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Parliament Library 
Delhi, India  
  
 
I. Introduction  
 

The Parliament Library of India is located at the heart of Lutyens’ urban design for New Delhi, 
to the northwest of Baker’s Parliament House. The Library was expected to be ‘apt for the 21st 
century’ (Eapen 2002, 144) while also complementing the majestic heritage from the British 
colonial period. Within the imposing context of imperial edifices, an implicit expectation was to 
embody a message of cultural identity and vigour and to represent the democratic ideals of an 
independent India. Responding to the Parliament’s giant colonnade, the Library features a 
meticulously ordered cluster of circular forms, organised cross-axially, and configuring an 
incomplete square. Inspirations from ancient temples and palaces have been distilled into a 
contemporary vocabulary that is shaped and textured by the memory of places and the geometry 
of latticework. The building contains basic library functions, parliamentary services and related 
facilities over four floors, two of them below ground. All public spaces on the upper floors are 
covered by structural lattices of different patterns, surmounted by shallow bubble domes that 
create a sculptural landscape on the roof. 

 
 II. Contextual Information  
  
A. Historical background  
 

Delhi is the second largest metropolis in India, with a population of 13 million. It was a major 
city in the old trade routes from northwest India to the Gangetic Plains and the seat of power for 
seven different dynasties in ancient India. Human inhabitation of the area probably dates back to 
the second millennium BC, but settlement expanded from the time of the Mauryan Empire (c. 
300 BC). From the twelfth to the sixteenth centuries, Delhi remained the capital of a state whose 
boundaries kept shifting. In 1206, Qutb-ud-din Aybak, the founder of the Mamluk Slave 
dynasty, established the Delhi Sultanate. After the fall of the Sultanate, a succession of Turkic 
and Central Asian dynasties – Khilji, Tughluq, Sayyid and Lodi – held power in the late 
medieval period. In 1526, Zahiruddin Babur founded the Mughal Empire that ruled northern 
India for three centuries from Delhi, Agra and Lahore. The Mughal emperor Akbar (1542-1605) 
shifted the capital from Delhi to Agra, but in the seventeenth century his grandson Shah Jahan 
built the seventh city of Delhi – Shahjahanabad, today’s Old City or Old Delhi – to serve again 
as the capital of the Mughal Empire. After 1720, the empire declined rapidly as the colonial rule 
of the British East India Company expanded. Delhi came under direct British control after the 
Indian Rebellion of 1857, and in 1911 it was declared capital of British India. During the British 
Raj, parts of the old city were pulled down to create New Delhi to the south. The city was 
planned between 1911 and 1931 by the British architect Edwin Lutyens with Herbert Baker, on 
the instructions of the Viceroy. After India gained independence in 1947, New Delhi was made 
the seat of the government of India and the capital of the republic.  
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B. Local architectural character  
 

The architecture of the Indian subcontinent embodies a wealth of rooted traditions. Delhi 
contains a representative portion of this wealth, as many dynasties have left their mark, with the 
earliest surviving examples dating back to the twelfth century. The British colonial era of the 
city, known as Lutyens’ Delhi, has made use of this architectural legacy, creating an ‘Indo-
English’ style in monumental forms and fine detailing. Referred to as Delhi Classic, this style is 
a blend of imperial classicism with Indian motifs, primarily of Mughal origin.  
 
Delhi is made up of two districts, Old and New Delhi, with Connaught Place as the link between 
the two. New Delhi is a garden city of colonial-baroque order, planned around a central axis, and 
expanding in a hexagonal road pattern with round crossings. Stately governmental buildings are 
set along tree-lined avenues. In contrast to the grand parade of avenues and vast parks in the new 
town, old Delhi has a dense and vibrant fabric, marked with historic monuments and temples of 
the multicultural community. The prevailing architectural character in newer developments and 
fringes is modern (of varying standards), mixed with the popular practice of ersatz traditions. 

 
C. Site and surroundings  
 

The site is close to the majestic complex of imperial buildings that flank the expansive Rajpath 
(Kingsway). The avenue runs for two kilometres from east to west, from Lutyens’ Viceroy’s 
House (now the residential palace Rashtrapati Bhawan) and Baker’s twin secretariat buildings 
(now ministries) to India Gate, Lutyens’ war memorial. To the north of the ministries is Baker’s 
Parliament House (Sansad Bhawan), a massive circular structure 170 metres in diameter, 
surrounded by a giant colonnade in beige granite that sits atop a one-storey-high podium in red 
sandstone. (The height of the Library could not exceed the height of this podium.) The porch 
behind the colonnade is a continuous veranda for circulation. The rest of the building has an 
introverted scheme, with the central hall surrounded by three chambers and three courtyards. 
The 10-acre triangular site for the Library lies northwest of the Parliament site, a triangle of 
equal size with a restricted road in between. Vehicle access is from Talkotora and Pandit Pant 
roads. 

 
D. Topography  
 

The site chosen for the Parliament Library was formerly wooded (a plant nursery). The land 
slopes slightly from the western edge towards the centre, and the new building is carved into this 
topography, with two basement floors cut into the earth. The slope and existing trees on the west 
and south edges of the site are left fairly untouched. The building opens up towards the western 
corner, allowing the topography and the greenery to come into contact with its inner core. The 
garden is terraced at the northwest tip of the site to accommodate underground parking next to 
the basement level of the auditorium.  

 
E. Climatic conditions  
 

Lying on latitude 28° 61' N and longitude 77° 23' E, Delhi extends along the west bank of the 
Yamuna river. The city has a semi-arid climate with a great variation between summer and 
winter temperatures (from 0.6°C to 47°C). Summers are long, lasting from early April to 
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October, punctuated by the monsoon season. Winter starts in November and peaks in January. 
The annual mean temperature is 25°C; monthly mean temperatures range from 14°C to 33°C. 
Average annual rainfall is approximately 714 millimetres, most of which falls during the 
monsoons in July and August. Hot winds blow from the desert in the summer months, bringing 
violent dust storms. In the intense heat of summer, when temperatures exceed 40°C, the city 
faces power and water shortages. Winter is the pleasant season in Delhi; it is generally sunny 
and cool, yet the temperature drops sharply in late December and January when icy winds blow 
in from the mountains.  

