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At 15 minute intervals, the clock in the 
Rajabai Tower chimes above the din 
of traffic, prompting busy commuters 
and pedestrians to crane their necks 
upward. The clock tower is at the center 
of Fort, a neighbourhood in Mumbai 
that may become a UNESCO world  
heritage site.

In Fort, 19th-century Victorian Gothic 
public buildings, including the imposing 
Mumbai University and the High 
Court, face the 20th-century Art Deco 
residential buildings across a large oval-
shaped field called the Oval Maidan, a 
public space for sport and recreation.

A group of architects, urban designers 
and local associations will submit a 
dossier calling for the Victorian Gothic 
and Art Deco Ensemble of Mumbai to 
be made a UNESCO world heritage 
site. The Maharashtra state government 
has given its support and the proposal 
will be considered by India's Ministry  
of Culture.

The ministry is also reviewing 
submissions for the Historic City of 
Ahemdabad in Gujarat, and the 
Heritage City of Delhi, said Abha Narain 
Lambah, a conservation architect who 
has spent the past 10 years working to 
have the Mumbai precinct recognized 
as a world heritage site. Only one will 
be sent to the UNESCO World Heritage 
Committee in Paris in January.

“The advantage we have in Mumbai 
is that our buildings are far more 
intact. Lutyens’ Delhi is pristine, but 

in Shahjahanabad there has been 
so much infill and development… the 
integrity is badly diluted. In this part of 
Mumbai, all the buildings are original 
to their period of construction, down 
to even the Art Deco interiors,” said  
Ms. Lambah.

“No other city in the world has an 
urban conglomeration which is a living 
city center where you have one of the 
finest neo-Gothic collections facing 
one of the finest Art Deco collections,” 
added the architect, who has lived in 
Mumbai since 1995.

After the British took possession of the 
seven islands of Bombay in 1665, they 
fortified the largest existing structure and 
called it Bombay Castle. The old fort 
walls were torn down in the 1860s and 
replaced with neo-Gothic architecture, 
says Rahul Mehrotra, an architect and 
activist who has written several books 
on Mumbai.

“This represents aspiration and a 
turning point in the establishment of 
Bombay as a global power,” he said.
A new generation of Indian architects 
returning from Europe built the Art Deco 
buildings in the early 20th century, 
using technology such as reinforced 
concrete for the first time, said Mr. 
Mehrotra, a professor at the Department 
of Urban Planning and Design at  
Harvard University.

Both the Victorian Gothic and Art 
Deco architectural forms have taken 
on Indian tastes and influences. “The 
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neo-Gothic becomes Indo-Gothic… the 
open verandahs and large windows of 
the High Court are adaptations to the 
local climate,” added Ms. Lambah.

“The Art Deco structures have distinctly 
Indian motifs and forms… the brackets 
on the Bank of India building are ones 
you would see in Fatehpur Sikri. Indian 
architecture enriches the Art Deco 
vocabulary and creates a new hybrid, 
the Indo Deco,” she said.

Local citizens’ groups have worked 
to maintain the integrity of the 
neighborhood. “We have no high 
rises, the buildings were built for certain 
purposes: residence, court, university, 
cinema house, and that continues… 
it’s living heritage,” said Nayana 
Kathpalia, a local resident and activist.
Ms. Kathpalia grew up and lives in 
one of the Art Deco buildings. She is 
a trustee of the OVAL trust, a citizen’s 
group that restored the field in 1999 
and is responsible for its maintenance.
The pressure of development first arose 
with a proposal to build on the OVAL 
Maidan a club, shopping complex 
and underground parking in the early 
1990s, but residents strongly opposed 
the plan, said Ms. Kathpalia. “Everyone 
looks at this huge open space and thinks, 
‘how can we monetize it by building?’”  
she added.

If the area is designated a world 
heritage site, residents hope they will 
be compensated in some way for 
restrictions on redevelopment, said 
Ashad Mehta, president of the Oval-

Cooperage Residents Association. “The 
government should consider giving us 
some concession on property taxes, or 
funds for restoration because these are 
old buildings,” he said.

To coordinate various citizens’ groups 
and involve them in the nomination 
process, the Urban Design Research 
Institute held three stakeholder meetings 
and developed a site management 
plan, said Pankaj Joshi, the Institute’s 
Executive Director.

“Among other changes, the 
neighbourhood will have to be made 
more accessible to pedestrians, the 
physically challenged, and senior 
citizens,” said Mr. Joshi, adding that the 
UNESCO nomination will give Mumbai 
a boost as a heritage destination 
and create more jobs in tourism  
and hospitality.

“There’s a misconception in India that 
a city is either a business or cultural 
destination. But if a city wants to 
position itself as a great international 
one like New York or London, it must 
balance the two. The moment a city is 
cleaned up and you can see beautifully 
illuminated buildings at night, it 
enhances the business atmosphere,” 
said Ms. Lambah.

Mumbai already has two UNESCO 
world heritage sites, the Elephanta 
Caves with rock sculptures dedicated to 
the Hindu god Shiva, and Chhatrapati 
Shivaji Terminus, a station built in the 
Gothic Revival style that has become 
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an icon of colonial Bombay. The Fort 
Heritage Precinct would be the third, 
making Maharashtra the state with the 
most world heritage sites in India.

“The pride that our area is unique 
and worthy of being nominated… 

has made people begin to appreciate 
Bombay’s magnificent buildings,” said 
Mr. Mehta. “And what greater pride 
than seeing the Oval Maidan, one of 
the city’s few open spaces, filled with 
over a thousand cricket players and 
spectators on Sundays?” he added.
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