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Imperial  Delhi:  The
British Capital and its
Architectural Legacy
Imperial  Delhi,  meticulously  planned  and
constructed  during  the  British  Raj,  stands  as  a
potent  testament  to  a  bygone  era.  This  article
delves  into  the  architecture  of  Lutyens'  Delhi,
exploring its unique blend of Indian and Western
styles, the motivations behind its design, and its
enduring impact on the cityscape. We will examine
key  elements  such  as  the  Lutyens'  Delhi
architecture,  the  influence  of  Indo-Saracenic
architecture,  the  role  of  Edwin  Lutyens  and
Herbert  Baker,  and  the  lasting  legacy  of
Imperial  Delhi.

The Genesis of Lutyens' Delhi:
A  New  Capital  for  a  New
Empire
The shift of the British Indian capital from Calcutta
to  Delhi  in  1911  signaled  a  desire  for  a  more
symbolic  and  imposing  center  of  power.  The
decision was driven by both strategic and symbolic
considerations. Calcutta, with its association with
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the Bengal Renaissance and burgeoning nationalist
sentiment, was deemed too susceptible to unrest.
Delhi,  steeped  in  historical  and  imperial
significance, presented a more suitable location to
project British dominance. The construction of New
Delhi, as it became known, was entrusted to two
prominent architects: Edwin Lutyens and Herbert
Baker. Their vision, a masterful blend of imperial
grandeur  and subtle  Indian influences,  shaped the
architectural landscape of what we now know as
Lutyens' Delhi.

Indo-Saracenic  Revival  and
the Imperial Style: A Fusion of
Aesthetics
The architecture of Imperial Delhi is characterized
by its  unique fusion  of  styles.  While  undeniably
rooted  in  Western  classical  traditions,  it
incorporates  elements  of  the  Indo-Saracenic
revival style. This architectural style, prevalent in
the late  19th and early  20th centuries,  blended
Mughal architectural features with European neo-
classical and neo-Gothic elements. The result was a
distinctive aesthetic that aimed to express British
power  while  acknowledging  the  region's  rich
architectural heritage. This is evident in buildings
such as the Rashtrapati Bhavan (formerly Viceroy's
House), a monumental structure exhibiting grand
classical  proportions,  yet  subtly  incorporating
Indian motifs in its intricate detailing. The blend of
these styles can also be seen in the Secretariat
buildings,  the  India  Gate,  and  other  significant
structures.  The  use  of  local  materials  such  as
sandstone  and  marble  further  integrated  the
structures within their Indian context, though this
integration  was  more  styl istic  than  truly
collaborative.
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Key  Architects  and  their
Vision:  Lutyens  and  Baker's
Masterpiece
Edwin  Lutyens  and  Herbert  Baker  were  the
masterminds  behind  the  architectural  vision  of
Imperial  Delhi.  Lutyens,  known for  his  masterful
use  of  space  and  grand  scale,  designed  iconic
structures  like  Rashtrapati  Bhavan  and  the
Viceroy's  House  (now  the  President's  House).
Baker, known for his meticulous attention to detail,
was  responsible  for  the  design  of  many  other
significant  structures,  including  the  Secretariat
buildings  and  several  residential  areas.  Their
collaboration resulted in a city that meticulously
balanced  functionality  with  aesthetics,  reflecting
the complex political and cultural dynamics of the
era.  Their  designs  emphasized  wide  avenues,
expansive gardens, and a hierarchical arrangement
of  buildings,  reflecting  the  British  imperial
hierarchy  and  their  desire  to  create  a  city  that
exuded power and prestige.

The Enduring Legacy:  A  City
Shaped by Empire
The  architectural  legacy  of  Imperial  Delhi  is
undeniable.  Lutyens'  Delhi  remains  the  seat  of
power in India and continues to exert considerable
influence  over  the  country's  political  landscape.
The  city's  architectural  style  has  inspired
subsequent projects and remains a source of both
pride and debate. The grandeur and scale of these
structures  are  awe-inspiring,  prompting  reflection
on the colonial past and its impact on the present.
While  criticized  for  its  inherent  elitism  and
separation from the everyday lives of the majority
of  the population,  the city's  architectural  design
undoubtedly  embodies  a  specific  era,  making  it  a
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compelling subject for architectural and historical
studies.  The  monumental  structures  serve  as  a
reminder of a powerful empire and the enduring
nature of its urban planning. The city showcases
how  the  creation  of  imperial  spaces  can  often
shape a nation's identity and its collective memory,
for better or worse. The meticulous planning and
execution  of  Imperial  Delhi’s  architecture  have
profoundly shaped the modern city and its socio-
political identity. This legacy of Imperial Delhi is
a subject of ongoing study and critical analysis.

