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Abstract

Architectural accounts often treat symbolic identification with place as evidence of con-
textual achievement, yet the relationship between symbolic identification and material,
spatial, environmental, and social conditions remains underexamined. This tension is
examined through Amdavad ni Gufa (1992-1995), an underground art gallery designed
by Indian architect Balkrishna Vithaldas Doshi (1927-2023) with painter Magbool Fida
Husain (1915-2011). The structure combines ferrocement shells, cave-like spaces, and
mosaic surfaces, and is inspired by Indian mythological imagery. This study proposes a
heuristic distinction between representational contextualism, which concerns symbolic
and cultural associations, and operative contextualism, which concerns their material,
spatial, climatic, and program-specific operation. These modes are assessed across four
dimensions using documentary research, visual-spatial analysis, field observations, and
exploratory interviews conducted during a single visit in June 2023 (n = 17). The field
observations and interviews document visit-specific environmental experience rather than
measured or long-term performance. The analysis identifies mutually reinforcing material
and spatial relationships, and an inconclusive relationship between documented climatic
intentions and conditions reported during the visit. Public accessibility, exhibitions, and
visitor engagement demonstrate a specialized operative cultural role. The paradox lies
in the gap between the Gufa’s established symbolic contextual reputation and the uneven
evidence supporting broader operative integration.

Keywords: B.V. Doshi; Amdavad ni Gufa; Contextualism; modern architecture; regional identity

1. Introduction

The concept of context has long occupied a central place in architectural theory, partic-
ularly in debates concerning the limitations of modernism. From the early 1960s, studies
associated with Colin Rowe at Cornell University developed an urban-formal under-
standing of contextualism through figure—ground relationships, solid and void, and the
mediation of existing and new urban patterns [1] (1977, pp. 110-111). Within this discourse,
Rowe’s student Stuart Cohen extended the discussion by distinguishing contextualism’s
concern with physical organization from inclusivism’s emphasis on architectural imagery
and symbolism [2] (1974, pp. 3-5). These positions did not establish mutually exclusive
definitions of context. Rather, they indicated an overlap between physical organization and
architectural meaning.

During the late 1970s, these urban-formal approaches expanded into a broader concern
with historical plurality. In Collage City, Rowe and Koetter used collage and bricolage to
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describe the coexistence and recombination of heterogeneous urban fragments rather than
their absorption into a single comprehensive order [3] (1978, pp. 102-105, 138-149). Charles
Jencks situated this urban-formal contextualism within a broader postmodern concern with
metaphor, historical reference, and architectural meaning [1] (1977, pp. 110-113).

By the early 1980s, “critical regionalism” extended the contextualist debate beyond
accommodating architecture to existing physical, historical, and cultural settings. Kenneth
Frampton proposed mediating universal technology through topography, climate, light,
tectonic construction, and embodied experience to counter the placelessness of global mod-
ernization without rejecting modernity or imitating vernacular form [4] (1983, pp. 20-29).
Fredric Jameson, nevertheless, situates critical regionalism within postmodernism’s “more
general contextualism,” while recognizing Frampton’s resistance to scenographic and
commodified architectural expression [5] (1994, pp. 193-199). Critical regionalism is there-
fore understood here as a distinct development within the broader contextualist field: it
shares contextualism’s concern with place while directing it against cultural and spatial
homogenization.

These debates were not confined to the West. Through the 1990s and 2000s, ARCA-
SIA’s Asian Congress of Architects articulated related but contextually distinct concerns.
Kurokawa’s 1996 keynote advocated an “age of life” rooted in ecological symbiosis, while
Tay Kheng Soon’s 2000 keynote called for Asia to distinguish its modernity from Western
history and rediscover its own roots [6] (2025). William S. W. Lim [7] (2008) argues that
colonial and early modernist architectural discourses frequently imposed Western cate-
gories on Asian traditions and calls for contemporary practice to engage with local cultural
specificity. Peter Rowe and Yun Fu [8] (2022) identify a related tension in Southeast Asia
between vernacular climatic intelligence and symbolically oriented contemporary architec-
ture, as illustrated by Ken Yeang’s Menara Mesiniaga (1992). These positions demonstrate
that contextualism in Asia cannot be understood simply as the application of a Western
theoretical model; it must also be examined through colonial histories, locally situated
forms of modernity, climatic knowledge, and cultural agency.

In South Asia, these concerns are particularly evident in the work of 2018 Pritzker
Prize laureate Balkrishna Vithaldas Doshi (1927-2023). His professional relationships
with Le Corbusier and Louis I. Kahn, discussed further in Section 3, contributed to an
architectural approach that negotiated modernist order with India’s climate, material
practices, and cultural meanings. Sangath Studio (1979-1981; Figure 1) provides an illus-
trative reference for this approach. Its vaulted concrete forms reflect modernist influences,
while its partially subterranean configuration, reflective tiled surfaces, water channels,
and integrated landscape demonstrate documented climate strategies [9] (2019). Amdavad
ni Gufa (1992-1995; Figure 2), designed by Doshi in collaboration with painter Magbool
Fida Husain (1915-2011), pursues different programmatic and architectural objectives. As
an underground art gallery, it foregrounds artistic and symbolic expression through its
biomorphic forms, cave-like spaces, and mythological imagery.

