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December 30, 2020 
  
Professor Errol D’Souza 
Director 
Indian Institute of Management Ahmedabad 
 
Dear Errol, 
  
Thank you for your response to our letter of December 22nd.  
 
With all due respect, we find the arguments for demolition of the dormitories at IIMA, put 
forward in your letter to the alumni and in your response to us, to be illogical and 
misleading. You attempt to make the case that the dormitories are a lost cause, yet you 
have already restored one of the dorms (D-15) and have announced intentions to restore 
three more. This is a contradictory position. Additionally, you cite that you had an 
independent technical assessment done regarding seismic resistance. That report should be 
made public. Did your excellent restoration team—a team that includes an internationally 
recognized seismic expert from IIT Madras and that recently won a UNESCO award for 
their work on IIMA’s library—respond to that report? If so, it would be very helpful to 
make that response public as well. 
  
The photographs you show of the dorms in your letter to the alumni are clearly chosen to 
highlight problem areas, but these are exactly the kinds of conditions that were encountered 
and already remedied in D-15 and in the library. In fact, the first photo you show in your 
letter to the IIMA alumni has the number “16” above the lintel. Dormitory 16 is one of the 
three additional buildings that you indicate you plan to restore. Therefore, we already know 
that the problems illustrated can be fixed. You also take issue with the quality of the bricks 
used in the original construction. But these are the same bricks used in the library, and 
very effective measures have been developed by your restoration team to deal with the 
various brick-related challenges encountered. 
 
Why not celebrate the clear success of IIMA’s conservation efforts to date by sharing 
photographs of the restored Vikram Sarabhai Library and dormitory D-15?  Below are a 
few screenshots from last month’s public lecture at CEPT given by Brinda Somaya, the 
principal in your restoration team of Somaya & Kalappa Consultants. These before and 
after shots clearly show the exemplary restoration of both the library and dormitory D-15.  
                                                                

       
Vikram Sarabhai Library, showing brick restoration. Note: The same bricks are used in the dormitories 



                           
                          Vikram Sarabhai Library corner before and after brick restoration 
 
 

                           
                          The completed civic and structural restoration of dormitory D-15  

  
We, and indeed many others worldwide, find it confounding that IIMA would take such a 
radical course of action to destroy its heritage if the buildings can be restored successfully. 
If you need more student living spaces, as you indicate in your EOI, you are already 
building a new campus that can address that. If the problem is money, please just say so. In 
addition to the many IIM graduates that revere the Kahn buildings, there are organizations 
and individuals the world over who support the cause of preserving great architecture. If 
you appeal to them with a clear commitment to conservation and restoration, they can assist 
you. 
 



There is one point from our initial letter to you that we must clarify: the option of making 
sensitive adjustments to the dormitory interiors to suit changing needs is in no way the 
same as tearing the buildings down and constructing something else on the same footprint. 
Please do not attempt to twist the meaning of what we wrote to you. You cannot retain the 
“grammar” of our father’s buildings if you destroy them. Period. In a recent statement to 
the press you indicate that adjustment of interior spaces in the Kahn dorm buildings is 
problematic. But has your experienced conservation team actually studied its feasibility? If 
so, we request that this study be made public. 
 
It is clear to us that the conservation process at IIMA is going well. The library restoration 
has won a UNESCO Award. The team is continuing their work restoring the Louis Kahn 
Plaza and the faculty and classroom buildings flanking it. The pilot restoration of dormitory 
D-15 is nearly completed. There are 17 more dormitories to go, and most of them are in 
better shape to start with than D-15. If adjustments and refinements need to be made along 
the way as you restore the dormitories, that is to be expected. 
 
When we met you in Philadelphia in 2018, you promised to keep us apprised of the 
progress on your plan to conserve and restore our father’s iconic architecture. Yet you have 
never once reached out to us. You indicate in your letter to the alumni that you had many 
meetings before making the extremely serious decision to destroy the dormitories, which 
are the heart of Kahn’s design for your campus. But we—and the entire international 
community, as well as many connected with IIMA directly—seem to have been kept in the 
dark about your extremely consequential deliberations.  
 
We implore you to reconsider this calamitous and irreversible decision. There are many 
people and organizations throughout India and the world ready to help you resolve this in a 
way that is beneficial to IIMA, and that also preserves the timeless work of architecture in 
your care. Please make use of the resources available to you. We are eager to speak directly 
with you and the IIMA Board. Will you please convene a meeting with us as soon as 
possible?  
 
 
Respectfully, 
 

 

 

 
 
Sue Ann Kahn 
Alexandra Tyng 
Nathaniel Kahn 



January 23, 2021 
 
 
President 
ICOMOS 
 
Dear Mr. President, 
 
We are writing to support an ICOMOS Heritage Alert for our father Louis Kahn’s “old campus” 
at the Indian Institute of Management in Ahmedabad, India (IIM-A). It is our hope that this alert 
will encourage the board of IIM-A and its chairman, Mr. Kumar Birla, to undertake the creation 
of a Comprehensive Conservation Management Plan. This plan would become the basis for all 
decisions affecting the Kahn campus in the future.  
 
We have been concerned about our father’s work at IIM-A for some time. The buildings—which 
are universally revered icons of modern architecture—have not been well maintained, as all 
buildings must be to insure longevity and ongoing usefulness. This concern turned to alarm in 
2015 when we learned of plans to raze faculty housing units, which form a key element in 
Kahn’s master plan for the original 65-acre site. We expressed these concerns and in 2018 we 
were visited in Philadelphia by IIM-A’s director Professor Errol D’Souza. D’Souza assured us of 
IIM-A’s commitment to preserving the Kahn campus and promised to consult with us on any 
plans that would affect it. We were encouraged by this, and by the engagement of an excellent 
Indian conservation firm, SNK Consultants, led by the highly respected architect Brinda Somaya, 
to oversee conservation work on a phased basis. 
 
