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Architecture is bereft of a theoretical underpinning in spatial 
intelligence. As a discipline it is pursued through precedent and 
challenged with experience, but the role of individual’s history in space, the 
unfolding and developing of their spatial intelligence is not accounted for. 
This creates a discontinuity between architectural 
endeavour and everyday life.

Professor Leon van Schaik, AO
Spatial Intelligence New Futures for Architecture

(Left) A collage of works by Jaff 
Design Studio done by me in the 
early nineties.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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ABSTRACT

In the Indian context, bindu and mandala form the inner core of this cultural 
identity. The principles that unify bindu and mandala are universal, but the 
knowledge of unifying these principles in the contemporary world architecture 
serves to provide a more meaningful existence on this planet. This PhD is an 
attempt to unpack this spatial intelligence and to reveal the manner in which this 
information may be manifest in contemporary Indian architecture; particularly in 
my work of more than 30 years through my practice, Jaff Design Studio.  

The context of this research seeks to investigate the relationship between 
the Man and the principles of bindu and mandala, which has been a cultural 
continuum for several thousand years. This cultural identity and information is 
essential for architecture to be existential and experiential. 

This research further enabled me to reflect upon and examine the way bindu 
and mandala are evident in various forms and interpretations, and to speculate 
on how these cultural influences continue to develop and inspire practitioners in 
contemporary and future projects.

The image of Maha Purusha, the 
Man and his relationship as a 
microcosm to a larger universe, 
macrocosm. One of the very early 
sketches to understand the essence 
of Indianness as a part of the 
IGNCA competition, 1985-86

Credits: N Kalyanasundaram, 
IGNCA team 1985-86, Jaff Design Studio



1



2

PROPOSITION
This PhD investigates my understanding of bindu and mandala and the 
potential to incorporate them as universal principles to achieve the unity of 
built environment for contemporary society. In some aspects, my journey into 
architecture through this understanding of bindu and mandala reveals an aspect 
of spatial intelligence that has existed for centuries within our culture. Bindu is 
more relevant in today’s world where spiritual meaning could unify architecture, 
culture and the environment; rather than architecture just being a branded 
consumable. Drawing upon the work of Professor Leon van Schaik, AO and his 
research into spatial intelligence1, this PhD helps to reveal the manner in which 
the bindu and mandala, which have survived for several millennia and even 
today, navigates in the life of any ordinary Indian. It is this idea of ‘Space that 
which accommodates Space’ according to Vedas. 

The principle elements of bindu and mandala—Air, Water, Fire and Earth—
combine to create Space which forms the basis for the creation of life. This is 
the central open space of the mandala which is the seat of Brahma, the Creator 
according to Hindu mythology. These principles are universal and several 
civilisations over millions of years have adopted them to create a balance 
between Man and his relationship with the Universe. Based on this spatial 
information, the PhD helps me in unfolding the characteristics of my work over 
more than three decades investigating the various interpretations based on the 
context and challenges posed by the specific program. 

Jaff Design Studio is characterised by three distinct periods of practice that 
began in 1985. In its first decade, the practice struggled to establish itself after 
participating in the Indira Gandhi National Centre for Arts (IGNCA) competition. 
In the period from 1996 to 2005 the practice became more consolidated with an 
involvement in a series of medium scale projects and commercial work. 

1 VAN SCHAIK, L., 2008. Spatial intelligence: new futures for architecture. Chichester, 
England; Hoboken, NJ: Chichester, England; Hoboken, NJ: Wiley 2008.

(Left) The interior ceiling of the 
Kalyana Mandapa of Vellore Fort 
temple, Jalakanteswarar. The motif 
represents the central part of the 
Mandala, depicting the unfolding 
universe, a journey to the unknown.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan

1.0
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From 2006 onwards, the practice did well with some large projects. The 
experience of earlier decades informed the standards of the practice with a 
deeper philosophical understanding of space and architecture as something 
intermediate that oscillated between the microcosm and the macrocosm. 

Initially, the landscape of my hometown, Vellore, and the monumentality of its 
historic character intertwined with the spirituality of this environment, had a 
profound influence on my practice. Geographically, Vellore lies in the valley of 
Eastern Ghats, mountain ranges dotting the landscape of the south eastern 
part of India. Within the valley are a flowing river and a massive fort built during 
the 12th century. Inside the fort is a temple dedicated to Lord Shiva (Maha 
Purusha), a mosque built in the 18th century under Muslim rule and a church 
built in 1842 under the patronage of the colonial British.

The writing by Philip Rawson on ‘The Art of Tantra’ (1982), was my first 
introduction to the Yantra philosophy. By studying this book, I gained a deeper 
understanding of the geometrical extrapolation of cosmological relationships 
through Yantra and its interpretation through the notions associated with the 
‘Evolution and Involution of Life.’ 

The Indira Gandhi National Centre for Arts, New Delhi in 1986 was an 
experimental design that reflected an understanding of bindu principles. This 
was demonstrated in Sri Yantra geometry as a mystical pattern representing an 
ever-expanding universe. This simple geometrical diagram relates to a cosmic 
relationship between the ‘physical’ and ‘metaphysical’ worlds. The practice 
recognised the inability to experiment with this concept in smaller projects, 
but understood that the idea of bindu itself as the manifestation of the cosmos 
was embodied with the five elements of Air, Water, Fire, Earth and Space. For 
instance, the courtyard represents the seat of Lord Brahma and the source 
of light and energy. Many interpretations of concepts associated with bindu 
have evolved through various projects with climatic factors also associated 
with these ideas. Currently, the research practice is undertaking a large-scale 

(Left) The bindu courtyard - Kala 
darshana Complex of the IGNCA, 
New Delhi (1986)

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Vellore 
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speculative project for a Tamil Memorial, devoted to the Tamil freedom struggle 
in Sri Lanka. The site for this design is in Mullaitivu, where the last battle for 
freedom took place in 2009. This project reflects on the long drawn-out struggle 
for a homeland by the Tamils. The practice sees this project as an opportunity 
to experiment further with bindu and mandala concepts, generated on a 
monumental scale where the mandala, as a common cultural symbol, will be 
able to bridge the communities for an eternal peace. 

The short-listed six projects of the large body of work by the practice will 
investigate the manifestation of the principles of bindu and mandala and the 
interpretations I see in my work. This reflection exemplifies the discussion of 
the principles through the bindu matrix, which enables me to understand and 
self-interrogate to find ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ I designed the way I did and the 
context in which I took such a decision. 

I understand that the basic principles of bindu and mandala with their 
phenomenological attributes coincidentally correlates with the 20th century 
theory and discourse on phenomenology in architecture, which postulates, 
as a return to things as opposed to abstraction and mental construction. 
But my pursuit through this Ph.D has been to contextualize this in a spiritual 
understanding of how in a manner in which these elements invoke the 
phenomenological sense  of this spirituality in an architecture space in my 
projects.

I also realised that not all projects have been able to successfully apply these 
principles, although they have immense potential in larger unbuilt projects like 
the IGNCA and the Tamil Museum. I believe that the insights gained through 
this PhD, of both successes and failures in my practice, in context with the 
community of practices, develops the need to understand these principles of 
bindu and mandala as the core language of design and spatial intelligence that 
is essential for an evolving global society. 

(Left) Study Model - The Tamil 
Museum, Sri Lanka (2014)

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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(Left) Since 2011 research focus was 
on understanding SH Raza’s Bindu 
paintings. Through student 
exploratory work, the tectonic nature 
of his paintings were constructed 
which produced numerous 
possibilities and a design language 
that is deep rooted in the cultural 
roots.

Credits: Student works by MIDAS students 
in 2011

1.1 BINDU, ME AND THE REFLECTIVE PRACTICE

Among Tantra, Mantra, Yantra and Mudra, the aspect of Yantra represented 
through Sri Yantra attracted me, and the philosophical basis of the geometry. 
Initial readings of the seminal work of Madhu Khanna and Ajit Mookerjee further 
strengthened the idea within me. The wonder was the unpacking of energy 
fields as the geometry unfolds. All this happened while I was still in London; I 
realised the extraordinary beauty of this culture, which I had never thought of or 
been informed about. Somehow, this unique knowledge had vanished or was 
only accessible to a few. 

I was excited when I got the opportunity to do IGNCA, which gave me freedom 
to express the elements of Sri Yantra in architectural form. I realised the power 
of bindu, which inhabits the central position in the Sri Yantra. As I developed 
my design, the unfolding of the architectural possibilities was fascinating. I 
found that bindu was protected by Nava Yoni, the feminine creative principle. 
This point, or bindu, was the point of Bliss, which is the sanctum sanctorum, 
abounding in joy, in which the adept participates in union. This point of evolution 
is so powerful that it ends as a larger spatial organisation called the mandala. 
This influenced my thinking and over the years, through practise, has been 
nurtured deeply within me, so much so that it becomes difficult for me to think 
beyond this principle whenever I embark on a new project. It almost became 
an obsession; competitions gave me a new avenue through which to explore 
and feel the joy of interpreting the principles. I saw the potential of this concept 
beyond its religious boundaries. The rationality behind the idea and the 
phenomenological relationships led me to articulate the conception of smaller 
and medium range projects which, while challenging and pragmatic, had the 
potential to be executed. 
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(Top Left) The deconstruction of 
Sri Yantra poses immense possibility 
of forms that can become tectonic in 
reality. This unpacking was an 
inspiration for the IGNCA project 
done by Jaff Design Studio in 
1985-86. 

(Bottom Left) Sri Yantra, in its 
ultimate manifestation becomes a 
mandala with the central space left 
open to seat Brahma - otherwise the 
emptiness that is defined by the 
other elements Fire, Water, Earth 
and Air which constitutes life.

The superimposed ‘red’ nine square 
mandala over Sri Yantra is the finite 
position. 

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan

My practice shifted from Vellore to Bangalore, which gave opportunity to do 
bigger and commercial projects. I continued with my philosophy of bindu in 
almost every project and had the audacity to experiment with a mosque in the 
early nineties. As my practice progressed, I used to ponder the sophistication of 
the civilisation which could understand life and construct a complex graphical 
image used for meditation of spiritual realisation. It is common for any Hindu 
family to draw two interlocking triangles with a bindu in the centre in front 
of their houses, a sign to receive positive energies into their homes. Many 
of them do it without understanding the meaning of the simple but complex 
geometrical figure that inhabits the central part of Sri Yantra. Somewhere, this 
aspect of spatial intelligence of Indian culture was lost in the midst of so-called 
modernisation. In the mid-eighties, my practice took this as a mission to explore 
the idea and to reinvent it in Indian contemporary architecture, but not without 
failures. Many contemporary practices are doing excellent work but shy away 
from accepting the sacredness associated with the principles of bindu as they 
feel it is irrational; my view though, is contrary to theirs.  
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Sri Yantra - an instrument of 
meditation and an image of cosmos  
based on the principles of classic 
cultural literature. It depicts the idea 
of ‘Evolution of life; and Involution of 
life’. The central position of this dia-
gram is ‘bindu’ which is denoted as a 
‘red’ dot . This is also the position of 
Brahma, the creator of life according 
to Hinduism and it’s beliefs about 
Man and Universe.

The overlapping triangles are the 
‘Navayoni’, known as nine triangles 
representing creative principles. The 
circle is the ‘Lotus’ and the concept 
of unfolding Universe. The final 
journey of this is the square which is 
the ‘Swastika’ and symbol of life. 

Credits: Improvise over original Sri Yantra by  
Jaffer AA Khan

1.2 OVERVIEW OF BINDU: FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES

Almost all religious theories of the oriental civilisation believe in the existence 
of a centre from which everything instigates. This centre is a point called the 
bindu. In Sanskrit, it is also referred to as dapsa and avayava meaning the 
physical body. Originally, the Supreme Reality represented by the symbol of 
the universe is the bindu as a central point of a circle or a triangle. It is the 
manifestation of creative dynamism. It also means the vibratory sound—the 
cosmic sound that relates to unconditional consciousness. In Hindu philosophy, 
the bindu forms the central part of mandala, which is the cosmic model that 
organises the spiritual world. For centuries, this formed the basis of creating 
architectural spaces through the construction of temples and other religious 
cultural structures. The model interweaves the natural elements essential for 
human survival and healthy spatial organisation.

1.3 BINDU AND MANDALA

In Tantric philosophy, the moon or the Indu is also associated with the basic 
concept of the bindu. Drops of dew located in the pinnacle of the body, i.e. the 
head, are believed to be a manifestation of the bindu. The goal of the person 
practicing yoga is to attain liberation or moksha; as a result, the dew drops, 
which are as cool as the moon, melt and flow through the entire body. Voidness 
or sunnya is also represented by the bindu as it occupies a minute unit of space 
in a unique place.

The second most important component of the mandala diagram is the nabhi. 
Nabhi or navel is the straight line that is generated when the bindu moves 
in a particular direction. Bindu or the centre of the universe or of the body is 
considered to be the nabhi. This is also defined as the hub of a wheel i.e. Nabhi 
Chakra, which comprises of three parts. Firstly, the centre point around which 
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(Left) Bindu and mandala 
relationship with the zones identified 
with the elements Air, Water, Fire and 
Earth. All these elements constitute 
space that is the central open space 
(courtyard). This is the seat of 
Brahma and the position of navel of 
the human body.

Credits:  Improvise over original Vastu Purusha 
Mandala by Jaffer AA Khan

everything revolves, called the bindu. Secondly, the thick circular part to which 
the spokes of the wheel are fixed. And thirdly, the spokes itself or aras.2

According to Vaishnavaite mythology, Lord Vishnu, or the protector of life, is 
also referred to as Padmanabha (Padma—lotus), which means the one with 
lotus flower sized navel. It is believed to be the centre of creative energy. The 
phenomenal universe is symbolised by Lord Brahma, also known as God 
of Creation, emerging from the navel of Lord Vishnu. Some cultures in the 
oriental region believe that the mandala is represented as a lotus. The lotus, 
when represented as a central portion of the chakra, exposes three divisions: 
the karnika or the pericarps, the kesara or the filament, and the petals. Hindu 
mythology regards the lotus as a symbol of the pedestal or the throne of gods.

In the practice of yoga, the ultimate aim is to focus the concentration on the 
central point of the nabhi to attain a greater level of realisation. The third major 
component that forms the mandala is the chakra, which is nothing but a circling 
wheel with a centre and circumference. It is the symbolical representation of 
the universe. The centre of the wheel, which represents complete emptiness, 
is imagined to possess the characters of dukha (pain) and sukha (pleasure), 
symbolised by black and white respectively. 3 

‘The essential identity of the mandala can be most simply described as a 
density of particles around a central point, the bindu, which serves as a focus 
for all the rest. The bindu itself represents the observer as an individual point 
in the universe. It offers a calm and stable place from which to experience the 
world, revealing an alcove of silence and serenity amid chaotic surroundings.’ 4 

2 SHAKYA, M., 2000. Basic Concepts of Mandala. Voice of History, 15(1), pp. 81-88
3 Ibid..
4 BARREDA, P.P., 2008. Mandala: spiritual visions of our ancient self. Lulu. com.
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(Left) Different ritualistic pathways 
that energise the mandala. The 
central black square is the meeting 
of the energies to promote creation 
of life. Any imbalance in these 
energies will result in a faulty 
creation.

Credits:  Jaffer AA Khan

1.4 THE SRI YANTRA AND BINDU

Nine interlocking triangles around a bindu represent the Sri Yantra. It is also 
called a Navayoni Chakra because of the presence of nine (nava) triangles 
(yoni). Out of these nine triangles, five of them point downwards symbolise 
Sakti, the feminine energy, and the remaining four points upwards symbolise 
Siva, the masculine energy. The Sri Yantra shows the various stages of Sakti’s 
descent in expression. The para bindu is the first stage of manifestation 
represented by a point being the nucleus of condensed energy. It represents 
the static and dynamic aspects of Siva and Sakti in one. Creation begins when 
this transforms into apara bindu when the centre swells and becomes a form of 
a triangle. The interaction between the static and dynamic energy results in the 
formation of a triad, the Mula–trikona, or the triangle. 

There are nine circuits that constitute the Sri Yantra from the outer plane to the 
bindu. The outermost periphery of the yantra consists of four gates located in 
the centres of the sides of a square; these are coloured white, red and yellow. 
Also called bhupara, this is the ground plan of the Sri Yantra. There are three 
concentric circles inside the square called mekhala. The space between 
the square and the circles is the Trilokya-mohana or the Enchantress of the 
Triple World; this represents the stage when one is infatuated by objectives 
and wishes. Sarvartha-saddhaka, meaning Accomplisher of All Purpose, 
and Sarvarakshakara, meaning Giver of Protection, represent a period of 
self-realisation and these two chakras are constituted of ten triangles each. 
Sarva–rogahara, meaning the Remover of all Desires and Ills, is the next 
chakra constituting eight triangles; it represents the period of the inner circle 
of realisation after freeing oneself from worldly ties. The Sarva-siddhiprada, 
or Giver of All Accomplishments, is the stage just before realisation and is 
represented by an inverted triangle. Colouring all the triangles red as they 
represent radiant energy reflects the dynamism. 
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(Left) The rear side of the mandala 
which connects with ‘kundalini’ the 
coiled up spinal energy. This bindu 
point is shown in the sketch which is 
a critical position and corresponds to 
the navel position on the front.

Credits:  Tuning into Energy by 
Manju Medha Magriplis 
vastu-vidya-australia.com (July 16,2012)

The culmination results in the last chakra which is the bindu itself, known 
as Sarva-anandamaya, meaning Full of Bliss. This is the state when one 
participates in the union. This is represented as colourless as the point is light 
itself.5 

1.5 VASTU PURUSHA MANDALA AND BINDU

Vastu Purusha Mandala can be explained as the diagram of the universe in 
miniature. The word mandala in Sanskrit means a circle. It can be explained as 
a cosmic diagram that possesses radial symmetry. Purusha can be explained 
as a cosmic man, an embodiment of pure consciousness. Also represented 
as a masculine divine he is contained in a square grid showing his union with 
the feminine divine or the Earth Mother. Thus, Vastu Purusha Mandala can be 
explained as a harmonious unification of the masculine divine and the feminine 
divine or the cosmic energy and the earth energy respectively.

The Vastu Purusha Mandala contains a minimum of nine sections signifying the 
directions north, south, east, west, northeast, northwest, southeast, southwest 
and the centre, represented as square grids. In the Vastu Purusha Mandala, 
the Purusha’s head is located in the northeast direction and this is considered 
utmost sacred. In the southwest are his feet and his knees; elbows are in the 
northwest and southeast. Kept open and clear in the centre part of the diagram 
are his main organs and his torso. Starting from a single undivided square of 1 x 
1 there are grid patterns ranging up to 32 x 32, thus making it 1024 sections.6 

5 MOOKERJEE, A. and KHANNA, M., 1977. The Tantric Way: Art, Science, Ritual. High  
 Holborn. London, UK: Thames and Hudson Ltd.ISBN 0, 500(27088), pp. 0.
6 SILVERMAN, S., 2007. Vastu: Transcendental home design in harmony with nature.  
 Gibbs Smith.
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(Left) Kasarvalli House courtyard, 
Udipi district, Karnataka

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan (1990)

Architecturally, the adaptation of the Vastu Purusha Mandala has been seen in 
the design of houses, palaces, temples and even cities. Integrating it into the 
design brings a certain amount of order in the design. Here, the squares are 
assumed as cubes of architectural spaces.7 

The five elements of earth, water, fire, air and space correspond with specific 
sections of the Vastu Purusha Mandala. The south-west direction is associated 
with the element of earth (Bhumi); south-east with the elements of fire (Agni); 
north-east with the element of water (Jala); north-west with the element of air 
(Vayu) and the centre space with the element of space (Akasa).8 

The most commonly used are the 8 x 8 and the 9 x 9 grids. The 8 x 8 grid, also 
called the Manduka Vastu Mandala, is used mainly in temple architecture. The 
9 x 9 grid, also called the Parasayika Vastu Mandala, is used for the design of 
residential spaces and spaces other than temples. The centre of the mandala is 
both sunnya (the absolute Void) and bindu (the source of all energy). Located 
here is Lord Brahma, The Supreme creator. 9 The term pada in Sanskrit means 
the section of the energy grid pattern in the Vastu Purusha Mandala. There are 
concentric padas of energy in the mandala. The primary source of energy that 
is highly changed is in the centre called the Brahma Pada. The Deivika Pada 
around this is the luminous space. These two padas should be kept free of 
walls. The conscious space, the Manusha Pada, surrounds the Deivika Pada. 
Finally, the material space encompasses all of it and is the Paisachika Pada. 

These two padas are for the built structure and human occupancy. 10

7 KAGAL, C., 1986. Vistara: The Architecture of India. Pub: The Festival of India, .
8 SILVERMAN, S., 2007. Vastu: Transcendental home design in harmony with nature.  
 Gibbs Smith.
9 KAGAL, C., 1986. Vistara: The Architecture of India. Pub: The Festival of India, .
10 SILVERMAN, S., 2007. Vastu: Transcendental home design in harmony with nature.  
 Gibbs Smith.
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(Left) Presence of bindu in the body 
of work of Jaff Design Studio 
(1985-)

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan

1.6 EXPLORING THE PRESENCE OF BINDU IN MY 
ARCHITECTURE

Over the past 35 years the work of Jaff Design studio in its various forms has 
produced more that 350 projects of significance throughout in India, Srilanka 
and Singapore. The daunting task of this PhD was to reflect on this body of 
architectural production and seeking to demonstrate clear value and hierarchy. 
Eventually six projects were selected for closer examination and form the core 
of this research. 

The IGNCA was an unbuilt project, but represented the process of evolution 
of form from a dot called bindu and ending with a Swastik geometry which 
represented life and light. The entire design program was to integrate spirituality 
and cosmic principles in more rational design. The idea of ‘Evolution of life and 
Involution of life’ with interconnecting courtyards to bring life to architecture has 
been attempted here. Bindu here is the propelling force generating space and 
life.

The mosque at Erode gave an opportunity to experiment on the cosmic 
geometry and juxtapose this with the Islamic culture. The mosque has a unique 
but simple geometry representing a Swastik Chakra, which is the ultimate form 
of matured bindu. The minaret is the beginning and towers into the sky, pointing 
to cosmos and life beyond. This project saw the practice producing mature 
work, and understanding how bindu as a vertical element can be a part of the 
minaret of a mosque in a pluralistic society. In the BTM House, the plan follows 
the basic principles of mandala with its orientation with respect to the five 
elements of nature. The central light shaft, bindu, is the source of energy which 
filters in light and energy. It also serves as the brahmasthana of the house, 
where air circulation and light penetrates through every section of the house.
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(Left) Presence of bindu and 
mandala in the shortlisted projects 
for the PhD (1985-)

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan

The design of Oasis was dictated by site morphology, and the life-giving 
courtyards become interlinked with the built spaces. The core to this project is 
the idea of Indianness where the spirituality becomes the focus. The spirit of 
tolerance and acceptance of the Indian myth in practical architecture becomes 
evident here. Indian architecture through history has coexisted simultaneously 
with other spiritual ideas and this is rooted in the origin of Indian civilisation.

Kumar House is a delicate balance of energies. The central light well is the life 
giver for the house. The space is connected at all levels and bindu takes the 
traditional characteristics called the kalyana kudam, the courtyard. It meanders 
all through the house reflecting and refracting light that is the primary source 
of life—bindu. The position is the seat of Lord Brahma with other elements 
continually in a dynamic state. The central space connects the inner and outer 
and facilitates the energies to constantly vibrate, bringing balance between 
feminine and masculine energies. The Tamil Musem is proposed to be built in 
Mullaitivi, Sri Lanka, which was controlled by the LTTE (the Tamil Tigers) and 
was witness to many killings of the Tamils during the civil war. This project 
will be an experiment on bindu on a larger scale, balancing the positive and 
negative energies and displaying the freedom struggle and future of the 
Tamil community. The museum design traces back its origin from the IGNCA 
competition project. Here the mandala and bindu is in three-dimension with the 
mandala rising above sea level to be a visual spectacle defining the solid cube 
and its framework. The ritual pathway from the entry point contains the narrative 
and progresses to the main mandala. The plan of the museum is the Sri Yantra, 
which is the representation of life from bindu and the unfolding universe.

Through the close examination of these projects the PhD seeks to reveal 
the presence of bindu and mandala in my work. In the following chapters 
each of the projects will be unpacked in detail and interrogated through the 
establishnment of a matrix to assess the impact and utility of their development 
and application. 
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2.0 JOURNEY INTO THE COSMOS

This chapter is about me, my family and the context in which I was brought 
up as a child and nurtured as an architect in the historic town, Vellore. Vellore 
Fort sits in the valley of the Eastern Ghats surrounded by the mountains on 
one side and the river on the other side. The fort is a focal point for navigation 
around the town. The temple tower and the massive ramparts of the fort, which 
are prominently visible from almost everywhere, drew my attention at a very 
early stage of my childhood. The monumental scale of the fort and temple and 
the landscape of the town had a profound influence on my work, and wrought 
a process that can be explicitly seen in the examples shown here. The stone 
walls of the fort and the exquisitely carved pillars of the temple portals intrigued 
me to such an extent that I conducted a documentation and historical study of 
the fort in the 1980s, while I was a student in the architecture school. I always 
felt connected with this historical edifice, and I believe this spatial intelligence, 
which had survived for nearly a millennium, had been nurturing the cultural 
information that reflected the real world.

(Left) Vellore and the landscape 
around. The fort in the middle of the 
valley dominates the landscape. 

Credits: Google Earth, 2017
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2.1 THE BEGINNING

I was born into a middle-class household in the historic town of Vellore, Tamil 
Nadu, India in 1960; I spent my childhood in this vibrant temple town with 
various cross-cultural influences. Geographically, the city is positioned within 
the valleys of the Eastern Ghats, with the Palar River to the northern part of 
the town almost forming a boundary. Otteri, an artificial lake as old as the 
history of the city, was designed to overflow into a channel that connected to 
the moat surrounding the Vellore Fort and from there, spill into the river before 
merging with the sea. 

The Vellore Fort has a rich cultural heritage. Built in the 13th century by 
Vijayanagar rulers, it is surrounded by a moat as a defensive measure, 
and constructed with double walls of granite. Within the fort are a temple, a 
mosque, a church, and several other buildings constructed during colonial 
occupation which serve as public institutions today. The temple is devoted 
to Lord Shiva, Jalakanteshwarar, represented through its symbolic deity, the 
linga and yoni (male and the female principles) residing in a coital embrace. 
This is in the inner chamber known as the ‘garba grha’ (the womb) with a 
circumambulation passage that enables a daily ritual for the devotee.  

