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Mumbai has a population of more 
than 20 million people, over half of 
whom live in substandard conditions 
within slums. One of Mumbai’s current 
major challenges is the provision of 
open spaces for the recreational use 
of the population. As per the Mumbai 
Metropolitan Region Development 
Authority (MMRDA), Mumbai currently 
has only 30 square kilometres of open 
spaces, of which only 10.5 square 
kilometres are accessible to the public. 
The access to open space works out to 
approx. 9 square foot (sq ft) per capita. 
Of the rest of the available space, some 
is inaccessible and some has been 
encroached upon by either hawkers or 
for slums, squatters. For children who 
grow up in slums, the footpath or roads 
are often their only playgrounds. There 
are few spaces where the “privileged” 
and “under privileged” of the city can 
go for rest or relaxation. 

During a recent visit to Cross Maidan, 
I had the privilege of conversing with 
Mr Anand, who resides approximately 
2.25 kms from the recently restored cross 
maidan public green space. Mr Anand 
lives in a squatter settlement and works 
as an office assistant in the commercial 
district of Fort. During the conversation, 
he pointed out his favourite spot, a lush 
patch of “green” shaded by a beautiful 
tree. Seeking refuge on a daily basis, 
Anand unwinds and re-creates himself 
when time permits. He says he lives with 
his family of four in a 75 sq ft space 
and spending time in a green space 
offers him a sense of peace, tranquillity 

and reflection. “The air is clean and a 
breeze is gentle” he states with a sense 
of pride.

In a recent study of Indian cities, the 
World Health Organization found that 
a number of environmental factors 
have led to serious health related issues 
and a rise in respiratory infections, 
asthma, malaria, diarrhoea and 
neuropsychiatric disorders. 

Anand considers himself fortunate 
that he has access to a healthy green 
public space. He brings his children on 
weekends as well and recognises the 
importance of safe play zones.

Anand’s sensibilities are echoed by 
millions of Mumbai-ites, cutting across 
all socio-economic groups, across 
the “haves” and the “have-nots”, and 
all age groups and genders. Clearly, 
our “maximum city” is starved of 
accessible “healthy” public spaces.  
The population of Mumbai has almost 
doubled in the last 20 years which has 
not only created an enormous impact 
on the city’s infrastructure but has also 
majorly impacted the health of its 
inhabitants. Millions of people migrate 
from rural to urban areas to fill the jobs 
generated by the economic explosion. 
Developing nations are shouldering the 
vast majority of this burden, leaving 
them struggling to cope with the huge 
influx of people into urban areas. 
UN-Habitat says the "urbanisation of 
poverty" has been overlooked in global 
policy making. Mumbai faces similar 
issues, those of lack of housing, lack 
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of green spaces, lack of infrastructural 
services, lack of property rights, air 
pollution, traffic and a serious lack of 
urban governance.  

As compared to other cities in India, 
Delhi and Bangalore are far better 
off where access to per capita open 
public space is concerned. The 
“planned” city of Chandigarh offers 
approx. 30-35% to its city inhabitants 
as public space as compared to  
Mumbai’s 1.24%.

The total land area of Mumbai is 438 
square kilometres. The newly restored 
public space at the Cross Maidan 
accounts for 5 acres. This gloriously 
restored public space by the OVAL 
Trust was chosen as the home for the 
“Charkha” – a 30 feet high Sculpture 
weighing 22 tonnes of steel. It is a 
unique model of integrated Public Art 
& Public Space, not only in the island 
city of Mumbai, but within India as 
well. Mumbai has not only a paucity 
of public spaces, but also of publicly 
accessible art. There are very few 
examples of artworks that are available 
within the public space and those that 
are, are usually in the middle of busy 
traffic junctions where they are not 
readily accessible for reflection or 
consideration. The choice of the recently 
reclaimed park at Cross Maidan in 
Mumbai’s central business district for 
the location of the Charkha sculpture 
seeks to address this issue and provide 
accessible artwork for the public within 
one of the city’s rare open spaces. The 
OVAL trust has done a remarkable job 

in reclaiming and restoring a green 
space which was encroached upon 
and actively used as a garbage dump 
yard. The creation of the Charkha 
was the result of a competition floated 
by the Tata Group. To celebrate 
India’s 60th year of freedom, Tata 
Tubes Division launched “Notions of 
a Nation” a competition to create an 
architectural and engineering symbol 
of contemporary India, created with  
Tata Structura. 

