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Abstract

What does abandonment even mean to an architect, to conservation, to memory, both textual 
and living? If  we envision abandoned structures as silent carriers of  collective memory, then 
adaptive reuse becomes a powerful act—not of  restoration alone, but of  reactivation. In 
Achalpur town of  Maharashtra state in India, the decay of  fortifications, water chambers, 
stepwells, burial sites, weaving industries, and ceremonial streets represents not just 
physical deterioration but a loss of  cultural continuity. These sites are living palimpsests—a 
coexistence of  recollection and forgetting— layered with histories, tradition, and forgotten 
rituals. Yet, within this silence lies opportunity. This paper investigates adaptive reuse as a 
principal strategy to reinterpret Achalpur’s historic built fabric—not by erasing traces of  
decline, but by integrating them into renewed use. Field recordings, historical mapping, and 
digital tools like GIS and photogrammetry will help reveal hidden systems—ancient water 
infrastructures, vernacular crafts zones, and urban pathways—to be ready as reactivated 
cultural infrastructure. The study proposes on-site, responsive conservation reuse strategies, 
such as transforming water chambers into interpretive public spaces, reviving artisan houses 
as craft hubs, and linking heritage routes through ritual processions. These approaches 
will help reconnecting the historic environment with its ecological, social, and emotional 
contexts—positioning adaptive reuse not as an aesthetic intervention, but as a means to 
restore meaning, memory, and utility. 
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Introduction

India’s magnificent architectural heritage is evident in neighborhoods and cities throughout 
the country, particularly in regions surrounding ancient historic towns that showcase a 
diverse range of  unique characteristics.  Built Heritage is one of  our most valuable cultural 
treasures. It depicts the historical layers of  our built environment, describes our origins, 
and helps us realize who we are, allowing us to maintain a connection to the past while also 
developing a sense of  place and identity for both urban and regional populations.
The old historic towns reflect the connection of  natural environments and built 
interventions, traditional knowledge, historical values, and other traits. Due to the growing 
requirement for development, the current tendency for historic towns conflicts with the 
underlying fabric of  form, urban landscape, and massive infrastructure capacity. Many of  
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the country’s heritage towns and cities have been limited by growth pressures, resulting in 
the rapid deterioration of  a conventional pattern of  form that has formed over time.
The aim of  this study is to explore adaptive reuse as a method to reinterpret these remnants, 
not as relics frozen in time, but as active cultural infrastructure that can sustain the ecological 
and social vibrancy of  the town.
This research asks how adaptive reuse can be used not only as a conservation tool but as 
a strategy to reactivate cultural infrastructure in historic Indian towns. Although adaptive 
reuse has received much attention in the context of  historic monuments and structures, 
the application to layered historic towns with living traditions is still limited. The specific 
contribution of  this paper lies in demonstrating how water systems, craft neighbourhoods, 
and fortifications in Achalpur can be reinterpreted as active cultural assets, strengthening 
both community life and urban identity.

Achalpur: a Forgotten Historic Town

Achalpur is a town and a municipal council in Amravati District in the Indian state of  
Maharashtra, situated on the banks of  the Sapan and Bichhan rivers, which are tributaries of  
river Chandrabhaga within the fertile region of  Vidarbha. The historic town of  Achalpur, 
formerly known as Ellichpur, under distinguished dynasties as the Khiljis, Bahmani, Imad 
Shahi, Mughal, and Maratha dynasties, with its historic edifices, bears testimony to its 
fortunes.  
But as time progresses, its deep historical layers are fading into obscurity. Achalpur, which 
was once a thriving hub for trade, religion, and artisanal traditions, is now characterized by 
the deterioration of  its built environment, with its wadas, mosques, temples, fortifications, 
and industrial artifacts gradually becoming neglected. Achalpur’s historic townscape 
now faces erosion not only of  form but also of  social and emotional association. The 
deteriorating bastions, overshadowing the rich tradition of  Punja Dhurries, and the silent 
water chambers of  Achalpur narrate that it goes far beyond neglectful actions.

Fig. 1. Location Map of  town on Indian state of  Maharashtra along with the Historic Core Area 
(author)
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The Layers of  Built Heritage of  Achalpur

