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decoration for long, has been denied due credit. It is time we recognise its
potential as a component essential to architectural and social history.




Is it the insurgence of 'lesser' architecture? This
phrase was inspired from Aditya Nigam's The
insurrection of Little Selves The Crisis of
Secular Nationalism in India, who has in turn
got it from Foucault's the insurrection of little
selves, mentioned in a 1977 lecture where he
refers to the emergence in the recent past, of
knowledge once made illegitimate by canons of
'scientificity’ (Nigam, 2006). The term lesser
was also a common word in the Journals of the
Indian Institute of Architecture (Circa 1940), a
reference to non-monumental, apartment
buildings. The notion of classifying
architecture as lesser is something that this
work is exploring, beyond the parameters of
this essay.

With this introduction or explanation of this
title, let us look at the need to re-work with
teaching and writing on architecture.

While teaching and studying, one has been
keenly interested in issues of art, colonialism,
community structure etc. only to realise one
day how they all always unfolded in a
continuous dialectic in ones own backyard. It
was a crucial realisation that a quarter or
neighbourhood in a city was as much an
individual entity as much as it was a part of the
larger city concept. On one level, the
neighbourhood comprises of its physical
existence -the architectural and the spatial
components, whereas on the other hand, you
have the life that generates within these
neighbourhoods and in return generates the
neighbourhood as we perceive it and
understand it.

One works with national and world histories
and is still ill informed on the understanding, or
reading and understanding, one's own personal
space. What we define as knowledge and the
tools of access to that knowledge are both in
question here.

Normative charts of history deny in many ways
the existence of the 'lesser'. Or the concepts
overshadow sometimes, the existence of that
concept in its many-ness. So while teaching,
the difficult question today may not be 'what is
the alternative?' But, ‘where do we bring in an
alternative method of looking', 'how do we
bring in the idea’, 'what will be the nature of
such an introduction' and 'how does one wish
to re-work with the discipline to negotiate its
understanding of its own self'.

Mapping and documenting are important
processes in projects of history. Architecture -
the buildings, and the spaces contained within
it, and those defined outside it are part of a
single but multifarious web. To deal with the
histories of buildings, one should assume
interaction with various histories of people and
communities. On another note, how does one
deal with histories that are integral to
'mainstream' developments of history is
characteristically different from
universally/dogmatically-defined charts of
history. There are two issues of concern here;
one is the refusal to study objects that do not
fall into canonised categories and two, the
methods of studying these objects.

For any scholar studying the city or its parts,
there is an overlap of various understandings,
which academically can be distributed in
various subjects or disciplines, but the fact
remains that they all coexist in one pattern of
living. So then, how does one holistically
comprehend this living pattern? Especially
with planners and architects who employ a
well-defined system/language to understand
space, etc., the modalities and limitations of
that language can be confining the
understanding of the 'object' or should one say
the 'subject. Documentation and analysis
which precede (or rather should) (in) any
design processes are hence limited by the
language they employ. Especially studies that
attempt to map the
growth/development/metamorphosis of a city
or its particular groups and communities
within it, presume the knowledge and its
representation from the point of view of the
researcher's discipline. Hence, the multitude of
experiences and knowledge(s) and the
varieties of it, contained within and overflowing
from a space, to make it a place with matrices
of living patterns go unrecognized and
unappreciated. This would be a historical loss
which no society or its culture can afford.

Often time and historical frames confine our
systems of reading history. For the purpose of
this essay | will concentrate of how
architectural decoration is a component often
ignored or rather denied a study in the
historical chart. The architectural object is an
interesting collection of aspiration and
imagination that people and societies live with.
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The form and skin are often components of a
building that help generate the culture of
people that live in them and use them. Form,
decoration, skin, material and technology are
like a kit of parts that travel with people to
places to mix and match, creating
architectures that make up our cities today.
Whether the kit of parts is an expression of
memory and our imagination of life or the same
becomes a commodity to be sold, is a bhig
difference. The parts of a building come
together, to compose a dense cultural matrix
that defines not essentially the building itself,
but the peripheral object - the spaces outside
it. This in many ways goes to say - the urban
space. Another characteristic issue that
influences the object-moulding process, and
then its imagination, is the involvement of a
trained professional versus buildings that were
crafted by mason guilds.

We realize by now how architectural
decoration, all the way, is an important text and
it is not the frills that make the cake 'good
looking'. The popular modernist idiom believed
in decoration being corruption of form, material
and design, famously stated in 'decoration is
crime' by Adolf Loos. But Modernism had these
God-size large narratives of men, who
imagined they were designing ‘'truth’.
Decoration is the 'truth’ of the common man. It
is their memory and their aspiration; it is their
love and fantasy. Architects trained in the
modernist tradition fail to recognize human

aspirations encoded in a building, the same
ones though, often opportunistically jump on
the bandwagon to ‘conserve' equally quaint but
globally popular forms and styles.

Art communicates through form or its subject
matter, ornament often has a way of
communicating through its form rather than
the content. However, in some of the cases that
I may discuss, the form and content - both have
a crucial role, though it is evident that its form
that helps us map the ornament. Ornament is
labour intensive and involves the consumer
visually the most.

Motifs often occur in architectural elements,
apparently with out any ‘'purpose' or
‘function’. They seem to be emerging from a
mould or a stencil, with continuous repetition
on the fagade or wall or corner of the building.
Giving the overall impression of a crafted or
woven architectural surface, where the
colour, material and form, seem to be focused
toward producing a surface that is
modulated. It is often taken for granted that
such motifs come together to generate a
visually invigorating surface. That will
obviously be true and the reason for
decoration goes strong in this direction. The
visual involvement is characteristic of any
decorative format or collection of motifs.
However, to stop thinking of architectural
decoration here is a problem. To assume that
the visual involvement is all about
momentary pleasure and not intellectually
engaging is the second problem. | would go
on to state that architectural decoration could
often work for hegemonic agendas!

The presence of Krishna in much of 19-
century architecture speaks a lot of trading
communities, their perceptions of space and
economy, in a colonial and national space. As
case studies one can look at some of the
nineteenth century buildings in India. If in a
place like Bikaner, Krishna is the repetitive
motif for a balcony or terrace railing, in cast
iron and plaster, respectively. The concept of
vaisnavism occupies an important space in a
city like Bombay. Krishna adorned the private
houses of traders in Bikaner and Shekhawati,
community complexes revolved around cow
worship and gau raksha as the anchored
theme for nationalism. Cows become corner
stones or high relief plastered motifs on
buildings or in complexes like the Madhav
Baug that are the centres for community lives
and essential spaces to the history of the
swadesh movement.

Particular decorative motifs with their
repetitive occurrence at various sites, and
also the development of varying/variant
forms, become interesting objects/registers to
study, for their relationship to space and
people in the context of time. These then
become the markers of history, for their story
is the story of history. |
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