also makes it a sensible
choice basis lifestyle costing. A versatile material that holds a unique position in the sense that it
has a niche role to play in every sphere of design development. Very few materials hold this
range of applications. Just imagine, holding a presence both backstage, where the role is critical
but not visible on the outside, and front stage where the application is highly visible and has the
due impact to draw a lot of attention (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. Imagine there is a stage - The back stage elements though not visible, form the backbone
of the performance and the elements of the front stage, very visible add the faces to the perfor-
mance. stainless steel as a material can perform both tasks on the stage of materials (Source:
Author, [Shukla, A.: Personal insights from travels and teaching -Personal communication],
[https://www.outokumpu.com/en/sustainability/environment/circular-economy/stainless-steel-
life-cycle])

Stainless Steel: The Visible Presence

This material made its appearance in 1929 as the apex material for the Chrysler
building in the form of the cladding on the top floors. The durability and ease of mainte-
nance was beyond anything the world of design had seen in a material. It became the
symbol of advancement, technology and dependability for any iconic landmarks in the
world.
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Fig. 3. Breaking boundaries of aesthetic supporting abstract forms and artistic creations all over
the world stage. Exploiting the material to its full potential with pride and poise alike (Source:
Author [Shukla, A.: Personal insights from travels and teaching - Personal communication])

The extreme versatility of the material started emerging in the late 1980 s when archi-
tects were able to conceptualize a design and this material afforded actualization of that
vision, the equation changed between design minds and materials. There was a shift in
the way architecture was being created and forms never seen before were being con-
structed. It was evident that materiality could govern the minds of designers and how
they visualized the built form (Figs. 3).

The versatility of the material and its intrinsic qualities like being available in vast
formats of physical forms from pipes to sheeting, as well as being available in various
finishes make stainless steel a choice (Fig. 4,5).

Fig. 4. Pipes, tubes, rods, bars, sheets, plates, coils are the forms it is available in along with
various finishes like brushed, polished, textured (Source: https://www.thinmet-
alsales.com/blog/different-types-of-stainless-steel-and-when-to-use-them)
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Fig. 5. The versatility of stainless steel makes it a natural choice for creative minds which rides
the aesthetic curve upwards (Source: Author [Shukla, A.: Personal insights from travels and
Teaching-Personal communication))

5 Stainless Steel: The Invisible Presence

Stainless steel was a material that retained its strong position back stage as well play-
ing a key role in the infrastructure development of urban areas and being the material
of choice for all the applications to design and create urban spaces.

A very invisible yet very powerful role of this material has been in the restoration of
old buildings which are undergoing deterioration over a span of time. Preservation in-
terventions are delicate yet the y need a most dependable, strong and versatile material
to play a key role.

An interesting example of this application is the repair and restorations done in the
Water City of Venice in Italy. For centuries Venice has been fighting nature to keep
itself from drowning. It is under attack from rising water, sinking ground, high tides,
wind, salt water, and, more recently, erosion caused by the wake of hundreds of motor-
boats. In the last ten to fifteen years the maintenance team of the city has used moly-
grade Type 316 and 2205 stainless steels extensively to strengthen its defense to stabi-
lize walls, replace wrought iron handrails, upgrade service pipes, reinforce or replace
bridges and other applications [2]. In this battle, stainless steel often works behind the
scenes, embedded in stone or brick. But in some cases it is in plain sight and blends in
beautifully with old materials (Fig. 6).

If we can imagine the role that Stainless Steel can play in the restoration of the treas-
ure of old structures that are present in our context, the possibilities are numerous and
critical to consider.
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Fig. 6. Used as a means to restore delicately, some historic structures in Venice with least inter-
vention. Due to the nature of Stainless Steel it adds not just strength to these fragile pieces of
history but also long life. (Source: https://www.imoa.info/molybdenum-uses/molybdenum-
grade-stainless-steels/architecture/structural-restoration.php)

An increasing sensitivity is needed to understand conservation and invisibility of intervention
materials is a very important factor in least visible changes to the original. The restoration of the
Eiffel tower is another such case where the invisible role of stainless steel has been recognized
and it can be one of the many directions in which this material can be molded.

