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While the movement of goods between India and China are usually 

discussed in terms of trade, these imported and exported 

objects have lives that far exceed their financial value. They 

enter into dialogical relationships with people and their 

desires, values and practices to create new interactions, 

concepts and spaces; a politics that complicates conventional 

understandings of geopolitical exchange. This book traces the 

itineraries of architectural material.
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LED Lights

Mahesh runs Swami Electronics located in a 

small shop, in a chawl on Lamington Road. 

They are makers of custom LED sign boards. 

They also make architectural light fixtures 

and props with lights for TV shows and 

commercials. In 1993 Mahesh took over the 

shop from his father who ran a tailoring 

business there. The family lived in the 

same building on the upper floor.  Mahesh 

started with selling electrical lights. 
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Since his childhood Mahesh was fascinated 

with lights. In 1981 when the Indian cult film 

Yarana starring Amitabh Bacchan released, 

Mahesh became fascinated with the song 

sequence in which Amitabh Bacchan performs 

on a stage dressed in a suit made of lights. 

Mahesh had coaxed his tailor father to 

stitch a suit like that for him. He would 

then walk around with this suit on the 

streets of Lamington Road. When his father 

could no longer continue his tailoring 

business, Mahesh decided to sell electrical 

lights from the shop. He had no inclination 

towards tailoring and had not picked up any 

skills from his father. Instead he decided 

he wanted to be surrounded by lights of 
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all kinds. Over the course of his business 

Mahesh observed new kinds of lights entering 

the market. He was now fascinated by the 

LED lights that came from China. He started 

buying them from dealers. Slowly he realised 

it was cheaper to go to China and get a large 

consignment from there. During his trips 

to China he also noticed how new products 

were being manufactured using LED lights. 

He started designing his own fixtures and 

props. He was eventually flooded by requests 

from architects and art directors to make 

fixtures for them. He made all kinds of 

objects from large octopus lamps to traffic 

signals for television shows.
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Furniture and Tiles

Nikhil and Danny are friends and partners in 

an architectural firm. They were batchmates 

at the architecture school where they 

studied. Soon after graduation they decided 

to start their own practice and opened a 

studio in a house that Danny’s family owned 

in Mumbai. Their clients were mostly from 

the medical and  hospitality fields.  One 

of their clients Raghuram Shetty ran a 

hospital in Mumbai. He wanted to renovate 

it as a 100 bedded facility. He had heard 

from someone that hospital beds and other 

architectural furniture were 

much cheaper in China. He 

asked the architects to 

make a trip to China 

to procure the 

material. Nikhil 

and Danny started 
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researching the process 

that one undertakes in 

order to trade with 

China. As this is a 

common practice many 

processes have now been streamlined 

to undertake such transactions. The 

client makes an inventory, a sort of wish 

list that they need and then goes ahead 

to hire a Chinese agent. Generally Indians 

approach an Indian company with links in 

China. This agent could be someone of 

Indian origin settled in China or a native 

Chinese person. The agent in India then 

puts the architects in touch with the agent 

in China who guides them in navigating the 

Chinese factory landscapes. Nikhil and 

Danny contacted Umesh and Arvind who were 

already in the medical field. 

 

Nikhil was designated from their studio to 

go to China. On his first recce trip, Nikhil 

understood many coordinates of the process 

of procurement. The first thing he realised 

was that he had to choose products that 

were sturdy and not dainty. These would 

need to withstand rough handling at ports. 

If they were dainty they would need to be 
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shipped and that would mean airfreight 

which was expensive. There are two stages 

of packing. The first is when the product 

is put into cartons, mostly cardboard and 

next when many such cartons are put into a 

container. Typically a container is 20 feet 

by 40 feet in size. There can be two kinds 

of containers, bulk containers, where all 

products are the same, and loose containers 

often called LC, when the products they 

carry are miscellaneous. There are two 

parameters that govern what goes into an LC 

i.e weight and volume. Once the container 

reaches a stipulated weight, even 

if the volume doesn’t reach its 

full capacity it has to stop being 

loaded. The pricing depends on all 

these parameters. The agent in China 

w h o Nikhil had to meet, was a young girl 

by the name of Crystal, who was the sole 

proprietor of her firm and had very recently 

started her business. Crystal of course was 

her assumed name. She would use this name 

in all her global business communications. 