The fort and the temple are the most outstanding of the structures within the 
fort, built in the 12th century. The temple entrance portal (gopuram), with a 
height of nearly 40 metres, is visible from almost every corner of the main 
town centre. The temple has a fascinating three levels of transition until one 
reaches the sanctum where the idol is located. Enclosed with courtyards and 
circumambulation ritual paths, the temple has several pavilions (madapams) 
which are specified for various socio-cultural activities of the community. 
These pavilions have pre-sculpted pillars which are intricately carved to 
depict mythological events that revolve around the religion of the Hindus. The 

(Left) The Kalyana Mandapa, most 
exquisitely carved pillars and the 
ceiling. This is an extraordinary work 
of the late Vijayanagar dynasty of the 
South Indian region.

(Top Left) The view of the Raja 
gopuram (Main entrance) of the 
temple. 

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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stone work of the fort and the temple had a profound influence on me during 
my frequent childhood visits and later when, as a student of architecture in the 
eighties, I took up the documentation of the temple to understand its cultural 
background and my roots. 

In contrast, the mosque and the church were relatively simple structures, 
though the church, built in 1846 AD, was one of the oldest and has some 
interesting features. These include the grand entrance stairway and the stained 
glass work at the altar which is still in its original condition, while the roof has 
undergone a major renovation. Among other structures inside the fort are the 
Tipu and Hyder Mahals (palaces), prison cells built by the British for the royal 
family of Tipu Sultan of Mysore in the year 1803 AD.

As a child, I was deeply influenced by the landscape, the town’s setting in the 
valley of Eastern Ghats, and the surrounding elements of the mountains, the 
temple, the river and the large public pond which used to fill during the rainy 
season. 

My mother’s unique relationship with the animals on our farm sowed in me 
a strong bond with the environs, while my father’s background as an Indian 
freedom fighter gave me a broad and radical perspective on several matters. 
My mother was a small-time builder. She employed masons who were experts 
in constructing mud houses with thatched roofs; they built and maintained many 
of the houses that belonged to her and my uncles. In my early years, I saw 
these houses being built and made ready for occupation by potential tenants. 
This activity was almost continuous throughout the year and was my first 
interaction with architecture. As I grew older, I realised that the house that we 
lived in had a pleasant courtyard which was used for various activities, including 
sleeping at night during summer. We would all pull out our straw sleeping mats 
and sleep in the open. My place was always reserved next to my father.

(Left) Exquisite stone carvings in the 
Kalyana mandapa of 
Jalakandeswara temple inside 
Vellore Fort (12th century)

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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Also of critical importance to my formative influences was the cordial 
relationship with my Hindu peers and regular visits to the temple within the 
premises of the fort. As children, we often made trips to the pillared hall (kalyana 
mandapa) within the temple and played there for long hours. The internal 
courtyards and their relationship with the built pavilions was unique; it was quite 
fascinating to traverse through these spaces to reach the much darker inner 
sanctum, which was lit through the roof strips of openings that let natural light 
into space, which was quite dramatic. These trips ingrained in me a fervour for 
Hindu philosophies that later helped shape my architectural thinking. During 
these trips, the monumental scale of the temple entrance portal (gopuram) 
and the immaculate architectural sequence within the temple inspired me. I 
must accept the fact that I was subconsciously driven towards architecture, but 
never had an idea what it meant and how it would play a significant role in my 
life. I thank my father for giving me the first insight into architecture. He visited 
the Vellore Central Library and took notes for me on the subject and explained 
the definition of architecture as he found it in the Encyclopedia Britannica. I 
did not have a clue when I entered the School of Architecture and Planning, at 
the University of Madras in 1977. This was the only school in the entire state 
of Tamil Nadu. Of a modernist architectural style, the school was an inspiring 
environment with courtyards and corridors that connected the built spaces; it 
was designed by a local firm that had a brutalist practice philosophy.

(Top Left) The Mosque built in 16-17th 
centuries by the invading Nawab 
of Carnatic is entirely built of local 
stone and served the army that was 
stationed inside the fort.

(Bottom Left) The Tipu and Hyder 
Mahal was completed in 1801 AD 
after the last Mysore war in 1799. 
Most of the Tipu’s family was 
imprisoned here until 1806 AD 
mutiny occured.

(Bottom Right) The Church built by 
the colonising British in 1846 AD, 
little more than a decade before 
India was declared part of the British 
empire in 1858 AD, when the entire 
nation became under the direct rule 
of the empire.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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2.2 THE DOCUMENTATION OF VELLORE

In 1980, the National Association of Students of Architecture (NASA)11 
announced a competition for students to document a historically significant 
building. BV Doshi presented the winner with the Louis I. Kahn Trophy, 
instituted by the Vastu Shilpa Foundation. This award went on to become 
one of the most prestigious student awards in Indian architectural education. 
As a third year student, I secured the third place for a project entitled: Study 
of Vellore Fort and its Environs. The juror for the competition was Achyut P 
Kanvinde, a former student of Walter Gropius at Harvard and MIT in the 1940s. 
He was so impressed with the study that he decided to visit Vellore to see this 
last surviving ground fort of India and experience the secular presence of the 
temple, mosque and church within the fort premises.

In 1981, I won another prize for documenting the tombs of Tipu Sultan’s family 
in Vellore, located on the outskirts of the town. These monuments belonged to 
the relatives of Tipu Sultan, who fought against the British until 1799. During 
the British occupation, his family and retinue were held captive in two specially 
built prisons, Tipu and Hyder Mahals set up as palaces—a misnomer. After 
the Vellore mutiny of 1806, most of the family left leaving only the women and 
the aged prisoners. These so-called palaces were typical of the early military 
architecture of the East India Company, built with much cheaper materials like 
locally available bricks, mud and lime mortar. Presently they are in a state of 
disrepair and desperately need renovation and revitalisation.  

The documentation of the Vellore Fort and the tombs of Tipu cemented my 
views and understanding of Indian culture and its diverse manifestation 
through the history of the town where I was born. Following these successes, 
in1982, with the assistance of two other colleagues, I secured first place for the 

11 NASA presently is one of the largest Architectural Student organisations in the Asian Sub  
 Continent. Students participate in various trophies, events and activities. (NASA, 2014), 

(Left) Vellore Fort documentation 
in 1980. I was still an intermediate 
in architecture when this work was 
done for Louis-I-Kahn Trophy at the 
National Convention of NASA held in 
Hyderabad, India. The entry received 
an award, the first national level 
recognition for my work.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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documentation of the Lower Gingee Fort. This win was a defining moment that 
sealed my love for traditional Indian architecture, which would become manifest 
in my work through a different understanding of the spirit and essence of this 
culture through bindu and mandala.

After graduating from the University of Madras with a Gold Medal in 
architecture, I won an Aga Khan Foundation International Scholarship to pursue 
my master’s degree in architecture at The Bartlett School of Architecture and 
Planning, University College London (UCL). At UCL, a Sir Herbert Henry Bartlett 
Scholarship enabled me to travel back to India for a brief period to continue 
my documentation of the 1806 AD mutiny of Vellore and also compile a list of 
the tombs located within the Central Church cemetery. The famous mutiny is 
considered by some historians as the first freedom struggle against the East 
India Company (the British). While there are some contradictory views on the 
reason for this event, it is commonly accepted that the Indian soldiers (sepoys), 
who were hired by the Company, were forced to wear uniforms with a symbol 
of a crucifix on their chests. This was resisted by the local sepoys who killed, at 
point blank range, 82 of the British officers to whom the cemetery is dedicated. 
Later, a regiment led by Captain John Cradach crushed the mutiny killing 
hundreds of Indian sepoys, both Hindus and Muslims, and is supposed to have 
buried their corpses in a common pit somewhere on the outer foreground of the 
fort.

While still in college, and under the geographical and spiritual influence 
of Vellore, I was also inspired by Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh project, and 
Louis I Kahn’s sensitive design for the Indian Institute of Management (IIM), 
Ahmedabad. Architectural projects by Charles M Correa also interested me 
during these formative years. I realised later that the modernist and brutalist 
nature of Correa’s early works like the Kanchanjunga Apartments in Bombay 
and the Vishveshwaraya Towers in Bangalore deeply inspired me. All these 
influences are evident in my architectural thesis for the design of a science 

(Left) Vellore Fort documentation in 
1980. 
Plan of Jalakandeswara temple 
inside the Vellore Fort drawn as a 
part of NASA competition.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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The tomb of the relatives of Tipu 
Sultan in Vellore, documented as a 
part of NASA competition in 1981. 
The team included, Jaffer AA Khan, 
N Kalyana Sundaram and 
Bhuvanasunder. 

(Left and Top Right) The tomb of 
Devan Poornaiyya’s daughter who 
was part of Tipu’s family due to a 
significant event in Mysore history. 
The architecture was a learning 
experience during documentation 
as the tomb is the mix of features of 
Hindu and Muslim cultures. 

It is said that this lady having fallen 
in love with an Afghan sepoy was 
converted to Islam and hence her 
tomb is very peculiar in the whole 
complex.

(Bottom Right) Tomb of Hyder Ali’s 
wives which is part of the Tomb 
complex.

Credits: NASA Team 1982 
(Jaffer AA Khan, N Kalyana Sundaram and 
M Bhuvanasunder)

(Bottom) Tomb No: 8, is an octogonal tomb and is the largest 
in the complex with multiple graves. The Persian script on the 
tomb mentions the names of the wives of Tipu Sultan.

The architecture is influenced by the Bijapore and Golconda 
style with the domes sitting on the lotus leaves, very typical of 
the region. The material used is mostly brick and lime mortar.

These documentation exercises were influencial in my 
formative years in architecture and I felt the need to understand 
my own roots and their significance in my life.

Credits: NASA Team 1982 (Jaffer AA Khan, N Kalyana Sundaram and 
M Bhuvanasunder)
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Science Centre, undergraduate final 
year thesis, submitted in the year 
1983.

The image above is the Science and 
Technology gallery with 
interlocking courtyards and the form 
that responds to the subtropical 
conditions. The material is “concrete” 
exposed to form finish. 

This era was a great influence of 
the early masters like AP Kanvinde, 
Charles Correa, BV Doshi and Raj 
Rewal. I was greatly influenced by 
the Kanchanjunga Apartments in 
Mumbai by Correa and the Hall of 
Nations in New Delhi by Raj Rewal. 

It took almost 8-12 weeks to 
produce these hand painted 
drawings using Tempra technique to 
represent the actual material. This 
first academic work won the Gold 
medal in architecture at the 
University of Madras and a 
University first rank.

Credits: Architecture Thesis - Jaffer AA Khan 
(1983) 
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centre in 1983. Even though I did not see, nor was I inspired by, bindu in this 
project I could see how subconsciously the images of Vellore Fort and temple 
emerged expressively in a more brutalist style, which was a direct influence of 
the then-practising masters and their architecture.

2.3 THE TURNING POINT: LONDON

During my time in London as a student at the Bartlett, I witnessed the 
completion of the remarkable Lloyd’s Bank Building by Sir Richard Rogers, 
attended lectures at the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA), and 
visited London’s Royal National Theatre, designed by Sir Denys Lasdun. This 
building, being one of the seminal works of the British brutalist movement, had 
a profound effect on projects developed during this period. I love this building 
even today and do not miss visiting it every time I go to London. It is like a 
pilgrimage for me. 

 A book entitled The Art of Tantra12  by Philip S. Rawson (1971), also had a 
significant impact on me during this time and led me towards a different field 
altogether. Here I was in London, trying to learn more about my culture; Tantric 
art impressed me with ideas of cosmogony and the perception of this through 
art practices. This was the first time I looked closely at the Sri Yantra and saw 
bindu and mandala explained through geometric cosmograms. I also read 
about yantra, in The Tantric Way: Art, Science, Ritual by Ajit Mookerjee and 
Madhu Khanna (1977)13 .  As I read these texts I became so deeply involved 
that this became my primary interest; I wanted to explore them more within 
architectonics. 

12 RAWSON, P.S., 1973. Tantra: The Indian cult of ecstasy. Avon Books.
13 MOOKERJEE, A. and KHANNA, M., 1977. The Tantric Way: Art, Science, Ritual. High  
 Holborn. London, UK: Thames and Hudson Ltd.ISBN 0, 500(27088).

(Left) The central focus of the 
project was the Omnimax theatre, 
inspired from the Science Centre 
Singapore. The solid cube of 
30x30x30 mts inclined at 30 degrees 
created  quite a debate among my 
teachers discussing the structural 
possibility.

Credits: Architecture Thesis - Jaffer AA Khan 
(1983) 
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These influences stimulated the development of my work when I returned to 
India after completing my degree in 1985. I also realised later that this quest 
to go back to the roots began in the eighties. The Vistara Exhibition, set up by 
Correa to display Indian culture, and the competition I entered at the same time, 
to design the Indira Gandhi National Centre for Arts (IGNCA), both reinforced 
this shift. Many first generation architects like Correa and Doshi were also 
trying to propagate ideas associated with cosmogonies within their projects. 
Correa, who was designing the Jawahar Kala Kendra (JKK), an art centre in 
Jaipur, and also working on his Bhopal Assembly building, talks briefly about 
the Vastu Purusha Mandala and his idea of how the planetary system revolves 
around human consciousness and the location of the planets in the mandala 
geometry. Doshi worked on the unrealised Vidhyadhar city project on a similar 
basis. Both of these architects were influenced by the plan of Jaipur, which was 
based on the mandala founded in 1726 AD. My quest was to go deeper into the 
geometric extrapolation of Sri Yantra, a diagram that explained in simple graphic 
terms the idea of cosmos. I was quite excited about the IGNCA competition 
and did my best to unpack the cosmogram of Sri Yantra within my design. 
Though my submission did not win, the idea of bindu explored through this 
design went deeper into my subconscious mind and continued to pop up every 
time I thought of a project, either within competition entries or in pragmatic 
applications. 

Hence the idea of Sri Yantra and the interpretation of bindu and mandala 
formed an integral part of all the projects that followed. However, the practical 
aspects of applying these ideas posed many challenges as I had to face real 
clients and their aspirations. In this respect competitions gave me the freedom 
to experiment. 

(Left) The Sectional view of the Om-
nimax Theatre, which had a special 
projector centrally placed with the 
seating inclined at an angle of 30 
degrees. It was a challenge to deal 
with the architecture of this theatre 
keeping it simple and solid from 
the outer. I never had any idea that 
this cube one day will come back to 
haunt me as a mandala.

Credits: Architecture Thesis - Jaffer AA Khan 
(1983) 
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2.4 JAFF DESIGN STUDIO

Jaff Design Studio (JDSA) was established on the 10th of November, 1985, a 
rainy day, in a small 200 square-foot studio. Having researched the environs of 
the Vellore Fort through the NASA competitions, and with reasonable patronage 
from the local population, the small practice in its humble form was established 
in Vellore. 

Architecture was a relatively new profession in the town and I was the first 
architect in Vellore District. With no projects in hand, I started to run lectures 
on architecture, environment and heritage for the town’s population, at various 
forums. I was trying to expose the beauty of the architectural heritage they 
possessed and needed to value for future generations. In 1988, these lectures 
became a part of an exhibition conducted in collaboration with INTACH (Indian 
Architectural Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage) and the Vellore Museum. In the 
meantime, the practice participated in architectural competitions at the national 
and international level, won a few, but these never went into construction due to 
financial and policy changes by the then Government.

My first project was for a friend of my tenant: a house for three brothers and 
their families. I called this Hameed House. I did not bother about the fee in 
those days and I spent more time in the building than the client himself did. 
The house featured a central courtyard (brahmasthana) and a wind catcher. 
Structurally, it was a simple building of brick and concrete; its mass reflected 
the monumental imagery of the landscape of the town, the fort and the temple, 
which was a constant influence in my mind.

With the Hameed House came a series of small-scale simple projects: single 
family dwellings or other religious structures. This gave me time to reflect on 
the philosophical basis of the practice, and reorient my understandings relating 

(Left) The first project after setting up 
the firm in Vellore was the Hameed 
House, a residence for three 
brothers. This house was an 
opportunity to explore and interpret 
Bindu as a courtyard or 
Brahmasthana. Integrated with this 
was a wind catcher, a traditional 
element almost forgotten by 
contemporary practitioners.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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to bindu in different ways. It was also a time to understand how the traditional 
courtyard played a significant role within human habitations—from its existence 
on a large scale within temples to a much smaller scale format within a house. 
Courtyard spaces have evolved in different forms. I started experimenting with 
them in my projects and I realised that all elements of the mandala converge 
to the central open space, creating the life-giving bindu which is the courtyard 
itself. 

In 1990, the practice shifted base to Bangalore. This was the decade of a 
new economy and many opportunities for practices to work on complex urban 
projects. This shift also enabled me to become involved in academic teaching. 
The practice established an office in the outskirts of the city, in a newly 
developing suburb called Koramangala. 

In 1991, I worked on the Peria Agraharam mosque, which was located in a 
settlement once occupied by higher caste Brahmins, in Erode, a South Indian 
town. The site was situated in the centre of the town and posed physical 
challenges in its spatial arrangements, particularly as mosques, being places of 
prayer, had a specific orientation towards the direction of Mecca. 

Throughout these designs, mandala and bindu geometries helped resolve many 
issues, particularly the evolution of the geometry through ad quadratum and 
swastika, the final evolutionary form of bindu. The Peria Agraharam mosque 
also gave me an opportunity to geometrically explore the relationship between 
the symbolism of yantra and the spatial disposition of extrapolating Islamic 
geometry, which enabled a spiritual and spatial understanding to be achieved. 
This scheme also represented a juxtaposition of the symbolism and geometry 
between two different cultures and a commonality in the belief of an ever 
expanding universe.

.
(Top Left) This period was also when 
my first house and studio was built. A 
renovated project, the element of Air 
is emphasized here through the wind 
shafts which are connected to my 
studio and bedroom.

All these projects were very distinct 
in their geometry and the principles 
of 20th Century Modernism.

(Bottom Left) The landscape of the 
region, the hills and the 
monumentality of the Fort and 
Temple had a profound influence on 
me. The language of the aesthetics 
followed for a few years in other 
projects shown below. The 
Rajarathnam House and the Kumar 
flats all in Vellore.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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(Top and Right) The 90s also saw the 
completion of Erode Mosque, where 
a different position is taken on Bindu. 
This was later nominated for the Aga 
Khan Award for Architecture in 1995.

Credits:Jaff Design Studio, Vellore
Architecture Model done by N. Sadasivam - 
Student Intern
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The practice between the years 
2004-2010 was involved in bigger 
works. One such landmark project 
is the residential development in 
Bangalore.

(Right and Bottom Right) Jaff Design 
Studio were the Principal Architects 
while collaborating with Ryder HKS 
London. The idea of Bindu could not 
be expressed in a largely 
commercial/residential project due 
to certain challenges posed by the 
clients and the market viability. 
However, the idea of preserving 
nature by saving 588 trees at site 
and climate responsive built form 
made this as the first green housing 
project in the country. 

Credits: Jaff Design Studio/Ryder HKS

(Bottom Left) Jawad House, 
Bangalore

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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2.5 THE INFLUENCE OF BINDU IN INTERNATIONAL WORK

In 1993 I was invited to work on Maisons Alfort Charenton in Paris, an urban 
ecology project to study the impact of hurriedly built infrastructure around 
Paris just after World War II, which almost engulfed the smaller towns and 
villages with little consideration for the existing organic settlements. My stay in 
Paris, for nearly two months in 1993, expanded my horizons in understanding 
the redevelopment of European cities that occurred with the development 
of Paris after World War II. The gridded developments adopted by the cities’ 
planners infringed on the structure of traditional organic townscapes, ruthlessly 
destroying a life that had evolved for centuries. For Maisons Alfort Charenton, 
I developed a scheme to re-establish this missing link by bringing the area 
back to life through an ecological integration. When the project was awarded 
a French Academy of Architecture prize, the jury appreciated the way that the 
River Marne’s edges were connected back into the community and how the 
basic triangle (mula tirukona) was conceptually used to create a meditative, but 
transitionary space. I was able to experiment with this unique geometry which 
inhabits Sri Yantra. The triangular envelope is a space of peace and socialising 
for the community which was lacking in the present context. This tetrahedron 
was hung by cables and would be just above the water. The idea was to create 
a social space where human interaction can take place between man and 
nature. The international jury was excited about the philosophy and appreciated 
the way the mula tirukona can transcend itself to suit and communicate with the 
western concept of life.

While in Paris, I was impressed by the contemporary architecture when visiting 
many of the fringe towns; on my return, I did some relatively small-scale 
commercial work built extensively in steel, concrete, and aluminium. One of 
these buildings was the Aviation Plaza in Bangalore, completed in the late 
nineties, which had the winged roof structure inspired by the Wright brothers, as 
my client was a navy pilot. In these commercial projects, I could not efficiently 

(Left) In the mid 90s, the practice 
was invited to be part of the 
international team to look at the 
urban ecological problems of cities 
that sprang up around Paris, after 
the WWII.

My team worked on Maisons Alfort 
Charenton Paris. This was an 
opportunity to experiment on the 
Bindu. I proposed a Trikona social 
space to connect the communities 
which were divided by motorways 
and expressways. 

The concept was appreciated by 
the Jury as the team was awarded 
the Academy of Architecture Award, 
Paris in the year 1993.

Credits: Drawings by Jaffer AA Khan and 
Toke Kharnpej  AA Dipl (Conceptarch, UK)
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apply the principles associated with the mandala, however these works kept 
the practice going, which was important for me with the addition of my lovely 
daughter to my family. 

In 1996, the Mostar project won the Aga Khan Award for the reconstruction 
of Mostar town. For this project I investigated the tabhane complex (lodging 
annexes) and developed a proposal for the adaptive re-use of a heritage 
building and community marketplace. I related the internal courtyard as the 
microcosm and the link to a bigger garden outside as the macrocosm of 
elements of the mandala; the courtyard was revitalised as a floating platform 
moving in space and connecting to the bigger garden. The project received 
commendation from the jury panel, which comprised Professor Ronald Lewcock 
of Georgia Tech, Atlanta, and Dr Sultan Barakat of the University of York. 
Through these experiments, I would see the amenability of bindu and mandala 
which can work in different context and different cultures.

(Left) Mostar town revitalisation 
project done under sponsorship from 
UNDP, IRCICA, Turkey

Credits: Drawings by Jaffer AA Khan and team
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2.6 COMMERCIAL WORK SUSTAINS THE PRACTICE

In the decade following 2000, better opportunities emerged for the practice. 
This included work on my own house, located in a narrow but congested 
neighbourhood.  This was a demanding project. The design was for a street 
house that integrated seamlessly within its urban middle-class residential 
context, without relying on the use or direction of a specific vernacular language 
commonly associated with residential dwellings. I also wanted the house to 
be environmentally efficient and combine all principles of bindu within a single 
family unit. In response to these criteria, I designed the house to have a wind 
catcher (kattrupandal) and a skylight located in the central part of the house, to 
form the bindu (brahmasthana). With its clean interior and unadorned exterior 
façade, the house embodied Sri Yantra principles based on the language of 
modern architecture. The simple front elevation was devoid of decorations 
usually visible in residential streetscapes in this area, making the house seem 
more like a warehouse than a residential dwelling. 

The house was also energy efficient; it only used 11.69 kWh/m²/year. The 
west-facing street facade with deep windows and thick walls took care of direct 
sunlight and heat gain. Rainwater was collected and conserved on site to 
provide an annual water supply. The practice benchmarked this project, as the 
respective quarters within the house incorporated the principles and directional 
elements associated with the mandala. 

In 2005, the practice grew to a team of 45 members with the commissioning of a 
large-scale residential project of 937 apartment dwellings located in Bangalore. 
For this scheme, the practice collaborated with a British firm, Ryder HKS (now 
dissolved) to work alongside Jaff Design Studio. The client was a Dubai-based 
developer who owned the 16-acre site, once the official residences of top staff 
members of the Buckingham and Carnatic Mills, Bangalore.  

(Left) A variety of projects were 
designed and executed during the 
mid 90s. The commercial aspects 
began to play a bigger role as the 
survival of the practice was critical in 
a larger metropolis. 

However, the competitions I did 
during this period were quite 
interesting and had free hand to 
use the concept of Sri Yantra as the 
inspiration.
 
Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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Built in a densely forested site of 588 aged trees, the scheme carefully 
considered the wider implications of a high-rise community-living environment 
and the surrounds. This project had 10 towers, 36 steel bridges, 24 sky 
gardens, which became community spaces, and secondary roofs—designed 
to prevent heating up the top floor and also to house solar water heating 
system for the entire project. The towers were located to save as many 
trees on site as possible, complement the surrounding landscape and help 
maintain the microclimate of the site. I believe that my deeper understanding 
and consciousness of the principles that governed bindu helped me in certain 
aspects of the project, for instance, the footprint of the towers in the shape of 
a yoni of a goddess 14. I was conscious of saving nature, while keeping the 
commercial viability of the project for the client. The towers sprouted naturally 
from the ground in the midst of water bodies and dense greenery. This was the 
most vibrant period of the practice and was quite a transformation in the 25 
years since 1985.  

14 RAWSON, P.S., 1973. Tantra: The Indian cult of ecstasy. Avon Books.

(Left) Rashme Bhavan Competition 
entry in the mid 90s at Bangalore 
for the Government of Karnataka. 
Though the entry won the first prize, 
the project was not executed due to 
changes in the policy of the 
Government of the day.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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2.7 VENTURING INTO EDUCATION

In 2011, I embarked on a significant shift to teach and practice by establishing 
a school for a private investor in Chennai. In founding the school, I took the 
opportunity to experiment on bindu and mandala concepts—primarily on 
bindu—which formed a part of the foundation design program. 

The curriculum demanded a primary education in design following the 20th 
century principles. I formulated a unique program for the school based on S.H. 
Raza’s work, Bindu, and the use of colours through understanding his paintings. 
With this influence, I collaborated with a team of artists, art historians and 
sculptors to work on the program. This experimental and experiential process 
involved the understanding of bindu through the paintings of Raza, an eminent 
modernist painter who lived most of his life in France but was dedicated to the 
exploration of the meaning of bindu through his paintings. My experiments 
engaged the architectonics of these paintings to explore built form as a direct 
extrusion of his paintings. 

