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INTRODUCTION
The Central Public Works Department (CPWD), 
in early September 2019, issued a press notice 
inviting architects to compete for a redevelo-
pment project of the Central Vista. The pre-
cinct which once symbolized British colonial 
power was appropriated post-Independence 
to celebrate the seat of the world’s largest de-
mocracy. The area comprises of the Parliament 
building, Rashtrapati Bhavan, major ministry 
buildings, national cultural institutions and 
the triumphal arch- India Gate. The timeline of 
the project is ambitious and aims to construct 
the new Parliament building by July 2022, a 
new Secretariat by March 2024, and reshape 
the landscape surrounding the Central Vista by 
late 2020. The request for proposal (RFP) notice 
issued by the Ministry of Housing and Urban 
Affairs stated the following as the objectives of 
the Central Vista Redevelopment Project:
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A new Master Plan is to be drawn 
up for the entire Central Vista 
area that represents the values 
and aspirations of a New India 
– Good Governance, Efficiency, 
Transparency, Accountabil ity 
and Equity and is rooted in the In-
dian Culture and social milieu…
These new iconic structures shall 
be a legacy for 150 to 200 years at 
the very least. (Dutta 2019)

In light of the above-mentioned trajectory, is 
it possible to make sense of the radical plans 
of the redevelopment of Lutyens’ Delhi pro-
posed by Prime Minister Modi’s government? 
Furthermore, I intend to understand the ideo-
logical shifts and socio-political developments 
that have catalysed the demolition of various 
ministry buildings along with the Central Vista 
consolidation of the ministries at one location 

“No capital in the world has been built on the site 
of as many legendary cities of old, as Delhi.” 

Patwant Singh, 1971
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which are right now spread across the city. This 
also extends to the North and the South Blocks 
of the Secretariat which are proposed to be con-
verted into museums. Furthermore, the paper 
attempts to understand the process of museu-
mification of architecture to discern the thres-
hold between the past and the present while 
engaging with the process of history-making if 
there exists a lens to demarcate the two in the 
above-mentioned context. One section of this 
paper examines the very idea of re-conceptua-
lisation of the Central Vista and the fate of the 
current buildings while the other section of the 
paper comparatively analyses the symbolic sig-
nificance of the architectural elements of the 
buildings to be demolished and the buildings 
to be built.

NEW DELHI, AN IMPERIALIST PROJECT
On 12th December 1911, King George V and 
Queen Mary announced at the Coronation 
Darbar that British India’s capital will shift 
from Calcutta to Delhi. Shifting the capital has 
been deemed as a political and administrative 
strategy following the instability caused by 
Curzon’s Bengal Partition in 1905. In essen-
ce, the shifting of the capital from Calcutta to 
Delhi was Lord Hardinge’s (the then-Viceroy) 
way to dissociate from any specific provincial 
government and use the historicity of Delhi to 
consolidate the British stronghold as the supre-
me government (Ridley 1998). This was also an 
opportunity for Lord Hardinge to establish a 
federation of self-governing states as opposed 
to Lord Curzon’s crusade for centralized auto-
cracy (Moore 1985). Sengupta (2006) purports 
that the purpose of the capital city was never 
out of utility but to showcase imperial power; 

from the beginning when the announcement 
was made till the tone of the aesthetics was 
decided; the process was made out to be os-
tentatious. Though the architecture style was 
wildly debated in both India and England, its 
rudimentary appearance had been articulated 
long before even the architects were commis-
sioned. Lord Hardinge wrote a memo to Lord 
Crewe, the Secretary of State in London, titled 
‘Transfer of the Capital to Delhi’ and in respon-
se, Crewe writes,

The ancient walls of Delhi enshrine 
an imperial tradition comparable 
to Constantinople or that of Rome 
itself. (Sutton 2020: 73)

Sengupta (2006) further elaborates that refe-
rence to Rome was not in vain and the grand 
look associated with Rome, Nazi Berlin and 
Washington is called Grand Manner. Sengup-
ta makes use of urban historian Spiro Kostof’s 
work to explain that the Grand Manner is ur-
ban grandeur without any utility, that it was 
built without any pragmatic considerations. 
Instruments of heroic scale, luxurious building 
materials and visual homogeneity assert un-
diluted authority; the streets are built to hold 
pompous rituals and processions, as if the use 
of triumphal arches, obelisks and fountains 
could undermine the chaos of everyday life. In-
dian citizens had little or no agency to voice an 
opinion about the upcoming capital planning 
and design.

