
Professor Sudhakar Nadkarni 

 

 
1. Nadkarni brothers 

 

Prof Sudhakar Nadkarni was born in a big middle class family, whose dad used to work in the 

National Bank in Bombay. He lived in a generation where people sought the cities for education. 

He lived in a chawl, which is a mosaic of different cultures, languages and faiths living in relative 

harmony in a small-unplanned space. People shared resources, be it bathing or washing spaces, 

utensils. 



 
2. Family: Courtesy 

 

In the chawl there resided besides Prof Nadkarni’s house a family of signboard and hoarding 

painters from Goa. His inclination towards graphic design or design in general he says comes 

from helping this family and being around them. The community life allowed space for a free 

life, leadership skills and accountability. The chawl used to have occasions for celebration where 

families used to participate in dramatics, singing and various other performances. Sudhakar 

used to be the best in makeup and painting. He used to be an expert in set design. So 

everybody took it for granted that he was destined for the Arts. 
 

He remembers the mood of the nation when she received her independence and listening to 

Jawaharlal Nehru’s – Tryst with Destiny speech. How charged the nation was with the hope of a 

great future. He also remembers the contrast in the sadness of the nation when Mahatma 

Gandhi was assassinated. 
 

He chose to go to the JJ School of Arts and chose to go for Applied Arts in the hope that it 

would fetch a job later. JJ had workshops setup for Lithography, Screen-printing and skill based 

learning, but did not have any particular courses detailing communication science. Amongst his 

batch very few people had managed to pass the course as the government had raised the cut 

of mark. He was amongst the five or six students that did clear through. He had already started 

working part time in Design Organization with the help of VN Adarkar. He regrets having 



missed out on the cultural life at JJ but feels he made up for it at HfG Ulm. 
 

 
3. Working in Asia Art Advertising 

 

 

 

Design Organisation did a lot of work related to exhibition design and printmaking. It was 

around that time when Yashwant Chaudhary had come to India and they heard about a lecture 

being given by James Garner in the Indian Merchant Chamber. Sudhakar Nadkarni for the first 

time came into contact with the term “Industrial Design” and what it stood for in the global 

context. He was talking about the relevance of design in many walks of life. 



 
4.  Design Organisation Team 
 

 

 

 
5. Yashwant Chaudhary 



 

 
6. Parents sending Nadkarni off 

 

Around that time major changes were happening in India in terms of establishing 

infrastructure for commerce and development like roads and dams. Jawaharlal Nehru was 

crucial in these early works related to the first 5-year plans. 
 

It was around this time when he sent his portfolio to HfG Ulm under Yashwant Chaudhary’s 

recommendation. He was the first Indian at Ulm many others followed later.  He didn’t have 

much of an option when it came to learning German, as he was already late for the course 

there. So he learnt it when he went to Germany.  



 
7.	Nadkarni at Ulm 

 

Hans Gugelot had come to NID to work on a project headed by Gira Sarabhai, related to a 

tangential fan and to help in some of the courses there. Through him and Prof H Kumar Vyas, 

when he came to Ulm, Sudhakar was instructed that he was to go to NID on his return to teach 

and develop the new design course there. 



 
8.	Working in Ulm 

 

At Ulm basic design course was very challenging, the faculty had meticulously constructed the 

courses there. Also product design was spoken in the context of society and economics rather 

than just mere formal and aesthetic nuances. This was the major difference between JJ and 

Ulm, concepts of color theory and communication science was what the students were 

involved with at Ulm. 

Nadkarni worked there as well, first in a printing press there. He also worked in an Arms 

manufacturing company and also worked in creating false ceiling designs in Siemens. Some of 

his student assignments are interesting as his understanding in materials and design was 

enriched by the contrast between his middle class background from Bombay where the 

availability of good or well-made products was sparse and his new education at Ulm. He was 

thus able to work on projects without any mental blocks, this often yielded surprising 

outcomes.  
 

