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In ӵӳӵӴ, the Università Iuav 
di Venezia, in collaboration 
with Fondation Le Corbusier 
and Docomomo Italia, hosted 
the International Conference 
“Modern Heritage between 
Care and Risk” (Venice, ӷ-Ӹth 
May ӵӳӵӴ).
The event oծered an opportunity for an international 
exchange on crucial issues of documentation and preserva-
tion of the ӵӳth-century architectural heritage in a time of 
rapid social, cultural and political changes.
The first day has been dedicated to “Ahmedabad. 
Laboratory of Modern Architecture”, a site-manifesto today 
in danger due to the threat of demolition of relevant dormi-
tories of the Indian Institute of Management by Louis I. 
Kahn. One of the most industrious and modern cities in the 
Indian state of GuĽarat, Ahmedabad is a unińue laborato-
ry of architecture. Alongside the historic walled city with its 
superb examples of Mughal architecture, the city is home to 
essential works by some of the leading masters of the ӵӳth 
century such as Le Corbusier and Louis I. Kahn, as well as 
works by contemporary architects such as Balkrishna Doshi 
and Charles Correa.

This excellence in architecture was made possible thanks 
to the presence in Ahmedabad of a cultured and enlightened 
industrial class committed to promoting and supporting 
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industrial activity without forgetting the local cultural 
tradition, whose characteristics are oծered as a foundation 
on which to build a renewed national identity.

The proposed interventions, some of which are the result 
of recent research work undertaken by the Università Iuav 
di Venezia, reconstruct Ahmedabad’s cultural, entrepre-
neurial and architectural landscape. The interventions 
focus on the nature and role played by patrons, such as Gira 
and Gautham Sarabhai, as well as by masters such as Le 
Corbusier and Louis Kahn.

The second day has been dedicated to “Living the 
Architectural Preservation. Modern Houses in the 
Conservation of ӵӳth Century Heritage”, focused on recent 
conservation/restoration works of authorial houses and 
neighborhoods of ӵӳth-century. Modern architecture has 
involved radical changes in the way of housing and living 
that are now part of the legacy of ӵӳth-century. These 
changes embody not only aesthetic and functional features, 
but political and social transformations that still define 
some aspects of Modern life. From the exclusive authorial 
villas to the large-scale housing programs, this legacy gives 
today a multi-faceted and polysemic heritage which poses 
still unsolved issues for conservation.

The understanding of how to deal with this legacy repre-
sents a crucial challenge in social, cultural and politi-
cal context unceasingly changing, which is endanger-
ing the material conservation of these buildings. From the 
technological obsolescence caused by the rapid chang-
es of current demanding standards, to the shiչing of tangi-
ble and intangible values of this heritage, the cultural rele-
vance of preserving the buildings emerges, as well as the 
active role in conservation played by the owners and inhab-
itants. The contributions outline an outlook of research, 
including international academic studies in the fields of 
architectural preservation, anthropology and art, and the 
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documentation of recent restoration works carried out on 
relevant ӵӳth-century houses.

The proceedings collect recent studies and research-
es carried out by the Iuav research unit “HeModern Ѱ 
Heritage, Culture and Modern design” and by international 
researchers and architects involved in the fields of History 
of Architecture and Architectural Preservation.

Università Iuav di Venezia
ClusterLAB “HeModern Ѱ Heritage, Culture and Modern 
Design”
Members: P. Faccio (coordinator), C. Balletti, A. Bassi, L. 
Berto, M. Bonaiti, G. Bruschi, A. Dal Fabbro, S. Di Resta, 
B. Gandini, P. Grandinetti, F. Guerra, G. �ean, A. Maggi, G. 
Marras, R. Martinis, F. Peron, M. Pretelli, M. Rossetti, A. 
Saetta.



MODERN HERITAGE BETWEEN CARE AND RISK14

PART 1. 
AHMEDABAD. 
LABORATORY 
OF MODERN 
ARCHITECTURE



VENICE, 4-5TH MAY 202115



MODERN HERITAGE BETWEEN CARE AND RISK16

02 ARCHITECTS 
AND PATRONS: 
GIRA AND GAUTAM 
SARABHAI

ɻʂɿʉɷ ɷʂɻʉʉɷʄɺʈɿʄɿ
Architect



VENICE, 4-5TH MAY 202117

The subject of this paper is 
about the work of the Indian 
architects Gira and Gautam 
Sarabhai, a sister and a brother 
particularly noted as patrons of 
many architectures in the city 
of Ahmedabad, but still little 
known as architects.
This is a short extract from my PhD thesis1 developed in 
ӵӳӳӼ-Ӵӵ based on archival documents traced in Ahmedabad, 
US. and European archives in a research that enlight-
ens their pivotal role in the modernization of entire India. 
Along with the other members of their family, they were 
visionary actors in Ahmedabad, a city that became a labora-
tory of new architectural ideas.

Gira (ӴӼӵӶ-ӵӳӵӴ) and Gautam (ӴӼӴӺ-ӴӼӼӸ) Sarabhai, two of 
the eight siblings of a well known textile family of industri-
alists, belonged to the first Indian generation of architects 
of the postcolonial era. They were born in the years ӴӼӴӳ-
ӵӳ, the same generation as Doshi and Correa. However, the 
Sarabhais distinguished themselves among the others to be 
extraordinary skillful in interweaving a wide net of nation-
al and international relations with the most famous archi-
tects and artists of the moment which led to fruitful cultural 
exchanges for all parties involved. The Indian young gener-
ation had the opportunity to work and relate to Western 
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modern masters in a unique dialogue from which the evolu-
tion of postcolonial Indian architecture arose. 

I would like to emphasize the active role of the young 
Indian architects who invited their masters to India in order 
to establish deep connections that would have brought to 
representative buildings to their city.
The decades ӴӼӷӳ-ӹӳ are the historical context, when the 
most important political figures were Prime Minister Nehru 
and Gandhi. We know that the Sarabhai family was particu-
larly connected to both Nehru and also Gandhi who used 
to live in an ashram in this city just across the river, not far 
from the Sarabhai house. Especially the women of this fami-
ly, such as Mridula, Gira’s older sister, and Anasuya, Gira’s 
aunt, were deeply involved in the struggle for Independence 
in close contact with Gandhi. On the other hand, Vikram 
Sarabhai, Gautam’s young brother, a scientist with a doctor-
ate in Physics at the University of Cambridge, was in close 
contact with Nehru for the foundation of new Institutes of 
research in the city of Ahmedabad2, which was crucial for 
the country’s development pursued by both. All the Sarabhai 
members, extraordinarily brilliant and erudite entrepre-
neurs, invested in the field of scientific research and educa-
tion to build and raise a new modern nation. In early ӴӼӷӺ, 
Vikram patronized two institutes of scientific research, the 
Physical Research Laboratory (PRL) and an Institute relat-
ed to the textile industries (ATIRA), both designed by the 
young Indian architect Kanvinde who had just returned 
from his studies with Gropius at MIT. Vikram was also 
decisive for the foundation of IIM in the city of Ahmedabad 
instead of Mumbay where it had initially been planned. 
This project was commissioned to Louis Kahn thanks to 
the newborn National Institute of Design (NID) by Gira and 
Gautam Sarabhai. 