The outcome of this experiment was extraordinary. Every student involved 
produced brilliant work through their submissions of three-dimensional 
extrapolations of Raza’s paintings. Some of the submissions looked beyond 
the formal constraints of bindu and explored possible built forms, which were 
exciting. A public exhibition of these works was held at the Lalit Kala Academy’s 
art gallery in Chennai, and was open to the public and to students of art, design 
and architecture. The students’ work was appreciated by artists and designers, 
who had not previously imagined how bindu could be explored in different 
forms of art, including architecture, within a contemporary thought process. The 
experiment continues through my association with VIT University in Vellore. 

(Left) Fractal Workshop conducted 
for the students of MIDAS which was 
guided and tutored by 
Ar. Takbir Fatima (AA London) and 
other faculty members of the school. 
(2011-2012)

Credits: Student and Faculty Team, MIDAS
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REFLECTION

My early childhood days at the temple were more for recreational activity. 
Later, when I did the architecture program, I documented the Vellore Fort and 
temple to follow my interests in understanding the architectural history of my 
town. Through this research, while drafting the plans of the temple, I came into 
contact very briefly with the mandala but did not realise its significance then.   

Philip Rawson’s writings inspired me to look more carefully at Tantric art and 
Sri Yantra, a graphic diagram representing the cosmos. I was interested in 
representations of cosmic principles and ways of showing the relationship 
of male and female entities through interactive triangles. This led me to an 
understanding of the image of Sri Yantra as a purely geometric play of shapes 
that had the meaning attributed to them.

In the IGNCA competition drawings, I unpacked this geometry, although my 
understanding at this stage was mainly related to the geometrical and the 
phenomenal possibilities that it offered in transforming these geometries into 
architecture. Though bindu played a very important part of this scheme, I did 
not have a conscious awareness of the inner knowledge that bindu had to offer 
in understanding the cosmology and the life beyond mere existence. I did not 
question why I was using bindu in my architecture until I started my practice 
and came to the realisation that the elements that constructed bindu were 
an intrinsic part of my life and this is exactly what I was looking for within my 
designs. 

Later, the Peria Agraharam mosque project was an exercise in the geometrical 
extrapolation that played with the dynamics of bindu in this initiative, by 
breaking the rules to suit the program. This decade also saw the practice 
involved in international projects in Paris and Mostar, and interpretation of 
the concept, bindu, depending on the context and culture. It made me realise 

(Left) The southern entry to the fort. 
The sketch shows the barbican 
and the small entry through which I 
used to visit the fort and the temple 
frequently as a child. 

Credits: N.Kalyanasundaram, NASA 1980
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the amenability of bindu and its ability to transcend boundaries—no longer 
dedicated solely to the Indian context.  

During the construction of my own house, I came to understand how bindu 
could have a different interpretation, whereby all energies could be combined to 
create a spiritual space. This was a great revelation, reflected in the peace and 
prosperity I experienced while living in this house for ten years until 2015.  

I realised the spiritual sacredness of these elements in the house had 
awakened this consciousness in me. This was an exciting time for the 
practice too, as more commercial and large commissions were executed. In 
2011, I founded a school of architecture, MIDAS (MARG Institute of Design 
and Architecture Swarnabhoomi), and based the school’s philosophy on 
the principles of bindu. I designed the logo of the school to reflect this idea. 
The curriculum encouraged new ideas on the study of Raza’s paintings and 
experimentation on the potential to generate built forms.

In 2012, on invitation, I joined the creative practice-based research program 
at RMIT. This has made me understand and reflect upon my journey through 
my practice. In fact, reflection on these projects brought out the inner 
consciousness in me to explicitly look at my work and realise my successes and 
failures throughout this journey.
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3.0 EXPLORING MY PROJECTS

This chapter explores my projects, drawn from a large body of work over 30 
years of practice, through the lens of bindu and mandala. The revelation of my 
work through these projects confirms the overarching philosophy that I have 
been subconsciously connected with for a long time. The selected projects 
pose different scenarios and challenges, among them two of the unbuilt 
projects where I explicitly realise that I was able to achieve results from mere 
geometrical extrapolations to a more phenomenological understanding of the 
reality of bindu and mandala. My fascination with geometry and unpacking of 
Sri Yantra lies in exploring the cosmological relationship with Man, and the 
interpretation of this idea in a different form through real projects of different 
contexts and scenarios. The methodology of reflective practice enabled me to 
consciously interrogate the manifestation of bindu and mandala, and explicitly 
accept the fact that I have had reasonable success in the built projects, while 
the unbuilt projects gave me the freedom to experiment.   

This chapter further interrogates five projects in detail, examining how I have 
translated the principles of bindu and mandala into an architectural language of 
space, environment and materialism through the bindu matrix.

(Left) After the ideograms of Leon, to 
show that I was looking at Bindu all 
the time while working through three 
decades.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan 
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3.1  DEVELOPMENT OF A ‘BINDU MATRIX’ 

In order to interrogate my selected practice projects, I developed a ‘bindu 
matrix’ to facilitate the identification and analysis of the presence of bindu 
elements in the projects. I have drawn on the PhD of Deborah A Saunt, Orbits 
and Trajectories: Why Architecture Must Never Stand Still, RMIT 2013 from 
DSDHA, UK, to confirm both the manner of the principles’ inclusion and the 
impact in the form of a diagram. The development of the bindu matrix became 
imperative in the analysis of my projects, where bindu became manifested 
through a variety of interpretations depending on whether they were built or 
unbuilt projects.

The vertical axis of the matrix, Y, is represented through cosmic elements that 
define the manifestation of bindu. The bottom part of this axis is evident within 
manifest and non-manifest aspects of the elements that one could use to unify 
the cosmic energy in architecture. An exceptional feature is the ‘space’ element, 
which is denoted as akasa, meaning the sky above. This is the central space of 
a mandala, usually open space connecting the space above and mother earth 
below. While the elements are physically real, spaces can ignite inner energies 
that elevate subconscious levels. I consider this a non-manifest world, which is 
a matter of the imagination, not to be taken for granted. This exists in the mind 
and potentially extends the limits of my subjectivity, relating to other elements of 
fire, earth, water and air, which have a sensual feel manifested in nature. The 
matrix makes a connection between these elements and extends the pragmatic 
outcomes typically expected within built architectural form expressing spirituality 
in a phenomenological sense.

The horizontal axis, X, connects these elements within individual projects and 
leads us towards a broad understanding of how the bindu elements become 
manifested within those projects. The matrix engages in three different levels: 

(Left) Bindu Matrix which 
corresponds to the elements and 
the human sensitive experiences 
associated with the elements.

Credits:  Jaffer AA Khan, Jaff Design Studio
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The Outer which is the divine form; the Inner which is the ordering of mind, 
represented through the volumetric understanding of the elements; and the 
Secret which relates to the phenomenological aspects of the mind and the 
subtle energies of the body. When these three realms are combined, we 
become sensitised to the visible and the invisible.

The relationship here is between the man and nature, in this context, a 
dwelling place should be a place where environment is always suitable 
for human beings to live in comfort. Though this is in comparison with the 
contemporary phenomenology, the focus of this matrix has been to realize 
the spiritual dimension of the space which ignites the inner consciousness 
through the principles of bindu and mandala. The element of Air, is a sense 
of touch and hearing, Fire is a sense of sight and touch, Water is a sense of 
taste, touch and hearing, Earth as a sense of touch, sight and smell.  One 
can understand how these elements connect to human senses that awakens 
the inner consciousness. This awakening is the feeling of sacredness and 
phenomenological by nature. 

The matrix is not complete in itself, but is a systemic approach that structures 
the understanding of different elements juxtaposed within projects done by the 
practice, recognises the presence of bindu and considers in what form it exists. 
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3.2 INDIRA GANDHI NATIONAL CENTRE FOR ARTS (1985)

In 1985, I returned to India and began working on a competition to design the 
Indira Gandhi National Centre for Arts (IGNCA), New Delhi. I was passionate 
about Sri Yantra philosophy and thought that an international competition 
for an arts centre would be an appropriate experiment. My initial fascination 
was in understanding the geometry of Sri Yantra and how this could inspire 
the development of architectural tectonics to represent the diversity of Indian 
culture. The brief was interested in looking at cultural roots, and there also 
seemed to be some thinking on questioning the basis of the Corbusian 
influence in the country since the emergence of Chandigarh.

The IGNCA was the first international competition I participated in, entering it 
almost as soon as I returned home. Two of my junior colleagues, both recent 
graduates15 , joined me in the competition project. Having read Rawson and 
Madhu Khanna, I thought that this cultural centre was an important project in 
which to experiment on bindu. It was also the time that Vistara was happening, 
an architectural exhibition by the Festival of India held in Britain, France, Japan 
and the US between 1983 and 1986. This set the tone in the early eighties, 
by narrating the history of architecture in India and showing how India had 
neglected its tradition post-independence. The catalogue published in 1986, 
which was edited by Carmen Kagal with an introduction by Charles Correa, was 
an inspirational document at that time.

The catalogue discussed the spiritual interpretation of Indian architecture. The 
central theme of the exhibition was the understanding of Purusha, which is man, 
and his relationship with the cosmos.    

15 N Kalyanasundaram and M Bhuvanasunder

(Left) Conceptual panaromic view of 
the Indira Gandhi National Centre of 
Arts New Delhi. IGNCA competition, 
1985-86

Credits: Sketch by N Kalyanasundaram, IGNCA 
team 1985 - 86, Jaff Design Studio, Vellore 
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The Indira Gandhi National Centre 
for Arts (IGNCA) competition was a 
pioneering work to realise the 
potential of the cultural roots of 
India. The idea of bindu and 
mandala has played a significant role 
through several thousand years in 
building cities, temples and homes. 
This is still visible in many temple 
towns in South India. The concept 
is versatile and can navigate from 
a simple courtyard to a city square. 
The IGNCA was to unlock the 
geometrical composition of the Sri 
Yantra that represented cosmos. 
Perhaps for the first time in 
contemporary architecture that a 
language was developed through 
this project that found an equilibrium 
between nature and man built 
environments. One could see that 
bindu is present in three major 
transformations from a dot to a 
triangle and finally to a square. At 
this point of time my fascination was 
with the geometry. Though 
unsuccessful, the project had a 
profound influence in the 
practices’ philosophy through 
decade.

Credits: IGNCA team 1985 - 86, Jaff Design 
Studio, Vellore



81

SWASTIKA- THE FINAL FORMATION OF MANDALA

TRANSFORMS TO MULA TIRUKONA - THE 
BASIC TRIANGLE FOUND IN NATURE
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The Indira Gandhi National Centre 
for Arts (IGNCA), overall view. The 
observation today is about the 
overemphasis on symbolism in the 
project that could have been more 
subtle. I also realised that the 
Lingaraja Temple in Bhubaneshwar, 
Orissa had similar features with more 
than a 100 lingas (male phallus) 
within its complex. It was intentional 
to make a a visual statement.

Credits: IGNCA team 1985 - 86, Jaff Design 
Studio, Vellore 

KUNDALINI - ORIGIN OF BINDU
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Correa’s projects, such as the Bhopal Assembly building influenced by the 
mandala and its symbolism, were inspirational. These were published within the 
catalogue along with his experimentation on Indian cosmology. Interestingly, the 
catalogue also included introductory information on Sri Yantra, mandala and the 
cosmos, Jain cosmography and the Vastu Purusha Mandala. In the catalogue, 
there was no mention about the Jawahar Kala Kendra (JKK) project, which 
was probably conceived after 1986, but the exhibition itself could have been an 
inspirational element to its genesis. 

In my design for the IGNCA competition, I made an extraordinary effort to 
analyse traditional symbolism and the meanings that they had conveyed for 
centuries. The design focus was to understand the elements that construct Sri 
Yantra, which is the primary object of divinity represented in graphical terms. 

The IGNCA’s estimated floor area of 55,000 square metres is comprised of 
spaces for research, exhibitions, archives, libraries and a performing arts 
centre. The idea was to re-establish cultural identity which was perhaps lost due 
to the kind of architecture that thrived after 1947. It was quite a shift to reach a 
synthesis between modernity and tradition. 

The scheme looked at the essence of this tradition and cultural identity, by 
recognising the incredible complexity of the geometry of Sri Yantra, and 
translating this into architectural forms that were adapted to suit modern 
construction techniques.

The beginning for this was a bindu translated as a dot or beginning point. 
This became the point of evolution of life and progressed through a delicate 
connection called the nada, which is the thread of life. It further evolves into 
a basic triangle called the mula tirukona, which is transient and dynamic in 
its form. As it progresses, it achieves a prime spiritual existence called the 

(Top Left) The Indira Gandhi National 
Centre for Arts (IGNCA), Elevations. 
The drawings suggest overemphasis 
of symbols, which softens to more 
abstraction and interpretation in later 
projects. These elements are also 
functional aspects as they drew fresh 
air into the built spaces. 

Credits: IGNCA team 1985 - 86, Jaff Design 
Studio, Vellore 

(Bottom Left) The Indira Gandhi 
National Centre for Arts (IGNCA), 
Model. The process and the 
transformations are clear as they 
progress from a point. Interlocking 
courtyards representing 
Brahmasthana (seat of Brahma) and 
the water channels (a feature from 
Mughal architecture) which forms the 
NADA, the thread of life. This linked 
to all centrally located bindu courts. 

Credits: IGNCA team 1985 - 86, Jaff Design 
Studio, Vellore 
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swastika, which is a symbol of sun and energy. The symbol is rotary by nature 
and this position becomes the point of involution of life.  

The design of IGNCA was an embodiment of Sri Yantra in its architectural 
form. The scheme had interconnected courtyards, water bodies, cascading 
channels as threads, or nada, with shaded walkways that created a ritualistic 
movement within this cultural centre. The experimentation with IGNCA was an 
effort to understand for the first time the principles associated with Sri Yantra 
and transform it to form individual buildings for particular cultural, archival 
and administrative activities. It was quite a departure from the iconography of 
Lutyens and Baker, who represented eclectic but symbolic elements in their 
architecture more directly.

The master plan shows the diagrammatic interpretation of how the Sri Yantra 
unfolds into a variety of forms to eventually create a nine-square grid structure, 
the mandala. The biggest challenge was finding a way to achieve a state of 
equilibrium through the balanced use of the elements of bindu—fire, water, air, 
earth—and space.

(Left) The Indira Gandhi National 
Centre for Arts, View from the 
Kundalini Plaza, depicting the overall 
skyline of the proposal. The obvious 
is the vertical symbolism which 
seems to dominate and over
emphasize. 

Credits:  IGNCA team 1985 - 86, Jaff Design 
Studio, Vellore . 
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3.2.1 PRESENCE OF BINDU 

Fire (heat, light). The masterplan of the IGNCA had an open plan integrated 
with courtyards. The point of evolution, the kundalini plaza was a large public 
space surrounded by art centres and theatres. From this point onwards, there 
were series of open and enclosed spaces, terminating at the swastika which is 
in the form of mandala in a large courtyard. The bindu element was achieved 
through a relationship between the interactive courtyards, built forms and the 
landscape.

Water. The most significant element of bindu is water. This was incorporated 
into the project as threads of life, termed nada. These channels connected 
right through the buildings and reflected the surroundings as they widened in 
certain parts. An interesting aspect of this element is that it was designed as 
continuous but shallow channels that passed through architecture like a river 
within a landscape. The water channels also reflected the feature like cascading 
fountains more often found in the Mughal architecture of the medieval period. 
Water also creates a microclimate for a hot and dry summer of Delhi. 

Air. Its physical disposition and orientation of the forms set within the landscape 
provided easy access for fresh air through the built spaces. The water channels 
that run through the spaces cool the hot air in summer. The vertical symbolic 
elements (phallus-like structures) were wind catchers that facilitated this 
process.  

Earth. This was represented by the structural component of the project, which 
was situated in a critical location. In response to the urban design guidelines, 
the massing was represented through a red sandstone typical of historic 
buildings in Delhi. The colour of the stone and the finish have a frugal but 
organic texture that went well with the landscape and other elements of nature. 

(Left) The bindu matrix - IGNCA.

Credits:  Jaffer AA Khan, 2016
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Transformation of bindu to mandala 
which culminates into a swastik 
form, an auspicious symbol in Hindu 
culture and largely accepted by the 
Indian society.
One can see the clear progression 
of form from a point to a triangle and 
finally a square mandala.

Credits: IGNCA team 1985 - 86, Jaff Design 
Studio, Vellore 
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The IGNCA project was my first experiment with Sri Yantra. I was interested 
in the complexity of its geometry and interpreting it as a built form which was 
an engaging process. I became engrossed in unpacking the geometry of 
Sri Yantra, but I had yet to realise its full potential or the phenomenological 
dimension of elements embedded within it. But the extraordinary influence of 
this idea of bindu, and the understanding of the creative energies and symbolic 
representations, led me to focus on the elements that were culturally more 
relevant, as demanded by the competition brief. Elements of fire (light), air, 
water and earth all became part of the creation of the spaces, but the form itself 
dominated more than the phenomenology of the elements that construct bindu. 
Hence, in this design, one could see the explicit use of symbolic linga-like (male 
principle) elements, which consistently appeared everywhere. These emerged 
from the mother earth right through the space above. Together with base 
elements, such as the yoni (female principle), they symbolically represented the 
creative principle and the point of origin, bindu. 

A decade later, when I visited the 11th century Lingaraja Temple in 
Bhubaneshwar, Odisha, I saw and realised the relationship between symbolism 
and architecture represented almost 1,000 years earlier. The IGNCA project, 
however, was more explicit in its expression; when reflecting upon it now, it is 
no different from the Bhubaneshwar temple, where symbolism dominated over 
the meticulous geometry of Sri Yantra, which was the primary inspiration. These 
were my formative years in architecture, and I was still experimenting with the 
idea of bindu and mandala. Though it was an immature project its potential was 
evident through the outcome of the design. 

My quest to understand the bindu concepts continued in my small practice, 
which I set up for the competition in my hometown of Vellore. Here, I 
explored the possibilities for how traditional spiritual philosophy associated 
with un-manifest Sri Yantra to the manifest form, could be translated into an 
architectural expression to create a balance between modernity and tradition. 

(Left) The Indira Gandhi National 
Centre for Arts (IGNCA), Plans of 
one of the group of buildings where 
the final mandala and bindu 
manifests, follows a nine square 
mandala with the central open 
space which is the courtyard and the 
seat of Brahma. This is the point of 
connection to the original bindu. The 
plan is articulated in an excellent 
manner manifesting the mandala 
with its activities. The overlay of 
mandala and bindu explains the idea 
behind the creation of space.

Credits:  IGNCA team 1985 - 86, Jaff Design 
Studio, Vellore 
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THE ERODE MOSQUE  (1991)
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3.3 THE MOSQUE (1991)

In the nineties, my practice moved to a larger city, Bangalore, and in the midst 
of this emerged the mosque project in Erode, which was still being developed 
at my Vellore studio. Looking for a glimpse of how Islam came to be part of the 
Indian culture helped me in understanding this project. Islam came to India in 
629 AD with the merchants who travelled from Arabia to trade and propagate 
their religion. From the beginning of the 12th century onwards India was almost 
entirely ruled by Muslims, until 1858 AD when it was declared a part of the 
British Empire. 

The legacy of various rulers within these 800 years can be seen even today 
through architecture. The pinnacle of this architectural interpretation could be 
regarded as the period of the Mughal empire under Emperor Akbar, who built a 
new capital city in Fatehpur Sikri where he created a complex of buildings that 
adopted and adapted to local traditions and motifs prolifically.

The introduction of Islam caused a fundamental shift from the metaphysical to 
the sensual as represented in Fatehpur Sikri and, later, other monuments, with 
the integration of landscape concepts like Char Bagh, which represented the 
gardens of Paradise. This body of work by Muslim rulers influenced the empire 
in its understanding of Indian culture, and a very peculiar style evolved, known 
as the Indo-Saracenic style. This was a major influence until independence, 
when a new paradigm was set with the invitation of Corbusier to design the 
modern city of Chandigarh without relying on traditional references. 

This mosque was promoted by the Peria Agraharam community of Erode, a 
small town in South India. The site was in the centre of the settlement with the 
habitations almost touching the boundaries of the site. With a limited budget, 
the community embarked on a program to reflect the simplicity of the religion 

(Left) The Mosque (1991-93) at 
Erode, South India is based on 
square geometry ad-quadratum and 
the mandala of nine square grid.

The mandala is in a rotary form with 
a dynamic bindu finally resting in one 
of the corners to form the minaret. 
The project was quite a challenging 
one because of the fact that this 
was for the Periagraharam Muslim 
community.

It is interesting to see how abstract 
geometry in Islamic culture can be 
juxtaposed with the mandala. 

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Vellore
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(Left) The Mosque under 
construction. The local masons had 
encountered this complex design 
for the first time and my clients had 
appointed an excellent engineer to 
supervise the works, which was the 
biggest advantage.

(Right) The minaret that culminates 
as bindu was initially twirling towards 
the sky. But the site conditions 
made me to make the cylinder more 
simple.

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Vellore. Additional 
credits to the construction team headed by 
N Ravichandran, engineer for the project.
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(Left) Plan of Erode mosque, 
showing the rotating squares - 
ad quatratum, which was adopted 
in Islamic architecture and suitably 
adapts to my concept of bindu and 
mandala.

(Right) The bindu minaret turned out 
to be graceful and visually appealing 
at night. 

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Vellore
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of Islam and, at the same time, ensure that the mosque became a unique 
structure that would blend in with India’s pluralistic society. 

The challenge was to look at the idea of cosmos within the religious 
interpretation of Islam and the local culture, which had interesting parallels. The 
Sri Yantra was a geometrical image, structured around the philosophy of life 
and the relationship between Man (Purusha) and Nature (Prakriti). Islam tries 
to bridge this idea of the cosmos with a geometrical interpretation which can 
develop into complicated and intricate patterns but, at the same time, also be 
reduced to a more simpler beginning with a circle, which can be an extension 
of a dot or bindu. Though the practice was small, this project was significant in 
terms research into expressing the philosophy on which the firm had embarked. 
This was a different project altogether to the IGNCA project, with a different 
religious background. The primary challenge was to bring the geometric 
symbolism of both Hindu and Islamic cultures together and find common 
ground represented in a contemporary building. With no preordained form of 
architecture in Islam, except geometrical representations, this project offered 
an interesting opportunity to see how elements of bindu might work within an 
entirely different program. 

Hence, the mosque project posed a different kind of challenge regarding 
architecture, as it had to reflect the deeper essence of Indian culture; at the 
same time, it had to possess a character that could be identified within Islamic 
culture and the community. 

Geometric compositions were explored, and their extrapolation and interpolation 
helped create an understanding of the roots and the essential constructs of the 
geometry. In two rotating squares, or what is more commonly known as the 

ad quadratum, it was interesting to see how the concept of bindu could 
travel within a specified orbit to generate a mandala grid. The result was an 

(Left) The mosque was nominated 
for the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture, 1995 cycle.

The site was in the midst of the 
community and a small one too. 
These posed a few challenges and 
the geometry was able to achieve 
the 360 degree view from the 
community.

The adjacent community well was 
to be restored and made a stepped 
well for ablution- but has not been 
executed till date. 

The exercise was purely a 
geometrical experimentation and the 
amenability of mandala to adapt to a 
different context.

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Vellore
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outstanding composition with an inherent complexity that signified an ever 
expanding universe, which is the central theme of Sri Yantra. At this time, my 
focus was on resolving the basic geometries and achieving a common form 
acceptable to the community and the philosophy of bindu. 

The plan area was 160 square metres; a blend of two interacting squares 
was superimposed to create an eight-sided octagonal star pattern prominent 
in Islamic geometry, also a form of swastika associated with Hindu traditions, 
and space, with the prayer niche (mihrab) oriented towards Mecca. This 
juxtaposition is unique, and I was able to push the bindu to one of the vertices. 
The other triangular spaces that defined the outer geometry became places for 
solitude and contemplation. The vertical element, known as the minaret (minar), 
spiralled around one corner, with a 25-metre tower pointing towards the sky 
(akasa) or space above. This connected the spiritual space to the cosmic world 
beyond and reminded its occupants of the relationship between the manifest 
and non-manifest worlds.

(Left) View showing the prayer space 
in the Mosque. Though the geometry 
looks complex, the inner space is a 
square area spanned by waffle slabs 
spanning 12.5 mts bothways.

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Vellore
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3.3.1  PRESENCE OF BINDU

The mosque offered a unique challenge: how to fit the dual program of the 
aspirations of the Islamic community, combined with the geometrical integration 
of bindu elements into a contemporary structure, primarily made of concrete. 
Controversies in the project cropped up just after the inauguration of the 
project over the symbolism of the finial of the minaret which, according to some 
members of the community, represented Hindu symbolism. However, this issue 
was resolved by fixing a symbolic crescent as the finial. I realised how much 
symbolism still works in the Indian culture. 

Fire (heat, light). The mosque was a small structure with interlocking 
geometrical squares that  created a symbolic swastika to draw natural light 
into the prayer space. Due to the constraints of a tight site and the program 
requirement, a courtyard could not be introduced into this project. However, 
the bisected arches (four-centred Islamic arches), drew considerable light 
into the space and also provided the necessary shade from direct sunlight, 
which needed to be managed given the climatic conditions of this region. 
These arches were filled with terracotta interlaces (jalis) to prevent any glare 
penetrating the interiors.

Water. This too is an essential element of Islamic architecture. Water was used 
not only as ablution ponds, but also as reflecting pools to connect the sky to 
the mother earth. Such a water body needs to flow as it is believed that flowing 
water is always clean. There was a well, which was also a community well, 
abutting the mosque site. The water was drawn from the well by the community 
during harsh summers, a situation that had existed for a long time. The scheme 
did not propose a water feature, but suggested that the existing well be restored 
to its natural form to serve the community, which used the mosque for prayers. 
The well still exists and has been utilised by the community since the nineties.  

(Left) The sectional axonometric in 
plan explains how the mandala sits 
within the spiritual space. 

The mandala then connects itself to 
the circular bindu which houses the 
spiritual tower ascending the sky 
above.

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Vellore
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(Left) The bindu matrix - The 
Mosque.