 
III. Programme  
 
A. History of the inception of the project  
 

A library was first set up in Baker’s Parliament House in 1921, well before India’s 
independence. The original quarters failed to keep pace with the volume of the collection or the 
newly emerging functions and information technologies, so in 1984 the General Purposes 
Committee of the Lok Sabha (the lower, legislative house) approved a proposal for a new 
facility. A modest beginning towards automation was made in December 1985, when a 
Computer Centre for managing the Parliament Library Information System (LARRDIS) was 
established. In the meantime, the programme for a new library complex was conceived as a 
hugely important project for India, at a time when the country was rapidly developing in the IT 
sector.  

 
B. How were the architects and specialists chosen? 
 

A limited competition for the new addition to India’s Parliament was organised by the 
government in 1989. The winner, announced in 1991, was the renowned architect Raj Rewal, 
author of many prominent works throughout India. The then Speaker of Lok Sabha (Shivraj V. 
Patil) ensured that the architect would be allowed to realise his ideals in the way he thought most 
appropriate. Over the next decade the architect worked with successive governments, in close 
collaboration with a crew of experts. The Public Works Department (CPWD) was chosen as the 
construction agency because of its longstanding experience with projects of this scale and 
significance: the Department had been involved in the realisation of the historical Viceroy’s 
House, the twin secretariat buildings and the Parliament House. The contractor was ECC, the 
Construction Division of Larsen and Toubro, again renowned for its ability to devise innovative 
solutions in the sector.  

 
C. Objectives  
 

The Library was expected to be ‘apt for 21st century, while at the same time merging with and 
complementing the Lutyens-Baker tradition’ (Eapen 2002, 144). Apart from detailed functional 
and technical requirements, the central question of the brief was how the complex would address 
its urban context and relate harmoniously to the adjacent Parliament building. The bigger 
question implicit in the task, however, was how to invest the building with an appropriate 
message, expressive of a cultural identity and vigour. The site had been designed to demonstrate 
the imperial power of the British, and was loaded with the memories of the colonial past. To 
make the new building wholly subservient to the Parliament would, as Singh (2002, 22) put it, 
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‘acknowledge categorically modern India’s failure and inability to create an architecture that is 
both culturally situated and situating’.  

 
D. Functional requirements  
  

The much-needed building houses vital research and meeting facilities for the government. The 
competition brief required a library complex with stack area for three million volumes, 
incorporating advanced storage and retrieval systems along with related departments and 
facilities. The complex has three main components:  
 
• Library functions – a main reading room equipped with modern facilities; audio-visual and 

digital library; microfilm reader room; reference, research and computer divisions; 
conservation laboratory for restoring old and rare documents; bindery unit and archival 
room with temperature below freezing point 
 

• Parliamentary functions – the Bureau of Parliamentary Studies and Training (BPST), 
Library Committee Room, Parliament Museum and Archives; a Media Centre equipped with 
telecommunication facilities, press and public relations and press briefing room 
 

• Meeting halls – lecture and conference rooms; a 1,100-seat auditorium as well as a small 
auditorium with multi-media facilities 

 
Parts of the building were required to function independently to accommodate simultaneous 
programmes and social events. The space identified as ‘Digital Library’ in early publications 
was later transformed into the Parliament Museum and Archives, inaugurated in August 2006.  

 
IV. Description  
 
A. Project data  
 

The triangular site covers 39,916 square metres. The ground floor area of the complex is 13,380 
square metres, while the total covered floor area is 60,460 square metres. The complex has four 
levels, two above and two below ground. The upper floors contain public functions and atrium 
spaces; the basement floors are mainly for library stacks, archives and services, including 
underground parking for 212 cars. Each of the major functions has its own legibility, and can be 
identified by a domical roof. 

 
• Outer ring (clockwise, starting with VIP Entrance) – Bureau of Parliamentary Studies 

(BPST), Scholars’ Library, Auditorium, Reception/Cafeteria above, Digital 
Library/Museum, Press Centre 

 
• Inner ring (clockwise, around the Focal Centre): MP’s Reading Room, Research and 

Archives (two spaces), Committee Room/Banquet Hall above 
 

The major spaces are mostly set over several floors, connected by individual atriums. The 
Scholars’ Library (main reading hall), for instance, is organised on four levels, three of which 
are connected by an atrium. The two upper floors have carrels, informal seating and open 
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shelves, while the basement houses the reference section. The Parliament Museum at the 
opposite end has a similar layout, while the MP’s Reading Room has a double-height atrium 
opening into a courtyard. 

 
B. Evolution of design concepts  
  

1. Response to physical constraints  
 
The site posed difficulties in terms of volumetric constraints imposed by Baker’s Parliament 
building: the height restriction, and the relation to an introvert circular form. The problem was 
solved wisely. To use the architect’s metaphor, the Library speaks to the Parliament ‘as a guru 
gives advice to the king’.  

 
The section and concept sketches showing the relation of the two buildings clearly demonstrate 
the architect’s statement. In section, only the Library’s roofscape rises above Baker’s plinth. To 
accentuate this relation, the Library is clad in red sandstone similar to the plinth of the parent 
building, making the creamy colour of the eight-metre-high colonnade even more pronounced. 
In plan, it is the geometry that establishes the dialogue. As Lubell (2006, 121) describes so 
concisely: ‘Bowing to Baker’s circular building, the building features a cluster of circular and 
semicircular forms, organised cross-axially, configuring an incomplete square’. Both the 
Parliament and Library buildings have triangular sites; in contrast to the former’s circular 
occupation of the triangle, the latter takes up the challenge to square it. The measures differ 
slightly; the square outline of the Library can be inscribed in the circle of the Parliament.  

 
The central hall of the Parliament is virtually linked to the core of the Library on an axis. The 
VIP entrance of the Library is on this axis, aligned with one of the three main approaches to the 
Parliament. Apart from this entrance on the southeast facade, the Library is accessed from three 
more locations. Scholars enter from the southwest, the public from the northwest. The MP’s 
entrance was initially planned from the southwest, next to the VIP entrance, but this was later 
moved to the southwest corner next to the car parking for security reasons. The complex is 
surrounded by high walls, so there are only limited views of the circular forms from the adjacent 
roads. 