By all accounts, the conservation work was going extremely well—even winning a UNESCO 
award for the restoration of the Vikram Sarabhai Library. However, in December 2020 we were 
shocked to learn that IIM-A had taken the catastrophic decision to level most of the 18 dormitory 
buildings—which are the very heart of our father’s work—and to replace them with higher 
density structures. An international outcry swiftly followed and mercifully, IIM-A paused plans 
for demolition and decided to re-examine the issue. While we are grateful for this pause, we are 
not at all assured that the stay of demolition will be permanent. If Louis Kahn’s great work in 
Ahmedabad is to survive, steps must be taken immediately to protect it. 
 
Our father worked on planning and building the campus at IIM-A, with associates in India, from 
1962 until his death in 1974. He was devoted to the project and proceeded in spite of many 
challenges, including lack of contracts and insufficient funding. Our father came to Ahmedabad 
as a teacher, but he also became a student of India—its history, its art and ideas, its architecture, 
its people. He developed at IIM-A a great “city of learning,” in the belief that this new institution  
would help create a better future for the students who would go there and for India itself. And it 
has done so: graduates of IIM-A have gone on to great success on the world stage and Kahn’s 
architecture has become a symbol and signature of the institution. The campus is visited by 
people from around the globe and its forms, spaces, and solutions have inspired many Indian 
architects working today. 
 



The entire Kahn campus is a functioning work of art. From the faculty housing to the dormitories, 
to the classroom and faculty office blocks, to the plaza, the library, the landscape elements and 
the buildings completed after Kahn’s death by Anant Raje—all of these components work 
together to create a single entity. To lose any one part is to diminish the whole. It is important to 
note, that while Kahn designed a number of campuses in his celebrated career, IIM-A is the only 
fully realized Kahn campus existing in the world. 
 
We have recently seen the 25-year master plan for IIM-A developed by HCP Design, Planning 
and Management. This plan was apparently developed to guide IIM-A as it expands, providing 
new facilities and amenities. We fully understand the need for IIM-A to grow, however we find 
this new master plan profoundly lacking in an understanding of the logic and values of the Kahn 
“old campus”: The plan calls for encroachment on Kahn’s work from multiple angles. It 
arbitrarily preserves some buildings while destroying others. It does not take into account Kahn’s 
landscape planning, which gives the work perspective and orchestrates vistas, entrances and 
approaches. It does not respect the values of the buildings completed after Kahn’s death—but 
following his layouts—by Anant Raje. 
 
Putting aside for a moment the immediate need to save the Kahn dormitories and other structures 
from the wrecking ball, the HCP plan, if implemented, will do irreparable damage to the overall 
composition, value and usefulness of the Kahn “old campus.” Once part of this composition is 
lost, or insensitively encroached upon, it will be forever diminished in power—like a broken 
sculpture, it will remain only as a fragment, rather than a total work of art.  
 
Institutional progress and preservation of heritage do NOT have to be in conflict. They can 
coexist. Balancing these values is a challenge faced by institutions the world over and with 
careful planning, great success can be achieved. We have seen examples of this involving Kahn 
buildings at Yale University and the University of Pennsylvania. At Penn, Kahn’s Richards 
Building was entirely repurposed to suit evolving needs and is now one of the most desirable 
addresses on the university campus. 
 
In the case of both Yale and Penn, the successful, highly celebrated conservation work was 
guided by a Comprehensive Conservation Management Plan, created in a transparent and 
thoroughly researched process by an informed group of professionals in consultation with 
various stakeholders. We sincerely hope IIM-A will follow in the footsteps of other enlightened 
institutions and will pursue the creation of a Comprehensive Conservation Management Plan for 
the Kahn campus.  
 
To be clear, Mr. Birla and his board are to be commended for stepping back from the course of 
action that would have destroyed irreplaceable works of world and Indian architectural heritage. 
We urge them now to take the following steps before proceeding with any plans that will affect 
the Kahn campus further.  
 
• Recognize the Kahn campus as a single entity, not merely a collection of buildings. 
 
• Suspend any changes to the Kahn campus, including demolition indicated on the 25-year HCP 
master plan. 



 
•Stabilize and maintain all buildings on the Kahn campus, so that further degradation does not 
occur.  
 
• Continue the ongoing and planned conservation work with SNK Consultants. 
 
• Develop a Comprehensive Conservation Management Plan for the entire Kahn “old campus.” 
The plan should be developed with full transparency to stakeholders and with meaningful 
participation of the Kahn Archives at University of Pennsylvania, the current conservation 
architects (whose extensive on-site experience offers essential insights) and internationally 
respected individuals and organizations such as the Getty Conservation Institute. 
 
We support all efforts aimed at preserving the Kahn campus at the Indian Institute of 
Management in Ahmedabad in its entirely. It is not too late to turn this difficult situation around. 
If Mr. Birla and the board of IIM-A agree to develop and implement a Comprehensive 
Conservation Management Plan, the Kahn campus can be preserved and its timeless magic can 
continue to serve and inspire students, faculty, staff and visitors long into the future. These steps, 
if taken by IIM-A, will be celebrated the world over. 
 
 
 
Respectfully,  
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
Sue Ann Kahn  
Alexandra Tyng  
Nathaniel Kahn 
 
 
 cc: Mr. Kumar Birla 
 











shubhra raje_built environments__________________________________________________


Jan 20, 2021


To,

The Director & the Board of Governors

Indian Institute of Management

Ahmedabad


Dear Dr. D’Souza and the Board of Governors,


I write this letter with gratitude for your acknowledgement of the concern voiced by various 
communities, locally and across the globe, for the proposed demolition of the dormitories. By 
putting on hold the plans to replace the Kahn dormitories, and to review the current masterplan 
such that the integrity of the East campus may be maintained, you have created an opportunity to 
deal with architectural legacies sensitively, yet with a spirit of innovation and imagination. The 
outpouring of concern - as outrage, certainly, but also as advocacy - shows that you have 
institutions and expertise ready to help you.