Scholars have frequently interpreted Doshi’s architecture as a negotiation between
modernist principles and locally situated cultural meanings. Ghosh [10] (2016) presents
Doshi as a mediator who adapted Le Corbusier’s cosmic iconography through Indian sym-
bolic traditions. Ashraf [11] (2017) describes Sangath as a laboratory of critical regionalism
in which modernism developed into a “mythopoeic” language connecting architecture,
landscape and spirituality. Pandya [12,13] (1993, 2000) documents the Gufa’s collaborative
origins and identifies its increased emphasis on artistic abstraction. Kishnadwala [14]
(2020) and Van den Heuvel [15] (2015) examine Doshi’s Ahmedabad projects through
urban conservation and the intersection of local and global architectural knowledge, re-
spectively. Collectively, these studies establish the cultural and symbolic significance of
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Doshi’s architecture but do not systematically distinguish symbolic interpretation from
operative conditions.

(b)

Figure 1. Sangath Studio (1979-1981), Ahmedabad: (a) exterior view; (b) Doshi’s illustration of
the relationship between architecture, landscape, and spatial experience (Courtesy of Vastu-Shilpa
Foundation).

. 4

Figure 2. Amdavad ni Gufa (1992-1995), Ahmedabad: exterior view (Photographed by the author).

Giamarelos [16] (2022) reframes critical regionalism as a “cross-cultural historiograph-
ical agenda” that returns buildings to their specific geographical and historical contexts.
Avermaete et al. [17] (2019) similarly challenge its treatment as a fixed architectural style,
emphasizing its relationships with historiography, tectonics, material culture, and contem-
porary practice. Recent studies of embodied heritage and adaptive reuse in modernist
buildings [18,19] (2023, 2025) extend this context-sensitive approach but do not directly
examine the Gufa or the relationship between its symbolic claims and operative conditions.

Existing interpretations of the Gufa primarily foreground its artistic collaboration,
mythological imagery, cave-like spatial character, and position within Doshi’s architectural
development [9,12,13]. These interpretations have established its reputation as a contextu-
ally significant work, but symbolic identification with place does not by itself demonstrate
equivalent material, climatic, spatial, or socio-cultural integration. The paradox examined
here lies in the gap between the Gufa’s established symbolic contextual reputation and the
less certain evidence that its representational claims are consistently sustained through
operative conditions. The study consequently asks: How do representational and operative
modes of contextual engagement reinforce, remain independent of, or diverge from one
another in Amdavad ni Gufa?

To address this question, the paper examines the interaction between representational
and operative contextual engagement across four dimensions: material expression, spatial
configuration, climatic responsiveness, and socio-cultural symbolism. Section 2 defines
the framework, evidence categories, and assessment criteria. As a single-case investi-
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gation, the study offers a provisional interpretation whose wider applicability requires
comparative testing.

2. Framework: Contextualism and Four Analytical Dimensions

Contextualism provides a theoretical basis for analyzing the architectural expression
of Doshi’s Gufa, but the literature offers no unified model for evaluating how different
forms of engagement with place interact within a building. Cohen provides a useful start-
ing point by distinguishing physical organization from architectural imagery [2] (1974,
pp- 21-23). This distinction establishes that contextual meaning may arise through both for-
mal relationships and cultural representation. However, it does not establish how symbolic
identification with place relates to material systems, spatial organization, climatic inten-
tions, or program-specific social use. This unresolved association provides the analytical
problem this framework addresses.

Rowe and Koetter’s contextualism differs from both historicist imitation and modernist
rupture. Their concept of collage describes contextual meaning as emerging through the
coexistence and recontextualization of heterogeneous forms rather than through stylistic
continuity [3] (1978, pp. 102-103). Together with Jencks’s concern with metaphor, historical
reference, and plural architectural meaning [1] (1977, pp. 110-113), this position explains
how architecture may engage with place through association, juxtaposition, and imagery.
Such representational engagement, however, does not necessarily demonstrate how a
building responds to the material, environmental, or social conditions it invokes.

Frampton’s critical regionalism provides a related but distinct development by shifting
attention from association toward the mediation of universal technology through local
topography, climate, light, tectonics, and embodied experience [4] (1983, pp. 20-29). Crit-
ical regionalism is not synonymous with contextualism: it gives engagement with place
an explicitly resistant purpose directed against the homogenizing effects of moderniza-
tion. Frampton’s distinction between the “tectonic” and the “scenographic” contrasts
the material articulation of construction with image-oriented architectural expression [4]
(1983, pp. 27-28). Nevertheless, this distinction is not directly equivalent to the operative-
representational framework proposed here. Jameson'’s critique introduces a socio-economic
and representational dimension that complicates any simple opposition between materially
grounded and image-based architecture. He situates critical regionalism within postmod-
ernism’s “more general contextualism” because both attend to locality, fragmentation, and
resistance to totalizing solutions [5] (1994, pp. 193-195). However, Frampton’s tectonic
emphasis resists the scenographic and commodified tendencies that Jameson associates
with postmodern architecture [5] (1994, pp. 193-199). This tension demonstrates that
engagement with physical conditions may coexist with representational systems through
which locality is produced as an image.

