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The Dance of a Summer Day: Le Corbusier's
Sarabhai House in Ahmedabad, India

M. SUSAN UBBELOHDE

Le Corbusier’s Sarabhai house in Ahmedabad, India, is a remarkable example of an architec-
ture that “reveals the world” to the occupants. Tracking the performance of the house through
one summer day, this article demonstrates how it employs an overlay of climatic response,
cultural understanding, and architectural design to support both body and psyche during this
highly stressful season. From the cool moments of the early morning, through the furnace of
afternoon heat, and into the slow cooling of the evening and dark relief of the night, the house

is an active participant in the daily rituals of its inhabitants.

[T]his is the task of the house: to reveal the world, not as essence but as presence, that is, as
material and color, topography and vegetation, seasons, weather and light.
—Christian Norberg-Shulz'

In 1951 the French architect Le Corbusier was commissioned to lead the design work for
Chandigarh, the new capital city for the Indian Punjab. That winter, while busy with this
project in Simla, he received inquiries from Gira Sarabhai, once a student of Frank Lloyd
Wright, about the possibility of designing a house for her sister-in-law, Manorama
Sarabhai, in Ahmedabad. Demanding a sufficient number of commissions to make his
time and travels worthwhile, Le Corbusier eventually agreed to design a house for
Sarabhai and her two sons — as well as four other projects in the city (r1c.1).
Representing Le Corbusier, in May 1953 a young architect, Jean-Louis Véret, arrived
in Ahmedabad with schematic design drawings in hand to live on site at the Sarabhai
compound. His charge was to supervise construction of the Ahmedabad projects then
underway: the Sarabhai house, the Shodhan house, the Millowners Association building,
and the Municipal Museum. After his arrival, letters flew weekly between Ahmedabad
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FIGURE 1. Sarabhai house,
viewed from the private garden.
Ahmedabad, India, 1951—54.

" Architect: Le Corbusier.

and Paris to decide construction details. Then, when Véret
was recalled to France for military duty, the job of construc-
tion supervision was completed by B.V. Doshi. During this
period Le Corbusier visited Chandigarh twice a year, and often
stopped over in Ahmedabad to check on his projects there.

It was a potent time for Le Corbusier. The architect was
just completing the Unité d’Habitation in Marseille, and he
had started his commission at Ronchamp. In Chandigarh,
after years of professional frustration implementing his
urban design strategies, he had been given an entire city to
design. His architecture, too, was changing, beginning to
engage in a greater exploration of mass and shadow, as well
as aspects of design he described as “female,” “nonrational,”
and “primitive.” India was a propitious setting for such
work. It was a new country, just a few years beyond indepen-
dence and partition, and its leader, Jawaharlal Nehru, was
looking with vigor toward the future.

Manorama Sarabhai was also an extraordinary client.
Before marrying into the Sarabhai family she had been a
Lalbhai. Both families belonged to the textile-mill-owning elite
of Ahmedabad, described by William Curtis as “modern
Medicis.” The Sarabhai family, in particular, was known for its
patronage and contributions to the arts and sciences, including
the establishment of major research and educational institu-

tions. The site for the new house was deep within the Sarabhai
family compound, in the residential area of Shahibagh north of
the old walled city. Its program called for approximately 5,000
sq.ft. of space in two semi-detached structures — one for the
older boy, the other for the mother and younger son.> Among
other elements, it specifically mentioned terraces for sleeping, a
library, and a swimming pool (r1c.2).

This article describes the experience of a typical summer
day in the Sarabhai house. Using this approach, I argue it is
possible to “dwell” in the Sarabhai house, profoundly con-
nected to place and culture.

Although Le Corbusier’s architecture in Ahmedabad
was not formally based on traditional or local precedents, he
did notice much around him and draw avidly in his sketch-

books, attempting to understand how and why things were
made as they were. His design work was also profoundly
concerned with nature, perception, light, the movement of
the body, and the positioning of the occupant philosophically
and phenomenologically in the world.

As a modern architect, Le Corbusier cared about the
influence of climate on architectural form and materials. In
taking care to incorporate these values into the design of the
Sarabhai house, he provided a family of deep cultural tradi-
tions with a modern house in which, in the words of Norberg-
Shulz, the world is revealed as presence (r16.3a,B).

THE SUMMER SEASON

Vishnu becomes the wind, the cosmic life-breath, and pulls
out of all creatures the enlivening air. Like desiccated
leaves the sear substance of the universe leaps to the
cyclone. Friction ignites the whirling tumult of highly
inflammable matter; the god has turned into fire. All goes
up in a gigantic conflagration. . .

FIGURE 2. Sarabhai house site plan, illustrating the entry court to the
north east of the house and private garden to the southwest.

FIGURE 3. A) Sarabhai house first-floor plan. B) Sarabhai house second-fl

As Hindu mythology describes the successive cycles of
creation and destruction of the world, so too do the seasons
in the Indian year seem magnified. In such a parallel, the
phase of destruction caused by the fires of Vishnu equa'tes to
summer, the season by which its residents define the city of
Ahmedabad. Ahmedabad sits just below the Tropic of .
Cancer, south of the Great Thar Desert, and the difficulties of
its summer have been well recorded through histor'y.. Thl,.lS,
during a visit in 1617, the Mughal Emperor Jahangir is said
to have found the hot weather so awful, he . ... descnbed‘the
city as ‘gardabad’, the abode of dust, and other less compli-
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mentary names.
In mid-summer, through the center of Ahmedabad the

wide Sabarmati River becomes a trickle of water connecting
stagnant pools, orphaned in a trench of sand. Water buf
faloes visit from all over the city to cool off in the shrinking
pools, and an unending sequence of men and women load
their small donkeys with river sand for building sites. On
the city streets, vendors offer hats for shade, fresh watermel-
ons are cut and readied with salt and pepper, and coconu.ts
are beheaded and fitted with straws to reach the liquid with-
in. Mangoes are piled on carts, while pani wala stands adver-
tise drinks of water with blocks of ice and a single glass.
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oor plan. Drawn from as-built measurements.

Arriving anywhere — a store, a house, a friend’s garden — a
glass of cool water is offered in welcome. .
Throughout the area, summer clothes are of tbe thlnr.lest
cotton, designed to offer the lightest possible covering against
the sun while letting a bit of breeze pass through. Europ.ean
travelers have remarked on this for centuries. As Frangois
Bernier, physician to Emperor Aurangzeb in the seventeenth
century, related: “The heat is so intense in Hindous.tan, that no
one, not even the King, wears stockings.” On city streets,
only the slightest sandals cover bare feet. On entering a
house, footwear is removed at the door so that bare feet may take
pleasure in cool floors. In private, clothes are also qulcklzl
optional. As Marco Polo reported in the thirteenth century: Th,eR
climate is amazingly hot, which explains why they go naked..
The fundamental rthythm of an Ahmedabadi summer 1s
twelve hours of day, twelve hours of night. This cycle of light
and dark, heat and coolness, becomes the dominant frame-
work of life and behavior, human and animal. As the season
advances, the repetition, invariable and absolute, becomes
imprisoning. Day and night. Day and night: The cyc.le
becomes as maddening as the call of the brain-fever bird,
whose cries greet each day until everyone is convinced
they’ve lost their mind.

























