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To write book reviews usually takes me a
while. This is usually the case for non-
fiction with dense reading matter - some-
thing that needs to be read carefully, un-
derstood and only then can the review be
written. For the book reviewed here, I was
confronted with an additional factor – the
design of the tome itself. The design and
layout of this book does not seem to con-
form to other books on urban planning,
landscape architecture, nature, jungles, or
their flora and fauna that may be found on
the shelves of libraries and bookshops.
This, to the best of my knowledge, is a
unique book on different aspects of the
manifestation of “Nature” in cities –
chiefly in Indian cities with a few ex-
amples from other countries such as South
America, USA and Spain.

The unique design  of the book can be
seen from the way the groupings of the
various essays are arranged under sub-
ject heads on the Contents page. The es-
says however under different subheads
are not put together strictly chronologi-
cally according to the page numbering
sequence. Instead as one goes through
the book, one finds essays on Urban Plan-
ning, followed by Poetry, then by Urban
Planning, then Creative Writing and so
on. While there is a certain thematic chro-
nology followed in the sequencing of es-
says, interviews, poems and art works that
the pages are arranged with; it does be-

come a bit difficult to locate articles from
the Contents page. This is because the Con-
tents page has the essays grouped accord-
ing to themes or subheads but their page
numbers do not follow a natural sequence.
One therefore needs to have a visual
memory, rather like remembering directions
in an unfamiliar city, as to where a certain
essay lies within the pages as you flip through
the book.

The book is however designed to be a visual
delight; it has full page illustrations, double
spreads and headers over the essays that
incorporate works by well known painters,

one want to read through. But then
such books are not meant to be read
from end to end in one sitting; rather
it falls in the category of books that
you come back to now and then, to
refer, to browse and ponder.

The text and images are well put to-
gether to be explicit for each point
outlined; only sometimes the images
seem to be in defensive mode in the
page layout. The photographic qual-
ity in the book does not rise up to the
bar set by the written content; rather
it timidly accompanies it, which is a
pity as more vivid images could have
enhanced the message.  The draw-
ings by Anil Achar besides illustrat-
ing the text are a delight in them-
selves due to the whimsical nature of
expression they bring to the table.

On the whole, the courage of the au-
thor and the publishers has to be fe-
licitated for undertaking such an ex-
ercise when most design books is of-
ten limited to paying visual homage
to the self absorbed club  of archi-
tects and designers, who in their in-
secure social context respond to the
single agenda of “visual gestures” as
the means of communicating within
their own community. This book
could become a valuable document
in understanding, teaching and com-
municating the values dictating space
design and its impact as the method-
ology used in the analysis of artplaces
and by extension to other places of
habitation.

Edited by Nanni Singh
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graphic artists, master crafts-persons and
photographers. Therefore, as a “first look”,
by flipping through the pages, the images
captivate and overwhelms the reader and
creates the impression that (s)he is going
through an art catalogue. The beauty of
the book is the intermingling of art and
graphics with serious essays by a variety
of authors – writers, poets, scientists, so-
cial scientists, politicians, architects, plan-
ners, horticulturists, environmentalists,
ecologists and activists.

The Secret Abode of Fireflies, as the sub-
title states is about Loving and Losing
Spaces of Nature in the City, and this is
presented from different viewpoints. The
writings are grouped under subheads such
as Green Cities, Urban Planning, Creative
Writing, Wilderness Walks, Activism,
Spirit, and Poetry.

The selection of the authors is eclectic,
reflecting the varied viewpoints expected
of such a topic. Many of them are well
known in the literary world, such as Ruskin
Bond, Anees Jung, Geeta Mehta, Bachi
Karkaria, and Gieve Patel. There are also
contributions from well known academ-
ics, philosophers, experts and activists such
as Ravi Agarwal, Narayani Gupta, David
Orr, Satish Kumar, Fritjof Capra, Devdutt
Patanaik, and Pradip Krishen to name a
few. The quality of the essays and con-
versations do not disappoint. There are
evocative pieces that conjure up the sense
of loss as the urban sprawl expands and
destroys the tranquil pockets of wilder-
ness or a grove of trees that have pro-
vided solace for centuries. Ruskin Bond
dips into his notes from 1959 when he lived
on the then western outskirts of Delhi. He
writes about a “village pond and beside it
a magnificent banyan tree”; and of a
“large jheel” on Najafgarh Road “famous
for its fishing”.

“I wonder if any part of the jheel still
exists, or if it got filled in and became a
part of greater Delhi. One could rest in
the shade of a small babul or kikar tree
and watch the kingfisher skim over the
water, making just a slight splash as it
dived and came up with a small glisten-
ing fish.”
Ruskin Bond in A Wilderness in New
Delhi

To anyone who has ventured on to
Najafgarh Road in Delhi in recent times
would probably find the description above
unbelievable; when all you can see to-
day is dispiriting urban sprawl, some un-
authorized, and the rest authorized. Ef-
forts by individuals or groups to try and
stop indiscriminate cutting of trees or
converting parks into other uses are also
documented in the book. One such ac-
count by Anadish Pal shows the difficulty
of preserving trees when the local gov-
ernment employees work hand in glove
with contractors and other vested inter-
est groups.

