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Abstract: Indian cities have grown exponentially in the ‘Urbanocene’ era to fulfill
the expanding needs of its urban populace. Between the ‘urban’ and the ‘heritage’
there exists a complex, cyclical and multi-layered relationship. The ‘heritage’ today
has prominently entered into the urban planning discourses with each city allowing
its own history to unfold in its own way, narrating out dominant, opposing, and
even suppressed storyline that demands our attention. The European settlement
along the bank of the River Hooghly used to be regarded as a ‘Mini Europe’, where
the Portuguese, the Danish, the Dutch, the British and the French all had left an
indelible mark. The crescent shaped Chandannagar on the bank of the River is the
jewel on this spatial crown, drawing limelight as a potential heritage site. The rich
heritage private structures of some of the town’s major areas, such as Palpara,
Lalbagan, Bagbazar, and Loxmigunj Bazar, are now being eclipsed by the erection of
multi-story structures, aided and facilitated by the forces of transnational capital
and real estate speculation. Chandannagar has every possibility to emerge as a
world-class cultural landscape if she can restore her former glory. Therefore, it
becomes imperative to engage into critical questions around the discourse of urban
heritage, particularly the attempts to be made around refurbishment or
redevelopment of built heritage and its consequent impact on the making of the
new urban in small towns. This highlights the dilemma around the aspirational
choices of urban remaking, juggling between city-cultures of the past and city-
cultures of the future, and thus pushing us to rethink what exactly sustains a
livable city, what drives it to be modern and contemporary.
Over the years, there has not been much hue and cry to conserve the rich heritage
of Chandannagar, as compared to the heritage awareness in the metropolitan cities
like Kolkata, Ahmedabad, Delhi, Mumbai etc. Chandannagar poses an excellent
heritage composer, having exclusive colonial as well as Indian outfits deeply
ingrained in it. The main objective of this study was to highlight the changing
trajectories, multiple challenges and contemporary realities of the declared heritage
houses in the city of Chandannagar. The study further tried to assimilate the need
of inclusive community and stakeholder engagement for a successful integration of
proper heritage conservation. The research method that has been chosen for this
paper is specific to qualitative approaches like Key Informant Interviews (KIIs),
and Focus Group Discussions (FGD’-s), which have been pursued to capture the
array of problems relating to the preservation and management of declared heritage
houses in Chandannagar.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1987, the Brundtland Report specified sustainable development model as
that model of development which meets the requirements of the present without
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compromising with the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.
In a similar manner, the UN Conference on Human Environment in Stockholm
(1972) and the World Commission on Environment and Development’s report,
Our Common Future (1987) advocated for the protection of the physical ecology.
The linkages between the physical ecology and social and economic elements
of development were also provided and given attention to. The ‘traditional
paradigm’ with three pillars of sustainable development like environmental
balance, economic growth and social equity is in crisis because it has failed
to integrate the key component, the cultural aspect of the society, into it.
Individuals all around the world are now realizing that culture can play an
important role in developing and implementing local and national
development initiatives. The United Nations Educational Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) have promoted the idea that towns
undertaking development initiatives should take culture into account. This
applies no less to South Asian countries which have a rich cultural heritage
of their own. The colonial cities of India have their own intrinsic values and
assessment criteria, which include not only the built structures but also the
intangible assets of heritage that shape and define the city life. The role of
culture is severely ignored when it comes to development. India is arguably
one of the most popular destinations of cultural centers with rich and diverse
history that allow for the exploitation of opportunities offered by the cultural
heritage (Menon, 2014). In recent years, the survival and continuity of heritage
is challenged within the sphere of Indian city due to diverse pressures,
including rapid urbanization, increasing housing demands, socio-cultural
and economic changes. The country has a number of heritage assets, but in
today’s context, the rich cultural heritage of Indian cities is getting
overshadowed by the construction of multi-storied buildings, facilitated by
the forces of trans-national capital and real estate speculation. Despite
increased urbanization in Indian cities, only a few historic sites have been
repaired and replenished, and the problem of urban heritage has not been
integrated into the larger urban planning and development framework.
According to Patrick Geddes (1915), urban heritage underpins urban
development. He states, “If town planning is to meet the needs of city life,
promote its growth, and advance its progress, it must first and foremost should
recognize and comprehend the city.…” (Geddes, 1915:295). His ideas are very
much related to the HUL (Historic Urban Landscape) approach, where focus
has been given on undertaking comprehensive surveys and mapping of the
city’s natural cultural and human resources (HUL UNESCO, 2018). The notion
of an integral and holistic approach towards heritage and urban development
has been highlighted in almost every heritage-related cultural policy document
since the 1960s. The World Heritage Convention wants state parties to adopt
a general policy which aims to assign the cultural and natural heritage a
function in the life of the community and to integrate the protection of that
heritage into a comprehensive planning programme (UNESCO, 1968). The
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economic progress and developments going around the world are thus
affecting the cultural values and attributes of the cities all over the globe. On
the one hand globalization helps with the development of newer areas, while
on the other it is becoming the major factor behind the decay of the cultural
heritage values of many cities. There is a need to bridge the gap between what
is old and what is new to find a sustainable solution. A solution that is
acceptable for the new generation of the people of the city, who are the main
stakeholders and who are willing to be a part of the process of finding a solution
(Kapur, 2020).