A Town Planning Committee was con-
solidated in 1912 to select a chief architect 
who would lay out the new Imperial city. Fo-
llowing several nominations, the Viceroy Lord 
Hardinge selected Sir Edwin Lutyens, an archi-
tect consulting the Hampstead Garden Suburb 



Chintal Sharma

- 63 -

Trust in England, and husband to former Vi-
ceroy, Lord Lytton’s daughter; Lutyens’ friend 
and architect Herbert Baker was summoned 
for assistance (Johnson 2015). Anthony King’s 
(1976) Marxist critique proposes that Delhi is 
a textbook example of a modern colonial city 
–the geospatial planning, as well as the struc-
tures of power involved in the decision-making 
process, indicate British’s dismissal to harbour 
interests of the British Raj’s Indian subjects. 
Lord Hardinge (1948) makes boisterous claims 
in his memoir that it was he who insisted on the 
site south of the Ridge against the better jud-
gement of experts’ opinions after site survey. 
Furthermore, the British convoy of planners 
and architects did not attempt to integrate the 
old city with the new one. Lutyens was dis-
missive of Indian architecture and remarked 
that Indian builders “set stones and build child 
wise… Before [they] erect, [they] carve every 
stone differently and independently, with lace 
patterns and terrifying shapes. On the top, 
[they] build over trabeated pendentives an 
onion” (Metcalf 1989: 228).

Johnson (2015) writes that Baker and 
Lutyens needed to create a city that unified ar-
chitecture with Enlightenment, because, despi-
te the British conquering India by the sword, 
the officials often noted that the decision of 
colonialism was based on reason rather than 
autocratic will. The geometry used in the Impe-
rial design employs pure forms and shapes like 
circle, square and triangle, which were used by 
the architects and the planners to assert Order 
and Law in contrast to what they saw as chaotic 
indigenous planning, or lack thereof. Further-
more, Lord Hardinge, his architects, his town 
planners and the government bureaucracy 
overseeing the project believed that the new ca-

pital was a gift from the British to India. Accor-
ding to the British, the project symbolized good 
government, rule of law and political reform, 
giving Indians greater responsibility in go-
vernance. However, Indian nationalists of the 
time, like Dadabhai Naoroji, would argue that 
the British were economically draining India 
and ruling by coercion. The British were losing 
their stronghold on India and political reforms 
became imperative. There was no better oppor-
tunity to assert British presence in India than 
building an Imperial capital to cement their 
position. The purpose of the city was not only 
to showcase British coercion, but it was also to 
signify that the British would reward good be-
haviour. The Secretariat North Block designed 
by Herbert Baker, flanking the Viceroy’s House, 
is engraved with the words: “Liberty does not 
descend to a people… It is a blessing that must 
be learned before it can be enjoyed” (Vij 2014).

British concerns while deciding the 
site further strengthen King’s argument. Ir-
ving (1981) notes that the Jamuna plain was 
rejected because it was considered malarial 
and threatening to the ‘British health’. The site 
where the Coronation Darbar was held in north 
Delhi was considered too small and more im-
portantly ‘unsanitary’ for its proximity to the 
old city. It was also important for the British 
that the Mughal monuments should not tower 
the imperial city and hence, the Raisina Hill 
was selected to dominate the existing landsca-
pe. According to Lutyens’ initial report submit-
ted in March 1913, the Central Vista was to be 
closed by a lake which would reflect the north 
gates of Purana Killa, built by the Mughal ruler 
Humayun in 1538 (Peck 2006). However, the 
budget of the project had to be cut down due 
to the outbreak of World War I and it was no 
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longer possible to change the course of River 
Jamuna to create the lake. 

