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URBANISM, TRADITION AND 
CONTINUITY IN AHMEDABAD 

Vivek Nanda 

This article draws on a research project conducted by Pierre Daniel Coute and the author 

T o the architectural discipline 
today , Ahmedabad evokes Le 
Corbusier's buildings and 
villas, and Louis Kahn's 

Institute of Management. However, the 
city's medieval fortification, the present 
urban core, is still regarded by historians, 
architects and urban designers as one of 
the finest surviving examples of urbanism 
and domestic architecture in the Indian 
tradition. The walled city of Ahmedabad 
epitomizes the amalgamation of the 
Hindu-Islamic traditions in its urban 
morphology and in the civic architecture 
of its fort, mosques and tombs. 

Hindu-Islamic concepts of urbanity in 
the Indian subcontinent, is an unexplored 
area of research. With nearly eight 
centuries ofIslamic political supremacy in 
India, from the tenth century to the pre
colonial era, notions of the Islamic city 
have been superimposed on the Hindu 
model. The result of this has been the 
establishment of a whole series of new 
cities of high urban and architectural value 
such as Shahjahanabad, Lahore, Bhopal 
and Hyderabad. Ahmedabad, however, is 
unparalleled in its refinement. 

The city, in the Indian context, is a 
complex entity, combining immense 
diversity with overall ambiguity. History 
in the Eastern context tends to be a living 
entity rather than a subject of 
retrospection as in the West. Primordial 
patterns exist in quite the same manner 
as they did in the past. The exuberance 
of the Indian city has always contained an 
implicit element of chaos! 

The historical evolution of the Indian 
city cannot be associated with definitive 
morphologies, as is the case in the West. 
Urbanism in India cannot be as clearly 
categorized as Ancient, Medieval, 
Renaissance, Humanist, Neo-classicist, 
Commercial, Industrial. It is charac
terized, rather, by a complex and dynamic 
continuum or 'layering' - impositions, 
assimilations, amalgamations, variations 
and reinterpretations of values (and in 
turn morphologies), as a result of diverse 
cultural influences. It would be reductivist 
to 'dissect' one influence from another, as 
events in isolation. A better approach is 
one that aims to understand this pattern 

of 'layering' as transformati~ns and 
reinterpretations of the influences and 
variations, and their physical manifesta
tions in terms of urban form. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
Ahmedabad was founded in 1411 AD by 
Sultan Ahmed Shah to replace his old 
Hindu capital of Ahilvad Patan (present 
day Patan), with a capital of his own 
making. He was responsible for extending 
the western sprawl of the Delhi Sultanate 
by vanquishing the Solanki regime in the 
north-west (Malwa and Rajputana). 
Consequently, Ahmedabad was 
envisaged as an icon of Islamic 
Imperialism on the western provinces of 
the subcontinent. The site chosen by 
Ahmed Shah was in the vicinity of the 
much older trading centre of Ashaval or 
Ashapalli, also referred to as Yashowal 
and Karnavati.! 

Under Ahmed Shah, the city flourished 
and grew into a major commercial and 
industrial centre, as merchants, weavers 
and skilled craftsman were encouraged 
and invited to settle. The city was 
growing and becoming more densely 
populated during this period. However, 
it started to decline after 1500 AD. 

In 1572, the Mogul Emperor Akbar 
captured Ahmedabad, marking the end of 
the Sultanate regime. It now became the 
seat of the Mogul Viceroy and thereby the 
provincial capital of the Gujarat province. 
The Mogul regime restored to 
Ahmedabad its lost prosperity; it was 
once again a famous centre for trade in 
indigo, cotton, silk, and opium. The city 
was visited by many travellers during this 
period, who praised its wealth and 
grandeur. The exception was Akbar's 
successor Jehangir, who, after his visit in 
1618, re-named it 'Gardabad' of 'the city 
of dust'. 

Most of the houses were built of bricks 
and mortar, the roofs were tiled, and the 
main streets could take "ten carriages 
abreast". Cesar Fredericke, a merchant 
from Venice, thought it "very well made 
for a city of the 'gentiles'" and was 
astonished by the extent of trade. 2 

Visitors also noted the very spacious 
character of the city, its wide streets lined 

1. A 19th-century representation of the 
walled city of Ahmedabad. 

2. The existing walled city. Reconstruction. 
(r,-:. Nanda.) 

3. The urban fabric of the walled city. 

with tall trees, and the many garden 
suburbs. 