6 Role of Stainless Steel in Contextual Restoration

These visuals capture the immense possibilities that are there for this critical appli-
cation and how much the world can benefit if open to using this material for restoration
purposes in various formats. It also opens up the doors to adaptive reuse of dilapidated
buildings, with the intent of re purposing environments rather than building more and
more [8][9]. There are many monuments that require preservation, conservation of
building and also adaptive re use in some cases to assist the same.

7 India’s Tryst with Stainless Steel

India is a country, rich in cultural heritage however very plagued by the west even
today. So even though we strive to be part of the modern world and connect at will with
everything happening, our attempts are shallow and mostly unsuccessful as they do not
come from a conviction of being rooted. In the 90°s while the design and creative world
experimented with this wonder material taking it to its pinnacle of being understood
and used to its fullest potential, in India 90% of the material was still being used as
vessels in our domestic kitchens (Fig. 7).
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Fig. 7. While the world celebrated Stainless Steel in numerous creative endeavors, India was still
largely using this material in kitchen vessels. A seed for development of creative ideas using this
material were critical (Source: https://nickelinstitute.org/en/nickel-applications/architecture-
building-and-construction/stainless-steel-in-structural-applications-the-role-of-nickel)

India has the intent, strong will and understanding to use stainless steel and we can get
a lot of inspirations from the West. However, taking inspirations from the technical
excellence available in those parts of the world which have used this material well and
shaping the west are two very different things. Contextualizing design is critical as we
recognize the importance today (Fig. 8).
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Fig. 8. While facing a deep identity crisis and sharing it with the world as to whether to embrace
and build with sensitivity to context and climate or to chase the fast disappearing western aes-
thetic language without questioning (Source: Author [Shukla, A.: Personal insights from travels
and Teaching-Personal communication])

When we can build like this the why build like that, the question is still an ongoing
inquiry into the mindset of the designers and creative minds in the country. Aspirations
need to be questioned and modulated with sensitivity.
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8 Materiality that Guides Design

Materiality is a big part of this exploration and some personal design experiences are
always the most challenging and sharing a few such design experiments. The one im-
portant understanding a creator has to gain such that the process of creativity and inno-
vation is unhindered and powerful, is an understanding of his material. It is like the skill
set of a sculptor in wood in very different from one in stone. Their entire design sensi-
bility is guided by the material they craft. In a similar analogy, a painter working in oil
paints when working with water colors will have to change the entire approach, and
content of their work at times depending on their medium of paint.

Fig. 9. Jindal Stainless Office at Hisar Factory. Exploration of the various forms of the material
pushing the limits to innovate and realize its potential (Source: Author [Shukla, A.: Personal
insights from travels and Teaching-Personal communication])

Our first interaction with Stainless Steel was while working on the design of the office
of Jindal Stainless Hisar [3] where every form of stainless steel was explored and used
in the apt context for that particular kind of form (Fig. 9). Material inspirations are
richly represented in the traditional design and architecture if we look carefully. The
effort is to abstract the material interpretation and give it a new innovative approach
and reinvent.

9 Redefinition of Materials and 'Critical Regionalism'

The following project is the Centrum Hotel in Lucknow [3] which has been conceived
completely basis the idea of Contextual design and under the guidelines presented by
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“Critical Regionalism”. Design sensibilities, spatial qualities, and materiality are all
rooted in the rich tradition of the local architecture (Fig. 10).

Fig. 10. Centrum Hotel Lucknow design by STUDIO 9491. Contextual inspirations for the ar-
chitecture and materiality of the project — exploring metal with earth materials. Design of a re-
ception in the spa inspired from the old architecture of Lucknow (Source: Author [Shukla, A.:
Personal insights from travels and Teaching-Personal communication])

Material inspirations and use of earth materials like brick was a reflection of the context
along with the use of metal as a functional design element and the reception table on
the right is interpretation. A steel carcass meets the structural integrity of a designed
piece whereas the earth material brick is what comes in contact with anyone who expe-
riences the design look and feel. It is what outlines the exploration of how opposites
meet (Fig. 11,12).
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Fig. 11. Centrum Hotel Lucknow design by STUDIO 9491. Modern language of design born out
of inspiration from old city architectural elements with Metal as the highlight combined with
brick as the earth material formed this bridge in the design (source: Author [Shukla, A.: Personal
insights from travels and Teaching-Personal communication])