The plan of the imperial Delhi is a cul-
mination of two parts. First, the rectangular 
grid forming the central axis consisting of mo-
numental government buildings and the hexa-
gonal grid which consists of residential and 
other local aspects. The central axis, known as 
Kingsway (now Rajpath) and Queen’s Way (now 
Janpath) helms the Viceroy House (now Rash-
trapati Bhavan) on the Raisina Hill at the west 
end and culminates at the All India War Me-
morial (now India Gate) and the statue of King 
George V (now removed) on the east end of the 
axis. Various government buildings (including 
North Block and South Block) are placed along 
the central axis, easing into groves of trees and 
ponds on either side. The majority of local ac-
tivities, whether commercial, residential or 
recreational , occupy a triangular base connec-
ted via hexagonal pattern links. 

The Secretary of Imperial Delhi Com-
mittee, Geoffrey de Montmorency drafted the 
initial residential plans. The logic was to place 
the bureaucratic dignitaries as close to Raisi-
na Hill as possible, while the radial concentric 
circles housed the rest of the government. Lu-
tyens accepted Montmorency’s formula and 
christened the officials into three categories: 
fat whites, thin whites and thin blacks (Irving 
1981). While the political incorrectness may 
not have raised alarms in those times, the mis-
sing ‘fat blacks’ category is testimony that des-
pite Lord Hardinge’s attempt of creating a more 
inclusive federal government, Indians had no 
place in higher bureaucratic positions. There-
fore, creating housing for ‘fat blacks’ must not 
have occurred to the master planner. Sengupta 
(2006) adds that while no thought was given to 

allocating space for senior Indian government 
officials, affluent Indians were allotted plots 
along the roads radiating from Connaught Pla-
ce. These were mostly for small Indian princes. 
She further explains that both Indian and Bri-
tish businessmen were allowed in New Delhi, 
yet they were kept at a distance, as the purpose 
of the new capital was political assertion. 

Cohn (1987) notes that destroying and 
building monuments are ways of avenging his-
tory and making way for a new narrative. The 
imperial capital, New Delhi, was inaugurated 
in 1931. In 1947, India gained Independence 
from the colonial British rule. New Delhi was 
occupied by the British for sixteen years before 
another discourse began on architectural ex-
pression of the political ideology representati-
ve of the post-colonial nation. New Delhi was 
an embarrassment to the first Prime Minister 
of India, Jawaharlal Nehru. In his letter to the 
Premier of East Punjab in 1947, he called the 
city ‘un-Indian’ (Nehru 1947). Mahatma Gand-
hi had proposed abandonment of the Viceroy’s 
House (Stamp 2011). 

APPROPRIATING IMPERIAL NEW DELHI 
POST-INDEPENDENCE
While the fate of monuments around Central 
Vista remained more or less unchanged, the 
fate of the British statues was different. After 
the establishment of the Parliament in 1952, 
the Government of India proposed a policy to 
remove all the statues of the British colonists 
(Alley 1997). While the proposals were being 
drafted to remove statues from all the states of 
India, most Parliamentarians were concerned 
that the landscapes in New Delhi and particu-
larly around the Central Vista had to become 
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new arenas projecting the new nationalism. 
However, Nehru categorised the statues of the 
British colonizers in three categories: histori-
cal, artistic and offensive; he proposed that, 
without creating international ill-will, histo-
rical and artistic symbols were to be removed 
gradually while the outright offensive markers 
were to be removed immediately (Lok Sabha 
Debates 1957). As a result, statues of Lord 
Irwin, Lord Reading and Lord Chelmsford 
were only removed from outside the Parliament 
House after Nehru’s death in late 1964 (Alley 
1997). Successively, the statues of Lord Willing-
don from the South Block of the Secretariat and 
Lord Hardinge from the Rashtrapati Bhavan 
(President’s House) were removed. Although in 
1965, on 13th August, twelve to fourteen (uni-
dentified) people climbed on the statue of King 
George V and in a show of protest smashed the 
nose and the ears of the figure, it was only in 
1968 that the statue was shifted to a storage 
facility in Old Delhi.