  
2. Response to user requirements 
  
The spaces are organised around a cross-axial circulation spine. The primary axis running south-
north (slightly southeast-northwest), starts from the VIP entrance and ends in the auditorium. 
The east-west axis (slightly northeast-southwest) links the two largest spaces in the complex: the 
Scholars’ Library and the Museum. At the crossing is the four-storey atrium space referred to as 
the Focal Centre, where daylight from a glazed dome pours down to the basement floors. In 
Peter Davey’s (2002, 40) description, ‘So the building is metaphorically pinned to its place with 
a shaft of light from the sky that illuminates the whole labyrinth of knowledge.’  
 
The circulation network connecting all spaces is based, so to speak, on a ‘concentric’ 
organisation comprising two orthogonal rings of spaces sharing the same middle point and 
common axes. In between the two rings, there are courtyards at three corners, meandering 
around the inner core. In place of the fourth courtyard is the incomplete corner. The corridors are 
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set along the courtyard edges in the outer ring and along the cross-axis in the inner ring. The 
primary axis is flanked by staircases running single-flight along the walls. Service cores with 
other stairways, fire escapes, elevators and bathrooms are placed at the junctions. While the 
Parliament building has its main circulation on its outer perimeter, within the giant loggia, the 
corridors of the Library are internalised. The resulting scheme is a multi-cellular composition, 
where centres are linked to centres by different routes. 

 
The Focal Centre is crowned with a single glass dome supported by a delicate web of steel 
members. The VIP entrance and all public spaces are covered by steel structural lattices of 
different patterns, topped by domical roofs. Giving identity to each space, these roofs create the 
sculptural landscape of the roof garden, a gathering space for scholars and parliamentarians. 

 
3. Purely formal aspects 
 
Formal relation with Parliament and other historic buildings: Despite shared formalities and a 
shared central axis, the Library reverses the order of the Parliament; in contrast to Baker’s dense 
round form, the new complex embodies an interplay of open and closed volumes, with a roofline 
composed of low-profile bubble domes. As bulky domes would rise high from the roof terrace, 
shallow parabolic domes were favoured. From the roof garden of the Parliament, a dramatic 
landscape of domical forms complements the silhouettes of high masonry domes nearby. 
Viewed from this level, the Parliament and other stately buildings appear less domineering and 
much more accessible.  

 
Reconciliation of orthogonal and circular plans: The difficulty raised by the different geometries 
of the lower and the upper structures is resolved by making the square forms crenulated 
diagonally along the perimeters. This formal articulation helps reduce roof spans, break up the 
mass of the exterior, and maximise exposure to the outside so as to bring more daylight and 
natural ventilation into the volumes.  
 
Harmony of parts and the whole: A complex sense of unity is attained, with parts contributing to 
the harmony of the whole. Circular forms are connected by a continuous, curvilinear entablature 
carried by slender columns detached from the mass on the outer periphery (steel columns clad 
with sandstone). The sweeping curvatures of circular forms contrast with the coffered ceilings 
and sharp crenulated edges, where the visual interest is increased by layers of cornicing with set-
backs in section as well. 

 
Inspirations and influences: Critics analysing the building have written most eloquently on the 
models that the Library draws on. Setting aside deferential gestures to the surrounding classical 
buildings, the scheme draws deeply on Indian precedents as ‘mnemonic devices’ (Menon 2002, 
28). The plan typology, where the central core is set among courtyards, owes a debt to the Jain 
temple Adinatha in Ranakpur and the Datia Palace in Madhya Pradesh. The former especially 
sets an example with its use of natural light filtered through the open spaces between a central 
block and the surrounding mass. The most obvious influence is the cosmological diagram of the 
Mandala; other references (Adinatha, Datia and Taj Mahal) share in fact the same point of 
departure (Singh, 23). The atriums and staircases are likened in many ways to the octagonal 
underground shafts of the medieval step-wells of Adalaj in Gujarat. The stone balustrades 
around their galleries are reminiscent of the austere railings of the Buddhist stupas of Sanchi. 
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For Davey (2002, 44), the structural lattices reflect Viollet-le-Duc’s combination of metal 
tension members with compressive masonry domes, as well as the traditions from Smirke and 
Asplund of introducing filtered clerestory lighting into each volume. The architect himself 
stresses the exemplar of Fatehpur Sikri in Uttar Pradesh as having two particularly relevant 
aspects for this project: i) in planning, no fixed routes of movement, liberating sense of space, 
orientation in different directions; ii) in construction, multiple ways to reach an end, materiality 
of stone with a lighter structural system and transcendence of material properties.  

 
4. Landscaping    

 
The site was a forested area that formerly functioned as a plant nursery. Perhaps as a reminder of 
this parkland, the landscaping project undertook dense planting in three domains: the garden 
around the building, the courtyards and the roof garden. The surrounding garden has a gently 
sloped lawn and tall trees that predate the project. The three courtyards around the central core 
are richly planted with flowering shrubs and trees. The roof is also planted with flowers, ground-
cover shrubs and grass. The garden at this level provides a gathering space for scholars and 
parliamentarians in the winter and a thermal barrier in the summer. The hard landscape is 
entirely of sandstone, including all outdoor lamps, perforated garden walls and pavements. The 
pink sandstone pavements have special units with drainage holes used in the courtyards. Each of 
the three courtyards is characterised by a different landscape element: the southwest courtyard 
(surrounded by the MP’s Reading Room, Scholars’ Library and Bureau of Parliamentary 
Studies) has a three-tier amphitheatre; the southeast courtyard (surrounded by the Committee 
Room, Banquet Hall and Press Centre) a large tree and the Ahilyabai statue; the northeast 
courtyard (surrounded by Research and Archives, Reception, Cafeteria) has a reflective pool.  

