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Darryl Moore takes a look at the work of Indian  
landscape designer Aniket Bhagwat
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“BhAgwAt Is IdEALLy pLAcEd 
to cogItAtE oN thE  
dILEmmA of thE futurE of  
LANdscApE IN hIs homELANd”

Posing the question ‘What is modern 
design?’ to British designers may well elicit 
a nonchalant response, redolent as it is with 

evocations of yet another wave of stylistic conceits 
in a long history of trends and tendencies that have 
woven the fabric of the nation’s landscape. This 
complacency reflects the fact that design has long 
played an integral role in shaping the environment, 
balancing aesthetic and practical criteria and, as 
such, it is something largely taken for granted.

But for landscape designer Aniket Bhagwat, 
who is based in India, it is a question that has 
been exercising his intellect for the past decade, 
and with good reason. For throughout much of 
the world, the exigencies of immediate needs take 
precedence over aesthetics, and the relationship 
with the landscape is pragmatically focused 
on matters of sufficiency, safety and resource 
management. Such concerns have always been 
paramount in India, a large land mass with diverse 
topographic and climatic ranges, faced with serious 
hydrological issues, both in terms of drought and 
flooding. Consequently, landscape design was 
never high on the historical agenda outside of the 
privileged spaces of temples and palaces, or the 

forced formality of colonial park’s statuary and 
box hedging. The idea that landscape could be 
designed rather than simply directed and tended 
by horticulturalists in a haphazard manner was 
simply anathema until the mid 20th century.

a horticultural dynasty
Representing the third generation of a 
horticultural dynasty, Bhagwat is ideally placed to 
cogitate on the dilemma of the future of landscape 
in his homeland. The familial affinity with 
plants began when his grandfather Bhalchandra 
ascended from accountant to superintendent of 
the Empress Botanical Garden in Pune. Nurtured 
in such surrounds, it was perhaps inevitable that 
Bhalchandra’s son Prabhakar should follow in his 
footsteps, leading to qualifications in Agriculture 
and Horticulture at University of Poona, and in 
the Netherlands, where he was exposed to the 
possibilities of marrying horticulture and design.

Pursuing this new-found passion, he engaged 
in further studies abroad, undertaking a diploma 
in Garden Art at the Royal Academy of Fine 
Arts, Copenhagen, in 1953, studying with Carl 
Theodor Sørensen, a leading figure in the first 
generation of Modernists in landscape design. The 
following year at the University of Durham, in 
Newcastle upon Tyne, he attended the pioneering 
postgraduate Diploma in Landscape Design taught 
by Brian Hackett, one of the UK’s pioneers in 
landscape education, an experience that had an 
important role in exposing him to an ecologically 

sensitive approach to planting that would resonate 
throughout his subsequent work.

Assuming the role of India’s first landscape 
architect upon returning, he accepted various 
academic roles before establishing the first 
Department of Landscape Architecture at the 
School of Planning and Architecture in New Delhi  
in 1972, and later the Department of Landscape 
Architecture at CEPT University in Ahmedabad. 
But most significant was the launch of his own 
professional landscape practice, M/S Prabhakar B  
Bhagwat, in 1973, allowing him a direct engagement  
with clients and a significant array of projects. The 
baton was passed to the next generation when 
Aniket joined the practice in 1985, after studying 
architecture and landscape design, and for the past 
20 years he has assumed the mantle as the head of 
the practice, with Prabhakar retiring from active 
professional work just over a decade ago. 

Today the practice is recognised as the most 
influential landscape design firm in the country, 
setting standards for the industry, receiving awards 
and employing 30 staff in offices in Ahmedabad and  
Mumbai. A constant roster of 30-25 current projects  
reflects the wide range of services offered including 
landscape design, urban masterplanning, regional 
development, horticultural management, irrigation 
design and environmental impact assessment, with  
the scale of work vacillating from small home 
gardens to townscapes and everything in between. 
In the past decade, the practice has also accepted 
select architectural commissions ranging from 
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PAgE 15: Bold colours 
and forms at Ghuma, 
where a series of 
courtyards has  
been created from 
barren land
FAcINg PAgE: 
Blossom Industries
clockwIsE From 
toP lEFt: At Devigarh 
Palace, a heritage 
hotel in Rajihstan, 
under distant mountain 
ranges, a formal  
vegetable garden in 
the valley below; 
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homes to medium-sized offices, schools and 
industrial complexes. Unsurprisingly, given the 
practice’s fine academic pedigree, it constantly 
works towards ensuring a close link between the 
industry and universities. Bhagwat taught at CEPT 
for 24 years and most staff members are involved 
in tutoring, research and publishing, recognising 
the importance of developing and promoting the 
discipline to ensure its growth in the future.