Lang (2010) argues that Ganesh Deo-
lalikar (1890-1979), the first Indian to head 
the Central Public Works Department in Delhi 
(CPWD) and Shridhar Joglekar, Deolalikar’s 
successor faced problems while developing 
the Mall area of New Delhi to accommodate 
the growing needs of the democratic govern-
ment that required new institutional and ad-
ministrative buildings. Despite much-debated 
symbolism of imperial British architects and 
urban planners, the two heads of CPWD ad-
hered to the British designers’ language albeit 
with some modifications. Much to the chagrin 
of the modernists’; the Supreme Court (1952), 
Vigyan Bhavan (1962), Udyog Bhavan (1957), 
Krishi Bhavan (1957) and Rail Bhavan (1962) 
follow the language of chhatris, chhajjas and ja-

lis1 with a dome on the top. However, these buil-
dings have been Indian-ized to fit in the Mall 
area without being complete replicas of the 
buildings designed by Lutyens and Baker. For 
example, Deolalikar’s Supreme Court building 
takes cues from the dome of the Viceroy’s Pala-
ce yet the chhatris supported on a square base 
surrounding the dome take inspiration from 
Fatehpur Sikri in much contrast to Lutyens’ or 
Baker’s style of designing.

The story of the architecture of Inde-
pendent India is non-linear and it would be a 
folly to chronologically categorize develop-
ment of isolated architectural styles. Mehrotra 
(2011) purports that in the nationalist agenda 
of architecture two streams emerged which 
were not necessarily complementary: one, the 
stream being folk tradition which subscribed to 
revivalism and the other stream adopted mo-
dernism to represent the agenda of the future. 
However, by 1930s, modernism had establis-
hed its presence with the Nationalist Move-
ment and architecture became an instrument 
to further their ideology. Nehru famously wro-
te to the leaders of South Asia to embrace the 
future: “…not go abroad in search of the past, 
[but] go to foreign countries in search of the 
present. The search is necessary, for isolation 
from it means backwardness and decay” (Nehru 
1946, as cited by Mehrotra 2011: 30). 

1 Let me explain that Chhattris are open umbrella or small 
dome kiosk shaped pavilions, used for decorative purposes 
on the top of a roof. Chhajjas overhang running along a 
building or an eave of a window or a door and are used to 
deflect direct sunlight and rain water from entering through 
the windows and doors. Jalis are intricately carved latticed 
screens added to windows to restrict porosity and allow 
measured ventilation and sunlight.
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Elite patrons of architecture favoured 
modernism as a bridge between Independent 
India and the rest of the world. Additionally, it 
was untainted with the quarrels of history or 
cultural restraints. Architects returning from 
Europe and America2 endorsed the first moder-
nist phase of Indian architecture (1947-1975). 
This period is marked by influences of several 
international stalwarts of modernism in India 
including Le Corbusier, Louis Kahn, Ray and 
Charles Eames. 

Particularly under Nehru’s direction, 
independent New Delhi saw a momentum 
towards experimental modernism. Some of the 
landmark buildings include Habib Rahman’s 
Ravindra Bhavan (1961) which housed Sahi-
tya Akademi, Lalit Kala Akademi and Sangeet 
Natak Akademi3, Raj Rewal’s Hall of Nations in 
the Trade Fair complex (1972), NDMC (New De-
lhi Municipal Corporation) building by Kuldip 
Singh, JK Chaudhary’s IIT (Indian Institute of 
Technology) building and co-operative group 
housing scheme the Yamuna Apartments in 
Alaknanda commissioned by DDA (Delhi De-
velopment Authority). As I perceive it, post-
Independence there were three distant ‘Delhis’ 
which were visions of different governing bo-
dies over centuries: Shahjahanabad, Imperial 
New Delhi and Independent New Delhi. The 
political ideology came to govern the architec-
tural expressions of the aforementioned Del-
his. Mehrotra (2011) highlights that with the 

2 Some of these architects were Habib Rahman (first Indian 
architect to be trained at MIT), Achyut Kanvinde (trained 
at Harvard), Gira and Gautam Sarabhai, Piloo Mody or 
Durga Bajpai, and later Raj Rewal, Balkrishna Doshi or 
Charles Correa.

