AJIT KOUJALGI MEMORIAL LECTURE
- Benny Kuriakose

I am very privileged and happy to give this
memorial lecture. I thank DakshinaChitra,
Auroville festival and all the people who have
invited me to do this. I’ve known Ajit, the first
time I met him in 1988, so it’s more than 26
years since we’ve met.
I met Ajit the first time during the workshop,
which was jointly organized by INTACH and
Ecole Francais d’Extrême Orient, from 11-17
December, 1988. It was a meeting between me,
Mrs. Deborah Thiagarajan and Pierre Pichard,
which triggered the workshop. The workshop
was funded by INTACH.
It was one of the first INTACH workshops
happening in conservation. When Debbie
and I had a discussion about the workshop
on conservation, we narrowed it down to
Pondicherry. Pichard has done excellent work,
in not just Pondicherry, but in so many other
places. We said, let’s create awareness, let’s do
a workshop, let’s study Pondicherry, so we had

more than 25 faculty and students coming from
all over India.
There were lot of applications that came
from many of the architecture schools, we
took five students and one faculty from each
school. In the morning, we had lectures given
by the experts. They would go to the field in
the afternoon, and then come back and start
drafting in the evening. All the discussions were
made at night. Those days when there was no
computer, every drafting was done manually.
They made the sketches and drawings, and
then they made proposals for Pondicherry.
Three streets and three houses were taken as
case studies. The proposal was given for these
three houses that were going to be demolished
at that time. We made an analysis on why they
should not be demolished.
I would like to remember two people.
Jayanthilal Parikh and Shalini Amin of INTACH
Pondicherry, who were very much involved in

the project. Entire documentation was done
by Toshak Patel, who passed out from MS
University, Baroda. He was a young architect,
so passionate about the buildings in the
Pondicherry. He came after finishing his studies.
When I had landed up in Pondicherry, Toshak
had already made the drawings. He would go
in the morning, measure one building and draw
it and record it. Geeta V, who had studied at
the same university, joined him in his work.
The work before the workshop went on for six
months, in which most of the work was done by
these two architects. I was more or less staying
at Pondicherry at that time.
Mona Pingel came to Pondicherry at that
time as a student of CEPT, Ahmedabad. She
worked one and half months on this project.
B.K. Thapar, who was the Secretary of INTACH
said that this was the way and this was the
approach. This is what INTACH should be doing.
Professor KT Ravindran of School of Planning
and Architecture, New Delhi, also spent six days
guiding the students. That was the passion for
conservation of Pondicherry. Ismeth Raheem
from Srilanka, who was Geoffrey Bawa’s
associate and disciple was also there. On
December 14, Marcel Flueury, Consul General
of France came and addressed the workshop,
and he assured Indo-French cooperation at that
point.
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We thought we will set a model and this will
lead to the conservation movement in India.
At the end of the workshop, the works done
by the students and all the work done so far
by INTACH Pondicherry was made into an
exhibition, which was held in the town hall. We
titled the exhibition Au Revoir Pondicherry? It
means goodbye Pondicherry with a question
mark. We explained why Pondicherry heritage
should be preserved. It was held in the Hotel
de Ville. We had some beautiful black and white
photographs from the archival collections of
Ecole France, with the help of Pichard. They
showed Pondicherry streets at that time. Things
would have undergone major changes since
then.
The basis of the work we have done, which
was the foundation was taken over by Ajit
after that. He understood the principles and
he spearheaded, and he was very passionately
involved with the projects. I would like to call
this a Pondicherry model and it has set an
example that things are possible within the
government set up. There are many positive
things happening. Later on, the work extended
to Tranquebar, which has a Danish past with a
fort and many other historic buildings was taken
up by Ajit. Tranquebar fishing community was
designed by me after the Tsunami. Later when
Ajit wanted to start his conservation works in

These are some of the works done by the
students during the workshop. 'Pondicherry.
An Approach to its Conservation' is the
entire documentation of the work completed
during the seminar at Pondicherry, 11th to
17th, December 1988. The documentation
contains the works, sketches and elevations
done by the students and architects.
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Tranquebar, he called me and asked me if I had
a map of the place. It was used by the INTACH
to map the area.
Why could such a thing happen in
Pondicherry? It was because of the extensive
documentation of the buildings. The exhibition
and the workshop created the awareness. The
local community was involved in the project.
26 students were part of this workshop. The
official bureaucracy helped it. Cyril Antony was
the Municipal Commissioner. The hall was give
free of cost to INTACH for the exhibition. Mr.
Srinivasan, Senior Town Planner, was present
in the workshop. Mr. Rajaram was the museum
curator at that time. Further work was carried
out under the leadership of Ajit Koujalgi, and he
never had to look back. He was passionately
involved. He and Pondicherry has set an
example to the heritage movement in India.

projects should be driven by Conservation
and History, not by tourism. Education and
Interpretation of our heritage is important.
This is for the future generations. A city
without historic buildings is like a man without
memory. The heritage project (I am not calling it
conservation projects) should be linked with the
development plans. I am giving an example of
a traditional market in which we have worked,
the Kottapuram market. Starting with the stone
paving, provision of drainage, toilets, electrical
lights, we looked at the revitalization market.
We have been able to restore more than 150
shops in the market.
One of the reasons for the success of the
Pondicherry model was the involvement of the
local community and their support. When we
say local community involvement, it is a cliché,
everybody says it, it should be done in such a
way that the community makes the decisions,