There are many innovative design directions in traditional building designs which if
seen carefully are a treasure of design detailing and the measured and meaningful use
of materials. The inspirations led to an attempt a new form of bringing the context to
life.
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Fig. 12. Centrum Hotel Lucknow design by STUDIO 9491. Traditional construction methodol-
ogy which had a strong understanding of materials. The design largely worked with a very re-
duced carbon footprint of materials as they were all sourced locally (source: Author [Shukla, A.:
Personal insights from travels and teaching -Personal communication])

The use of metal not just as an embellishment but also as an integral part of the structure
so that there is an honest effort to understand the material and exploit every aspect of
its properties. There is always the path away from the beaten track that is what one can
strive for, but alongside it is important to be prepared for the struggles that come along
right from ideation of the concept to convincing the client, detailing the design out con-
sidering, and finally communicate the design for execution, the biggest challenge.

Can the warm inherently hand crafted and imperfect ‘Earth Materials’ [6] of our
Indian context come together with the cold, precision-based materials like ‘New Age’
metals for construction and design.
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Fig. 13. Centrum Hotel Lucknow design by STUDIO 9491. Combining metal with earth materi-
als more suited for India is the key design tool of most architectural and Interior elements (source:
Author [Shukla, A.: Personal insights from travels and teaching -Personal communication])

Jaali design at Centrum hotel [3], a traditional design element transformed through a
modern interpretation and use of both earth materials and metal (Fig. 13). With the
central thrust on sustainability, materiality, and innovation for design, we can surely
strive towards thinking of something new meant for our climate, geology and cultural
context.

10 Material Innovation and 'Critical Regionalism'

When we walk the path of deep honest originality, contextual design and true innova-
tion there are various doors waiting to be opened. Challenges seem to create the very
creative energy which fuels design and creativity. If we agree that design in India needs
to come of age gain confidence to stand out on its own, search within for the soul of
our designs rather than look out and ape the West blindly. That design should be con-
textual and rooted and at the same time bring something new to the table. Then we have
something special going. We need to give our designers space to think freely and with
their feet on the ground where they belong.

It is difficult to ignore the generation of stalwarts of design who were able to with-
stand the bright lights of Euro centric design and see through to what we needed in our
particular diversity of places and spaces. They were perhaps the few voices in the other
half of the world who chose to work and build in the difficult and often hostile envi-
ronment for innovation in design with an extreme paucity of resources.
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11 Result

It is time to transform the way we think and yet be gentle, thoughtful and responsible
with our creative power to transform as designers. The creation of sustainable and long
lasting built environments ensure a more responsible gift for the future generations (Fig.
14).

Fig. 14. Contrasts of aspirations which need urgent resolution. On left - Building in New Delhi
for the World Trade Centre Office Complex-placeless and lacking soul. On right - Students de-
sign studio work at CEPT Ahmedabad Campus-Future of design thinking is students (Source:
Author [Shukla, A.: Personal insights from travels and teaching -Personal communication])

12  Conclusion

Today, more than ever before, we need designers aware and alive to this great oppor-
tunity of redefining architecture and design. We not only need to get ourselves to think
deeply about context, climate and sustainability when we choose the materials we want
to build with but also be part of the process to educate the clients and stake holders on
the importance of sustainable design. We the creative nucleus, responsible for shaping
environments need to earn the respect through true innovation to command the deci-
sions.

As we navigate through the journey of rediscovering our rich past and heritage, we
equally hold in our hands, the opportunity to embrace what is the legacy of technology
and other gifts of modernity today. It is the responsibility of this generation to let young
minds fearlessly explore the unchartered territory of complexity and contradictions.

As connectivity gives us all the springboard to equity in exposure to novel ideas from
all over the world, it also takes away the will to be rooted and belong. However, it is
this connectivity that can be the very channel to share the uniqueness of place and space
as well. Different cultures rediscovered and exchanged. The one common string that
holds all design sensibilities in the world together is the crying need to create sustaina-
ble designs which give back more than they take away. The one way in which this can
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be achieved is, if we use materials like Stainless Steel with the highest level of com-
mitment to a circular economy, as a backbone to materiality and design detail to where
we belong. An understanding of 'Critical Regionalism' from the perspective of materi-
ality is what can be the very building block of the independent design story of many
nations like India where we embrace design languages that are universal yet reinterpret
them to read like the text of where they belong, not with the intent to imitate but to
create something new and powerful for the generations to come.

This is, perhaps, the stepping stone to what we can hope will be the design journey
of the future for developing nations like India.
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