3 Built to commemorate the birth centenary of Tagore. The 
building houses three National Academies: Plastic Arts, Lit-
erature and, Dance, Drama and Music.

declaration of Emergency by Prime Minister 
Indira Gandhi (Jawaharlal Nehru’s daughter) 
in 1975, Nehruvian modernism came to a halt. 
Furthermore, the liberalization of the economy 
in the 1990s under Finance Minister Manmo-
han Singh and Prime Minister Narasimha Rao 
“witnessed the rapidly disappearing role of the 
state in the influencing or creation of the built 
environment and a swiftly fading emphasis on 
a pan-Indian identity” (Mehrotra 2011: 33). 

DEMOLITION OF HALL OF NATIONS, AN 
EPILOGUE TO ‘NEW INDIA’?
In 2004, the Central Public Works Department 
(CPWD) began an unabashed discourse of tea-
ring down the houses that were built by British 
architects in the Lutyens’ Bungalows Zone 
(LBZ). These residences were built for colonial 
administrators and after India gained Indepen-
dence, approximately 60% of these bungalows 
were occupied by the Government of India to 
house the senior officials while the remaining 
40%, which were in private hands, were destro-
yed between 1980 and 2000 (Dalrymple 2004). 
The debate over conservation of LBZ is contro-
versial; while one sect believes in the sanctity 
of the heritage value, the other sees it as an 
embarrassment of a colonial past waiting to be 
retrofitted with the needs of the present times.

On the one hand, the place and the re-
levance of the icons of imperial New Delhi are 
being tested while on the other, the epitome of 
modernist architecture in New Delhi, the Hall 
of Nations and the Halls of Industry, were ra-
zed to the ground. In 1972, Raj Rewal’s buil-
dings in Pragati Maidan displayed Independent 
India’s technological prowess and ingenuity at 
an international level; however, in 2017 these 
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monuments were taken down to be replaced in 
the name of fanciful infrastructure. 

In 2017, an agency under the Ministry 
of Commerce and Industry, ITPO (Indian Trade 
Promotions Organization) brought down five 
buildings: one Hall of Nations and four Halls of 
Industry at Pragati Maidan. Sundaram (2011) 
notes the Asia 72 International Trade Fair was 
used by the Indian National Congress (INC) to 
display the technological feats of Independent 
India, while celebrating the 25th anniversary of 
the New Nation in 1972. Hence, architect Raj 
Rewal and engineer Mahendra Raj’s buildings 
in Pragati Maidan not only marked the occa-
sion by creating one of the largest spanning 
exhibition halls in the world but also exhibited 
the architectural wonder that could be born 
only out of the Indian context. Rewal (2017) 
highlights that structural engineering stalwart 
Buckminster Fuller was completely shocked on 
learning that space frames were being made 
from reinforced concrete rather than using the 
then-common practice of pre-fabricating steel 
space frames. Furthermore, Raj (Rewal 2017) 
explains that on their stringent budget, it was 
difficult to procure the required quantity of ste-
el and iron, so they devised a cheaper yet inge-
nious construction method taking advantage of 
local plentiful skilled labour. 

Additionally, the buildings were contex-
tualised to the local weather conditions. For 
instance, the concrete flaps deflected rain and 
harsh sunlight and created a cool micro-climate 
using latticed screen (inspired by Mughal jalis) 
by allowing circulation of sufficient natural 
ventilation without using mechanical air con-
ditioning. It is important to note that it was 
only in the 1980s that the Indian middle-class 
market saw the flooding of western produced 

electronic gadgets like coloured televisions, re-
frigerators, etcetera. Until then, most of these 
electronic gadgets were seen as symbols of lu-
xury affordable only by a slim affluent class of 
Indians. In this sense, the replacement campus 
costing a whopping Rs. 2,254 crores (approxi-
mately $300 million) (Singh 2017) with fanciful 
amenities, like a helipad, a hotel, an exhibition 
hall, a multi-level food court or a high-end 
shopping mall, signals a change in aspirations. 
It remains to be seen whether books fairs and 
exhibitions of discounted displays return after 
the expensive renovation.

