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Indian Art Deco

goes online

Even as Art Deco buildings in Indian cities
get torn down, digital archival projects
including social media pages documenting
the style may be our only reminders of its
once robust influence

A\ ated its own version of'Art Deco by incorporating
Fantha DA Ingdhtive com

vernacular ¢
Master, Sathe and Bhuta, established in 1932 and
believed to be the first all-Indian architectural firm,
based in Mumbai. “They were heavily invested in
home in Lucknow. Even though it | local representation. Their bas relief murals were
would be hot and sultry, we would walk ‘ life-sized and replete with agrarian imagery. So, you
around Chowk, Bada Imambara, Qiaser | W ill see a man ploughing a field and a woman wear
|
1

ummer vacations always meant long
breaks at my maternal grandmother’s

Bagh. Rumi Darwaza and the areas near Lucknow | ing traditional clothing with a child strapped to her
University tosatiate the history buff'in me. leonsid- | back." h
ered myself fairly well informed about the city's her Another prominent Indian architect who created
itage untill came across the Instagram page of Lue- | his own style of Indian Art Deco was Laxman
know Art Deco, run by conservation architect Nish- | Mahadeo Chitale, who set up his firm in 1932 in
ant Upadhyay, earlier this year. In all the time I'd | Chennai and worked on prominent structures such
spent in the city, | had been unaware of the deep | asthe Oriental Insurance Building
inroads that this 100-year-old movement of archi In Hyderabad too, the Asaf Jahi Nizams drew on
tecture and design had made in Lucknow. It also | their immense wealth to commission a mix of for
shattered the belief that heritage wassomethingthat | eign and Indian architects, including Mohammed
needed to beseveral centuriesold, with talesofadis- | Fayazuddin, Zain Yar Jung, Karl Malte von Heinz
tant past echoing through silent monuments. | and Eric Marrett, to design buildings such as the
Rather. it couldbe aliving, breathing repositoryof | State Bank of Hyderabad, Niloufer He spital and the
stories of how modern Indian landscapes were | Osmania University campus,
shaped by a confluence of local design sensibilities There was an inherent pragmatism to Art Deco
and international influences. buildings, combining form and function. “It is this
For as Jong as the term Art Deco has beeninmy | aspect that hasallowed these structures to continue
consciousness, the style has always been synony toexist and remain relevant. The building was flexi
mouswith South Mumbai. The fact that glimmersof | ble enough to coexist amidst different architectural
it could be found in Lucknow and Delhi had never | styles in a neighbourhood. There were no compli
occurred to me. Just like the Lucknow Art Deco han- | cated chggias or motifs built in,” says Upadhyay
dle. it was the website and Instagram page of Deco in The architecture kept adapting to the local cli
Dethi, started in 2020 byarchitects Geetanjali Sayal | mate as it travelled across India. Typically in the
and Prashansa Sachdeva, that ledmetoanalterna- | west, Art Decofeatured flat slabs of concrete. When
tive view of heritage. In Delhi too, the depth and | it came to Goa, Keralaand Bengal, the elements were
scale of the Art Deco movement —which marksits | incorporated into homes with sloping roofs. “This
centenary thisyear—hascomeasasurprise. These | interpretation of Art Deco is rare in the US or
aren't lone initiatives; in cities across India, archi- | Europe. Interestingly, thisstyle wasnot confined to
tects, conservationists, heritage enthusiasts and | buildingsbut wasextended to engineering projects
urban evangelistsare working on inventories,docu- | aswell,” says Murthy, citing the example of a barrage
mentation projects, Instagram handles; they are | over the Krishna river in Vijayawada, which was
conducting walks, and having talks and events to | designed entirely in Art Deco style.
popularise this 100-year-old form of architecture, | Most architects, however, don’t look beyond
which combines form and functionality insuchan | Mumbai, thus neglecting the importance of the Art
artistic way | Deco movement across India, a style that shaped a
Some noteworthy projectsinclude the Art Deco | large partof the post-independence landscapein the
i0s-

e says.