Credits:  Jaffer AA Khan, 2016

(Right) The bindu takes a different 
avatar in this unique and challenging 
typology, a Mosque. Here I shifted 
the bindu from its central position 
to move along a circular path to 
culminate as a vertical element, the 
minaret.

The plan is a combination of bindu, 
mandala and the auspicious symbol 
of life and eternity, the swastika.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Vellore
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Air. As an element of life, this was an important part of the project. Interlocking 
arches (jalis) and spaces that surrounded the primary structure facilitated air 
movement within the prayer space. The mosque was designed with no air 
conditioning. On a recent visit to the mosque, 25 years later, I found that people 
seemed to be pleased with the indoor environment and the geometry itself 
helped direct air circulation through the interior spaces. No modifications have 
been done to the mosque since it was first built.

Earth. Represented through the materiality of the mosque, earth was expressed 
as a concrete structure finished with brick infills and plaster. The outer finish 
was rough plaster of stone chips mixed with cement and painted white. The 
main floor sat solidly on a concrete base raised to about 1.5 metres high 
to become visually connected to the community on an everyday basis. The 
minaret twisted itself towards the sky and terminated in a creative form. 

With the influence of the IGNCA project still deep into my mind, the Erode 
mosque gave me the opportunity to do more geometrical experimentation and 
apply it to a real time project. The idea of bindu needed a rethink in response 
to the program. When it was designed, geometry was my focus. I wanted 
to see how Islamic and Hindu philosophies could come together and bridge 
these cultures, which have many similarities and differences. Could bindu and 
mandala help unify the project and integrate it with Islamic geometry? At the 
end of the design phase, I could see the emergence of the swastika out of the 
ad quadratum squares and how the bindu, as a dynamic principle, could be 
moved out of its central position to form the base of the minaret, touching the 
mother earth and the sky (akasa) above.(Left) The mosque and its various 

elements with the rotating mandala.

The figure with the swastika 
superimposed provides the 
movement of energy that terminates 
at the minaret, the spiritual tower. 

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Vellore
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(Left) Sectional views of the Mosque 
show clear geometry and a structural 
system using waffle slab 
construction to create a column 
free spritual mandala space in the 
interiors. 

(Right) The superficial mandala in 
three dimension sits on the Mosque 
as a representation of a complete 
volume of this cubic space which is 
the sacredness and the spiritual 
energies that connect the sky above.

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Vellore
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In my opinion, this design succeeded in extrapolating the geometrical aspects 
of both the cultures, but it did very little to enhance my understanding of the 
phenomenological dimensions of the elements of bindu. This is perhaps 
because the program itself had certain limitations, and the site posed particular 
challenges due to its proximity to the community. The expression of architectural 
and cultural (symbolic) features, in simplistic form, through a contemporary 
structure, was a unique departure from many mosques I built later; in this 
project, I was limited in what I could do due to certain socio-cultural tendencies 
emerging within the society after the demolition of the Babri Masjid (mosque) 
in 1992. However, the project was nominated for the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture in 1995 and is listed in its digital archives at MIT and Harvard 
Universities. 

(Left) Aerial view of the Mosque and 
the three dimensional imaginary 
mandala space. The Mosque is 
based on the mandala proportions 
though the orientations vary due 
to the context and the challenges 
posed by the program. 

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Vellore
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3.4  THE CUBE HOUSE (2004-2005)

The Cube House was built for my family on a small site in a dense residential 
neighbourhood in Bangalore. The primary client was my immediate family, 
especially my wife, and hence I had an enormous amount of freedom to 
express bindu, interpreted mainly as the brahmasthana, the seat of Brahma, the 
Creator of life according to Hindu mythology. 

The program created spatial requirements for five bedrooms and other ancillary 
living spaces. The primary concern of the project was the narrowness of 
the site and an intention to bring in light to filter through interior spaces. The 
architecture of the house was minimalist in nature, which was quite contrary to 
the streetscape. Most of the houses look into the street through their balconies, 
whereas this one was intentionally inward looking. The main street facade faced 
west, which was challenging to deal with because of the harsh summer sun. 

The house was like a mammoth sitting in the midst of the contemporary chaos 
but making its presence felt through its monumental simplicity. The weathered 
black-painted and textured front exposed the brutalist character of the house. 
The interior was a soft white. All the elements were embodied in one big black 
cube.

The concept of stack (kuttambalam), associated with a traditional central light 
and ventilation shaft, plays a significant role in the interior, while the various 
functions of the house are based on the directional aspects of the mandala. 

The site is rectilinear and about 120 square metres. The challenge was to 
effectively zone the relative positions of various functions based on Vastu 
(mandala) principles.  For instance, the south-east (fire) zone is where the 

(Left) My own house is an 
interpretation of bindu in a different 
way. Here the elements are focussed 
more with perfect orientation based 
on the mandala. Though a small site, 
the house almost occupies full site 
with voids within to interact with the 
elements that bring life to the interior 
space.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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(Left) The Cube House as dusk sets 
in. The texture and materiality of the 
street facade gives a rugged feel and 
colour (black) almost merges with 
the darkness of the sky. 

Credits: Jaffar AA Khan
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(Top) The Cube House, with the solid 
brick masonry constructed of cement 
and concrete virtually touching the 
boundaries of the site. The source of 
life, the bindu as the skylight works 
throughout the night, with varying 
shades of moonlight that brings 
sacredness to the space.

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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kitchen is located. Similarly, an open well sits within the north-east (water) zone, 
where the prayer niche is provided. The south-west zone becomes earth, due to 
its heaviness; and the north-west zone accommodates air, through the air shaft 
that facilitates fresh air to the house.

Having achieved the bindu elements in the plan, it was further challenge to 
see how these elements behaved in reality in a volumetric form. With the site 
constraints and closely built dense suburban housing situation, I had to depend 
on the roof above to draw the energies of the bindu elements. The idea of a 
vertical stack and traditional kuttambalam became a part of the house, with 
light coming from above and fresh air facilitated from the north-west direction. 
Bangalore buildings, being in a moderate climate with a reasonable summer, 
required a good amount of air circulation and natural light to ensure their 
occupants’ comfort.   

 

The superimposed plan with the mandala grid represents the various elements 
of bindu physically: the centre space energised by light that filters through 
the skylight above. The entire centre space that connects the various other 
functional areas is connected to the fresh air shaft on the north-west and north-
east side. 

The simplicity of the external facade, which is faithful to its modern principles 
in rejecting any form of orientation, contradicts the streetscape to such an 
extent that it was taken by local planning engineers to be a warehouse, until 
they realised that it was a family home. The idea of bindu became a climatic 
expression that raises another question: Did bindu exist in the residential 
vernacular of South India much earlier in the subconscious mind, not just as a 
religious principle but in evolving a habitat that suits the climatic context?  

(Left) Sectional axonometric shows 
the connectivity to the all interior 
spaces through the central space - 
Brahmasthana. It is the spinal energy 
or the Kundalini to this entire house. 

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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The Cube House is a contemporary expression of culture and climate in which 
the conscious presence of bindu principles are synchronised with the form to 
create a spiritually energised space that inhabits the form.

3.4.1 PRESENCE OF BINDU

The Cube House, Bangalore, was completed in 2005 after nearly 20 years 
of practice. To me, this entire house was an embodiment of bindu and its 
elements; the best part was the experience of living in the house for nearly a 
decade. For instance, there was a spot in the living room, between the fresh 
air shaft and the vertical stack at the first level, where I used to sit and feel the 
touch of the fresh air and the warmth of the sun through the stack. The light 
brought a lot of delight—casting patterns and shade through the day—creating 
quite a visual experience. The dark black facade, the white interiors and the 
play of bindu were such an enriching experience that it was the best part of my 
life before migrating to New Zealand.

Fire (heat, light). In bindu, the element of fire is in the south-east zone of the 
mandala. To meet the program (house), it was important to locate this function 
in this part of the zone. This was entirely achieved, though part of it filters into 
the central stack which is the primary source of light and heat from the sun. The 
sky (akasa) light in the centre is the source of warmth throughout the year, while 
the extended shaft extracts the hot air through windows placed at the higher 
level. In the plan, the position of the kitchen is located in this (fire) zone, which 
is in closer proximity to the skylight providing necessary natural light that cross-
filters through this region.

Water. This element is provided for in the north-east zone on the plan; this 
is the zone where the deity is supposed to locate. But for my purpose a 
prayer niche was located here, close to the water body in the form of an open 

(Left) The axonometric drawing to 
show the superficial juxtaposition of 
the mandala and the positioning of 
the bindu which exactly connects 
with the central skylight space and 
constant source of spiritual energy.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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(Left) Plans of the Cube House

The bindu analysis on right shows 
the significant location of the bindu 
(shown in red) which is the lifeline 
and the spinal energy of the house.

The house sits like a solid block 
defying the street but creating 
exciting spiritual spaces as one gets 
moving. 

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore

(Right) The bindu matrix - The Cube 
House.

Credits:  Jaffer AA Khan, 2016
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well. Rainwater is discharged into the open well, through which the water is 
harvested, and part of it percolates into the soul by recharging back into the 
soil below. I realised how nature could give back if you take care of it well. The 
water from this well provides a full year’s supply for the family and even keeps 
the neighbour’s bore-well healthy. The water from this source was crystal clear 
and potable. Water was an interesting element. The original scheme had a 
small pond within the house, just below the stack, but it could not be included 
due to cost implications.

Air. Circulation, and the feel of air touching you as it gets sucked in by the 
stack, is extraordinary in this house, not just in the plan but the house itself. 
The flow of fresh air through the central space and as it moves around the 
house, creates a fascinating feeling. The primary wind direction in Bangalore 
is south and the dry heat can become unbearable, especially in summer. The 
open well helps cool down the hot air which passes through the living areas 
and particularly the spot where I used to sit and contemplate. The entire central 
spatial volume and my study area on the upper floors are fed by fresh air, which 
keeps the house cooler in summer conditions.

Earth. This is represented through the solidity of the structure and the south-
west zone is the heaviest as the stairs and water tank sit in this zone. The 
construction is of conventional materials using stone and bricks. The house 
hugs the earth solidly on the ground with the stone foundations. The pure cubic 
volume in its solid form emerges with the outer skin plastered and textured 
roughly to express the essence of the materiality of the earth that grows 
naturally into a built form. This sense of monumentality gives an earthy feeling 
to the cube.

(Left) Split axonometric shows the 
central space that opens up to all 
other living spaces and the flow of 
light through these spaces.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore



131



132

The Bangalore house is, in my opinion, an embodiment of mandala in plan 
and bindu in its volumetric aspects. It is a small but simple home for our family 
where we all lived until we migrated to New Zealand in 2015. I miss the house 
and the spot where I used to sit and enjoy the dynamics of the bindu elements. 
But the house posed a particular challenge due to its orientation and tightly built 
neighbourhood. As the front wall abuts the street, I had to design deep windows 
on the west to take care of the western sun and also ensure privacy from the 
house across the street. For all the chaos that the street poses on the outside, 
there is an immediate relief the moment one enters this house. The natural light 
and the fresh air are inviting and the white interior is bright. 

The play of bindu elements was dramatic at times as we could see the sky 
through the glass roof; the shadows of the steel truss on the high south wall 
and some direct, but reflected, light energised the space. And the interaction 
of bindu elements of air, water, fire, and earth ignited the consciousness, 
particularly through the sensory perceptions of touch, sound, sight, and smell.

The size of the site was a significant limitation, and meant that the mandala 
had to be extended to represent the distinct zones; and at times these 
encroached on each other, depriving its fullest potential. However, the central 
space (brahmasthana) itself is uniquely dynamic, facilitating the energy flow 
to enhance the spiritual quality and the spatial sense that connect the other 
functional areas. I experienced this for a decade.

(Left) View of the Cube House 

The street facade is West facing and 
has deep windows to restrict direct 
sunlight into the building. 
The central shaft has windows that 
draw out hot air and encourages 
fresh air which is much cooler in the 
critical months of the year. 

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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3.5  THE OASIS INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL (2010-)

The Oasis International School is located on the outskirts of Bangalore. The 
site and its orientation posed some challenging issues. The school has high 
standards of education and is affiliated with the Cambridge International 
Examination Centre for its IGCSE program. Run by the Iqra Trust (managed by 
Muslim women) in Bangalore, the project was to incorporate Islamic features 
which could be represented through abstraction.   

Having dealt with ad quadratum and the mandala in the design of Erode 
Mosque, the early studies for this project quickly recognised the presence of a 
form that reflected kufic script. Incorporating the concept of bindu and mandala 
was a challenging part of the project. I was reminded of the courtyards of 
Vellore Temple that revolve around the built spaces. From the basic form, I 
could see the emergence of the mandala through the courtyards as spaces that 
merged with the kufic geometry. This was a fascinating experience that made 
me play with the mandala in its full form manifested within the architecture 
of the school. When the final geometry emerged after several iterations, I 
could see the kufic calligraphy intertwined with the courtyards that were in 
the proportion of a mandala from a dynamic to a more static disposition. The 
geometry of the site, which is trapezoidal, was of great help in achieving this 
form. The site was about four acres and the program demanded a built space of 
9,600 square metres, set in three levels. Presently, the final phase of work is in 
progress and should be completed by 2018.

The study of kufic script indicates how the square in its rotating form transforms 
into an ad quadratum geometry—very similar to the mosque project. The 
courtyards within the built form represented bindu as a mandala of nine grids. 
These mandala spaces interconnect throughout the project in different forms of 
courtyards, which are open and functionally attributed to various activities. They 

(Left) The entrance archway to the 
School.

Traditionally it is referred to as 
Torana in a temple, which means a 
decorated archway (entrance). 

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan



137

(Top) The conceptual ideas were 
derived out of ‘kufic’ calligraphy 
and juxtaposed with the mandala 
courtyards. The form responds to the 
site geometry and the kufic script in 
arabic. 

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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(Top) The above plan show the 
disposition of the mandalas and their 
interconnection to the built spaces.
The third phase is absolutely 
invigorating because of the twist that 
is created by the dynamic mandala.
The courtyards become activity 
spaces.

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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(Top Left) The school interiors 
showing the varying levels of natural 
light that flows into the space.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan

(Bottom Left)  Axonometric drawing 
showing the sectional plan of the 
school, with the mandalic spaces 
intertwined with the built form. 

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore 

(Right) The plaza or the 
amphitheatre, is the most vibrant 
space during school’s extra curricular 
activities.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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are life-giving areas very similar to the brahmasthanas (seat of Brahma), which 
is an open space, that which accommodates space interacting with the other 
elements of bindu. 

The school inhabits dynamic mandala spaces in various orientations and 
scales. The first set on the right is in a more dynamic form than the set on 
the far left where it turns itself to create a wider space. All these areas are 
integrated with sports and informal activities. In the small courtyard at the centre 
is a shallow water body and reflecting pool. The program is to spatially awaken 
the conscious mind and encounter nature through the interactive courtyards. 
They are spaces that facilitate air circulation and filter light into various levels. 
This unbuilt space stimulates the subconsciousness and connects with the 
spiritual mind. In the third configuration, the mandala twists itself to a more 
dynamic space. This also breaks away the rigidity of the mandala, very similar 
to Correa’s shift in Jawahar Kala Kendra (1986-1991) in Jaipur. The disposition 
of the mandalas from a dynamic to a more static form also indicates changes 
in the level of education from the playschool to higher classes. The twisted 
mandala is positioned where the nursery play space is located.

More challenging than the program was an intention to combine Arabic script 
in its kufic form and the mandala courtyards which play between those learning 
spaces. These cubic volumes build a unique intellectual relationship between 
the enclosed and the open spaces, enriching the user’s experience of the 
principles of bindu at different times of the year. 

(Left) Aerial view of the school 
showing the courtyards and the light 
shafts which bring life to the interior 
spaces and the serenity of learning 
environment.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore 
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3.5.1 PRESENCE OF BINDU

The Oasis International school is a continuation of my quest to understand the 
bindu and mandala in a unified manner. Bindu as the microcosm and mandala 
as the macrocosm, unify to make creative and energised courtyards that 
provide a link between the earth and the sky (akasa) above. The site geometry 
and the evolution of the kufic form were intriguing. The clients were thrilled 
when they first saw the scheme and were keen that the school takes its final 
form when it is finished. It was a daunting task integrating the Arabic script with 
the mandala. At this point, I was beginning to realise, through the experience of 
my own house, that the bindu is in itself an embodiment of the larger mandala.

 

The school is in the final phase of construction, and the playful mandala will be 
realised soon. This space functions as a nursery for children and hopefully, the 
mandala space will provide dynamism for the young mind. The architecture of 
this school is an extension of the practice’s brutalist thinking with its simplified 
forms, white colour and textured facades. Large windows bring in natural light 
and ventilation and the courtyards further support the indoor spaces. Minimal 
exposure to the west decreases the heat gain, making the school loved by the 
students and teachers. It remains to be seen, when the playful mandala is built, 
how young children will react to this space. From the bindu point of view, I feel 
that it was quite a challenging task to bridge two concepts in a program like this, 
but I hope to see that the outcome responds to the aspirations of the users, 
which is the most important aspect of the relationship between the conscious 
and the subconscious. 

Fire (heat, light). Fire in the form of light was the primary task of this program. 
Though challenging, the mandala in its unified form became a courtyard 
which varied in scale through three different stages. The three-storeyed large 
mandalic courtyards provide not only light, but also warmth during the day. 

(Left) The school is an ongoing 
project and the third phase of the 
project is underway.

The school program posed a 
different challenge and the effort was 
to focus on mandalic courtyards, 
which become a larger expression 
of bindu.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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The School has multiple mandalas. 
The third mandala is in a dynamic 
position to accommodate the 
geometry of the site. These 
courtyards are the Brahmasthanas 
which provide light (warmth), air to 
the interior spaces which enlighten 
the minds.

The mandala 1 and 2 are 
regimented as the spaces occupy 
higher classes. The mandala 3 is in 
a playful position, where the nursery 
and primary school is located. The 
mandalas interconnect as courtyards 
to the built spaces, breathing life in 
to them.
 
Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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Excessive light is controlled through an effective orientation and the wings of 
phase which diffuse light into the classrooms. The volume is cubic by nature. 

Water. Shallow ponds planned for phase two will provide a feeling of touch and 
sense of music through fountains. Presently this is incomplete, but hopefully 
this shallow water body will be completed in its final phase. It will also provide a 
reflecting pond close to the middle-level school. Other water ponds have been 
planned for the outside of the main building to serve as evaporation ponds that 
will assist in creating a micro-climate.

Air. As the significant element of bindu, air is of primary concern for human 
comfort in this project. The mandalic courtyards provide an excellent source of 
air circulation into the building. Bangalore usually has a deficient wind speed 
(averaging 4m/sec), but just enough to be perceptible. Large windows and the 
facing courtyards draw reflected eddies into the built space. This subtle breeze 
provides a feeling of touch and offers comfort on a hot sunny day.

Earth. The topography is preserved to its original levels and this is reflected in 
the interior spaces. Hard soil meant there were no trees on the site. Through 
rainwater harvesting and a recharging program, the earth geology is revitalised 
to some extent, but this requires an ongoing effort. Regarding materiality, the 
concrete framed structure and the external finish represents the rough and hard 
soil conditions. The proposed vertical tower housing the observatory signified 
the school’s existence in this widely extended rural sub-urban landscape of 
Bangalore.

This project led to an entirely different approach to address a challenging 
program. Multiple mandalas as unifying bindu elements appeared for the first 
time in a building of this typology. It was also interesting to see how the mandala 
became a dynamic proposition to accommodate the program. It takes three 

(Left) The bindu matrix - The Oasis 
International School 

Credits:  Jaffer AA Khan, 2016
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Aerial view of the school 
superimposed with the hypothetical 
mandalic volumes.

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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The front aerial view of the School 
with the Torana entrance, with the 
mandala volumes highlighted here.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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different avatars at three various stages, moving from being a mere static form 
to a more playful twist for the first time in my projects. One excellent outcome is 
the dramatic and vibrant space that this twist creates for the nursery children, in 
the third phase of the construction.  No longer a regular exercise like the IGNCA 
or the Erode mosque, it became an extension of a keen understanding of bindu 
and how this can develop as a unified form and basis for the creation of the 
courtyards. It is different from the Cube House, which plays with the intricacies 
of the zones associated with the bindu principles. Here the bindu itself as a 
whole and open space, plays within the built form to energise the functional 
areas.  

This project is ongoing. One still needs to see the impact of the third mandala 
with its twist and playful disposition as a volumetric space. This project came 
after 25 years of practice, and the significant shift is in the use of a spatial 
interpretation of the concept of bindu, rather than the symbolic interpretation in 
the IGNCA.

(Left) View of the school, with phase 
1 and 2 completed. The plain white 
modernist facade has a rough 
texture to it, which is a common 
feature in most of the projects.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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3.6 THE KUMAR HOUSE (2013-)

Developed during the duration of the PhD, Kumar House was a private 
residence for the Kumar family of Chennai. It reflects a new awareness and 
understanding of bindu and a deliberate application to a live project. 

Though the mandala has a spiritual mapping through its geometry, my focus 
has been on the phenomenological aspects, and the harmonious and ordered 
integration of the principles that represent bindu. I have seen how these 
principles have worked in my house and believe that the bindu is an idea and a 
state of mind that respects nature through consciousness. This house gave me 
an opportunity to create an energetic physical plan, and the site was somewhat 
larger than that of the Bangalore house built nearly a decade back. The site 
was divided into two parts: the entry part was narrow, while the rear part was 
wider and more spacious. The geometry was two rectangles in an L shape with 
central access to the south. It was decided that the main habitable mandala 
would be in the rear portion of the site.

The site was located in the suburbs of Chennai, a growing metropolis in South 
India. The family was not from a devoted Hindu background and hence did not 
stress much on the aspects of bindu and mandala represented through the 
Vastu Purusha Mandala. Vastu Shastra is commonly practised in India by most 
non-architects who directly relate it to astrological aspects.  

The scheme developed in four levels, with a lift provided for vertical circulation. 
The entry level was raised to accommodate services and machine rooms to 
maintain the swimming pool in the first level. The spatial distribution followed 
a typical pattern, and the footprint adapted a full mandala, with the elements 
of bindu easily located in the respective zones. Some of the areas or zones 
overlapped to show the continuity of the energy levels which seamlessly moved 

(Left) Kumar House 

The house is presently being 
completed and will go into 
occupation by the end of the year. 
The key aspects of the project is the 
central light shaft remniscent of the 
Cube house but a step beyond by 
connecting the house with a garden 
and water. 

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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around the inside and the outside. The geometry of the site and the architectural 
plan generated a vital link to efficiently create an interface of various principles 
of bindu where the central light shaft, or brahmasthana, is located.

The front portion of the site has a parking space on level one and a media room 
on the level above. Since both these geometries are different, this part of the 
site is treated entirely differently to the rest of the house. It is separated by a 
staircase with independent access for visitor use, connected to the main house 
on level three. On the terrace above this is a greenhouse for the Kumar family, 
to encourage urban farming. This is an extension of an idea from my own 
house, where a small square-foot vegetable garden was located on the terrace.

The architecture of the house continues the work that my practice has 
undertaken over the decades using principles of modern architecture through 
its brutalist avatar.  The outcome represents an ongoing effort to unify the 
tradition of bindu and mandala in a contemporary language. I believe that the 
essence of the culture represented through these principles does not need to be 
dominating or symbolic, as with the overly expressed IGNCA, but subtle so that 
they can be absorbed by the conscious mind.

In the central portion of the house is the staircase that interfaces with the 
circular skylight. This is the unifying space that converges all energy fields from 
the various elements—fire, water, earth and air. A Raza-inspired chandelier will 
be part of this central stack which will cast a variety of dancing shadows on the 
northern wall. (Left) Kumar House Split view 

showing the central bindu space 
designated as in Brahmasthana.

The main stairway under the drum 
creates an ascending movement to 
visually connect with the sky above. 

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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(Left and Right) Kumar House

Plans at different levels 

A visitor to the house will connect 
with the inner and the outer world - 
The micro and the macrocosm. An 
experience of body and mind and 
Man and the Universe. The energies 
flow relentlessly to enhance the 
spiritual quality of space. Through 
this, the purification of the soul is 
achieved. 

The light that penetrates through the 
central drum is vibrant and make the 
occupants realise their relationship 
between the manifest and 
non-manifest worlds. 

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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(Above) Section through the central 
space. The ritual path that take 
cognisance of private and sacred 
spaces.

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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(Above) Sectional view through the 
Brahmasthana and the mandalic 
volume superimposed over the 
bindu drum. The main stairs visually 
connect with the sky.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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(Left and Right) Light brings energy 
and life to the inner spaces. The 
central bindu space allows this 
extraordinary dynamics through the 
day and night.
The outer decks open up the 
external world visually connecting 
the sky above.

Credits: Deepika Varadarajan, 2017
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3.6.1 PRESENCE OF BINDU

The Kumar house is a refined private residence. The family was informed about 
the fact that the bindu and mandala concepts would be incorporated in the 
project, but they indicated neither appreciation nor rejection. This gave me a 
free hand to experiment on the principles and comply with the program to suit 
the aspirations of the Kumar family: it was to be a place for his old mother and 
his small children. Since the Kumars were socially and politically connected, 
they needed a large visitor room, isolated from the family areas. This was the 
media room, which can become a visitors’ area with independent access. This 
solution worked well as the two sites also had to be segregated.

While pursuing bindu in this project, I realised that I was able to achieve a 
reasonable degree of success in the process. All the elements were mapped 
in accordance with the mandala: the central position, which is the point of 
energy and the location of bindu, had a circular skylight that further reinforced 
the spiraling form of bindu and kundalini. I was reminded of the kundalini of 
IGNCA, which is a form of a coiled energy that spirals around through the spine 
of a human body (the microcosm). The rules based on the physical plane were 
intact, but the energetic plane can only be observed once the house is occupied 
by the Kumars. This is when the conscious and sub-conscious mind merges to 
form a creative principle that guides the emergence of life.

Fire (heat, light). Located in the right south-eastern zone of the mandala, this 
accommodates the heat-producing kitchen. This space closely overlaps with the 
skylight shaft through which the warmth of the sun is felt around the house. This 
corner is termed Agni Moola, which in Sanskri translates as the ‘fire corner’. 
This element is ideally placed as per the mandalic map seen in the plan. 