The ever-changing aspirations of the 
capital city and inadequate conservation legis-
lation has costed Delhi relics of its history. Dal-
rymple (2004) proposes only Rome and Cairo 
can compete with volumes of historical ruin in 
Delhi; however, each year more ruins fall vic-
tim to ‘unscrupulous property developers and 
unthinking bureaucrats’: “in the competition 
between development and heritage, it is the lat-
ter that inevitably gives way. Besides the con-
servation debate, one is forced to make sense 
of the aspiration of the architecture driven by 
the political ideology of the current times. Can 
the demolition of Hall of Nations be read as an 
abandonment of the ethos of Indian moder-
nism? In a city like Delhi which has conclusive 
remnants of its past masters, what is the place 
of the Central Vista Project of 2019? 

CENTRAL VISTA PROJECT
The architectural history of Central Vista is 
being redefined to represent the values and 
aspirations of a ‘New India’. Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi states that he could neither 
become a part of Lutyens’ world nor could he 
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make the Lutyens’ world a part of him, when as-
ked about his regrets in an interview at the end 
of 2018; he adds he has come from a non-elite 
background and for him, everything is about 
the people of India. As Bahl explains: 

There two conflicting versions of 
this mythical club [called Lutyens’ 
Delhi] that Prime Minister Modi 
uses in his aforementioned sta-
tement –one stands for the com-
mercial lobbyists, bureaucrats, 
journalists, arms dealers and po-
liticians who were exposed during 
the Tehelka Sting Operation; and 
the other representative of ‘the 
insufferable groups of erudite 
English speaking thinkers who be-
lieve in social/cultural liberalism, 
gender equality, small state, freer 
enterprise, and a dollop of welfa-
rism. (Bahl 2019)

Since September 2019, the Central Vista Project 
has faced severe criticism from various factions 
of the civil society, including conservationists, 
historians, environmental activists, architects 
or urban planners. For instance, A. G. Krishna 
Menon (2019) writes that 

The government appears to have 
perfected the art of governance by 
following the imperatives of ‘rule 
by law’, and avoiding the inconve-
niences of adhering to the necessi-
ties of the ‘rule of law’, to facilitate 
their work. (Menon 2019) 

One of the foremost criticisms was the eligibi-
lity criteria for firms submitting the proposal 
–a minimum threshold of financial turnover 

and project size handled in the past restricted 
participation to a few firms. Eventually, six 
firms were eligible to submit proposals, and 
HCP Design, Planning and Management Pvt. 
Ltd., headed by Dr. Bimal Patel, a firm based 
out of the state of Gujarat, was selected for the 
design consultation.

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought 
forth yet another critic of the proposal. Delhi 
has been one of the worst affected cities in the 
country by the COVID-19 crisis. In such a time 
Sabikhi (2020) asks if it would be wiser to spend 
the money, Rs. 20,000 crores (approximately 
2.7 billion USD), allocated for the Central Vista 
Redevelopment Project to mitigate the effects 
of the pandemic. A strong stream of criticism 
comes from those who question whether in the 
time of economic crisis building a new residen-
ce for the Prime Minister and the Vice Presi-
dent should be prioritised along with building 
a new Parliament. Consolidating the ministries 
along the entire Central Vista stretch would re-
sult in the loss of ‘Delhi’s version of New York’s 
Central Park’ (Kishore 2020). Delhi is one of 
the most polluted metropolis in the world, Kis-
hore purports that the 2% core of New Delhi 
according to Dr. Patel’s plan would triple in 
density adding innumerable cars creating a 
massive carbon footprint. Furthermore, CPWD 
has sought piecemeal environment clearances, 
the first being for the parcel of land where the 
new Parliament will be built. It is unclear why 
clearances are not being sought for the entire 
Central Vista Project as the environmental 
impact will be cumulative. An added caveat to 
the application is that the clearance is being fi-
led under Category B2 of Schedule 8(a) of the 
Environment Impact Assessment Notification, 
2006, which means that the project does not 
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need public consultation and an environmental 
impact assessment report will not be required 
(Maanvi 2020).