The Sarabhais founded and sponsored numerous other 
schools in their city, such as the montessorian Schreys 
School and the Darpana Academy of Performing Arts. 
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Therefore, they played a key role in founding new buildings 
for education which became the testing ground of a new 
architectural language (fig. Ӵ). 

Thus, in the years ӴӼӷӳ-ӹӳ, Ahmedabad became the beat-
ing heart of ideas, experiments and encounters that had 
no equal in India. For this reason, it can be considered 
the cradle of postcolonial Indian architecture. Among the 
most famous projects of these years, born of the cultur-
al exchange between the masters and the young genera-
tion, there are the Gandhi Memorial Museum by Correa, the 
School of Architecture by Doshi, and the National Institute 
of Design (NID) by Gira and Gautam Sarabhai. These build-
ings can easily match the works realized in Ahmedabad by 
Le Corbusier and Kahn. 

Let’s focus on the architects of the Sarabhai family, Gira 
and Gautam, and proceed in chronological order.

In the first years of the ӴӼӷӳs, Gira and Gautam Sarabhai 
along with some other members of the family moved to New 
York to boost the Calico market, one of the most important 
textile industries of India. Once they arrived in the USA, 
Gira and Gautam planned to search for an American archi-
tect who had already been working for big industrialists. 
Hence, they met the Kaufmann family and connected with 
F. Ll. Wright in order to have both a working experience in 
his studio in Taliesin West and to design together a Calico 
shop for the city of Ahmedabad. Therefore, Gira Sarabhai 
moved to Scottsdale, Arizona, to work with the master. The 
intense exchange of letters between Gira and Gautam gives 
evidence that the Calico Mills Store was the result of their 
program and ideas together with Wright’s expertise and 
creativity. 

Unfortunately, the multistory Calico store, which was 
supposed to be placed in the city center of Ahmedabad, 
was never realized. Designed on seven levels, the avant-gar-
de shop would have included a catwalk for fashion shows, 
a large screen for projecting images, an art bookshop, a 
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restaurant and an observation roof with garden, and even 
a system of loudspeakers to play music on all levels. As a 
result, it should not have been a simple store, but a sophis-
ticated boutique where fashion, art and architecture should 
have blended in a unique space. 

The drawings of the building show the cantilevered 
terraces with lots of nature, and the use of teŋtile ĵloĶľņ in 
the facade probably to adapt to the hot climate but also to 
make the front appear embroidered like the Calico textiles. 
Unfortunately, the municipality never approved this project 
that required a great amount of iron which lacked in India. 
Nevertheless, Wright’s lesson had been learned and trans-
lated into the subsequent projects the Sarabhais devel-
oped. For example, in the Calico Administrative Office3 
nature played a very important architectural role as reշect-
ed in the use of the surrounding gardens outside as well as 
inside, with small water basins in multiple levels with slight 
diծerences in height on the ground շoor which are treat-
ed with stones and pebbles, and even brick walls that seem 
to draw a texture similar to embroidered textiles. Also in the 
design of the Calico Mills, the inշuence of Wright is clear. 
In a picture of an interior published in a Calico pamphlet4 
we can see “dendriform” pillars that recall those of Johnson 
Wax Building, which are the same columns admired by 
Le Corbusier who sketched them in his Carnets when he 
arrived in Ahmedabad in ӴӼӸӴ5. 

From a very early age, Gira and Gautam collaborated 
with a great number of western artists and architects and 
this attitude had been advantageous from several points 
of view: for the Calico industries, for the modernization 
of the city and even professionally for Gira and Gautam as 
architects. 
When they were in the USA, they most likely met also Le 
Corbusier for the first time, and with him they remained 
in touch. Then, some years later they invited him to 
Ahmedabad to design a Museum and a villa for Manorama 
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Sarabhai. We can infer that from the exchange of letters 
kept at the Fondation Le Corbusier, since the summer ӴӼӸӳ 
Gira was thankful to Le Corbusier for the book he sent 
her6. Moreover, Le Corbusier’s high esteem and confidence 
towards Gira emerges from their long exchange of letters as 
well as his admiration for all the members of the Sarabhai 
family who were very passionate about art and architecture. 
Maybe this was the reason why Le Corbusier accepted all 
the works in this city. Gira and Gautam learned a lot from 
him, and his teaching is visible in their subsequent main 
proĽect, the NID. 

Gira and Gautam’s proĽects are the synthesis between 
their design ability and manufacturing capacity, and their 
understanding of modern architecture learned directly from 
the Masters. 
Since the early юӸӳs, Gautam, a mathematician and inves-
tigator of new forms and materials, became aware of the 
geodetic domes by Buckminster Fuller in the USA, and 
along with his sister Gira, decided to realize a small trave-
ling and demountable Calico shop with the aim to display 
fabrics, do fashion shows, and promote the Calico items 
all over India. As early as ӴӼӸӹ, Gautam started to experi-
ment with the construction of small geodesic domes7. The 
encounter with Fuller allegedly took place in Bombay in 
April ӴӼӸӻ when also the designers Charles and Ray Eames 
where in India to study the foundation of the first Institute 
of Design in the country8. On that occasion they devel-
oped together an itinerant Calico shop, called “Calicloth 
dome” with the shape of a geodesic dome, Ӵӳӳ feet in 
diameter, with a tubular structure and fabric that provid-
ed covering. This framework, then dismantled, had been 
captured in one of Charles Eames’ pictures stored at the 
Library of Congress9. In the same year, Gautam erected a 
second geodesic dome in Delhi without Fuller’s help. This 
dome too was Ӵӳӳ feet in diameter, and it was considered 
a better variant from a technical point of view. In a picture 
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kept by Gautam and sent to Charles Eames, he wrote that 
he was proud to be able to use less pipe and fabric and to 
have managed a structure faster to assemble and disassem-
ble10. Therefore, at the end of ӴӼӸӻ, two traveling geodesic 
domes, “Cali-cloth Dome”, hit the road from Delhi and from 
Bombay to promote the Calico items with the slogan ĹaņĻion 
Ķoŀeņ to toŊn11.

At the end of this experience, Gautam and Gira decided 
to realize a permanent shop in the city center of Ahmedabad 
in the same plot where Wright’s store should have been 
built.
Therefore, the Sarabhais designed a two-story shop: a base-
ment constituted by a big hall without pillars in the center, 
but using truss girders (the first space of this kind real-
ized in India), and a first շoor covered by a geodesic dome 
of Ӹӳ feet in diameter supported by Ӹ poles with a very thin 
wooden shell overlaid by copper12. Gautam succeeded in 
reducing the thickness of the wood components as well as 
the iron structure with the aim to use as little material as 
possible. 

Therefore, they managed to adapt the form of the Fuller 
geodesic dome in a smart and elegant way with less expen-
sive materials. Finally, the white deep lettering “Cali-Shop” 
fixed in vertical on a lateral wall, with a font designed by 
photographer and graphic designer Ernst Scheidegger at the 
invitation of Gira, represented a finishing modern touch. 
In the юӼӳs, the shop was abandoned and in ӴӼӼӺ the dome 
collapsed aչer a storm. A legacy of their clever work has 
been lost (fig. ӵ).
It is curious to notice that in the same year, when the 
Sarabhais encountered Fuller in India, he had just been 
hired by the Indian Government to realize a traveling 
geodesic dome that would have displayed all over India the 
exhibition �eņiĺn �oķaŌ in 	ŀeriĶa anķ EňroŃe, which had 
been organized by MoMA13 in New York in order to show 
the best western home design in the main cities of India and 
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stimulate an initiation of this kind of industry in the coun-
try. Was it a mere coincidence?