The end of the seventeenth century and 
the beginning of the eighteenth century 
was an era characterized by many 
calamities - the Maratha invasions, 
famine and drought. From 1738 to 1753 
Ahmedabad was ruled by Muslims and 
Marathas jointly, and in 1757 it passed 
completely into Maratha hands. Under 
Maratha supremacy, the city was yet 
again divided between the clans of the 
Gaekwads and the Peshwas. Ahmedabad 
declined under the Marathas; "The 
weavers of Keen cabs and other rich stuff, 
the embroiderers, jewellers, painters, and 
inlayers of ivory , ebony and sandalwood, 
meeting with no encouragement from the 
Maratha Government emigrated from 
Ahmedabad to Surat, and other 
flourishing cities in western districts of 
Hindustan where they resumed their 
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COSM O·RELIGIOUS 
CONCEPTION OF THE CITY 

employment with great success".3 
The British influence dates back to 

1780 when General Gobbard took over 
the city and handed it over to Fatehsingh 
Gaekwad. It was during this time that 
Ahmedabad was visited by James Forbes, 
who gave a dismal account of the city -
a far cry from its former glory under the 
Muslim and Mogul rulers. He thought 
the city was doomed never to recover, the 
suburbs were deserted, the walls had not 
been repaired and tigers were occasionally 
seen within them. The people huddled 
together for protection. With the 
convenience or indifference of the 
Maratha officers, building restrictions had 
been disregarded and streets narrowed or 
even blocked. 

By 1870, however, its isolation began 
to break down with more roads into its 
market. This was largely because the city 
was now accessible by raiL Ahmedabad's 
importance grew once again as the largest 
trade centre in Gujarat, as it became a 
major entry point for the distribution of 
imported goods and a major centre for 
cotton textiles. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, 
Ahmedabad had become known as a 
model textile centre. Sometime within 
the next 20 years the city was called 
'the Manchester of India'. The textile 
mills brought about a great increase in 
the population of the city both by 
providing opportunities for all within it 
and so checking any exodus, and by 
attracting many newcomers, workers for 
the mills, traders and artisans, to serve the 
population. The city was now expanding 
faster than the municipal limits. 

Mahatma Gandhi, who chose to make 
his home in Ahmedabad in 1916, opened 
an important new phase in the city's 
history, one of participation in a wider 
world, but on its own terms. It was from 

I. Bhadr<a Fort 
2. Jumma Mosque 
3 . Kings Tomb 
4. Qu~ns Tomb 
5. T« n Darwaza 
6. Shahpur Ward 
7. Kalupur Ward 
8. Duy:apur Ward 
9. Khadi Ward 
10. Jamalpur Ward 
11 . Raikhad Ward 
12. Shahpur Gate 
13. Delhi Gate 
14. Oaryapur G:atc 
IS . Premabhai Gate 
16. Kalupur Gate 
17. Panchkuwa Gate 
18. Sarangpur Gate 
19. Raipur Gate 
20. Astodia Gate 
21. Mahudha Gate 
22. Jamalpur Gate 
23 . Khanjah G.ate 
24 . Badadari Gate 
25. Khanpur G:ate 
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here that Gandhi left in 1930 to lead the 
famous Salt March, which initiated the 
second great round of national Satyagraha 
(non-violent resistance). His interest and 
arbitration on issues of labour relations 
with the mill owners heralded the 
establishment of the Ahmedabad Textile 
Labour Association, or Majur Mahajan. 
The Majur Mahajan has been, from its 
foundation, one of the best organized and 
best conducted trade unions in India, 
established to carryon labour work on 
Gandhian lines and guided by him for 
several years until his death. 

With independence in 1947, 
Ahmedabad became part of Bombay 
State. Nineteen sixty marked the birth of 
Gujarat State with Ahmedabad as its 
capital. 

MORPHOLOGY OF THE CITY 
In the first phase of its establishment 
under Ahmed Shah, the city comprised 
the Bhadra Fort on the banks of the river, 
theJummaMasjid (completed in 1423) and 
Muhurat Pol (the residential sector). In its 
early years the settlement was still an open 
one, the walls being added at a later date. 
In many respects it was planned along the 
same lines as Patan (i.e. in the Indo-Aryan 
tradition). However, in contrast to the 
former capital, which had a temple in its 
centre, the Jumma Mosque was placed in 
the centre at Ahmedabad. 

The primary architectural elements of 
the city are its major public buildings such 
as its Muslim mosques and tombs. In this 
respect, Ahmedabad remains one of the 
most richly endowed cities in India. The 
overall fabric of the city, however, was 
as much Hindu as Muslim. Visitors 
remarked on the beauty of Ahmedabad's 
stone buildings, as the "most Hindu of 
Indo-Saracenic styles", 4 and much 
influenced by the Jain architecture of 
medieval Gujarat. Ahmedabad's mosques 
and tombs, though unpretentious in size, 
are rich in detail; the delicate tracery and 
ornamented minarets make them most 
distinctive and more Indian in feel than 
Islamic architecture elsewhere in India.5 

In fact, several building elements such as 
brackets, pillars, etc. were taken from old 
Hindu buildings in Anhilvad Patan and 
elsewhere. Local Hindu-Jain craftsmen 
were employed for their construction. 