I do hope IIMA embraces its challenges through the lens of leadership towards the responsible 
custodianship of our patrimony. What you have inherited, as material fabric and its underlying 
philosophical vision, has the capacity to both endure and transform, hence its significance. It is 
necessary to be reminded that Kahn imagined the campus as a whole, an integrated environment 
for student and faculty life. An overall civic space richly interwoven with hierarchies of scale and 
activity which my father, Anant Raje, further anchored through the MDC, the Dining Halls and the 
Mathai Complex. The architecture of both Kahn and Raje have a universal humanity to them, and 
have the generosity to take on new meanings and purposes of use, if met with a will and 
imagination of engagement.


I wish you the best in your efforts, and remain ready to help.


Respectfully,


Shubhra Raje

Kilcreggan, Scotland


+1 650 714 9588 | +91 909 901 3352 | shubhra@shubhraraje.com

1247 Havana Street, Aurora CO 80010 USA


302 Shaligram, Opp ATIRA, Dr Vikram Sarabhai Marg, Ahmedabad 380015 India

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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623 A, Somdutt Chamber II 
Bhikaji Cama Place, New Delhi-110066  

Tel: 011 40047876 
icomosindia@gmail.com 

www.icomosindia.com 
         @icomosindia 

To,            27 December 2020 
Shri Kumar Mangalam Birla 
Chairman, Governing Council, 
Indian Institute of Management-Ahmedabad 
Ahmedabad, Gujarat. 
 
Subject: Concern regarding proposed demolition and redesign of Dormitory buildings of the Old 

Campus of IIIM-A: A landmark group of buildings of national and global significance. 
 
Dear Mr. Birla, 
 
I am writing on behalf of ICOMOS India, and its nationwide membership of some 350+ heritage professionals, 
to register our deepest concern against the proposed demolition and redesign of the architecturally unique and 
culturally significant group of dormitory buildings of the Old Campus of Indian Institute of Management-
Ahmedabad (IIM-A). 
 
ICOMOS (International Council on Monuments and Sites), as you would know, is an advisory body to 
UNESCO on matters related to World Heritage. It is an interdisciplinary association of experts dedicated to the 
conservation of the world’s cultural heritage. It currently brings together over10,500 global members and carries 
out its mandate through 107 National Committees, 271 Institutional Members and 28 International Scientific 
Committees. ICOMOS India functions as a duly recognized National Committee of ICOMOS in India.  
 
Our major concern is focused on the adoption of a scientifically appropriate and sustainable ‘management plan’ 
of this campus of outstanding significance, allowing necessary change and upgradation without undermining its 
significance, authenticity and integrity.  
 
Having carefully perused the two documents issued by IIMA, i.e.: (1) An official notice dated 04 December 
2020, inviting EOIs for ‘Selection of Architect/ Design firm for the comprehensive design of student housing at 
Main Campus IIM Ahmedabad’ and, (2) The letter dated 23 December 2020 from IIMA’s Director, Mr. Errol 
D’Souza, to the alumni of the institution, we offer the following observations and recommendations: 
 
A. OBSERVATIONS: 
1. It is worth appreciating that the IIM-A has taken cognizance of the significance of Old Campus (created by 

Louis Kahn in close collaboration with famed Indian architects B V Doshi and Anant Raje), and has made 
sincere efforts to conserve these buildings. We also acknowledge IIM-A’s need to add more 
accommodation for a growing number of students as well as for upgrading and retrofitting the existing 
buildings to meet current standards of living and new building codes. 
 

2. IIM-A seems to be grappling with a dilemma of “Conservation vs Redevelopment”, choosing between one 
or the other. Conservation today is understood as being an integral part of all development activity and is 
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the major driver of future plans for highly significant areas and groups of celebrated buildings such as the 
IIM-A Campus. 

 
3. While the two documents referred by us mention IIM-A’s cognizance of its highly significant value, the 

above consideration (at A.2) seems to have been given a complete go-by in the notice inviting EOI. Neither 
does the scope of work make any mention of conservation activity, nor is the selected architect expected to 
have any knowledge or qualification to handle works of immense architectural and cultural significance. 
The statement regarding achieving functional excellence “while preserving and enhancing the architectural 
aesthetics, language, and vocabulary of the campus” is open to numerous subjective and ad-hoc 
interpretations, whereas what is needed is a systematic and scientific assessment. 

 
4. Unfortunately, the absence of a scientific understanding of conservation theory, scope and procedures is 

also reflected in the decision to keep the peripheral dormitories while demolishing and redesigning the rest. 
It is of utmost importance to stress that the entire group of buildings - the Library, Classrooms, Faculty 
Rooms, the Plaza and the students’ dormitories - is a single design entity, a unique campus that needs to be 
conserved as a whole, maintaining the original relationships between the built masses and the open spaces. 
Each of the component parts of the ensemble plays a significant role in this composition, and demolishing 
even one would compromise the integrity and the architectural and cultural value of the entire group. 
Similarly, the addition of new designs, with a built-up area that (as per the tender document) would be some 
160-170% of the existing, would substantially alter the original massing, disturb the human scale, impact 
the built and nature connect and, impair the authenticity of the ensemble. 

 
5. As regards the safety of the buildings under discussions, to state that the buildings under discussion are 

structurally inadequate and seismically vulnerable is a misplaced argument. There is adequate 
documentation to counter such perceptions of threat to life and property. The architectural configuration of 
the dormitories, showing buttressed masonry walls and a good plan density of structural walls, speaks of an 
earthquake resistant design. The minimal damage suffered by the said buildings during the earthquake of 
2000 is a further testimony that these possess sufficient seismic capacity for collapse prevention. 

