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The Architecture of Democracy

Central Vista and a Tale of Three Axes

By: Prem Chandavarkar

The imperial Central Vista in Delhi has been transformed since 1947 into a symbol of democratic India. But the proposed

redevelopment will reduce public space, highlight the spectacle of government and seems to reflect the authoritarian turn in

our democracy.

Listen to the podcast by Prem Chandavarkar here.

The Government of India is proposing a radical reshaping of the architecture and landscape of New Delhi’s Central Vista: a precinct

that is the geographical heart of India’s democracy containing Parliament, ministerial offices, the residence and office of the President

of India, major cultural institutions, and a public landscape that is beloved to the residents of Delhi and citizens of India. Its design

originally came into being in 1913-14 as a British creation meant to mark imperial power in India through a new capital city in

Delhi. After Independence, its buildings and spaces have been appropriated by Indians.

How was the original design meant to serve as a public symbol of imperial power and governance? In the seven plus decades since

Independence, how has it been appropriated by Indians such that during those decades it has become an integral part of the independent

nation’s history, leading to the precinct and its major edifices receiving the highest listing of Grade-1 from the Heritage Conservation

Committee, Delhi? And what light does the currently planned redevelopment throw on the direction that contemporary India’s

governance is taking, especially in reference to its equation with the general public?

To understand these questions in their full depth, we must examine the history of how city form has visually reflected political ideals

of governance.

Representation of Governance in Urban Design

Until the 14th century CE, depicting governance through urban design was a relatively straightforward challenge, for power flowed

from a unitary source that was feudal and dominant. The city needed a single centre that depicted its governance, usually expressed in

a monument from which power flowed, such as a fort, palace, church, temple or mosque. This monument would be sized at a scale

that was far larger than its surroundings so that it was visually prominent. The consequent dominance of city form was an important

factor given that power claimed its place more through force than persuasion. The typical city had a singular centre, often within a

territory defined by fortified walls, that epitomised its socio-political order.

This urban design strategy began to unravel around the 15th century CE, when Europe began to dominate oceanic navigation and

gunpowder technology, and thereby became a hegemonic world power. Technologies of travel made the world more connected, trade

flourished, and a new breed of traders and businessmen emerged whose wealth, and its consequent influence, could compete with

political rulers at a scale not seen before. Scientific investigation, as a source of knowledge, began to win public recognition leading to

the development of specialists in knowledge, undermining an earlier era where the sanction of political authority determined which

knowledge was to be considered worthy. The Catholic Church, which had been the dominant power in Europe, had its hegemony

challenged by the Protestant Reformation. Power and knowledge were becoming diffused, democratic and secular, and urban design had

to rise to the challenge of how to represent this.

[The] boulevard-centred trend led to a new element being deployed in urban design: the grand urban axis, a straight

and wide boulevard focusing on key monuments at either end, lined with significant buildings, all coming together

to make a strong symbolic statement in the centre of a city.

In 1748, an Italian cartographer called Giambattista Nolli produced a map of Rome (Illustration 1) that represented the idea of a multi-

centred secular city with a clarity hitherto unseen. The private realm was drawn in figure-ground silhouette so that it sharply

demarcated the legibility of streets, squares and other open-to-sky public spaces. Important public institutions were shown in full plan
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detail, delineating their interior spaces in a graphic technique that integrated them with the public realm. The Nolli Map established two

key notions in urban design. First, it showed how the city could be comprehended through a visually coherent pattern of open public

space shaped by the facades of its buildings. And second, it posited that the spatial distribution of public institutions within this

coherence reflected the socio-political order of the city. This allowed the city to be perceived as a multi-centred and secular network,

rather than a singular entity focused on a dominant centre. The Nolli Map is one of urban design’s most influential representations of

modern city space, and its impact is felt till this day.