The Bhadra Fort and the Jumma Mosque 
were the two dominant foci of the 
settlement. The area between them was 
structured along a monumental axis 
which included the vast Royal Square 
(Maidan-e-Shah), the main bazaar street 
(also known as the Raj Marg or Procession 
Way), and a public square (chowgan) 
adjacent to the mosque. The Teen 
Darwaza, a triple-arched gateway, served 
as a transition between the royal square 
and public square. The Maidan-I-Shahi 

was the major open space of the city, and 
all civic and ceremonial activities of state 
were held here. It was surrounded by the 
royal market (Khas Bazaar) where the 
weekly Friday market was held. The 
Chowgan at the Jumma Mosque was the 
main commercial square for the public. 
The Manek Chowk and the smaller market 
squares near the city gates were the other 
commercial hubs. 

There are many theories about the fort 
wall. It is widely believed, however, that 
the wall was completed in 1415 AD, three 
years after the town was established. It 
was built of burnt bricks and comprised 
"twelve gates, hundred and thirty nine 
towers, nine corners and six thousand and 
seventy nine battlements extending in all 
to two Karoh and one Jarib".6 

Four major roads from the cardinal 
directions intersected at the central 
Chowgan (now Gandhi Road and 
Gheekanta Road). According to the 
Rajvallabh, the city followed the tradition
al Hindu pattern based on the Nandyavarta 
Mandala. It is believed that originally there 
were 12 roads leading to the 12 gates; the 
thirteenth road being the Raj Marg. 
Records of 1879 reveal that the city had 
17 Chaklas (where four roads met) and 
abol!t 80 principal bazaar streets.7 

The overall street pattern of the 
settlement was hierarchical and comprised 
main bazaar streets (the four cardinal 
streets), secondary bazaar streets (Sankri 
Sheri, Kalupur road) and tertiary streets 
(Ratan Pol). 

The urban sectors of Ahmedabad were 
called puras. The Mirat-I-Ahmedi states that 
when the city was first established, land 
was easily available for the nobles and 
wealthy residents. Each pura was 
essentially the residency of a noble, 
including his palace estates, quarters for 
subordinates, servants etc. A pura was 
usually the space bounded by the primary 
and secondary streets and further 
comprised tertiary roads, subordinate 
roads and chaklas. The chakla in general, 
was the central space of a pura. Each pura 
was usually named after the noble 
residing there.8 

The generic morphology comprising 
the overall urban fabric of Ahmedabad, 
however, was the pol. Each pura consisted 
of a number of pols or mohallas. The term 
pol is derived from the Sanskrit word 
pratoli meaning the torana or gate or entry. 
In a pol people of the same caste or 
profession lived together. In fact, in many 
cases people were related to each other. 
A pol was named after an important 
person, the caste group, the temple deity, 
or any other significant element important 
to its occupants. According to the 1872 
Census, there were 357 of these, which 
also survive to the present day. 

These community neighbourhoods of 
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high wooden houses, streets too narrow 
for wheeled traffic and cul-de-sacs, are 
amongst the curiosities ofIndia, although 
variations of the same principle constitute 
the urban fabric of almost all traditional 
Indian cities. The pols comprised a 
labyrinthine hierarchy of the main pol 
street, khanchas (lanes), de/as (sub
community clusters), khadkis Goint family 
courts/cul-de-sacs) and finally the khinchis 
(or secret paths leading to adjacent pols 
used in times of emergency). 

The size of the pols could range from 
a residential cluster of ten families (as in 
Haribhakti ni pol) to over 2,000 families 
(as in Mandvi ni pol). Larger organizations 
invariably comprised sub-pols. An 
optimum grouping of about ten to 15 
dwellings usually constituted a sub
organizational level which was articulated 
within the larger pol through appropriate 
transitional elements, such as a gateway, 
an airright house (house entirely built on 
the first floor with the ground floor 
contributing to the public realm), a 
passage, or a change in vista. 