(Left) The bindu matrix - The Kumar 
House.

Credits:  Jaffer AA Khan, 2016
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(Left) Bindu and mandala analysis-
The figure clearly identifies the zones 
as per the mandala and the bindu 
located exactly in the centre which 
filters in natural light energizing the 
space.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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(Right) Plan of the house showing 
the juxtaposition of the mandala over 
the bindu space.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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Water. Water elements needed to be carefully considered in this project given 
the high saturation of air due to its proximity to the sea. However, the house has 
efficient natural air circulation which will facilitate comfortable levels. The idea of 
water and a playful context is created through a family pool on the north-eastern 
corner, which is perfect as per the directional properties of bindu and mandala. 

Air. As the primary element of comfort, air is from the north-eastern direction, 
where the sea breeze enters the house through the lower level living room. The 
landscaped garden in the rear portion of the site channels wind into the house; 
it travels around the house energising the spaces with a sense of touch and 
hearing, pushing out hot air through the central shaft.   

Earth. Site topography is primarily flat. The natural contours of the original land 
have vanished due to constant man-made topographical changes, which were 
exposed to the famous 2015 Chennai floods. The structure is concrete, with 
cement blocks as the infill. The master bedroom is located in the south-western 
zone. The external texture is the same as for the Oasis International School, 
rough and white in colour. With the simplistic exterior treatment, the house 
stands solidly in the neighbourhood, with an inviting archway commonly used in 
many of my projects, including the school.  

This private home for the Kumar family has a correct disposition of bindu 
principles, and both the physical plane and the energetic plane should work 
well. There were no significant constraints as the client invited me to do what 
I wanted to do. He accepted most of my suggestions and seemed to find the 
process mesmerising. I involved him at every stage to ensure he understood 
what I was trying to do, especially as his family would be living in this spiritual 
abode. While he does not believe in bindu or mandala, he does not mind 
experimenting with these concepts as he will be living here.  

(Left) Superimposed mandala sits 
over the house with the central bindu 
as the light source.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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I feel that all the principles of bindu have been embodied to give a spatial 
expression through the phenomenological perception of the elements within 
the house. For visitors, the house provides a surprise as they may not have 
visual access to see water, which is private for the family, but could hear the 
music of the flowing water through the fountain. Similarly, the air that passes 
through the back garden might just subtly touch and surprise a person. But the 
most prominent feature is the central shaft that brings natural light to the entire 
house.

I believe that the principles of bindu merge with mandala to play around the 
spaces and rekindle the conscious mind and energise life. The circular central 
skylight is a prominent part of the house, but this only geometrically expresses 
the creative form which is precisely at the centre of the house and the traditional 
brahmasthana. I might have achieved the physical aspects of bindu through this 
project, but this response needs to be seen once the Kumars start living there. 

(Left) Overall view of the Kumar 
House

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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THE TAMIL MUSEUM (2014-)
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(Left) The Tamil Museum proposed 
to float in Bay of Bengal as a ‘man-
dala’ common to both Hindu and 
Buddhist traditions. The museum and 
memorial will bring the long awaited 
peace after the dreadful war of 2009. 
The initial scheme had the reflection 
of  Tiger’s skin pattern as shadows 
on the floor of the ritual pathway.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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3.7  THE TAMIL MUSEUM (2014-)

The Tamil Museum was also developed during the progression of the PhD and 
forms a bookend to the IGNCA, as a speculative cultural project of large scale 
that facilitates exploration of bindu in its purest form.

Sri Lanka has been the home of millions of both Tamil (believed to be from Tamil 
Nadu, India) and Sinhalese (believed to be from Bengal) people for centuries. 
Eelam (believed to be ancient Tamil name of Sri Lanka) was the name given 
to parts of northern and eastern Sri Lanka that the Sri Lankan Tamils proposed 
to be their independent state. Mr. Anton Balasingham, the chief strategist and 
peace negotiator for the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam), played a 
critical role in the struggle and was the head of the LTTE delegation in all the 
peace negotiations with the Sri Lankan Government. His wife, Adele Ann Wilby, 
is a native of Australia and was the former leader of the women’s wing of LTTE. 
She currently resides in London, UK.

The civil war, which broke out in 1983, went on for many years till the brutal 
killing of the LTTE chief, Prabhakaran, in 2009, which marked the end of the 
Tamil freedom struggle. The fight has left two million homeless and killled 
over 200,000 people. Many more have been displaced and the Sri Lankan 
Government has been accused of human rights violations. During my visit in 
2013, it was observed that the region is increasingly calm, but was not without 
signs of the loss and dignity of human life.   

The museum is a speculative project proposed to be in Mullaitivu, Sri Lanka, 
controlled by the LTTE, it was the site of many killings of the Tamils during 
the civil war. In 2009, the war came to an end. More than 200,000 civilians 
were massacred by the Sri Lankan army; more were tortured by the Sinhalese 
population, who were primarily Buddhist, an offshoot religion of Hinduism. 

(Bottom Left) Anton Balasingham 
and Adele Balasingham, February 
2006, at Geneva Talks

Credits:  www.tamilnet.com
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Master Plan of the proposed Tamil 
Museum which will be a memorial for 
the Tamil freedom fighters in 
Sri Lanka. A huge mandala of 
180m x 180m will house a museum 
and a memorial for the Tamils who 
sacrificed their lives during the 
struggle. The museum is a place of 
sacredness and the journey that one 
takes from the point of beginning 
(bindu) until he reaches the stepped 
bindu which touches the sea bringing 
peaceful and healing atmospheric 
conditions.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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The site is also located where the vessel MV Farah III (of Jordanian origin) ran 
aground. The ship was carrying tonnes of food grain from India to the Middle 
East. It was captured by the LTTE freedom fighters and the food become a 
blessing for the starving Tamil population, as supply lines were cut off by the Sri 
Lankan Army. The ship also provided the LTTE cadre with necessary hardware 
to build some war machinery. It came as Hamsa, the vehicle of Lord Brahma, 
combining wisdom and energy.  

This project will be an experiment based on the principles of bindu and mandala 
on a larger scale. Mandala is a common symbolic element for both Buddhists 
and Hindus; the Tamils, primarily from a Dravidian origin, are Hindus and 
worshipped deities and their consorts.

Why the mandala? Mandalas as models of psychological conditioning and 
mental dependency point to the links that bind and connect societies, states 
and institutions through several layers of interdependence. Mandalas, therefore, 
are not just tools to heighten religious awareness, but also serve as insights 
into the way the ‘international system’ is cognitively constructed with elements 
of structural violence, order and chaos, largely dependent on the nature of their 
dominant, central focus (in this case, the three poisons of ignorance, desire and 
aggression).

The museum is primarily a cultural model represented through the mandala. 
The mandala is of vital importance in both Hinduism and Buddhism. Both 
religions adopt the mandala as a peaceful and creative symbol. Hence, this 
speculative project recognises this balance in building a memorial, which will 
signify peace and harmony of the Tamil community but also be a reminder 
of the wounds of destruction that took place. The scale of the mandala here 
is monumental, like a temple, enforcing the idea of spirituality and peace. 
Contemplating the mandala not only provides insight into the reality of the 

(Left) Once the savior of humanity, 
the merchant vessel Farah III is in 
shatters and completely vandalised 
by vested interests to erase this part 
of history. Even taking a picture was 
prohibited unless one poses like a 
tourist. There is an uneasy calmness 
within the living Tamil community, 
hoping that their struggle will bear 
fruit one day.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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(Left and Right) The exploded 
axonometric view shows the 
components that constitute the 
memorial with simple elements that 
connect the principles of bindu and 
mandala as a symbol of peace and 
contemplation.

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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cosmos, but also a communion with it. Mandala seems to be a mystery that 
pervades all existence. Mandala alleviates individual and social suffering 
through meditation. Contemplation can help overcome antagonism, conflict, 
stress and even war. Bindu, as a symbol, is the beginning of the process that 
culminates in a mandala. In this course of the journey, a visitor is taken to the 
floating mandala with a roof that reflects the pattern of the tiger’s skin which is 
reminiscent of the symbolism of the Tamil Tigers movement towards freedom of 
Tamils.

The mandalas are also paradigmatic of traditional Hindu architecture, derived 
from ancient Hindu texts dating back from 1500 BC to 500 BC. Each of 
the squares is the abstraction of the cosmos in a geometrical form, where 
architecture is perceived of as a bridge between cosmos and man. This Tamil 
memorial adopts a three-dimensional mandala of immense proportions which 
reflects the ethos of both religions, signifying a universal symbol of peace and 
harmony.     

This speculative project is located about 500 metres into the Bay of Bengal 
and floats between the water and sky (akasa) above. This project is in some 
ways a tribute to my early work of IGNCA, with the difference of eliminating 
the symbolism and abstracting the form to more simple three-dimensional 
geometry. Having the mandala float in the sea is an expression of change and 
the fluidity of spiritual awareness that balances life on this planet.  

(Left) Sectional axonometric of the 
Tamil museum

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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3.7.1 PRESENCE OF BINDU

This museum is a unique experiment of bindu and mandala. It is the opposite 
of the IGNCA project, which was an experiment to unpack the elements of Sri 
Yantra and thereby realise the spiritual potential of bindu. Whereas the Tamil 
Museum is related to the concept of involution of bindu, thus the entire spiritual 
energies are manifested in a huge three-dimensional cube, which sits on the Sri 
Yantra base.

It takes a kind of journey to understand how the bindu can evolve from a point, 
and then involute back to its original form as the centre of the cosmos sitting 
comfortably within the massive mandala, which is 180 metres x 180 metres in 
dimension. The central stepped bindu touches the water, and the cubic space 
within the mandala connects with the sky above. 

The floating mandala manifests all bindu elements. The visitor to this museum 
will understand the conscious presence of fire, water, air,and space (akasa) that 
accommodates the principles that construct bindu. The stepped bindu will look 
like a stepped well inspired by the Bindu paintings of SH Raza.

Fire (heat, light). The mandala is a nine-square grid in three dimensions; it will 
be open in all directions to allow the heat of the sun to penetrate through the 
massive gridded space between. It is proposed to have a partial glass roof, 
but the transparency with the visual connect of the cosmos remains intact. 
The scale of this space will offer be a large spiritual area with an abundance of 
natural light to brighten the prospects of peace and freedom in the region.

Water. Water is an intrinsic element of this scheme as the whole mandala floats 
in the sea. The bindu, as a stepped well, touches the water below and the level 

(Left) The bindu matrix - The Tamil 
Museum

Credits:  Jaffer AA Khan, 2016
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will change according to the tides. The whole mandala will move up and down 
with the floating walls silencing the breaking waves to create a sense of solitude 
and peace.  

Air. This will touch the visitors and soothe their mood. The open mandala will 
allow the sea breeze to pass through the space and be spiritually energised so 
that all the principles unite into a unique equilibrium representing the microcosm 
and the universe beyond.    

Earth. The base of the mandala will be a solid floating concrete structure with 
the mandala itself made out of steel and glass reinforced concrete panels to 
make the structure look robust and rugged. The roughness of the concrete and 
the softness of water, the heat from the sun and the air from the sea breeze will 
energise the mandala through a subconscious awakening of the mind.

The Tamil museum is a speculative project undertaken as an experimental work 
to explore the inner depth of bindu and mandala, which was difficult to do for 
built projects both in the form of manifest and the nonmanifest. This PhD has 
allowed me to look deeply into my projects and propose a meaningful outcome 
for the conscious and the subconscious mind. The unpacking of Sri Yantra in 
the IGNCA project, as a cosmogram depicting the universe as an ordered and 
harmonious system, enabled me to understand the cycle of nature and the 
‘evolution of life’. This was demonstrated through the design, where the bindu 
evolved into a triangle called mula tirukona and ended up with the final form as 
a swastika, with a square base representing the mandala. The journey through 
this speculative museum project has subconsciously driven me to the next level 
of the philosophy, the ‘involution of life’. This is explained through the sketch 
below. To me, it seems that this PhD has given me an insight into thoughts, 
carried out through unbuilt projects over an interval of 30 years. 

(Left) Plan, Elevation and Section. 
The presence of bindu through the 
ritual pathway leads to the 
mandala as the final destination. The 
proposed scheme is in contact with 
all the basic elements like air, water, 
earth and fire as one proceeds to the 
final abode of the bigger bindu which 
reflects the stepped well, touching 
the ocean. This is a conscious effort 
to relate life above and beneath. 

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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Initial architectural conceptual model 
of the Tamil Museum

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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The difference with the Tamil museum is that the mandala is constructed 
beautifully and concisely, based on an exacting plan with no exaggeration of 
symbolic forms as occurred during the IGNCA project, which was influenced 
by Tantric art. Perhaps 30 years of practice and some success through my 
pragmatic work has energised me and awakened me subconsciously. This 
has allowed me to understand the phenomenology of bindu and mandala. 
The mandala is a symbol of peace, and a refined and precise geometry of the 
mandalas seek and offer peace to any person who observes it for a long time. 
Human beings are programmed to find this peace through meditation and 
observation. The mandala in the Tamil museum has a metaphorical connection 
between the idea of peace and the terrible destruction that took place during 
the freedom struggle by the Tamils seeking their homeland. As an object, the 
massive mandala not only functions as a moral and mental map, but also 
attempts to expand the visitor’s vision and consciousness, thereby igniting the 
subconscious mind to a high level of spirituality. Hence this attempt to bridge 
the relationship between the manifest and the non-manifest world.

(Left) Axonometric View of the 
floating mandala

Credits: Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore



197



198

REFLECTION

These projects can be divided into three types, depending on their scale: the 
Cube House and the Kumar house are residential and small in scale; the Oasis 
International School and the Mosque are institutional, medium-scale projects; 
and the IGNCA and Tamil Museum, both public cultural institutions, are larger 
projects. The smaller scale projects do pose certain challenges and at domestic 
level the bindu is compressed as a courtyard or light well to energise the 
spatial arrangements. The mandalic zones work well and it is easy to assess 
the performance of spiritual and phenomenological aspects. I find it is widely 
practised among the community and left to the end user to sense the elements 
of bindu. The individual is important here, and his interaction with space.

The medium-scale projects involved more than a family, being public projects. 
The Oasis school and the mosque posed different challenges. The mosque 
was for a Muslim community and it was possible for me to see the geometrical 
overlay of the mandala with the Islamic rotating squares. The Oasis school 
was for a Muslim community as well, but the interaction of other communities 
was possible. The large courtyards in mandala proportions became intertwined 
within the built form.

I find the larger in scale projects are, the more flexible they are to extrapolate 
the geometry and the overlay of the mandala zones. The elements become 
apparent and more explicit in their interpretations of private, public and sacred 
realms.

The IGNCA project was my first attempt at understanding the concept of 
cosmology in Indian cultural context through the imagery of Sri Yantra. The 
attempt was to unpack this geometry and understand the purity of their form 
and meaning that could be interpreted through a built form. In the 1980s, 
there was already a conscious awakening among artists and architects to 

(Left clockwise) Varying interpre-
tations of bindu in my projects. In 
IGNCA it was the dominance of 
symbolism like linga and yoni. In 
the Mosque, it was pure geometry 
and the articulation of bindu through 
the minaret. In the Cube House 
it was the central skylight that 
enlightens. I can see only bindu in 
whatever I see.

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Vellore and 
Bangalore
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reinterpret architecture in cultural context. I was influenced by the writings of 
Philip Rawson. This project overemphasised certain forms, expressing the 
significance of the creative energy through the interaction of male and female 
principles. These two interacting triangles and dot in the middle relate to the 
fascinating bindu. The IGNCA project was the first time in contemporary Indian 
architecture that this pure geometry had been unpacked into architectural 
forms. Though the project did not see the light of the day, the competition entry 
itself was a pioneering work in interpreting the roots of the architectural and 
cultural theory of the Indian subcontinent for the first time.

The mosque designed between 1991 and 1993 experimented with mandala 
and bindu geometries and bridged the relationship between two different 
cultures—Hindu and Islamic. Two rotating squares represented both the ad-
quadratum in Islamic geometric terms and also the swastika of Hindu imagery. 
It was interesting to see how the bindu took up a dynamic position in a rotary 
form and emerged as a vertical element, the minaret, within the mosque. 
The mosque was completed in 1993, but met only partial achievement of the 
extraordinary Sri Yantra. Although this attempt played with the geometries well, 
the conscious understanding of the elements was lacking and probably needed 
more research.

In 2004-2005, I had the opportunity to design a house for myself on a small 
site in a dense neighbourhood in Bangalore. The site was challenging due 
to its location and orientation. The internal disposition of spaces represented 
the Vastu Purusha Mandala, or the nine-square grid. The skylight serving the 
courtyard, or brahamasthana was the real magic of the house. I used to select 
a particular spot in this house where I could sit and contemplate, to understand 
the reality of the centre space which brought more life to the house. This 
moment led to a realisation of the conjunction of energies due to the geometry 
and the spatial interpretation of mandala within a small project. In my opinion, 
this was an excellent achievement in realising the phenomenological aspects 

Left anti-clockwise) In Oasis school it 
was the play of courtyards and in the 
Kumar house, again the central bin-
du space and light that energises the 
space. In the Museum, all elements 
combine in reality and becomes 
phenomenological of actually feeling 
those elements through experiencing 
architecture.

Credits:  Jaff Design Studio, Bangalore
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of bindu as the source of life, and the mandala elements that were constructed 
to achieve this. Thinking of this house now, I feel that the house is a reflection 
of me, and me the reflection of the house. It is plain nirvana, where the inner 
and outer merge to create that unique cosmic balance, that which is achieved 
through the concept of bindu and mandala. The program posed particular 
complexities, but was overcome by the form. However, these were interpreted 
through the zones, which have powerful spiritual energies, that I felt worked 
well. 

The Oasis International School was a different typological experiment extending 
the principles adopted in the house, with various courtyards intertwining the 
built spaces. These courtyards are spatially vibrant through various activities 
for both intellectual and physical development of students. The school is a play 
of courtyards which are life enriching elements, both physically and spiritually, 
within an Indian cultural context. The contrast here is the twist of the mandala 
which is in a playful position, more dynamic than the other static ones. This 
also relates to the academic program of the school, where a playful mandala 
is at the nursery level, whereas the more solid ones are part of the serious 
senior classes. The program had its complexities where the Islamic script and 
the Hindu mandala had to unify to represent a broader cultural architecture, 
which was used by the Mughals and later by the British Empire, but in a more 
symbolic manner.

The Kumar house is another experiment for a client who did not believe in the 
idea of bindu and mandala. The subconscious bindu in me was just waiting 
to explore this in a private home, having experienced it my own house in 
Bangalore. The L-shaped site posed some challenges, but was resolved 
architecturally with the rear portion of the house where the family will live, 
having the mandalic zones. The house has all elements integrated in a unified 
manner, where the central light shaft plays a significant unifying energy field for 
the other elements. The effect of these elements when they interface with my 
clients’ lives remains to be seen.

(Left) Consolidated bindu matrix for 
the shortlisted projects considered 
for this PhD

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan, 2016
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The Tamil Museum is a speculative project where Sri Yantra, mandala and 
bindu form a spatial consciousness as a floating mandala off the coast of 
the Bay of Bengal. Though it represents the Tamil freedom struggle, the 
mandala itself is a common element of both Buddhist and Hindu religions. The 
museum is conceived as a ‘holocaust museum’ and a memorial to bridge the 
spiritual understanding of both the communities. The floating mandala and 
the bindu as the central part, based on SH Raza’s painting, interact with other 
elements that manifest the microcosm and the macrocosm. This project was 
like revisiting IGNCA after 30 years, but with a refined consciousness. What 
started with the fascination for geometry through Sri Yantra, ended with a more 
phenomenological understanding of bindu and mandala, which forms the inner 
structure of Sri Yantra.

The practice realises that the philosophical principles on which it was 
established could not be achieved through smaller projects, but interpreted 
this in the form of courtyards, which is the core principle of bindu and mandala. 
However, the unbuilt IGNCA project and the speculative Tamil Museum, 
have experiential ideas which seem to be working well in connecting both the 
manifest and non-manifest worlds. 

The research through this PhD is the subconscious awakening of my mind 
and through this interrogation, my understanding of these principles capture a 
qualitative understanding of bindu and its application as spatial intelligence that 
navigate through our daily lives and which has survived for centuries. Further, 
the research process revealed my deeper understanding of these concepts and 
made me learn how to transform mythic images and values and reinvent them 
to broaden the perspective of the practising community; not only to take the 
cognisance of the public and private spaces, but also the sacred issues for a 
pluralistic society of this century. 

(Left) From IGNCA to the Tamil 
Museum, the PHD has made me 
to realise the completeness of my 
thought on bindu and mandala. But 
it also allows me to think beyond and 
sharpen my focus on future projects 
in the New Zealand context.

Credits:  Jaffer AA Khan
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“Architecture is not created in 
a vacuum. It is the compulsive 

expression of beliefs (implicit and 
explicit) central to our lives. When 

we look at the architectural heritage 
of India, we find an incredibly rich 

reservoir of mythic images and beliefs- 
all coexisting in an easy and natural 
pluralism. Each is like a transparent 

overlay-starting with the model of the 
Cosmos, right down to this century. 

And it is their presence in our lives that 
creates the pluralistic society of India 

today”
Charles M Correa

Vistara 1985



206



207



208

4.0 THE NEED FOR A CHANGE

This chapter seeks to contextualise the exploration of bindu in the arena of 
Indian architecture and situate my practice within a lineage of Indian modernism 
and a community of contemporary practices. There was an abrupt change in 
thinking by the founding fathers of new India after independence. The country 
was still under pain of partition when the new prime minister embarked on a 
mission to modernise the country. This had a profound impact on the country’s 
architecture. The sudden death of Mathew Nowicki, and the reluctance of 
Albert Mayer, created an entry for Le Corbusier, who was persuaded by Jane 
Drew and Maxwell Fry. Corbusier was initially hesitant but later saw the big 
opportunity to realise his dream of visioning new cities. His influence was seen 
for almost thirty years and much of the early work by the first modernists of 
Indian origin was almost ‘Corbusian’ in nature. This impacted the architectural 
education in the country at that time and I was not spared this influence, which 
is evident in my academic thesis.

All this changed in the eighties when architects like Charles Correa and 
Raj Rewal were keen to reinforce the cultural roots of India in their projects, 
which are most often mentioned by critics as ‘Indianness’. At the same time, 
in London, I was drawn into Yantra, which led me to extrapolate the cosmic 
geometry and the architectonics through the international competition in New 
Delhi in 1985-86. The need for a change and cultural identity was further 
emphasised through Vistara, the exhibition of the architecture of India. But 
the movement was short-lived as the new economy of India emerged in the 
nineties; and what we see now is the shift in the time frame of architecture 
practice that is responsive to Indian cultural and climate, but disconnected from 
spiritual. 

(Left) Open Hand monument by 
Le Corbusier, Chandigarh. The 
beginning of Modernism in India that 
forgot what Indianness was..?

Credits:  Deepika Varadarajan, 2017
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Chandigarh - the first modern city realised by Corbusier. The picture above is 
the Assembly of Haryana and Punjab. On the left is the ‘Tower of shadows’ a 
prototype built to 1:1 scale showcasing the shading devices in response to the 
sub-tropical conditions. Le Corbusier had a blank cheque from the then Prime 
Minister Jawaharlal Nehru to build a city bereft of traditions and Corbusier 
did this in his own style. The impact of Chandigarh was so immense that a 
generation almost blindly followed without an idea of context. This includes 
the early Indian masters.

Credits:  Jaffer AA Khan, 2016
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4.1 INDIAN ARCHITECTURE POST-INDEPENDENCE

India was declared independent at the stroke of midnight on the 15th of August, 
1947. A new country and a new Oxford-educated prime minister heralded a 
new future for a country of 350 million people. After the dust of partition had 
settled, Nehru embarked on the program to modernise India. His agenda was 
to make India free of all traditions and embark on a new journey. This was the 
impression he gave to Le Corbusier when he was commissioned to plan the 
new capital of Punjab and Haryana after the partition. 

The Public Works Department (PWD), which had been established across 
the cities of the country around the mid-19th century, regulated the standards 
and norms of built forms. They made a concerted effort to standardise 
architectural elements. The National Building Codes and the Development 
Control Regulations spoke of the functionality of buildings in its purest form. 
Adherence to these regulations ensured that all buildings stayed monotonously 
uniform unless aesthetic intervention was incorporated. With this regulation, 
the intangible aspects of architecture that came about through the harmony of 
architectural elements with their surroundings and the joys of inhabitation were 
lost. Under this new regime, the beauty of the Indo-Saracenic style was deemed 
obsolete, as the functional requirements blatantly responded to English ways of 
living rather than responding to local contexts.

Following the colonial era, there was a substantial shift in the values and 
traditions of Indian culture. The English, who had been attracted to the 
‘synthetic’ architectural practice of the Mughals, had chiselled out their style 
with the elements of Saracenic architecture, the techniques of Indian craftsmen 
and the technologies of their land. Thus evolved the Indo-Saracenic style, much 
removed from traditional Indian architecture, and yet, it subsequently became 
an integral part of the indigenous architectural scenario. However, the Indo-

(Left) The enamelled doorway to 
the plaza. Amazing work in terms of 
scale, proportion and colour that 
contrasted the material concrete.

Credits:  Jaffer AA Khan, 2016
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Saracenic style failed to respond to the spatial concepts, standards and the 
end usage of Indian contexts. This motivated post-colonial Indian architects 
to study traditional architecture and develop a stylistic identity. In this pursuit, 
The Jeypore Portfolio of Architectural Details drafted and compiled by English 
architect Swinton Jacob came in handy. Jacob recognised that architecture 
in India owed its richness to the fact it was a collage of various styles, rather 
than a pure one.16 Thus, under the patronage of the then Maharaja of Jaipur, 
he studied architectural elements of different buildings in North India and put 
together a catalogue of architectural details that could be readily fabricated and 
assembled in-situ by modern architects.