 
6. We may also add that conservation of built heritage is now acknowledged as an important pillar of 

sustainability and that the Sustainable Development Goals as well as concerns for Climate Change 
recommend the continued use/re-use/upgrading/retrofitting of existing built resources rather than demolition 
and reconstruction. 

 
7. The situation at IIM-A is not much different from that faced by other remarkable campuses around the 

world. There are numerous examples of exemplary conservation management of landmark 20th century 
buildings, including those with experimental, low-cost constructions, which continue to be used for 
contemporary purposes without losing their cultural significance. Demolition and redesign is definitely 
not the preferred, or, the only choice. 
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B. RECOMMENDATIONS:  
In the interest of upholding the outstanding architectural and cultural significance of the Old Campus of 
IIM-A in general, and the original dormitories in particular, ICOMOS India thus recommends that: 
 

1. The proposal for demolition and redesign of the dormitories be discarded altogether or, at the very least, put 
on hold till all conservation-related aspects, including the perceived seismic threat, have been examined by 
a peer group of national and international experts; 
 

2. An exercise to prepare a Comprehensive Conservation Management Plan be undertaken in a scientific 
manner, by an inter-disciplinary team of experts, to address issues of future development, upgrading 
infrastructure as well as conservation of IIM-A’s unique built fabric and intangible values in an integrated 
manner. This will pave the way for formulating an appropriate conservation strategy as well as action 
towards structural retrofitting, including seismic modeling by experts of brick, reinforced brick and concrete 
restoration. 

 
3. Consultations with all stakeholders are further recommended for ensuring sustainable outcome of the 

conservation initiative.  
 
We hope that you will appreciate that a Conservation Management-centric Approach, besides sustaining the 
authenticity and integrity of this site of unquestioned global, national and local significance, will definitely be 
more in tune with IIM-A own philosophies of best practices of resource management. Conserving the original 
group of buildings in an integrated manner will not only serve as an example for the other landmark structures of 
IIM-A Campus, but will also serve as a catalyst for other similarly renowned campuses in India.  
 
In furtherance of the above, ICOMOS India will be pleased to offer technical guidance and advice through the 
conservation experts of ICOMOS India’s National Scientific Committees of Twentieth Century Heritage (NSC-
20C) and Analysis and Restoration of Structures of Architectural Heritage (NSC-ARSAH) among others. 
 
With best regards, 

 
 
 
 

President 
ICOMOS India 
 
 
Cc: Members of the Governing Council, IIM-A 



NSCES + CC 
National Scientific Committee on Energy, Sustainability, and Climate Change 
 
 

29th December 2020 

Proposed Demolition of the Louis Kahn IIM Dormitories, Ahmedabad. 

The World is in a Climate Emergency with calls from the secretary general of the United 
Nations calling all countries to sign up and to step up and take decisive climate actions that 
will have short-, medium- and long-term results. 

The demolition of any existing structure is doing absolutely the opposite as it is destroying 
the embedded carbon within the structures, most likely filling a landfill site with 
construction and demolition waste and then using carbon intensive materials in the 
replacement building or buildings. Research has proven this action will take over 60 years to 
pay back the carbon and that is not a “Climate Action” it is in fact Climate Vandalism. 

India ratified the Paris Agreement exactly one year after the submission of its Intended 
Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC), on 2 October 2016. India committed to a 33 – 
35% reduction below 2005 emissions intensity of GDP by 2030. 

There is a very strong move across the World to reduce carbon waste by the adaptive reuse 
of our existing, traditional and heritage building stock. Energy retrofitting our built heritage is 
not only achievable, but it is determined to be part of our Mitigation strategies against 
climate change as published in the ICOMOS “The Future of our Past” report. 

Whilst there are strong arguments to save the Louis Kahn IIM Dormitories from a social, 
heritage and scientific point of view there is an even stronger argument from a Carbon & 
Climate one. 

This in fact could become one of the key courses of the Indian Institute of Management 
which hopefully could show that developing countries do not need to copy the mistakes of 
the ‘developed west’ but can in fact leapfrog over those mistakes to show a new path that 
shows respect for both the material resources as well as the cultural value that such 
buildings have. 

 

 

Peter Cox FRSA 

Immediate Past President ICOMOS ISCES+CC 

President of the ICOMOS Ireland NSCES+CC 

Member of the ICOMOS Climate Change & Heritage Working Group 

Member of the Climate Heritage Network. 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
NSCES + CC is a National Scientific Committee of ICOMOS Ireland (International Council of Monuments and 
Sites) 
 



Dr Errol D’Souza                                                              William J. R. Curtis 
Director, IIMA                                                                  1, Place du Faubourg   
Vastrapur                                                                           46160 
Ahmedabad                                                                        Cajarc 
INDIA                                                                                FRANCE                                                         
                                                                        

                                                                                            17th  December,  2020 
 
 
 
RE: DESTRUCTION OF 18 DORMITORIES AT IIM, INTEGRAL PART OF ARCHITECTURAL 
MASTERPIECE BY LOUIS I KAHN 
 
 
Dear Sir, Dear Director of IIM, 
 
I learned a couple of days ago of the official announcement to abandon restoring Kahn's 18 
dormitories and instead to demolish them. 
 
In my view this would constitute an act of cultural vandalism that will hang around the neck of your 
institution for ever more. 
 
The Library and related areas have been well restored and have even received UNESCO recognition 
in the form of a major Award in which the citation suggests that this could serve as a model for saving 
and restoring other major works of modern architecture in India. 
 
So what does it mean to send the opposite message for the buildings next door, the dormitories, thus 
establishing a dangerous precedent of killing off a masterpiece of Indian, but also universal 
significance?  You are surely aware of the vulnerability of the situation. Raj Rewal's Hall of Nations 
in New Delhi destroyed in scandalous circumstances quite recently..but there are others...you need to 
set a good example not a bad one. 
 