 
5. Symbolic references 
 
Light is the defining theme of the project, ‘symbolically representing the spirit of wisdom, 
enlightenment and democracy’ (Jain 2002, 5). Eyes are drawn upward, the architect observes, 
‘fostering the sense of enlightenment with a secular light’. The courtyards are meant to represent 
the various tenets of democracy. The court with the amphitheatre is symbolic of the liberty of 
thought and expression. The court with the Ahilyabai statue has a large tree symbolic of justice. 
The court with the pool enjoys the water element, traditionally symbolising equality of status 
and opportunity.  

 
The profusion of such symbolism is engrained in Indian culture, both ancient and contemporary. 
The round form of the Parliament, for instance, is widely recognised as a symbol of national 
unity, while the positioning of its assembly hall as a central element represents the people’s 
power. Likewise, the composition of the Library in multiple focal points is found to be 
inherently pluralistic. With its low-lying, horizontally spaced complex, the Library is said to 
have ‘replaced imperial grandeur with the ethos of a democratic republic’ (Jain 2002, 5). The 
visual connection of the building with the neighbouring state buildings via the roof garden is 
emblematic too, given the symbolism of the garden as among the first spaces devoted to 
knowledge, learning, meeting and exchange of ideas (Singh 2002).  

 
The open corner of the plan has given rise to multiple interpretations. Giordano Tirani (2002, 9) 
sees ‘deliberate intention to evoke incompleteness in the western angle of the building’ for 
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instance, while for Arun Rewal (2002, 17) it is a means to allow research and archives to 
encroach on the outside. Why the absolute composition is abandoned at one corner is open to 
argument. Besides the obvious withdrawing of the building from the existing trees, one may 
observe the expansion of the Scholars’ Library at the ground level, so that it unites with the inner 
core functions, and the resulting visual confrontation of the Scholars’ Library with the 
auditorium.  

 
C. Structure, materials, technology  
 

1. Structural systems  
 

The sub-structure of the Library makes use of innovative foundation systems based on 
diaphragm walls that go to a depth of 14 metres below ground. The upper structure is a 
composite system with two distinct parts. The structure of standard floors is a reinforced 
concrete frame system with coffered concrete slabs, supported by circular reinforced concrete 
columns. Based on a grid of 1.2 metres, the spans go up to 10 metres in the lower floors, but 
vary between 15 and 35 metres in the large column-free spaces and atrium voids in the upper 
floors. Except for the Focal Centre, which is covered by a single glass dome, these spaces are 
covered by lattices of varying sizes, geometries and structural configurations.  

 
There are five types of structural lattice, each designed to carry a cluster of shallow bubble 
domes made of lightweight concrete. Spanning five metres each (less in the auditorium), these 
domes are precast shell structures in fibro-cement, termed ‘fibre-reinforced concrete’ (FRC) in 
the engineering reports. (Compiled from Rangaswami and Rajguru.) The lattices carrying the 
bubble domes function as subsidiary structures, supported on circular ring beams along the 
edges of each space. The glass dome on the Focal Centre has no subsidiary lattice structure as 
such; instead, a delicate open frame structure rests directly on the octagonal ring beam that runs 
along the edges of the space. There are twelve domical roofs in total, in six variations including 
the Focal Centre. They are identified below in relation to the spaces they cover.  

 
Spaces on the main axis (three totally different configurations): 

 
• VIP Entrance – circular lattice with parabolic section: octagonal pattern, with glazed square 

panels between octagons 
• Focal Centre – parabolic glass dome composed of four petals and ladder purlins: petals tied 

to a central square above and laced together with tensile rods below  
• Auditorium – circular space grid: ceiling composed of inverted domes for acoustic reasons 

 
Spaces on the crossing axis (two similar configurations): 

 
• Scholars’ Library and Digital Library/Museum – rectilinear space lattice with octagonal 

pattern and tensile rods: bow-shaped section, curvilinear side down; each domical shell 
having square top openings in glass bricks 

 
Spaces on outer corners (three similar configurations): 
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• Bureau of Parliamentary Studies (BPST), Press Centre and Reception/Cafeteria above – 
circular space lattice with octagonal pattern and tensile rods: bow-shaped section, 
curvilinear side up 

 
Spaces on inner corners (four similar configurations): 
 
• MP’s Reading Room, Research and Archives (two spaces), Committee Room/Banquet Hall 

above – circular lattice with parabolic section: hexagonal pattern 
 

2. Materials  
 

Structural members and infill materials: 
 
• Columns are mostly concrete, except for the detached steel columns around the building’s 

periphery. The basic infill materials are brick and glass brick 
• Structural lattices are essentially made of tubular elements, with a combination of steel 

tubes, solid and hollow steel castings. Volumetric space lattices on larger spaces have high 
tensile bars in addition 

• The ring beams that carry the lattices are made of 12.5-millimetre-thick carbon steel pipes of 
457 millimetres outer diameter. Connected to the lattices by steel plates, these beams rise 
above the roof level on columns, allowing clerestory walls between the roof structure and 
the ring beam. The clerestories are generally filled with glass brick, though the central dome 
has glazed windows and doors providing access to the roof garden 

• The ingredients of the FRC shell domes, all precast on site, include steel fibres, cement, 
aggregate, reinforced steel, micro-silica fumes, blast furnace slag, super plasticiser and water 

• The glass dome over the Focal Centre is made of stainless steel pipes of different diameters 
and curvatures.  

 
Finishing materials: 
 
• Walls and columns: Red/pink and white sandstone is used extensively for wall and column 

cladding as well as for mullions and patterned sunbreaks (jaali). Rough-cut sandstone 
surfaces are juxtaposed with finely chiselled bond stones, sills and lintels. All stone surfaces 
were given two coats of a silicon-based stain-repellent. 

• Interior walls and ceilings: Handcarved sandstone panels five centimetres thick conceal 
acoustical materials where necessary (for example in the walls and suspended ceilings of the 
foyer spaces of the auditorium). The auditorium is finished with thin plates of marble on the 
walls, and wood on the ceiling. The corridors have suspended metallic ceilings. 

• Bubble domes: The domes are finished externally either in polished sandstone or in granite 
roof tiles. Interior surfaces are finished with acoustic panelling in terracotta or wood, in the 
form of tiles or battens. Types of wood used in the ceilings include Burma teak, Sheesham 
teak and cedar.  