Several noteworthy heritage structures illustrates the town’s religious, social, and architectural 
legacy. The Dargah of  Dulha Shah Abdul Rahman Gazi built over the Sapan River, by 
Allauddin Khilji in 1300, stands on the land of  the town as one of  the oldest heritage 
surviving structures.  The oldest, historically and religiously important heritage attracts 
lakhs of  people be that Muslims and Hindus during the ‘Urus festival’ 
Complementing this religious landscape is the Eid Gah, constructed by Imad Ul-Mulk 
Turkma in 1347. Recognized as one of  the oldest Eid Gah still in existence, it carries 
historical, social, community, and political significance. Its arched walls and domed roof  
make it a key religious and cultural landmark for the Muslim community in Achalpur.
The Jama Masjid by Ali Mardan Khan is another architectural gem, built in 1348 and 
later restored in 1696. Celebrated as one of  the most remarkable examples of  Islamic 
architecture in the town, the mosque is supported by 108 pillars and features 11 arches. The 
deep spiritual and aesthetic significance of  Islamic heritage is reflected through its intricate 
architectural detailing in the region.
The town also features ancient Water Management Systems that showcase historical 
technological ingenuity. The Water Chambers, constructed in 1425 by Bahmani Samrat 
Wali, were used for water storage and demonstrate the administrative and engineering 
innovation of  the Bahmani period. These structures are of  archaeological importance.
Similarly, the Hauz Katora, a three-storied octagonal leisure space, located as the focal point 
in the center of  an artificial tank, stands since18th century from the reign of  Emperor 
Allauddin of  the Imadshahi Dynasty holding a high historical, identity, and structural value 
in Achalpur’s built heritage.
The another important water structure is Mandaleshwar Stepwell, which appears as a dead 
space today yet silently calls for revival. The structure is not only architectural artefacts 
but also repositories of  values, memories, and lived experiences. Over centuries, it has 
witnessed rituals, seasonal celebrations, and everyday interactions—each leaving its trace, 
whether in the form of  decorative carvings, inscriptions, building materials, or even cracks 
and weathering it carry the patina of  time. The urban form and residential architecture 
of  the town further illustrate its cultural depth. The fortifications surrounding the town, 
built by Nawab Ismail Khan—son of  Sultan Khan—in 1775, highlight Achalpur’s strategic 
military planning. These massive bastions once served as a strong urban defense system, 
although they now lie mostly in ruins. The traditional wada typologies within these fortified 
zones reflect the traditional architectural style of  the Maratha period which is highlighted 
by carved doors, wooden columns, internal courtyards, and a focus on functional spatial 
planning. These structures serve as tangible evidence of  vernacular craftsmanship and 
the social hierarchies that defined the era. Bewabagh, an old burial space for worshipping, 
adds to the town’s landscape heritage. Planned in the Mughal style, it includes terraces, 
symmetrical alignments, and various architectural features. Though currently in a state of  
neglect giving a feeling of  uncanny, the spatial organization still retains significant landscape 
value and is worthy of  conservation and further study. The renowned Punja Dhurrie 
(Handwoven Rugs) production was the reason behind Achalpur flourishing as a center 
for cotton weaving with economic stability. The town’s weaving industry, historically tied 
to agriculture and trade, reflects the close interlink between local industries and regional 
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economic routes. The Achalpur Weavers Society supported continuously for a small number 
of  traditional handloom weavers, offering marketing and cooperative support. Furthermore, 
the Achalpur–Murtizapur narrow-gauge railway, among the oldest operational rail lines in 
the country, played a crucial role in trade and cultural mobility. It helped boost the town’s 
economic growth by connecting Achalpur to main trade routes. This railway along with 
facilitating the transport of  cotton and dhurries, also contributed to cultural exchange and 
movement of  people. 

Fig. 2. Map showing the Historic Core  (author) 1.Town boundary; 2. Area with high Concentration of  
historic buildings; 3. River Bichan flowing through the town; 4. Narrow gauge railway line

Conceptual Framework: Adaptive Reuse and dCultural Continuity

Adaptive reuse, in the context of  conservation, extends beyond architectural preservation. 
It engages with the continuity of  use, meaning, and memory (Plevoets & Van Cleempoel 
2019). For historic Indian towns like Achalpur, adaptive reuse is not simply about functional 
transformation—it is about reactivating cultural infrastructure embedded within social 
rituals and environmental systems.
The theoretical premise of  this study aligns with ICOMOS and UNESCO charters 
emphasizing the integration of  intangible cultural values in conservation. As Feilden (2003) 
states, “heritage conservation must respond to both physical survival and cultural relevance.” 
Achalpur’s neglected spaces—fortifications, water systems, and craft neighborhoods—hold 
the potential to serve as active cultural catalysts, fostering local identity and resil

Methodology

The research adopted a multidisciplinary and site-specific methodology combining 
documentation, spatial analysis, and interpretive mapping:
Field Documentation: On-site measurements, photography, and visual surveys of  heritage 
structures including Hauz Katora, stepwells, and town gates.
Historical and Archival Research: Use of  district gazetteers, old maps, and oral narratives to 
trace the evolution of  the town.
Socio-cultural Inquiry: Interaction with local residents, craftsmen, and caretakers to 
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Fig. 3. Built Structures of  the Town (author)
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understand living traditions, ritual uses, and patterns of  abandonment.
The collected data was synthesized to identify relationships between built form, cultural 
practice, and ecological systems—forming the basis for adaptive reuse strategies.

