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Project Data 

Cliellf: Board oj Trustees of 
the Modem School. 
Architect: Sachdev Egglestol/ 
Associates. 
COl/sultillg Engilleers: Semac 
Pvt. Ltd. 
School Engil/eer: K. C. Jerath 
COlltmctor: Competent 
COl/stn/Clioll Co. 
Constructioll: Phase 1. 
Primmy school, 14 class/"Ooms 
and canteen: Stmted April 
1974, completedJuly 1975. 
Phase 11. Middle school, 18 
class/"Ooms and 6 laboratories: 
stm1ed October 1975, 
completed July 1976. 
Phase 111. 'Activit), Block', 
librmy and open-air 
auditorium: completed July 
1978. 
Phase IV. Classrooms: waiting 

JO/' approval. 

Building review by Ani! B.Jain 
and Ashwalli Vasishth. 
Photographs and dmwings 
courtesy of the aI'Chitects. 

Modem School, New Dellii 
odem School was 
founded in 1920 by a 
group of Delhi 
citizens who wanted 
their children to have 
a Western education 
without losing their 

Indian cuitural background. The school 
purchased 25 acres ofland near the centre of 
New Delhi and moved there in the 1930's. 
Later a separate Primary School was con
structed and the younger children moved 
out of the main campus. As the school 
expanded, a boarding house was built, so 
that the boarders moved from the old 
school building in 1974 and the space va
cated was available for additional clas
srooms. By this time the pressure from 
parents for admisstion was so great that it 
was imperative to build a branch school, 
for which 8 acres of land had already been 
purchased in Vasant Vihar, a suburb of 
South Delhi. 

The school is fully private with no 
government aid, and has always had a high 
academic and sports standard. It was the 
first school in Delhi to teach in English but 
to insist that the children's extra-curricular 

The Architect's Statement 
The design of the branch building for 
Modem School at Vasant Vihar was based 
0,11 the concept that the atmosphere of the 
building would affect the child's attitude to 
school in general. However, when the 
school was designed in early 1974, there 
was no clear indication of what the future 
school system would be, as the new all
India 12 year school syllabus had not been 
published. Being a school with a long 
record of all-round education, emphasis 
was laid not only on the pure academic side 
of education, but also on sport, arts and 
crafts, music and singing, dancing and dra
ma, and practical lessons in radio, electro
nics, wood and metal work. The new 
syllabus was expected to be more 'vocation
al' in orientation and it was hoped that 
when the syllabus came into effect, the 
School would already be teaching all the 
necessary subjects. 

The basic points of the design, such as 
adequate natural light and cross ventilation 
in classrooms, the necessity of cutting 
down noise penetration, the importance of 
easy maintenance, the desirablity of not 
going beyond three storeys, and the num
ber of children in a class, were all im
mediately agreed upon. The school author
ities were very clear in their minds of the 
type of school they wanted and devoted 
many hours of discussion until the picture 
emerged for the design. The very first 
sketch was accepted by the clients and after 
that only needed refmement. 

Exposed brickwork and arched open
ings were used not only for their appearance 
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activities be based on traditional Indian 
Culture. Thus all children in primary school 
learn Indian dancing, music, singing, as 
well as Hindi and English drama. The 
children are taught in English but study 
Hindi from the Nursery stage onwards. 
Art, clay modelling, wood and metal sculp
ture along with tradition Indian crafts of 
cloth printing, tie-and-dye and batik work 
are available for children at different levels, 
as are electronics, photography and domes
tic science. 
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but also for easy maintenance; the arches 
also structurally suit the bricks. (The origin
al school was also built with exposed brick 
and arches). 

As the building was to be constructed in 
phases, it was important that each part of 
the school could function independently but 
still join naturally with the next block con
structed. This encouraged courtyard plan
ning and the scheme was developed to 
include a number of blocks: i) primary 
school ii) senior school iii) laboratories iv) 
activities, v) administration and library, vi) 
auditorium and vii) residential accomoda
tion for part of the staff. The primary 
school building containing 14 classrooms, 
canteen, kitchen and toilets, was con
structed in only five months to enable the 
school to accept admissions for the 1975-76 
academic session. The record construction 
period for cast-in-situ concrete frame struc
ture, exposed brick walls, cast-in-situ ter
razzo floors and all interior finishes, was due 
to the excellent co-operation of the contrac
tor who accepted the completion date as a 
challenge. Twelve classrooms were used for 
the junior school, and the two classrooms 
were converted temporarily for use as 

Right, top: Viewed .Fom the south, with the rock 
outcrop to the left, the classrooms and covered veranda 
Jonns a secondary entrance and is used Jor junior school 
assembly. 
Right: The school eIItrance with classrooms to the 
right. The exposed brick Jacades with their arched 
openings and round windows give the building a 
sculptured look. 
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music and art rooms, although designed to 
be used eventually as science and audio
visual rooms. The canteen was used for 
administration. 