Bhagwat’s further extra-curricular activities 
extend to founding the Landscape and 
Environment Advancement Foundation (LEAF). 
This undertakes research in landscape studies and 
occasional forays into the realms of publishing 
through SPADE journal, established in 2008 
with interior designer Samira Rathod to examine 
questions relating to design and provide an honest 
and open forum for discussion. Another initiative, 
the FUTURE institute, provides scholarships 
for multi-disciplinary applied research into the 
interactions between nature and cities.

A collective process of discussion and criticism 
is key to the practice’s modus operandi, with the 
client participating as an equal partner, and each 
employee undertaking multiple tasks in the design 

development and management stages. Each project 
begins with site visits, followed by a reflective 
period internalising the aspects and details, creating 
models and watercolours, then a research period, 
breaking down the context, the land use, water 
management and continuum of green spaces.

A very British influence can be discerned in 
the practice’s ‘right plant, right place’ strategy for 
planting, and the underdeveloped local nursery 
industry and consequent limited palette of readily 
available plants has resulted in many being grown  
specifically for the practice to ensure a ready stock 
for projects. The practice has also built lasting 
partnerships with ironsmiths, stone craftsmen, 
lighting specialists and other manufacturers in a bid 
to employ bespoke solutions as required.

Residential projects reveal an enthusiasm to 
experiment with ideas of fractal landscapes and 
deconstructed agricultural idioms, contextually 
engaged in conversation with their architecture  
and surrounding environment. Halfway Retreat,  
a four-hectare weekend retreat on the outskirts of 
Ahmedabad features a spatial sequence of three 
distinct areas offsetting the modern geometry of 
the building with undulating ground, a grid of trees 
and a sculptural installation of lights and mist spray 
jets. The design uses indigenous hardy plants that 
flourish on roadsides and neglected land, which 
would be considered wild normally.

The design for the Bridge House weekend 
residential property in Baroda features the 
eponymous structure linking two buildings sitting 

on hillocks traversing a manicured garden. A 
pool within the space echoes a lake outside the 
enclosure in a play between tamed and untamed 
nature. The property slopes away from the house 
with naturalistic planting gradually blending 
into the surrounding orchards and agricultural 
environment. Barraganesque bold colours and 
forms define a 2001 project in the suburb of 
Ghuma, transforming a formerly barren degraded 
piece of land into a series of courtyards around 
a house built using waste granite. Processes of 
rainwater harvesting, soil improvement and phased 
planting were crucial to the creation of the design 
and its integration into the wider environment.

Large-scale projects
On a larger scale the Gala Haven project reflects a  
move from the personal to the communal, creating  
a playful pop art-ish landscape within the middle 
of a housing estate. The narrow internal courtyard 
houses a series of unconnected spaces, each 
retaining their own distinct characteristics while 
narratively interrelating and ringed by a walking 
track with seating enclosures around the perimeter. 
An arboreal entrance leads to a plaza with large 
trellis structures, and then a green court, while 
located elsewhere are a small amphitheatre, a walled  
water court harbouring cool caves inside mounded 
landforms. Arching from this area to a space with  
swings and slide is a giant red skeletal dinosaur bridge  
providing an eye-arresting focal point, while a 
horticulturally themed series of handcrafted 

“A coLLEctIvE procEss of 
dIscussIoN ANd crItIcIsm 
Is kEy to thE prActIcE’s 
modus opErANdI” 
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FAcINg PAgE: Gala 
Haven, in the middle of 
a housing estate, has a 
pop-art feel
clockwIsE From 
toP: Horticuturally-
themed sculptural 
elements at Gala 
Haven; at Devigarh 
Palace, water courses 
through channels 
representing the 
shape of a lotus 
flower; on a 9,000 sq m 
lawn at Aakash, a 
wedding venue holding 
up to 8,000 guests, 
lighting can be 
precisely controlled
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sculptural elements give the area distinct identity. 
The landscape appeals to a joyous childlike sense of 
wonder in even the most hardened of residents and 
has become something of a local stop for tourists.