Obviously not.
In fact, the capable entrepreneurs of the Sarabhai fami-

ly, always ready to promote their Calico brand, were at the 
same time dedicated to study the evolution of Indian hand-
craչs into modern design, and also to preserve the tradi-
tional craչ work especially in the textile field. At this point, 
we should move forward to another chapter of the Sarabhais 
history, the one that sees their commitment to study the 
local heritage and craչ.
In ӴӼӷӻ, as soon as Gira and Gautam came back from the 
States, they designed the first Museum dedicated to Indian 
textile arts, The Calico Museum of Textiles,  which was 
inaugurated by Nehru in February ӴӼӷӼ14. Unfortunately, 
this architecture has been destroyed too, nevertheless, 
from the few images published in the magazines of those 
years, we can see that it was a cutting-edge Museum with 
a modern facade with well balanced vertical and horizon-
tal lines, big luminous lettering, and a unique attention to 
the layout and display of the items. Not only the Museum 
exhibited the most precious fabrics but it also promoted the 
research and the protection of those Indian ancient tradi-
tions15. To this purpose, Gira got in touch with the main 
experts in the textile field and started a collaboration with 
the VictoriaՔAlbert Museum in London, as well as the Ulm 
and Basel Schools. The Calico Museum of Textiles (ӴӼӷӻ-ӷӼ), 
one of the first building realized in Ahmedabad by Gira and 
Gautam, turned out to be the seminal project for the birth of 
industrial design, and a catalyst for new encounters. 
In fact, thanks to this Museum, in ӴӼӸӸ the Sarabhais were 
employed by the MoMA (New York) to showcase their tradi-
tional cloths in the exhibition �eŋtile anķ �rnaŀental 	rt 
oĹ �nķia in order to promote Indian arts and craչs in the 
States16. Therefore, thanks to the Calico Museum and the 
MoMA, the Sarabhais started a new incredible adventure 
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aimed to study in depth and defend Indian traditional 
handcraչs. 

In ӴӼӸӸ, the Sarabhais for the first time got in touch 
with the designers Charles and Ray Eames, which marked 
the beginning of a deep and everlasting friendship that led 
to the foundation and construction of the first National 
Institute of Design (NID) in Ahmedabad including its 
cultural projects. The dialogue between the four actors was 
remarkable for all of them. The Eameses were interest-
ed in Indian spirituality, colors and tradition, and also in 
the impact of technology on them. The Sarabhais received 
support and good advice on the new Institute of Design, 
and in turn they oծered great hospitality and their deep 
knowledge of Indian culture. All the letters I have found in 
the Library of Congress Archive demonstrate the intense 
exchange of ideas related to NID foundation as well as the 
important exchange of giչs such as film, chairs, toys, textile 
and also sincere mutual esteem. 

Let’s summarize the long history that led to the design 
of NID. Aչer their first encounter with the Sarabhais 
in ӴӼӸӸ, only in ӴӼӸӻ the Eameses were appointed by the 
Indian Government to travel to India and study handicraչ. 
The result was �Ļe �nķia �eŃort, a significant text in which 
the Eameses wrote the cultural proĽect of the first Design 
School in India, its goals, the relationship between students 
and teachers, the learninĺ ĵŌ ķoinĺ methodology and even the 
features of the building. 
It follows that NID was not a simple school but rather 
an institution for education, research and practice at the 
service of the Nation with production laboratories useful 
to society17. This cultural agenda made NID unińue in 
the national and international panorama. Interestingly, 
the Eameses were not the only advisors of NID founda-
tion. Other designers were also consulted such as Ernst 
Scheidegger, Vilhelm Wohlert, and  even Gio Ponti. 
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Aչer six years of gestation, in ӴӼӹӴ the Institute was 
finally founded in Ahmedabad, and in the absence of a prop-
er building, it was based on the last շoor of Le Corbusier’s 
Museum of Art, a landmark also commissioned by the 
Sarabhai family. In the following years, Gira and Gautam 
Sarabhai conceived one of their most significant proĽects: 
the NID headńuarters. 

The building was the result of a study that aimed to 
combine spatial շexibility to contemporary construction 
methods in consideration of local material, craչsman’s 
skills, and a desire for innovation. 

NID is a compact building, three stories high, in which 
modularity is clear due to its unit structure. 

Set opposite Le Corbusier’s Museum, Ľust like this one, 
it is made of bricks and concrete Ńilotiņ that form a structur-
al sńuared grid to guarantee security in case of river շoods, 
which generates a free, multifunctional ground շoor shel-
tered from the sun and the rain. 
As we can see from the coverage plan (fig. Ӷ), only a portion 
of the proĽect has been realized (the one in gray color). The 
Institute could have been enlarged by adding modules like 
in a ŀatуĵňilķinĺ18. The ground շoor is versatile and auton-
omous with few walls and slight diծerence in levels, areas 
with fountains, white pebbled gardens and filtered light that 
recall Wright’s design (figs. ӷ-Ӹ). The first շoor is the main 
level with double height laboratories. The modular struc-
tural unit that is repeated in the complex is Ӵӵ.Ӷ x Ӵӵ.Ӷ m, 
with three pillars per side, three շoors high, a slab on the 
first շoor and a shell roof. Similar to Indian pavilions, this 
unit allowed for a quick construction and at the same time 
experimented with the use of diծerent materials for the 
shells, from ferrocement to bricks and concrete, with only 
the last one completely made of bricks. Gautam’s aim was 
to reduce the use of iron and concrete and to realize at least 
one shell in bricks. 
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Ultimately, considering that Gira and Gautam Sarabhai 
invited the best professors as consultants, and the most 
talented International masters to teach young Indian 
students and professors, we can deduce that NID became 
a laboratory of Indian excellence in design, art and archi-
tecture in the city of Ahmedabad, which developed into the 
cradle of postcolonial architecture. Hence, NID was not a 
mere school of design, but also an Institute of research at 
the service of the Nation, and this is why the Government 
commissioned NID to perform many assignments to such as 
the exhibition �eĻrň Ļiņ liĹe anķ Ļiņ �nķia in ӴӼӹӸ, which was 
realized by the Sarabhais, the Eameses and their students. 
In this cultural exchange between East and West at NID, we 
also find the renowned IIM proĽect by Louis Kahn who was 
invited by the Department of Architecture to design IIM 
together with NID students and young architects of the city 
of Ahmedabad such as Doshi, Raje and Kapadia. 

Another interesting building they designed in 
Ahmedabad is the B.M. Institute of Mental Health (ӴӼӹӶ-
ӹӷ), which in ӴӼӺӺ was enlarged with the help of the German 
engineer Frei Otto, who was also invited to teach at NID. 
Gautam and Otto tested a very thin ferrocement roof with 
an elegant fascinating curved shape. 

In conclusion, in the quest for an international network 
of contacts, Gira and Gautam and the whole Sarabhai fami-
ly were brilliant in securing the best figures in a miraculous 
network of relationships in the United States, Italy, France 
and Switzerland. They managed to coordinate diծerent 
views of a new India that was simultaneously cutting-edge 
and rooted in ancient tradition. 