• The glass dome: The glazing over the Focal Centre consists of four layers of glass, 
combined in two pairs with an air gap in between: i) 13 millimetre heat-reflective laminated 
safety glass (comprising 5 millimetre heat-reflective glass and 8 millimetre clear float glass); 
ii) 6 millimetre laminated safety glass (comprising two layers of 3 millimetre clear float 
glass).  
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• Floor finishing and pavements: Marble is the prime material indoors, each space having 
varied floor patterns inscribed with different colours of marble.  

 
3. Construction technology  

 
Foundations: The diaphragm walls of the foundation were lowered and anchored to the bedrock 
by prestressed inclined rock anchors that enclose the periphery and retain the earth outside. 
Basements were also anchored with rock anchors to counter the uplift thrust due to high water-
table. 
 
Steel lattices and bubble domes: Stainless steel pipes in a double-curved shape were made by a 
specially designed press located at the site. Steel castings were made for all the nodes of the ring 
beam and the lattice structures (a total of 348 different castings). To obtain high- performance 
and durable FRC domes, Larsen and Toubro designed an innovative pan mixer for precise 
weighing of the ingredients. Concrete was poured by tower cranes; sprinklers ensured non-stop 
curing. For each bubble dome, different joints (fixed, sliding and free) were provided. After 
curing, the bubble domes were moved by a tower crane from the yard to the roof and installed 
directly on the steel tube substructure. The precasting and placement of bubble domes in various 
locations was a most challenging activity. (Compiled from Rangaswami and Rajguru.) 
 
Glass dome in Focal Centre: The petals of the glass dome were assembled at the rooftop, since 
no crane could reach that location. The welding and connection to steel casting elements were 
accomplished using advanced engineering techniques. This dome was a cause of great concern 
to engineers at the CPWD, because of the heat loads for the air-conditioning system and because 
the required expertise was not readily available in India. Raj Rewal rejected a proposal to insert 
aluminium shading devices over the dome. In order to reduce heat gain to acceptable levels, 
reflective glass in two layers was added on structural glass panels, also in two layers. 
 
Stone cladding of columns: All steel and RC columns were encased in sandstone. The 
production of these composite columns of sandstone and concrete was a technological feat. A 
huge number of reinforced concrete columns (2,436 columns ranging from 40 to 75 centimetres 
in diameter) were clad with five-centimetre-thick red sandstone. As the stone had to be carved to 
a circular profile, with the inner surface rough and the outer surface finished, the contractor had 
to develop a lathe machine that could process column segments swiftly and efficiently. After the 
sandstone was carved on these custom-made lathes, it was attached to the concrete columns 
through a series of circular stainless steel rings. The stone-clad steel structural columns on the 
periphery of the building were reinforced with steel rods.  

 
Stone cladding of walls: Here the architect is said to have ‘re-invented the traditional techniques 
of masonry construction by inserting a bond stone between alternating bands of cladding’ (Singh 
2003, 24-25). This simple technique enables the stone to become an integral part of the brick 
infill, increasing its compressive strength and eliminating the need for expensive stainless steel 
dowels. Stone mullions and window lattice jaalis were done manually. To ensure speed of 
construction, grinding machines were specially designed. The mullion fixing process was 
manual too, executed by masons.  
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4. Building services and site utilities  

 
The building is connected to the city’s main services of water, power and sewerage. Two auto-
start, low-noise diesel generators have been provided to meet the requirements for lighting, fire 
lifts, water supply and air-conditioning in the event of a power failure. Air-conditioning covers 
about 45,000 square metres of the building (parking and plant room excluded). Energy-efficient 
chilling machines have been installed in the basement. Winter heating and dehumidification is 
provided with the help of hot water generators and heating coils in the air-handling unit. For 
mechanical ventilation in parking, plant room, kitchen and toilets, a substation has been 
provided with forced ventilation and roof extraction system.  

 
D. Origin of technology, materials, labour force, professionals  
  

Technology and materials were largely produced through local sources. Steel tubes and joints 
used in domical roofs (SAILMA 350 plates) were procured from the Bokaro Steel plant and 
transported to Chennai to be rolled into the required diameters. Some steel tubes and the 6 mm 
glass for the focal dome were imported. The red, white and pink sandstone used extensively in 
claddings and floors was brought from Agra, Dholpur and Bansi Paharpur, respectively. 
Pavements made use of Jaisalmer stone with patterns inscribed with local marble. All kinds of 
stone were procured under strict quality controls. 
 
The labour force was mainly Indian, and supervised by various contractors and sub-contractors 
that were mostly Delhi-based. The stone mullions and latticework used around the courtyards 
were produced manually offsite by skilled artisans from Rajasthan. 
 
All professionals were Indian, except for the French firm RFR Engineering, who worked as 
consultants for the domes, and the glass dome in particular. The architectural project is designed 
by Rewal Associates from their Delhi office. All engineering services were provided by CPWD, 
the central Public Works Department of India, founded more than 150 years ago. The contractor 
was the ECC Division of the Delhi-based Larsen and Toubro, one of the largest companies in 
India’s private sector.  
 

V. Construction Schedule and Costs  
  
A. History of project  
  

The complex took more than a dozen years to realise. The commission was awarded to Raj 
Rewal in 1991 and the design was approved the same year. Construction started in 1994 and was 
largely complete by October 2002. The new Parliament Library (Sansadiya Gyanpeeth) was 
inaugurated by the President of India, Shri K.R. Narayanan, on 7 May 2002. Full occupation was 
in February 2003. 

 
B. Total costs 
  

The project was financed by the Indian government at a total cost of USD 44.88 million (Rs 
2,020,000,000). Cost per square metre (including landscaping) was USD 742 (Rs 33,410). 
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Infrastructure:    USD 13.9 million  
Labour:     USD 13.9 million  
Materials:    USD 13.9 million 
Landscaping:    USD 0.6 million 
Professional fees:   3-5 per cent of the total 
Total cost (without the land)  USD 44.88 million (Rs 2,020,000,000) 
 (All costs calculated according to the exchange rate of Rs 45 = USD 1.) 