FAQ
Q1:  What  is  the  significance  of  the  use  of
sandstone  in  Imperial  Delhi's  architecture?

A1: The use of sandstone was not just an aesthetic
choice; it was practical and symbolic. Sandstone, a
readily  available  local  material,  was  used
extensively due to its durability and its ability to
blend  well  with  the  surrounding  environment.  It
also  lent  itself  to  the  intricate  detailing  that
characterizes  Indo-Saracenic  architecture.
Symbolism played a part as well, with the use of
sandstone linking the new capital to the region's
historical and geological landscape.

Q2:  How  did  the  architecture  of  Imperial
Delhi reflect British imperial power?

A2:  The  architecture  actively  projected  British
power  through  its  monumental  scale,  classical
forms (borrowed from European precedents), and
strategic  layout.  The  wide  avenues,  grand
buildings,  and  hierarchical  arrangement  of
structures  visually  conveyed  a  sense  of  order,
control,  and dominance.  The spatial  organization
reinforced  social  hierarchies,  clearly  delineating
spaces for the elite versus the general population.
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Q3:  What  are  some  crit icisms  of  the
architecture  of  Imperial  Delhi?

A3: While undeniably impressive, the architecture
of Imperial Delhi has faced criticism for its elitism
and  lack  of  integration  with  the  existing  urban
fabric.  The  grand scale  and monumental  nature
often  excluded  the  majority  of  the  population,
creating a sharp divide between the colonial elite
and  the  Indian  populace.  The  planning  also
resulted  in  significant  displacement  and  social
disruption  for  many  residents.

Q4: What is the difference between the Indo-
Saracenic and the purely British architectural
styles visible in Imperial Delhi?

A4:  Purely  British  styles  in  Imperial  Delhi  often
adhered  to  neoclassical  principles,  featuring
symmetrical facades, classical orders (Doric, Ionic,
Corinthian), and emphasis on straight lines. Indo-
Saracenic  elements,  in  contrast,  introduced
curvilinear forms, intricate ornamentation, domes,
arches,  and  minarets,  drawing  inspiration  from
Mughal  and  Islamic  architectural  traditions.  The
blend often resulted in a unique hybrid style.

Q5:  How  has  the  architecture  of  Imperial
Delhi  influenced  subsequent  Indian
architecture?

A5: The architecture of Imperial Delhi, despite its
colonial  origins,  has  undeniably  influenced
subsequent  Indian  architectural  trends.  Certain
elements, such as the use of local materials, the
integration of Indian motifs, and the emphasis on
grand  scale,  have  been  adopted  in  various
projects. However, contemporary architects often
consciously seek to break free from the elitist and
segregative aspects of the original plan.

Q6:  Are  there  any  ongoing  restoration  or



Imperial Delhi The British Capital Of The Indian Empire
Architecture

Imperial Delhi The British Capital Of The Indian Empire Architecture
6

preservation  efforts  for  the  buildings  of
Imperial  Delhi?

A6:  Yes,  significant  restoration  and  preservation
efforts  are  ongoing  to  maintain  the  historical
integrity of the buildings in Imperial Delhi. These
efforts  involve  meticulous  cleaning,  structural
repairs, and conservation of the original materials
and detailing. Governmental agencies and heritage
organizations play a crucial role in these initiatives,
aiming  to  ensure  the  longevity  of  this  iconic
architectural landscape.

Q7:  How does  the  architecture  of  Imperial
Delhi  contribute to India's national identity
today?

A7: The architecture of Imperial Delhi, despite its
colonial  origins,  has  become  interwoven  with
India's  national  identity.  While  a  complex  and
contested legacy, these buildings are now integral
parts of India's national narrative. They serve as
reminders  of  a  crucial  historical  period  and  are
sites of both national pride and critical reflection on
the country's past. They are not just buildings but
also potent  symbols,  reflecting the layered history
of the nation.

Q8: What are some examples of buildings in
Imperial  Delhi  that  exemplify  the  blend  of
Indo-Saracenic  and  British  architectural
styles?

A8:  Besides  Rashtrapati  Bhavan,  excellent
examples  include  the  Secretariat  buildings,  the
Parliament  House,  and  the  National  Archives  of
India. These buildings beautifully demonstrate the
integration  of  classical  Western  aesthetics  with
indigenous elements, resulting in a distinctive and
memorable architectural language. The blending of
styles isn't always seamless, reflecting the complex
cultural and political context of their creation.