This approach was critical to the manner in which the Indo-Saracenic style 
grew and how it was applied. During the freedom struggle in India, there were 
three personalities who were very influential. Firstly, Mahatma Gandhi, leader 
of the freedom struggle, a straightforward man who lived modestly but was 
also interested in what science had to offer. Secondly, Rabindranath Tagore, 
who was a creative talent with an interest in the influence of literature, music, 
painting and philosophy. By establishing his arts centre, Shantiniketan, in the 
rural setting of Bengal, Tagore tried to revive the guru-shishya (teacher-student) 
relationship that was practised in India for centuries to facilitate the transfer 
of learning and knowledge. Finally, Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister 
of Independent India, believed in a vision that would enable India to join other 
countries as a liberal, modern and democratic state. His strong belief in science 
and technology was expressed in the form of a new architecture that India saw 
emerging post-independence.17 

16 MEHROTRA, R., 2011. Architecture in India: Since 1990. Pictor Mumbai.
17 KAGAL, C., 1986. Vistara: The Architecture of India. Pub: The Festival of India, .

(Top Left) The High court building at 
Chandigarh by Le Corbusier, which 
was set as the benchmark for the 
first generation modernists in India.

Credits:  Deepika Varadarajan, 2017

(Bottom Left) Golconde, Pondicherry 
built between 1936-42, is a precursor 
to Chandigarh and is excellently form 
finished concrete compared to the 
ruggedness of Chandigarh of which 
Corbusier was not pleased with.

Credits:  Jaffer AA Khan, 2016
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Among the many factors that triggered the emergence of contemporary Indian 
architecture, key was the building of Chandigarh. The new capital city of the 
Punjab was built by the famous Swiss-French architect, Charles-Edouard 
Jeanneret (1887-1965) better known as Le Corbusier, from 1952 to 1960. 
Corbusier, like Jawaharlal Nehru, had an unyielding vision of the future. The 
dominant forms and spatial organisation that he created in the famous public 
buildings of Chandigarh, was something that had never been built before in 
India. This development laid the first step of the modernism of India18.  However, 
one should also note that modernism had arrived earlier than Le Corbusier, 
when the Golconde, designed by Antonin Raymond and George Nakashima 
and completed in 1942, was built in Pondicherry. This building is unique due to 
its remarkable ability to negotiate between the tenets of modernist architecture 
while addressing its more relevant tropical context. This is the first cast-in-situ 
concrete building in India celebrating the perfect union of aesthetics, technology 
and social reform. 

Besides Chandigarh, Corbusier also went on to design other buildings in India, 
including the Mill Owners’ Association Building in Ahmedabad (1951), Sarabhai 
House at Ahmedabad (1951), Shodhan House at Ahmedabad (1951-1956) and 
Sanskar Kendra Museum at Ahmedabad (1951–1956).

Louis I Kahn was an important foreign architect from America, who came to 
India about a decade after Corbusier; he also created a substantial change 
in the architectural scenario of India. Kahn designed the Indian Institute of 
Management (IIM) at Ahmedabad, between 1962 and 197419 . Within this 
educational campus were a library, school building, faculty blocks, dormitories 
and the Louis Kahn Plaza, a large open court, with all other activities happening 
around this plaza. At the time it was constructed the buildings’ inherent geometry, 
combined with brick and reinforced concrete parts, made it ‘one of a kind’.

18 KAGAL, C., 1986. Vistara: The Architecture of India. Pub: The Festival of India, .
19 Ibid.

(Top Left) Louis-I-Kahn plaza is an 
excellent space which inspired my 
Oasis school project courtyards and 
the mandala proportions.

Kahn is spiritual in his approach and 
this can be felt as one traverses 
through these spaces. The bricks 
dance with sunlight and the essense 
of Kahn is pervading everywhere.

IIM made a big difference to the 
concrete generation of early Indian 
masters.

(Bottom Left) The Mill Owner’s 
Building at Ahmedabad by 
Le Corbusier building, 1951

Credits:  Deepika Varadarajan, 2017
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The influence of Indian master architects, such as Habib Rahman (1915-1995)20  
who had studied at MIT, was also in evidence and left a significant mark on 
the modern architecture of India. Rahman’s association with Walter Gropius 
and Lawrence Anderson helped him to create a strong identity in the newly 
independent India. He served as the first Chief Architect of India, just after 
independence.

His notable buildings are the Rabindra Bhavan in New Delhi (1959-61), where 
he attempted to blend modernism with traditional Indian elements like the 
jali21.  The University Grants Commission, New Delhi (1954) was built with local 
materials such as brick, wood, and concrete. In this building, louvres shaped 
like traditional chakras (leaves) were designed to efficiently cut down direct 
sunlight. 22

Indian architect Achyut P Kanvinde (1916-2002), studied architecture at 

Sir J.J. School of Art, joining in 1935 while English architect Claude Batley 
was teaching at, and also principal of, the school. Batley was one of the 
most prominent architects in the country at that time, playing a significant 
role in shaping the outlook of a generation of architects, including Kanvinde 
and others. Following a brief stint at the Council for Scientific and Industrial 
Research (CSIR), Kanvinde joined the Harvard Graduate School of Design in 
1945. 

20 KAGAL, C., 1986. Vistara: The Architecture of India. Pub: The Festival of India, .
21 Ibid.
22 CHATTERJEE, M., 1996. Habib Rahman and his times. Architecture Plus Design, 13(2),  
 pp. 22

(Top Left) Mehsana Dairy by Achyut 
P Kanvinde, proving the versatility of 
concrete.

Credits:  MIT Libraries,Rotch Visual Collections, 
Courtesy of Peter Serenjyi, Photographer

(Bottom Left) IIT Library, Kanpur, 
India. Kanvinde uses water 
extensively as a response to the 
micro-climatic solution. 

Credits: https en.wikipedia.orgwikiAchyut_Kan-
vinde#mediaFileIITLibrary.jpg



219



220

During this time, he was greatly inspired by the then director of the school, 
Walter Gropius who, he believed, exposed him to:

 the power of technology on the one hand and the psychological   
 dimensions of spatial organisation on the other. It was here that   
 he encountered the thinking and teachings of the European masters  
 of the Bauhaus — Albert Bayer, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Marcel Breuer and  
 the Swiss-American  architectural historian Sigfried Giedion.23 

Kanvinde was one of the most talented architects with a modern philosophy in 
postcolonial India. What is apparent in his architecture is his strong modernist 
language that is rooted in its context. 24 

His Indian Institute of Technology Kanpur (1960-1966) was an important 
institution set up by the Indian Government to provide high-quality technical 
education in India. The central idea of the design was to integrate the different 
departments and disciplines that would result in mutual enrichment and 
development of the students and faculty alike, thus keeping the spirit of the 
campus alive. The linkages became the cross spines of the campus design in 
the form of covered corridors and double-level pathways. 25

The Dudhsagar Dairy at Mehsana in Gujarat (1970-73), was also designed 
by Kanvinde. The central idea of this project was driven by its functional and 
efficient layout, to reflect the needs of the dairy manufacturing process, from 
milk reception to packaging to delivery. The building was situated on a sloping 
site creating multiple levels and providing optimal ventilation at the same time. 

23 KAGAL, C., 1986. Vistara: The Architecture of India. Pub: The Festival of India, .
 pp. 228- 231
24 ALOFSIN, A., 2002. The struggle for modernism: Architecture, landscape architecture,  
 and city planning at Harvard. WW Norton & Company.
25 SANE, P, 2012, Of and for the context: Achyut Kanvinde’s Modern Indian architecture  
 Academia.edu database

(Left) Charles M Correa is 
perhaps one of the first to explore 
Brutalism in residential buildings. 
The Kanchenjunga apartments in 
Mumbai is an outstanding 
example carrying forward the 
legacy of Corbusier. 

Credits:  MIT Libraries, Rotch Collections, 
Courtesy of Peter Serenyi, photographer.
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As in most buildings constructed by him at a later stage, this building breaks 
down purist forms into a more human scale26.  In this building, the ‘aim was to 
synthesise a relatively complicated industrial process into a powerful building 
form, with the minimum use of mechanical aids.’ 27

  

Some of Kanvinde’s important projects include Harivallabhdas House at 
Ahmedabad (1964), Indian Institute of Technology at Kanpur (1960-1966), and 
in a later period the National Insurance Academy at Pune (1986-1991) and 
National Science Center at New Delhi (1991).

Charles M Correa completed his architectural education in Michigan and MIT, 
and started his practice in India during 1958. Correa addressed various issues 
of architecture from low-income housing to urban planning in the decades that 
followed.  Two significant buildings during this time were the Gandhi Smarak 
Sangrahalaya at Ahmedabad (1958–63) and the Kanchanjunga Apartments at 
Bombay (1970–83). The memorial museum, Gandhi Smarak Sangrahalaya, 
situated on the campus of the ashram where Gandhi resided from 1917 to 
1930, followed a similar vernacular to the old structures from this region 
and had tiled roofs, stone floors and brick piers. The other principal building 
designed by him during this period was the Kanchanjunga apartments—high 
rise luxury apartments designed with interlocking blocks to trap prevailing 
breezes by employing double-height verandahs. 28

26 SANE, P, 2013, ‘Dudhsagar Dairy at Mehsana, India (1970-73): Achyut Kanvinde and  
 the Architecture of White  Academia.edu database 
27 KAGAL, C., 1986. Vistara: The Architecture of India. Pub: The Festival of India, .
 pp. 228-231
28 KHAN, H., CANTACUZINO, S. and CORREA, C., 1987. Charles Correa: Architect in  
 India. Butterworth Architecture.

(Left) Balakrishna V Doshi who 
worked with Corbusier and Kahn, 
softened his approach quickly when 
he worked on the IIM Bangalore 
project. The IIM with its interlocking 
courtyards was very different to 
his early works which passionately 
followed Corbusier. Kahn’s IIM 
Ahmedabad experience would have 
changed this first generation living 
legend.

Credits:  MIT Libraries, Meenu Tiwari and 
Vineet Gupta 1896 
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Balkrishna Doshi initially studied architecture at the Sir J.J. School of Art and 
Architecture, Bombay; he worked as Senior Designer under the guidance of 
Le Corbusier for four years in Paris, from 1951 to 1954. After this, he spent 
four more years supervising Corbusier’s projects in Ahmedabad; in 1955 he 
established his practice with Joseph Allen Stein and Jai Rattan Bhalla. 

The practice believed in inspiring and engaging the inhabitants of the space 
and thereby enhancing their life. Their architecture did not follow any particular 
style of work; each project was unique and had a certain level of independence 
to facilitate human interaction. Perceived as an expressionistic art form, Doshi’s 
projects engaged the participation of artists and craftspeople, as he believed 
that this would reflect the cultural perspectives and values of the time. His 
projects include the Centre for Environment Planning & Technology (CEPT) at 
Ahmedabad (1962), the Indian Institute of Management at Bangalore (1977), 
and at a later stage, Sangath (his architectural studio) at Ahmedabad (1979), 
ARANYA Low-Cost Housing at Indore (1982) and Master Plan for Vidyadhar 
Nagar at Jaipur (1985) .29

Another pioneering architect was Raj Rewal, who studied in Delhi and London 
and practised for a while in Paris before starting his practice in New Delhi. 
During the early seventies, he built two important projects at New Delhi: Nehru 
Memorial Pavilion (1971–72) and Hall of Nations, Pragati Maidan (1970–72). 

29 VASTU SHILPA CONSULTANTS 2015, accessed May 10 2015 <www.sangath.org>

(Left) Raj Rewal with his Nehru 
Pavilion in 1977 was the first one to 
use the shape of Sri Yantra in this 
project located in New Delhi. 

An exponent of Brutalism, he was 
able to subtly mix both tradition with 
modernity, but never acknowleged 
bindu or mandala in his work. 
However, he is known for his passion  
to ‘Indianness’ or the vernacular 
architecture of Rajasthan, India.

Credits:  MIT Libraries,Rotch Collections, 
courtesy of Peter Serenyi, photographer
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The Buddhist Stupas in Nepal inspired the Nehru Memorial Pavilion. The 
circumambulation pathways of the Stupa, the Parikrama, encouraged circulation 
within the Pavilion, and also resembled a mandala diagram in the plan. 
Embedded by grassy mounds of earth, the Hall of Nations was an exhibition 
complex designed for the 25th year of independence, to exhibit a range of items 
of different scales. The building was cast in situ concrete. In this complex, the 
facades had perforated panels made with traditional geometric jali patterns. 
Acting as sun breakers, they obstructed the sun’s rays as well as providing 
good air circulation within the building.30  

All the early Indian masters were very deeply influenced by late modern brutalist 
architecture, as seen in their early works. As a student of architecture in the 
late seventies, I looked keenly at the work of these great architects and this 
influenced the work on my thesis project, extending my early understanding 
of architecture. Projects like the Kanchanjunga Apartments were frequently 
discussed at various forums, as was the fallout of buildings, promoted through 
Central Government organisations, which used brutal concrete as a material 
influenced by the distinctive language of Chandigarh. 

30 RAJ REWAL ASSOCIATES. 2015, accessed May 20 2015, 
 < http://www.rajrewal.in/projects >

(Left)  Sectional axonometric drawing 
of Nehru pavilion, a pioneering work 
by Rewal in 1977.

Credits: www.architecturez.net
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(Left) Mehrangarh Fort, Jodhpur. 
The Sri Yantra is a household symbol 
in Indian culture. 

Credits:  Deepika Varadarajan, 2017

In the 1980s Modernism in its Corbusian avatar was 
recognised as being inadequate in addressing the 
realities of Indian society. The ancient Indian past 

could not be ignored in architecture because the old 
past is also its living present. Modernism needed to 
be appropriated into a temporal progression of the 

ancient past. 

Hence, architects like Charles Correa, Raj Rewal, 
BV Doshi and others attempted to reconcile 

modern architecture with the prevailing identities 
of Indianness bringing about a ‘ modern Indian 

architecture’- another idea in the field of 
architectural expressions over the millennia of 

Indian civilisation.31

Klaus – Peter Gast

31 GAST, K., 2007. Modern traditions: contemporary architecture in India. 
 Walter de Gruyter
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4.2 SEARCH FOR CULTURAL ROOTS IN THE 80s

These varied expressions of architecture turned out to be both a boon and 
a bane to the architectural scenario of India. While diversity was a strong 
reflection of India’s ancient culture and wisdom, the incoherence between 
multiple styles resulted in the absence of a harmonised structure. Critical 
clashes stemmed out of the varying languages and these conflicts have 
continued to govern the manner in which architecture in modern-day India has 
been shaped. 

The juxtaposition of Vedic-revival forms against abstracted forms caused 
much furore amongst critics, but at the same time, these influences have 
been absorbed and imbibed within society as a whole. Hence, it can safely 
be argued, that a war against purist-traditionalists and modernists prevails in 
India, and the very essence of this clash is what makes the architecture of 
post-independent India flavourful and distinctive. It was only in the 1980s that 
modernism in its Corbusian avatar was recognised as being inadequate in 
addressing the realities of Indian society. 

The ancient Indian past cannot be ignored in architecture because the old past 
is also its living present. Modernism needed to be appropriated into a temporal 
progression of the ancient past. Architects like Raj Rewal, Charles M Correa, 
Balkrishna V Doshi and others attempted to reconcile modern architecture with 
prevailing identities of Indianness, to bring about a ‘modern Indian architecture’, 
another idea in the field of architectural expressions over the millennia of Indian 
civilisation. 32

32 GAST, K., 2007. Modern traditions: contemporary architecture in India. 
 Walter de Gruyter. pp 9.

(Left) Image of Maha Purush - Man

Credits:  Kagal, Carmen. 1986. “Vistara: The 
Architecture of India.” Pub: The Festival of 
India.
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(Left and Above) Jawahar Kala Kendra (JKK) was built during 1986-91 and 
is perhaps the first full realized project based on the concept of Mandala in 
the 20th century. The 18th century plan of Jaipur has been an inspiration to 
Correa. The nine square grid with the interconnecting courtyards that lead to 
the central court is a fascinating experience and is an outstanding example 
resulting in the quest for cultural roots. Correa hardly mentions about Sri 
Yantra and relates the grid to the nine planetary traits, a different interpretation 
of the cosmos.

Correa through this project sets the tone for post-modern cultural awakening 
in the country and in association with Ashish Ganju organises the ‘Vistara’ 
exhibition which travels through history and emphasizes the need to relook at 
the contemporary approaches. The movement was short lived as he remained 
the sole practitioner of the idea until 2015.

Credits:  Charles Correa Foundation (CCF), Goa, India 2016
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4.2.1 CHARLES M CORREA (1930-2015)

Correa began talking about the concept of Indian identity in the early 1980s 
and his first attempt to express this idea came through Vistara, an exhibition 
of Indian culture. In the exhibition catalogue, he argued that architecture is a 
compulsive expression of beliefs which is central to human life on this planet.

He also recognised the pluralistic culture of India and the need for such symbols 
within built environment to help ground us in our cultural identity as Indian 
peoples. This was perhaps the defining moment for India as it was time to 
depart from the banality in architecture that was happening, including his early 
works.  

In the catalogue for the Vistara exhibition, Correa included a picture of his 
project in Jaipur, a museum of crafts, and a concept sketch for his Bhopal 
Assembly building. These designs were eye-openers for many young and 
second-generation architects of India, like me. 

Jawahar Kala Kendra (1986-91). This museum of arts and crafts was launched 
by the Government of India to communicate the country’s cultural and spiritual 
values and display its rich art heritage. In his design for this complex, Correa 
portrayed the traditional culture and its scientific progressiveness. Correa 
attempted to negotiate the conflicts by focusing his imagery mainly on elements 
derived from the traditional Hindu architecture of Jaipur. To create intertextuality, 
Correa also borrowed from Moghul, Buddhist and post-colonial architecture.33 

33 D’SOUZA, N., 2002. Sign and Design: Modernity in India re-examined in Li Shiquao and  
 Li XiaoDong. mAAN 2nd International Conference Towards Modern Asian Architecture,  
 National University of Singapore, Singapore.  pp. 4-6

(Left) The torana entry of Jawahar 
Kala Kendra, Jaipur, India by Correa 
who was one of the greatest 
practitioners of mandala in 
contemporary Indian architecture. 

Credits: Deepika Varadarajan, 2017
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The plan was inspired by the original city plan of Jaipur based on planetary  
mandala consisting of nine squares. The Navagraha Mandala used for 
performing rituals here adopted the role of a Vastu Purusha Mandala. 34 

In the site plan, the museum was made up of nine spaces: a performing arts 
centre, administrative block, restaurant/guest room for artists, material culture 
museum, textile museum, a workshop for artisans, armour display, library and 
a theatre. Each of these nine spaces was designated to the nine squares of the 
mandala. Since the nine squares also represent the nine planets of the cosmos, 
each of the nine spaces corresponded to a planet. 

Each of these nine planets further represented individual human traits. The 
architect wanted his architectural spaces to reflect each of the planetary 
characteristics. Planet Venus represented art and hence was used as a 
performing arts centre; Mars represented power and hence the administration; 
Moon represented romance, hence the restaurant; Mercury represented 
education, hence the material culture museum; Saturn represented skill/
knowledge, hence the workshop for craftsmen; Eclipse, represented heroism, 
and hence the armory museum; Jupiter represented meditation, hence the 
library; and the Sun housed the amphitheatre to represent creative energy. Most 
of the design of these spaces seem to correspond well with planetary traits and 
positions. 

However, the limitation of such a system became evident when Correa had 
no choice but to place the museum for textiles in the planet Ketu representing 
anger. 35

34 CHAKRABARTI, V., 1999. Indian Architectural Theory and Practice: Contemporary Uses  
 of Vastu Vidya. Routledge.
35 CORREA, C., 1991. The Public, the Private and the Sacred. Architecture Plus Design,  
 8(5), pp. 91.

(Left) The Bhopal Assembly - The 
appearance of Stupa (Buddhist) and 
the tower comes back from JKK. 

Credits:  Vikrant Singh, 2016
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Correa believed in the ‘reinvention of myth’, explaining that the transformations 
were: ‘…producing something that is contemporary but with roots going back. 
We must use traditions as directly, unselfconsciously, as the French make wine 
or the Indians wear saris - they do not feel compelled to reinvent each time.’ 36

The Bhopal State Assembly (1983-1996). This building was inspired by the 
form of mandala. The plan was divided into nine divisions, like a mandala, and 
consisted of a series of spaces within spaces. In these spaces was a centre, 
which represented nothingness or bindu. On the two perpendicular axes that 
extended from the courtyard, were the administrative offices. On the four 
corners, the rest of the buildings were positioned: The Upper House, Lower 
House, Combined Hall and the Library. The circulation to the office spaces 
was through the verandahs, which had views of the surrounding gardens thus 
making the experience enjoyable.37  As well as the mandala, some nearby 
Muslim monuments, a Buddhist Sanchi Stupa and the site itself also influenced 
this plan.

In the Bhopal Assembly Building, Correa truly masters his understanding of the 
concept of mandala in contemporary terms. This was the first time it had been 
experimented with on a larger scale. This project was showcased as part of 
Vistara, Festival of India in 1983. Though unbuilt at that time, a paradigm shift 
was expressed in the catalogue and his foreword, which represented the spirit 
behind it. He amalgamated this scheme with various styles that had evolved 
throughout history and outlined this in a master plan depicting the ‘Nine Planets’ 
and their connection to the cosmos.  

36 CRUICKSHANK, D., 1987. Variations and traditions. Architectural Review, 182, 
 pp. 50-61.
37 KHAN, H., CANTACUZINO, S. and CORREA, C., 1987. Charles Correa: Architect in  
 India. Butterworth Architecture.

(Left) The Bhopal Assembly came a 
little earlier than the JKK but realised 
after the Jaipur project. Here Correa 
is more direct and his approach 
changes, giving more importance to 
symbolism to some extent.

He rarely talks about bindu but one 
can see it visible everywhere with the 
mandala grid that dictates the spatial 
organisation.

Credits:  https://archnet.org/sites/1406/me-
dia_contents/9924
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4.2.2 BALAKRISHNA V DOSHI (1927)

Doshi’s first break from working under Corbusier came when he began 
building his office, Sangath, which was just a fragment of his private dream: 
a microcosm of his intentions and obsessions. The office was inspired by the 
earth-hugging forms of Indian vernacular architecture, a warren of interiors 
derived from traditional Indian cities, and also by the vault forms suggested by 
Le Corbusier. Other diverse influences include architecture by Louis I Kahn, 
Alvar Aalto and Antonio Gaudi. As a work of art standing on its own merits, 
Sangath possesses that indefinable quality of authenticity. Even local labourers 
and passing peasants like to come and sit next to it, enjoy the low mounds of 
the vaults or the water jars overgrown with creepers.38 

Aranya Township (1982- 1989). Aranya was a township designed for 
a population of 40,000 people. It comprised about 7,000 housing units 
accommodating different income groups, with a majority of houses for the 
economically weaker sectors, providing them with the necessary economic, 
social and infrastructural amenities. 

A ‘site and service’ approach was used for the design of the houses in the 
Economically Weaker Section (EWS) category, whereby a serviced plot with a 
basic washroom was given to each EWS household that could be extended at 
their pace to meet the financial capacity of the occupants depending on their 
economic growth. Factors like the flexibility and elasticity of spaces, which are 
usually a problem in the high-density EWS pockets, were carefully considered 
before designing this township. 39

38 CURTIS, W. J. R., 1988. Balkrishna Doshi: An Architecture for India. New York: Rizzoli  
 International Publications. accessed May 2015, <www.designboom.com> 
39 DOSHI, B. V., 1986.  Vastu - Shilpa Foundation. Archnet database

(Left) Aranya township by BV Doshi 
was an outstanding example of 
social housing, where he 
extensively uses courtyards and low 
cost materials. Doshi hardly uses the 
word mandala after his Vidyadhar 
project, a mandala based concept as 
extension to Gandhinagar, Gujarat 
India. 

Credits: http://web.mit.edu/incrementalhousing/
articlesPhotographs/index.html



241



242

Vidyadhar Nagar (1984-86). It was not until the master plan of Vidyadhar 
Nagar, that Doshi talked about mandala and the use of nine-square grid. This 
city was situated to the north-west of the walled town of Jaipur; Vidyadhar 
Nagar is named after the architect who designed the old town of Jaipur. The 
design for the township was based on the original nine-square mandala plan of 
Jaipur. Another significant influence was Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh. 

The street patterns and the approach roads were inspired by the old city 
of Jaipur, whereas the broad central avenue and the landscaping were a 
Corbusian idea, as already seen in the town of Chandigarh. 40  One could 
criticise this scheme for being a hybrid version of Chandigarh and Jaipur that 
miserably fails to recognise the spirit and essence of either of these cities. But 
one also needs to appreciate the effort involved in bringing traditional elements 
and modernist ideas together for the first time within one scheme in that great 
extension for Jaipur. Doshi used the mandala extensively, with symbols of 
the Sun, the Moon and the Purusha through Shiva linga and the gateways. 
It was conceived as a city that provided permanence and order, faith, safety, 
security and economic opportunity. This was in response to the substantially 
neo-traditional thought process that occurred in the 1980s, in the search for a 
cultural identity which had lost its ground for decades after 1947. 

40 SACHDEV, V. and TILLOTSON, G.H.R., 2002. Building Jaipur: the making of an Indian  
 city. Reaktion Books.

(Left) BV Doshi jumps into the fray of 
cultural revivalism through the 
designs of the new city - Vidyadhar 
Nagar in Gujarat (1983-86). He 
adopts the Corbusian principle of 
‘sectors’ in Chandigarh and 
juxtaposes them with the mandala 
grid. An intelligent move to 
experiment mandala at city level 
plan.

Credits:  Kagal, Carmen. 1986. “Vistara: The 
Architecture of India.” Pub: The Festival of 
India.
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4.2.3 RAJ REWAL (1934)

Raj Rewal seems to be one of the earliest architects to have thought about 
applying the geometry of Indian traditions—within his Nehru Memorial of 1977. 
The cultural imagery was not that significant in his work; he primarily dealt with 
courtyards in the living environments. His quest was to juxtapose modernism 
with the regional concepts derived out of traditional spaces and to revive 
the dormant civilisation as a part of a universal idea. Much later, in 2003, he 
designed the Parliament Library, adjacent to Baker’s Parliament building in 
New Delhi, which was conceived of within an Indian tradition, but built within a 
contemporary idiom. The library is admired by many critics for its exploration of 
local sources in all senses, the most obvious influence being the mandala. AG 
Krishna Menon 41 sees the pursuit of Indianness by Raj Rewal and notes how 
his buildings draw on memory and traditional geometries, utilising these tools to 
create two related constructs, one poetically ambiguous and another structurally 
precise. 