Launched on January 26 2007, India’s 
Republic Day, it comprised several 
rounds, after which 12 finalists were 
short-listed. They included architects, 
designers and structural engineers from 
India and overseas. The competition 
concluded on the eve of Independence 
Day – August 14, 2007. The Charkha 
design was chosen “to create an 
icon for India that would express its 
contemporary dynamism while holding 
steadfast to its values and ideals”.

During the design process of the 
Charkha, the Indian Freedom Struggle 
was researched, and became a 
significant point of departure. Each of 
India’s freedom fighters had a distinct 
philosophy and ideological approach. 
During the Research Phase, a single 
object caught the designer’s attention; 
Mahatma Gandhi's Charkha. The 
Ideology of the Charkha, ‘Spinning 
Wheel’, embodied several concepts 
including work as worship and access 
to food, clothing and shelter in a 
self-reliant way. The Charkha was 
investigated for its dynamism, motion 
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and speed. The spinning wheel stands 
as a symbol of pride and sustainable 
national progress.

Mahatma Gandhi promoted Khadi  
(hand spun, hand woven cloth in India) 
for self-sustainability. His vision was that 
everyone, rich or poor, should have 
access to food, shelter and clothing in 
a self-reliant way. This  was the core of 
the Mahatma's ideology; Decentralised 
units of self-sustaining ecologies - 
simple, long-lasting and corruption free.

The spinning wheel binds the heart 
of everyone in Indian society with the 
common cord of social oneness. The 
seeds of national and social cohesion 
can be sown through the music of the 
spinning wheel. The spiral trajectory of 
the ‘symbol’ is analogous of the Spirit 
and Philosophical intent of the 'Spinning 
Wheel' and is in alignment with the 
Nation’s incredible spectrum of social 
and cultural dimensions. The Charkha 
echoes ideologies such as ‘unity in 
diversity’ (no two frames are identical, 
no two co-ordinates are shared), a 
self-confident resurgent nation and 
balancing high end cutting-technology 
with a rich art-cultural heritage. 

The Master Jury comprising of 
B.V.Doshi, Mahendra Raj, Jyotindra 
Jain commented, "As Indians sitting in 
the midst of an emerging India, for us 
the story of this spinning wheel holds 
immense significance - from a form that 
transpires from the Ashok Chakra to the 
Charkha and that, which had imploded 
earlier has now exploded with vigour 

and vivacity to capture the dynamism of 
the momentum of India with the material 
of the future".

The newly restored Cross Maidan 
by the OVAL trust and the Charkha 
celebrate a unique successful model of 
Integrated Public Art and Public Space 
within this country. The Cross Maidan is 
now a valuable space within a bustling 
city, with green turfs, paved walkways, 
trees, benches, a playground and 
performance / event spaces. Thousands 
of commuters seek refuge from the high 
speed of urban life on a daily basis. 
Several beneficiaries emerge from the 
situation of cramped housing and poor 
environmental health conditions, with 
little access to open spaces either for 
rest or recreation, or to public artworks. 
There are urban redevelopment plans 
proposed across Mumbai and options 
should consider access to healthy 
open areas and the provision of 
space for artworks. Within urbanized 
communities in India and abroad, this 
unique collaboration of Public Space 
and Public Art provides a model for 
reclaiming spaces encroached upon by 
hawkers and rubbish, restoring them 
as green spaces and providing the 
public with the opportunity to feast on 
public art and widen their horizons. 
The Charkha serves as a backdrop for 
several art, cultural, literary and music 
initiatives. Access to public art is not only 
a factor in the quality of life but also an 
opportunity to stimulate a resurgence of 
positive creative expression. 
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The Charkha stands as a symbol of 
modern India, an aspirational India 
that seeks inclusive development for all 
citizens regardless of caste or creed, 
an India that is proud of its history but 
now looks firmly towards its future.  
The reclamation of Cross Maidan as a 
healthy green space which is open to 
people from all walks of life, and the 

provision of Public Art, provides a new 
model for urban renewal thereby aiding 
in the physiological, psychological and 
emotional well-being of the lives of 
Mumbai’s residents. 
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