Mumbai Trust, Heritage of Belgaum, Goenchi Deco, | country between the 19: Os.
Art Deco Madras, Art Deco Hyderabad and Calcutta Today, theunderstanding of Art Decoin India is

‘ments. Kumar cites the example of

RIHI ROCCHAR X DRCQ (N DELHY
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111938, Maharao Umed Singh !l of Kotah constructed Kotah House in Delhi in the Art Deco style
by commissioning Mumbai-based architects Master, Sathe, Bhuta and Company.

SAVING LIVING
HERITAGE

inthe last seven years. “It’s ironic that in the

ind public buildings

R ampanl n-de\ elopnmm has resulted in
from the 1930s-40s being torn down

enary vear of Art Deco, the Secunderabad
Rulwav Station, a famous Art Deco building,

over the yearsinmost Indiancities, One ofthe | w: lished in February,” says | Murthy,
biggest mdNucks o conserving l.hisform of | whoseteam fe idencein
archi i iti inhabi lhedebn» They have documented other Art
ingan Art Decostructure to the in Hyderabad and are likely to
lhehulldmg In (‘handm Chowk,it u)okarrhl puhllsh a two-volume book on Art Deco of
tects G

months of persuasion to enter homes, take
photographs and ask questions. “It takes sev-
eral conversations with owners to convince
them that we are not here to take over their

“The change in attitudes is coming about,
alhﬂlslu\wlv "Anlnlmmgpwm isthat peo-

tholr buildings graded in order to pmlecl

Often, theland is i inlegal | them,”
conflicts, Peopl: P infor- d have written to g
mation,” says Sayal. Thi nta- Pmple want to restore these
tion aslow pmu'\i buta ding one. ArtDeco
Huw chall&ngmgml o conserve hwngf' structure. They appreciate the high ceilingsand
herea windows.thellowofmmrallnghlznddum
hurgcnnmg population adds to the urban fArt

pressures? Atul Kumar of Art Deco Mumbai
“Trust says Mumbai is no different fromcities

Deco as opposed to newer developments,

suchas NewYurk, Kongor

which might bca plush building with a fancy
lobby i
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Art Decor. Each of these ot o ssesumrc oo largelydriven by conserva- P ! ,.e ezl
has come up in the S tionarchitectsand heritage and the constant attempts (o monetise Jand | The Art Deco Mumbai Trust hasbeen hav- A
course of the past dec enthusiasts, who grew up assets. I'snowonderthen that the last couple | ing Ann.-m » <
ade—the earliest being surrounded by this style, of years have seen at an X
the Art Deco Mumbai and witnessed many of e itlz(hehhuﬂlhngx.mdhuworkedonls 16 > <
Trust founded by Atul these buildings being BT b <
Kumarin 2016—to docu- Wudnnh name of devel- property. When the floor index i serve the thentici the buildi; 2 <4
ment and create aware opment. They dp s itredu munmlve mervenuons,apptmm >d
ness about how different sion projects with a view fi i are and archival 4}
parts of India made this not just to preserve this usable g els h < *
architecture and design built heritage but to make Kumar says. 4 ¢ tionsthe trust's website. Art work about Art Deco in Chennai created by urban
movement their own. this information accessi ‘The problem lies in the fact that most Art Beddqnddmts architecture students, and illustrator Srishti
This style of architec ble to the public. buildi p ly d and h; the Art
ture emerged in France in “We are using Insta- not been classified as heritage properties, Dwouumhll’h'ust 's repository of research CHENNAI
the 1910s, based on princi- gram as a gateway to this l-based Recently, the Instagram page of Art Deco Madras
ples of sleck design and architecture-design Murthy. h the risk desiy S daref- postedan exquisite seriesof sketches about Art Deco
rhythmic geometry, and movement. Without get- demolished b d devel f a beautiful elevator cage for their inChenn -ated by urban conservation architeet
gained popularity after the ting into elaborate cap- Co h Prathyaksha | film and found it in our archive, as did the Prathyaksha Krishna Prasad and illustrator Srisbti
1925 industrial arts exposi tioning, we simply high- ish d h P Especially striking are the works depicting nautical
tion in Paris. light the aesthetic, colour Chennai the value “Today. dl and tropical elements, highlighting the cues that
Afar-reachingimpact of and style in our posts,” ofan of Art Deco can be seen in new restaurants’ tropical modernism took from the local climate \mh
Art Deco could be seen in says Kumar. The website lack th aintain th design which bedoingit i mies. inalisa
furniture, jewellery, fash- then builds on the con- “Itis also difficult to find trained artisans to | but king it in from th keep the interiors cool while exuding a maritime
ion, book jackets and ture in Art Deco style in Belagavi tent, allowing for a h d mﬂ is flair. “Deco in Madras embraced the tropical notas
typography. The clean A5 deeper ent with razzoiles. Th asadesign opportunity.letting i
lines, curvilinear forms and Art Deco through awell-researched inventoryand ~ ~ slowly whldlhubunth—mu( the style in tion and fantasy coexist,” states the post
geometric patternsbecame popularin Indiaby the | archive, blogand gallery. From Mumbai and Delhito ﬂeﬁrmmm(&ﬂmﬂ MM.. There are ln\mukg linkages Prasad launched Art Deco Madras on 22 August
1930s. It combined elegant motifs with changes in | Belagavi and Goa, the Art Deco henlageofseveral  partofthe cost, it would be worth it," she says. 2020 0n Madras Day after she moved back to the ity
technology and machinery by bringingin new-age | citiesand 3 s have beer hﬂnw‘—-m from Mumbai, where she had worked as the headof
materials such as cone retcands(e(l websﬂesmdorumenlandueale:wmnmabnul ot it 4 e e content and research at the Art Deco Mumbai Trust
Inndia, it ki lybycities | how different parts of India made this movement = " She realised that some of the buildings she I
such as Mumbai as it allowed for faster, more effi- | theirown. grownup with had either been demolished or were
cient town planning, and suited the local climate. 3 I find blocks of th i earmarked for redevelopment. “I saw how 20th cen-
Oneof the biggs tionsof Art D L

