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Mischa Gorchov 
Brearley on why 

admirers of modern 
architecture should 

visit Ahmedabad

Museum 
of the 

modern

  
The Gandhi Smarak Sangrahalya memorial in 

Ahmedabad (Charles Correa, 1963) based on a plan of 
20ft square modular units around a central pool

Writing in the Architectural Review, William 
Curtis described Ahmedabad as ‘one of 
the world’s leading museums of Modern 
architecture’, and a list of Modern buildings 
in the city proves his point. By Le Corbusier 
alone, there is the Mill Owners’ Association 
building, Villa Sarabhai, Villa Shodhan and 
the Sanskar Kendra City Museum (all 1951); 
there is Charles Correa’s Gandhi Smarak 
Sangrahalya museum (1963), Louis Kahn’s 
Indian Institute of Management (1974), and 
an unbuilt design for the Calico Mills by 
Frank Lloyd Wright.

Among work by architects perhaps less 
familiar in the west are Achyut Kanvinde’s 
Ahmedabad Textile Industry’s Research 
Association (1950-52) and the first phase  
of the Physical Research Laboratory  
(1953-54); Hasmukh Patel’s Newman 
Hall (1965); Gautam Sarabhai’s National 
Institute of Design (1965); and B V Doshi’s 
Center for Environment, Planning and 
Technology (1972). There are more buildings 
by the giants of Modern architecture in 
Ahmedabad than in any other city in the 
Indian subcontinent. 

But for me this leads to a tantalising 
question: what is it about Ahmedabad that 
brought so many great Modern architects to 
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Below: Le Corbusier’s Mill Owners’ Association building (1951) - Ahmedabad 

is an important textiles centre. Bottom, a cloister in  
Hasmukh Patel’s Newman Hall theological college (1965)

this city? There is no simple answer. Partly 
it was to do with the culture and history 
of the place, its fierce independence and 
resistance to colonialism; and partly it was 
to do with the vision of an influential and 
diverse group of individuals for their city, 
set against the broader backdrop of Indian 
independence. Of course, elements of this 
narrative must have resonated with the 
architects’ own ambitions and ideologies, 
and so, perhaps, for a moment in time local 
issues and aspirations chimed with more 
universal concerns. 

To understand Modern architecture 
in Ahmedabad we must try to understand 
its social and historical context. Since its 
foundation by Sultan Ahmed Shah in 1411, it 
has been an important centre of trade and 
industry: for the Gujarat Sultans; for its 
Mughal and Marathi rulers; for the British; 
and finally into Independence. The historic 
walled city, which in July 2017 was the first 
in India to be awarded UNESCO World 
Heritage status, has the characteristic 
qualities of both a traditional Hindu town 
and a typical Islamic city; Raychadhuri 
notes that ‘spaces used for commercial, 
residential and religious purposes were not 

    
Above and top: Louis Khan’s Indian Institute of Management 

(1974). A collaboration between a visionary group of Ahmedabad 
industrialists and Harvard Business School, it  blends modern 

architecture and Indian tradition

    
Le Corbusier’s Sanskar Kendra City Museum (top)  

and Villa Sarabhai (above), both 1951
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separated from each other’, which is itself a 
Modern notion. 

By the early 20th century, Ahmedabad 
had grown to become a global centre of 
textile production, and the rapid increase 
in wealth and urbanisation led to a struggle 
between the colonial rulers and a local elite 
over control of the city. The massive influx 
of mill workers had outgrown the capacity 
of traditional settlement, which no longer 
suited the demands of the new methods of 
production. A new city had to be built, and 
a group of mill owners, trade unionists and 
socialist politicians, drawn together by their 
common opposition to the urban policies of 
the colonial government, fought for their 
authority to control this process.

This elite group wielded exceptional 
influence, and they were also concerned 
for their civic community in a way that 
went beyond pure self-interest. Perhaps 
influenced by the ideas of Fabian socialism 
and social responsibility implicit in their 
religion and caste, a number of mill 
owners sent their children to be educated 
at universities in the west. There they 
encountered early modernist pioneers 

who presented an integrated vision of 
the future. This vision may have seemed 
accessible partly because of its claim to 
universality, so deliberately distinct from 
western tradition, but also because aspects 
of modernist thought echoed the teachings 
of Rabindranath Tagore that they had 
already encountered. Moreover, the version 
of modernism espoused by the Bauhaus – 
which found a place for crafts cultures by 
reconciling mass production with individual 
artistic spirit – was entirely sympathetic to 
their own local experiences, not to mention 
their sense of civic social responsibility.

Indian independence brought concrete 
opportunities: Prime Minister Jawaharlal 
Nehru set forth a bold image of modern 
India, and commissioned Le Corbusier 
to design its new capital complex in 
Chandigarh. Curtis has written that, for 
Le Corbusier, India ‘entered his mythology 
as a place destined to bystep the chaos 
of the “first machine age” and to enter 
directly the phase of natural harmony 
of the “second machine age”’. Although 
somewhat ‘marginal to Chandigarh’ in 
Curtis’s words, Ahmedabad offered Le 

Corbusier the chance to test his ideas about 
architecture and its relationship to climate 
and memory. For the Ahmedabad elite, 
bringing Le Corbusier to the city was a way 
of positioning the city on a global stage after 
the Second World War. It was an early step 
towards the shaping of a uniquely Indian 
Modern identity and the beginning of a 
formal dialogue between India and the rest 
of the world, mediated through the arts, in 
which Ahmedabad would play a pivotal role. 

So, to answer the question we began 
with: Ahmedabad is worth visiting not 
only because it is home to some unique 
Modern architecture, but also because, 
in our rapidly transforming society, 
seeing these buildings in context lets us 
reflect on the nature of the modernist 
project post-Independence and the way 
that it encompassed dialogue between 
disparate elements. This has the potential 
to reconfigure and decolonise our 
understanding of the history of modernism. 
C20 is planning a trip to India in November 
2019, taking in Delhi, Chandigarh and 
Ahmedabad. See C20 Events, page 08,  
or the C20 website for further details. 

   
The National Institute of Design by Gautam Sarabhai, established in 1961 after 

the 1958 India Report by Charles and Ray Eames. The structural grid has enabled 
spaces to be adapted over time and reflects the Institute’s ethos.  The entrance 

courtyard includes a magnificent large-span unreinforced brick vault

       
Left and below, B V Doshi and Mahendra Raj’s 

Memorial Theatre (1965), built to mark the centenary 
of the poet Rabindranath Tagore.  Opposite page, 

Doshi’s Institute of Indology (1962) 
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