The pol offered socio-homogeneity, 
economic stability, security and even 
opportunity to its inhabitants. This 
generic morphology is undoubtedly an 
introverted one with respect to the city 
at large (primary and secondary 
circulation), yet it is highly extroverted 
within. The pol gateway (an element 
present in all pols) and a clear notion of 
peripheries, are distinct icons of this 
attitude. While an immediate hostility to 
strangers, members of other socio-groups 
or unrelated pols can be experienced, 
inhabitants of the same pol share a very 
close existence even on a very mundane 
level. A perpetual social interaction exists 
between members of different 
households: leaving doors unlocked, the 
accessibility of all households to all pol 
inhabitants and non-differentiation of 
residential areas by wealth, are attitudes 
that can be observed to the present day. 
To some extent even the house property 
in the pol is held in common. The pol 
panch, an elected council of prominent 
members of the community, involved 
themselves in the general maintenance and 
welfare of the pol affairs. They set up a 
framework of rules to be obeyed by all 
community members, regarding the sale 
or mortgage of houses (which were 
usually never sold to anyone outside the 
community), public functions, celebra
tions and religious feasts, common funds 
to be spent on maintenance, community 
assistance, marriage and law and order. 

The extroverted spatial character within 
the pol is accentuated with the presence 
of one or more community squares or 
chowks. These are an essential ingredient 
in all the pols. More important, chowks 
are usually associated with upasrais 
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4., 5. and 6. The Primary Elements: 
4. Bhadra Fort; 5. Jumma Masjid; 6. Axis 
between the Jumma Mosque and the 
King's and Queen's Tombs. 

7. The bazaar streets of the walled city. 

(nunneries) or the pol temple shrine. Those 
are meeting spaces for the community at 
large. Smaller chowks are associated w ith 
elements such as parabadis (dovecotes), 
wells, water tanks or even trees or plinths. 
The spatial character of the chowks does 
not in any way undermine that of the pol
streets and sub-streets. In fact, the 
transition between these two realms is 
often an expediency. 

The spatial character of the pol streets 
and squares is further demonstrated by 
otlas (the raised plinth-veranda) of 
individual dwellings that extend the 
d6mestic realm onto the street. The 
timber fac;ades of the dwellings with their 
iconography and the projecting upper 
floors supported on exquisitely carved 
brackets further enhance the perceptual 
experiences of the community realm. The 
direct vistas from the pol streets to the 
domestic courts of the individual 
dwellings enhances social participation in 
the community. The street to court 
interaction amongst members of the 
community and a constant awareness of 
events in the pol as well as strangers is 
particularly notable in the narrower 
khanchas and de/as. This also serves as an 
efficient means of control. 

In the pols of Ahmedabad, the instinct 
to establish an individual identity is 
suppressed in favour of establishing an 
expression for the collective domain. All 
individual interventions seem to 
contribute in the articulation of the 
representational realm of the community 
at large. This is also facilitated by the 
administrative activities of the pol panch. 

The representational 'public' realm of 
the city seems to take on secondary or 
even incidental value in comparison with 
the community domain in Ahmedabad. 
Neither evokes the urban ethos as 
experienced in the case of say, the 

Chaupars of Jaipur, or the streets and 
square of Isfahan. The city draws its 
character from the micro levels of the pol. 
'Civitas' in Ahmedabad is dissipated over 
the microcosms within the social fabric 
- a figure ground of a multinucleated and 
introverted system, tenuously held 
together within the wider chassis of th:: 
wall and 'centre'. 

The pol can be interpreted as the generic 
morphology of the city in both socio
cultural and physical terms. It is the 
embodiment of the overall socio
phenomena of the city at large and can be 
comprehended as the transference of this 
in the physical milieu, by the segregation 
of socio-groups and sub-groups into a 
hierarchy of subsidiary levels. This is 
further demonstrated by the disposition 
of the various communities with respect 
to the 'centre', the interaction between 
communities within the pura and further 
the disposition of sub-communities 
within the pol. 

With the hot, arid climate of 
Ahmedabad, the dense and compact 
morphology has obvious environmental 
implications. The high aspect ratio of the 
pol streets with their multi-storeyed 
wooden houses, with carved unpainted 
fronts, and the narrower khanchas with 
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lanes that meet across is very beneficial 
in terms of climatic control, giving shade 
for most of the day. Careful monitoring9 

reveals that the hierarchical urban fabric 
very effectively creates a hierarchy of 
microenvironmentallevels both in terms 
of physical performance (thermal, relative 
humidity, acoustic and lighting), as well 
as psychological and perceptual responses 
(visual, acoustic, tactile, kinaesthetic and 
olfactory) . These serve as gradual 
transitions modulating human experience 
from the harsh conditions of the public 
domain to the more comfortable 
conditions of the community realm and 
finally the stable conditions of the private 
dwelling. The effect is in sharp contrast 
to the jarring changes in environmental 
conditions, often experienced in the 
modern metropolis, across the river. 

Dwellings in medieval Ahmedabad 
usually had party-walls along their major 
axis and covered almost entirely (with the 
exception of their central court) their 
narrow, deep, plots. The narrower 
dimension constituted the street fac;ade at 
one extremity and was backed with 
another dwelling at the other. Narrow, 
well-like, open areas at the rear of 
dwellings were also quite common. 

