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THE CONTRACT
Saturday, August 12, 2017 – Chandigarh (India) Sector 17, Bridge Market

It was the ideal moment. How often in life does 
one turn a corner and suddenly encounter a hund-
red notaries waiting for customers – for customers 
who do not want to bestir themselves this after-
noon, the heat of which hits like a sticky wet cloth 
in the face. The morning rain has brought the city 
scant cooling. The sun is still obscured by a sul-
phur-hued cloth, but she has long since regained 
her power. Evidence of the rain lies only in the 
small puddles that have formed here and there – 
and in the mirrors formed by their waters are re-
flected the mighty concrete buildings that crumble 
so swiftly and consistently that you have no time 
to estimate their age. Some may have originated 
in the 1960s, when Le Corbusier designed the 
planned city of Chandigarh for the Punjabis shat-
tered by the Partition – at the express request of Ja-

waharlal Nehru, the Prime Minister of India at the 
time. Other blocks may have been erected in more 
recent years. Still unfinished and already decaying 
goes hand-in-hand here.

It is likely the notaries‘ clients were waylaid 
by the Indian Air Force Wind Orchestra, which 
sells cheesy Bollywood songs and hits in the main 
square of Sector 17. Furthermore, the circus troupe 
of the local police is traipsing around, whirling its 
old bayonet-based wooden rifles diligently through 
the air. In three days the country is to celebrate 
the 70th anniversary of its independence, and to-
day already I‘ve seen a father, with glistening eyes, 
holding up the tricolor with his right hand while 
dragging his pale-skinned son through the crowd 
with his left hand. The child, also dressed in the 
colours of the national flag, seemed less awed by 
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the occasion. Be that as it may, what‘s the slogan 
of the Air Force that‘s so beautiful? «People First. 
Mission Always.»

The notaries have sat down at their tables or 
pushed two chairs together to form a make-shift 
couch. Others have made themselves comfortable 
on the benches standing under the numerous trees 
in the place. The trees grow partly directly out of the 
pavement, partly from earth islands bordered by ele-
gantly curved, dark grey marble-clad walls. Ebene-
zer Howard‘s 19th-century idea of the Garden City, 
in which Le Corbusier oriented himself, is realized 
almost by itself in terribly humid Chandigarh. Le 
Corbusier‘s idea of a rational city plan characterised 
by clear functional urban concepts is another issue 
altogether. This has not only to do with the notori-
ous heterogeneity of the Indian population, whose 
vastly differing needs, capacities, possibilities and 
manners of reaction are difficult to calculate. The 
belief that people can be educated (or seduced) by 
architectural measures into a adhering to a certain 
behavioural pattern has led to some disillusionment 
in other parts of the world, too. Chandigarh is far 
from being the only city in which, for example, gre-
at effort is invested in maintaining a Pleasure Valley 
that nobody really wants to enjoy.

Some of Corbusier‘s ideas may seem outdated 
today, but in the capital of Punjab and Haryana 
many still clutch, with almost heroic fidelity, onto 
the programs masterminded by this city father 
from Switzerland. This is illustrated, for example, 
by the construction of the Cathedral or Assembly 
or the recently opened Tourist Information Centre 
in Corbusier style. However, many buildings are 
in a gruesome state of disrepair. The City History 
Museum is so badly run that there is often no elec-
tricity and you have to move from exhibit to exhi-
bit using a torch. What‘s more, the city occasional-
ly even sells original furnishings from the founding 
period: In around 2010, for instance, the chairs 
from the Capitol Complex appeared at an auction 
in London. Consequently, it is difficult to tell what 
approach the authorities actually wish to take. 

Chandigarh is a monument of modernity. This 
is certainly not a simple inheritance in a country 
characterised by grave poverty and social injustice. 
Questions pertaining to the preservation of monu-
ments often seem like a horrible luxury. On the 
other hand, there is money for so much...

The only notary who is awake at his post is 
P.V. Walia, whose services include marriage con-
tracts, certified translations, charters of all kinds, 
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and affidavits. He sits on Seat No. 12. For what, 
at first glance, looks like a random collection of 
flying traders in legal matters the set-up is actual-
ly organized. And the long, pillared hall in front 
of the District Magistrate and Collector‘s Office, 
where about a hundred lawyers have set up their 
office tables, armchairs and typewriters, is also of-
ficially honoured as Notary in the city plan. On 
the wall behind his stand, Walia has propitiated 
the entire Hindu pantheon: Vishnu, Lakshmi, 
Krishna, Ganesh, Sai Baba and Co, who shower 
their blessing on businesses, contracts, oaths, and 
promises.

Evidently, even Walia has nothing to do. He 
repeatedly cleans his glasses and looks expectantly 
out into the distance. But customers are just not 
showing up. I seize the opportunity to go to his 
stand. I inquire if he can set up an employment 
contract. I tell him I would like to have a docu-
ment stating that the purpose of my journey th-
rough India is work, even though I am travelling 
on only my own behalf.

«Who‘s the employer» Walia asks.
«Me.»
«And what is the name of the employee?»
«That‘s me too.»
«Then why do you want a contract?»
I point to the seller of ayurvedic remedies, 

who has not seen a single customer in the last 
three hours, and who, out of sheer boredom, has 
not stopped scribbling the name of his little dis-
play with a frond in the floor dust. I point to the 
chai stand, the seller of lime soda, and the bicycles 
with the pots of chickpeas. «All these people have 
an employment contract only with themselves,» 
I tell him. «And yet, even if there is no clientele 
in sight, it seems perfectly natural that they are at 
their posts.»

Walia shakes his head. «I cannot issue you with 
a contract,» he replies. «That would be...», he re-
moves his glasses and rubs his eyes with his palms: 
«That would be like marrying yourself.»

Translated from German by Gunvanthi Balaram.
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