Crystal’s business was a start up and she 

did not have too many people working for 

her. To save costs she would drive Nikhil 

around to various factories herself. As 
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Nikhil needed to buy ceramic tiles as well 

as hospital furniture, Crystal took him to 

two cities, Foshan and Guangzhou. Foshan is 

a town historically known for its ceramics 

with large landscapes of ancient ruins. It 

is also the town where Bruce Lee grew up. 

Foshan now has a temple dedicated to Bruce 

Lee. The people of the town practice a kind 

of Kung Fu that was practiced by Bruce Lee and 

is considered to be less aggressive. Foshan 

is now a town engaged in modern ceramics. 

It has large factories in its outskirts, in 

the countryside as land is cheaper there. 

These factories can produce tiles as large 

as 2.4 metres by 1.2 metres. Most of these 

factories have women in the 

managerial positions as loans 

to women are subsidised and 

women led factories get larger 

tax rebates. Their husbands 

generally work on the factory 

floor. On account of this one 

often finds women dressed in 

business suits and their 

husbands in boiler suits in 

these places. Guangzhou is a port city and 

known for its large furniture factories. 

Crystal would take Nikhil to Guangzhou for 
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all kinds of furniture both specialised 

hospital beds as well as sofas, chairs and 

other material. Guangzhou is also known for 

its large furniture expos and its acres of 

hangar spaces that are designated for these 

fairs. 

 

Crystal would plan the day for Nikhil. 

She suggested some hotels for him to book 

himself into as these were known for serving 

global cuisine. Some were also known for 

very local Indian food as they mostly served 

Indian clientele. From her experience with 

Indian clients, Crystal knew that Indians 

were completely unfamiliar with Chinese 

food and found it unpalatable. She would 

arrive at the hotel early by 7 am and have 

breakfast with Nikhil at the hotel banquet 

place. She would then take him around to 

the various outlets. As she had already 

done her research she asked Nikhil if he 

would trust her enough to not waste time 

going to factories and instead concentrate 

on the finished goods at the showrooms. 

Nikhil decided he would trust her. Many 

customers take the route of starting to 

check quality from visits to the factories, 

where the production takes place. Nikhil 
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found that people were very conscious of 

their products being seen as cheap or of an 

inferior quality. They therefore worked  very 

hard to dispel all such fears. As most of the 

factories were in distant locations the food 

available was local regional food so Crystal 

would try very hard to plan the lunch breaks 

at places that would serve global food. 

Nikhil however was not looking for global 

food. He started looking out for what the 

locals would eat in each of the regions. 

This surprised Crystal but also made her more 

comfortable around Nikhil. She dropped her 

guard, relaxed her business-like demeanour 

and the two slowly became friends. Crystal 

started taking Nikhil to her favourite places 

and also invited him once for lunch to her 

own country home where her parents lived. Her 

father was a welder who fabricated gates and 

other metal fittings. She took Nikhil to local 

pubs and her other favourite haunts. Here 

Nikhil also got a sense of the landscapes of 

young men and women involved in soliciting 

traders. When Indians saw Nikhil with Crystal 

they invariably assumed this was part of the 

deal that was struck between them. He did 

not bother to clarify anything. He enjoyed 

Crystal’s company and the new things he learnt 
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everyday with her. 

 

Nikhil made his second trip to China within 

two months. The second trip is made by the 

architects to now haggle, negotiate and 

buy the actual products after the first 

recce trip. The deal is based on whether 

the products are handled till the port or 

till the ship. Here Nikhil would choose 

the products from the shortlist and with 

every selection send a photo to Crystal’s 

assistant in the office who 

would keep adding to the 

inventory. When the list is 

ready the goods are blocked 

by paying an advance in 

U.S. dollars. The payment 

to the factory has to be 

made before the delivery. 

The agent’s assistant makes a final account 

of the freight and the forwarding fee. The 

professional fee on the other hand is fixed. 