Proposals

Hauz Katora as Digital Heritage Experience: immersive AR/VR recreations of  Hauz 
Katora’s lost architecture, water systems, and Nawabi-era life are envisioned to highlight its 
cultural and ecological significance. The digital reconstruction rather than physical creation 
will allow the visitors to experience the reservoir as it existed in olden times — a vibrant 
leisure and relaxing space.
Visitors will be able to gain insights about Hauz Katora’s layered history and its relationship 
with the town’s water network through symbolic boating, seasonal water exercises, and 
playful storytelling,. The digital experience would serve both educational and interpretive 
purposes, transforming Hauz Katora into a living archive that bridges memory, technology, 
and heritage, while sensitively preserving its existing fabric.
Weaving Neighborhoods (Traditional Craft Clusters)—Craft Revival Hubs: while 
preserving their original spatial character, transform traditional houses and workshops as 
training centers for weaving, dyeing, and handloom practices which will help neighborhood 
to revive as Hub, where inherited skills are strengthened through new opportunities. The 
initiative will help creating collaborative spaces for designers, craftspeople, and students, 
resulting in contemporary items while preserving the authenticity of  local craft. Also it will 
restore the social and economic vitality of  weaving clusters, transform them into active 
cultural infrastructures that support both heritage and livelihood.
Fortifications and Gates as Interpretation Nodes: remodel the historic gates and bastions 
into heritage interpretation centers featuring archival exhibits, digital narratives, and 
interactive displays that depict the layered evolution of  Achalpur. These restored structures 
will serve as entry nodes for cultural trails that leads visitors through the town’s historic 
fabric. The adaptive reuse of  fortifications as interpretation sites will reconnect dispersed 
heritage routes by connecting historic structures, waterscapes, and artisan precincts into a 
continuous cultural circuit as well as restore the civic significance. Thus will help turning 
protective architecture into learning and engagement spaces and honour Achalpur’s long-
standing identity.

Discussion

The challenge of  Achalpur mirrors that of  many historic Indian towns—where 
modernization often overshadows traditional identity. The absence of  structured 
conservation policies has accelerated the loss of  form and memory (INTACH 2018). Yet, 
adaptive reuse provides a path forward that merges heritage management with sustainable 
urban development.
Rather than viewing abandonment as decay, it can be read as an interval for renewal—a 
pause that invites reinterpretation. By weaving new functions into old frameworks, the city’s 
spatial memory is not erased but expanded.
Internationally, similar models in Italy and Spain have demonstrated that small-scale 
adaptive reuse can catalyze urban regeneration (Plevoets, 2019). For Achalpur, localized 
interventions—community workshops, digital heritage interpretation, and climate-sensitive 
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design—can achieve similar outcomes.
Lastly, adaptive reuse in Achalpur demonstrates how design and conservation intersect as 
acts of  care—for place, people, and time.

Conclusion

Achalpur’s overall character is strongly influenced through its historic built environment 
including its fortifications, water systems, craft clusters, vernacular housing and ceremonial 
routes. However, under the pressures of  urbanization and neglect, this distinctive identity is 
gradually fading. Although the town still retains a significant number of  heritage structures 
that reflect its cultural and historical essence, the absence of  awareness and management 
has led to modification and loss of  authenticity.
Adaptive reuse, in this context emerges as critical method to conserve the physical 
remnants at the same time revive their function, meaning, and relevance in the present day.  
Achalpur’s heritage can once again serve its community, when water chambers, step wells, 
fortifications, and weaving neighborhoods will be reactivated, bridging the gap between 
tradition and modern aspirations.
To guide such transformations, there is an immense need for community participation, 
comprehensive documentation and planning.  Adaptive reuse rooted in collective memory 
will help generating new opportunities for education, tourism, and livelihoods. Through 
this study, Achalpur is positioned not merely as a case of  decline, but as a demonstrative 
model showing how adaptive reuse can transform forgotten heritage into active cultural 
infrastructure, ensuring continuity between past, present, and future.

Bibliography

Bacon, Thomas. The Oriental Annual Containing a Series of  Tales, Legends and Historical Romances. London: 
Asian Educational Services, 1991.

Census of  India. Volume X, Maharashtra – Part VII-B: Fairs and Festivals in Maharashtra. Bombay: 
Maharashtra Census Office, Government Central Press, 1969.

Kale, Yadav Madhav. Varhadacha Itihas. Nagpur: Vishwa Bharati Prakashan, 2010.

Kothe, Prashant. Achalpuracha Itihas. Amravati: Sir Sahitya Kendra, 2013.

Orbasli, Aylin. Tourists in Historic Towns. Abingdon: Taylor & Francis, 2020.

Pathak, Arunchandra. Maharashtra State Gazetteers: Amravati. Mumbai: Directorate of  Government 
Printing, Stationery and Publications, Maharashtra State, 2006.

Tembhekar, Nalini. “Historical Places in Amravati District.” International Journal of  Research in Economics 
and Social Sciences (IJRESS) 8, 30-35, 2018.

Bongirvar, Laxman Narayan Maharashtratil Haatmag Dhandyachi Vatchal. Pune: Continental Prakashan, 
1964.

Kulkarni, Narayan M. Achalpuratil Vinkaranche Sahkari Kshtratil Tejasvi Udaharan. Nagpur: Vidarbha 
Weavers Central Cooperative Society, 1961.