Chandannagar, a town located in the Hooghly district of Bengal, evolved
and developed under the French rule, the legacy of which is vividly portrayed
in both its tangible heritage structures and intangible ways of life. Today,
because of the conflict between development and conservation, the old heritage
buildings around this miniature city have taken a back seat in terms of
occupying a priority position. As a matter of fact, Chandannagar is neither an
intact French colonial settlement defined by imposing public buildings nor
an Indian settlement with a strong indigenous character; it represents a shared
cultural legacy in which French and Indian cultures have merged to produce
an Indo-European manifestation of a way of life mirrored in the native
population’s homes (Bose, 2021). ‘Heritagescape’, more specifically, ‘urban
heritagescapes’ (appropriating Arjun Appaadurai’s focus on ‘scapes’ one can
productively remap heritage onto the cultural ‘scapes’ of the present world)
emerged as new guiding principles that in course of time have incorporated
cultural attributes, social dialectics, political equations, economic relations
along with both tangible and intangible objects. Chandannagar’s heritagescape
richly manifests cultural, architectural and natural heritage and ‘heritage’ of
the town today has predominantly entered into the urban planning
discussions. For the last two decades, restoration initiatives have been carried
out throughout the city, mostly to rehabilitate the city’s decaying buildings,
which can be found in nearly every corner. But the issue remains as to how
far the initiatives have an influence on all of the town’s people and how far the
objectives of the initiatives have been achieved so far. This is an area which
demands thorough attention.

The main objective of this study was to highlight the changing trajectories,
multiple challenges and contemporary realities of the declared heritage houses
in the city of Chandannagar. Further, the study attempted to lay stress on the
need of inclusive community and stakeholder engagement for a successful
integration of proper heritage conservation, which is very much wanting.

METHODS

In this study, which was conducted from June 2018 to April 2019, qualitative
methodology was followed. Key informant interviews (KIIs) were conducted
with Gautam Seth, Subrata Charan Raksit, Partha Charan Raksit, Anushree
Raksit, Officials of West Bengal Heritage Commission (WBHC), Educational
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Minister and Urban Planner (CMC). Two focus group discussions (FGDs) were
organized with local Officials of Chandernagore Municipal Corporation(CMC),
residents of heritage buildings, Government Administrators including urban
planners, architects, legal practitioners to capture different views and
perspectives on heritage conservation in Chandannagar. The focus group
discussions were mainly categorized into two sections. Firstly, discussions
were held about heritage conservation to know about different views on
heritage principles applied in Chandannagar. The second major objective has
been to develop strategies as to how to increase local heritage awareness.
Also, a random sample of respondents was chosen, and the quick responses
were recorded from people working in administrative bodies, heritage-related
activities, and long-term owner custodians living in the town’s historic
structures. This exercise has provided important insights. As for example, when
questioned as to how badly the owners of the large palatial mansions and the
city’s newer, younger generations want to save their buildings, a dilemma
emerged in the minds of the participants. The dilemma was whether they had
been engaged in the talks for a casual time pass or whether they had assembled
here because of their real passion for the historic landmarks of their beloved
town. It did not end there. Even if the latter is argued to be true, questions still
persist regarding the reasons why the city’s structures are regularly
demolished or damaged in order to build new ones. Participants in focus group
discussions, however, have shared the view that people are conscious of the
town’s old buildings, but individual efforts to save the palatial houses have
been quite limited. So the scope of multifaceted negotiations with those who
matter should be enlarged and such negotiations need to be carried out on a
regular basis. These massive homes are usually owned by a group of
individuals, and most of them do not remain together for various reasons. It
takes a long time to acquire approval and financial resources from all of the
individuals when the question of maintaining or conserving the house arises.
The expense of maintaining old properties is high and not everyone has the
financial means to meet it. Renting out these houses and moving to another
area is more convenient for the people living there. It is a common scene in
all over Chandannagar with its old mansions (some of which are declared as
heritage properties) bearing testimony of a time and memory although at present
they are in shambles and in a crumbling state. Those who could not afford
restoration have rented out, or in many cases, have shifted to Kolkata, locking
their rooms and houses. Several residents stated that preserving such
structures is a waste of time and resources and it is more profitable and
judicious too to hand over these structures to real estate developers for
construction of high-rise buildings in the place. In contrast, a large number
of individuals are doing their best as per their individual capacities to preserve
the heritage, yet they eventually become powerless and fall prey to real estate
agents. With the change of government in West Bengal in 2011, the real estate
markets got a boom and as a result, old structures and open spaces have fallen
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easy prey to the brokers. Open spaces in Mondal Bagan in Kantapukur, Mairie
Park beside Sacred Heart Church have been cleared to make spaces for housing
plots. “What to do?” -  was their standard response when questioned about
their thoughts on the ongoing rise of promoter culture in the city. When the
party clubs and party politics started to play decisive roles in working out
various structural and relational mechanisms related to construction industry
in many cases, individuals gave up ownership of their houses for two-room
apartments rather than trying to preserve their old properties from demolition.