“The land here belongs to Pitampura vil-
lage. There were sheesham trees here
but they were felled by the logging mafia.
They would say, ‘We are very powerful,
we are working for the PWD. Nobody
can stop us.’ The contractors were bois-
terous and ebullient and said I could go
ahead and meet the Tree Officer – they
were so certain that they had the Tree
Officer on their side.”
Anadish Pal in Saving the Revered
Peepul Tree

The week I received a copy of the book
from Youthreach, I also read a feature in
the Mint Lounge newspaper.
“From around midnight on 30 June, into
the early hours of 1 July, 15 residents-
turned-activists watched as Bruhat

Bengaluru Mahanagar Palike (BBMP)
workers ran electric saws through trees
flanking Sankey tank in Bangalore’s
Malleswaram. The group, subdued by the
heavy police presence, could only offer
some verbal protest.”
We have no branches by Pavitra
Jayaraman in Mint August 6, 2011

The issues that the book brings forward
are very much alive and taking place
across India, maybe even as you read
this review. The Secret Abode of Fire-
flies therefore is an extremely relevant
publication, probably the first of its kind,
aimed at reaching out to not just the insti-
tutions, experts and executives but to lay-
persons alike. It seeks to raise the aware-
ness levels amongst even those who are
not informed about the loss of natural
cover in cities. The book is not just a la-
ment but brings together options that have
worked in other cities across the world,
and the efforts made by individuals and
institutions in trying to change the rules
of the game. The design and visual con-
tent makes it a very attractive book to
open and immerse oneself into. However
my chief worry is that will it reach out to
the populace and make them aware of
the issues, so that more and more of the
citizens can join the forum and force
change? Will the people who make de-
cisions (on our behalf), the executives in
the government, will they at least read
this book? Whether they subscribe to the
point of view that the book brings for-
ward is altogether another story, but at
least one can hope that they have read
The Secret Abode of Fireflies and it has
managed to conveyed, even in a minus-
cule amount, the concerns raised in this
book. If this does not happen then we
should be prepared to see more such
news items as the one quoted earlier.

Snehanshu Mukherjee can be contacted at worksofteam@gmail.com
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The issue of purchased experience with the
contemporary cultural spaces such as malls
or multiplexes as well as spontaneous events
like “Kala Ghoda” in Mumbai that provide
for incidental artplaces is not really explored
as it is not central to the theme of the book.
But it could have been interesting as a back-
ground for a comparative experiential under-
standing as the frequency of encounters for
most Indian urban dwellers is with the first
kind rather than with the types of projects
selected for the case studies. But then maybe
my comment becomes a case in point that
our artplaces fail miserably in being inclu-
sive, thereby driving the “common person”
finds his or her place in the purchased cul-
tural spaces. In the elusive world of public
artplaces; engagement could be fleeting as a
“momentary attraction” to “enter into con-
tact” to “build a relationship” and “commit
to a long term reciprocal interaction”. Here,
frigidity as an expression of space design –
“no touch only see beauty” to promote a no-
encounter with no invitation to personalize
the space by the user seems to be contradic-
tion in terms. But as repeatedly demonstrated
by the author the intimidation of the viewer
or user is one of the main tone of design in
our public artplaces with ambiguous entries,
oversized foyers, none or overpriced eating
places, no lingering alcoves and even to the
extent of avoidance of seats, benches and
shade.

In the three case studies; Bharat Bhavan –
Bhopal, the National Crafts Museum – New
Delhi and the Prithvi Theatre factors such as
occupiability,  penetrability,  legibility,  socia-
bility, possess-ability into which the case stud-
ies dwell in minute details is exemplary.  But
the buzz generated by the background infor-
mation in the first section with the four chap-
ters sometimes drowns out the muted sounds
of the succinct analytical insights. In some of
the sections the descriptive analysis tends to
get repetitive and thereby lose some of its
legibility; with the tendency to gloss over if

Design of Contemporary cultural institu-
tions as “public space” inviting engage-
ment and its impact on urban sociology.

Spaces of Engagement is divided into
three sections and takes the reader through
well delineated process of critical evalu-
ation of how we perceive our artplaces.
The first section defines the terms of en-
gagement and analyses the artplaces
within the context of a democratic politi-
cal background, as places inviting social
engagement by being inclusive even
within a purely transactional economy.
Meticulous analysis and explanations of

protocols and contexts also prepares
the ground to explore the ways an
artplace usage is perceived by user.

This section also sets the tone for the
format of how the book will unfold
with examples of situations and
places.  Each chapter in section one
is devoted to defining the various as-
pects of critical evaluation of quality
of habitation that design allows. The
second section then defines over five
chapters the factors that influence and
shape how a space is occupied, pen-
etrated, made legible, sociable and
finally how it lends itself to be pos-
sessed by the user.

In the second section the author dis-
sects the design biases of the built
environment, on encounters favoring
the non-democratic or even elitist
nature of space functions. And as how
iconic architecture while being pro-
motional and yet somehow remains
elitist, the economic imperatives as
dictated by the market adding to the
alienation of the public from the very
places that are supposed to be of pub-
lic nature.  Three types of action cen-
tral to habitational expression; pause,
transition, cognition, social contract,
possession are outlined and then
compared with examples to illustrate
the values.