satility to adap' to local design sensibilities, The
movement arrived in India asa result of migration
and travel. mch men wnuld uave| to Europe.

Nishant Upadhyay, conservation architect and
founder of the firm, Dharatal, which has offices in
Diest, Belgium, and Lucknow, runs th

such as Naka Hindola. There arewperudnllleyu
where the entire street facade is in Art Deco,” says
Upadhyay, who has measured the details—photo-

h buildi

observe handie Lucknow Art Deco as part ofalarger he mov fluenced not just arch
gt e = o  Thepag et
sig i asource: thecity'smod- | of Art Decoin Lucknow can be linked with the rise .
oftheir i dern outlook. ern built heritage. d find
i deement e | st pots re simple ot wilh  shor | pedencn 87 radedecined s Avadh wanper
world,

Tag-

iy abLindk o
ore Library of L

place only after the 1890s, and eventually, by the
1930s, d began commissioning

The lib e in the Art Deco z
E:ulf:www Decostyle

The Art Deco herttage of

cities and towns is
onsocial media

tury heritage was overlooked. That was the starting
point forme.” she says. Prasad started collaborating
with asocial history group, Nam Veedu, Nam 0of. |
Nam Kadhai (Our homes, our city, our stories), o

prising architects and artists.
Withina few f havi he social
page, Prasad and her family had to shift (othe

us. She continued posting content and reewm‘ﬂ “

with

Deoo Madru has, for instance, documen(cd d\t’
in George T withits

Y ttinad houses:

hlnhhxlhle-holmmdmnm “
DELHI |
Deco in Delhi s peppered with stories of people |

n " e " 1. behindthe |
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gsayal |

hmm:hebmd
mdmmmm maglnghm,wmm hvb'i
and influenced. triva accompanies ¢ |
mvhkhcmenhehngmambwadlh""b' ‘

city, from toRam Rup Clock Towe"
on GT Road and residences in Karol Bagh, Pvs*
Road and Kamla Nagar.




pnservation architect Prathyaksha Kri srma Prasad

through old Delh:
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| growingsuburban population.