 
C. Comparative costs  
 

It is not easy to give comparative costs due to the nature and size of the project; the figures given 
below are meant to provide for a rough comparison: 
 
Costs for square metre of a public building normally around USD 300-500 
Costs per square metre of Bibliotheca Alexandrina, Egypt: USD 2,553  
Costs per square metre of Parliament Library, India: USD 742  

 
D. Maintenance costs  
  

Electricity consumption was USD 476,133 (USD 8 per square metre) for the 2005-2006 period.  
 
    Expenditure   Expenditure/square metre 
 

2003-04   Rs   8,679,000   Rs   143.55 
2003-04  Rs   19,445,000   Rs   321.62 
2004-05  Rs   25,804,000   Rs   426.80 
2005-06  Rs   21,426,000   Rs   354.39 
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E.  Ongoing costs  
  

The materials used throughout the building are durable, need little maintenance, and are 
expected to perform well over time. Mechanical systems will require maintenance or gradual 
upgrading to ensure maximum efficiency in energy use. The Press Centre is currently being 
renovated to fit the needs of Lok Sabha Television Channel (LSTV), a 24-hour satellite 
television channel in Hindi and English. 
   

VI. Technical Assessment  
 
A. Functional assessment  
 

The Library serves as an extension of the Parliament, playing the role of a modern information 
centre. Both general visitors and users of the Library are well catered for. Everywhere is 
accessible to the disabled, with an abundance of lifts at intersection points of the plan. 
Notwithstanding the uneasy need for security provisions in our day, the Library is designed to 
allow everyone to find his/her own way: ‘One moves within the library from one light to 
another, from one empty space to another, from one courtyard into another’ (Tironi 2002, 9-10). 
An architectural promenade through the complex evokes the historic models for this freedom of 
movement. The labyrinthine circulation network relates as much to ancient temples and palaces 
or the majestic complex of Fatehpur Sikri, as it does to the town planning of Lutyens – equally a 
maze of hexagonal lattices with round crossings.  
 
Noise control, an imperative for all library functions, is handled successfully with multiple 
domes (as opposed to spaces with single-span domes) and with acoustic tiles on ceiling and wall 
surfaces. Perforated panels in the foyer spaces, besides their decorative function, provide 
acoustic slots that dampen the sound inside. The acoustics of the auditorium is also remarkable, 
thanks to the inverted domes that disperse the sound evenly around the circular space.  

 
The use of natural light, and its control where necessary, constitutes a major fund of design ideas 
in this project. Traditional ideas of ‘drawing the sky in’ or ‘funnelling down’ the daylight have 
been well explored (Singh 2002, 25). Besides the use of courtyards for this purpose, all surfaces 
are carefully designed to bring in natural light without the glare of direct sunlight. Top-lit 
atriums allow spaces to glow with natural light; clerestories and transparent parts of domical 
ceilings provide maximum levels of natural inside. Diagonally crenulated volumes throughout 
all perimeters effectively allow daylight and natural ventilation to penetrate the building down to 
the basement levels. The underground offices are thus lit through glass brick from the edges of 
the courtyards. The corridors are relatively darker, ‘but infused with a light filtered through 
syncopated openings’ (Lubell 2006, 123).  

 
B. Climatic performance  
 

A visit to the building during the early summer season gave an opportunity to observe its 
climatic performance. The high temperature outside was not felt indoors due to the efficient use 
of passive and active systems. The building is air-conditioned throughout; on the other hand, 
provisions are made to keep the transmission of heat and light energy at the desired level so as to 
avoid an excessive air-conditioning load and ensure a comfortable level of light. The glazing of 

 13



the building is not excessive, while deep-set windows, stone mullions and jaali are also helpful 
in controlling direct light and heat. The building is said to perform well under severe summer 
heatwaves, owing to the carefully controlled natural lighting, placement of two floors below the 
ground level, and the insulating properties of 60 centimetres of earth in the roof garden.  

 
The air-conditioning ducts travel behind claddings or underneath coffered ceilings. Services, 
structure and architecture are well integrated and coordinated. However, a gradual increase in 
the loads of mechanical devices has resulted in the clustering of some pipes and additional 
equipment on the roof garden. It is intended to conceal these or to change the system to be 
pumped from below. The mechanical plants are placed in the garden behind concrete fences 
designed for this purpose as a landscape element. The building is well insulated against noise 
and dust through its high walls, its surrounding garden and inner courtyards.  

 
C. Impact of the project on the site 
  

The Library relates to the parent building as ‘a guru relates to the king’ (see section IV.B.1), in a 
most subtle manner. It acknowledges the presence of the Parliament without compromising its 
own identity. As observed by one critic, ‘the building at once aligns itself with and distinguishes 
itself from Baker’s adjoining Parliament House’ (Singh 2002, 21). By submerging two floors 
below ground, the scale of the building is minimised from all sides. The fifth elevation with 
bubble domes, when viewed from a distance, tunes very well with the landscape of domes in the 
vicinity. When one comes closer to the building, the domes become invisible due to their low 
profile and set-back from the edge of the roof. From the roof of the building, however, the 
domes present a powerful ensemble with the neighbouring roofs.  

 
The building is enhanced by the greenery. The fragmented composition allows the landscape to 
permeate its inner core, while the crenulation multiplies the amount of edges to be planted. 
Shrubs and flowers have grown lush, taller plants (mostly ficus trees) have been kept to medium 
size. The landscape has softened the impact of the geometry and created a microclimate with 
dust-free open spaces. With its moderate height and landscaped roof, the building connects well 
to the ground and to the greenery of New Delhi as a garden city. In the competition stage, this 
was even more pronounced, with crenulated mounds of earth providing connection to the 
ground, but that idea was later abandoned for security reasons.  

 
No congestion has been created by the presence of the building. The cars and buses that come to 
the Library use the underground parking provided. The high level of security at the entrances to 
the building is a major issue, as it is elsewhere today. Besides the cluttering it causes, it has led 
to a change in the MP’s entrance, while the VIP entrance to the building is seldom used. 