In general, the richer the family, the 
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wider and more embellished was their 
street fa<;ade. The larger dwellings of the 
rich and prominent members of the 
community were usually located on the 
main pol street. The general disposition of 
the dwellings, within the hierarchical 
fabric of the pol was also indicative of the 
social status of the occupants. 

The major spatial components of all the 
types of dwelling typologies of 
Ahmedabad comprise the otla (front 
veranda), the khadki (entrance room), the 
chowk (open-to-sky court), the parsals 
(semi-open galleries around the chowk) 
and the orado (innermost room). The ot/a 
is the frontal plinth/veranda which 
contributes greatly to the spatial realm of 
the street, in that it facilitates a spillover 
of domestic chores, thereby initiating a 
constant interaction amongst members of 
the community. The khadki or the 
entrance room is the most public space 
within the dwelling. In larger dwellings 
a staircase connects this space to the first 
floor baithak (or sitting room), directly 
above it and overlooking the street. The 
chowk, or the open-to-sky court, is the 
major focus within the dwelling, as all 
other spaces and functions are organized 
around it and always associated with it. 
The chowk is also linked with cosmo
religious symbolism and in this respect is 
also the sacred centre or 'womb' of the 
dwelling. Directly associated with the 
chowk are the rasodan (kitchen), paniyaro 
(sanctuary for storing water) and the puja 
(prayer room). The tanka (underground 
water tank) was usually located under the 
floor of the chowk and was accessible 
directly from the chowk or the paniyara. 
The parsals form the colonnaded galleries 
around the court. In smaller houses, the 
intermediate room linking the court and 
the innermost orado is designated as the 

MORPHOLOGY OF URBAN 
TISSUE 
FIGURE GROUND ~HUW 
HIERACHIAL POLE 
WITH THE DISPOSITION 
SEVERAL STREET ORDERS 
POLE, KHANCHA,KHAD~ 
DELA 
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8. The urban sectors, the plan of Muhurat 
Pol in the environs of Manek Chowk 
(P. Nanda, P. Coute). 

9. and to. The pols of Ahmedabad: 9. 
entrance gateway, and pol streets of 
Totlaji-ni-Pol; 10. Fatasa Pol. 

11. One of the narrowest lanes, khanchas 
of Ahmedabad, off the main street of the 
Kudva Pol. 

12., 13., 14., and 15. The Building Fabric 
within the pols: 12. Dwelling fllfades in 
Haribhakti-ni-Pol; 13. Dwelling fllfades 
in Lakha Patel-ni-Pol; 14. Bracket 
elements, Fatasa Pol; 15. Bracket 
elements, Totlaji-ni-Pol. 
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parsal. The orado is the innermost room in 
the dwelling. The function of this room 
is essentially storage of domestic 
appliances, grain (for the whole year), 
utensils and other valuables. 

In Ahmedabad wooden construction 
was preferred to stone masonry which 
was common in western India during 
medieval times. The structural system for 
all dwellings was timber post or beam. 
The wooden skeleton had brick and lime 
masonry infill along the party-walls as 
well as the partition wall of the orado. 
Most other partitions were in timber. The 
roof was usually hipped with timber 
purlins and clay tiles. Despite the party
walls, it is observed that the timber 
structural frames of individual houses 
remained independent. 

All exposed fac;ades, i.e. the street fac;ade 
and the chowk fac;ade, were in timber with 
exqulSlte carvings depicting religious 
symbols, floral motives and geometric 
patterns. In general, horizontality was 
stressed over verticality. Modes of timber 
construction and the choice of timber for 
various elements were based on treatises 
such as the Raj Vallabh, Brihasamitha and 
the Parimanamanjari. The standardization 
of building components led to the 
uniformity of scales and proportion, 

resulting in an overall cohesiveness of the 
residential fabric of the pols. 

There is a flexibility and multiplicity of 
spaces and functions implicit within the 
Ahmedabad dwellings and in dwellings 
of other traditional cities in the Indian 
context. This is in contrast to an ordaiqed 
specificity. Domestic activities are 
articulated through the 'subtle-layering' 
of public, semi-public and private realms. 
In the Ahmedabad dwelling, levels of 
privacy increase as one proceeds deeper 
into the dwelling, when one ascends to 
the upper storeys. The public spaces, open 
to all, are the otla, khadki and the first floor 
baithak. The court is a semi-private space 
accessible only to members of the family 
or community. The inner parsal and orados 
are totally private spaces accessible to 
members of the family and in many cases 
only the female members. The same is 
true of the upper storeys. 

