Exploring the Harmony Between Modern
Architecture and Buddhist Felicities: A
Journey through 1910-1973 Spatial Habitus

In the realm of architecture, the 20th century witnessed a significant departure
from traditional design principles. Modern architects sought to break free from the
constraints of the past and create a new language of form and function.
Concurrently, Buddhism, as an ancient spiritual tradition, emphasizes the
importance of mindfulness, balance, and harmony. Surprisingly, these seemingly
divergent ideologies found common ground and influenced one another during
the period of 1910-1973, giving birth to a unique architectural movement known

as "Spatial Habitus."

Understanding Spatial Habitus

Spatial Habitus refers to the manifestation of spatial conditions that reflect
Buddhist philosophies and principles within modern architectural designs. It
emerged as a response to the increasing globalization and mass industrialization
that dominated the early 20th century. Architects sought to create spaces that

embodied tranquility, connectedness, and a sense of purpose.

The movement of Spatial Habitus aimed to go beyond the mere physical structure
of buildings. It sought to create environments that uplifted the human spirit and
fostered a deep sense of well-being. Architects integrated elements such as
natural light, open spaces, and organic materials to establish a connection

between the built environment and the natural world.

Bangkok Utopia: Modern Architecture and
Buddhist Felicities, 1910-1973 (Spatial Habitus:
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The Influence of Buddhist Felicities

The integration of Buddhist felicities within modern architecture was a pivotal
aspect of Spatial Habitus. Architects looked to Buddhist principles to guide their
design choices, seeking inspiration from concepts such as impermanence,

interconnectedness, and mindfulness.

One of the key Buddhist principles that influenced Spatial Habitus was the idea of
impermanence. Architects embraced the impermanent nature of existence and
applied it to their designs, incorporating flexible spaces that could evolve over
time. Rather than rigid structures, buildings were intended to adapt and respond

to the changing needs of their occupants.

Spatial Habitus also emphasized the interconnectedness between humans,
nature, and the surrounding environment. Architects incorporated sustainable
design practices, such as the use of renewable materials and the integration of
green spaces, to create a harmonious relationship between the built and natural

worlds.
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Mindfulness, a fundamental principle of Buddhism, played a vital role in the
design process. Architects sought to create spaces that invited introspection and
reflection, encouraging individuals to be present in the moment. From meditation
rooms to gardens designed for contemplation, Spatial Habitus aimed to foster a

sense of tranquility and inner peace.

Examples of Spatial Habitus in Modern Architecture

Numerous iconic architectural structures exemplify the integration of Spatial
Habitus within the modern era. One such example is the Fallingwater House
designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. Completed in 1939, this house harmonizes with
its natural surroundings, blending seamlessly into the landscape. Wright's
incorporation of open spaces and floor-to-ceiling windows invites the outside

world in, creating a sense of unity between the inhabitants and their environment.

Another prominent example is the Katsura Imperial Villa in Kyoto, Japan. Built in
the 17th century, it serves as a testament to the enduring influence of Buddhist
philosophies on architectural design. The villa's emphasis on simplicity, harmony,
and mindfulness embodies the principles of Spatial Habitus. Its integration of
gardens, water features, and carefully crafted interior spaces creates an ethereal

atmosphere conducive to contemplation and serenity.

The Legacy and Continued Relevance of Spatial Habitus

Although the movement of Spatial Habitus reached its peak in the mid-20th
century, its impact can still be felt in contemporary architecture. Architects today
continue to draw inspiration from Buddhist principles, embracing sustainability,

mindfulness, and a holistic approach to design.

The legacy of Spatial Habitus serves as a reminder of the profound connection

between architecture and spirituality. It challenges the notion that architecture is



solely about functionality and aesthetics, highlighting its potential to foster well-

being and transcendental experiences.

, the period of 1910-1973 witnessed an intriguing convergence of modern
architecture and Buddhist felicities, giving birth to the movement of Spatial
Habitus. Architects explored the integration of Buddhist principles into
architectural design, resulting in spaces that embody tranquility,
interconnectedness, and mindfulness. From Fallingwater House to the Katsura
Imperial Villa, examples of Spatial Habitus continue to inspire contemporary
architects and remind us of the profound impact architecture can have on our

well-being and sense of belonging in the world.
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“Utopia” is a word not often associated with the city of Bangkok, which is better
known for its disorderly sprawl, overburdened roads, and stifling levels of
pollution. Yet as early as 1782, when the city was officially founded on the banks
of the Chao Phraya river as the home of the Chakri dynasty, its orientation was

based on material and rhetorical considerations that alluded to ideal times and
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spaces. The construction of palaces, monastic complexes, walls, forts, and
canals created a defensive network while symbolically locating the terrestrial
realm of the king within the Theravada Buddhist cosmos. Into the twentieth
century, pictorial, narrative, and built representations of utopia were critical to
Bangkok’s transformation into a national capital and commercial entrep6t. But as
older representations of the universe encountered modern architecture, building
technologies, and urban planning, new images of an ideal society attempted to
reconcile urban-based understandings of Buddhist liberation and felicitous states

like nirvana with worldly models of political community like the nation-state.

Bangkok Utopia outlines an alternative genealogy of both utopia and modernism
in a part of the world that has often been overlooked by researchers of both. It
examines representations of utopia that developed in the city—as expressed in
built forms as well as architectural drawings, building manuals, novels, poetry,
and ecclesiastical murals—from its first general strike of migrant laborers in 1910
to the overthrow of the military dictatorship in 1973. Using Thai- and Chinese-
language archival sources, the book demonstrates how the new spaces of the
city became arenas for modern subject formation, utopian desires, political
hegemony, and social unrest, arguing that the modern city was a space of
antinomy—one able not only to sustain heterogeneous temporalities, but also to

support conflicting world views within the urban landscape.

By underscoring the paradoxical character of utopias and their formal narrative
expressions of both hope and hegemony, Bangkok Utopia provides an innovative
way to conceptualize the uneven economic development and fractured political

conditions of contemporary global cities.
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