The second phase of construction started 
almost as soon as the children moved into 
the Primary School and consisted of one 
block of eighteen classrooms and one block 
containing six laboratories. The classrooms 
are similar to those in the Primary School 
but are designed to be used as 'subject' 
rooms in the future, which a teacher could 
equip a classroom with all the required 
visual aids, student's charts, and models 
which create a particular atmosphere re
levant to the subject being studied. The 
·'subject' room usage has, however, not yet 
been adopted. In phase three, part of the 
activity block has now been constructed 
and is fully in use. The library (which was 
originally to be housed over the administra
tion rooms in the front of the school) is now 
in the activity block. 

About a year ago it was decided to start 
another phase of construction. The school 
has grown considerably over the years, 
with an extra section added to each class in 
the Primary School. Every possible space is 
occupied by classes, while the administra
tion is cramped into two inadequate clas
srooms. Activity rooms, laboratories and 
verandahs act as temporary classrooms. 
Plans for adding another sixteen classrooms 
have been submitted and are waiting 
approval. It is hoped that work will begin in 
the next few months and be completed by 
the next academic year. These classrooms 
are being placed at the rear of the existing 
school. Modem School is lucky to have a 
natural rocky mound on the west end of the 
site; this prompted placing the Primary 
School at the mound end, so that the small 
children would have the fun of climbing 
and playing on the rocks. The play equip
ment was placed near here, leaving the clear 
area of the site at the back of the school for 
playing fields. The school is oriented with 
all main windows facing north or south. 
The buildings spread right across the site. 

Although the front garden was to be 
reduced in size ,when the adminstration 
block joined the senior classrooms, it was 
felt important that trees and grass should be 
planted in the interim period rather then 
leave a dusty unfmished appearance at the 
front of the school. Trees were situated so 
that all but one or two would be retained 
when the Administration block was con
structed. However, the garden has become 
such a feature of the school that no one is 
prepared to allow construction in front and 
the original proposal for administration and 
library at that site has been abandoned, 
although the building from the road appears 
incomplete and now always will. A careful 
blending of flowering shrubs, annual flow
ers and flowering trees assures a continuous 
range of colours in the landscape. 

14 

1-

~ ..---' - -1 ~ =-# - - -1-' 1 6 

~~~'-l 3 0 3 

~ 
~~~i~.~ 

o 5 1011l 

76 

Above: Floor plan 
1. Classroom 
2. Store 
3. Laboratory 
4. "Activity" /Cmjis room 
5. Library 
6. Toilet 
7. Open air auditorium 
8. Admin 
9. Entrance 

10. Elee room 
11. Veranda 
12. Staff room 
13. Kitchen 
14. Playground 
Left: Covered walkways link classrooms whieh over
look open courtyards. 
Below: The classrooms on the north side overlook the 
playing fields. 



Two open air auditoriums were con
structed to blend with the landscape and the 
building. The small one near the Primary 
School is intended basically for junior 
assembly; the large one to the east of the 
Senior School can seat a sufficiently large 
audience for special functions. It is hoped 
that this will be replaced in the future by a 
permanent hall, but there are more urgent 
building requirements. 

The children of the Modem School, 
Vasant Vihar are happy and appearto el~oy 
school the more because of the building. 
There are not many schools where parents 
say that they want their children admitted 

The Reviewer's Statement 
Client inputs and constraints pertained pri
marily to three aspects besides curriculum 
and activity data relevant to actual program
ming; the client group required that the 
construction be phased, that the finished 
building be relatively maintenance free, and 
lastly that each room received adequate 
natural light and ventilation. 

The architects responded to these re
quirements by adopting a series of i..l1tercon
nected blocks that would permit phased 
construction with a minimal disruption of 
existing facilities. 