In many respects the Ahmedabad 
dwelling is a free plan configuration (with 
the exception of the orado, which seems 
to be purposefully over-designed with 
heavy walls and minimum fenestration). 
The whole dwelling comprises a single 
space articulated and manipulated with 
columns, lintels and subtle changes in 
levels and materials. The khadki, chowks 
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DIVETIA HAVELI 
LAKHA PATEL NI POL, 
WALLED CITY OF AHMEDABAD, INDIA. 
(OFF MANEK CHOWK I SANKDI SHERn 

~ 
o 136M 

V. NANDA 

6 

and parsals generate an overall ambiguity 
and yet retain their spatial specificity. The 
structural system accentuates this very 
special ambience in that it is resilient to 
alteration when the family grows, divides 
or diversifies. 

From an environmental viewpoint too, 
the Ahmedabad dwelling is a highly 
sensitized and efficient microcosm. 
Lessons can be learnt from the 
Ahmedabad house for passive design in 
hot, arid regions. The very compact 
building fabric, heavy thermal mass and 
the deep chowks with their high aspect 
ratio greatly enhance human comfort. An 
environmental monitoring 10 reveals that 
a difference of up to 16°C (in peak globe 
temperature values) in the chowk on the 
ground floor, where in fact most activities 
occur, to conditions on the roof. Some 
effects of evaporational cooling, due to 
the wet activities conducted in the chowks 
along with the vertical wind tunnel effect, 
further enhance human comfort within 
the dwelling. Although the court and 
building fabric take longer to cool at 
night, all occupants have moved to the 
roof to enjoy sleeping in the cool night 
breeze. Other leisure activities similarly 
'shift' with changes in the diurnal climate 
and seasons. As a general rule these 'shift' 
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INDEX 
I. onA (VERANDAH) 
2. KHADKl (ENTRANCE ROOM) 
3. PARSAL (SEMI·OPEN PASSAGE) 
4. CHQWK (COURTYARD) 
5. PANYARA (WATER ROOM) 
6. PUlA (PRAYER ROOM) 
7. RASODUN (KITCHEN) 
8. ORADO (INNER ROOM) 
9. KHINCH[ (PASSAGE WAY) 
10. KUVO (WELL) 
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16. View, Divetia Have/i, Lakha Patel
ni-Pol. ( V. Nanda.) 
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17. Ground floor plan of Divetia Have/i, 
Lakha Pate/-ni-Pol. (D. Mani, V. Nanda.) 

18. Transverse section of dwelling, Divetia 
Haveli, Lakha Pate/-ni-Pol. (V. Nanda.) 

19. Contextual Plan of Divetia Haveli, 
Lakha Pate/-ni-Pol. (D. Mani, V. Nanda.) 

20. The frontal otla, Divetia Haveli, 
Lakha Pate/-ni-Pol; greatly enhancing the 
spatial realm of the street. 

21. The central courtyard, Chowk, Divetia 
Haveli, the cosmic centre of the dwelling. 

22. The inner Parsal, on the ground floor, 
Divetia Have/i. 

23. The tremendous spatial character of 
the upper levels, Divetia Haveli. 
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onto the otlas on winter days and move 
to the chowks and inner parsals on summer 
days . 

The perceptual modalities are also very 
efficiently manipulated in the Ahmedabad 
house. The experience of arrival at the 
dwelling, from the heat, dust and hubbub 
of the city bazaars - to a dark khadki, 
with its cool floor below bare feet, is one 
of sheer delight. 

The urban morphology of medieval 
Ahmedabad can be aptly described as 
organic-accretive, similar to many cities 
in the Middle East (Cairo, Marrakesh) and 
even medieval Europe. The generic root 
of its morphology is essentially the pol, 
both in terms of the physical grain of the 
urban fabric, as well as socio-economic 
and religious matrix of the populace. 

The Indo-Islamic approach to urbanity 
and civic architecture is truly epitomized 
in the Indian subcontinent by 
Ahmedabad. While the architecture of the 
primary elements the Bhadra Citadel, the 
Maidan-I-Shahi, the Three Gates, the 
Jumma Masjid, and the monumental axis 
Raj Marg - are all evocative of an Islamic 
sensibility at work, the overall disposition 
of major streets (with respect to the 
cardinal directions), the urban sectors, the 
pols, and the hierarchical circulation 
patterns, demonstrate a Hindu-Jaina 
attitude in agreement with the silpasastras. 
A meeting of cultures is demonstrated by 
the location of the Jumma Mosque, and 
the central square, against a temple as 
prescribed by the Hindu paradigms of 
town planning. 

