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14 The Impatience of Genius

How is it that this place works? I 
thought at Charles Correa’s funeral mass 
at the Portuguese Church at Dadar. It’s not 
a traditional structure. It’s set on a busy 
thoroughfare, just a few minutes from the 
happy chaos of Dadar. How does this space 
have such a feeling of calm? Is it the three 
courtyards, the low-height doors that let in 
reflected light from the courtyard greenery, 
that magnificent mural skylight? Or is it the 
way the eye involuntarily moves up? What 
else would one want in a place of worship? 
To look up, to be drawn up? 

People, most of all architects, will study 
Charles’ work for a long time. They will 
write about his buildings, his visions, his 
thoughts on urban planning. There is much 
that will endure long after we pass; that 
itself should be legacy enough for any man. 
But there was something else about him, 
something I couldn’t put my finger on till 
that day. What did we lose in Charles? Just 
a great architect, a designer, a planner, an 
articulate advocate of a certain aesthetic 
sensibility? Yes, all of these. But there was 
something more, I think, and that makes the 
loss profoundly unbearable. It was an irony 
that Charles would himself have liked: what 
we lost in him was a truly catholic mind: 
wide-ranging, diverse, eclectic, electric.

I’d known him all my life. More accurately, 
he’d known me all of mine. Our families 
have been close for nearly six decades. My 
father, an engineer, and he worked together, 
perhaps most famously with Pravina 
Mehta on Kanchenjunga and then the three 

of them again on the initial plans for Navi 
Mumbai. But I knew him differently, not just 
as my father’s fellow professional.

I have the strangest memories of Charles; 
this one in particular. It is of Charles in a 
small convertible car, a Herald I think it 
was, sweeping around the curve (Bandra? 
Chowpatty? I cannot remember that detail), 
his right arm outside the door with a half 
smoked bidi (tees chhaap?) in his fingers. 
It’s an arresting image even today, but back 
then in the late 1960s or a little after, from 
the perspective of a child, it had a terrific, 
swashbuckling feel to it.

There was so much in the man to delight 
any child: that obsession (it was much more 
than a fascination) with trains, for instance. 
That was something that spiralled in 
different directions: lines, shapes, planning, 
communications, transport, design. He had 
a mind like that: not so much linear as radial, 
like the spokes of a wheel going in different 
directions but held together at the centre. 
You never ever knew where a conversation 
would begin and where it would end or 
what, at any given moment, would become 
the next enchantment: gigantic posters of 
Che Guevara and Greta Garbo; films; jazz. 
For many years, he played Francis Lai’s 
soundtrack from Un Homme Et Une Femme 
incessantly and then, later, the music from 
Woody Allen’s Manhattan. 

More than anything else, what made him 
unique was this: Charles could envision 
and then manipulate space like no one 
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else. He saw spaces within shapes. That’s 
something to think about. Not seeing a 
space and deciding how to enclose it, but 
seeing a shape and understanding what 
the space within it is meant for. This is in 
some way the “God view”: looking down 
at the space, realizing and understanding 
its purpose, then defining and refining 
it. A cross section of Kanchenjunga is 
bewildering to those of us who are untrained 
as architects. We don’t immediately see 
how this has been put together, or how 
anyone could have conceived this in his 
head: interlocking cubes creating levels of 
courtyard-like spaces. 

Here’s the other thing: his designs were 
different, but he had the wit, the intelligence, 
the will, the character to defend them. 
That’s another lesson for all of us, not to 
kowtow or be a mouthpiece, but to defend 
your position, and it applies I think to every 
profession from architecture to medicine 
and law. A look at any city in this country 
tells us this a lesson we’ve yet to learn. He 
was not a patient man. That mind would 
not allow it. The ideas and thoughts came 
too fast, there was too much to read, to 
see, to work with, not enough time. And he 
had no patience for foolishness or excuses. 
In later years we spoke sometimes of law 
and justice. He was impatient, too, with 
law’s rigidities. Conversations with Charles 
tended to be battles. 

He’d come at you like a force of nature 
and you had two choices: retreat or, if you 
were sufficiently brave or incredibly stupid 

(very fine line there), to take him on. I don’t 
know many who tried. I doubt anyone 
succeeded. He’d have an idea, often bizarre, 
but it always had reasoning behind it. You 
couldn’t just deflect him. He railed about 
our laws; I tried to defend them. “If they’re 
silly and old and don’t serve their purpose, 
why can’t you drop them?” I still don’t have 
an answer. 

His concerns were with justice, and 
the structure of justice. How do we get 
there? What is just? Is justice an exclusive 
province of the law? I believe this was 
somehow fundamental to his work in 
planning and it underlay everything: from 
the conceptualisation of the twin city to 
the plans for the Mill Lands. This wasn’t 
real estate development, glitzy high-rises 
firmly rooted in the post-aesthetic school 
of design with meaningless architectural 
forms slapped onto elevations and facades 
without meaning or purpose. This was 
planning for all, rich and poor, an attempt 
at a sort of social engineering, striving for 
something I can only today call spatial 
justice and spatial equality. The concept 
of the ‘commons’ that is now so beloved 
of judges and lawyers was one that he 
understood decades ago. He fought for this, 
writing, speaking, lecturing, even hectoring. 
Increasingly, in later years, his was a lone 
voice of sanity in a cacophony of cries for 
most west-facing glass, more FSI, greater 
height, less open space. The commons be 
damned.
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The Navi Mumbai experiment was, I think, 
important for another reason, not whether 
it failed or worked. What matters is how it 
began: with a co-authored article in Marg 
and then a leap of faith by a government. It 
is even now a lesson in governance. It tells 
us of a government with imagination, one 
willing to look outside itself for the best, open 
to an idea and running with it, acting for the 
larger good, for balance, for justice. Not, as 
we later learned both there and elsewhere, 
to allow narrow individual interests to 
triumph. In an irony that Charles would have 
loved, the story of that experiment is itself a 
shape: a bell curve or an arch, from its rise 
as one of the great planning experiments in 
post-Independence India, to its decline to 
mere realty. 

In 1947, Charles was 17 years old. It must 
have been a time of wonder and excitement. 
In the next five or ten years, he and his 
contemporaries stood at the threshold of a 
dream: about the meaning of India, its cities, 
its future, its people. How have we allowed 
ourselves to fail that vision so entirely? 
At his funeral, Fr Rudi Heredia said that 
we must not just mourn his passing, but 
celebrate his life. Indeed we must. But there 
are many of us who cannot do that today, 
or tomorrow or the day after. In time, once 
we have come to terms with this. We are all 
individually the poorer for his passing. But 
there will be no greater sufferer than the 
city he called home.
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