Illustration 1: Segment of Nolli Map of Rome (1748)

University of Oregon Nolli Map Copyright 2020. Reprinted by permission of the University of Oregon Nolli Map

Project http://nolli.uoregon.edu
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Illustration 2: Piazza del Popolo in The Nolli Map of Rome

University of Oregon Nolli Map Copyright 2020. Reprinted by permission of the University of Oregon Nolli Map

Project http://nolli.uoregon.edu

The notion that spatial positioning of institutions gives order to public space was not invented by Nolli; his contribution was to capture

the clarity of the concept in maps. The idea had risen over a century earlier when the churn of the Protestant Reformation made it

apparent that political power needed to reduce its dependence on force and rely more on persuasion. In response, urban design deployed

a rhetorical strategy that heightened emphasis on institutions and public monuments by carving out roads or pathways that focused on

them. Nolli’s plan captures a notable instance: The Piazza del Popolo (Illustration 2). In the first half of the 16th century, Pope Leo X

carved roads through medieval Rome linking significant sites of pilgrimage, with one of the most significant interventions creating a

symmetrical pattern of three roads converging on this piazza. Later, Pope Sixtus V inserted obelisks at significant junctions in order to

emphasise them, including a prominent one at Piazza del Popolo. Once this trend was powerfully articulated by the Nolli Map, the

placement of institutions, obelisks and other monuments as symbols of socio-political order, and the alignment of streets to heighten

their presence, became an increasingly influential strategy in urban design. For rhetorical emphasis, these streets were often deliberately

contrasted with the underlying order of the city by variations in scale, by being placed at a diagonal, or by geometric insertions into a

winding medieval spatial fabric.

In the 20th century, capital cities across the world began to employ the grand urban axis as an urban design device

for symbolising the noteworthiness of their regimes.

This trend saw a further development in the 17th century, which saw a radical rethinking on the representation of nature within the

city. The Catholic Church, which had offered stability of political organisation, and consequently urban form, to Europe after the Dark

Ages, had used this history to project itself as the epitome of civilisation whose sanction should determine all worldly affairs. Misuse

of this power led to vehement critique of the Church during the Protestant Reformation, which posited that priestly sanction was

unnecessary for religious practice, civilisation had been a corrupting influence, and humans should connect back to the original state
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they held before this corrupting influence held sway. The Bible, which was hitherto available only in Latin, was translated into

colloquial languages. The Garden of Eden became a potent metaphor for humanity’s original and happy state, and consequently nature

became a foundational constituent in the perception of desirable urban life, making landscape design an integral component of urban

design. Parks and gardens were introduced and the streets that focused on public edifices evolved into boulevards: wide roads flanked

by tree-lined promenades. This philosophy found its way into garden design, such as at the Gardens of the Palace at Versailles (1632-

1670), as well as in urban design as found in the plan designed by the French military engineer Pierre Charles L’Enfant for

Washington DC (1791) as the new capital city for the United States of America (Illustrations 3 and 4). These and other such plans had

a profound effect, leading to a trend in urban design that came be known as ‘The City Beautiful Movement’.

Illustration 3: Plan of Gardens at Palace of Versailles

Wikimedia Commons
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Illustration 4: The L'Enfant Plan for Washington DC (1791)

Wikimedia Commons

This boulevard-centred trend led to a new element being deployed in urban design: the grand urban axis, a straight and wide boulevard

focusing on key monuments at either end, lined with significant buildings, all coming together to make a strong symbolic statement in

the centre of a city. One of the most famous early examples in this urban type is the Avenue des Champs Élysées in Paris (Illustration

5). It had evolved into a broad fashionable and tree-lined avenue by the 18 th century, starting from The Louvre (currently a museum,

but formerly a palace) and the Tuileries Garden, but acquired a significant presence in the city through two subsequent

interventions. First, the radiating boulevards carved through the medieval streets of Paris by Baron Hausmann in the mid-19 th century

integrated the avenue with the rest of the city. And second, the decision at the end of the 19 th century to build the Arc de Triomphe

as a military memorial to honour those who died in the French Revolutionary and Napoleanic Wars, offered a focal element at the

western end that balanced the Louvre and Tuileries Garden to the east.
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Illustration 5: Plan of Avenue des Champs Élysées, Paris