Using a case study-based approach, this research brings to the fore the
challenges of conservation of the heritage sites in the city of Chandannagar.
Unfortunately, discussions on tangible heritage are mainly limited to the big
cities like Kolkata, while the regional dynamics around land in other towns
of lesser importance remain largely unexplored. As there is an emerging
research on Hooghly Corridor, the ethnographical findings from this research
may be taken as an eye-opener both in terms of scholarship and practitioners’
interest about more up-scaling of heritage initiatives in specific urban sites,
in this particular case, Chandannagar. The cases of two heritage declared
houses in Chandannagar have been discussed in this paper to highlight the
multiple challenges and realities of the declared heritage houses. These will
also help to understand the complexities that impede the implementation of
heritage conservation policies in rapidly increasing urban milieu. Both the
structures have their own distinct stories to tell and their powerful
counteractions together with silent plotlines demand our careful attention.
The main aim of this work is to put Chandannagar in the arena of urban studies
and demystify its history by sharing the untold stories and realities of the
declared heritage buildings of the town, as the heritage issue becomes a
significant starting point of the urban development process. The second aim,
as mentioned earlier, is to highlight the need of inclusive community and
stakeholder engagement for a successful integration of proper heritage
conservation. This piece of research work may help us to rethink and re-
conceptualize urban-heritage interactions towards a just, democratic and
sustainable future.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Familiarizing Chandannagar: Historical and Contemporary Contexts
Chandannagar can be considered the ‘elder sibling’ (Banerjee, 2012) of
Kolkata. In 1688, the French East India Company obtained legal ownership of
Chandannagar followed by the English East India Company’s acquisition of
an area that later evolved as the city of Calcutta. Both Chandannagar and
Calcutta emerged out of three villages. While Calcutta was fabricated out of
Sutanuti, Gobindapur and Kalikata, Chandannagar was built up from
Borkishonpur, Khalisani and Gondalpara. There are interesting debates on
the nomenclature of the city. While some say that Chandannagar signifies a
crescent-shaped layout along the Hooghly River, others argue that the region
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has been named after sandal wood (Chandan in the local Bengali dialect) on
which flourishing trade developed since early times. It was also referred to as
the ‘Land of Sandalwood’ in French as the Ville du Bois de Santal or Ville de la
lune (Seth, 1963). Although Chandannagar has not been specifically referred
to in any of the medieval Sanskrit or Bengali text, Boro, a riverfront area of the
town, first appears in Bipradas Piplai’s ‘Manasamangal’ in A.D 1495 (Seth,
1924) ‘Digvijaya-prakasa’, a sixteenth century Sanskrit text, mentions
Khalisani, now to the north of the town, as a very prosperous village
(Mahagrama) ruled by a king who belonged to the Dhivara (fisherman) caste
(Mitra, 1948). Mukundaram Chakravarti’s (A.D. 1600) ‘Kavikankan’ identifies
Gondolpara, which is now located in the town’s south eastern section, in
connection with the merchant Dhanapati’s expedition (Banerji 1972). It is
evident from some writings that the name ‘Chandannagar’ might have been
derived from the term ‘Chandra’ (Moon). Hooghly River has meandered down
in the lap of Eastern Chandannagar, which resembles a part of the moon’s orb,
and because of this crescent-like shape, the name ‘Chandannagar’ has
originated (Seth, 1924). Earlier people used to know the place in the name
‘Farashdanga’ as it was a French colony (in Bengali, Farash means French
and danga means land). Culturally, Chandannagar is a very rich place and is
famous for its heritage structures. The city has a number of heritage sites in
her lap. During the French rule it had the rare privilege of enjoying a blend of
indigenous and French cultures and such a blending had endowed
Chandannagar with a distinct cultural identity so different from the adjoining
urban centers. The arrival of the French acted as a catalyst to Chandannagar’s
urbanization. Chandannagar at that time was even more important than
Calcutta in terms of urban facilities, economic development, trade, and
culture. Early city planning was done in such a way that it could be kept
exceptionally clean and well-maintained. The city witnessed many struggles.
Many a times, the transfer of power took place between the British and the
French. For example, in 1757, the British Navy under Admiral Watson
bombarded Chandannagar, destroying the town’s fortifications and thus
Chandannagar’s importance as a commercial centre was eventually eclipsed
by that of Calcutta, which was located down the river. Since Chandannagar
was meant to be a trading town rather than a military base, many native Bengali
merchants were invited to trade from here and settle in the region, which
contributed to the area’s prosperity. The urban fabric of Chandannagar is a
physical reflection of the confluence of French and Bengali cultures, and
many Bengali merchants like Indranarayan Choudhury, Harihar Seth, and
Durga Charan Raksit played pivotal roles in this process.