1in winter, though the logistics
1eed tobe worked out carefully, “The hmlvlm),m an't
wccommodate a crowd, We canonly open registra- |
i:m\\mhu»-u;uiv-nrm_'lhv\'\a\‘.
MUMBAI

The city made Art Decoitsown, adaptingit to the cli-
mate and local designin the early 20th ¢ itury and
creating a subset called “tropical deco™. The Oval
Maidan and Marine Drive are best known for their
Art Deco buildings, but these gems can be found
across the city, in neighbourhoods such as Shivaji
Park, Khar, Santa Crug, Vile Parle, Chembur and
Ghatkopar.

In 2018, resident associations, urban planners,
activists and architects got together to have an
ensemble of 94 buildings in Victorian Gothic and Art
Decostylesin Fort and Marine Drive tobe declared

asaUnesco World Heritage Site. Ho\\e\’er oulslde

Another example is the Purandare Hospital in
Girgaon Chowpatty, built in 1937 by architecture
firm Gregson, Batley & King.

According to Kumar, the entrance portal is
framed by walls clad in black-and-white marble ina
symmetrical ziggurat pattern, which echoes on to
thewooden door pdnelx Last in meml Ju.u -bave
entrance, th
tlyllsldAn Derofonl

4

ne, housed

in lhe Sumichha bmkhng in Bonwll l( pmves that
the style wasn'’t limited to cinemas or city-centre
While th Rty Fie k-

tothe

s L

egor

building’

letters, which almost appear to be dancing grace-
fully.” states the trust's website. “This is elegant evi-
denceof the \n l)em style adapting tolocal scripts

and d

of these heritage precincts, Art I
unprotected—something Atul Kumar, founder trus-
tee, Art Deco Mumbai Trust, is trying to change. He
haslong held a passion for conserving the city's heri-
tage.

Afteryearsof engaging with government bodies
to protectold neighbourhoods yielded little result,
he took matters dxmﬂlv to the public through the
trust, which din 2016 after
overof Marine Drive was announced. The initiative

<oumTEsY ART

Decoin Delhi wanted to expand the way history
and architecture is taught in schools and colleges.
“The project started as a visual exercise to look

beyond the architectural definition of New Delhi |

from a British, Lutvensor Baker lens. Thisled to the
realisation that Art Deco was not limited (o the West
arto Mumbai. We were clear that evenif there area
handful of Art Deco buildings, they should be spo-
ken about,” says Sayal

Theywalked around Chandni Chowk and Darya-
#anj to catalogue the Art Deco

now has awebsite withan easily accessible archive
and an engaging social media presence. It has c
ated Mumbai’s only online inventory of 1,505 build-
ings, making it one of the largest collections of Art
Decoin the world.

For the team, the journey with Art Deco has not
been without its share of revelations—the biggest
surprise being just how far thisstyle extended within
thecity, reaching the suburbs aswell. The style pro-
gressed from the south to the north with an increas-

couldn't proceed once the covid-19 lockdowns were
inplace. S0 Sachdeva and Sayal switched 1o rigorous
researchand started their Instagram page. Soon they
were getting responsesto their posts about palatial
houses and public buildings in Delhiin the Art Deco
stvle. With a grant from India F

ing vernacular representation.
South Mumbai was very western in its adoption,
. but | withthebuildi Court, forexam-

ple—reflecting a colonial aspmtion value. In the
north, the names mrted changmg to the llken of
Bharat Mahal, th

Bombay'sshores.”
As the: dwgn movement celebrates itscentenary

in Paris in October 2025 as well. Leading up to the
event, the team is planning a host of new walking
toursand lectures in Mumbai as well.

BELAGAVI

Conservation architect Prajakta Deshpande has
been documenting the built heritage of the city
through the page, Heritage of Belgaum, which she
started in 2019 with like-minded friends. The idea
wzs[utmnglhehenmgeurnmaﬂer cineund.mwm

The trigger
fdemol fp theoldest
dating back to I914— pur Road. “Ifsuch

no hope for modest homes in the interior of the
town,” she says.
o walked d the chvahe ocan to boak

beyond the physical attributes of}mc{\ns—

ple dwithiit. She didn't h docu
memamntolebyon.‘m Demtoonbmcan

wG«umu.DmmganandUrdu.ltwmm

Arts, they spent the next two vears finding 100
examples in the city, and created a website, a pocket
map and a publication.