Symbolism played a significant role in the 
design for the Devigarh Palace, a heritage hotel in 
Rajihstan, exploring the possibilities of creating a 
modern feudal vernacular. A gravitational water 
head in a courtyard appears to counterintuitively 
flow in rather than out, while in another space 
water gently courses through channels in the shape 
of a spiral lotus flower. Stone surfacing on a  
parapeted terrace references the shape of distant 
mountain ranges, overlooking a formal vegetable 
garden. The project plays metaphorically with the 
palace’s hilltop location and sense of enclosure to 
suggest various readings of spaces as an interplay 
between the luxurious interior of the building and 
the rugged environment surrounding it.

Weddings, factories and quarries
A unique project from 2003 is Aakash, a 
celebratory wedding venue spread over an area of 
one hectare, with a capacity for hosting up to 8,000 
people. The design features a wall with planters and 
vegetation, water features and a custom outdoor 
lighting system covering a 9,000 sq.m lawn. 
Using 2m diameter lights with limitless individual 
lighting options, the system enables lux levels to be 
precisely controlled in order to highlight clothing 
and jewellery, recognising the cultural importance 
of these accoutrements at such occasions.

On an industrial scale, the factory landscape 
of Blossom Industries in Daman brings a poetic 
sensibility to a commercial space, through the 
employment of sculpted landforms. Created in 
2000, the design for the four hectare creates a 
curvaceously defined corporate identity through 
level changes, mediating a transition from the 
industrial immediacy to the agricultural surrounds, 
while simultaneously addressing the functional 
necessities of access, parking and security.

One noteworthy ecological project, carried out 
from 1977 to 1985, involved the remediation of an 
exhausted quarry. From the initial improvement of 
soil quality and introduction of plant communities  
to encourage biodiversity the area is transformed 
into a self-sustaining mature forest, host to over 
100 species of fauna. Two current projects on 
a civic scale include the masterplanning of a 

hill town, involving a research program into 
topography, hydrology and flora, and the design 
of the landscape for a new city called Palava, 
constructed over 7,000 acres near Mumbai, which 
will eventually be home to two million. Another 
ongoing project involves an annual excursion by 
Bhagwat to rural towns outside Ahmedabad to 
work pro bono on essential infrastructure projects, 
from roads to forestry, as well as playgrounds and 
water parks, in a material expression of his belief in 
a designer’s responsibility to provide social benefit.

economic transformation
The prevalence of such large-scale opportunities 
are indicative of the social and economic transition 
India is experiencing. Stepping on to the global 
stage as one of the emergent BRIC nations has seen  
the economy in transformation from a socially  
orientated model to one embracing free market  
consumerism, accompanied by a marked 
demographic trend towards increasing urbanisation.  
Progressive policies for urban infrastructure and 
maintenance of industrial land point towards a 
future that grows greener as it does prosperous. 
Given such rapid change, Bhagwat’s drive to 
explore what exactly is the modern Indian 
landscape is a prescient move. Investigating how  
distinct regional agricultural, practical and spiritual  
tropes from the past two millennia, such as the 

Islamic relationship between land, water and sky, 
interact with contemporary concerns is essential 
in developing a novel approach to design clearly 
distinguishable from European articulations. 

It is very much the local specificities that excite 
Bhagwat and root the practice within India, without 
temptation to explore foreign terrain. To this end he 
is critical of cookie-cutter design from international 
practices, parachuted in to provide solutions to 
social problems they do not fully comprehend. 
For Bhagwat, an appreciation of the cultural 
diversity is of key importance; taking into account 
the discrepancies between cities and villages, 
wealth and poverty, as well as the varying degrees 
of education and health provision, is central to 
designing meaningful and useful landscapes.

It is a stimulating time for design in India; given  
the youth of the profession, the chance to experiment  
with all available typologies offers the industry 
a chance to develop largely free of preconceived 
artistic fetters. The Bhagwat family has been key 
in creating this burgeoning design industry over 
the past eight decades and also in highlighting the 
practical and creative possibilities to the public. 
While the question of what modern Indian design 
actually is may not be resolved, Bhagwat continues 
to proffer a variety of responses – engaging 
gardens, parks and townscapes – which suggest 
that soon the question will be answered by default. 

INtErNAtIoNAL

“It Is vEry much thE LocAL 
spEcIfIcItIEs thAt ExcItE 
BhAgwAt ANd root thE 
prActIcE wIthIN INdIA”
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