Perhaps the most commendable 
attribute of the morphology of the old 
Ahmedabad, is the acute sense of 
hierarchy which proliferates from the 

24. The most private inner room of the 
dwelling, orado, Divetia Haveli. 

most public realm (the Maidan-I-Shahi, the 
central Chowgan, Manek Chowk) to the 
private and purely domestic court (the 
khadki, the chowk). This hierarchical 
morphology is articulated into distinct 
levels (public, community and individual) 
with appropriate transition elements. For 
example, the three gates create a transition 
between two kinds of public spaces, (the 
royal square and the public square); the 
pol gate is a transition between the public 
bazaar and the community domain; the 
otla and khadki provide a transition 
between the community pol and the 
domestic chowk; and the chowk in turn 
provides a transition between the public 
(otla, baithak), semi-private (parsals) and 
totally private areas (orado) of the 
dwelling. In addition, the comprehensible 
scales (of the dwellings, urban streets and 
squares), and the changing vistas (due to 
the winding streets and informal 
community chowks) greatly enhance the 
spatial character and perceptual 
experience. The 'space-place' relationship 
at the level of the representational public 
realm, the community domain and 
individual dwelling, is particularly notable 
in the walled city of Ahmedabad. 

In comparison with other cities, such 
as Delhi or Madras, Ahmedabad is also 
unique in that its historical development 
is essentially a story of the transformation 
of a traditional city into a modern one. 
In the former cases, the colonial Neo
classical city was an imposition adjacent 
to the indigenous settlement. In 
Ahmedabad, the first textile mills were 
within the walls, the next just outside the 
gates. It was in the old city that street 
lighting, road sealing, drainage and water 
were first provided, and it was there that 
all amendments, decisions and 

24 improvements took place. 
Even before Independence, Ahmedabad 

was regarded as one of the Indian cities 
that was least under European influence, 
both architecturally and socially. 
Colonialism was not a decisive factor in 
its industrialization. Its progress can be 
attributed to a 'Parkinson's law' implicit 
in its corporate tradition - a by and large 
hereditary plutocracy of a financial and 
mercantile elite. All assimilations, colonial 
or otherwise, through its transformation 
into a model metropolis were therefore 
on its own terms . Ahmedabad's 
advantages did not lie in foreign influence; 
they were not locational but social and 
moral. 

MODERN AHMEDABAD 
Modernism has taken its toll on the 
architecture and urbanism of modern 
Ahmedabad. Industrialization and the 
Modern Movement were never a social 
metaphor in Ahmedabad or the wider 
Indian context - Chandigarh being the 
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solitary exception. The modernistic 
intervention and the 'international style' 
on the architectural and urban milieu, 
therefore, has in the western sense been 
the deterioration of a social and academic 
ideal to a purely economic and speculative 
one. From the Indian viewpoint, this was 
perhaps yet another transformation in its 
chequered history. The modernist impact 
on the morphology of the Indian city has 
been disastrous. This chaos, however, is 
offset by the dynamic continuum at the 
socio-culturallevel. Modernity in urban 
India today sustained an exuberance 
essentially due to the socio matrix of the 
context, which replicates and reinterprets 
traditional values, belief patterns and 
contentions. 

The morphology of modern 
Ahmedabad is a contradiction with that 
of its past. It is ironic that not only is all 
historical continuity severed, but that 
fundamental relationships are revoked. 
The reversal of urban morphology from 
its traditional counterpart has resulted in 
a woeful 'positive-negative' phenomenon 
- the transformation of a compact fabric 
transforming into a series of individual 
buildings on plots. The fabric that was 
once humane, architecturally rich, 
articulated in a hierarchy of compre
hensible levels and that provided security, 
stability and harmony, has given way to 
a random and sporadic one with endless 
stretches of housing 'societies' 
interspersed with ugly concrete 
megalithic tower blocks that blight the 
landscape. 

It is perplexing that this drastic 
summersalt in the urban morphology and 
ambience has been a very recent 
phenomenon, due essentially to the 
proliferation of the ' international style' 
within the last three decades. The impact 
of modernism has been disastrous, in 
contrast to that of colonization. Pols 
continued to be established as late as the 
1930s and 1940s - for example Navi Pol. 
While the recent pols are far more 
regimented in their organization 
(probably due to the increasing density of 
the city) than their predecessors, and 
demonstrate colonial influences essentially 
in materials (a predominant use of lime 
masonry and whitewash as opposed to 
structural timber and fac;ades) and motives 
(i.e . assimilations and colloquial 
reinterpretations of cornices, architraves, 
pediments, etc.), the underlying 
hierarchical morphology and dwelling 
typologies remain intact. 

Historicism and tradition seem the 
most recent catch-words in 'progressive' 
architectural practices. Sadly, however, 
the current enthusiasm for 'culture' does 
not address underlying principles -
concepts and methods, and their 
appropriate reinterpretations in the 



25. Painted decoration in the orado, 
Divetia Haveli. 

26. Modern Ahmedabad: a complete 
reversal of the urban fabric. 
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27. Tower blocks and row house 'societies' 
that mar the landscape of the modern city. 