Google Maps

Avenue des Champs Élysées, Paris

Suicasmo ( CC BY-SA 4.0)

The precedent of Champs Élysées demonstrated a potent possibility offered by the grand urban axis. The bracketing of a boulevard with

a monument at one end evoking patriotic sentiment and an edifice at the other representing governance, with significant buildings lining

either side, offered a metaphor that empowered capital cities in personifying their significance. In the 20th century, capital cities across

the world began to employ the grand urban axis as an urban design device for symbolising the noteworthiness of their regimes. The

Central Vista of New Delhi is a prominent example. To understand it fully, a comparison is made here with two other famous grand

axes in capital cities. First, we look at the Boulevard of Splendours designed by Albert Speer in the 1930s, an axis that formed the

heart of Hitler’s quest to transform Berlin into Germania, a grand capital for the Nazi empire. Second, we will look at the National

Mall in the centre of Washington DC in the US.
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The relationship between government and citizens is reflected in two choices: which edifices should be brought into

focus and what kind of activities should be privileged within the axis.

We see here the curious condition of the grand urban axis being deployed as a political statement by radically different regimes. The

Boulevard of Splendours was a fascist project, the Central Vista was originally an imperial project, and the National Mall is a

democratic project. How has the same urban element been deployed for radically different ends? The difference lies in the way the

constituents of the grand urban axis are selected and configured. The relationship between government and citizens is reflected in two

choices: which edifices should be brought into focus and what kind of activities should be privileged within the axis. To understand

these choices in the three axes being studied here (Illustration 6), three major components of the grand urban axis will be compared: (i)

the focal elements at either end; (ii) the flanking edges that line the axis on either side; and (iii) how the centre of the axis is

constituted.

Illustration 6: Three Grand Urban Axes and their Comparative Scale

Drawing by author

The Boulevard of Splendours, Berlin

Hitler sought to remake Berlin as a grand capital called Germania, a city whose grandeur would be impressive enough to rank the Nazi

Empire as one of the great civilisations of history, comparable only to Ancient Egypt, Babylon and Rome. His favourite architect,

Albert Speer, began work on the design in the 1930s. The project envisaged new railways and ring roads, and the centre of the city

was to be a new North-South axis over seven kilometres in length. While this axis connected two new train stations at either end, its

heart was to be a 4-kilometre long Boulevard of Splendours that linked the seat of government to the north with a grand arch to the

south (Illustrations 7 and 8).
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Illustration 7: The Boulevard of Splendours, Berlin

Drawing by author
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Illustration 8: Model of Boulevard of Splendours, viewed from above South Station

Wikimedia Commons

Focal Elements of the Boulevard of Splendours

At the northern end, the boulevard focused on the Volkshalle (The People’s Hall), a gigantic domed structure, 16 times larger than St.

Peter’s Basilica in Vatican City, able to house an audience of 180,000 persons. If it had been constructed, it would have still been the

largest building in existence. The foreground of the Volkshalle was the Große Platz (Great Plaza), 350,000 square metres in area,

bridging over the Spree River. The ring of grand buildings that joined the Volkshalle in encircling this plaza included The Fuhrer’s

Chancellery, The Wehrmacht (Unified Armed Forces) Headquarters, and the existent Reichstag (Parliament) Building of 1894.

At the southern end, the boulevard focused on a large triumphal arch, a military memorial to German armed forces. Modelled on the

Arc de Triomphe of Paris, it would have dwarfed its precedent, designed to be 100 metres in height. Both the Triumphal Arch and the

Volkshalle would tower over all surrounding buildings.
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The axis would have extended beyond these focal elements. The space between South Station and the triumphal arch contained a Plaza

of War Victories, designed to display large armaments captured from war enemies. The space between the Volkshalle and North Station

shifted the angle of the axis and is and contained a massive reflecting pool flanked by the city hall to one side.