You have been working with one of the best restoration teams in the world and they are confident that 
they can continue and complete the good work. Please follow this path rather than the negative and 
nihilistic path of demolition followed by the construction of lesser, far lesser, buildings. That would 
signal that IIM has become a mediocre institution without cultural ambition or values and without 
reason for international standing...The lesson transmitted? The price of everything and the value of 
nothing... 
 
I ask you to open the enclosed files. I am an internationally known historian and critic of architecture 
who has been linked to India and in fact to Ahmedabad for almost forty years. 
 
I have written major books on Le Corbusier and on Modern Architecture which have received many 
awards and which of course include key examples from Ahmedabad (including IIM !) a city that is 
unique in the world in having such magisterial works by Kahn, Le Corbusier, Doshi, Correa, Raje and 
others..... 
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I have been well aware of the dangers to modern architectural heritage arising from thoughtless and 
short term laissez faire development..smash and grab capitalism if you like..maybe the famous 
'Gujurati model'?? For some time Le Corbusier's Millowners Association Building in Ahmedabad was 
under threat. 
 
I invite you to read my enclosed text 'Protecting Modern Masterpieces in India'..as well as several 
other files. Among these the Golden Global Award I received from India in 2014 in recognition of my 
services to Indian architectural culture ancient and modern. Yes and a short CV from which you may 
learn that I was educated and taught at Harvard and have lectured all over the world including 
Cambridge..and yes CEPT Ahmedabad from time to time in the past. 
 
In fact I consider Ahmedabad one of my spiriritual homes. I wrote the book Balkrishna Doshi An 
Architecture for India 1988 while staying there. I have a real affection for the place and its people. 
 
I should also mention my long standing links to Anant Raje. His Management Development Centre at 
IIM is a fine work in continuity with Kahn and should also be preserved. 
 
My dear Professor D'Souza, I am shortly to go to press in several very prominent international outlets 
on this scandalous situation. But I do wish to let you share your point of view.  
 
By what reasoning or unreasoning is this demolition of a world masterpiece being promoted? Do let 
me know sooner rather than later. If you need to consult with Mr Bimal Patel on this (who is I believe 
the campus architect) please do so but without delay. My regards to Mr Patel. I have dined in his 
house in the past and we have exchanged views. 
 
Curiously enough he gave me a copy of the Spodek book Ahmedabad, Shock City of the 20th Century 
when I was there in 2014...a tale of social disruption, privatisation and erosion of social rights...it 
would be awful if the destruction of IIM would enter into this register and this trajectory of 
destruction. I hope that you agree? 
 
The way forward lies in continuing the restoration of these fine buildings and preserving them as the 
symbolic core of your great institution and as objects of universal quality and pride.  
 
Just because these buildings do not have private bathrooms that is no reason to put the facilities of a 
two star motel above the claims of a universal masterpiece. And in fact most of your students AND 
alumni alumnnae have very fond memories of these extraordinary spaces and forms...stop thinking 
just 'dorms' and realise that these buildings can serve many other purposes, for example students with 
computers in the rooms, but case studies in the spacious landings..then you pop down for a coffee or 
tea in the shaded and wonderful courts and squares between the buildings... 
 
Part of education derives from casual encounters in what Kahn called 'the spaces between': do not 
destroy your marvellous miniature city, a city of learning, let it be the centre piece for ever more of 
your expanding institution. a symbolic heart to the university body, not to be impaled. 
 
Quality architecture is itself a kind of education through uplift and inspiration and this works at a level 
beyond words. Moreover the idea of keeping just a Heritage part of IIM and knocking the rest down is 
appauling, a bit like lopping off a huge chunk of Fatehpur Sikri. No, IIM is an entity and a unity and 
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has to be preserved in its totality. As for the notion of inviting architects to build on Kahn's footprint, 
this is a bit like inviting someone to stand in a dead man's shoes. 
 
You are the temporary custodians of a work of universal patrimony. Please protect it and hand it on to 
future generations who will continue to be inspired by it. 
 
Anyway I am waiting here with my pen poised to finish up these articles but I would appreciate a 
reply from you as soon as possible to express your point of view. It would be a real pity if I had to 
chose as a motto for my articles a quote from Goethe:  'What is barbarism but an incapacity to 
distinguish excellence.' 
  
Over to you with my very best wishes and a message of solidarity to you, your family and your 
faculty at this very difficult time for all of humanity. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
William Curtis,         
 
 BA First Class Hons, Courtauld Inst of Art, Univ London; PhD Harvard  University. Slade 
Professor of Fine Arts, University of Cambridge etc etc 
 
 
 
Enclosures  -  IIMA EOI and Tender Announcement, destruction 18 dorms, 15/12/2020 
                    -  WJRC Short CV 
                    -  WJRC article ‘Louis Kahn and the Indian Sub-Continent’,  
                        The Power of Architecture, 2012 
                    -   WJRC article ‘Protecting Modern Masterpieces in India’, A+D, Sept 2014   
                    -   WJRC, Golden Global Award, India, Nov 2014        
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Shri Kumar Mangalam Birla Esq, Chairman of the 
Board of Governors, IIMA 
Individual Members of the Board of Governors, IIMA 
Professor Errol D'Souza, Director, IIMA , Member, 
Board of Governors,  IIMA 
Indian Institute of Management , 
Vastrapur,                                                          
Ahmedabad, INDIA                                                                 

 William J. R. Curtis                                                                             
1, Place du Faubourg                                                                                               
46160                                                                                             
Cajarc                                                                                                 
FRANCE                

 
20th December 2020 / 21st December 2020 

 
MESSAGE TO THE DIRECTOR AND THE GOVERNING BOARD OF IIMA ON THE IMPERATIVE NEED TO FULLY RESTORE 
LOUIS I  KAHN’S ENSEMBLE IN ITS ENTIRETY  
 
Dear Mr Chairman, Board of Governors IIMA, Individual Members of the Board, and Professor D'Souza, Director,  
 
Thank you so much Professor D’Souza for your prompt and carefully considered reply which arrived yesterday  
morning  19th December 8.35 AM French time by email. This in response to my message sent by email on 17th 
December 18.59 PM French time entitled: ‘Destruction of 18 Dormitories at IIM, Integral Part of Architectural 
Masterpiece of Louis I. Kahn’. I extend my best wishes to all members of the Board at this deeply disturbing time for all 
of humanity on account of the rampant virus. This is among other things a message of solidarity. Believe it or not I am 
also trying to help you find a way of getting out of a problematic and self defeating corner! 
 