28., 29. and 30. The indigenisation of the 
modernist ideal - some noteworthy works 
of modern architecture: 28. The Villa 
Sarabhai by Le Corbusier; 29. The 
Gandhi Labour Institute by Balkrishna 
Doshi - a quest for an Indian 
architecture; 30. The Gandhi Ashram, an 
early project by Charles Correa - an 
iconic work of modern Indian architecture 
evocative of the true spirit of Gandhism. 

current milieu. The reductivist mind has 
impoverished these to a superfluous 
eclecticism of stylistic applique and 
romantic imagery. A vast magma of 
kitsch results in our contemporary urban 
environment. Are we heading towards 
the rationalist prescription of nineteenth 
century-Europe? The prospect is 
frightening. 

Despite such a deterioration of the 
urban fabric, the socio-cultural milieu of 
new Ahmedabad is pristine. From the 
portals of the neo-classical villaslhavelis of 
the mill owners, to the Indian-Baroque 
of the nouveau riche, to the endless 
sprawls of housing 'societies' of the 
middle class, to the high-rise and luxury 
penthouses, the pattern survives. Housing 
in the modem city is still a socio
phenomenon; the formation of 'societies' 
of individuals with similar or comparable 
socio-backgrounds is a living testimony 
to this. Similarly, tower blocks are inhab
ited predominantly by members of a 
single community. 'Societies' are modem 
mohallas and tower blocks vertical pols. 

Modern Ahmedabad IS further 
ethnically orthogenetic in that it remains 
a major commercial and industrial hub. 
Its progress can still be attributed to the 
foresight and patronage of its mercantile 
elite. Establishment of several leading 
educational institutions, scientific research 
centres and museums drawing national 
and international acclaim are all a product 
of this. The iconic works of modern 
architecture of Le Corbusier and Kahn 
were also a result of the progressive 
enterprise of the millowners. 

The city also comprises eminent 
architectural practices such as those of 
Balkrishna Doshi and Anant Raje, 
proteges of Le Corbusier and Kahn 
respectively, both of whom, despite 
having been trained in the modernist 
tradition, are pioneers in initiating a more 
epistemological quest for modernity and 
tradition in the Indian context. The city 
therefore also houses some of the 
important works of the pioneers of 
modern Indian architecture, including 
those of the formative years of Achyut 
Kanvinde and Charles Correa. 

Although it has extended far beyond its 
fort walls, with the nationalization and 
closure of its mills, its communal riots and 
deteriorating urban fabric, Ahmedabad 
remains, in spirit, true to its traditions. 

NOTES 
1. Puranic (religious) references and other Jaina 

literature establish the ancestry of 
AshwallKarnavalh. These were called Rajnagar 
or Shrinagar. The town of Ashwal was founded 
by a Bhil ruler named Asha about 1,000 years 
ago. While Ashwal was said to have existed 
outside the present Jamalpur Gate, there is a 
difference of opimon as to the location of 
Karnavati. Some believe it to be on the other 
side of the river; others maintain that Ashwal 
was renamed Karnavati and extended after 
Asha Bhil was vanquished. It is said to have 
been located on the bank of Swhabhramati in 
Swabhra Desh (land of ravines) and has 
subsequently corrupted into Sabhramati and the 
present day Sabarmati. In the Puranas, the river 
Sabarmati has been mentioned as an ancient 
river, paralleled in its sanctity with the holy 
Ganges, and brought to this region by Sage 
Kashyap. The river has undoubtedly lost the 
sanctity attributed to it in the past. 

2. Forbes, J., Oriental Memoirs, Vol. III, London, 
1913. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ahmedabad Gazetteer (Gazetteer of the Bombay 
Presidency, Vol. IV), Central Press, 1879. 

5. Hope T.e. and Ferguson J., Architecture at 
Ahmedabad, the Capital of Goozerat, London, 
1866. 

6. 1 Karoh = Kos = 1.5 miles = 2.4 km. 
1 Jarib = 14 to 15 yds = 16.35 m . 
200 Jaribs = 1 Karoh 
1 Bigha = 3 .5 acres = 2,429 sq m. 

7. Ahmedabad Gazetteer (Gazetteer of the Bombay 
Presidency, Vol. IV), Central Press, 1879. 

8. For example, Dariapur after Amir Daria Khan; 
Kalupur after Haji Kalu later known as Itmad
ul-Mulk; Sarangpur after Amir Kiwan
Sarangul-Mulk; Usmanpura after Sayad 
Usman. 

9. Nanda V., An Environmental Analysis of a 
Medieval Indian Urban Fabric and Dwelling, 
University of Cambridge, UK (unpublished 
dissertation). 

10. Ibid. 
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