Applying these theories to postcolonial Indian architecture requires methodological
caution. Frampton’s critical regionalism emerged primarily from debates concerning West-
ern modern architecture and the homogenizing effects of universal technology. Indian
modern architecture developed through different historical relationships among colonial-
ism, national modernization, imported professional knowledge, indigenous traditions,
climatic practices, and cultural self-definition. Asian architectural debates represented by
ARCASIA, Lim, and Rowe and Fu [6-8] similarly demonstrate that regional modernity
cannot be understood solely through categories formulated in Europe or North America.
Accordingly, this study does not apply critical regionalism as a culturally neutral or uni-
versal classification. It uses selected distinctions from Western contextualist debates as
provisional analytical points of departure and places them in dialogue with Asian and
Indian architectural discourse. These theoretical positions identify different ways in which
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architecture may engage with place. To examine their interaction, this study proposes two
heuristic modes: representational contextualism and operative contextualism. They are
analytical constructs developed for this research rather than concepts adopted directly from
any single theorist, and they do not constitute a binary classification. They are relational
rather than mutually exclusive categories.

Representational contextualism describes engagement with place through symbolism,
metaphor, historical association, cultural imagery, and experiential reference. It draws
principally on Jencks’s concern with metaphor and plural architectural meaning [1] (1977)
and Rowe and Koetter’s account of association, juxtaposition, and recontextualization [3]
(1978). Operative contextualism describes engagement through construction and material
systems, spatial organization, climatic intentions, and program-appropriate patterns of
cultural use. Cohen [2] (1974) informs its concern with physical and spatial organization,
while Frampton [4] (1983) contributes attention to construction, climate, materiality, and
embodied experience. Operative contextualism does not necessarily signify technically
verified performance. Where measurements are unavailable, the analysis is limited to
documented intentions, architectural features, field observations, and reported experiences.

A partial theoretical parallel appears in Jameson’s interpretation of Frampton, in
which the tectonic—scenographic distinction is reframed as “ontological” and “represen-
tational” [5] (1994, pp. 196-197). This correspondence is limited: Frampton’s “tectonic”
concerns the material and expressive logic of construction, whereas Jameson'’s “ontological”
category has phenomenological implications. Neither term is equivalent to this study’s
“operative” mode, which encompasses material systems, spatial function, climatic inten-
tion, and program-specific cultural use. Similarly, “representational” in this study does not
automatically mean superficial or scenographic; symbolic and experiential strategies may
constitute meaningful forms of contextual engagement. The framework therefore adapts
selected theoretical distinctions without treating their original categories as interchangeable.

These two modes are examined across four dimensions. Material expression considers
construction systems, craft processes, surface treatment, environmental intentions, and
symbolic associations. Spatial configuration considers site relationships, circulation, orien-
tation, gallery function, and experiential meaning. Climatic responsiveness distinguishes
documented environmental intentions from field-observed and participant-reported condi-
tions; measured performance is not evaluated without instrumented data. Socio-cultural
symbolism considers cultural references together with criteria appropriate to an art gallery,
including public accessibility, exhibition programming, visitor participation, artistic collabo-
ration, and the building’s relationship with CEPT campus life. Each dimension may contain
both operative and representational evidence and therefore does not belong exclusively to
either mode.

This paper distinguishes four levels of evidence. Documented intention refers to
strategies identified in Doshi’s accounts, architectural documentation, or other primary
sources. Architectural interpretation refers to meanings inferred from plans, forms, spatial
sequences, and cultural literature. Field observation records conditions directly visible
or perceptible during the site visit. Participant-reported experience refers to the subjec-
tive accounts collected during the exploratory interviews. None of these categories is
treated as equivalent to measured environmental performance. When evidence from dif-
ferent categories conflicts, the interpretation is qualified rather than resolved in favor of
one source.

The analysis proceeds in three stages (Figure 3). First, evidence relating to the Gufa is
organized across four dimensions using architectural documentation, published literature,
visual-spatial analysis, field observations, and exploratory interviews. Second, repre-
sentational and operative indicators are identified within each dimension. Third, their
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relationship is classified as reinforcing, independent, divergent, or inconclusive. A rela-
tionship is reinforcing when the same architectural strategy supports both modes through
convergent evidence. It is independent when both modes are present, but no direct relation-
ship between them can be demonstrated. It is divergent when operative evidence clearly
qualifies or contradicts a representational claim or documented intention. It is inconclusive
when the available evidence is insufficient or conflicting. These classifications indicate
relationships within individual dimensions rather than assigning the building a single
overall label.