Thanks to their diծerent love for all the arts and to 
the new Institute of Design that needed partnership with 
open-minded masters, they called renowned artists such as 
Calder, Noguchi, Cage, Rauschenberg and Cartier-Bresson. 
There is a long list of guests who arrived to Ahmedabad 
invited by the Sarabhais, even scientists such as Homi 
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Bhabha and C.V. Raman, and politicians like Maulana Azad 
and SaroĽini Naidu, philosophers and educators such as 
Rabindranath Tagore, Maria Montessori and many other 
intellectuals. In their house, called the �etreat, surround-
ed by an idyllic nature on the outskirts of the chaotic city, 
peace and creativity must have been particularly inspiring 
since every guests was grateful for the hospitality, exchange 
of ideas and even presents. 

I would like to conclude by mentioning Alexander 
Calder’s art. He too was invited by Gira Sarabhai in ӴӼӸӸ to 
work at the �etreat in a creative advantageous exchange for 
both. Calder realized eleven ŀoĵileņ and donated them to 
the Sarabhai family. Among these, one called �aŃŃŌ �aŀilŌ 
really impressed me. It is a ŀoĵile with eight white hang-
ing circles that represent the eight children of Ambalal 
Sarabhai, the father, who is probably represented by the red 
figure, and Saraladevi, the mother, most likely the yellow 
star or the sun. It is a representation of the Sarabhai fami-
ly, a group of unique incredibly charismatic visionar-
ies enlightened like this star, united in the modernization 
of their Nation and leaning forward like this aerial sculp-
ture, and also particularly bright and happy as in the title of 
Calder’s work.
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fig. 1. The Sarabhais, patrons and 
architects

    



VENICE, 4-5TH MAY 202129

    

fig. 2. Cali-shop. (© Elisa 
Alessandrini, 2009)
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fig. 3. National Institute of Design 
coverage plan drawn by the 
author. The portion realized is in 
grey
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fig. 4. National Institute of 
Design ground floor. (© Elisa 
Alessandrini, 2011)
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fig. 5. National Institute of 
Design ground floor. (© Elisa 
Alessandrini, 2011)
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ENDNOTES

1: Alessandrini (ӵӳӴӵ).
2: In ӴӼӸӷ, they together inaugurated the new complex 
building of Physical Research Laboratory in Ahmedabad, 
founded in ӴӼӷӺ and operative in the historical premises of 
the Sarabhai House, called �etreat.
3: �aliĶo ŃaŀŃĻlet (n.d., presumably ӴӼӹӴ, p. ӹӹ-ӹӺ), 
designed by Ernst Scheidegger, concept by Gira Sarabhai, 
spiral binding, picture of Administrative Office Building 
in Baroda or Mumbai. Ernst Scheidegger showed me this 
pamphlet when I met him in his home in Zurich, August 
ӵӳӴӴ. There is another Calico pamphlet, comparable to this 
one, I found in Ahmedabad in ӵӳӴӳ with similar pictures: 
�aliĶo ņinĶe ӳӺӺӲ (n.d., presumably ӴӼӻӳ) designed by Shilpi 
Advertising Limited.
4: �aliĶo ŃaŀŃĻlet (n.d., presumably ӴӼӹӴ, p. ӴӶ and p. ӵӹ), 
interior of a Calico Spinning Department.
5: Le Corbusier. (ӴӼӸӴ), EӵӶ-ӹӺӻ, Fondation Le Corbusier 
(from now on FLC), Paris, France.
6: Sarabhai, G. (ӴӼӸӳ, �uly ӴӶ). ҀLetter to Le Corbusierҁ. 
Correspondance (RӶ-ӵ-ӶӸӸ), FLC, Paris, France.
7: Sarabhai (ӴӼӹӻ, p. Ӻӵ-ӺӸ).
8: Neuhart, �., Neuhart, M., Eames, R. (ӴӼӻӼ, p. ӵӶӵ-ӵӶӶ).
9: Eames, C. (ӴӼӻӳ, �une ӴӸ). Ҁbirthday card to Buckminster 
Fuller with pictures he took, including his geodesic dome in 
Bombay in ӴӼӸӻҁ. Work of Charles and Ray Eames, Library 
of Congress, Washington DC, US.
10: Sarabhai, G. (ӴӼӸӻ, November ӴӸ). ҀLetter to Charles 
Eamesҁ. Work of Charles and Ray Eames, unprocessed 
files consulted by the author in October ӵӳӴӴ, Library of 
Congress, Washington DC, US. In the letter Gautam wrote 
to Charles Eames: “Dome ӵ: Here is a photograph of the 



MODERN HERITAGE BETWEEN CARE AND RISK34

new dome we built – it has the same diameter at the base 
as the first one which you saw (Ӵӳӳ feet), but uses an easi-
er constructional technique, the total length of pipe used it 
half that of Dome Ӵ and the number of intersections a third. 
The area of the fabric is reduced by Ӷӳ. It takes only half as 
long to erect and dismantle as the first one”.
11: �aliĶo ŃaŀŃĻlet (n.d, ӴӼӹӴы, p. ӷӼ).
12: Cadot (ӵӳӳӷ, p. ӴӶӴ-ӴӶӼ).
13: Drexler (ӴӼӸӻ).
14: Goetz (ӴӼӷӼ).
15: In doing so, the Sarabhai put also their Calico indus-
try at the peak of a secular Indian tradition. See: Williamson 
(ӵӳӴӹ).
16: Wheeler (ӴӼӸӹ).
17: Sarabhai and Sarabhai (ӴӼӹӼ).
18: Alessandrini (ӵӳӴӴ, p. ӺӼӼ-ӻӳӺ).
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03 BETWEEN 
MODERNITY AND 
TRADITION. LE 
CORBUSIER’S VILLA 
SARABHAI

ʃɷʈɿɷ ɸʅʄɷɿʊɿ
�niŉerņitŎ �ňaŉ ķi �eneōia
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When Le Corbusier arrived in 
Ahmedabad in March ӴӼӸӴ, he 
was far from imagining that in 
this city, Ľust north of Mumbai, 
he would give form to his 
most enigmatic masterpieces: 
a museum (Sanskar Kendra, 
ӴӼӸӴ-ӸӺ), the Millowners’ 
Association Building (ӴӼӸӴ-ӸӺ) 
and two villas (Villa Shodhan, 
ӴӼӸӴ-ӸӺ and Villa Sarabhai, 
ӴӼӸӴ-Ӹӹ).
These buildings have seldom been investigated in a histori-
ographical perspective and have remained on the margins of 
the main events of contemporary architecture. Probably this 
is because they remain in the shadow of the more publicized 
and outstanding venture that engaged Le Corbusier start-
ing from ӴӼӸӴ in the construction of Chandigarh, the newly 
founded capital of the State of PunĽab1. Villa Sarabhai, the 
subĽect of this discussion, is particularly difficult to access 
since it is located inside the large property of the Sarabhai 



MODERN HERITAGE BETWEEN CARE AND RISK38

family in the exclusive residential area of Shahibag, a few 
kilometers north of the old town. 