Chandannagar was proclaimed as a free city in 1947 despite the fact that
the French administration remained in the place holding a symbolic force.
The de facto transfer took place in 1949 and the last French administrator,
G.H Tailleur, left Chandannagar leaving it completely independent from French
control. De’Jure (formal) transfer took place in 1952 and finally the
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administration of Chandannagar was handed over to the West Bengal
Government on October 2, 1954, following which Chandannagar Municipal
took the charge of it as a municipal town on February, 1956. It became a
municipal town within the ambit of the Calcutta Metropolitan District. A few
colonial features like the grid iron arrangement, Church as a landmark around
the core, views and vistas and some other important structures are still
noticeable. Today, because of the conflict of development and conservation,
the old heritage buildings around the city took a back seat in terms of priority
of attached values. Most of the historic properties, such as mansions are either
multi-tenanted or their ownership disputed amongst the families, leading to
lack of maintenance and upkeep. In comparison to these private structures,
public buildings are in a better state because they are repaired regularly. The
‘Strand’ of Chandannagar has changed significantly with reconstruction taking
place along the entire stretch of the Burrabazar Road. Also, the construction
of several multistory buildings has drastically altered the original morphology
of Chandannagar’s street scape.

Generally speaking, in India cities are developing at a rapid pace and in
this race towards development cities are losing their heritage structures. The
Kolkata Metropolitan Development Authority (KMDA) suggested in 1997 that
a State Heritage Commission be established to identify heritage assets in both
urban and rural regions of West Bengal. Still, many houses around the city

Hooghly stretch as ‘Mini Europe’
Source: Mitra, 1962.
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are being demolished without any restriction for the sake of erecting new
structures. The activist group taking a keen interest in maintaining
Chandannagar’s heritage structures time and again highlighted the threat
the city’s cultural heritage has been facing from the onslaught of rampant
modernization. Several walks and marches were conducted at regular intervals
by different organizations to protect the environment of the city that constitutes
both natural and man-made or built, and demanded the creation of heritage
precincts so that Calcutta’s (now Kolkata) unique neighborhood does not
disappear in the name of development. In today’s context, Chandannagar, like
Kolkata, has been urbanizing (1.67 lakhs in population, according to the 2011
census report) rapidly with the demands of urban sprawl and development.
But then it has a diverse and vibrant built heritage structures that have created
and shaped the cultural identity of the city. However, in the urban planning
process heritage preservation is not taken as a priority and thus the old heritage
buildings around Chandannagar continue to be relegated to the periphery of
the urban development. The advent of modernism in the twentieth century
prompted many towns to embrace change by rejecting old design, building
techniques, and materials in favor of more contemporary ones (Susan, 2011).
The replacement of ancient buildings with the new ones destroyed the city’s
social and cultural character as well as people’s sense of belonging to the
place and identity (Marilena, 2010; Yung et. al., 2017). Beatriz and Francisco
(2018) suggest that in historical heritage cities urban planning should take
into account the buildings considered important from socio-cultural, social,
and historical contexts. CMC officials admitted the ground reality and agreed
in principle to plan to establish a Heritage Conservation Committee, which
the city of Kolkata had since 2001. Even Kolkata is not free from heritage
destruction, which has sparked widespread outrage, with everyone from
ordinary citizen to celebrities marching in the streets to denounce the
demolition of old historical monuments around the city of Kolkata, which was
the centre of British colonial regime and was thus home to major British
architectural structures. The focus of the media and news networks are mainly
limited to the big cities like Kolkata. Chandannagar, only 38 km from Kolkata
on the north, is also faced with similar problem, but there has been less
emphasis and attention given to support the historic conservation attempts in
its case. In the midst of it, old buildings at Chandannagar along with its complex
but colorful cross-cultural history and distinctive relationship pattern seem
to raise a few pertinent questions: What is meant by the term heritage? Who is
deemed to have the authority to determine which buildings are to be called as
heritage?