Imperial Delhi The British Capital Of The Indian Empire
Architecture

Imperial Delhi The British Capital Of The Indian Empire Architecture
7

Imperial  Delhi:  The  British  Capital  of  the  Indian
Empire – Architecture

The creation of New Delhi as the British capital of
the Indian Empire represents a fascinating era in
architectural  record.  It's  a amalgam woven from
grandiose  visions  of  imperial  power,  the  subtle
incorporation of Indian design elements, and the
pragmatic  necessities  of  managing  a  vast  and
diverse  empire.  This  article  delves  into  the
architectural features of Lutyens' Delhi, exploring
its influences, aesthetics, and lasting impact.

The decision to relocate the capital from Calcutta
towards  Delhi  was driven by both symbolic  and
calculated  motivations.  Delhi,  a  city  with  a  rich
historical  heritage  as  the  seat  of  numerous
empires,  offered  a  powerful  declaration  of  British
dominance. The choice of a site near Raisina Hill
allowed  for  the  development  of  a  planned  city,
unlike  the  organic  expansion  of  Calcutta.  This
allowed the architects, primarily Edwin Lutyens and
Herbert Baker, to imagine and implement a unified
architectural  plan  reflective  of  British  imperial
principles.

Lutyens' Delhi is characterized by a distinct blend
of  architectural  styles.  The  prevailing  influence  is
neo-classical, showing the prevailing architectural
tastes of the early 20th century in Britain. Grand
avenues, like Rajpath (formerly Kingsway), radiate
from  central  points,  suggestive  of  Haussmann's
Paris.  These  avenues  are  lined  with  imposing
government  buildings,  demonstrating  the  power
and authority of the British Raj. The use of sleek
sandstone  and  decorative  detailing  further
enhances  the  impression  of  grandeur.

However,  the  architecture  isn't  purely  British.
Lutyens and Baker  consciously  integrated Indian
architectural elements into their designs, resulting
in  a  unique  hybrid  style.  The  use  of  chhajjas
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(overhanging  eaves),  jharokhas  (balconies),  and
domes, all  common features in traditional Indian
architecture,  introduces  a  regional  flavor  to  the
otherwise  European  style.  This  mixture  was  a
refined balancing act, aiming to represent imperial
power  while  simultaneously  respecting  the
historical  context  of  India.

Buildings  like  the  President's  House  (formerly
Viceroy's House), Parliament House, and the India
Gate stand as examples to this architectural fusion.
The  President's  House,  a  huge  structure  with
magnificent  facades  and  a  extensive  plan,
demonstrates  the  magnitude  of  British  imperial
ambition.  Parliament  House,  with  its  roof  and
classical dimensions, evokes the British Houses of
Parliament,  while  the India  Gate,  a  monumental
arch, serves as a forceful emblem of remembrance
and sacrifice.

The  layout  of  New  Delhi  itself  is  a  noteworthy
architectural  accomplishment.  The  creation  of
large,  wide  avenues,  circular  intersections,  and
carefully  placed  gardens  and  parks  altered  the
landscape and established a feeling of organization
and  authority.  This  organization  is  not  merely
optically  pleasing,  but  also  useful,  assisting  the
effective flow of people and goods within the city.

The  architectural  legacy  of  Lutyens'  Delhi  is
intricate and varied. While it stands as a proof to
British imperial power, it also reflects the attempts
to combine Indian design elements and develop a
new architectural character. This blend of styles,
the  splendor  of  its  buildings,  and  its  effect  on  the
landscape  continues  to  influence  the  city's  nature
today.  The  understanding  and  respect  of  this
architectural inheritance is vital for understanding
the background and progress of modern India.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)
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Q: What  architectural  styles  are most
prominent in Lutyens' Delhi?
A:  Neoclassical  architecture  is  dominant,
blended with elements of traditional Indian
architecture, creating a unique hybrid style.

Q:  Who  were  the  primary  architects
responsible for designing New Delhi?
A:  Edwin Lutyens and Herbert  Baker  were
the principal architects.

Q: What is the significance of Rajpath in
the  architectural  scheme  of  Lutyens'
Delhi?
A: Rajpath is a major ceremonial avenue that
exemplifies the grandeur and planned layout
of the city, radiating outwards from central
points.

Q:  How  did  the  architecture  of  New
Delhi reflect British imperial power?
A: The grandeur and scale of the buildings,
the use of neoclassical styles associated with
imperial  power,  and the planned layout  of
the city all communicated British dominance.

Q: What is the lasting legacy of Lutyens'
Delhi's architecture?
A: The architecture continues to shape the
city's  character  and  serves  as  a  significant
historical and cultural landmark, showcasing
a  unique  blend  of  Brit ish  and  Indian
architectural  styles.
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