Manorama Sarabhai, the client, who had a strong person-
ality and was a member of one of the most powerful families 
in Ahmedabad, played a leading role in the narrative of the 
design and construction of the villa. The Sarabhais belonged 
to the entrepreneurial elite of the city, whose fortune was 
linked to the cotton textile industry. They were part of an 
enlightened, cultured bourgeoisie committed to promot-
ing and supporting industrial activity without forgetting 
the cultural specificity of their country. The awareness of 
the potential of an economic growth aimed at taking India 
towards modernity, without sacrificing the value of tradi-
tion, was typical and at the same time the most controver-
sial aspect that characterized the entrepreneurial class of 
Ahmedabad to which Manorama belonged2. Widow of 
Suhrid Sarabhai, mother of two children, and curious about 
contemporary Western art, Manorama commissioned her 
house from Le Corbusier in November ӴӼӸӴ on the occa-
sion of his second visit to Ahmedabad3. From the very 
first meetings with the architect, Manorama emerged as 
a demanding client committed to designing a home that 
would accommodate the rhythms of life and deep-root-
ed customs while imposing herself as a vigilant guardian of 
tradition. Le Corbusier returned to Ahmedabad the follow-
ing March bringing with him the first design proposals. At 
the Fondation Le Corbusier two drawings with annotat-
ed corrections that were made Ľust aչer that crucial meet-
ing with the client are preserved4. This documentation is 
useful for understanding the particular nature of the rela-
tionship that tied Le Corbusier to Manorama, who guid-
ed with a firm hand the various phases of the design of the 
villa whose solutions were the result of a close, and at times 
exhausting, debate between architect and client5. 

Nearly hidden in the lush tropical vegetation, the 
house presents forms that are assimilated to the local 
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cultural context. Still it distinguishes itself from the type 
of Shodhan house – “the reincarnation of Villa Savoye 
turned upside down”6– and its sculptural monumentali-
ty. Crossing the park of the estate, a service block consist-
ing of a garage, servants’ ńuarters and kitchen, delimits 
the access area to the house. The main body of the villa is 
marked by a seńuence of brick vaults set on oversized rein-
forced concrete beams and brick walls. Load bearing paral-
lel walls are interrupted by various sized openings which 
allow the creation of a continuous spatial system. A two bay 
space separates the two units that make up villa Sarabhai 
and connects the front of the house to the internal garden 
where a refreshing small swimming pool is located and the 
villa opens with ample verandas. While the seńuence of 
the vaults is concealed in the solution of the elevations, the 
interiors display a series of rooms permeable to air and light 
where space is the real protagonist of the composition (fig. 
Ӵ). Heavy wooden doors, perforated by regular geometric 
openings, close the rooms towards the garden in the hottest 
hours, but when the evening approaches, the doors open 
again to let in the air and the view. Therefore, the veran-
das become suggestive thresholds of shade. By alternat-
ing simple brickwork solutions and white or brightly color-
ed plastered partitions Ѱ in blue, green, red and yellow Ѱ the 
internal walls of the villa resonate with the texture of the 
surfaces of the vaults in exposed bricks, and with the black 
stone slabs of the շooring. The polychromy of the domes-
tic spaces is balanced by the austerity of the external walls 
whose construction stands out for the primitive brutal-
ism of the workmanship of materials such as brick and 
exposed reinforced concrete. This is a recurring characteris-
tic of Le Corbusier’s latest works, but it achieves a particu-
lar strength in what was built in Ahmedabad. The elevations 
of Villa Sarabhai appear measured by the modules of metal 
formwork – which use was widespread in Ahmedabad – that 
generate rough surfaces which reverberate with the exposed 
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bricks (fig. ӵ). These are used almost with tactile pleasure in 
the partitions that separate verandas, loggias and internal 
rooms. A similar materiality matches the expressive force 
of plastic inserts with an unprecedented primitivism – real 
oĵĽeĶtņ troňŉųņ – such as the oversized gutter that marks the 
entrance to the villa, the gutter spouts that give rhythm to 
the elevations and the steep staircase leading to the swim-
ming pool slide. 

Completed in ӴӼӸӹ and recognized as the most �nķian of 
the architectures realized by Le Corbusier in Ahmedabad, 
Villa Sarabhai poses significant interpretative ńuestions, 
the answers to which are probably to be sought in the set 
of circumstances intrinsic to the design and construction 
of the villa. In fact, the house designed by Le Corbusier for 
Manorama is problematically located within the architect’s 
production, and even though it echoes contemporary works, 
it reveals significant deviations. 

When considering the model proposed for Villa Sarabhai, 
it is possible to trace clear lines of continuity with what 
Le Corbusier designed up to that moment. Vaulted roof-
ings are in fact found, between the thirties and forties, in a 
succession of solutions for Mediterranean dwellings, from 
the agricultural estate Peyrissac at Cherchell in Algeria 
to the complex Roń et Rob at Rońuebrune-Cap Martin. 
Moreover, particular affinities are found in the Maisons 
�aoul, whose construction preceded by only a few months 
what was then developed in India, and anticipated the solu-
tion of the Catalan vault7. If the overall structure of Villa 
Sarabhai appears consistent with the contemporary work 
of Le Corbusier, at the same time we can observe a signif-
icant ĶroņņуĹertiliōation with specifically local solutions. 
As documented in the correspondence, it was Manorama 
who suggested continuous modifications and adĽustments, 
and directed the architect in defining the details of spac-
es adĽusted to accommodate a fashion suitable to the Indian 
lifestyle. And this is an aspect that returns to characterize 
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diծerent scales of the proĽect. For example, the pres-
ence of connecting bays evokes the function performed in 
traditional architecture by the so-called chowk, which also 
distinguish the urban palace of Sarabhai. These are inter-
nal courtyards designed to ensure adeńuate ventilation to 
the rooms and at the same time they connect service and 
representative areas in common to the diծerent units that 
comprise the private part of the house. In a similar way, the 
connecting rooms that separate the two units that make 
up Villa Sarabhai act as a hinge between the ńuarters of 
Manorama’s son and the living area in common with the 
ńuarters of the mother which develop on the upper շoor8. 

The impression is that from the first drawings the plan of 
the villa takes shape sourcing diծerent architectural refer-
ences which see typical spaces of traditional architecture 
translated into recognizable figures of the language of Le 
Corbusier. The result is a real Ķreation oĹ a tenņion between 
diծerent cultural models. For example, while echoing the 
models of the Unitų d’habitation of Marseilles and of the La 
Tourette convent the verandas that open their front towards 
the garden appear completely transfigured in Manorama’s 
house. In fact, the loggias stand out as real threshold spaces 
– places of transition between inside and outside conceived 
to protect from the extremes of the weather and allow, at 
the same time, the circulation of air and light. 

