26 / GLOBAL / DISPATCH

At constant risk of death by
demolition, unique merchant-
owned properties in South India
are starting to reopen their doors

WORDS: ISABEL PUTINJA

The mansions
of Chettinad

Enormous kKeys of heavy brass are
among the many relics that can be found
al Karalkudl's antigque market. Thelr
slze hints at the grandeur ol the palatial
mansions they once unlocked the doors
of: doors that have since been reduced
to rubble. Bul others have escaped this
sad fate: thelr ormate facades preserved
as surviving architectural testaments to
the heévday of the Chettlars, a wealthy
merchant community, With over 10,000
of theése tme-wealhered mansions still
standing, Chettinad may be home to
one of the largest concentrations of her-
tage architecture In Indla.

Bullt from the mid 9th century, the
73 villages that make up Chettinad - Jo-
cated 400km south of Chennal - wene
metculously planned. Compared Lo the
often-haphazard confguration of many
Indian towns and citles, the urban layout
of these settlements Is astonlshingly or-
derly, with streets arranged In a neal grid
plan of perfectly aligned rectangles. In
between these artertes stand grand man-
stons, all of them arranged on an east-
west axis according to the rules of the
Vastu Shastra - an anclent Indian ‘sct-
ence of architecture” Intended to marmy
the natural with the architectural.
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host concerls of South Indlan Camatic
music.” While the hotel s nol an example
of a typical Chettlar mansion. s guests
have the opportunity 10 visit a few In the
area, Including her own ancestral home,
which has been impeccably maint alned
Today the upkeep of Chettinad’s
mostly unlnhablted heritage bulldings,
brimming with valuable materials and
artefacts. poses a challenge. Shared
ownership among several family mem-
bers can complicate decislons on how
they should be maintained. Many have
béen demolished for the tdy wind-
fall that can be made from the sale of
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kitchen tools: copper pots: oll lamps and
bronze sculptures, (o name bul a few

Craltsmanship 15 another strong ex-
ample of intangible heritage in the re-
glon. Visitors can see artlsans at work
In thelr workshops making handmade
Moor tles, weaving the reglon’s typl-
cal kandanghi! sarts made of cotton In
bright hues, or colourful palm leal bas-
kets called kottan.

Cralts and objets d'art are all well and
sood, but local food always remalns one
ol the blggest reasons to visil a ity oF re-
glon. Luckily, the distinctive Chettinad

decoratlve clemenls such as leakwood
plllars. carved wooden doorways and
helrlooms to antique markets. Others
function as Informal museums, wel-
coming visitors to explore thelr opulent
tnteriors for a small fee

in the wvillage of Kolhamangalam,
one of these crumbling properiles was
transformed Into a hotel Ia 2010, 100
years after its construction. The metic-
ulous restoration of Saratha vilas was a
tabour of love for Bernard Dragon and
Michel Adment. a pair of French archi-
tects fascinated by Chettinad’s rich his-
tory and unique architectural styie.

culsine i= a strong draw for tavellers
Traditionally vegetarian. the culsine
evolved as the Chettlars travelled across
India and South East Asia and adopied
new tastes. To the Soulh Indian staples
of rice, coconut and vegetables, they
added meal and spices such as Telll-
cherry pepper from the Majabar coast,
cardamom [om Ceylon, Indonestan
nutmeg. and zalangal from Indochina
One of the best places 0 sample
Chettinad fare Is at The Bangala where
meals are served on a traditional banana
leall A siEnature dish al its award-win-

“These palatial homes combine a
blend of architectural styles and In-
Muences which s unigue to Chettinad
architecture.” explains Dragon. “You
can sec Maltan. English and French In-
Muences In thelr [acades. Bul as soon
as you step Inside, there are tradilional
Tamll elements, such as wooden pillars
and the central Inner courtyard. which
I5 the amily sanctaary and found In
every home. Equally fascinating are the
different materials used in the Interiors.
Here al Saratha vilas, we find marble
tiles from Raly and Belgtum. tlework
rom England and Japan. Burmese teak

ning restaurant Is gppu karl, made with
lamb, shallods, omatoes. Sr Lankan
cinnamon bark, turmeric and s most
essenital ingredient: Mavouriul and po-
tent dried poondu milzzal chillkes

A Ureless promoter of Chetiinad cal-
ture, Meyvappan also does her pan for
s culsine throegh cooking cizsses 5 The
Bangala “we staned residenital cooking
classes seven years ago,” she says. “We of-
fer ihree-day and seven-day courses dur-
Ing which participanis visit the local mar-
ket and barzar o source inevedients amd
leam how 0 prepare dozens of amtheniic

and satinwood from S Lanka. The ter-
racotta tiles are from France and Italy.
while the mirrors come from Belgium.”