41 MENON, KRISHNA A. G., ‘Raj Rewal, Recent Works,’ Architecture + Design 
 (New Delhi), July-August 2001, 25-9.

(Top Left) Raj Rewal comes back to 
mandala after nearly three decades 
while designing the Parliament 
library in New Delhi.

(Bottom Left) The overlay on the 
plan by the author shows clearly the 
structure of mandala. But one can 
see the over indulgence in bindu and 
trying to prove a point by 
subtracting a grid like in JKK, though 
the context of doing this is unclear.

Credits:  http://rajrewal.in/projects/Public-parl-
lib.htm
http://www.skyscrapercity.com/showthread.
php?t=537725
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4.3 PURSUIT OF INDIANNESS: IDENTIFYING MANDALA

The City of Chandigarh had enormous influence on generations of architects 
in India post 1947. Le Corbusier had a free hand in designing the city and 
never considered any part of the tradition or culture; this city was supposed to 
inspire future cities of the world based on rationalistic principles and the logic 
of using such principles. Le Corbusier’s task was to deal with the harsh climate 
of the city of Chandigarh and he had the audacity to build a prototype in 1:1 
scale, what he called the Tower of Shadows, to showcase shading principles 
to resolve issues of dealing with the harsh sunlight. A prolific sketcher, he 
observed a few scenes around the countryside, the most prominent being the 
chimneys of the concrete thermal power structures which inspired him as the 
symbols of industrialisation. He did not have any idea about the concept of 
bindu or mandala, though Saini42 declares that:

  ‘The beautiful city stands in contrast to the other cities regarding its
  “orderliness” and “disciplined development”. Its positive response to the
  Vastu Shastra, i.e. proper archeo-astronomical placement, makes it free  
 from all misfortunes and, as such, the city is bound to flourish.’ 

In an analysis of Chandigarh, Saini superimposes the nine-square grid with 
the human figure on it (Vastu Purusha Mandala) and explains how the position 
of the Capitol complex symbolises the head to coincide with the head of the 
macrocosmic Purusha43 . Further, the Sukna Lake sits comfortably on the north-
east corner, as the sacred place for water and meditation. The real reason why 
Le Corbusier shifted the Capitol complex, and set it in the centre of the master 
plan of Mayer and Nowicki, was simply because he wanted his buildings to 
occupy the highest topographical point so that it could be seen from a distance. 

42 SAINI, HARISH, Vaastu Ordains a Full Flowering for Chandigarh, The Tribune, Saturday 
Plus, Chandigarh, February 24, 1996.
43 Ibid.

(Left) Saini’s version of Chandigarh 
plan with an overlay of mandala. 
The masterplan suits well with the 
mandala, but the question is that, 
did Corbusier even think of mandala 
in his concept? There is no mention 
about it, except the fact that one 
can notice the auspicious symbol of 
‘Swastika’ in the plaza opposite to 
the Assembly Building. 

Credits:  Chakrabarti, Vibhuti. 2013. Indian Ar-
chitectural Theory and Practice: Contemporary 
Uses of Vastu Vidya Routledge.
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Edwin Lutyens used a similar tactic when he located the Viceroy’s Palace in a 
prominent position on the Raisina Hill in New Delhi.  

Saini’s argument was never accepted by Vaastu pundits of the day, nor even 
by Le Corbusier if he had lived to note such an explanation. As far as I am 
concerned, Chandigarh is a beautiful city that has profoundly influenced the first 
generation of modernist architects in India. I can see how Saini’s explanation of 
the siting of Chandigarh as a peculiar but dynamic and twisted mandala, might 
have influenced Correa in his Jaipur plan of Jawahar Kala Kendra. Chandigarh 
is worth visiting to understand the passion of Le Corbusier, and how he was 
able to translate the modernist political agenda into an architectural form.  

I visited the Indian Institute of Management by Louis I Kahn in 1983 during an 
institutional academic tour. I must confess that it is a rare experience when your 
inner self is consciously awakened as you walk through those corridors with 
light filtering through the brick arches. Kahn was an extraordinary modernist 
with a rare sense of place. Even though I did not recognise anything of bindu 
or mandala in the project, I could see this embedded in the Louis Kahn Plaza 
which, I believe, is based on the proportions of the mandala. The plaza seems 
to be the most vibrant of spaces within this 64-acre campus, and one can 
observe the space come alive when activities take place there. This inspired me 
when I did the Oasis International School, where the mandala broke out from its 
formal geometry.  

The eighties led to a significant shift in architectural thinking. This was also the 
decade in which I completed my degree, became interested in Tantric art and 
participated in the IGNCA competition in 1985-86. At the same time, Correa 
started a trend that addressed a need to re-examine things that had previously 
happened and revisit cultural roots. His proposal for the crafts museum in 
Jaipur, the Jawahar Kala Kendra (JKK) and the Bhopal Assembly buildings 

(Left) The visit to Kahn’s IIM in 
Ahmedabad was invigorating due 
to its spatial interplay of soilids and 
voids. The spaces invoking the inner 
sacredness within me; a quality 
rarely seen in contemporary 
architecture today.

Credits: Deepika Varadarajan, 2017
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were still on the drawing board when the Vistara exhibition took place in 1985, 
in which he collaborated with another celebrated architect, Ashish Ganju. This 
was an essential reference for my IGNCA work, though my understanding 
differed from what Correa was aiming at.  

Correa’s JKK and the Bhopal Assembly buildings were outstanding examples 
to generations of post-80s architects, who were inspired by the traditional 
symbolism and the relationship that this architecture had to public/private 
realms and sacred spaces. Correa’s aim was to relate the mandala to cosmic 
principles and the planetary energies that resided in his built spaces. Correa 
did not talk about bindu in his work, but was driven by the cosmogony of the 
mandala. His approach differs from my understanding and interpretation, which 
focuses on the basic elements that construct bindu. Initially, the geometry 
fascinated me, but later, as I understood the inner essence of bindu and 
translated them, I recognised how their universal principles could support the 
psychophysical comfort of people within their environment, rather than merely 
being symbols or understood as diagrammatic explanations. 

In the mid-80s BV Doshi proposed a hybrid plan for Vidyadhar Nagar, which 
was never realised. He used mandala extensively, based on the city planning 
principles of Chandigarh. Doshi proved that the fusion of mandala and principles 
of modernist culture within a city could be a reality. He drew extensively on the 
old City of Jaipur, which had inspired many architects of that decade. 

Raj Rewal was an extraordinary modernist architect who was the youngest 
of the first-generation architects. Though he never mentioned mandala, he 
recognised the influence of traditional architecture in his work. Architectural 
critics mainly refer to his fondness for Indian culture and sensitive use of 
material and form. In 2003 he designed the Parliament Library. 

(Left) Jawahar Kala Kendra, Charles 
Correa (1986-91). The red overlay 
of mandala grid is by the author. The 
plan of JKK is absolutely explicit 
about the mandala with the bindu in 
the centre.

Credits: JKK Plan, Charles Correa Foundation, 
2016
Overlay: Jaffer AA Khan
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The plan of the library has a definite geometry of the mandala, with a distinctive 
central courtyard open to the sky. Interestingly, Rewal kept one square free 
of any structure, which is the north-east corner of the library building. Did he 
follow the zonal prescriptions of mandala to arrive at this form, with the corner 
missing, to keep this area free as a meditative space? There is no explanation 
of this aspect of the design. There is also no mention about bindu in the entire 
scheme, though one can recognise it in the central courtyard as the point of 
brahamasthana. 

The 1980s saw a radical change in architectural thinking. The idea of post-
modernism gained momentum globally, and it was time for India to look to its 
roots. Temples and other historic buildings during the medieval period provided 
a lead to some extent. But no one had a clue or any direction. Things were 
happening fast and in an unplanned manner. In art circles, renowned artist SH 
Raza (1922-2016), started working with bindu and this became his obsession. 
He continued to do this until his death, and he developed a generation of artists 
inspired by his work. He was introduced to bindu by his school teacher, as an 
image to improve his concentration. Its energy rekindled him and he reinvented 
bindu throughout his lifetime. 

Correa also looked at mandala in his work for the Bhopal Assembly (1983) and 
Jawahar Kala Kendra (1986) in the early eighties. Here, Correa was keen on 
the planetary associations for his mandala.

BV Doshi attempted to incorporate mandala in his Vidhyadhar Nagar project, 
but unfortunately, it never got built. In 2003, Raj Rewal completed the 
Parliament Library. His critics coined the phrase ‘regional Modernism’ and 
his ‘pursuit towards Indianness’ to describe his work rather than linking it to a 
mandala form, but when I observe it, this is apparent in the design of this library. 
It is surprising that most of the early masters never mention the concept of 

(Left) Superimposition of mandala 
over the Bhopal project by Correa. 
Here he is more straight forward than 
JKK, but becomes more contextual 
of using the circular stupa as the 
reference for this work. The overlay 
of mandala by the author clearly 
shows how the grids work with the 
circular plan.

Credits:  https://archnet.org/sites/1406/me-
dia_contents/9924
Overlay: Jaffer AA Khan
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bindu in their work. They mention a much broader term, Indianness. What is this 
Indianness? 

My IGNCA project was nothing but a search for this Indianness, which was 
missing in the contemporary approaches in architecture. A deeper study 
and understanding of Sri Yantra, through the cosmic geometries that inhabit 
the geometrical structure, made me realise the potential to interpret this 
philosophical idea as a spatial intelligence that was practiced for several 
millennia. It is demonstrated through spiritual and sacred projects like the 
temples, which stand today as testimony of this cosmic ideology of the 
relationship between the man and the universe. 

However, the interest in cultural roots during the eighties was short-lived as 
it never developed into a theory; the architecture schools never recognised 
it as a rationalistic approach, but rather specific to a particular community or 
religious segment. I believe that the concept of bindu is rationalistic and is 
a system where one can train the mind to embrace orderliness and develop 
respect for nature, which is essential for human survival on this planet. This 
is how bindu has become a central focus of my practice, and this thought 
has traversed my different projects over three decades, as they took various 
forms and interpretations. I believe that the Indian architecture community can 
indeed draw inspiration from this deeper cultural philosophy which is the actual 
interpretation of Indianness, but I fear that an overdose of such an influence 
could sideline the scientific aspect of architecture, which is the underlying 
principle of bindu and mandala.

(Left) Overlay of mandala grid on 
Rewal’s Parliament library. Rewal 
does a JKK here with one of the 
corners missing.

Credits: http://rajrewal.in/projects/Public-parl-
lib.htm
Overlay: Jaffer AA Khan
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4.4 ANALYSING A COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE

With the liberalisation of the Indian economy in the mid-1990s and the ensuing 
globalisation, the architectural scene also underwent a sea of change. 
Great importance was placed on the development of physical infrastructure 
and matching it up to international standards. Global practices gained 
wide patronage from multinational corporations and developers. Thus, the 
responsibility and the authority of shaping architecture now shifted to business 
giants. Subsequently, the climatic contexts and traditional knowledge lost their 
rightful significance. Responsiveness to local customs was disregarded in 
favour of a budding architectural scenario in India wrought with elegant glass 
buildings and insensitive concrete jungles. Each multinational corporation 
vehemently attempted to make its edifice a landmark in Indian architectural 
history. Hyper-consumption became the norm as architects and designers 
of international repute influenced the design of their buildings to suit the new 
direction of a free India. This phenomenon particularly intensified with the boom 
in information technology, corresponding to the birth of the new millennium. 
The result was a series of grotesque megalomaniacal structures that did little 
to uplift the socio-cultural tendencies of post-independent India. Interspersed 
between these unresponsive buildings were a few jewels that also employed 
international architects, albeit with local sensibilities.

However, this globalised phenomenon has not been without its counterpoint 
since the 1980s. One of the reactions to this multiplicity in architectural 
expressions was the concerted effort by a group of architects to revive ancient 
Indian wisdom. One of the predominant aspects of this stance was the study 
and application of the principles based on Vastu Purusha Mandala, not just as 
a religious ritual but as a radical approach to rationalistic planning parameters. 
Along with this attempt, an interest in reviving and resuscitating vernacular 
construction techniques blossomed. This approach enjoyed a parallel attention 
to the globalised practices and found a steady increase in its following. 

(Left) Mohe’s work is an excellent 
example of how he integrates all 
elements in Karunasharya project, 
a hospice for Cancer patients. A 
large water body in the middle of 
the campus is not just a reflective 
pond but serves beyond that to the 
terminally ill patients by the touch of 
water and the rough granite material 
in two contrasting sensitivities.

Credits: Sanjay Mohe, Mindspace Architects 
Bangalore
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Correa as a revivalist set the core standards using mandala for his Bhopal 
Assembly building in Bhopal and Jawahar Kala Kendra in Jaipur. In the Jaipur 
project, Correa faced some controversy over the association of his mandala 
with the Navagraha, due to a precise orientation of one of the squares located 
on the north-east portion of the building and the symbolism associated with 
it. Correa was surprised at the outcome of the Committee set up by the 
Government, which found no relationship with the Navagraha and the Vastu 
Purusha Mandala as well as the layout of Jaipur. On the controversy over 
Jawahar Kala Kendra, Correa wrote that ‘any analogues or metaphors involved 
in the architectural imagery will presumably be apparent to the observers of 
the perception and sensibility’. 44 These controversial arguments haunted the 
minds of many young architects who hesitated to take the cultural route through 
mandala. 

I have identified a clear parallel with three of my fellow architects, whom I 
consider peers. Sanjay Mohe in Bangalore, Snehal Shah in Ahmedabad and 
Rahul Mehrotra in Mumbai have done significant but sensitive work responding 
to the microclimate and dealing with the cultural issues. These practices have 
adopted ‘courtyard’ features in their works, but do not rationalise mandala or 
recognise bindu in whatever form it could exist in architecture. While most of the 
buildings have all the features that accommodate bindu, the practices do not 
overtly mention it. 

In the nineties, I shifted my practice from Vellore to Bangalore as this was 
where the contemporary architecture of India was focused. This change led 
me to engage in the more complex urban issues of the city. I participated in 
architecture forums, and became notorious for my habit of asking questions 
after lectures, and took part in debates about the city and the responsibility 
architects had in making it livable.  Certain arguments emerged among the 
contemporary practitioners on the idea of bindu and mandala. 

44 Letter by Charles Correa, on 13 January 1992. Jawahar Kala Kendra, Jaipur

(Far Left) The Corner house by 
Rahul Mehrotra.

Credits:Rahul Mehrotra, RMA, Mumbai India

(Left)  A part detail of Sri 
Ramakrishna Temple by Snehal 
Shah

Credits: Snehal Shah, Snehal Shah and 
Associates, Ahmedabad, India
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4.4.1 SANJAY MOHE

Sanjay Mohe’s architectural philosophy considers the five elements and the 
five senses. He believes that the form, function and energy influence spatial 
qualities and impart an emotion to the experience of the user, as one space 
flows into another space and becomes the soul of the building. These spaces 
are addressed by functions along with the five natural elements: earth, sky, fire 
(light and heat), water, air and these elements take advantage of the space 
in a building. Mohe is a rationalist. He disagrees with the concept of Vastu or 
mandala. He considers them in more generalised terms, because of certain 
myths attached to the idea and misrepresentation by many mediocre practices, 
who he believes mesmerise their clients through words that relate to spiritual 
power and the consequences without adhering to the principle of Vastu.

Karunasharya. Bangalore. Water, a natural element, is brought into most of 
Mohe’s designs. Water reflects the quality and character of the space, providing 
a soothing mood to the whole setting. In the design of Karunasharya, a hospice 
for cancer patients, water is treated as the central element in the building, to 
create a peaceful and tranquil environment. The buildings are oriented around 
the vast expanse of water and together they speak one serene language, 
addressing the psychological requirements of the terminally ill patients. 

Mohe believes that: ‘Water becomes a stage upon which the ever changing 
light, the breeze, the rain, and nature perform and the reflections on the water 
almost a metaphor, for one reflecting on life.’45

45 Interview of the author with Ar. Sanjay Mohe

(Top Left) Karunasharya, Masterplan 
and the interconnecting courtyards 
through corridors and intermediate 
spaces.

Mohe does not beleive in bindu 
and mandala but recognises them 
in a different interpretation which 
forms the philosophy of his firm. The 
exuberance of spaces, courtyards, 
water ponds and the materiality all 
encompasses the rare combination 
which is explicit in this project. He 
is yet to accept the fact that the 
principles of bindu and mandala are 
rational and universal as I think in 
my projects and extensively used in 
different cultural context, like the idea 
of juxtaposing Islamic geometry and 
the nine square mandala as an 
experiment to culturally root my 
architecture.

(Bottom Left) Master plan and 
section of a typical ward, where 
Mohe does an excellent work which 
connects all elements of Bindu.

Credits:   Sanjay Mohe, Mindspace Architects 
Bangalore
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(Top)  The overlay of mandala on the 
Karunasharya project, shows Mohe’s 
versatility of using the elements. 
Mohe does not talk about bindu or   
mandala but it is explicitly visible in 
his work.

(Left and Bottom Right)
Karunasharya, Bangalore - Water 
courtyards and the subtle connection 
to different sensibilities.

Credits:   Sanjay Mohe, Mindspace Architects 
Bangalore
Overlay: Jaffer AA Khan
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This is an extraordinary example of how Mohe connects this aspect of water 
to life. I could see that he recognises that the principle of courtyards and water 
as part of the buildings indicate life, which is closer to the concept of bindu. He 
is subconsciously dealing with these principles, which perhaps had a profound 
impact during his learning years.

Budigere House, Bangalore. The primary focus on the interior of this project 
is a water body that is looked into from all the rooms of the house. All the 
upper floors look into lower levels. This openness in the concept allows for an 
uninterrupted flow of light and is also magnified by the reflection of it in the pool. 
White walls reflect this light and also produce interesting dramatic lines against 
the plain black and white surfaces of the floors and wall respectively.

Apart from the way he talks about water, this particular house is integrated with 
natural light through the central skylight that incorporates the principle element 
of bindu. The orientation of the house and the various functional elements 
contradict the mandalic zones, but the energy field overlaps the zones to make 
it acceptable, interesting spatial organisation. In his architecture Mohe plays 
with water, air and light, which intermingle with the open interiors. Though he 
rejects the idea of bindu in terms of its spiritual aspect, he does use the impact 
of the elements of nature in creating an environment where life flourishes 
seamlessly. I consider that he is practising bindu at the subconscious level, 
which is seen through his works. 

 

(Far Left) The overlay of mandala in 
Budigere House.

(Top Left and Bottom Left) Mohe’s 
Budigere House is another example 
in a domestic scale. Water within 
the house and the light that filters 
through the skylight. 

Credits:   Sanjay Mohe, Mindspace Architects 
Bangalore
Overlay: Jaffer AA Khan
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4.4.2 SNEHAL SHAH

Snehal Shah’s practice is located in Ahmedabad, Gujarat. In his practice, he 
has used courtyards in various projects across different building typologies. 
He believes in making architecture that is ‘of its time’ and this tenet is proven 
throughout history, in buildings that are appropriate to their time, place and 
climate. 

In learning to build, his architecture adopted a variety of expressions, with the 
constant idea being an interest in manipulating light and ventilation to the best 
advantage. He also studies vernacular techniques, and what he learns from this 
finds its way into his buildings. He is greatly indebted to the geometry of Louis I 
Kahn, and to Mario Botta, at whose practice he worked for a few years after his 
graduate studies at the Architectural Association, London.

Shah’s work is also influenced by ancient sites: ‘the ruins of Palmyra and the 
temples of Kiradu, both in the middle of a desert, look complete and yet they are 
in ruins’.46

Shah is an award-winning architect with postmodernist tendencies. He does 
not rule out the spiritual significance of the mandala, which was the base unit 
of construction of temples in India. But he wonders how bindu as a concept 
can change living environments, although one could argue that he uses these 
elements extensively in his projects through internal courtyards and a variety of 
materials that suit the context.  

46 BECK, H. and COOPER, J., 2014. Snehal Shah - Architect. USA: Mapin Publishing.

(Top Left and Bottom Left) Plan and 
image of the Family Guest House. 
Shah is influenced by Mario Botta, 
where he worked and trained. But his 
projects reflect tradition expressed 
in a bold geometry. In this house, he 
uses courtyards as he has done in 
several of his projects, but refuses 
to acknowledge the inner essence 
of bindu though I can see that these 
courtyards have all the qualities and 
energies that associate with bindu.
This is clear from the overlay of 
mandala on the plan

Credits: Shehal Shah Associates, Ahmedabad
Overlay: Jaffer AA Khan
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Family Guest House, Bhat, 2004. With serenity being the key concern of the 
client, this house is built on a large site and is nestled in the centre of a garden 
with surrounding trees. The house is clad in stone and thereby gives a rustic 
contrast to the city outside. Being linear in plan, the house runs in an east-west 
direction, thus maximising solar/shade orientation and cross ventilation by 
having deep punctures on the north wall for lighting, and locating the rooms on 
the southern side. The corridor or the verandah spaces around the house are 
critical areas, as they bring in ample light and ventilation to the rooms. There 
are two courtyards, one being semi-private with all the formal living spaces 
around it, and the other being private, surrounded by spaces like bedrooms. 
The temperature of the house is moderated by the presence of these 
courtyards, which also bring a good amount of light into these living areas.

When superimposed with the mandala, the house synchronises with the 
mandalic zones, and there are similarities to Mohe’s Budigere House.

Ram Krishna Mission Temple Porbandar, 2001. This temple project 
was constructed just after an earthquake in the region, during which many 
religious buildings were destroyed. It is located in the midst of a township and 
interestingly the plan is a nine-square mandala with two adjacent squares. One 
of the central squares is the location of the shrine and the other is a courtyard, 
which is part of the prayer hall. Shah indicates the first working for this project, 
where he doodles with the mandala. He talks about spirituality and cultural roots 
but never mentions the mandala which I can see very clearly through the plans 
of the temple. The plan progresses to an octagonal shape and then culminates 
as a pyramid, which is an interesting geometrical progression. The corners have 
squinches, which can be seen in traditional temples as a structural solution to 
reduce the spans. Shah admits that the front pyramidal roof over the prayer hall 
is glass, to maximise natural light; and the sun is expressed implicitly as the 
supreme power. 47

47 Beck.H, and Cooper.J, 2014, Snehal Shah Architect, Mapin Publishing

(Top Left and Bottom Left) Plan and 
images of the Ram Krishna Mission 
Temple at Porbandar. Shah is explict 
in his project. He uses two mandalas 
adjacent to each other, a very similar 
play in my Oasis project. 

Credits: Shehal Shah Associates, Ahmedabad
Overlay: Jaffer AA Khan
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4.4.3 RAHUL MEHROTRA

Rahul Mehrotra is an architect, activist, writer and critic who practices from 
Mumbai and Boston. His book, Bombay: The Cities Within (1995), is a major 
inquiry into the history of India’s evolving but contentious urbanism. He believes 
in architecture that emerges in response to climate and the immediate urban 
situations. This is articulated through courtyards and water, which have a 
dialogue with the landscape that integrates these elements. The projects listed 
below represent a broad spectrum of ideas that his practice dwells on. Mehrotra 
says his projects ‘give expression to the multiple worlds, pluralism, and dualities 
that vividly characterise the Asian landscape’. 

Corner House, 2004. The concept behind this house stems from the context of 
the site and the client’s unique preferences. The client is a curator of a dance 
festival in Chennai, who wanted a space that had a distinctive identity, and 
which could transform into a performance space when required.

Therefore, the architects worked out a scheme that let the inside and outside 
flow into each other, making the entire house have an organic program. Thus, 
the walls became sublime and turned out to be more articulations in the void 
that was the site.

The location of the site at a corner of the junction between two roads meant that 
there was substantial activity in the surrounding area. Hence, upon the request 
of the users, the house was sliced away from its macro environment. The need 
for privacy and a sense of austere security allowed the house to evolve as an 
island within a concrete jungle. 

(Far Left) Plans, Elevation and 
Section of the Corner House.
Mehrotra’s house is explicit in its 
features with principles of bindu. He 
joins with the others like Mohe and 
Shah in not accepting this fact.

He has two water ponds in this 
project. The one on the terrace is a 
spiritual lilly pond (Lillies are the 
images of unfolding universe).
The one in the lower level forms a 
performing stage. The courtyards 
becomes the heart of the house.

(Top Left and Bottom Left) The 
courtyard with a shallow water body 
at Corner House, Chennai

Credits:   Rahul, Mehrotra RMA, Mumbai, India
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The austerity of the setting was further enhanced by a landscaped terrace 
with pond and meditation space. The courtyard penetrated the house with a 
performance space and lap pool that also served as a water body as well. 

The core principle of bindu is present in the house and more evident than the 
previous two projects discussed. The mandalic zones work well, though the 
overlapping seems to be a common phenomenon seen in all three projects. 
The materiality is represented through a palette of contemporary and rugged 
materials. 

Mehrotra, in many other works, uses a broader term, vernacular, but does 
not mention the spirit and essence of a vernacular architecture that evolves 
from the basic cultural understanding of ‘Man and the cosmos’, which Correa 

explicitly talks about in his projects.

TATA Institute of Social Sciences (TISS), 2004. The rural campus for the 
Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS) is located in Tuljapur in the hinterland 
of the Indian State of Maharashtra. The programs at the rural campus entail 
development issues ranging from social forestry to health and infrastructure. 
Responding to the agenda of the Institute and locale, the design of the campus 
focused on creating a series of buildings clustered around courtyards, similar to 
traditional patterns in the region. This building form, responding appropriately to 
the climate of the area, also produces an impressive range of open and covered 
spaces, which facilitate social interaction and multiple uses—the courtyards 
and terraces serving as wonderful gathering spaces in the evenings or in cool 
weather. Similarly, in the housing units, a pavilion was added to the roof to 
create a covered outdoor space, which allows residents to sleep on the terrace 
in the summer months. The use of appropriate building materials was explored 
and subsequently the buildings were built using local stone for load bearing 
walls and an inexpensive and innovative ferro-cement vault for the roofing 

(Left) The presence of mandalic 
spaces and the overlay in the 
Corner House project by 
Mehrotra. Excellently carved out 
inner courtyard which becomes a 
vibrant space for multiple activities 
with the element of water which 
reflects the building itself. Mehrotra 
never mentions about this quality in 
his writings.