Aim : Examine how operative and representational
contextual engagement interact in Amdavad ni Gufa

Theoretical Synthesis + Asian and postcolonial architectural discourse
* Cohen [1974] : Physical organization & cultural imagery * Concepts used heuristically,
+ Jencks [1977] : Metaphor & symbolic meaning not as universal categories
* Rowe & Koetter [1978] : Collage, association & + Sangath Studio retained only as an illustrative
recontextualization reference
* Frampton [1983] : Tectonic, climate & embodied engagement
* Jameson [1994] : Critique of representational detachment

\4
Two Heuristic

<
modes
\ 4 l

Operative » Representational
Contextualism 3 Contextualism
\ 4
Four Analytical
dimensions
Y Y Y h 4
Material Spatial Climatic Socio-cultural
expression configuration responsiveness symbolism

Evidence classified before interpretation
+ Documented design intention
* Architectural interpretation
+ Site observation
* Participant-reported experience

Measured environmental performance:
not available in this study

Relationship assessment within each dimension
* Reinforcing
+ Independent
* Diverge
* Inconclusive

\ 4
Cross-dimensional synthesis
Qualified interpretation of the relative balance
between the two modes

v

Scope boundary
Single case and single visit; wider transferability and climatic
performance require further testing

Figure 3. Analytical procedure for classifying evidence and assessing relationships between operative
and representational contextual engagement across four dimensions [1-5]. Measured environmental
performance lies outside the evidentiary scope of this study. (Source: Author).
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During the site visit on 27 June 2023, 17 participants were approached on-site through
convenience sampling. Participants were first asked whether they had an architecture-
related educational background and were subsequently grouped as architecture students
(n =7) or general visitors (1 = 10). Each participated in an approximately 10 min semi-
structured conversation guided by questions prepared in advance. The questions and
participants’ responses were documented as contemporaneous written notes in the au-
thor’s field diary; no audio or video recordings were made. The questions concerned spatial
experience, orientation, daylight, perceived temperature, humidity or dampness, ventila-
tion, odor, and general comfort. Verbal informed consent was obtained before participation,
and no personally identifying information is reported.

Responses were organized according to participant group and recurring experiential
themes. Because the interviews were conducted during a single visit and environmental
conditions were not instrumentally recorded, the responses are used only as exploratory and
corroborative evidence of reported experience. They are not treated as representative of all
visitors or as evidence of typical, seasonal, or long-term environmental performance. Based
on India Meteorological Department information accessed that day, the same field diary
recorded Ahmedabad’s daily outdoor temperature range as approximately 27-41 °C and a
reported relative-humidity value of approximately 76% [20]. These city-level meteorological
conditions are provided only to contextualize the visit. They were not measured at the Gufa
and cannot establish indoor or long-term environmental performance.

Sangath is used as an illustrative reference within Doshi’s practice rather than an
equivalent comparative case. It is relevant because its partially subterranean placement,
vaulted construction, reflective surfaces, water channels, landscape integration, and circu-
lation provide documented examples of Doshi’s environmental and experimental inten-
tions [21] (1988).

The contrast is limited to the material, spatial, climatic, and symbolic roles of these
strategies because Sangath is a working architectural studio, whereas the Gufa is an under-
ground art gallery. Differences in ventilation requirements, occupation patterns, curatorial
function, and social use are therefore not interpreted as evidence that one building per-
forms better than the other or that the Gufa demonstrates a comprehensive shift in Doshi’s
architectural trajectory.

3. Amdavad ni Gufa Within the Architectural Context of Ahmedabad

Ahmedabad, in western India, became a UNESCO World Heritage City in 2017 for
its historic urban fabric and living vernacular traditions [22]. Its vernacular types in-
clude pol houses (traditional courtyard-based residential clusters) and vavs (stepwells),
which exemplify the integration of climatic adaptation with everyday social and ritual
practices (Figure 4). Pol houses’ compact forms, shared walls, shaded lanes, courtyards,
and controlled openings moderate solar exposure and support domestic and communal
activities [23] (2011). Vavs respond to water scarcity and heat through subterranean terraces
and thermal mass while accommodating ritual and social activities. Table 1 summarizes
these precedents alongside the Gufa.

Doshi worked at Le Corbusier’s atelier (1951-1954) in Paris before returning to super-
vise Le Corbusier’s Ahmedabad projects. He later assisted Louis Kahn with the Indian
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (1961-1964) and adapted these architects’ modernist
principles to Indian climatic and cultural conditions. Sangath illustrates Doshi’s integration
of modern construction with documented climatic and landscape strategies [24] (2017),
while the Gufa pursues a different program of immersive artistic experience.
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Figure 4. Contextual architectural references in Ahmedabad: (a) pol houses; (b) vav or stepwell. The
examples illustrate locally developed relationships among enclosure, climate, and social use but are
not treated as program-equivalent comparisons with the Gufa. (Photograph by the author).

Table 1. Contextual comparison of architectural strategies in Ahmedabad’s pol houses, vavs, and

Amdavad ni Gufa.

Feature

Pol Houses

Vavs [Stepwells]

Amdavad ni Gufa

Building type & program

Courtyard- based
residential clusters

Water infrastructure with
social and ritual functions

Underground art gallery

Placement & Enclosure

Dense inward-facing
courtyard clusters

Descending subterranean
terraces

Partially Subterranean
interconnected domes

Brick & stone masonry

Thick stone walls,

Thin ferrocement shells

Materials strategy with substantial thermal . with reflective mosaic
substantial thermal mass
mass surfaces
Documented Shading, shared walls, Depth, shading, masonry =~ Reduced surface exposure,
Environmental courtyards and controlled  mass & contact with reflective cladding &
Strategy openings ground daylight openings