Although the government and private organizations have taken up various
restoration efforts and revivals in recent years to rejuvenate the city’s
deteriorating structures, restoration programmes in general and initiatives
in particular are fraught with uncertainties, making the job of restoration a
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very challenging one. Despite the fact that efforts are now being made to improve
sustainable planning and heritage conservation, there are still major obstacles
that restrict its effectiveness and bring results to the initiatives taken. The
cases presented here will demonstrate how heritage is threatened in the city
as a result of varied factors including rapid urbanization, socio-cultural
changes and other associated changes. The cases explore the long struggle of
the true owners, who are the custodians of the houses and who till date have
conserved and preserved the age-old buildings that have been threatened to
be replaced by ordinary concrete buildings at a worryingly rapid pace.
Case Studies
The house of Harihar Seth and Raksit Bhawan comprising two private buildings
in the city of Chandannagar have been declared as a heritage property by the
West Bengal Heritage Commission (WBHC). The two buildings that were
designed during the French rule in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
in the Indo-French architectural style feature arches, various motifs, and
decorative iron grill work, all bearing the architectural legacies of the French
rule. The owner-custodians of these two buildings attempted to restore the
buildings several times, but were unsuccessful due to lack of funding for
reconstruction. It could be seen that restoration initiatives for Chandannagar’s
built heritage have mostly concentrated on public structures which are
considered to be historically and architecturally significant. As a result, private
heritage properties that do not meet the requirements are ignored, putting
them under risk. The cases of two heritage properties in Chandannagar will
highlight the contemporary realities of the declared heritage houses and will
also throw light on how the owners of the houses have been trying to save the
buildings from the onslaught of modernization. Heritage always calls for
inclusion and the cases here will try to justify why inclusive community and
stakeholder engagement are needed for the successful integration of proper
heritage conservation.
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House of Seth and Raksit is clearly demarcated in the ward map of Chandannagar
Source: Map provided by CMC, prepared and demarcated by the Authors

Case 1: House of Harihar Seth

House of Seth
Source: Field visit
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The house of Harihar Seth is located in Palpara under ward no 8 of
Chandannagar Municipal Corporation in Hooghly District. Harihar Seth was
one of the eminent personalities whose contribution towards today’s
Chandannagar is considered to be remarkable. The house is a two-storied
mansion and is a landmark of history and heritage. The buildings bear a unique
architecture with marble finished floors, doors and windows made of timber
(teak wood) and louvered for ventilation. Arches of various types and
ornamental works adorn the doors and the windows. The house has a large
and decorative Nach ghar (a separate room for dancing) on the ground floor.
The building has a central courtyard surrounded by rooms and a running
verandah and the entrance to the building is connected to the main courtyard.
The courtyard acts as a community space used during religious ceremonies
and social festivals, and at other times as an introverted open space for the
inhabitants and visitors. It provides natural light and ventilation to the
surrounding rooms as well.

Only in 2018 the house was declared as a heritage property by the West
Bengal Heritage Commission (WBHC). Actually, the struggle to get the heritage
tag started much earlier. In 1998 Mr. Amiya Dey, a former government official,
came forward for the first time to support Gautam Seth (Harihar Seth’s grandson)
in his effort to restore the house. However, until 2014, the fragmentation and
complexities of the local governance system did not provide a favorable
environment for restoring this old house. Goutam Seth narrates his long
struggle of submitting a proposal to the State Government of West Bengal to
declare the house as a heritage. In 2014, after submitting a series of proposals
to the Government, a proposal was submitted to the WBHC under the
supervision of the then district magistrate, Mrs. Manmeet Nanda, to declare
the house of Seth as a heritage. And finally, under notification 474/N-1/
WBHC/2008-09 dated 24.03.2018, the house was declared as a heritage
property of Chandannagar. The roles of multiple actors, starting from local
leaders to WBHC, in acquiring heritage recognition for the building have thus
proven to be very important. But the question that remains is, whose
responsibility it is to restore this heritage building in future? Gautam Seth,
the man behind everything, recounts his long, agonizing fight to rescue his
building from a slew of issues that have repeatedly attempted to seize his
property. He has been very enthusiastically trying to save the heritage of the
house from the built structures around the house by maintaining an age old
nursery named ‘Pallabi’. The pageantry of the family stands evident from the
family possession of the silver-made peacock as their Kula devata (family deity
worshipped in the house for ages) and their historic collection of 80 parrots
and 40 peacocks along with the nursery Pallabi that boasts of a collection of
several rare plants.
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The nursery Pallabi and the pukur (pond) which Sarat Chandra Chattopadhay visited
Source: Field visit