On 20th March 2020, the Ministry of 
Housing and Urban Affairs published a gazet-
ted notice indicating changed land use for 86.1 
acres of land for the redevelopment of Central 
Vista in central Delhi. Let India Breathe, a 
collective, comprising of architects and other 
members of the civil society started a petition 
to state their objection to the Delhi Develo-
pment Authority (DDA). The founder, Yash 
Marwah, informed of the 86.1 acres of land 80 
acres were cordoned off and direct and indirect 
access to the general public was restricted; the 
space lost to general public includes spaces for 
recreation, public transport infrastructure, 
semi-public and public land use (Nath 2020). 
Citing Clause 5 of Chapter 10 of Master Plan for 
Delhi 2021 (MPD), Mr Raman added land-ow-
ning agencies and local bodies have to draft a 
special development plan for the conservation 
of heritage complexes; since the due process has 
not been followed, the land use pattern for Lu-
tyens’ Bungalow Zone cannot change. 

Dr. Patel, architect and director of HCP, 
explains that for competitions of this scale, it 
is more important to select an architect who is 
capable of delivering rather than opening the 
competition for ‘a persuasive first sketch’ (Edi-
tors & Patel 2020: 91). He adds that it is impor-
tant to select an appropriate architect and not 
the appropriate design (Editors & Patel 2020). 
Additionally, Dr. Patel explains that projects 
of this scale and complexity demand ‘iterative 
design process’ which essentially means the 
initial conception is restricted to developing ‘a 
fuzzy concept’ and surveys, studies and client 
requirements are developed as the project pro-

gresses. Between September 2019, when the 
design consultants were selected, and now, Dr. 
Patel emphasises that several studies have been 
conducted to understand the traffic flow, tree 
inventories and infrastructure maps. On ques-
tions of public involvement in the redevelop-
ment project and democracy, Dr. Patel points 
out that

Many people in the government do 
not believe strongly enough that 
it makes sense to constructively 
engage with the public… They are 
deeply suspicious of the motives 
of immoderate critics, advocates 
and activists; they have never 
experienced open and transpa-
rent governance because they are 
themselves from traditional bac-
kgrounds where blind faith, obe-
dience and firm top-down exercise 
of authority are all seen as virtues; 
because the organizational set-up 
has no systems for constructive 
public engagement. (pp. 97)

When asked to describe the architectural voca-
bulary and language, Dr. Patel explains that it 
would be difficult for a layperson to distinguish 
between Lutyens’ buildings and the new buil-
dings (Friese 2020). Dr. Patel also highlights that 
Lutyens’ Delhi has been appropriated by Indians 
to the extent that he thinks that many Indians 
imagine the space to be part of the Indian na-
tion-state (Srivathsan 2020). However, he does 
add that the spire atop the new Parliament has 
been deployed to reference the “spires of temples 
and churches” because “in a vibrant democracy 
such as India’s, the Parliament can be thought of 
as a sacred building” (Srivathsan 2020).



AT 75, NEW ASPIRATIONS FOR NEW DELHI?

- 70 -

DISCUSSION
The aesthetics of the Grand Manner were used 
by socialist, fascist, monarchical and authori-
tarian leaders to build cities symbolising the 
government’s patronage and might; Moscow’s 
Red Square and Nazi’s re-writing of Berlin 
symbolize the fantasy of large-scale remode-
lling of cities. However, Chandravarkar (2020) 
argues that even a democracy can adopt traces 
of monumentality with a view to making citi-
zens perceive the government as a benevolent 
patriarchal figure effectively, emphasising the 
grandeur of the head of the polity. As a result, 
that kind of monumentality would signify a pe-
destalized position of the government. In this 
context, I think that it would be relevant to exa-
mine whether, as a society, we ought to embrace 
the continuity of imperial New Delhi or explore 
a truly alternative spatial configuration, one in 
which the government and the citizens have a 
closer, more reciprocal relationship. 