The exposed brick building was de
signed within a series of sensitively prop
ortioned, well controlled landscaped courts 
on either side of the central corridor, which 
tranverses the building from the entrance at 
the south to the play fields at the north. Two 
open air auditoria blend into the overall 
landscape. 

Each class block has central zone that 
serves not only as a secondary light and 
ventilation source, but also provides spill
over space for students pouring out of class, 
thus reducing corridor jams. These zones 
also act as noise buffers and act as semi
covered landscaped 'play' areas at ground 
level. 

The rocky out-crop to the west was seen 
by the architects as a major site resource and 
was allowed to act as the generating point 
the Primary School layout. Thoms and 
spiked grass were removed, sharp rock 
edges smoothed out, and flowers, shrubs 
and grass introduced to form a play area for 
the younger students. 

The original design provided for the 
addition of an Administrative Block to the 
front of the building. As an interim measure 
however, this area had been treated with 
flowers, shrubs and trees in a bid to soften 
the unfi..l1ished appearance of the front 
aspect. This garden has, with time, become 
such an integral element of the school and 
has come to mean so much to students and 
staff, that the architects have been compel
led to relocate the administrative functions. 

Given the sensory impact of the build
ing, the total spatial experience of moving 

because of the buildings, landscaping, and 
the general bright atmosphere which pre
vails. If this can set a trend in school 
buildings in India, future generations of 
children may thank Modem School. This 
would never have been possible if there had 
not been complete understanding, trust and 
confidence between the school manage
ment, principal, architect, consulting en
gineers, the school engineer, and the con
tractors, who formed a hard-working and 
devoted team. Every member of the team, 
whether still connected with the school or 
not, thinks of the school as theirs, and is 
happy to have assisted in its creation. 

through courts that virtually cascade into 
one another, the sheer 'Just so-ness" of its 
volumes and voids leave one with the firm 
conviction that the slightest dimensional 
variation could only have a detrimental 
effect upon this delicate spatial symphony 
that is as much a product of a clear recogni
tion of requirement, resource and constraint 
as it is of an intuitive grasp of scale. 

The fact that the very first sketch design 
produced by the architects was completely 
accepted by the client, would appear to 
speak for the clarity of the initial client
architect dialogues, as well as for the accura
cy of the architect's programme interpreta
tion. 

There is, however, a certain lack of 
refinement, even a sense of crudeness in 
terms of architectural detailing, that keeps 
the building short of true excellence in 
design. From up close, the building exhibits 
a lack of just that touch of maturity which is 
the essential difference between good 
architecture and great architecture. 

It is an unfortunate phenomenon of our 
architectural scene that few architects appear 
to exhibit any sort of continuity in terms of 
their languages of expression. Often there is 
no real ideological content in the interface 
between "society" and "architecture". This 
has, by and large, resulted in a peculiar form 
of adhoc-ism, one that manifests itself in 
an apparent random selection of elements 
aimed at the sole, though partly valid, end 
of visual gratification. This is not to imply 
that we do not experience "good" 
architecture, occasionally even sensitive and 
satisfying architecture. Witness, amongst 
others, the Modem School building. It is, 
however, a fact quite probably born of just 
such a situation that more architecture 
seems to "happen" than was ever "created 
by intent". This design by happenstance can 
sometimes lead to a satisfying architectural 
solution. For instance, the school can well 
be seen in the light of the continual dialectic 
interaction between intuition and intellect. 

In the words of Sachdev, the building 
'Just happened on its own:" Zen and the 
Art of No-Effort Architecture, perhaps? 
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The Architects 
Sachdev Eggleston Associates 
has been in existence since 
1961, becoming a Private 
Limited Company in May, 
1976. Thefinn has been 
involved in a range of projects 
from urban planning, landscape 
design and architectural work in 
housing, commercial arid 
institutional buildings, to 
interior design and display. 
The finn has won a number of 
Awards for competitions. 

Jasbir Sachdev (partner) 
received his training in London. 
Between 1952 and 1956 he 
worked with Le Corbusier on 
Chandigarh and 1956-60 
worked in London. He 
returned to India to teach 
architecture until 1970. 

Rosemary Eggleston 
(partner) received her 
architectural degree from 
Melbourne University, where 
she taught between 1961 and 
1963. She has been a visiting 
professor at the school of 
Planning and Architecture in 
New Delhi since 1964. ti1 


