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WHAT IS ‘HERITAGE’? WHY DO 
WE CARE?

The Buksh Museum is the result of two years’ research 
collaboratively re-examining and redefining ‘heritage’ with 
residents in Tajganj, Agra, North India: a city rich in historic 
architecture. Tajganj contains neighbourhoods recognised by 
the Indian government as ‘slums’ due to overcrowding and 
inadequate infrastructure. ‘Architectural heritage’ is usually 
labelled by ‘experts’ from outside the neighbourhoods, but 
these projects examined why historical architecture was 
valuable to residents – from providing settings for everyday 
activities to articulating profound beliefs. The projects 
handed methods of conservation and curation over to 
residents so they could deliberate over future change to 
their built environment.

The Buksh house, a dangerously ruined colonial villa was 
blighted by the ‘100m rule’, (within 100m of a registered 
monument a planning application is required for repairs: 
difficult for most residents to complete). 
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SELF-MADE MEANING

Principle 5. Facilitate the use of appropriate technologies, 
materials and labour adequate to local values, to the cultural 
specificity and responsive to the natural environment 

Although tourism can be beneficial, the view that 
exceptional architecture in Tajganj is primarily valuable to 
residents because of its livelihood-generating potential 
through tourism endangers the social production of habitat. 
It often means that outside agencies take control of the built 
environment because local technology, materials and labour 
are seen to be inadequate under  ‘heritage-protection’ ideals. 
Not only does this transfer employment opportunities 
from residents to outsiders, but it transfers power by 
taking away Tajganj’s richest heritage of all: over 400 years 
of self-building. Taking into account new conflicts created by 
population increase, decreasing income and lack of safety 
regulations, (due to a bribe culture), this project aimed to 
raise local awareness about the value of Tajganj’s city-making 
practices.

Through workshops, walks, and event-holding, the team 
discovered Tajganj to be a world of local committees caring 
for valued sites, providing decision-making structures to 
mediate change. They were the means by which important 
memories and traditions were passed to each new 
generation. The relationship between site and committee 
sustained a practice of coming together to discuss the 
value of the built environment, and because of this Tajganj’s 
urban order is meaningful and relevant to its residents, 
accommodating diversity.

In the top-left corner is a drawing of part of Tajganj. The blue 
dots show the location of ‘plaques’: handwritten memories 
pinned around the neighbourhood by residents curating 
an informal ‘heritage trail’ (see image top right). Because 
the mosque at the front of the drawing is a registered 
monument, all of the other buildings in the drawing are 
threatened as they lie within 100m of a monument and it is 
therefore very difficult to get planning permission to repair 
them. As can be seen however, much of the area around the 
mosque is precious to residents. 

The image in the bottom-left corner is a map of part of 
Tajganj, and marks in blue places that 26 separate resident 
groups labelled as having ‘historic significance’ in their 
area. Only the buildings marked with red dots have been 
registered as monuments, but much of the blue areas are 
cared for by local committees.
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Indicates ‘plaque’ location

‘Plaques’ storytelling game

Planning ‘heritage trails’ with residents

Conservation skills workshops with Raj MistryRegistered MonumentsSites of importance to residents 
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FORUM

Principle 6. Share knowledge, promote discussion, reflection and 
awareness, and collaborate in the advancement of the ‘social 
production of habitat’

Participants were recruited to the project over two years 
using a ‘snowball selection’ technique and area surveys 
to achieve better inclusivity measured against geographic 
scale, social diversity and depth of engagement. Embracing 
the argument that social inquiry is socially productive, over 
time the relationship between researcher and participants 
developed from that of ‘advisor and audience’ to a team of 
collaborators participating to learn. Through iteration and 
practice, collaborators gained insight into possible outcomes 
of engaging with the topic of ‘heritage’ within the real 
constraints and opportunities of ‘slum’ conditions.

The project acted as a ‘forum’, where participants could 
negotiate the adjustment of the existing architecture 
through a mixture of practical testing and discussion. These 
actions exposed an architectural order where meaning was 
built up from the topography, physiognomy and articulation 
of each building. 

Because we were waiting for planning permission for 
permanent repairs, (the application was a collaborative 
effort and therefore a group learning exercise in itself), the 
building was made fit for public events through temporary 
measures providing a window into traditional city-making 
and self-made meaning: from the decorative honouring of 
trees, to earth flooring, to rangoli to the focus on ‘borrowing 
and recycling’ wherever possible, local preferences were 
exposed through the negotiated application of local 
techniques.

The images to the left show an incremental, deliberative 
approach to adjusting the building for the events, which 
gave the whole team the chance to test and rethink original 
design intentions for the restoration of the house. The 
design intentions for the house at the end of the process 
were very different to those at the beginning. Usually this 
slow, incremental technique would not be possible in a 
traditional ‘heritage’ project as it is still rare in India for 
residents to be asked to participate in the process at all. 
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Pop-up museumAfter clean-upAfter clean-up Before clean-upBefore clean-up

Above: Section through Buksh House during  preparations for the museum event
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CREATING A TEMPLATE FOR THE 
FUTURE: LINKING TO THE CITY

Principle 4. Identify, disseminate and work alongside public 
institutions, multilateral organisations and private sector’s policies, 
programmes and sustainable socio-economic systems fostering 
social equity and urban inclusion within the built environment

This project will continue as a rolling event until planning 
permission for repair is granted. Then, the ruined street-
level floor of the building will be given for community use 
- participants have requested a space for internet access 
and a café/shop to showcase local crafts. The upper floor, 
(accessed separately), will remain privately owned. However, 
due to the heritage authority’s (Archaeological Survey 
of India, or ASI’s) ‘100m rule’, if the structure falls, new 
construction is not permitted. Therefore some structural 
bracing is necessary to create a shell within which the family 
can slowly repair their home with their own funds. 

This ‘deal’ is considered beneficial by the community as 
so many people need a reliable template to copy: not only 
a template of construction but also of working with the 
ASI rather than reproducing vulnerability through bribed 
construction. By strengthening communication between 
authority and residents, both gain strength by understanding 
the constraints of the other.

The museum events drew press, city officials and tourism-
industry representatives out of the office and into the 
neighbourhood. Therefore residents had the chance to speak 
face-to-face with the city’s decision-makers, giving them a 
glimpse of an alternative future: what the restored building 
could do for the area, and then how the area could be 
cherished – not stigmatised – by the city.

Forming and strengthening accepted ways for residents 
to communicate with the rest of the city became a very 
important aspect of the Buksh Museum project, as the team 
encountered degrees of prejudice throughout the two year 
period that clearly held Tajganj residents back as much as the 
physical constraints of living in a labelled ‘slum’. Many people 
who came to the museum event from outside Tajganj were 
clearly surprised at the abundance of unique architecture in 
the area.

As a heritage trail funded under Rajiv Awas Yojana is 
implemented this year, it is hoped that residents can make 
use of the knowledge they have gained to restore the 
building in a way that is meaningful to them.
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International support: facebook page managed by resident group

Citywide support: pop-up museum in local newspaper

Buksh Museum Event: First Floor Plan

Repair Strategy: First Floor Plan and Section Neighbourhood support: awards ceremony in the pop-up event