What follows is a list of observations which may help you see the problem of preserving and protecting the project of 
Louis Kahn in its entirety and in the long term under a different light. With the EOI and Tender Announcement 
concerning the demolition and replacement of the 18 dormitories (which went public last week), you have put 
yourselves in a very awkward position where you can easily be accused of a form of cultural irresponsibility or to use a 
stronger phrase, cultural vandalism. Smashing up a world class building which is in fact part of universal patrimony is 
scarcely the best way to endear yourselves with the world community.  Obviously this would not be good at all for 
IIMA  which surely wishes  to preserve its international standing as a high quality and socially responsible institution. I 
fully appreciate the dilemmas facing IIMA in a period of expansion. I believe that there are ways for IIMA to expand 
and modernise while at the same time preserving the core ‘citadel of learning’ represented by Louis I. Kahn’s 
ensemble of 18 dormitories and the Library/ Admin.  block, the latter so finely restored already. One needs a win/win 
solution. 
 
Here then is a series of observations taking into account three imperatives outlined by Dr. D’Souza in his letter to 
me of 19th December 2020 : ‘1 functional needs.  2 cultural heritage.  3 available resources.’ 
• The existing IIMA campus is a totality, an artistic whole. You cannot cut off a major part of it without destroying 

its  integrity and its identity altogether. The notion of keeping the Library/ Lecture block without the flotilla of 
dormitories and pretending that this is somehow being responsible to ‘Heritage’ is quite simply preposterous. In 
fact it undermines the very notion of heritage itself. Can you imgine destroying the palace complex of Fatehpur 
Sikri yet conserving the Mosque (or vice versa) then parading this destruction as an example of how to protect a 
monument of the past ?  

• In fact you should realise that IIMA is a complex of such high architectural quality that it will be among the 
Fatehpur Sikris of the future. You, the Director and the Board, are temporary custodians of a masterpiece which 
needs to be fully restored and adapted in sensitive ways for changing uses and occupation, then  handed on to 
future generations. Nothing less will do. It is essential to maintain the long historical view. It is partly a question 
of cultural memory and Ahmedabad is a city of profound cultural memories. 

• I have been visiting IIMA for almost forty years and am of course aware of the wear and tear and gradual 
deterioration of the fabric in several parts of the campus. In 1999 I visited again with several internationally 
known architects who were astounded by the architecture but wondered about the lack of maintenance. One 



could guess at the reasons for cracking in the brickwork but without scientific analysis not be sure. Then along 
came the earthquake of 2001 which inflicted further damage. I have to admit I was already worried about the 
future of Kahn’s buildings and about the position of the IIM Administration on the questions of upkeep and 
restoration. 

• Then along came hope. The selection in 2014 of SNK (Somaya and Kalappa Consultants) to oversee the 
restoration and updating of the entire campus, including the 18 dormitories, was a very positive move. They have 
done a superb job with the the Library/ Admin. ensemble. As you know they received UNESCO recognition in 
2017 for their fine work in the form of a prestigious Award which implied that their work could serve as a model 
for saving other major works of modern architecture in India. 

• In a recent discussion with my dear friend Balkrishna Doshi (the master architect who as you know brought Kahn 
to the attention of Vikram Sarabhai as designer of IIMA) he declared quite simply that he found that the 
restoration was superb and that the buildings were’ as good as new’.  As you know better than I, SNK have 
respected Kahn’s original intentions while upgrading the technological features in a way that is appropriate to 
current and future use. This is no mean feat and it indicates that your administration had the good sense to 
chose the right people for the job. 

• When SNK won the contract in 2014 the 18 dormitories were included of course.  As I understand it, the 
restoration architects deliberately selected the worst hit of the dorms so as to grasp the range of techniques 
required for the remaining 17. Having so successfully handled the more complex job of the Library/ Lecture block 
and its court they were surely in a strong position to deal with all of the dorms, some of which were a great deal 
less  damaged than the first sample ? 

• So then we come to the documents made public a few days ago by the Administration of the IIMA announcing 
that they now intend to reverse direction and demolish ALL 18 of the dormitories and somehow replace them 
with new ones ! These murky intentions were revealed in the EOI and Tender documents made available last 
week. It seems that  many were blindsided by this bad news so I quickly spread the announcement far and wide 
to those concerned with Kahn’ legacy, including in Ahmedabad itself, where even people close by had no idea 
that this was happening. 

• The EOI contains the following sentences : ‘IIMA did try restoring one dormitory building in 2017 but the results 
were not satisfactory. In view of this, it has been decided  to create student housing using the existing footprints 
(land, parcel) of these dormitory buildings.’ Nowhere is it spelt out what is meant by ‘unsatisfactory’. In fact 
when a top flight restoration expert from the Getty organisation visited IIMA he found the restoration of the 
difficult dorm block’ more than satisfactory’ ! So are we dealing with facts or matters of opinion here ? 

• Suppose that SNK had instead started work on a far les damaged dorm and revealed the relative ease of a 
successful restoration. Would the decision have been different ? 