Credits:  Rahul, Mehrotra RMA, Mumbai, India
Overlay: Jaffer AA Khan
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system. These were cast on site using very basic and simple technologies that 
could be easily imbibed by the youth in the area, in the hope that the technology 
and building system would be replicated in the region. Also, wind towers were 
introduced in all buildings to integrate passive cooling for the interior spaces. 
Overhead water tanks were integrated into the towers to make them into a 
distinct architectural feature. These innovations, at the level of the building, 
were incorporated to establish locally relevant precedents for the area. 48 

The TISS project is comparable with Mohe’s Karunasharya in Bangalore. The 
difference is that Mohe’s building plays extensively with the element of water, 
whereas Mehrotra has kept his courtyards as amphitheatres where the rural 
community gathers. Though functionally different, both the architects claim the 
climatic aspects but do not see the spiritual side of the courtyards, which I can 
see in these excellent projects. 

 

48 Information provided by RMA Architects, Mumbai in 2015

(Top Left) The overlay of mandala in 
Mehrotra’s TISS  project. Excellently 
designed to respond to bio-climatic 
needs of the context. 

(Bottom Left) The mandala spaces 
become enclosed community 
courtyards. 

Credits:  Rahul, Mehrotra RMA, Mumbai, India
Overlay: Jaffer AA Khan
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Jawahar Kala Kendra, Jaipur by 
Charles Corres

Karunasharya, Bangalore by 
Sanjay Mohe

Parliament Library, 
New Delhi by 
Raj Rewal

Chandigarh Masterplan by 
Le Corbusier
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The Overlay of mandala on 

Chandigarh, Le Corbusier
JKK, Charles Correa
Bhopal Assembly Building, Charles 
Correa
Vidyadhar Master Plan, BV Doshi
Parliament Library, Raj Rewal
Karunasharya, Sanjay Mohe
Budigere House, Sanjay Mohe.

All the above projects have distinct   
bindu and mandala within them. This 
shows the subconscious presence 
of this spatial intelligence that have 
been carried for generations.

Overlay: Analysis over the referred and contrib-
uted drawings by the respective architects, by 
Jaffer AA Khan

Bhopal Assembly Building, Bhopal by 
Charles Correa

Vidyadhar Nagar, Gujarat (Unbuilt) 
by Balakrishna Doshi

Budigere House, Bangalore by 
Sanjay Mohe
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REFLECTION, COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE

The diagrammatic analysis of the plans of my projects, and the works of other 
contemporary practitioners, confirm that the elements of bindu still work well 
even if the directional properties are disregarded. 

Both my house and Kumar House strictly follow mandalic zones, though certain 
site constraints can be seen in this project as my house was located on a small 
site. When this house is compared to other projects, the other houses were 
located in relatively large sites with no limitations, except for the fact that they 
had to follow the program to suit their clients’ aspirations. 

In Budigere House, Mohe contradicted mandala principles outright, as he never 
believed in those ideas. But some aspects of the elements fit into the zones, 
which could just be coincidental. For instance, the north-east zone, which is to 
be free and open, fits well in this scheme. The same applies to the south-west 
zone, where the sleeping area is suitably located. The principal contradiction is 
the location of water and air and their positioning, which is opposite to the core 
principles of the mandala.

However, the bindu at the centre (marked in red), overlapping with the actual 
positioning of a water body, the north-east garden and the skylight above, seem 
to compensate this loss due to perfect zoning parameters. It is interesting to see 
how bindu is present in this house, even in the absence of ordered mandalic 
zones. 

The layout of the Corner House by Mehrotra is similar to Mohe’s Budigere 
House. The bindu survives well, even though the orientation of the mandalic 
elements contradicts the basic rule. The Family House by Shah, while more 
compromised, still follows mandalic principles closely, as evidenced in the 
beautifully connected bindu courtyards that energise the space and flows within.

The Overlay of mandala on 

Family Guest House, Snehal Shah
Sri Ramakrishna Temple, Snehal 
Shah
Corner House, Rahul Mehrotra
TISS, Rahul Mehrotra 

It is interesting to see the mandala in 
parallel sequence in the Temple and 
Corner house projects.

Overlay: Analysis over the referred and 
contributed drawings by the respective 
architects, by Jaffer AA Khan
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When comparing the different applications within these houses, one can see the 
amenability of bindu and its ability to coexist in certain compromising situations. 
There are many questions that arise out of this. What is bindu? Is it different 
from mandala? Can they both exist together, but in a different energy plane? Or 
is it just an idea or a spatial reality? The matrix below shows that the bindu can 
exist independently without the mandala zones. Both the Budigere House and 
the Corner House, conflict the mandalic zones. This sets a new aspect to this 
research on the amenability of bindu. 

We see through earlier analysis that Correa recognised mandala and its 
planetary associations. He faced certain conflicting situations as he left the 
observer to decide on its apparent imagery and the sensibility. Chakrabarti, 
noting a controversy associated with how the mandala was realised, observes 
that:

  this is another example of conflict as a result of the intermingling of
  ideologies, standing out in contrast with the unified concept of the   
 traditional architecture of Jaipur, with both the architect and the   
 assessment committee being “true” to their perception and expertise. 

Mohe, Shah and Mehrotra do not accept the idea of mandala or recognise 
the concept of bindu, but one can see that principles associated with these 
elements exist in their projects, thereby challenging the very basic principles. 
While the community inhabits in the same world that I survive in, we have 
fundamental differences in our approaches. The reality that exists in my mind 
extends only to the limits of my subjectivity. I feel that I am alone in my thoughts 
on bindu. I see others live in a different reality, traverse different pathways and 
believe in the world around them, in a way that is different to my perspectives.

The Overlay of mandala on 

IGNCA, Jaffer AA Khan
Mosque Project, Jaffer AA Khan
Cube House, Jaffer AA Khan

The comparative analysis shows that 
the idea traverses in different
direction but maintains the core 
principles. 

Overlay: Jaffer AA Khan
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Why is bindu so important to  me? The concept of bindu is an ‘idea’ that makes 
me realise the reality of life. It speaks to the ‘Evolution of Life’ and the ‘Involution 
of Life.’  I have experimented with the spiritual geometry and this has made me 
realise that bindu is the image of mandala and the same applies in reverse. 
Looking at the works of my peers and the contemporary architects, I understand 
that the idea of bindu runs deeply within the psyche of these practitioners, but 
why are they refraining from discussing or deliberating about the existence of 
this spiritual aspect of our culture?

My journey towards understanding the influence of bindu through my 
architectural practice has enhanced my ability to engage myself with the 
Outer, Inner and the Sacred. I believe that it is part of the human endeavour to 
communicate complex insights about the nature of reality with multidimensional 
and diverse spatial understanding. I believe that through this effort, I am also 
able to realise the realms of public, private and the sacred through bindu in my 
architecture.

The Overlay of mandala on 

Oasis School, Jaffer AA Khan
Kumar House, Jaffer AA Khan
The Tamil Museum, Jaffer AA Khan

From IGNCA to the Tamil Museum, 
the idea of bindu and mandala has 
remained intact in my subconscious 
mind and keeps cropping up 
everytime I get to do a project. It is 
deep into me and I am deep into it.

Overlay: Jaffer AA Khan
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CONCLUSION: THE INFINITE ESSENCE

The search for cultural roots through mandala as discussed by Correa 
and others during the 1980s remained a short-lived affair. The economic 
development of the country and the massive projects that emerged during the 
1990s and later, overshadowed the differences in philosophical approaches, 
which were highlighted in the conflict that arose after the Jawahar Kala Kendra 
was observed by a select committee, contrary to the perception of what Correa 
had envisioned for the project. This might have led the Indian architects to avoid 
using similar ideas that would invite the wrath of committees who felt mandala 
could not be a secular or a democratic principle used in architecture. However, 
in my view, the idea of mandala has a universal meaning and can work through 
different typologies. This can be seen in my work, where it finds its presence 
from mere geometry to the construction of courtyards with inherent spiritual 
expression.

Comparing the works of the second generation of architects that developed 
during the 1990s was an interesting exercise for this PhD. These architects 
do not recognise the idea of bindu, but have been subconsciously applying it 
in their projects. I presume that bindu as a cultural belief lies deep within the 
subconscious mind, and is demonstrated in different forms of understanding 
and architectural expressions. 

Mohe is an outstanding example of this. He used these elements extensively in 
the Karunasharya and Budigere House. He believed in the unity of the elements 
but did not recognise them as manifest elements of bindu. Mehrotra followed 
him closely in his wonderfully crafted Corner House and the Tata Institute of 
Social Sciences and Research. Shah, on the other hand, uses the mandala 
more explicitly in his Sri Ramakrishna Temple, but again, never uses the term 
bindu. 

(Left) Frieze on the northern wall of 
the kalyana mandapa of the 
Jalakanteswarar temple inside 
Vellore Fort. The image was part of 
the visual documentation done in 
1980, for NASA competition.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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However, my projects follow the realms of reality associated with the divine 
form— structured orderliness and the sacredness within them. I believe that the 
features that are manifest and  non-manifest dwell within these realms in most 
of my work, beginning with the IGNCA project in 1985-86.  

The question, ‘what is bindu’, may not find a definitive answer. The Vedas have 
a more suitable explanation. It is defined as the dot or the origin of space, that 
which accommodates space or simply emptiness. This emptiness or void has 
always intrigued me and I believe it takes different forms in expressing itself 
within my projects. In the Oasis International School, I tried to incorporate it as 
varying levels of courtyards, which worked well; whereas in the Tamil Museum, 
it followed a systematic progression and resided within the large mandala as the 
tectonic element of Raza’s Bindu painting. 

Does the ‘bindu matrix’ work? This PhD research enabled me to develop a 
simple matrix. The elements of nature that constitute bindu are translated as 
architectural expressions that find a suitable place in the creation of built form. 
Architecture as an intermediary between Man and the Universe encapsulates 
these elements to create a microcosm that nurtures life. The element of Fire 
is related to light, heat and warmth, and is interpreted through a courtyard or 
central light well which continuously engages the space and energises it. The 
element of Water has been a prominent part of the architecture, bringing not 
only psychological comfort but also playing a significant environmental role in 
sub-tropical and tropical climates. The element of Air is an essential aspect in 
both indoor and outdoor spaces and many architectural expressions, such as 
the kattruppandal (wind catcher) or kalyana kudam (air stack), have evolved 
from this element to bring comfort to habitable spaces. The element of Earth is 
a mass that creates a time lag by filtering excessive thermal conditions to make 
the habitat more suitable for comfortable living. 

(Left) Section drawing through the 
temple gopuram (tower). 
Documentation of Vellore Fort 1980, 
for NASA Competition.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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All the above elements that constitute bindu, have a phenomenological 
and spiritual quality to make architecture expressive of psychological and 
physiological conditions, consciously and subconsciously linking the manifest 
and the non-manifest.

This PhD raised a question: Did my architecture include bindu? What are the 
limitations and opportunities in applying bindu? I must confess that my journey 
through architecture of my projects has made a difference to my personality, 
and this is demonstrated in the clarity and simplicity of creating architecture as 
both an edifice for the spiritual energy that comes through bindu, and the link 
that connects the microcosm and the macrocosm. I strongly believe that this 
state of equilibrium and the ‘infinite essence’ of spiritual energy is itself bindu. In 
practice, Jaff Design Studio was able to interpret the idea of bindu in a spiritual 
sense; one that combines all elements of nature in the form of a courtyard 
that is an accurate representation of the idea of bindu, or the emptiness that 
converges the energies of the elements in discussion. At the same time, the 
practice also had to understand and interpret this idea to suit the different 
programs and the aspirations of clients through the projects. However, the 
underlying theme, the idea of bindu, ran right through the thread of the practice 
over the decades.

In applying bindu, I concluded that the fullest form of bindu and mandala works 
more conveniently in very large projects like the IGNCA and the Tamil Museum. 
In smaller and medium-sized projects it has to be reduced to a more complex 
expression of bindu (the void) through a variety of traditional vernacular 
expressions found in domestic architecture in India, which I have incorporated 
in projects such as the Cube House, Oasis International School and Kumar 
House. However, the mosque project for a Muslim community posed a different 
challenge: it required the juxtaposition of Islamic geometry with the geometry 
of mandala, positioning a swastika, that revolves around the centre of the 
prayer space, to finally terminate at the minaret which is the bindu itself. This 

(Left) Sketch showing the exquisite 
stone sculptural work in one of the 
columns of the kalyana mandapa. 
The picture depicts yogis seducing 
the yakshis (heavenly beauties).

Credits: NASA 1981 Jaffer AA Khan (Sketch by 
N Kalyanasundaram)



289



290

shows the versatility of bindu which can transcend its boundaries to adapt to 
contemporary ideas.

I further believe that the idea of the courtyard has always existed in vernacular 
architecture in India, and the spiritual aspect intertwined within this courtyard 
balances both the climatic and spiritual aspirations of the living habitat. 
Hence both spiritual and environmental factors work in tandem to realise the 
phenomenological aspect of the space itself. The intervention of architecture 
in the mid-20th century, post-independence, saw a significant shift in thinking 
which destroyed the very meaning of these phenomenological ideas, as the 
regulatory system did not encourage the continuity of this tradition; though 
many sensitive practitioners tried to continue their work expressing traditional 
ideas in their projects.  

What has changed in my practice since my PhD? My practice, through this 
PhD, was able to explicitly reflect on and examine my work from 1985 onwards. 
We see a renewed opportunity in the present century due to a resurgent 
spiritual awakening in the country. The research further reinforces the idea, and 
the level of confidence and interpretation, of bindu and mandala as a universal 
principle. I believe that this will lay the foundation for a rational thought process 
which most in the practice community are fearful to express in their projects. 
However, caution needs to be exercised to ensure that superficial symbolism 
does not overtake the universal essence of bindu. In conclusion, this PhD and 
the research process adopted has helped my practice streamline the thought 
process and a methodology which precisely recognises the essentiality of 
sacred spaces created by efficient use of the elements that constitute bindu; 
and its interpretation in architecture can be a convenient way to root the 
design in tradition theoretically. It is important for my practice to balance this 
transformation of architecture in ongoing and future projects. Without careful 
consideration, I believe that the outcome could be superficial.

(Left) Tomb of Mustafa and Amber, 
family of Tipu Sultan, located within 
the tomb complex. The monuments 
were documented in 1981, NASA 
Competition. The overlay study 
suggests that some of the tombs 
follow mandala. 

Credits: NASA Team 1981 (Jaffer AA Khan;  
N Kalyanasundaram  and M Bhuvanasunder)
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What does this new knowledge contribute? In India, the millennia-old spiritual 
and cultural architectural principles continue in different forms today. These 
pluralistic principles make contemporary architecture more interesting, but for 
me the question is: Can these principles, when incorporated in modern Indian 
architecture within an evolving society, bring the spiritual healing that is largely 
craved for? Can bindu and mandala help bring the change that could distinguish 
Indian modern architecture of the future from the modernism that absorbed the 
country after independence in 1947? These are some of the critical questions 
that my practice and its projects answered to some extent. The concept of 
bindu is universal in nature; its elements are common in all cultural sensitivities. 
This rationality is interesting and has an ability to be absorbed in contemporary 
aesthetics. The sacredness of space need not carry religiosity or show the 
symbols or signs that are the most direct form of religious representation. 
Correa uses this symbolism almost directly to establish the presence of these 
principles. In the main, my projects have traversed a different path, from IGNCA 
to the Tamil Museum in Sri Lanka. While IGNCA did use extensive symbolic 
linga-like elements, the Tamil Museum integrated the five elements through a 
symphony of elements, with the bindu being articulated in a more abstract form 
representing Raza’s interpretation of bindu.

Through this PhD, and its investigation and reflection on my work, I was able to 
recognise how I was subconsciously working on the concept of bindu, through 
different forms. My approach to understanding this was very different from my 
initial idea of Sri Yantra, which was purely geometrical, and became the basis or 
the starting point of my research.  

As a contribution to the body of knowledge in architecture, I believe that 
a sound phenomenological understanding of bindu will provide a positive 
platform on which to establish a theory in design approach for contemporary 
architecture. In turn, this could perhaps lay a foundation for understanding 
design through the cultural principles that establish identity and belonging, 

(Left) Tomb of  Astab Khoja, one of 
the royal servants of Tipu’s harem. 
Documented in 1981, for NASA 
competition

Credits: NASA Team 1981 (Jaffer AA Khan;  
N Kalyanasundaram  and M Bhuvanasunder)
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which most contemporary productions do not represent. This PhD has 
developed my resolve within the practice to seek future projects, such as 
developing the proposed new cities in the country, that will balance the cultural, 
sociological and ecological aspects, for which the principle of bindu provides a 
broader solution.  

I believe that diversity is a strong reflection of India’s ancient culture and 
wisdom. The critical clashes that stem out of these diverse languages continue 
to govern the manner of architecture in modern-day India. The juxtaposition 
of Vedic-revival forms against abstracted forms have caused much furore 
amongst the critics, but at the same time, has been absorbed and imbibed by 
the society as a whole. Hence, it could be safely argued that the war between 
purist-traditionalists and modernists is still prevalent in India, and the very 
essence of this clash is what makes the architecture of post-independent India 
flavourful and distinctive. This same clash also propels the drive for architectural 
sensibilities and the sensitivities of society to evolve and mature as a cohesive 
whole. Using spatial formulations as a part of spatial intelligence could assist 
architects to forge new roles and new approaches to understanding and 
developing architecture that is more meaningful to culture and environment. 
This will enable the infinite essence of bindu to flourish among young minds, 
not just as a spiritual principle but as an idea to order the mind to achieve that 
harmony of Man with the Universe. 

There is immense scope for future research and this is particularly significant 
within the present context of my practice in New Zealand, quite apart from 
India. The outcome of this PhD is already leading my practice to understand 
the indigenous cultural principles at play in New Zealand. The cosmological 
perceptions of the community relating to the cosmogony of Indian origin will set 
the philosophical basis of my architecture in this new context of New Zealand, 
leading to a new thinking, and informing a style that will inspire the society and 
young minds. 

(Left) The Future.... ideogram 
inspired by the sketches of Professor 
Leon van Schaik AO.

Credits: Jaffer AA Khan
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Glossary

ad quadratum   Denoting motion or direction to

akasa   Sky or space

agni   Fire 

Agni Moola  Corner of Fire

Ahmedabad   An industrial city in the state of Gujarat in western India

apara bindu   The second stage of the manifestation of the bindu in the Sri Yantra.

aras    Spokes of the wheel in the Nabhi Chakra

avayava   Premise; member; component part / the physical body

Babri Masjid   Babri Mosque

Bangalore   A city in south central India, capital of the state of Karnataka

bhupara  The square ground plan of the Sri Yantra

bindu    A dot, point; drop; crescent; The compact mass of spiritual power or

    energy (Sakti) gathered into an undifferentiated point, ready to manifest as the   
   universe; a form made of light; the material cause and substance of creation.

Brahma   The creator of the universe; one of the Indian trinity comprised of Brahma, Vishnu  
   and Shiva; The Absolute Reality manifested as the active creator of the universe,  
   who is personified as one of the three gods of the Hindu trinity. The other two are   
   Vishnu, who represents the principle of sustenance, and Shiva, who represents the  
   principle of destruction.

Brahma Pada  In the concentric padas of energy in the mandala, this is the central highly charged  
   primary energy source.

brahamasthana   The central space of the house which is the energy source

Bhubaneshwar A city in eastern India, capital of the state of Orissa

bhumi    Earth
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Buckingham  Textile company operating in India in the 19th and 20th centuries.  

   and Carnatic Mills

Chakra   Wheel or circle; centre; disc; plexus; centres in the body

Chandigarh   A Union Territory of north-western India, created in 1966. The present city

       was designed in 1950 by Le Corbusier as a new capital for the Punjab and is

     now the capital of the states of Punjab and Haryana.

Char bagh   Persian and Islamic quadrilateral garden layout 

Dapsa   Premise; member; component part / the physical body

Deivika Pada   In the concentric padas of energy in the mandala, surrounding the Brahma

    pada this is the luminous space.

Dravidian  Relating to or denoting a family of languages spoken in southern India and

    Sri Lanka, or the peoples who speak them.

dukkha   Pain; suffering; sorrow; grief; unhappiness; that which is unsatisfactory

Eastern Ghats  Two mountain ranges in central and southern India. Known as the Eastern

    Ghats and the Western Ghats, they run parallel to the coast on either side of

    the Deccan plateau.

facade   The principal front of a building, that faces on to a street or open space.

Fatehpur Sikri   A town built in Agra, Uttar Pradesh, India by Mughal Emperor Akbar.

garba    Womb

garba grha   Innermost sanctuary of a temple; house or dwelling womb 

     The innermost chamber or sanctum sanctorum of a Hindu temple. In this

    space is installed and resides the primary deity of the temple.

gopuram   Tower like structure over an entrance into a temple

Hamsa   Swan

Hyder Mahal  Hyder Palace
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Indianness  A sense of being Indian, reflecting Indian culture, aesthetic or sensibility 

IGNCA   Indira Gandhi National Centre for Arts 

Indo-Saracenic style Indo-saracenic architecture represents a synthesis of Muslim designs and

    Indian materials developed by British architects in India during the late

    nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

indu    Moon

INTACH   Indian Architectural Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage

jala    Water

Jalakanteshwarar  Lord Shiva residing in the water

jali/s    Perforated stone or lattice screen

kalyana Kudam  A hall in a Tamil house, a place for marriages to take place.

kalyana mandapa  Pillared hall built for marriages to take place

karnika   The pericarps of the lotus

kattrupandal   Wind catcher

kesara   The filament of the lotus

Ketu     One of the nine grahas in the Navagraha Mandala

Kufic    An ancient calligraphic script of Arabic

kundalini  Serpent; life force; a type of Yoga; coiled; winding; spiralled; coiled one.

    The primordial Sakthi or cosmic energy that lies coiled in the muladhara

    chakra of every individual. When awakened, it begins to move upward

    within the subtle central channel piercing the chakras and initiating various

    yogic processes which bring about total purification and rejuvenation of the

     entire being. 

kuttambalam    Enclosed courtyard with stack effect
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linga    Mark; characteristic; indication; form; reason; Shiva’s sacred symbol 

     representing his creative power. 

mandala   Circle; magic circle; the special domain of any particular divinity

madapam/s  Tent; covered hall

Manduka Vastu  The 8 x 8 grids that are used for the planning of temple architecture

Manusha Pada  In the concentric padas of energy in the mandala, surrounding the Deivika 

    pada this is the conscious space

Maha Purusha  A great person; a great soul; a sage; the Supreme Lord.

Mekhala  The three concentric circles inside the square ground plan of the Sri Yantra

MIDAS   MARG Institute of Design and Architecture Swarnabhoomi

mihrab   A niche in the wall of a mosque, at the point nearest to Mecca, towards 

   which the congregation faces to pray.

minar    A tower or turret

moksha   Liberation; spiritual freedom; release; the final goal of human life

Mostar   A town in southern Bosnia and Herzigovina

mula tirukona  A triangle

nabhi   Navel

nada   Mystic sound (of the Eternal); the primal sound from which all creation has

    emanated; the first manifestation of the unmanifested Absolute

NASA   National Association of Students of Architecture (India)

Navagraha Mandala A mandala corresponding to specific positions for the nine planets

Navayoni Chakra A chakra composed of nine triangles

Otteri    Artificial lake in Vellore

Pada    A section of the energy grid pattern in the Vastu Purusha Mandala

Padmanabha   One with lotus-flower-sized navel
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Paisachika Pada  In the concentric padas of energy in the mandala, surrounding the Manusha

     pada this is the material space

Palar River   South Indian river, Vellore is situated on its banks 

Parasayika Vastu The 9 x 9 grids that are used for the planning of residential architecture

para bindu   The first stage of the manifestation of the bindu in the Sri Yantra.

parikrama   Circumambulation; to traverse around

Periya-Agraharam A town in Erode district in Tamil Nadu

Prakriti   Primal nature; primordial nature; creatrix

Purusha   Spirit; individual soul; person; the undwelling of God; cosmic person

sakti    Power; capacity; energy; potency; force; the divine cosmic energy which 

   projects, maintains, and dissolves the universe; the spouse of Shiva.

Sarvarakshakara Giver of Protection

Sarva-rogahara  Remover of all Desires

Sarva-anandamaya  Full of Bliss

Sarva-siddhiprada  Giver of All Accomplishments

Shiva    Auspicious; the Ultimate Reality; Lord, according to Saiva Schools, Shiva is 

    the supreme Godhead. 

sepoy    An Indian soldier serving under British or other European orders.

Sinhalese  A member of a people originally from northern India, now forming the 

    majority of the population of Sri Lanka.

Sri Yantra   A diagram depicting the universe in an ordered and harmonious system.

    Nine interlocking triangles around a Bindu represent the Sri Yantra.

sukha    Pleasant; happy; agreeable

sunnya   The void; nonbeing; nonexistence; negation; emptiness; zero

swastika (Hindu)  Sign of auspiciousness
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Tamil Nadu   A state in the extreme south-east of the Indian peninsula on the 

    Coromandel Coast, with a largely Tamil-speaking, Hindu population; capital, 

   Chennai (Madras)

Tantra   Rule; ritual, scripture; religious treatise; loom; warp. As religious treatises, 

   they are usually in the form of a dialogue between Shiva and Sakthi.

Trilokya-mohana  Enchantress of the Triple World, the stage when objectives and wishes 

    infatuate one

Vastu Purusha  A cosmic diagram of the universe in miniature which shows the harmonious 

    unification of the masculine divine and the feminine divine, or the cosmic 

    energy and the earth energy respectively.

vayu    Air

Vedas    The sacred scriptures of the Hindu tradition. They are impersonal and 

   eternal. There are four Vedas: Rig Veda, Yajur Veda, Sama Veda, and

    Atharva Veda.

Vellore    A city in the southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu

Vellore mutiny  A mutiny by the Indian sepoys against the English East India Company at 

    Vellore in 1806.

Vijayanagar  Vijayanagar Empire, historic, originally in South India

Vishnu   The supreme Lord. One of the Hindu trinity of Gods, representing God as the 

    sustainer, the personal God of the Vaisnavas.

wind catcher   A traditional architectural element to create natural ventilation in buildings

Yantra    To restrain; to compel; mystic diagram. Also, geometrical diagrams designed

    to channel psychic forces by concentrating them on a pattern such that the 

    pattern becomes reproduced by the devotee’s visualising power. 

yoni     Womb; source; type, female creative principle
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