 
D. Choice of materials, level of technology  
 

The building makes effective use of traditional and modern building materials and technologies, 
utilising both conventional and experimental methods. The reinforced concrete frame 
technology is straightforward, whereas the structural lattices and bubble domes in precast fibre-
reinforced concrete shells are complicated, requiring design and production ingenuity. The stone 
cladding of walls and columns is complicated too, as much the product of experimentation as of 
traditional methods. The efforts to transform the natural grain of materials has a long history, 

 14 



especially in Mughal architecture, a familiar case being the treatment of stone as if it were 
timber. This attempt to transcend the properties of the material through the processes of 
construction is reminiscent of deep-rooted traditions in India (Singh, 24-25).  

 
E.  Response to, and planning for, emergency situations  
 

Delhi falls under seismic zone-IV, meaning it is vulnerable to major earthquakes. The sandstone 
wraps around structural concrete or steel columns reportedly providing additional stability 
against seismic forces. The scheme is designed according to the fire prevention codes, with 
smoke detectors provided throughout. An automatic, intelligent fire alarm system uses a 
combination of smoke, heat, optical and beam detectors. The system has been integrated with 
the air-handling system and fire check doors. The fire protection system consists of automatic 
sprinkler systems in the basement, parking and auditorium, with wet risers outside the building 
and also on the terrace. A non-wet fire fighting system (with gas) has been provided for the 
computer centre and microfilm store. Besides efficient fire extraction through the air-handling 
units, an independent system is located in the Focal Dome area. 

 
F.  Ageing and maintenance problems  
 

The building was designed for a long lifespan and ease of maintenance. The weathered texture 
of sandstone provides a basis for the building to age handsomely. The stone cladding is 
impervious to water and humidity. During the visit, I witnessed window cleaning from outside; 
window frames and sandstone cladding were being safely washed with high-pressure hoses. The 
rainwater gutters on the roof garden provide easy access for maintenance. No scaffolding 
provisions or laborious efforts are needed for the cleaning of the glass panes either, as they all 
are accessible via courtyards or the roof garden.  

 
G.  Response to treatment of water and rainfall  
 

The diaphragm wall was enveloped with a waterproof curtain of grout (fine mortar) at the outset, 
eliminating the need to pump water from the construction areas. The lowest basement floor, 4.5 
metres below normal groundwater level, required waterproofing by external tanking method 
(Rajguru, 54). The care taken in the treatment of groundwater seems to have paid off, as there is 
almost no efflorescence throughout the building. The collection of rainwater from the main roof 
and the drainage of water from the courtyards are also finely executed, with carefully designed 
details in sandstone.  

 
H.  Interior design and furnishing  
 

The interior design of the building is a direct outcome of its architecture; the spaces are 
embellished with tectonic features alone. The ‘ornateness of tectonics’ abounds on surfaces, 
overhead as well as at eye level: the patterned ceiling lattices, jaali, stone bonds, mouldings, 
balustrades and floor patterns. The balustrades around galleries, which are likened to those of the 
Buddhist stupas of Sanchi, are sturdy grills in sandstone, eliminating the need for additional 
handrails. Flooring patterns should count as a major interior design element; each and every 
space has a different pattern in inlaid marble with different colours. While some patterns with 
maroon stripes and large circles recall the taste of the 1960s, others are based on rangoli 
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symbols. The Focal Centre has a yantra, a traditional symbol of enlightenment. The furniture in 
the Library is mainly of wood, leather and steel, and is designed for comfort and durability 
without ostentation. It is not surprising that there is no sign of cluttering or post-occupancy 
decoration of the spaces; the tectonic vocabulary is pleasing to the eye, and would repel further 
loading. An exception is the interior design of the Museum, which has been realised without the 
consent of the architect.  

 
I. Durability and long-term viability of the project  
 

The CPWD established and maintained a quality-assurance system in the planning and 
construction of the Library, for which the Bureau of Indian Standards has conferred the 
internationally acclaimed ISO 9002 certificate (Rajguru 2002, 54). The directors proudly use the 
term ‘eternal’ to describe the durable finishing and furnishing. The building materials chosen for 
the project require little maintenance; the cost lies in running the building and its systems. The 
financial sustainability of the institution is being explored by the Lok Sabha administration.  

 
J. Design features  
 

The choice of materials and level of technology in this project involved, foremost, the intention 
of fusing handicraft with hi-tech, which called for workmanship and considerable engineering 
ingenuity. 
 
The architect is well aware of the capabilities of both skilled and unskilled labour in India and 
apparently developed design decisions accordingly. Some detailing is straightforward, some 
(such as the stone jaalis or the cladding of columns) required special craft skills or engineering. 
The structural lattices, the bubble domes in precast FRC shells, and the glazed dome with a 
filigree web of steel members have also demanded technical know-how and qualified 
technicians. It is observed that the contractor could effectively translate the architect’s design 
into reality.  

 
VII. Users  
  
A. User profile  
 

The users of the Library include the following groups: i) former members of Parliament, 
media/press people, staff of the Parliament, private secretariat members of the Parliament, ii) 
eligible research scholars, iii) general public (after permission obtained in 24 hours, through 
police verification), iv) conducted tour groups (on symbolic Rs 10 tickets).  

 
The Library is open Monday to Friday. As the Library is accessible to all, there are many 
visitors from different constituencies. School trips are organised, especially to the newly opened 
museum. The floating population of the building goes up to 5,000 daily, the permanent 
population being 500. The population has risen due to the television channel and the museum. 
Half of the staff belongs to the library family, the other half to the museum, media, press, 
training, etc. The majority of library users are MPs. People are informed about the building, its 
contents and weekly programmes, through the official website of the Lok Sabha 
(www.parliamentofindia.nic.in).  
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B. User response  
  

1.  How do architectural professionals view the project?  
 

The Library is admired for its exploration of local sources in all senses. As one critic put it, 
‘Sources of inspiration and the material of its construction largely emanate from the soil on 
which it stands’ (Jain 2002, 5). Also much emphasised is its reconciling of binary constructs 
around tradition and modernity, or east and west, as in: ‘marrying modernity and traditions while 
resisting pastiche banalities and global formulae’ or ‘a contemporary architecture rooted in 
traditional wisdom’ (Arun Rewal 2002, 14, 19). Or the building is said to have demonstrated 
‘that it is indeed possible to straddle the fine line that demarcates modernity, tradition and 
innovation without subscribing to a revivalist agenda’ (Singh 2002, 28, 21). Reviews in foreign 
publications identify the project mostly as a ‘regionalist interpretation of modern architecture in 
India’, and praise it for not falling into the superficial rhetoric of post- and neo-modernisms 
(Pavesi and Quintelli 2006, 54). 
 