• In any event this is a mighty flimsy pretext for suddenly abandoning a project laid in place in 2014 in good faith 
and under contract I guess ? And a project in which the early stages have been a brilliant success. One begins to 
wonder if this was not a flash recent decision at all but a premeditated change of direction ? But to what purpose 
and to whose advantage the destruction of the magnificent dormitory complex of Kahn’s masterpiece ? I am 
sorry to say that this all leaves a very sorry impression on the professional and ethical levels. 

• And what about the architectural levels ? IIMA seems to be calmly wrecking a world class architectural ensemble 
and replacing it with what can only be far inferior, in fact very likely third rate.  The new campus at IIMA is 
nothing to write home about and represents a lack of architectural ambition on the part of the client. People 
cross the world to visit Le Corbusier’s Millowners and your Kahn complex but they do not bother to visit the new 
campus next door. And now IIMA is calmly proposing that another, inferior architect, step into a dead man’s 
shoes…. 

• Let us be clear about this: the ensemble of the 18 dorms by Kahn is an astonishing architectural achievement. He 
has brilliantly woven together space and form, light and shadow, private and public. You cannot cut off half the 
ensemble of Kahn’s IIMA and dismember it. It  is a unity of contrasting parts and in fact the flotilla of dorms with 
the positive and negative spaces and the interplay of orthogonal and diagonal geometries and directions, is an 
architectural masterpiece. It is one of Kahn's greatest inventions, in fact a great virtuoso piece judged by the 
criteria of any age. The architects of Mandu and Fatehpur Sikri would have fully understood what Lou was up to 
and would have saluted it. 



• Great architecture has its intangible aspects and touches the mind and the senses of the observer. It is itself a 
form of education and I am sure that if you consult the alumnae and alumni of IIMA you will discover that Kahn’s 
architecture is one of the features of their time as students that touched them the most and that remains with 
them in memory. If you as the temporary tenants of this masterpiece would take a more positive view you might 
realise that the architecture of your institution is in fact one of its key identifiers and international drawing cards. 
You need to restore the place, rejoice in it, and promote it with pride rather than wreck it and spoil it. 

• Furthermore, the destruction of Kahn’s dormitory complex would be a terrible example for others who could say. 
‘If the prestigious IIMA knocks down modern masterieces, why should’nt we ?’ As outlined in my previous letter 
to you Professor D’Souza, this is a vulnerable time for modern masterpieces in India which are not protected by 
Indian heritage laws that apply only to buildings more than 100 years old. Here I should add the importance of 
preserving thos parts of IIMA designed by the very fine architect Anant Raje, particularly the MDC, a fine 
continuity of Kahn’s architecture in a subtle and understated manner.  

The case for a recasting of the laws is made in the article I sent you ‘Protecting Modern Masterpieces in India: a 
Conversation Between William J.R Curtis and an Unknown Indian’. Remember that Le Corbusier’s Millowner’s 
Association Headquarters was under threat several years ago and that Rewal’s magnificent Hall of Nations was 
demolished only recently.  Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh has at last achieved UNESCO recognition as a World Heritage 
Site and so should Kahn’s architecture at IIMA… 
 

 
So what is to be done ? How to preserve and restore the 18 dormitories but in a way that makes sense to IIMA’s 
aim of modernisation? 
• SNK have already done a brilliant job in achieving exactly that in their award winning work on the Library/ 

Lecture etc block: a reconciliation of the historical restoration of the fabric with a sensitive adjustment to 
changing technological and social needs. So why not let them get on with the job of restoring the 18 dorms 
which in many ways are easier to deal with? That was what was planned and agreed so it would be best to get 
back on course.  

• Then we come to the need for lateral thinking, for thinking outside the box. The structure of Kahn’s dorms is such 
that one can restore and reinforce the external walls and weight bearing elements while opening up different 
interior arrangements for a variety of functions including seminars, meetings, study spaces etc. Air conditioning 
is no problem these days with small portable units. As for the exterior spaces, these should of course be  
restored to the letter. 

• There is nothing unusual in this strategy which has been carried out in collegiate buildings over the centuries and 
which is stock in trade in the restoration of numerous forts and palaces in India which are transformed to 
become tourist destinations. In fact creative reuse is a mantra of the present in numerous countries of the world. 
Demolishing and rebuilding involve a spectacular waste of resources. Is this the economic model that IIMA 
wishes to promote as its ‘brand’ in the world today ? Third rate architecture and material waste instead of 
sensitive restoration and first rate architecture ? 

• If this work is carried out as it should be then Kahn’s complex – the whole thing ‘dorms’ and all – could well be 
awarded the same tag as Chandigarh : classification as a World Heritage Site. That would be a superb win/win 
situation and it certainly would not do IIMA’s international profile any harm. Instead of regarding these buildings 
as some sort of liability you could in fact see them as a great opportunity and a form of wealth ; as a marvellous 
emblem of intellectual and artistic excellence : as a humanist and universal message at a time of cramped short 
term and materialist thinking. Kahn always thought of this place as a sort of monastery preserving and 
encouraging meditation on truths, even on spiritual values. It is the business of architecture to idealise 
institutions, to present an ideal portrait, so why not try to live up to the promise and vision of the architecture 
rather than destroy it ? 

• In short the entire complex comprising the already restored Library/ Lecture block and the 18 restored dorms 
can become the symbolic centre of the every growing campus, rather like a traditional walled city with its shaded 
streets and squares, its havelis and monuments, its platforms, terraces and stairs. At a time of pointless 
technological antics in architecture it would be good to have this sane and sober urban core to the entire 
institution ; a repository of architectural thought and excellence, a place of restorative qualities in a world of fast 



moving images and information on screens. Kahn’s symbolic city defines the sense of place in a way that no other 
architectural intervention could. 