Jukebox: Studying social aspects led his classmates to believe that a new Ulmer model of the 

Jukebox would be without any particular purpose and is extremely class specific. Nadkarni 

thought of a different context, he thought of an educational toy, which would play out the 

stories for children. 



 
9.	Jukebox at HfG Ulm 

 

 
10.	Jukebox at HfG Ulm 



 

 

He talks about how Ulm kind of radicalized his view on bad design, how earlier radios or 

transistors would come in boxes with glass covering which required a separate rag to cover the 

glass covering. His sensitivity towards the ridiculousness of such design was heightened 

through the Ulm experience. 

 
11. Walkie-talkie design 



 
12. PLU at Ulm 
 

 

India by that time had become a market filled with copies. As there was no encouragement in 

Indian companies for engineers to design, innovate and research, they often took the short 

route and reverse engineered the products, however the story was different in companies like 

Philips which spent a lot of time, energy and money to come up with new systems of furniture 

or electronic appliances, to show at the world fairs. 

 

 
13. Tata Benz Trucks 



 
14. Tata production line 
The Indian government used to give grants and money and yet the companies used to filter 

this for reverse engineering. There was a lack of technical expertise in the industries. Which 

Nadkarni says that NID had recognized from its involvement with many crafts people, while 

attempting to translate craft to mass production. At NID there was a focus in trying to 

encourage innovation amongst craftspeople and technicians as well as the students. Hence the 

workshops were made to the huge scale to match production houses.   

 

 
15. NID Printing studio, Paldi 

 

Education there was secondary as it was project based and production oriented. At IDC he 

intended that the machines should be of Indian origin to allow the students to be sensitive to 



the Indian production constraints. In Guwahati, as the major industries were in Kolkata, he 

ensured that the workshops were fully equipped, but he says that there needs to be more 

enthusiasm from the faculty and students as machines need projects and servicing without 

which it would fall into disuse and become defunct. 

 

In IIT Bombay, designers were unheard of in 1969. The first batch was considered to be artists 

and was given a wide berth in terms of freedom. But the kind of projects and research that 

came out of IDC created great interest both inside the campus as well as outside within the 

industry. Workshops were conducted for industry professionals. It became the responsibility of 

the educational institute to both teach students as well as try to propagate the principles of 

design methodology in the industry via workshops, outside India this was generally an activity 

conducted by societies or bodies of Industrial Design. But in India as the field was unheard of, 

design propaganda became a thing that the institute had to take care of as well. For Prof 

Nadkarni the habit of creating and designing made him restless when he was trapped in 

administrative affairs.  

 

 
16. IDC design circle 

 

The first set of faculty; Prof AG Rao, Prof Athavankar, Prof Bhandari, Prof Kirti Trivedi were 

instrumental in creating both the curriculum as well as the environment for design within the 

campus and exposing them to both global and Indian semantics of design.  



 
16b. IDC faculty list and workshop capabilities 

 



 
17. Faculty discussions 



 

17a. Aims and objectives 



 

17b. Syllabus 
 



 
17c. Educational program 
 

He quotes Dieter Rams of Braun when he says that the context may change, but the grammar 

remains the same. The first product out of IDC was the construction worker's Ghamela. Though 

extremely low-tech, it was a bold first step, as the product had many social implications. This 

early stance is why, Nadkarni says that design is at least known and understood to some extent 

within the industry, academia and government. 



 
 
18. Ghamela 

 



19. Ghamela 
 

 
20. Ghamela 

 

Crompton and Greaves had a project to redesign a long running product of theirs. The project 

dealt with a modernist approach to the regulator of the fan as well as the fan design. It needed 

a change from the existing huge box-like design; also during packaging it needed to be 

stackable through the detail of the step. A feature that was not introduced was the luminous 



dial for easier usability during the night. Another part was to simplify the detail of the blades to 

make it easier to machine and finish. 

 

 
21. Crompton and greaves regulator 

 
22. Crompton and greaves regulator 
 



Exhibition designs: 

Tryst with India and the Made in India-State Trading Corporation (STC) Pavilion Dome are two 

exhibition designs that Prof Nadkarni was a part of. He talks about the engineering difficulties 

of the project in how the dome started caving in on itself, at the last possible minute. 

