
found real joy in making an image. 
I enjoyed responding to the envi-
ronment around me, rather than 
creating the environment around 
me,” he says. What Sippy loved most 
about photography was that it was 
a solitary process. “You are creating 
for yourself here. And that made 
it different from what I had been 
doing all along. I think there was a 
time when I found the collaborative 
process interesting, but it wasn’t me 
expressing my art. I was working 
for other people’s visions,” he says.

He, however, admits that Bom-
bay is a hard subject to photograph. 
“Because it’s cacophony,” he says, 
adding, “Beauty is important to 
me. And I was hunting for it. If you 
go to Sewri or Bhandup, or Dhar-
ukhana [in Reay Road], there is an-
other landscape that awaits you. 
Same with the chaos of Nagpada  
junction... It’s almost like time 
stands still [there.]”

The book is interspersed with po-
etry by indie musician Ankur Tew-
ari, and five diary entries by Sippy, 
where he talks about his journey in 
Mumbai. “I used to be quite a sen-
timental Instagram poster, where 
I would go on these long diatribes. 

It was like a public journal. When I 
was looking at how to put this to-
gether, I started hunting through 
things that I had written over the 
years. I literally pulled things out 
from different periods and re-ed-
ited a lot of it,” he says of the text 
that makes its way into the book.

The pictures are split into five 
different sections, the monsoon, 
street, night, industrial city, and 
entertainment, which Sippy feels 
makes the book navigable. The 
works span from 2010 to 2020, the 
year when the country went into the 
first Coronavirus lockdown—the 
masked city deliberately doesn’t 
make its way into this collection. 
Most of the images are in mono-
chrome because Sippy says that he 
“found it very difficult to see the 
city in colour”. “There are colour-
ed images in the book too, but they 
are all in analog, as digital [colour 
photography] didn’t work for me at 
all. For a very long time I was en-
tranced by this city in monochrome. 
It’s something to do with the light, I 
guess. When I travel to other parts 
of the world, I shoot in colour. But 
in Bombay, for some reason, I  
just can’t.”  

jane.borges@mid-day.com
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THERE is a lacuna in the space 
of architectural publishing in our 
country,” says Nisha Nair Gupta, 
architect, journalist and found-
er-curator at The People Place 
Project, a publication and research 
initiative engaging with text to cre-
ate readings or re-readings about 
cities and communities. “Either 
you have profiles of architects or 
you have essay-based work with 
experts talking about certain is-
sues. But these conversations are 
peer to peer, and not those with 
a larger audience. We have little 
architectural appreciation as a 
society, which is still visual and 
historical,” she informs, pointing 
to a gap in the Indian media that 
the initiative is operating within.

Launched formally in 2017, The 
People Place Project had its be-
ginnings in The People Called… 
series which took recourse in the 

narrative journalistic mode of 
writing, using people and person-
al stories to delve into the history 
and socio-cultural fabric of plac-
es, dedicating books to Mumbai, 
Ahmedabad, Lucknow, Delhi and 
Shillong among others. “The per-
son became a window to look at 
the city’s story,” says Gupta. “We 
all embody a collective story of 
where we live.”

The initiative has also collabo-
rated with the Mumbai Metropol-
itan Region – Heritage Conserva-
tion Society (MMRHCS) to build a 
series of heritage handbooks with 
heritage experts, the project be-
ing a way of adding to the heritage 
maps they collaborated on previ-
ously, creating a complete toolkit 
of a map and a guidebook for the 
heritage enthusiast. “Heritage in 
the books is not just tangible her-
itage,” says Gupta. “We are looking 
at intangible forms also, like food 
and community ways of life.” Other 
than an already available book on 
the Mumbai Fort, there are four 
subsequent books currently in 
development on Vasai-Virar, the 
western suburbs, Thane and the 
Mumba Devi and Dongri area with 
experts like Pascal Lopes, Minaz 
Ansari and Dr Suraj Pandit contrib-

uting. It’s scheduled for release in 
late 2022 and early 2023, with plans 
to add more in the future. While 
The People Place Project functions 
as the publisher who creates the 
overall ethos and structure of the 
project, it is the heritage experts 
who are the authors of the books, 
Gupta points out. Moreover, al-
though part of a series, each book 
is different, presenting heritage 
with a novel understanding. In the 
book on Fort for instance, heritage 
is understood through buildings 
because of the area’s large concen-
tration of heritage structures hark-
ing back to colonial times. These 
provide a very tangible evidence of 
history. “When you move towards 
the Mumba Devi-Bhuleshwar area, 
the narrative is no longer about 
the information about a building. 
It becomes a more precinct-based, 
community-oriented narrative.” 
Again, while Thane sees stories 
of the contesting of the heritage 

value of properties emerging, Ban-
dra, she says, has its own distinct 
understanding of heritage which 
is not just architectural, but also 
through food, music and a certain 
kind of lived inheritance. Vasai-Vi-
rar, on the other hand, still has a 
semi-rural lifestyle, so heritage 
in that context becomes some-
thing distant. “The Portuguese 
Fort might not mean anything to 
Vasai villagers, but might mean 
something to the Vasai Koliwada 
residents because they use it for 
drying their fish and other such 
public activities,” she says high-
lighting the changing meanings 
and roles of structures that they 

are trying to capture in the narra-
tive. “It’s not just an information 
booklet; there is also a stimulation 
to ask things, like whom does this 
heritage truly belong to or what 
are the questions beyond aesthet-
ics that concern it.”

The People Place Project also 
has other initiatives like the City 
Mosaic series where interpretative 
art and stories are used as ways of 
educating children; Building Sense 
which looks at everyday architec-
tural typologies like the house, the 
school, the railway station, and the 
marketplace, along with other 
forms like postcards and down-
loadable novels with empty call 
outs so a child can build his or her 
own story. “All these projects are 
talking about understanding our 
built environment and the people 
who inhabit it more intimately  
and empathetically.”
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sucheta chakraBorty

A Mumbai-based research and 
publication initiative is trying to  
engage the common man with built 
environment and heritage through 
personal stories

Let’s talk architecture 
with aam admi

The precursor to The People Place 
Project was People Called Mumbai, 
their first mapping venture, which 
culminated into a book. By 2017, the 
year the publication initiative was 
formally instituted, they wanted to 
extend that framework to other cities

“The Portuguese Fort might not mean anything to Vasai 
villagers but might mean something to the Vasai Koliwada 
residents because they use it for drying their fish and 
other such public activities,” she says highlighting the 
changing meanings and roles of structures that they are 
trying to capture in the narrative.
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