Program specific-social
use

Domestic life, festivals,
communal gatherings

Water collection, water
worship, seasonal
activities, gatherings

Public access, exhibitions,
artistic experience and
visitor participation

Comparative limitation

Residential program

Water-related civic & ritual

Specialized cultural
program; environmental

rogram
Prog performance not measured

Husain approached Doshi in the early 1990s to design a permanent gallery exploring
the integration of art and architecture. The design evolved through dialogue: Husain
contributed mythological and animal imagery and the symbolic language of caves, which
Doshi translated into undulating ferrocement domes, skylights, mosaic cladding, and
murals. The name Gufa (cave) signals its ambition to evoke primordial archetypes. Doshi
recalled a vision of Kurma, the cosmic tortoise of Hindu mythology, whose shell informed
the rising domes (Figure 5). In the myth, Vishnu (a Hindu God) assumes the form of a
tortoise to support Mount Mandara during the churning of the cosmic ocean, associating
the domes with cosmic stability and creation [9] (2019). The layout resembles a cellular
formation, creating a non-hierarchical spatial network rather than a linear gallery sequence
(Figure 6). Its low-profile domes provide limited external indication of the entrance or
internal organization [25,26].
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Figure 5. Kurma and the conceptual form of Amdavad ni Gufa: (a) depiction of Kurma (Courtesy of
Victoria and Albert Museum); (b) conceptual model of the project showing the undulating ferrocement
dome (Courtesy of Vastu-Shilpa Foundation).

(@) ' | (b)

Figure 6. Architectural layouts of Amdavad ni Gufa: (a) site plan illustrating the cave’s integration

within the CEPT campus landscape; (b) floor plan illustrating the interconnected cellular organization
of dome structures and non-linear circulation patterns. (Courtesy of Vastu-Shilpa Foundation).

The modest entrance, retained site contours, and informal interior circulation reinforce
the cave-like experience [27] (2018, pp. 289-306). The curved surface integrates Husain’s
murals directly with the ferrocement structure, while the subterranean placement and
skylights contribute to the building’s spatial and environmental strategies [26,27]. The
following subsections examine these relationships across four dimensions, with Sangath
serving as a contextual reference.

3.1. Material Expression

In the Gufa, Doshi employs an experimental material system combining technological
innovation with symbolic meaning. Ferrocement shells, supported by steel rods and wire
mesh, produce fluid domes and a cave-like geometry. The exterior domes are covered
with broken ceramic mosaics crafted by local artisans and animated by a black serpent
motif referencing Sheshnag, the cosmic serpent of Hindu mythology [9] (2019). Together
with the shell-like Kurma imagery, these elements associate the structure with primordial
creation. Although technically innovative, the system departs from Ahmedabad’s vernac-
ular traditions. Pol houses use brick and stone masonry, providing substantially greater
material mass and a different tactile character. Sangath employs reinforced-concrete vaults,
ceramic-tile cladding, earth berms, and water channels as interconnected environmental
and landscape strategies [24] (2017).

The Gufa’s ferrocement shells introduce a comparatively thin industrial construction
system that enables sculptural plasticity and differs materially from the load-bearing
masonry of the referenced pol houses and vavs. Although this comparison establishes a
difference in material mass, it cannot by itself determine the Gufa’s thermal behavior. The
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shells were ultimately hand-finished by workers familiar with mud-plastering techniques
because the curved wire mesh provided no conventional lines, levels, or shuttering [24]
(2017). This construction process connected an industrial structural system with local
craft knowledge. The below-grade placement limits the area directly exposed to solar
radiation; the ceramic mosaic cladding was chosen to reflect direct sunlight and limit heat
absorption [24] (2017). The skylights admit daylight, but their environmental effects were
not measured. The material system therefore combines environmental intentions with
a departure from the load-bearing masonry of pol houses and the earth-bermed vaults
of Sangath.

During the author’s June 2023 site visit, localized surface moisture was visible on parts
of the interior material, and a wet, earthy odor was perceptible in some enclosed portions
of the gallery. These unmeasured, visit-specific observations are considered alongside
the participant reports in Section 3.3. Mosaic cladding, meanwhile, combines artisanal
craft with solar reflectivity; its contextual role therefore operates simultaneously through
environmental intention, craft association, and surface expression rather than through
vernacular structural continuity.

Frampton’s critical regionalism positions tectonic and tactile expression as mediators
between architecture and place [4] (1983, pp. 26-29). Read through this framework, the
Gufa’s ferrocement system combines operative material and environmental intentions with
representational functions derived from sculptural form, craft, and mythological imagery.
Its construction system therefore supports both material experimentation and symbolic
expression, producing a reinforcing relationship between the two modes.

3.2. Spatial Configuration

In the Gufa, Doshi rejects the linear circulation and orthogonal geometry typical of
modern galleries in favor of a fluid network of domes that encourages exploration rather
than movement along predetermined paths (Figure 7). Within CEPT’s predominantly
exposed-brick, orthogonal campus, the Gufa’s low-profile domes remain visually close
to the surrounding ground plane while contrasting with the geometry of the surround-
ing buildings.

PLAN(aT EL 100M |

Lo Lt

Figure 7. Detailed Plan of Amdavad ni Gufa: diagram illustrating the spatial layout of interconnected
domes and circulation routes (Courtesy of Vastu-Shilpa Foundation).
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The entrance is located in the north-eastern area of the plan. In Vastu Shastra, the
north-east is associated with spirituality, knowledge, virtue, and sacred orientation [28]
(1998). The entrance position can therefore be interpreted through the concept of Ishana
Kona. However, because the available primary documentation does not confirm that Doshi
selected this location according to Vastu Shastra principles, this association is treated as an
interpretive reading rather than a documented design intention.