It is a percentage of the total cost of the 

goods. As most of the times these are loose 

goods that are always transported using an 

LC, such containers are queued up at the 

port. The factory gets an intimation from 

logistics agents when they have to deliver 
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the goods in time for transport. The process 

works smoothly. Most of the time at the Indian 

port there is a nexus between the custom 

officials and the forwarders. The forwarders 

account for a certain ‘fee’ to be paid to 

the custom officials in 

their own charges. On 

delivery to the site, 

the architects have to 

hire a local carpenter 

to assemble the DIY 

furniture, which is 

often disassembled and 

made compact to reduce 

the cost of transport. The process of re-

assembly generally never has a manual. The 

company most of the time sends a video, 

shot on a mobile phone, by a worker. The 

shaky videos have to be deciphered by the 

carpenters in India who have a sense of the 

fabrication from their own experience with 

the material 
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Architectural Walk-throughs 

Shrikant worked with a corporate architecture 

firm in Mumbai. This was an international 

firm that had opened a branch in Mumbai. 

They started pitching for projects in the 

city. They brought with them a reputation 

of having completed large infrastructural 

and institutional projects in the United 

States. With their technical expertise they 

thought it would be easy to operate in a 

developing economy, which was playing catch 

up. Most of their projects came from either 

developers or large corporate houses who 

had the resources or the means to access 

land. One such developer approached the 

company for designing a housing complex 

in Bandra in Mumbai. The housing complex 

was on Government land and was built for 

middle income residents. The developers who 
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commissioned the international firm, asked the 

office for a scheme that housed the existing 

residents and accommodated high end housing 

for 50% more people on the same land. Their 

most urgent requirement was a rendering that 

would help sell the project to potential 

home investors and buyers. The lead time 

they gave for this to the architecture firm, 

was one week. The architecture office knew 

there was only one possible way to get this 

assignment on time. They approached a Chinese 

rendering company to deliver the project. 

Within four days of sending them all design 

drawings the Chinese company delivered a 

walk through video of the place completely 

rendered with people, landscape and music. 

The people in the video were Chinese but 

there was no compromise on the quality of 

the production. The developers kept the 

project under wraps. However the video 

somehow leaked. That is how the residents 

of the Government colony found out that 

there was a proposal to redevelop their 

land. In a land strapped city, developers 

often collude with Governments to redevelop 

their lands trying to circumvent the hassle 

of getting consent from the residents.
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Architectural Model

A developer in Mumbai was building a high 

end residential complex in Prabhadevi, 

Mumbai and had hired architects. landscape 

designers etc. for the project. While those 

processes were streamlined, 

their marketing team 

realised they needed 

innovative marketing 

strategies to entice 

buyers. They decided to 

make a large model of 4 

metres by 2.4 metres of 

the complex. They found a 

place in Shenzhen that would make this 

model. The landscape architect who had 

designed the site, went to Schenzhen to 

check the process. The factory was a large 

four storey building, where each floor plate 

was  of 700 sq m. with a complete industrial 
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production process. Hubs like these were 

initially in Singapore with Chinese workers 

working there. Eventually most of the firms 

moved to China as production was cheaper 

there. Many companies continue to have front 

offices in Hong Kong and Singapore with 

production facilities in China. 

The architect went to the factory floor 

to inspect the model. He saw that it was 

exquisitely detailed. It had buildings, 

landscape, roads, but also fully functional 

fountains, lights, to see what the space 

would look like at night etc. The model had a 

complex hydraulic system where the building 

could be lifted to see the landscape below 

clearly. 
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The process of making this model was also 

streamlined. The architects in India would 

send them detailed drawings of the buildings 

and the landscape. The model making firm would 

redo all drawings for their fabrication. 

They had a team that would communicate in 

english with the clients. They would invite 

clients to inspect the process of production, 

take them for dinners etc.  The logistics 

of bringing this model to India was handled 

by an Indian who had settled in China and 

spoke multiple 

l a n g u a g e s 

fluently. He was 

r e s p o n s i b l e 

for handling 

the delivery 

all the way 

to the Indian 

port. Once the 

model reached 

the developer’s 

office in India, a team of Chinese officials 

came to assemble it. The company always 

sent spare material and components because 

some parts would invariably get damaged 

in transit. All contingencies were thus 

accounted for and an exquisite model was 
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delivered that now stands in the lobby of 

the housing complex in Mumbai. 
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Itinerant Desires looks at the lives of some ‘usual and unusual 

commodities’ as they travel from China to India to inhabit a 

transactional object/space, a scaffold. This scaffold draws 

its form from the urbanity of Mumbai, where high densities and 

intensities of built form create new vectors for activities, 

networks, and livelihoods while providing, in the museum, a 

space for intimacies and rest. 
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