The house of Seths was once owned by three members of the Seth family,
two of them no longer live in the house and sold out their shares to Gautam
Seth. He is now the sole owner of the entire land. He also kept a section of the
home in pristine condition, transforming it into an ideal setting for weddings,
festivities, and receptions. Aside from the grandiose edifice, another major
sight is the presence of the pond within its premises, which has witnessed
many of the creations of the noted writer, Sarat Chandra Chattopadhay. We
couldn’t stop talking about the exquisite features of the ‘ghat’ (a series of steps
leading down to the river) and the rare architecture made of thin bricks. The
present owner is willing to rebuild the second floor of the house, but finds the
maintenance and repairing cost beyond his capacity. Realizing that the
Commission has no financial duty to preserve private structures, he is now a
disappointed man, worrying about the future of the property as he has no
children and lives with his seventy-year old mother and wife. It is clear that
the law of heritage conservation in West Bengal till date is impractical as it
has failed to provide any direction to the preservation of old buildings owned
by private individuals. Today, lack of understanding and increasing conflict
between multiple actors and networks is a serious hindrance to the
preservation of heritage structures in and around the city of Chandannagar.
The dynamic events and stories related to the house have created and shaped
the cultural identity of the city. It is largely being understood that there is in
fact no standard classification and valorization approach towards the declared
heritage houses in Chandannagar. The questions like what type of heritage
should be preserved, for what reason, and by whom, still remain unanswered.
From the persons interviewed, it has been revealed that the local politicians
are no longer concerned about the importance of the city’s built heritage.
Without political support and a sense of commitment, the whole question of
conservation has been relegated to a seemingly unimportant position.  Some
expert views, as reproduced below, may be able capture the mood.

The city of Chandannagar has immense potential to emerge as a heritage
site, but understanding heritage value and people’s engagement with the
heritage need to be developed first (Heritage Consultant Officer of WBHC,
Expert Interviewee).
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Elected people, local leaders …[ should help ] to save heritage buildings
and structures around the city; one needs to have a proper long-term plan
involving the citizens and the owner-custodians of the house rather than
conducting day-long walks and indulging in endless  talks (CMC Officer).

Clearly, expert interviewees highlighted the need for citizen participation
in urban heritage conservation. They are of the opinion that they have worked
and done their part by declaring the building as a heritage property. Young
generations living in the old houses of the town are only aware of the heritage
property of a few prominent buildings; they are completely oblivious of
structures that are not on the WBHC, ASI, or CMC lists. Over the years, multiple
issues and problems have developed within the house among the tenants who
have still been living here for many decades. A tenant occupied two to three
rooms paying only Rs.50-100 per month as rent. Repeated requests to hike
the rent made by Mr. Seth time and again have been turned down by the
tenants of the house who are living here for over four decades. They are not at
all aware of the heritage value of the house they live in. Many times, adaptive
reuse programmes have been launched by the governmental bodies to
rejuvenate the structures, but without success. Mr. Seth clarifies that the
adaptive reuse programme is difficult to implement and expresses his concern
about how to manage and restore his ancestral house in the near future. CMC
has on many occasions organized walks and talks with an agenda to save the
town’s heritage structures, always paying attention to the public structures,
and the privately owned buildings hardly find a place in its consideration,
thereby amplifying their vulnerability. It cannot be denied that both CMC and
WBHC are state-owned corporations where politicians have a say. The
occupants of the house belong to a middle class family and are not in a
financial position to afford the repair and maintenance of the historic building.
Mr. Seth feels that it is the responsibility of the local governing body to create
a proper heritage cell which can create a long-term comprehensive heritage
restoration programme for the built structures around the city of
Chandannagar. With no financial support in the form of grants, tax exemptions
or soft loans, the future survival of the house is rather bleak. The local
administrative system does not have any scope for heritage conservation to
prevent the demolition of declared heritage property around the city.
Enthusiastic Officers of CMC expressed satisfaction at the formation of the
Heritage Conservation Committee (HCC) in Chandannagar, but at the same
time they did not hide their reservation about its effectiveness because heritage
conservation would never be considered as a priority while fulfilling the
developmental objective.
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House of Raksit
Source: Field visit

Case 2: Raksit Bhavan

Raksit Bhavan is located in the Lalbagan area in Chandannagar. It was
built in the 19th century by Durga Charan Raksit who rose from a very humble
beginning to the position of a merchant prince. He was conferred with the
title Chevalier of the Legion of Honour, the highest civilian honour (the highest
French order of merit conferred for both military and civil services). The house
of Raksit bears unique architectural decorations with decorative pillars and
beautiful curved railings made of cast iron and stucco plaster and wide arches.
Like Seth’s house, it also has an open courtyard which acts as a community
space. Partha Charan Raksit and his elder brother, Subrata Charan Raksit,
narrate a long story of how the building got its heritage tag in 2017. It is
interesting to know that Durga Charan Raksit before his death made a will by
which he formed a trust that would take care of his large property in his absence.
Today, all the construction, maintenance, and repair work are being done by
the members of the trust. The trust was established long back with a view to
preserve the rich heritage of the house for many years. Currently, the property
is called ‘debutter’, a place that is dedicated to God with the idea that only He
would be the sole owner of their property for all time. Some members of the
house had the authority to maintain the property and they took over the
responsibility of the trust among themselves for the preservation of their old
building and adjoining space. Earlier, legal disputes arose among the members
of the family centering on the issue of who would take over the task of
maintaining the trust. Later these were resolved and the trust is now headed
by Debi Charan Raksit and Amiya Charan Raksit. The trust submitted a proposal
to the WBHC to declare the property as a heritage site. The family, being famous
in Chandannagar, had thorough rapport with the local officials of the CMC. It
helped in getting their proposal easily accepted and the property was declared
as heritage. Initially, it was indeed a proud moment for those who lived in the
heritage houses, but Partha Charan Raksit, the grandson of the famous Durga
Charan Raksit, laments at the lack of interest shown by the present generation
owning the property as they are  dissatisfied with the absence of modern
facilities up to their liking. Many had left the house and settled down in the
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flats in nearby places. Anushree Raksit,  the twenty two year old daughter of
Partha Charan Raksit, narrates stories about the way Durga Puja was held in
the house in the olden days. She also reveals some of her childhood memories
centering round the house. The condition of the old part of the house, which
she showed, is miserable. Restoration and rebuilding are not possible because
approval of the trust is required if any work is to be done. Partha Charan Raksit
shows his disenchantment by claiming that the maintenance costs are high
and it is becoming extremely hard for them to bear the cost. Day by day, the
house of Raksits is becoming more and more difficult to be restored by its
current owners because of lack of economic affordability. Even then, many
parts of the house have been repaired, some have been removed, and some
demolished to make way for new structures. Sometimes there is even non-
availability of proper skilled labor to do the maintenance work. This shows
that the city’s urban fabric is under consistent pressure to ‘modernize’ leading
to almost systematic disappearance of traditional skills and crafts that are
part of the intangible cultural heritage.