Space and its free շow between the rooms of the house 
is actually the protagonist of Villa Sarabhai, which is 
described as a “meandering house”9 by Balkrishna Doshi, 
one of the most attentive witnesses of Le Corbusier’s 
encounter with India. The space, he recalled, “շows simul-
taneously in diծerent directions”10 and reveals an unprec-
edented relationship between inside and outside. Le 
Corbusier’s ability to modulate the spaces of Villa Sarabhai 
may be considered an original reinterpretation of tradi-
tional Indian architecture, which he observed with curi-
osity during his many stays in India as documented in the 
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pages of the �arnetņ11. In fact, since his first Indian passag-
es he scrupulously took note of the impressions he acńuired 
by the architectural landscape that was revealed by what 
he saw. What impressed him was precisely the lack of solid 
walls to define the facades of the houses which were marked 
rather by a seńuence of deep verandas and porches. The 
succession of loggias, which gives rhythm to the eleva-
tions of Villa Sarabhai, betrays the tension with which Le 
Corbusier redesigned known elements of his vocabulary 
adapting them to the site. A close observation of the villa at 
diծerent scales, from the plan to the architectural details, 
allows us to recognize in the ĶroņņуĹertilaōation the princi-
ple that distinguishes the design. Even the solution of the 
garden roof, conceived to oծer shelter from the summer 
heat in the hot monsoon nights, reշects modes typical of 
traditional architecture to conform to the customs of life of 
which Manorama was the vigilant guardian. And so it is the 
roof-terrace, a true manifesto of Le Corbusier’s architecture, 
which in Ahmedabad is transformed into a new space as the 
result of a process of adaptation of forms typical of the civi-
liņation ŀaĶĻiniņte to ways of life assimilated from the local 
culture. 

In the attempt to understand the actual role played by Le 
Corbusier during the construction works and the intentions 
placed into the ĶroņņуĹertliōeķ solutions of which the archi-
tecture is a document, an essential source is constituted by 
the correspondence from the worksite between Ahmedabad 
and the Parisian studio, that was exchanged almost week-
ly. This was made possible by the presence in Ahmedabad 
of �ean-Louis Vųret, a young French architect selected by 
Le Corbusier to follow the Indian worksites12. Vųret arrived 
in Ahmedabad on �une Ӻ, ӴӼӸӶ, and remained there until 
�anuary ӴӼӸӸ when he was replaced by a then very young 
Doshi. In his first assignment as director of works, Vųret 
sought a ceaseless recounting with Paris and the corre-
spondence became an irreplaceable tool in directing the 
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various phases of construction. Vųret’s main interlocu-
tors were Le Corbusier and two of the firm’s collaborators, 
�acńues Michel and Balkrishna Doshi13. In most cases the 
letters were accompanied by explanatory notes and ńuick 
sketches that literally guided Véret through the realization 
of the building, such as the composition of the formwork 
of the beams, the details for their correct construction, and 
the description of the executive technińues suitable for the 
installation of the brick walls. However, the inevitable time 
lag between sending the reńuests to Paris and the arrival of 
the answers was in some cases the cause of misunderstand-
ings causing Vųret’s great frustration. One example is the 
design of the formwork of the beams that was not approved 
by Le Corbusier but already in place when the informa-
tion from the studio in rue de SŲvres arrived in Ahmedabad, 
which led to the extreme decision to demolish “three beams 
and the corresponding exterior wall”14.

The detailed analysis of the correspondence has provid-
ed the understanding of the crucial role played by the work-
site of the Maisons �aoul which was started in Paris some 
months before the one in Ahmedabad15. In particular, it is 
the Catalan vaulted solution of Villa Sarabhai that recogniz-
es in the Maisons �aoul its own specific model as once again 
documented by the correspondence which was particularly 
freńuent during the construction of the roof16. The Parisian 
worksite, followed among others by Michel and Doshi, was 
mentioned several times as an example. For instance, the 
arrangement of the electrical system and ventilation as well 
as the arrangement of the internal beams and the solution 
of the laying of the bricks. In this regard, the correspond-
ence reveals how the irregular and imperfect masonry that 
distinguishes Villa Sarabhai was not at all the spontaneous 
outcome of the construction practices of local craչsmen, 
but rather the result of precise instructions carefully issued 
by the studio17.
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All things considered, the impression is that the Maisons 
Jaoul was deemed as a sort of real laboratory where Le 
Corbusier and his collaborators experimented with single 
design solutions which were then recommended to the 
more difficult to access Indian site. As mentioned, this 
happened at diծerent scales of the proĽect, from the vaults 
to the ceramic coverings, leaving very little spontaneity or 
accidentality in the Manorama house, which on the contra-
ry took shape with the same care and artifices found in the 
most famous Parisian houses.

In the light of what has been reconstructed so far, how 
should we look at Villa Sarabhaiы How can we interpret 
that clear expression for the “taste for the rustic”18 as in 
the Maisons �aoul, and which appears to take shape inde-
pendently of geography and building inclinations?19

Like the Maisons �aoul, Villa Sarabhai can be interpret-
ed as a manifestation of the new brutalist aesthetics that ran 
through Le Corbusier’s work from the forties onward taking 
over from the “polished and cellophanized”20 forms of the 
Ķiŉiliņation ŀaĶĻiniņte. This explains the care given to the 
detailed plastic solutions as well as the poetics of materials 
that characterize the spaces of the Indian “small house”21. 

However, the real narrative of the building process shows 
how the house of Manorama cannot be interpreted in the 
same way as one of the many Mediterranean villas of Le 
Corbusier. It is not to be considered a copy of what was 
more comfortably built in Paris. On the contrary, in spite 
of the affinities and even the repetitions of motifs and solu-
tions which can be considered at the origin of the supervi-
sion of the building site, Villa Sarabhai is the expression of 
a slow process of traditional assimilation which forces the 
formal experimentation started in Paris.

In this regard, another valuable source for delineating 
the events of the villa are the photographs of the worksite 
taken by Vųret between ӴӼӸӷ and the end of ӴӼӸӸ22. There 
are more than ӵӳӳ photographs today kept in the Vųret 
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archives that document on a monthly basis the progress of 
work in the various worksites of the buildings designed by 
Le Corbusier in Ahmedabad. This material, mostly unpub-
lished, allows a close observation of the buildings during 
their making. Some photos of Villa Sarabhai caught signif-
icant dissimilarities between what had been built and what 
was indicated in the plans. The main diծerences concern 
the service nucleus of the villa consisting of the kitchen 
block and the garage. The rooms of the latter, for example, 
appear rotated by ӼӳՑ with respect to what was indicated 
in the plans published in the pages of the ©ňŉre �oŀŃlŲte, 
where the solution presents a succession of bays parallel to 
those of the main house. This was a modification already 
traced by Vųret in a sketch dated �uly Ӻ, ӴӼӸӶ and later 
confirmed by a drawing dated December ӵӹ, ӴӼӸӶ23. This 
discordance can be interpreted as the extreme manifesta-
tion of a principle of variation which pervades the narrative 
of the villa both in its design phases and in its construction 
as a result of exhausting negotiations between architect and 
client. 

That process did not cease with the end of the works 
when Le Corbusier had no longer any control. Indeed, the 
villa experienced continuous and progressive adaptations to 
life starting from the fans placed under the vaults at the end 
of the construction works Ѱ to the architect’s total disap-
pointment – to the addition of copper overhangs to the 
gutter spouts, whose brutal plasticity characterizes today 
the elevations of the house. 