Looking at all the cities, including Chennai,
everyone knows that we are not going in the
right direction. The master plans are violated.
There are so many issues like pollution, traffic
etc, whether it’s Chennai or Bangalore, or
Ahmedabad or Delhi or any other city. What
is the future? Pondicherry has set an example
in that. One of the reasons for the success in
Pondicherry is because Ajit tried to see it in an
integrated manner. He did not just look at one
building.
Based on my experience in conservation
projects, I would like to say a few things. The
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and with the understanding they have. I am
talking about a participatory approach, which is
at high level, which is to a large extent is what
has happened in Pondicherry.
The project should have a strong research
and academic component. Many of the battles
in Conservation has been lost because we
did not do enough homework. When public
interest litigation was filed against DGP
building, the court came to the rescue. But
when the court was approached to save the
PORR & Sons building in Chennai, a year
ago, the INTACH convenor was fined 5 lakhs
and INTACH representatives were removed
from all the Government panels. Delhi World
Heritage City Nomination is being stopped, and
creating multistoried buildings are equated with
development. This is the attitude which is being
held by some of the higher ups.
There is a question that I have asked all the
architects that have applied to my firm. If you
ask anyone to mention 10 best buildings which
has come up in Chennai during the last 25 years,
where you would like to take one of your friends
to be shown, people may pause for a minute.
Some may choose Express Avenue for which I
have no comment on the architectural quality.
We normally blame the lack of funds. But most
of the destruction of heritage has happened
when there is too much money. Many of the
historic towns are safe because there is no
money to rebuild them. The amount of money
gets lapsed at the end of the financial year,
which is a different issue altogether.
Is lack of legislation an issue? In many cases,
the laws are always negative. If the community

Kottappuram market

understands the situation, things will happen.
Laws are not required. I would like to quote
the example of Fort Kochi. The moment the
legislation came into place, many historic
buildings were demolished, and replaced with
new buildings because the owners thought they
will never be able to modify their buildings.
If legislation has not come, I feel that, some of
the buildings would not have been demolished.
Law should come, when people have a feeling
for it.
Finally everything boils down to economics.
What heritage are we talking about when the
drinking water problem is not yet solved, 45
million families in India are without a house,
For them, platinum rated green buildings and
conservation will not make sense. But if the
conservation of buildings can solve the housing
problem, and can improve the quality of life in
our cities, then conservation is justified.
Conservation is not against development, it
is against blind development. The motto of the
Sierra Club, “not blind opposition to progress,

but opposition to blind progress", is apt. The
view that we should preserve everything is a
romantic one. But at the same time we cannot
allow a process of natural selection or survival
of the fittest. The argument is not against
development but against the manner in which it
done. It is not against all demolitions, but against
unnecessary and avoidable demolitions.
If we allow things to happen as it is, there will
not be any heritage to conserve in another 1020 years. We cannot allow that to happen. We
need to interfere. We might have to let some of
the buildings go, but I am more worried about
what is going to replace those buildings. That’s
what makes it scary.
Nowadays we talk about sustainable heritage
management. We have only begun our mission
of saving our heritage now. There is a long way
to go. If it was ignorance and lack of know how
which led to the destruction of our heritage,
then we should have succeeded by now. But
there are many vested interests.
We do not have to look towards the West. We
have to develop an Indian model. In fact we need
many more Indian models. Of course, history will
give due recognition to the Pondicherry model.

Think about the Beach Road in Chennai,
without the DGP building, Senate House and
Queen Marys College. All these buildings were
meant to be demolished at one point or other.
The city lost quite a bit when we lost Spencers
and Moore Market. See what has come in place
of Spencers now. The present day Spencers
has become the cheapest real estate. It is
deserted, and many of the shops are moving
out, and nobody goes there. See what we have
done by demolishing the historic building that
was in place of the present day Spencers in
Mount Road.
Conservation is very positive, finding new
uses for old buildings, and passing them on to
the next generation. It is not opposed to new
buildings, which are sympathetic in character,
texture of materials, colour, scale and other
visual elements.
The best way we can reward our dear friend
Ajit Koujalgi is by conserving the heritage of
Pondicherry, in its true meaning. He strived
and spent a major part of his creative life for the
heritage of Pondicherry. The best reward we can
give is not in this memorial, and is to continue
his works. By working towards this, we will also
be rewarding the future generations.

Where should we go from here? What are the
lessons given by Ajit’s works, INTACH’s works
and Pondicherry’s works. Firstly, the community
support with a high level of participation is
required. They take the decisions knowing the
plusses and minuses. Secondly, development
is required, but it should be driven by heritage
and history. Thirdly, we cannot save everything
and we should not fight always. Pondicherry
has a long way to go.
If the heritage of Pondicherry is not going to
be preserved, it is going to be poor in what it
is rich at present. We have to be proud of our
heritage; we do not realize the value of our
heritage. Perhaps we might realize it slowly. But
there is no point in realizing it when it is too late.
Historical buildings give the city a unique
character, an identity and once lost, they can’t
be replaced.

Vellalar temple - by the students at the workshop.