 
23. Tryst with destiny exhibition 



 
24. Tryst with destiny exhibition 

 
25. Tryst with destiny exhibition 



 
26. Tryst with destiny exhibition 
 

 
27. STC pavilion exhibition 



 
28. STC pavilion exhibition 

 

 
29. STC pavilion exhibition 



 
30. Made in India exhibition 

 

 
31. Made in India exhibition 
 



 

Vistara was one of the bigger exhibitions that Prof Nadkarni had undertaken; it was a travel 

through of Indian architecture through the ages. This was a monumental task in terms of both 

the content and the destinations that the exhibition was conducted. The exhibit had to go 

through three countries- Nehru Centre, Mumbai, India, Russia and Japan. 

 

 
32. Vistara exhibition 



 
33. Vistara exhibition 

 

 
34. Vistara exhibition 
 



 

On being asked how the world responded to Indian design and designers, he says that initially 

there was no particular response as there was hardly any impact. Now however there are more 

designers of Indian origin who are making their presence felt through their work. He 

remembers Satyendra Pakhale, how he was, from his student days and how he has progressed 

to achieve stardom as a designer. 

 
35. Satyendra Pakhale 

 

He also talks about the Department of Design and its role in IIT Guwahati. This was an attempt 

to try and utilize the abilities of a craftsperson when it came to being meticulous and the 

ability to design with very fine details. He did not want it to become another space where 

pretty things were made using indigenous material.  



 
36. IITG DoD 

 

 
37. Prof Nadkarni working with students 



 
38. Products from IITG_DOD 
He further laid emphasis to the program in terms of how it was relevant to this age of 

technology miniaturization. This kind of detailed work traditionally is seen in the practice of 

craft. Exercises like designing the dentist’s knife pack were given to students to become 

sensitive to the needs and requirements of products that had finer nuances. 

 

He also speaks about the recognition that Industrial Design got from the industries after the 

first set of designers was absorbed into the industry. There is a demand for designers from 

companies like Tata and Godrej and also urban hubs for design entrepreneurship. 

 

He quips that there is a slight difference in the nature of designers that come out of NID and 

IDC. Where NID sustains an environment of experimentation, the students that come out of it 

tend to have very high risk taking abilities and hence are generally entrepreneurial in nature.  

IDC students according Prof Nadkarni however seem to play safe in what has become an 

extremely corporate-bureaucratic environment, hoping that a big corporate would come and 

absorb them. This he says reflects a lot in the environment where the two sets of students 

learn design.  

 

On being asked how he sees the evolution of product or industrial design from his days at Ulm 

to the present day and to the future, he says if one were to look at Apple’s product design 

there is still something unmistakably Ulmer about it. So he feels the change that has 



happened, if at all, is incredibly slow. One thing that has become commonplace is product 

proximity; products now are closer to the people than it has ever been. He feels however that 

the terms like human centric design, innovation; are principles that used to be taught at Ulm 

back during his student days. At Welingkar he continues to teach design methodology to MBA 

students through developing hand skills and model making, to improve business design skills. 

 

As influences he cites Tomas Maldonado his guide for all his projects. He was instrumental in 

changing Ulm by introducing science, technology and sociology to enrich design principles. He 

also recalls Gui Bonsiepe and his inputs in design theory. Herbert Lindinger is another faculty 

who Prof Nadkarni remembers as a guide in his milk booth project.  

 
39. Tomas Maldonado 

 

 
40. Gui Bonsiepe 



 
41. Herbert Lindinger 

 

 
42. Milk booth 
 



 

 

He concludes by addressing the clichéd question- " His words to the future designers? ". He 

says that designers need to be more involved in intellectual work and that cross-disciplinary 

interests need to be developed with new vigor than before, as the concept of the "Master 

Designer" is almost non-existent. He calls for more commitment and conviction and for 

designers to be involved in work that they enjoy doing, without which the products are often 

lack-luster and sometimes detrimental to the people using it.   
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