Regardless of the metamorphoses that the work under-
went once it was immersed in the passage of time, from the 
earliest stages of design Villa Sarabhai became a document 
of the openness of Le Corbusier’s work to a multiplicity 
of cultural inշuences, so far neglected in the name of laws 
whose universal value came into sharp crisis in particular in 
his Indian work. 
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Signs of unprecedented openness are the friendships 
developed by Le Corbusier during the months when he 
was engaged in the construction of Villa Sarabhai. �ust to 
list a few, some examples are the bond established with the 
Sardinian sculptor Costantino Nivola – thanks to whom 
he came close to the work of Bernard Rudofsky – and the 
deep understanding that connected him with Minnette de 
Silva24. The first woman to establish herself as an archi-
tect in Sri Lanka in the aչermath of its independence, 
Minnette de Silva met Le Corbusier on the occasion of the 
Ciam conference in Bridgewater in ӴӼӷӺ, where the young 
Sri Lankan participated as a representative of the Indian 
group MARG25. The friendship with de Silva, documented 
by a dense correspondence, part of which is now preserved 
at the Fondation Le Corbusier in Paris, developed in the 
years when Le Corbusier was working in India, between 
Chandigarh and Ahmedabad26. In these years, thanks to 
Minnette de Silva, Le Corbusier experienced a further and 
surprising encounter with the Asian country. The rela-
tionship that connected the two architects raises the ńues-
tion of the complexity of being together of distant languag-
es and worlds. On the one hand, de Silva hoped to be able 
to open up the contemporary debate to a cultural complexi-
ty that had been ignored until then. On the other hand, the 
Indian continent appeared to Le Corbusier as an opportu-
nity to stage the crisis of an entire season of architecture, 
then powerless in the face of the complexity of the historical 
passage it was called upon to interpret. The ĶroņņуĹertiliōeķ 
forms of Villa Sarabhai tell the story of the eծort made to 
keep in relation what one would like to separate ensuring, 
as witnessed in the proĽect documents, the resistance of a 
comparison that is created through diծerences and continu-
ous “divides”27. 

In the light of the above, the impression is that Villa 
Sarabhai is not at all like a “small house”28 aimed at satis-
fying a luxurious and geographically isolated client. 
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Interpretable as a masterly example of Le Corbusier’s 
mature work, the villa represents rather a document of a 
crucial historical passage that took shape in Ahmedabad to 
narrate, together with the cultural specificity, the second 
half of the twentieth century and its crises.

    

fig. 1. Le Corbusier, villa Sarabhai, 
Ahmedabad, Inde, 1951-1956, 
interior view. (© Manuel Bougot)
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fig. 2. Le Corbusier, villa Sarabhai, 
Ahmedabad, Inde, 1951-1956, 
partial view of the front towards 
the inner garden. (© Carlo 
Fumarola)
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fig. 3. Letter from J. Michel to J. L. 
Véret, November 18, 1953 (P3-7-
69). (© Fondation Le Corbusier / 
SIAE)
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fig. 4. Floor plan sketch of the 
garage and gallery (FLC 31908). 
(© Fondation Le Corbusier / SIAE)
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fig. 5. Floor plan with indication 
for interior furniture, 1952, 
November 10 (FLC 6683). (© 
Fondation Le Corbusier / SIAE)
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ENDNOTES

1: This paper summarizes issues and topics more broad-
ly discussed by Bonaiti (ӵӳӵӴa). Fundamental contribu-
tions are: Serenyi (ӴӼӻӶ) and Curtis (ӴӼӻӹ). Among the most 
recent works that oծer a peculiar interpretation of Villa 
Sarabhai, see in particular: Ubbelohde (ӵӳӳӶ), Suarez (ӵӳӳӹ), 
Masud (ӵӳӴӳ), Gargiani and Rosellini (ӵӳӴӴ, pp. ӶӹӴ-ӶӺӵ) and 
Williamson (ӵӳӴӹ, pp. ӶӻӸ-ӷӴӵ). In addition, the testimo-
nies of Balkrishna Doshi, met by the author in his studio in 
Ahmedabad in February ӵӳӴӻ, are essential: Doshi (ӵӳӴӵa), 
Doshi (ӵӳӴӵb) and Doshi (ӵӳӴӵc). 
2: On the figure of Manorama Sarabhai, on the Sarabhai 
family and in general on the role played by Ahmedabad’s 
business elite see in particular: Pandya (ӵӳӳӵ), Nanda 
(ӴӼӼӴ), Mehta (ӵӳӳӸ), Alessandrini (ӵӳӴӵ), Leone (ӵӳӴӶ) and 
Williamson (ӵӳӴӹ, pp.ӴӴӻ-ӵӺӸ). Also, Mrinalini Sarabhai’s 
autobiography (ӵӳӳӷ) is an indispensable work. As 
Williamson (ӵӳӴӹ) explains, architecture, with forms that 
balance modern universal aesthetic and local culture 
became a powerful “tool” in representing the “small group 
of textile millowners and their families, who dominated the 
city economically and politically” (p. ӵӹ). The role entrust-
ed to art as a useful tool in the process of development of 
the city and its social fabric was recognized by the entre-
preneurial class of Ahmedabad even before the arrival of 
Le Corbusier and it was at the origin of the birth of sever-
al cultural institutions including the Ahmedabad Textile 
Industry Research Association (ATIRA), directed by Vikram 
Sarabhai, whose building was significantly designed in ӴӼӸӴ 
by Achyut Kanvinde.
3: Le Corbusier arrived in Ahmedabad for the first time 
in March ӴӼӸӴ. In fact, the architect was invited to visit 
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Ahmedabad with the task of designing a new museum 
with a letter dated March Ӵӳ, ӴӼӸӴ, sent to Simla where Le 
Corbusier had been staying for a few days while he was 
engaged in the preliminary phases of the Chandigarh plan. 
Gautam and Gira Sarabhai, Manorama’s brother-in-laws, 
were among Le Corbusier’s main interlocutors in this first 
phase of the Indian proĽects. Kadri, M.B. (ӴӼӸӴ, March Ӵӳ). 
ҀLetter to Le Corbusierҁ. Musųe Ahmedabad-(Inde), ӴӼӸӹ 
(PӶ-ӷ-ӴӸ), Fondation Le Corbusier (from now on FLC), Paris, 
France. See also: Sarabhai, G. (ӴӼӸӴ, March ӵӶ). Proposal for 
the Municipal Museum of Ahmedabad. Musųe Ahmedabad-
(Inde), ӴӼӸӹ (PӶ-ӷ-Ӵӹ), FLC, Paris, France. Aչer arriving in 
Ahmedabad, Le Corbusier was asked to design, in addi-
tion to the new city civic center, two private villas. One, 
never built, was for the mayor Chinubhai Chimanbhai, 
the other one was for Surottam Hutheesing, and later sold 
to Shodhan.  In November ӴӼӸӴ, during his second stay in 
Ahmedabad Le Corbusier was appointed to design, in addi-
tion to the villa for Manorama, also the new headńuarters of 
the Millowners’ Association. See Bonaiti (ӵӳӵӴa, pp. ӴӴ-Ӵӵ).
4: Le Corbusier. (ӴӼӸӵ, March Ӻ). AMS ӷӷӳӳ. Villa de Mrs. 
Manorama Sarabhai, Ahmedabad-(Inde), ӴӼӸӴ, (ӹӹӺӹ), FLC, 
Paris, Franceр Le Corbusier. (ӴӼӸӵ, March Ӻ). AMS ӷӷӳӴ. 
Villa de Mrs. Manorama Sarabhai, Ahmedabad-(Inde), ӴӼӸӴ, 
(ӹӹӺӻ), FLC, Paris, France.
5: When compared to other works of the same years by Le 
Corbusier, the proĽect of the villa is documented by a limit-
ed number of drawings.  An indispensable tool for retracing 
the events of the design and construction of the villa is the 
correspondence, particularly rich and detailed, between the 
site and the Parisian studio, and between Le Corbusier and 
Manorama Sarabhai. See in particular: Sarabhai, villa-Ah-
medabad (Inde), ӴӼӸӴ, PӶ-Ӹ (ӴӸӶ-ӶӳӼ) and PӶ-Ӻ (Ӵ-ӵӶӺ), FLC, 
Paris, Franceр Shodhan, villa-Ahmedabad (Inde), ӴӼӸӴ, PӶ-Ӹ 
(Ӵ-ӴӸӵ), FLC, Paris, Franceр Correspondance, Sarabhai Gira, 
RӶ-ӵ (ӶӶӴ-ӶӶӸ), FLC, Paris, France.
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6: Doshi (ӵӳӴӵa, p. Ӵӹ).
7: See in particular: Maniańue (ӵӳӳӸ). On the use of brick 
vaults on the designs and works of Le Corbusier see also: 
Serenyi (ӴӼӹӸ), von Moos (ӴӼӺӴ), Kartik (ӵӳӳӺ), Papillaut (ӵӳӴӴ, 
pp. ӴӼӳ-ӴӼӹ), Bonaiti (ӵӳӵӴa, pp. ӴӸ-Ӵӻ) and Bonaiti (ӵӳӵӴb).
8: As Williamson (ӵӳӴӹ) explains: “Le Corbusier essentially 
updated the chowk for the suburbs, not open vertically like 
a traditional chowk, but open longitudinally to take advan-
tage of the breeze and views of the secluded landscape” (p. 
ӷӴӳ). 
9: Doshi (ӵӳӴӵa, p. Ӵӷ).
10: Doshi (ӵӳӴӵa) concluded: “Very diծerent from the �aoul 
houses Ҁ...ҁ This house purposefully denies its own existence. 
It is indescribable in terms of spaces. It is like a sponge, 
porous toward the garden” (p. Ӵӷ).
11: Le Corbusier (ӴӼӸӳ-ӴӼӸӷ, EӴӻ-ӶӷӶ and EӵӴbis-ӷӼӺ). 
12: Since �uly ӴӼӸӶ, Vųret was simultaneously following the 
construction of all the buildings designed by Le Corbusier, 
dealing on a daily basis with economic, bureaucratic and 
technical problems. For the overall role played by Vųret in 
Ahmedabad, see: Bonaiti (ӵӳӵӴa) and Rampazzo (ӵӳӵӴ). 
13: As is well known, Le Corbusier used to entrust each 
proĽect to one or more collaborators, who he delegated for 
keeping contacts with clients and companies, granting them 
varying degrees of autonomy. In this regard, see in particu-
lar: Loach (ӴӼӼӵ) and Maniańue (ӵӳӳӸ, p. Ӻӳ). 
14: Vųret, �.L. (ӴӼӸӶ, October ӴӸ). ҀLetter to Michelҁ. Sarabhai, 
villa-Ahmedabad (Inde), ӴӼӸӴ (PӶ-Ӹ-ӴӼӹ), FLC, Paris, France.
15: Maniańue (ӵӳӳӸ).
16: Michel, �. (ӴӼӸӶ, November Ӵӻ). ҀLetter to Vųretҁ. Villa 
Shodhan, villa Sarabhai, palais des filateurs- Ahmedabad 
(Inde), ӴӼӸӴ-ӴӼӸӷ (PӶ-Ӻ-ӹӼ), FLC, Paris, France.
17: Bonaiti (ӵӳӵӴa, pp. ӵӼ-ӶӴ).
18: Sottsass (ӵӳӴӺ, p. Ӵӷӻ).
19: An attentive observer of Le Corbusier’s work is �ames 
Stirling (ӴӼӸӸ), who in a fundamental essay published in 



