Concept Note on the Proposed Nalanda University Motherplan 

by the Nalanda Studio

What is the university campus of the 21st Century?

The Nalanda Studio, led by Professor Tay Kheng Soon, has taken up the challenge posed by this question, and we will be presenting our proposal for the campus design of the new Nalanda University in Bihar.

 

The new Nalanda University in Bihar, India, is conceptualised based on the ideals of the ancient Nalanda university, one of the largest ancient centres of higher learning in the 5th to 11th Century CE. What then is the appropriate campus master plan that will bring together the ancient ideals of learning, and the new global ideals of the 21st Century learner? 

Our studio is made up of ten Year 4 NUS architecture students, two Year 2 NUS architecture students and two Year 4 exchange students from Nanjing Southeast University, China. The Chinese students are here on a year-long exchange programme.  Our studio is composed of:
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Liang Wei Di Andy
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Terence Chua

Bounded by each student's choice and the school's own sorting mechanism, the Nalanda studio is an agglomeration of 14 highly motivated students who are deeply interested in the topic.

Among the multiple studios that students can choose from, the Nalanda University brief stood out as it represented an unprecedented opportunity to study, debate and design for many of the real and current issues that challenge Asia and the world today. It was grounded on real efforts from the Indian and global community towards the revival of the Nalanda University. As Asians too, this invigorated us with a sense of purpose towards uncovering Nalanda's ancient wisdom, as well as shaping new perspectives towards the university. 


Certainly, it would have made a difference to have local Indians as members of our studio. However, this limitation did not prevent us from engaging Indian students, academics and professionals alike during the course of our exploration. We met with the planning committee members of the Nalanda University in Bihar, various scholars and academics in Santiniketan and Kolkata and several interested Indian students and professionals who came forward to be a part of the process. As an academic exercise, we had to analyse and study all aspects of the socio-political and economic landscapes of Nalanda right from bottom up. Coupled with the regular interaction with experienced parties, the exchanges that resulted were often rich and rigorous, allowing both the studio and our external guests to rethink, reconsider and see new perspectives on many of the contemporary concerns of the new Nalanda. 


Our trip to India was educational and inspirational in many ways. We got to know about the ancient Nalanda University site in our own way, either through history texts or the fictionalised tales of Xuan Zang. Visiting the site in person, we were taken aback by the physical scale and magnitude of the ruins. More importantly, we were impressed by the peaceful atmosphere and the global exchanges and the constant pursuit of knowledge that Nalanda once represented, and we took it as our challenge to design Nalanda as a campus which would be the platform for borderless transdiciplinary education for the global citizen of the 21st Century. 

As we travelled through India, visiting Kolkata and Santiniketan, we all felt the need for a more balanced model of development, one that valued education over its commercial viability: a model that was informed by the socio-economic structure and situations of Bihar‑‑one that influenced our design decisions towards a campus of self-sustainability, stewardship of the region, and compact and integrated design. 

This helped the studio position itself against contemporary inequalities related to master planning. We thus adopted the term motherplan instead. The replacement of the term master to mother helps us define the kinds of efforts required to work towards a new Nalanda campus. The motherplan sees itself as a steward of the region, a nurturing plan that aids in making long-term decisions throughout the lifespan of the campus. As no plan can adapt and react adequately towards the ever changing social, political and economic landscapes, the motherplan focuses on condensed principles that guide Nalanda towards a new campus and its future challenges.

At the Final Presentation of the proposed motherplan at ISEAS on 30 April 2012, Mr Jack Sim from the World Toilet Organisation did lament at the lack of Buddhist and distinctively Asian influences in the building language. He argued that he might be more comfortable with a plan based on a mandela instead of a grid, and stupas instead of rectilinear blocks. 

The challenge of balancing the old and new, local and international, has always been a key debate within the studio. We learnt from the committee members that Nalanda aims to be a secular, international campus. We hence approached the issue by first questioning ourselves, "How do we design a campus that would entice students in studying at Nalanda?" Recreating the old Nalanda architecture brick for brick would perhaps be just as senseless as the indiscriminate capitalistic developments the studio positions itself against. We recognise the realities of both ends of the argument and sought to find a suitable balance for the future. 
In its unrelenting drive for 'progress', the world has lost sight of much of its humanistic side. We believe that Nalanda represents a wealth of ancient Asian wisdom that needs to be rediscovered and explored. It was a global centre of education, of scale and calibre unlike any other in its time. The new Nalanda University can be just that, but only if it looks towards the past as much as it looks towards the future.


Is there a worldwide contest for the Nalanda proposal? When is it open and when is the selection?

Nalanda studio is part of an academic exercise aimed at pushing the boundaries and understanding of what Nalanda University can be, and not towards the master planning competition. However, since details of the competition have yet to be released, we do not discount the possibility of taking part in the competition. 

Our studio has been in contact with the board of Nalanda University since the beginning, and they have followed our design journey with interest. However, the University's decisions are its own. 
The field trip was partially subsidised by NUS department of Architecture.
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