Flanking Edges of the Boulevard of Splendours

The core of the Boulevard of Splendours was to be flanked by ministerial offices on either side. The entire length of the axis was

designed to project the presence of government, and all other buildings along its length are military or governmental offices of some

kind. The only public facility was the Tourism Centre, whose placement in front of the Soldiers’ Memorial is significant.

The Centre of the Boulevard of Splendours

The Boulevard’s centre was a broad tree-lined avenue kept free of traffic, with all vehicles being diverted into an underground tunnel,

constructing a pedestrian promenade whose vantage was well positioned to inspire awe of the edifices of power at either end and along

both sides. Military parades were a key feature of the public spectacle of Nazi power and a core function of the Boulevard was to act

as a staging ground for such parades.

Analysis of the Boulevard of Splendours

The only part of Germania that was constructed was an east-west boulevard to complement the Boulevard of Splendours. Construction

of all other elements had to be shelved with the onset of war, and Germany’s defeat ensured the project never saw the light of day.

In the grandeur of the entire design, the pomp of the focal elements towering above surrounding buildings, the dominance of state

institutions, and in the complete absence of public cultural institutions, the Boulevard of Splendours was clearly an enterprise designed

to project state power as a patriarchal authority, before whom an obedient and politically passive citizenry could only gaze in awe,

taking nationalistic pride in the degree to which they are awestruck.

The National Mall, Washington DC

While the grand axis of Washington DC is a constituent of the original 1791 plan for the city by Pierre L’Enfant, what we know of it

today (Illustration 9) springs from its radical restructuring under the McMillan Plan released in 1902 (formally titled “Report of the

Senate Park Commission: The Improvement of the Park System of the District of Columbia”). This commission, chaired by Senator

James McMillan, included some of the country’s top creative professionals: the architects Daniel Burnham and Charles McKim, the

landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted, and the sculptor Augustus Saints-Gauden. The commission adopted several suggestions

received from the American Institute of Architects and spent the summer of 1901 touring Europe to gain inspiration from the

continent’s grand urban spaces, gardens and manor houses. Before the plan was formally adopted, the commission sponsored a major

public exhibition in January 1902 that compared two large models: one of the spaces as they existed and the other as per the proposals

of the Commission.
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Illustration 9: The National Mall at Washington DC

Drawing by author

Focal Elements of The National Mall

The focal element to the east is the Capitol Building (which contains both houses of the legislature). It is noteworthy that the focus is

the legislature rather than the executive. The White House, the office and residence of the President, is along the Mall but is displaced

to one side. East of the Capitol Building is a public plaza whose outer edge is framed by the US Supreme Court and the Library of

Congress, making the National Mall focus to the east on the triumvirate of legislative debate, justice and knowledge.

The focal element to the west is not a military memorial. It is a pavilion that commemorates a seminal figure in the history of

American democracy, Abraham Lincoln, who steered the country through one of its most difficult phases, the American Civil War,

succeeding in the enormous challenge of abolishing slavery while preserving the integrity of the Union of States as a nation.

Flanking Edges of the National Mall

A key decision taken by the McMillan Commission was that a space that is the epicentre of a democracy must represent democratic

ideals by being truly public in character, and therefore, must not be dominated by the spectacle of government. This was achieved

through a core stipulation of the plan which dictated that any governmental office building cannot come closer than 300 feet (91

metres) to the Mall. This offered room to constitute the built frontage of the mall on either side solely with public cultural institutions,

including some of the great museums of the world.

The commission had to fight hard to keep this rule intact. The Department of Agriculture argued that they needed more space and must

use all land up to the edge of the mall. When the commission did not permit this, the department argued that they must be allowed to

build to a greater height. The commission did not agree to this either, as the greater height would reduce the visual primacy of the

public institutions lining the mall. The department had supporters in Congress, and the dispute went all the way up to President

Theodore Roosevelt who ruled in support of the ideals the commission was seeking to preserve. The Agriculture Building was

eventually built according to the McMillan Plan’s 300-foot setback line and was lowered into the ground so that the greater height

could be accommodated while keeping the building in the background when viewed from the National Mall.

11