During the June 2023 visit, the entrance was not immediately legible, appearing as a
modest descending stair rather than a conventional gallery threshold. The movement from
the landscape into the underground interior may recall the introspective spatial experience
of cave architecture. Inside, sloping columns and undulating surfaces replace flat walls and
right angles, producing curved passages and irregular enclosures that prioritize sensory
exploration [23] (2011). The interior was experienced as a continuous network without a
clearly prescribed route or flat walls providing conventional points of orientation. Circular
skylights cast changing patterns of light across the domes and Husain’s murals. This
controlled illumination can be read as recalling the atmospheric qualities of sacred cave
architecture, although it does not by itself establish a deliberate religious intention.

Husain’s figures, horses, and serpentine forms are painted directly onto the ferroce-
ment surfaces, reducing the visual separation between structure and artwork. The serpent
motif winds across multiple domes, contributing to the interpretation of the interior as
a Gesamtkunstwerk, or total work of art. The non-hierarchical organization supports im-
mersive movement and integrates Husain’s murals with Doshi’s architecture, but the
absence of flat walls and a prescribed circulation route may limit conventional display
arrangements and curatorial sequencing. These characteristics should not be treated solely
as functional deficiencies because they arise from the Gufa’s specific conception as an
integrated environment of art and architecture.

Sangath circulation serves an architectural studio, whereas the Gufa’s less prescribed
movement supports an exploratory gallery experience. Read through Cohen’s distinc-
tion between physical organization and architectural imagery [2] (1974), this configuration
demonstrates that the two modes overlap: the same non-linear organization produces repre-
sentational intensity and supports exploratory movement and mural integration, although
it may constrain conventional exhibition arrangements. The relationship between operative
and representational contextualism in the spatial dimension is therefore predominantly
reinforcing rather than divergent.

3.3. Climate Responsiveness

Ahmedabad’s climatic conditions have historically generated adaptive strategies,
including the shaded courtyards of pol houses, the subterranean thermal mass of vavs, and
Sangath’s earth berms, reflective tiles, and water channels [23,24]. The Gufa employs some
related strategies through its below-grade placement, mosaic cladding, and skylights.

Recent scholarship interprets the Gufa’s subterranean configuration as climate-
responsive, particularly in moderating Ahmedabad’s severe summer heat [29] (2024).
Its ferrocement shells contain less material mass than the thick masonry construction of the
referenced pol houses and vavs. This difference alone, however, cannot determine the Gufa’s
thermal behavior. The environmental behavior of an underground gallery also depends on
soil coupling, burial depth, roof construction, moisture migration, ventilation, occupancy,
and operation. The skylights admit daylight into the underground interior. Although they
visibly function as daylight openings, their contribution to airflow could not be established
because the ventilation system and air movement were not measured or documented
(Figure 8). The below-grade placement, reflective mosaic surfaces, and daylight openings

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/buildings16193878


https://doi.org/10.3390/buildings16193878

Buildings 2026, 16, 3878

12 0f 18

consequently demonstrate identifiable climatic intentions, but their environmental effects
cannot be determined from architectural form alone.

Figure 8. Interior spatial environment of Amdavad ni Gufa: interconnected ferrocement domes,
irregular columns, and murals by Husain (Photographed by the author).

The visit occurred on 27 June 2023. The author’s contemporaneous field notes, based
on India Meteorological Department information accessed that day, recorded Ahmedabad’s
daily outdoor temperature range of approximately 27-41 °C and relative humidity of
approximately 76% [20]. These city-level data contextualize the conditions surrounding the
visit but were not recorded at the Gufa and do not represent its indoor conditions.

Published visitor accounts mention perceived humidity and ventilation concerns [30].
Comparable experiences were reported in the exploratory site-visit interviews. During the
visit, the author observed localized visible surface moisture and perceived a wet, earthy
odor in some enclosed areas. These were visual and sensory observations rather than
instrumentally measured conditions. Five of seven architecture students described the
interior as damp or humid, and two raised concerns about ventilation and the potential
effects of moisture on the ferrocement surfaces and artworks. Among ten general visitors,
three reported stuffiness, two a musty odor, two described the interior as cooler but still
humid, two noted uneven daylight, and one reported no discomfort.

These accounts represent subjective, visit-specific perceptions. The hot and humid
outdoor conditions may have influenced the reported experiences, but the absence of
simultaneous indoor and outdoor measurements prevents this relationship from being
determined. Preceding rainfall, building operation, exposure duration, and individual
sensitivity may also have affected the responses. The small convenience sample is not
statistically representative and cannot distinguish temporary conditions from seasonal or
long-term patterns. The evidence therefore identifies conditions requiring further investi-
gation rather than establishing the Gufa’s typical or long-term environmental performance.