Subrata Charan Raksit expresses his strong emotions when he says that
at times he feels very sad that there is practically no one to appreciate these
age-old buildings and take the effort to protect and preserve them. Both the
houses of Seth and Raksit are located in a prime location where the land
fetches a hefty premium. Because of this, developers view both locations as
gold mines where they can easily get lucrative returns through re-
development.

The owner custodians have a crucial role to play in promoting the pride in
their own buildings. They should be involved more in the various activities related
to heritage (Architect, CMC, Expert Interviewee.)

Although the State Government restored and declared many buildings
as heritage, mostly the owners of private buildings restored their properties
with their own funds. Both the State Government and CMC do not provide
incentives or funds for the conservation and restoration of private heritage
properties in the city. The present generation owners like Goutam Seth and
Partha Charan Raksit consider their buildings to be liabilities rather than

Old part of the house of Raksit
Source: Field visit
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assets. In the house of Seth, there is a recurrent problem with the tenants. As
a result, only one portion of the building has been restored, painted and
maintained while the remaining portion is in a very poor condition. The owners
of the Rakhsit Bhawan made some attempts to restore the historic fabric of the
house on their own, but to face the mounting challenges has become
increasingly difficult for them. Moreover, faulty restoration and incompatible
additions only undermine the house’s authentic character, they admit. Both
Seth’s and Raksit’s houses instill a sense of pride in the whole community,
providing an obvious link to the past. Hence, repairing the houses is not just
the responsibility of the owners; community members living in the localities
should also take the lead in looking after the historic properties.

Many projects have been initiated in the city of Chandannagar to restore
the declared heritage properties of the city. But the gap is still there between
official promises and actual realities. The houses carry a rich history of their
own, and the cases here show that inclusion in heritage is only possible if
both stakeholders and beneficiaries unite together for long-term sustainability
by using the HUL (2011) approach as a guiding principle. However, it gets
highlighted time and again from the interviews that such inclusions
presuppose careful navigation through land-legalities, local power alliances,
bureaucratic hurdles and most essentially, a willingness to safeguard the
cultural heritage of old ‘Kasbas’, long dwarfed by the hegemonic discourses
around megacities. Additionally, the case studies provoke us to engage into
deeper theoretical and philosophical enquiries as to what defines the idioms
of cultural heritagescapes, marking the intersectional realms of critical urban
studies and contemporary cultural studies. As neoliberal practices
increasingly venture out into metamorphosing and resuscitating old, derelict
city spaces, these empirical evidences seek to question the processes through
which ‘culture’ becomes the primary ingredient for such transformations. These
transformations, in course of time, bicker with the idea of conservation as a
practice as pitted against the subtleties of relationships between people and
heritage that encompass varied subjectivities, meanings, identities and social
values (Madgin, 2020:244). On a broader scale, the extent to which a
continuum of such historic urban landscapes makes way for the contemporary
urban fabric is determined by the stakeholders’ pragmatic concerns around
everyday engagement in these clusters of heritage properties and the politics
thereof. Conservation, restoration initiatives followed by their maintenance
by the state or non-state actors further complicates the dichotomies between
‘public’ and ‘private’ spaces. For instance a public courtyard celebrated for its
ritualistic significance now becomes a gated space within the neighbourhood,
re-scripting rules of civic engagement between the town dwellers and the
built up space. As properties hitherto private become open for heritage
exploration and casual visits, on one hand this creates a newer category of
consumerist publics that devour on the distinct consumption of romance and
nostalgia around the past and on the other, hitherto public properties that
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have been so far part of the city’s collective memory become exclusive elite
spaces cordoned off from mass access. The article in general, and the cases in
particular, thus contribute to the field of urban heritage studies and shows
the way to consider heritage as an integral part of urban planning discourse.
Commoners and laymen interviewed numerous times feel that restoring a
heritage building is solely the duty of government agencies. This kind of
thinking isolates a segment of the community, making them wonder what
can be done and who will do it. The cases discussed here have highlighted
the ground realities of declared heritage properties in the city of
Chandannagar. Heritage conservation will be more successful if people
understand why they should conserve it or they should be aware of the purpose
behind it and the meaning underlying it. To protect the heritage buildings of
the city, strategies must be re-oriented; following a top-down approach only
exclude many. To reduce the dangers of vulnerability, new and conventional
approaches and ideas must be cross-fertilized. Rather than throwing untested
new ideas at them, it is important to listen to the people who have long
experience of living in old historic homes and neighbourhoods. Successful
community and stakeholder participation will benefit both the causes of
heritage and the city culture.