They relied on experts such as Prof

Mmmadm—oldandm Thnhm:r

| Daivi, anarchitect and trustee of the Art Deco Mum-
bai Trust, Srikanth Sathe, an architect from the Mas-
| ter,Sathe mchmz rumh amongoxhem
for.
| ionthesite, whichofferanund ing
| Delhis evolution between the late 1920s and
| 19408, says Sayal.
| //There is an entire chapter on the Delhi
| Improvement Trust, setup in 1937 to opti-
| mise land usage, and the people behind it,
As part of this, different schemes were
launched to allaw old Del)n Lo decongest
| and mak tothe
| city in search of opportunities. A large
number of Anglo Indian architects in the
team opted for the Art Dmon!h.
Though both th

onto other work engagements after the
Project was wrapped up when the grant

‘eycle ended, they have tried (o keep the
|| *Pgagement going. “We are now inter-
ﬁted in creating something that vooph'
i WMMpmm says Sayal.

Backd sl

hcal(hcareinnitmim‘ls.xﬂmoh,mlmwhlic d
For The d h“ dwnnk;mﬂ,pqw ‘with Art D ngal
In fact, Art Deco has an ¢ | the BombayPr P g "
s ﬁnmydhhmiﬂﬂh-ummdn-wh
he suburbe, O k le of a public f Art Deco theatres in Belagavi,” says
Art Deco buildis ulhernﬂHmﬂmVih
Parle, which ftheArt | Inth of the project, she found the first
Deco movement worldwide in 1950 to cater to a | house, Devaki Sadan, to h e flooringn the
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A village makes
the styleits own

In villages such as Dharmaj in Gujarat, glimpses of Art Deco
can be seen even today, signalling its far-reaching influence

avantika Bhuyan@htive com

he Art Deco movement was not restricted to urban centres but permeated to villagesaswell.
T “Zamindars, or wealthy landowners, saw Art Deco style come up in cities and got their homes.
constructed inasimilar style. I have seen such instancesin rural Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu,
Punjab and Rajasthan. That was the kind of spread that thisstyle had.” says Hyderabad-based archi-
tect Srinivas Murthy, who runs Architecture and Desq;n !-uumlauon lndla to create awareness

aboutgood design. “And when th tively well-off villagy

turn to Art Deco, they too followed snit.” et
Dharmaj, avillagein Anandin Gujarat ds pleof Art Deco archil dd

beingasymbol of and ¢ il in b

areasin the mid-20th century.
The village has nearly 120 Art Deco hmldmgsdaung tothe 1930 and 1940s, most of them residen-

ces—alarge number fora nllzge witha population of justabout 11,000 even in the 2011 census.

The Art Dec ticularly within the Patidar community,
to Africa, theU\mllheU'smMumhn hey buildings. Inspired by its
with igrants i k 2’ dopted the

stylein their savisual e ftheir P dentity and rising soci.
tus. At the e d by the Gaekwad

mlelnlhoer\lwhl]elmm‘rh m:mfﬂamda All lhese enabled the rise of Art Decomthevnl]age
True to the rest of| Imlm Dharmaj al.so customised lhe«lvle "l'vpu:]f\rl[)eco formsandmunfs

such as chevrons, meaning,” says Ash

Patel, project lead, Dharmaj Heritage Collat hich inJune 2021. So, you will

find concrete jaalis and iron grilles inlaid with figurative depictions of Lord Krishna, and of

Mahatma Gandhi, g the I of early mig ts from Dharmaj in the freedom

mo\emcn( paruculariy inSouth Africa. Theadvent ofRL( (xvmfnrcedcemenl mncmle)mnw

move away k

houses, which were

ikl

\ pe ross
the world, adding to the nostalgiaand

build. Today, mwhﬂ»
ferent historic neigh

wmmm‘z
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