Studies of underground and earth-sheltered buildings identify soil contact, construc-
tion characteristics, humidity, and ventilation as variables that may influence indoor en-
vironmental conditions [31,32] (2026). These studies provide technical context but do not
verify the Gufa’s performance. A systematic post-occupancy evaluation, supported by
instrumented environmental measurements and conservation records from the Vastu-Shilpa
Foundation and CEPT University, is recommended to test these indicative findings. Such
an evaluation should simultaneously record indoor and outdoor temperature, relative
humidity, air movement, surface moisture, seasonal variation, occupancy, and mainte-
nance conditions.

The Gufa therefore evokes caves and stepwells through its underground form while
incorporating identifiable climatic intentions through below-grade placement, reflective
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surfaces, and daylight openings. However, the relationship between these intentions
and the conditions observed or reported during the visit remains inconclusive without
longitudinal environmental measurements. The climatic dimension therefore identifies a
question for post-occupancy investigation rather than a demonstrated divergence or failure
of operative contextualism.

3.4. Socio-Cultural Symbolism

Cultural symbolism can connect architecture to collective memory and identity, but
Jameson cautions that historical and regional differences may be transformed into consum-
able images detached from the conditions they appear to represent [5] (1994, pp. 193-199).
Norberg-Schulz, by contrast, understands place as a meaningful environment shaped by
cultural and existential values [33] (1980). Together, these positions raise the question of
whether the Gufa’s cultural references operate primarily as imagery or are also sustained
through spatial experience and program-specific cultural participation.

The spatial devices examined in Section 3.2, including the north-eastern entrance, the
subterranean descent, and the patterned illumination of Husain’s murals, may be inter-
preted through cultural and cosmological associations. These devices may also recall the
threshold conditions of ancient cave temples, in which descent and controlled light can be
associated with movement from the material toward the metaphysical. These connections
are interpretive readings rather than evidence of a directly documented religious intention.

The Kurma imagery introduced above (Figure 9) can be read through Jameson’s account
of the symbolic act, in which aesthetic form offers an imaginary resolution to contradictions
that cannot be resolved at the level of social reality [34] (1981, pp. 355-356). Rowe and
Koetter’s discussion of recontextualized objects offers a related, but distinct, account:
transferred elements retain associations with their source while acquiring a new effect
in a changed context [3] (1978, pp. 138-139). Read together, these positions suggest
that myth gives formal coherence to the interaction among technological construction,
cultural association, and artistic autonomy. The Gufa’s combination of Hindu cosmology,
ferrocement, industrial mosaic, and mural painting may therefore be understood as an
associative assemblage rather than as a literal continuation of tradition. These references
represent particular mythological and cosmological traditions and should not be treated as
a comprehensive expression of a singular Indian cultural identity.

Figure 9. Section of Amdavad ni Gufa illustrating the underground gallery spaces, ferrocement dome
structures, and skylight openings (Courtesy of the Vastu-Shilpa Foundation).

The Gufa functions as a specialized cultural building whose operative social role
should be evaluated according to its program as an art gallery. It is open to the public from
Tuesday to Sunday and hosts exhibitions on portraiture, architectural abstraction, and envi-
ronmental awareness [35-38]. During the author’s June 2023 visit, participants engaged
with the Gufa through viewing, photography, discussion, and brief spatial exploration. Al-
though a single visit cannot establish long-term patterns of use, the documented exhibition
program and observed visitor activity demonstrate public access and program-specific
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cultural participation. Its operative socio-cultural engagement is expressed through public
accessibility, exhibition programming, visitor participation, artistic collaboration, and its
relationship with CEPT’s cultural environment. The evidence therefore indicates strong
representational engagement alongside an active but specialized operative cultural role.
These modes are partially reinforcing: the Gufa’s symbolic and artistic character is sustained
through public access and cultural programming, although the available evidence is insuf-
ficient to determine the frequency, diversity, local participation, or long-term social reach of
these activities.

4. Discussion: Operative and Representational Modes of
Contextual Engagement

The four dimensions reveal an uneven relationship between operative and represen-
tational contextual engagement. The material and spatial dimensions are predominantly
reinforcing: ferrocement construction supports sculptural expression, while the non-linear
configuration supports both exploratory movement and mural integration. The socio-
cultural dimension is partially reinforcing when the Gufa is assessed according to its
program as a public art gallery. The climatic relationship remains inconclusive because doc-
umented intentions and reported experiences cannot substitute for measured performance.
Table 2 synthesizes these relationships across the four dimensions.

Table 2. Evidence-based assessment of operative and representational contextual engagement in

Amdavad ni Gufa. Relationships are classified according to the criteria established in Section 2.

. . Operative Representational . Relationship
Dimension Evidence o
Engagement Engagement Identified
Below-grade . Reinforcing: the
. Ferrocement plasticity; .
. placement; reflective Documents, construction system
Material . . Kurma & Sheshnag .
. mosaics; daylight; literature & supports structural
expression references; craft & ) ] )
ferrocement . observation experimentation &
. surface expression . .
construction symbolic expression
Predominantly
. . . reinforcing:
Site relationship; emntoreing
. . exploratory movement
. circulation; Cave archetype; sacred . .
Spatial . Plans, literature & supports artistic
. . exploratory associations; mural . . ) )
configuration . . field observation integration, although
movement; gallery integration .
oreanization conventional
& exhibition flexibility
may be limited
Documented Inconclusive: climatic
Reduced solar . . . . :
. . . intentions, field intentions are
Climatic exposure; reflective Cave & stepwell . . -
. ) .. observations & identifiable, but
responsiveness  surfaces; daylight associations .
. participant reports; measured performance
openings . .
no measurements is unavailable
Public access; I Partially reinforcing:
. o .. Institutional . o C
Socio- exhibitions; visitor Mythology; . . . symbolic meaning is
.. L. information, media
cultural participation; cosmology; artistic reports & fiold supported by
symbolism relationship with narrative p . program-specific
observation