• As for new accomodations and hostels, perhaps more imagination is needed in formulating what they are in 
2020 and what they may be in the future, than being restricted by an existing footprint ? This is a great chance 
for IIMA to intervene with a reflection on how best to live and study today in a situation of global warming where 
business has to establish a far greater harmony with nature than hitherto. Ahmedabad and Gujurat have 
numerous examples from the past of climatically adjusted architecture including of course tanks and stepped 
wells. Does one begin to imagine very different kinds of ‘dorms’, in fact multi-purpose places, which are partly 
situated in valleys below grade, with copious vegetation, natural cooling devices, and social spaces like filters 
between inside and outside on some other part of the IIMA terrain. An ecological vision for our times as the 
original IIM was a vision for its times ?  

• The original IIM  resulted from a vision by a great patron, Vikram Sarabhai, who happened to work with a great 
architect at the peak of his maturity. Louis Kahn reacted profoundly to the possibilities inherent in his two main 
commissions in the Indian sub continent, the Assembly in Dhaka, and the Indian Institute of Management in 
Ahmedabad. As usual he drew upon the past and transformed it in modern terms. Part of the richness of the 
result derives from this meditation on meaning and  return to roots.  

 
The architecture of IIM is to some extent a monument to past aspirations in the Nehru period. What is the present day 
IIM going to leave to posterity ? A third rate heap on the footprint of Louis Kahn attached loosely to an orphaned 
fragment of his original ensemble ? Or a resplendantly restored and renewed universal masterpiece in its magisterial 
totality ? That is for you to decide. 
 
 Yours sincerely 
 
William Curtis,         
 
BA First Class Hons, Courtauld Inst of Art, Univ London; PhD Harvard  University. Slade Professor of Fine Arts, 
University of Cambridge etc etc 
  
 
 
Note: This letter was sent on 20th December 2020 via email of Director Dr. D’Souza ; sent again 21st December via individual emails 
of all members of the Governing Board, with short cover note addressed to Shri  Birla, Chairman of Board. In all cases, without reply 
or acknowledgement). 
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President of ICOMOS                                            William J.R. Curtis, Cajarc, FRANCE 
                                                                                     

12th January, 2021            
 
Dear President of ICOMOS 
 
With good reason, recent discussions, polemics and revelations have been focussed upon saving the 
ensemble of eighteen dormitories in Louis Kahn’s masterpiece, the Indian Institute of Management in 
Ahmedabad, from the bulldozer and the wrecking ball. Under huge international pressure from 
national and international press, from individuals and cultural institutions world-wide, and from IIMA  
alumni, the Director and Board have retreated for the moment from their initial intention announced 
on December 15th of demolishing the whole lot. They stepped back from doing the wrong thing but 
will they now do the right thing ? It is obvious that they should invite back SNK (Somaya and Kalappa 
Consultants), who did such a good job on restoring the Library and Administration block, to complete 
the restoration and consolidation of the dormitories to the same high level. But for the moment there is 
no sign of this happening as false information continues to circulate about supposed structural 
weaknesses in the dorms.  
 
The ultimate aim should be the full status and protection of a UNESCO World Heritage Site: all in the 
international community agree upon this. But what area should be included in this definition?  The 
original Campus plan included staff and faculty  housing based upon concepts and sketches provided 
by Louis Kahn and carried through to design and construction by the very able Anant Raje and his 
colleagues. The IIMA Campus was conceived as a whole and the diagonal arrays of housing in brick 
with concrete lintels carry on the major themes at a smaller, more domestic scale. Constructed in the 
1960s and 1970s, these supplied secure homes to staff and faculty that were exemplary at the time in 
terms of layout, materials, hygiene and surrounding green space. Low cost but high quality: were you 
to transpose  this well proportioned and practical terrace housing to a leafy suburb of Mumbai, London 
or Shanghai today, it would sell for a pretty price in the current housing market. 
 
But it has been clear for years from the Campus Plan of 2014 provided by HCP (Director Bimal Patel) 
that all of this fine work is to be demolished and replaced by far inferior designs that are hostile to 
Kahn’s architecture and overall planning concept. One sees free standing blocks and even towers, 
apparently designed by the commercial firm ARCOP. This is run of the mill corporate work, and could 
be anywhere. There is a lost opportunity here to achieve high density but low level solutions that are 
ecologically sensitive, integrating sunken courts, greenery and natural cooling. After all we are in 
Gujurat, the land of tanks, stepped wells and havelis with terraces at all levels: principles that could 
have been transformed in modern  terms. The existing housing should be embedded in a more 
sympathetic social landscape project: the greening of IIMA. 
 
In any case at least some of the housing, even the most modest, should be preserved as a social 
document of the time, testifying to an integrated social vision in the Nehru period. The same goes for 
the ‘sample arch’ demonstrating the basic structural grammar of Louis Kahn. Then there are two major 
interventions that were also launched by Kahn in concepts and sketches  but interpreted and realised 



with great skill by Anant Raje (1930-2009): the Management Design Centre and the Dining and 
Kitchen Hall, both superb buildings occupying key sites and helping to anchor IIM into its site. In the 
HCP plan these are replaced by nasty looking red boxes, diabolical oblongs, that are not even sited in 
an intelligent way. 
 
With its layers of protective structure, its shaded walkways, planted sunken courtyard and bold 
geometrical arches, the MDC has a timeless air. Recently the Director proposed the idea of replacing 
Kahn with buildings in a ‘Khanian’ grammar, a bizarre idea which would have ended up with an 
inauthentic pastiche. With Raje one has the real thing, a former collaborator who has digested the 
principles of the master and transformed them. The Dining Hall is a gem, with its skilful massing, fine 
proportions and twin refectories. It has a ceremonial air and would be ideal for special events such as 
top international level congresses requiring catering. The buildings on the new campus designed by 
Patel are bland and soulless when compared with those of the Kahnian legacy They act as a warning 
concerning the lowered architectural ambitions of IIMA. It is time now to focus upon protecting 
Kahn’s vision for the Campus as a whole from debasing and destructive  interference. 
 
Yours Sincerely 
 
 
William J. R Curtis 
 
 
 
  
 
 