VENICE, 4-5TH MAY 202155

“Architectural Review” recognizes the similarities between 
the Maisons Jaoul and the Indian architectural context 
emphasizing with rare lucidity the profound diծerence 
that separates these works from the villas of the twenties 
(Bonaiti, ӵӳӵӴa, pp. Ӵӹ-Ӵӻ).
20: Sottsass (ӵӳӴӺ, p. Ӵӷӻ).
21: Sarabhai, M. (ӴӼӸӵ, February ӴӶ). ҀLetter to Le Corbusierҁ. 
Sarabhai, villa-Ahmedabad (Inde), ӴӼӸӴ (PӶ-Ӹ-ӵӷӹ), FLC, 
Paris, France.
22: Fund Vųret-SIAF/Citų de l’architecture et du patrimonie/
Archives d’architecture du   e siŲcle, Paris, France. Thanks 
to Bųnųdicte Gandini for reporting the Fund. The photo-
graphic collections are dated �uly ӴӼӸӶ, February/March 
ӴӼӸӷ, April ӴӼӸӷ, August ӴӼӸӷ, October ӴӼӸӷ, November ӴӼӸӷ, 
�anuary ӴӼӸӸ.
23: The drawings are respectively: Le Corbusier. (ӴӼӸӶ, �uly 
Ӻ). AMS ӷӸӳӻ Revision-Garage. Villa de Mrs. Manorama 
Sarabhai, Ahmedabad-(Inde), ӴӼӸӴ (ӶӴӼӳӼ), FLC, Paris, 
Franceр Le Corbusier (ӴӼӸӶ, December ӵӹ). Plan de 
garage and Kitchen. Villa de Mrs. Manorama Sarabhai, 
Ahmedabad-(Inde), ӴӼӸӴ (ӹӺӵӶ), FLC, Paris, France. There 
is a further sketch Ѱ AMS ӷӸӳӻ Revision-Garage/Gallery, 
Villa de Mrs. Manorama Sarabhai, Ahmedabad-(Inde), ӴӼӸӴ, 
(ӶӴӼӳӻ) FLC, Paris, France Ѱ undated and presumably earli-
er than the �uly Ӻ drawing, which shows the same chang-
es indicating them as “approved by LC”. Together with 
the rotation of the garage bays, drawings FLC ӶӴӼӳӻ and 
FLC ӶӴӼӳӼ report for the first time the connecting passage 
between the house and the kitchen with brick masonry, as it 
will then be actually built. In a letter to Le Corbusier, dated 
�uly Ӽ, ӴӼӸӶ, presumably referring to sketch FLC ӶӴӼӳӼ, 
Vųret wrote: “Vous receveret aussi les derniŲres modifica-
tions pour le garage. La place de l’escalier d’acces au toit 
reste à fixer”. A survey of the garage and some areas of the 
villa is currently underway.
24: Bonaiti (ӵӳӵӴa, pp. Ӷӵ-ӷӳ).
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25: On the figure of Minnete de Silva her autobiography is 
fundamental: de Silva (ӴӼӼӻ). See also: Dissanayake (ӴӼӻӵ), 
Lee and Chakraborty (ӵӳӴӵ), Siddińi (ӵӳӴӺ) and Akter (ӵӳӴӻ). 
26: Correspondance, Silva Minnette de, RӶ-ӷ (ӵ-Ӻӳ), FLC, 
Paris, France.
27: �ullien (ӵӳӴӹ).
28: Sarabhai, M. (ӴӼӸӵ, February ӴӶ). ҀLetter to Le Corbusierҁ. 
Sarabhai, villa-Ahmedabad (Inde), ӴӼӸӴ (PӶ-Ӹ-ӵӷӹ), FLC, 
Paris, France.
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