Dragon and Adment had spent years
studying and documenting Chettinad’s
cultural heritage when. in 2012, they
were asked by the Ministry of Culture's
Advizsory Commities on Warld Heritage
Matters to assist with the application
process to add Chettinad to UNESCO's
tentative list. Submitted as a site of out-
standing universal value by the Perma-
nent Delegation of India 1o UNESCOD in
2014, it waz added o India’s World Her-
itage list so0on after.

Chettinad recipes. We've had participants
frommn all over the workd, including a Japa-
e roup Dhat cormes every year.”

With the growth of heritage tourism
has come developmenis such as in-
creased transportation links. Accessi-
hility has improved with newly paved
roads and berter cignage pointing the
way o the main rowns and villages on
the heritage trail: Karaikodi Kanadulka-
than. Aithangudi, Pallathur, Kothaman-
galam and Kadiapatti.

Cherrinad’s srowing populariny hac
brought economic opportunities for lo-

In addition to s spectacular archi-
tecture, the reglon aleo has many exams
ples of heritage bevond its houses: cul-
tural practices and traditional skills, but
alsoobjects and antefacts. Sivagamasun-
dari Thavamani i= a conservation ar-
chitect and conservator with roots in
Chettinad. In 2016, she founded the as-
sociation Muttram, with the objective 1o
preserve and promote Chettinad’s herit-
age. "I'm interested in material conser-
vation - how to conserve matenals like
textiles, metal, wood and paper,” she
says. "Through workshops, I teach peo-
ple from the Chettiar commumnity how to

cal communities, says RM. M. Karuppi-
ah, the former head of the town councl
of Kanadukathan.

*“Touritsm to Chettinad began 20
years apgo, but hat increased over the
past decade with more foreign tourist
arrivals,” he says. "An awareness pro-
gramme launched by UNESCO brought
attention o the region. With govern-
ment support. there was road and water
development and sireet lighting was im-
proved. In the past few years there have
been more shope and hotels opening as
part of tourism development, which has
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The Chettlars are a prosperous mer-
chant community of traders and Mnan-
clers who expanded thelr businesses
and sought International trade oppor-
tunities In South East Asta in the latter
pan of the 19th and early 20th centuries.
Amassing wealth across Burma, Indo-
china, Malaysia, Singapore, the Dutch
East Indles and Ceylon, they puot It 1o-
wards Lthe bullding of family retreats In
their home of Chettinad,

The imposing (wo-siorey struciures
create a sense of grandear commensu-
rate with the wealth of their owners. The
monumental, ostentatious [acades are
often embellished with painted sculpted
Ngures of Hindu deliies, rajahs and ranis
{kings and gqueens), British soldiers and
hunters. Elaborate plaster balusirades,
parapels, slucco comilces, colonnades
and logglas were destgned to add o thelr
opulence and splendour

Inspired by thelr travels, a variety of
archliectural and decorative clemenis
were Integrated Into thelr homes' exten
ors and Interiors,

With the Greal Depression and Jap-
ancse Invasion of South East Asla, the
Chetttars experienced a drastic turm in
thelr fonunes. Hastenlng a retum Lo In-
dia, many decided o seitle in big cilles
thal offered business opportunities. Un-
occupied. thelr homes were et o slowly
decay with the passage of Uime.

Meenakshl  Meyvappan was  [wo
vears old when her [ather left for Snl
Lanka. “They staned o return after
World War 11." she says of Lhe Cheltlars
homecoming. “When they came back 1o
thelr ancestral homes, they had 1o move
on because they couldn’t make a lving
here. Some started bustnesses, while
others found employment in Chennal
and other cliles. Bal they would always
come back for Pongal, the harvest festl-
vil. and for Imponant family lunctlons
like weddings.”

Now an author of several books
on Chettlar heritage, Meyyappan also
opened Cheltinad’s first heritage hotel
In Karalkudl, the economic centre of the
region., in 1999,

“The Bangala was the family club,” she
savs of the heritage bullding the hotel oc-
cuples. “My father-in-law would lake his
friends there to play cards or tennis, and
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preserve the antigues they have in their
homes. This includes metal and wood-
en objects. but also the conservation of
paper materials like letters and photos,”

Permanent exhibitions of these herit-
age objects, many imported from South
East Asia, are on display at the Chettlar
Lifestyle Museum in Koviloor and Al-
agappa Chettinad Museum in Karaiku-
di. The plethora of ftems includes relics
commonly found in Chettiar homes:
codourful enamelware; Burmese [ans
made of cloth and leather: coins from
the Dutch East Indies: msewood cary-
ings: Burmese teak trays and spice boxes;
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brought financial Now and increased
livelihoods for the local community,”

Today, Chettinad can stand confi-
dently on the heritage map, With a his-
tortcal and cultural value recopnlsed
both locally and intermationally, more
and more visitors are interested in ex-
ploring its architectural, culinary and
artistic rraditions. The next step for the
conservation of its rich heritage would
be measures to preserve and protect it.

Having stood the test of time, the
majestic but fading mansions of Chetti-
nad deserve a breath of eternal life.



