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Agrcultural land in the riverbed with an industrial backdrop.



The Yamuna River, a major tributary of the Ganges, runs the north-south length of 
Delhi,  India, providing around 70% of the city’s water supply and giving structure to 
the contemporary urban form. Beginning with the earliest records of Delhi’s history, 
including the epic story Mahabharata, the river has had a remarkable urban presence, 
acting as a thread along which urbanism has developed as well as a spiritual anchor 
for the majority Hindu population. In 1857, the year the Mughal Empire officially 
dissolved and the British politically clamped down on Delhi, the river flowed just east of 
Shahjahanabad (now Old Delhi), which was at the time the urban center of the region. 
In the century and a half since then, the Yamuna has shifted nearly two kilometers 
eastward, leaving a strip of land between Shahjahanabad and the new riverbank that 
accommodates a neat assemblage of urban types and forms, from large swaths of 
greenery and swooping transportation infrastructures to informal housing and a national 
cricket stadium.

It is this space—the space abandoned by water and reclaimed by urban citizens—that 
is my zone of interest for the Penny White Award. The research completed for this 
grant maps plans and sections of the strip based on a predetermined grid, paying 
particular attention to the relationship of transportation infrastructure and architectural 
development to the ground itself. The project explores whether architecture, landscape, 
and density is this area are unique to the city due to its location on the old course of 
the Yamuna, and whether such a major ecological shift is a factor in both formal and 
informal design. 
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1857 was a major turning point in Indian history. The mutiny of Indian soldiers, both 
Muslim and Hindu, against the British, is widely noted as the first revolutionary moment 
in the struggle for decolonization. What was known as Delhi at that time was the city 
of Shahjahanabad, the seventh in a series of walled cities in the region, built by various 
emperors ranging from the Rajput to the Mughal dynasties. These cities are evidence 
of Delhi’s unique and complex urban history. Shahjahanabad, constructed starting in 
1638 by the Mughal emperor Shah Jahan (b. 1592), was by far the most successful of 
the seven cities—not only was it the most modern and modernized in terms of urban 
systems, its expression of Indian design and political power posed a real threat to the 
structures of the British colony. Shahjahanabad was comprised of a walled palace and 
fort surrounded by streets and urban fabric, which were in turn contained in a wall; 
importantly, it was positioned at the edge of the Yamuna River, a major tributary of the 
Ganges. Whoever ruled the city commanded not only the breadth of the northern plain, 
but also the major waterways of the region. 

The 1857 Mutiny marked the official end of the Mughal Empire. Since then, the Yamuna 
has continued its long dual history, as both a political entity and a shifting ecological 
feature. The space between where it flowed in the mid-19th century and where it is 
today is an amorphous strip of land that has lent itself to multiple forms of urbanism, 
including fertile green space, large-scale transportation infrastructures, industrial 
complexes, informal housing, and a cricket stadium. This strip is not representative of 
the rest of the city; that is, it is not a microcosm of Delhi. It is in fact an area of sparse 
architectural construction, as opposed to the rest of the city which in some places is 
dense to the point of suffocation. However, the zone does show some response to its 
ecological properties, taking advantage of the fertile land left in the wake of the shifting 
river. The zone acts as an infrastructural connector, as well, between older parts of 
Delhi in the west, and newer developments in the east. It is an atypical space and, for 
my purposes, provides a sampling of how might Delhi might urbanistically progress in 
the 21st century.
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The riverbed zone is surrounded by clear edges: to the east, the 
current course of the Yamuna, and to the west, Mahatma Gandhi 
Marg, a major city highway. Between water and infrastructure lies 
a landscape that, to be properly understood, requires a rigorous 
framework. For this project, this framework is applied in a 500 meter 
square grid. The grid establishes lines along which sections can be 
cut, and squares within which plans can be drawn. It is intended to 
be a neutral framework, overlaid on the site plan with some degree 
of arbitrariness. This allows the emergence of unexpected spatial 
relationships, which are otherwise obscured or overpowered by the 
large and rigid transportation infrastructures on the site.


















































