The ‘pursuit of Indianness’ is seen by Krishna Menon (2001, 28) as having not just a regional 
but a universal relevance. Menon questions worn-out statements such as ‘within the Indian 
tradition, built in a contemporary idiom, without mimicry of past historical styles’. Yet, 
according to him, such clichéd explanations sound timeless in Rewal’s case ‘because he 
translates the familiar into a credible architectural design; one marvels at Rewal’s felicity in 
resolving the “messy complexity” of building in India, and attempting, and achieving the 
intended rasa he has attributed to be appropriate for architectural design of this building’. (Rasa, 
literally meaning liquids or juice, refers to something that appeals to and moves the mind.) Arun 
Rewal’s (2003, 19) analysis explains the crux of the Library complex: ‘The architect’s buildings 
draw from memory and geometry. He utilises these tools to create two related constructs, one 
poetically ambiguous and another structurally precise.’  

 
2.  What is the popular reaction to the project? 
 
Whether or not this ‘rasa’ can be understood by the client or the users is difficult to know. 
Nonetheless, the users seem very proud of the new Library. They see it as a ‘truly national 
product’ in contrast to the colonial legacy in the district. The director of the Library, having 
guided people around the building for the past three years, seems qualified to express the 
admiration of visitors: he said some have been moved to tears on seeing the quality and 
precision in the work, and the diligent maintenance of it. This impression can be confirmed by a 
visit to the adjoining Parliament Hall, which is not kept as neat as the Library. Someone said the 
building is changing the behaviour of users, an observation that could also be made at the new 
metro in Delhi. The Library is also seen as a progressive landmark for the country. Various 
conferences held in the complex have received regional and international attention, raising the 
profile of the whole city. Dozens of newspaper articles had high praise for the building at the 
time of its inauguration, increasing the public’s familiarity with it. 
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VIII. Persons Involved  
 

Client:    Parliament of India/Lok Sabha Secretariat, Government of India 
Speakers:   Shivraj V. Patil, P. A. Sangma, G. M. C. Balayogi, Manohar Joshi 

(Deputy speakers, and general secretaries, all cited in catalogue: Rewal 
2002)  

Director:   Dr Ravinder Kumar Chadha 
 

Architectural design:  Raj Rewal, architect, Raj Rewal Associates (design team cited in 
catalogue: Rewal 2002) 

 
Landscape design:  Satish Khanna 

 
Structural design:  India’s Central Public Works Department, CPWD (design team, chief 

and executive engineers all cited in catalogue: Rewal 2002)  
Electric and acoustical CPWD 
engineering:  
Consultant for domes:  RFR Engineering 
Consultant for lighting: Kanwar Krishen Associates 
fixtures 
General contractor  ECC, the construction division of Larsen and Toubro 
(construction agency) 
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Administrative complex by Lutyens and Baker , location according to 
the Rajpath (King’s Way) running two kilometeres east to west with the 
residential palace and ministries on one end.



The triangular 
site for the 
Library adjacent 
to the Parliament 
House.

Concept develop-
ment in relation 
to the geometry of 
Parliament House.

Inspirational sourc-
es for the planning 
of the complex.



Sections



South-west 
view from the 
surrounding 
garden, with 
scholar’s 
entrance 
between two 
blocks, the 
Scholar’s 
Library and 
the Bureau of 
Parliamentary 
Studies.

VIP entrance 
viewed from the 
colonnade of the 
Parliament.



VIP entrance covered by structural lattice with 
octagonal pattern.

The focal centre covered by glass dome.



South-west courtyard with amphitheatre, surfaces clad in red and white sandstone.

North-east courtyard with pool, closer view of hand carved screens (jali) combined with machine-turned 
column cladding in red sandstone.



South-east courtyard, view towards the dome of the 
VIP entrance facing the Parliament’s colonnade.

North-west corner opening up to the sloped wooded land.



Roofscape with domes, old and new .

Roof garden, with glass dome at the focal centre, surrounded by bubble domes in lightweight fibre-
reinforced concrete.



Scholars’ Library (main reading hall) covered by 
space lattice.

MP’s Reading Room covered by structural lattice 
with hexagonal pattern.



Auditorium, ceiling composed of inverted domes, and 
walls clad with thin slates of marble.

Foyer of the Auditorium, surfaces clad with hand carved screens (jali) in white sandstone.



Banquet Hall, covered by structural lattice with 
hexagonal pattern.

Banquet Hall, detail of lattice supported by steel ring beam.



Lattice structure roofing the VIP entrance. Lattice structure roofing the Research and Archive 
room.

Lattice structure roofing the MP’s reading room. Lattice structure roofing the Scholar’s library.



Architects

Clients

Commission
Design
Construction
Occupancy
Site
Ground Floor
Total Floor
Costs
Programme

Parliament Library

New Delhi, India

Raj Rewal Associates
New Delhi, India

Parliament of India
New Delhi, India

n.a.
1993 - 1994
1994 - 2002
2003
39’916 m2

13’380 m2

60’460 m2

US$ 44’888’888
‘Conceived within the 
Indian tradition, built in a 
contemporary idiom’, the 
Parliament Library relates 
quietly to its context - the heart 
of Sir Edward Lutyens’ urban 
design of Delhi. Its external 
facade, clad in red sandstone, 
is ‘austere for aesthetic 
and functional reasons’. 
Internally, the defining theme 
is light, admitted through three 
courtyards and twelve domes. 
The domes are of various 
sizes and are constructed of 
lightweight fibre cement, bright 
steel lattice and tensile cables, 
structural glass and glass 
bricks. A roof garden provides a 
gathering space for scholars and 
parliamentarians in the winter, 
and a thermal barrier in the 
summer.

Building Type
2007 Award Cycle 3179.IND
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