The above cases of two heritage buildings clear out the fact that in
Chandannagar development discourses, heritage buildings are seen as a
financial liability and a low priority subject. Since independence, urban
planning models have irreversibly altered many historic towns and cities.
There are several institutions in India committed to preserving our country’s
heritage, but there is no strategic emphasis on urban heritage. The 74th

Amendment Act of the Constitution provides for the decentralization of the
authority of local governments. The act empowers local governments to take
effective measures and implement processes and policies that are appropriate
for their environment. All the local and municipal bodies are heavily
influenced by state laws and regulations, and the local government system
has never provided a favourable environment for the city’s older structures.

In 2018, the Bonjour India Project launched a crowd financing campaign
to construct a smart city programme with the objective of promoting the rich
history of the old French town. The city’s residents were unaware of the crowd
funding endeavor. The reasons were several, but one notable statement was
that the ‘government should cover the expense of renovation.’ When asked
whether or not they were willing to donate, the response was unexpected
because they were ignorant of the specific location of certain major structures
in the town. Despite the fact that the number of poll respondents was small in
relation to Chandannagar’s entire population, it may be argued that the group
represented the majority of the community’s perspective. The destiny of private
historic houses in the town is much worse than that of public structures. Once
designated as a ‘heritage,’ no further alterations or additions are permitted.
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The majority of the town’s people are ignorant of the fascinating tales about
the old buildings of their localities. The cases here directly reveal that heritage
has largely been a state-controlled practice.  However, the lack of formal
approaches can be viewed as an opportunity where, along with the state,
participatory approaches should come from each involved in making the
building a part of heritage. Chandannagar is not an isolated case, the narrative
of the buildings here reflects many trends and challenges in conserving
heritage properties in current developing urban centers. Today, the city’s
significant historic structures are decaying and need to be brought under
appropriate bylaws. Aiswarya Tipnis, architect, listed 110 old buildings in
2011, but only 100 of them survived in 2015. With each passing year, one of
the countless structures succumbs to real estate pressure. The houses of
Mondols (in Gondolpara) and Kundus (near Liberty Gate in G.T. Road in
Chandannagar), both massive houses with massive columns and iron cast
grills that have stood the test of time, have been partially preserved and
protected. The property is divided among its members, and those with sufficient
money have been able to preserve it in style and magnificence, but the majority
of the homes are deteriorating, demonstrating once again the sad reality of
preserving such historic properties. The old heritage structures in the city of
Chandannagar need to be preserved in a holistic manner. The city has every
potential to become a heritage city with its architectural edifices and vibrant
tangible facets. Government efforts should be channelized through specific
programmes, such as the establishment of a dedicated heritage cell in CMC.
Glocalization is a notion that needs to be created in which knowledge should
be conveyed through a polyphonic aggregation of voices from various sections
of the city, rather than a dominant monologue built inside of a single operating
system. Organizations such as CMC, ASI, and INTACH must work together to
establish strategies and long-term plans to preserve the town’s historic
structures. The cases here reflect that to make heritage inclusive for all,
intergenerational approaches need to develop where all can come together
for the preservation of the tangible heritage structures around the city. This
article looks at the problems that the city of Chandannagar’s proclaimed
heritage homes confront and shows how to make heritage an important part
of urban planning discussions by bringing in participatory approaches from
the state and its citizens. Two homes mentioned in this article have been
designated as heritage properties. When we strolled around the town’s alleys
and byways on a hot summer afternoon, we wondered what the condition of
other old structures in town, particularly those which are not on the heritage
list, would be and what would be the state of town’s other historic assets that
are lying uncared for. Many ancient mansions in Gondolpara, Burrabazar,
Fatokgora, and Chabi areas still bear the imprint of French rule and the stories
are thus locked within the homes and the people who live there. More research
is needed to evaluate new ideas and fresh initiatives for restoring the town’s
old historic past.
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