CEPT

cultural participation

The central finding is that the two modes cannot be treated as mutually exclusive
categories or as an automatic hierarchy. Within the Gufa, their relationship varies across
the four dimensions. The ferrocement shell and non-hierarchical spatial configuration
demonstrate how the same strategies can support construction, exploratory movement,
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mural integration, and symbolic expression. The building’s introspective, artistic character
is constitutive of, not incidental to, its spatial logic.

Sangath clarifies selected material, spatial, and environmental strategies within Doshi’s
work but does not establish a comprehensive transformation in his architectural trajectory.
The comparison suggests a different balance of priorities rather than the abandonment
of Doshi’s earlier environmental concerns. This relative balance can be read alongside
Frampton’s paradigmatic case for critical regionalism, Utzon’s Bagsveerd Church, where a
universal construction system is mediated by a culturally borrowed vault form that remains
legible as both structure and symbol [4] (1983, pp. 22-23). The Gufa’s ferrocement shell, by
contrast, places stronger emphasis on sculptural and experiential expression, complicating
Frampton’s closer alignment between tectonic construction and cultural mediation. Fol-
lowing Jameson, the Gufa can be interpreted as mediating modern construction through
mythic and experiential expression [5] (1994, pp. 200-201). The comparison tests how a
concept formulated through Western architectural debates may illuminate, but cannot fully
define, the Gufa’s specific context.

The Gufa should therefore not be understood either as a failure of contextual archi-
tecture or as evidence that symbolic contextualism necessarily lacks operative substance.
Instead, it provides a critical case through which different relationships among modes of
contextual engagement can be examined. Cohen recognized the overlap between phys-
ical and cultural contextualism while cautioning against treating either as an exclusive
model [2] (1974, pp. 22-23). The analysis identifies predominantly reinforcing material and
spatial relationships, partially reinforcing program-specific cultural engagement, and an
inconclusive climatic relationship. The findings qualify the Gufa’s established symbolic
contextual reputation by demonstrating that its contextual relationships differ across op-
erative dimensions. Rowe and Koetter offer a complementary interpretation: the Gufa’s
assemblage of myth, ferrocement, mosaic, landscape, and artistic collaboration can be
understood as bricolage rather than evidence of contextual decline [3] (1978, pp. 91, 103).
From this perspective, representational intensity constitutes a meaningful mode of contex-
tual engagement rather than an architectural shortcoming. The case nevertheless shows
why symbolic interpretation must be evaluated in relation to the type and limits of the
available operative evidence.

5. Conclusions

Amdavad ni Gufa occupies a distinctive and paradoxical position within Doshi’s archi-
tectural work. Developed with Husain, the project expands the expressive possibilities of
modern Indian architecture by integrating art, mythology, experimental construction, and
immersive spatial form. The analysis demonstrates that representational and operative
contextual engagement neither consistently coincide nor remain opposed: their relationship
varies across material, spatial, climatic, and socio-cultural dimensions. These differences
represent an uneven interaction between contextual registers rather than discrete architec-
tural shortcomings.

The significance of this finding lies not in treating the Gufa as a failure of contextual
architecture but in demonstrating that contextual engagement operates through different
and sometimes overlapping modes. Material and spatial strategies predominantly reinforce
symbolic expression, while public access, exhibitions, and visitor engagement support
a specialized operative cultural role. The relationship between climatic intentions and
experienced conditions remains inconclusive. The framework thereby shifts evaluation
from whether a building is contextual to examining how different forms of contextual
engagement interact within the building.
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The framework’s transferability requires testing across buildings with different pro-
grams, material systems, and patterns of use. Comparative application to works by Charles
Correa, Raj Rewal, and Laurie Baker could investigate whether similar relationships char-
acterize twentieth-century Indian regional modernism or remain specific to Doshi’s work.
Such research could also examine whether critical regionalism requires reinterpretation
in postcolonial South Asian contexts. These are directions for future research rather than
conclusions established by this single case.

The study is limited by its single-case design, one site visit, a convenience sample
of 17 participants, and the absence of instrumented environmental measurements. Its
climatic findings identify visit-specific conditions requiring further investigation rather than
typical or long-term performance. The analysis provides case-based evidence suggesting
that representational and operative modes may develop unevenly within a celebrated
modernist building.

By distinguishing representational from operative contextual engagement, this paper
offers a provisional framework for testing how architectural claims to place are produced,
experienced, and sustained. In this sense, the Gufa’s paradox lies in the gap between its
established symbolic contextual reputation and the uneven evidence that this achievement
extends equally across all operative dimensions. A systematic post-occupancy evaluation
should therefore investigate the following question: To what extent do longitudinal en-
vironmental measurements confirm or challenge the relationship identified here among
the Gufa’s climatic intentions, representational associations, and reported environmental
experiences?
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