When India gained Independence, po-
liticians and bureaucrats furiously debated to 
change the imperial landscape of Central Vis-
ta. Furthermore, the new buildings construc-
ted post-Independence in the Mall area came 
to symbolize a union between the architectu-
ral style used by the colonizers and what they 
perceived as more ‘Indian’ elements. These 
elements were inspired by Buddhist, Rajputa-
na and Mughal architecture. Chandravarkar 
(2020) argues that while we do not hold any 
obligation towards the British imperial pro-
ject, we do need to reflect on the 72-year long 
history of India’s epicentre symbolizing demo-
cratic values. Dr. Patel’s statement about the 
current government’s mistrust of their critics 
is alarming. Furthermore, the statement indi-
cates that the current government and Dr. Patel 

do not believe in democratic participation as far 
as large public projects are concerned. The sta-
tement is reminiscent of the British’s dismissal 
in involving the subjects of the Raj while buil-
ding New Delhi; albeit India is no longer coloni-
zed and is the world’s largest democracy.

From the various presentations made by 
Dr. Patel, it appears that the concerns of execu-
ting the project with ease take precedence while 
design aspirations are an afterthought. Specifi-
cally, in the case of the Central Vista Redevelo-
pment Project, which is loaded with historical 
significance and national collective memory, 
‘iterative design process’ fails to grasp the co-
lossal cumulative impact. Without a well-infor-
med thorough compendium of environmental, 
economic, social, cultural and historical studies 
(to name a few), the project appears to be on 
shaky ground. 

Furthermore, one would wonder about 
the architectural representation of the much-
touted ‘New India’, which is being expressed 
through the redevelopment of Central Vista. 
The request for proposal (RFP) for the project 
emphasises on the expression of ‘Indian va-
lues’; however, so far, architecturally speaking, 
‘Indian values’ have taken on the disguise pas-
sed down from design traditions of the impe-
rialists. References have been made to temple 
and church architecture; even so, it is ques-
tionable why the two places of worship have 
been singled out when India hosts a diversity 
of religions and cultures. The discourse on mo-
dernism and critical regionalism (which is the 
Indian adaptation of modernism) that once de-
fined Independent India and Delhi’s architec-
ture has been completely left out as far as the 
Redevelopment of Central Vista is concerned. 
The current government’s departure from the 
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previous government’s political ideology also 
seems to have resulted in the abandonment of 
their defining architectural legacy. 

Architect and urban planner Charles Co-
rrea compared Viceroy’s House to the farmer’s 
house from Orwell’s Animal Farm (Correa 2010). 
The animals delay burning the house after expe-
lling the humans from the farm. Gradually, the 
hierarchy of power is replicated with the pigs 
on the top and humans are no longer needed to 
control the other animals. In this regard, Correa 
writes that “the new regime is being validated by 
the imagery of the old one” (Correa 2010: 63). The 
ninth Delhi was built to proclaim glory and mag-
nificence to the Raj subjects by the colonizers. 
The masterpieces of indigenous architecture of 
the time were refused due acknowledgement and 
were portrayed as ‘the work of monkeys’. If the 
redevelopment of Central Vista were to be the 
building of the tenth Delhi, one would hope it 
upholds the tenets of constitutional morality, 
reflecting the secular and democratic ideals of a 
constitutional republic.

Historical monuments are representa-
tional of the collective memory of any society 
and they are not only preserved to remember 
history but also to trace and define collecti-
ve identity. The Central Vista Redevelopment 

Project is controversial yet had it been better 
timed, it had great potential to revisit the nu-
merous Delhis without reducing the significan-
ce of its history to the confines of museums. 
The indicative architectural blueprint of the 
Central Vista Redevelopment Project does not 
celebrate the rich history of the city. Moreover, 
the architecture of the Indian Subcontinent is 
reduced to spires of temples and churches. The 
project makes no cognizance of the problema-
tic nature of colonial architecture. This project 
could have been the beginning of a nuanced 
dialogue between acceptance of past traumas 
of the city (as well as the colonial past of the 
Indian Subcontinent) and the aspirations for 
the future. While making museums out of co-
lonial buildings may be the politically correct 
move, the Central Vista Redevelopment Project 
is a lost opportunity merely paying lip-service 
to selective episodes of an extremely important 
historical city. It is then not an overreach to say 
that the Central Vista Redevelopment Project 
furthers the agenda of polarising an already 
polarised nation along religious and political 
lines. The project emboldens a certain vision 
for a ‘New India’ envisaged by the current go-
vernment which has limited space for secular 
and egalitarian ideas. 
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