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ABSTRACT 

The architectural heritage of the Indian subcontinent is a rich tapestry woven from diverse influences, 

styles, and traditions that span several millennia. Understanding this heritage requires a nuanced grasp of 

the historical classification and terminology that define various architectural periods and styles. This 

abstract provides an overview of the classification systems and terminological frameworks used in the 

study of the architecture of the Indian subcontinent, highlighting their significance and evolution. 

Historical Classification: 

Architecture in the Indian subcontinent can be classified into several major periods based on historical, 

cultural, and stylistic criteria. The primary periods include: 

Ancient Period (up to 6th century CE): This period encompasses early architectural forms such as the rock-

cut caves, Buddhist stupas, and Hindu temples. Notable examples include the Ajanta and Ellora caves and 

the Sanchi Stupa. This period is characterized by its focus on religious and ritualistic structures, with a 

strong emphasis on symbolic representation. 

Medieval Period (7th to 16th centuries CE): The medieval period is marked by the rise of distinct regional 

styles and the construction of grand temples and forts. The Dravidian style, prevalent in South India, 
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features intricately carved temple towers (Shikharas) and large courtyards. In contrast, the Nagara style, 

dominant in North India, is known for its curvilinear towers and complex temple layouts. The Islamic 

influence introduced by various dynasties, such as the Delhi Sultanate and Mughal Empire, brought new 

elements, including domes, minarets, and expansive gardens. 

Colonial Period (17th to mid-20th centuries CE): The arrival of European powers, particularly the British, 

introduced colonial architectural styles that fused Western elements with traditional Indian forms. This 

period saw the construction of monumental buildings such as the Victoria Terminus (now Chhatrapati 

Shivaji Maharaj Terminus) and the Rashtrapati Bhavan, reflecting a blend of Gothic, Neoclassical, and Indo-

Saracenic styles. 

Post-Independence Period (mid-20th century onwards): After India gained independence in 1947, there 

was a shift towards modernist architecture. This period is characterized by experimentation with new 

materials, techniques, and international styles. Prominent architects like Charles Correa and B.V. Doshi 

contributed to the development of modern Indian architecture while incorporating local traditions and 

climate-responsive designs. 

KEYWORDS 

Indian architecture, historical classification, architectural terminology, ancient architecture, medieval 

architecture, colonial architecture, modern architecture. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The architecture of the Indian subcontinent, a rich 

and diverse field, reflects the complex history, 

culture, and traditions of the region. From ancient 

temples to colonial buildings, the architectural 

heritage of this area spans thousands of years and 

encompasses a multitude of styles and influences. 

To effectively study and understand this vast 

array of structures, it is crucial to employ a 

systematic approach to classification and 

terminology. This introduction provides an 

overview of the historical classification and 

terminology used in the study of architecture in 

the Indian subcontinent, highlighting the 

evolution of architectural styles, key periods, and 
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the importance of precise terminology in 

architectural scholarship. 

Historical Context and Evolution 

The architectural history of the Indian 

subcontinent is marked by a dynamic interplay of 

indigenous styles and external influences. The 

region's architectural journey can be broadly 

categorized into several historical periods: 

Ancient Period (circa 3000 BCE - 600 CE): 

Indus Valley Civilization: The earliest 

architectural evidence from the Indus Valley 

Civilization showcases sophisticated urban 

planning, with well-planned cities like Harappa 

and Mohenjo-Daro featuring advanced drainage 

systems and standardized brick construction. 

Maurya and Gupta Periods: This era saw the 

emergence of monumental structures such as the 

Ashokan pillars and stupas, including the Great 

Stupa at Sanchi. The Gupta period is known for its 

significant contributions to temple architecture 

and the development of the Nagara and Dravida 

styles. 

Medieval Period (600 CE - 1526 CE): 

Chalukya and Chola Dynasties: The architectural 

achievements of the Chalukyas include the rock- 

cut temples at Badami and the structural temples 

at Pattadakal. The Cholas are renowned for their 

grand temples like Brihadeeswarar Temple at 

Thanjavur. 

Delhi Sultanate and Mughal Era: The advent of 

Islamic architecture introduced new elements 

such as arches, domes, and minarets. Notable 

examples include the Qutb Minar and the Taj 

Mahal, reflecting the Mughal Empire’s emphasis 

on symmetry and grandeur. 

Colonial Period (1526 CE - 1947 CE): 

Portuguese, Dutch, and British Influences: The 

colonial period saw the introduction of European 

architectural styles, including Gothic Revival, 

Neo-Classical, and Indo-Saracenic styles. 

Buildings such as the Victoria Terminus 

(Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Terminus) in 

Mumbai exemplify this blend of Western and 

Indian architectural traditions. 

Post-Independence Period (1947 CE - Present): 

Modern and Contemporary Architecture: Post-

independence architecture reflects a blend of 

modernist principles with local traditions. 
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Architects like Charles Correa and B.V. Doshi have 

pioneered innovative designs that incorporate 

contemporary styles while respecting traditional 

aesthetics. 

Classification and Terminology 

Accurate classification and terminology are 

essential for understanding and communicating 

the complexities of Indian architecture. Key 

classifications and terminologies include: 

Architectural Styles: 

Nagara Style: Characterized by a beehive-shaped 

shikhara (spire) and prominent temple towers, 

this style is prevalent in North India. 

Dravida Style: Notable for its pyramid-shaped 

vimana (temple tower) and ornate gopurams 

(gateway towers), this style is typical of South 

Indian temples. 

Vesara Style: A hybrid of Nagara and Dravida 

styles, seen in the temples of Karnataka. 

Structural Elements: 

Stupa: A dome-shaped structure used for 

Buddhist relics, often found in ancient Buddhist 

sites. Mandapa: A pillared hall or pavilion in 

Hindu temples, used for various ritual purposes. 

Minaret: A tall, slender tower associated with 

Islamic architecture, used for calling to prayer. 

Building Typologies: 

Fortifications: Historical forts such as the Red 

Fort and Agra Fort are significant examples of 

military architecture. 

Palaces: The architectural grandeur of royal 

residences like the City Palace in Udaipur reflects 

the opulence of the ruling dynasties. 

Public Buildings: Colonial-era buildings such as 

the India Gate and Rashtrapati Bhavan illustrate 

the fusion of European styles with Indian 

elements. 

Importance of Terminology 

The use of precise terminology in architectural 

studies ensures clarity and accuracy in the 

description, analysis, and preservation of 

historical structures. It helps scholars, architects, 

and students to systematically document and 

study the vast array of architectural styles and 

elements across different periods and regions. 

Understanding the nuances of terminology also 

aids in preserving architectural heritage and 

fostering appreciation for the diverse 
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architectural traditions of the Indian 

subcontinent. 

METHOD 

The study of architectural history in the Indian 

subcontinent involves a nuanced understanding 

of diverse styles, periods, and terminologies that 

have evolved over millennia. This task requires a 

multi-faceted methodology to comprehensively 

classify and contextualize the various 

architectural forms and terminologies used 

across different eras and regions. The following 

methodologies outline a structured approach to 

researching and analyzing the historical 

architecture of the Indian subcontinent. 

Objective: To gain a comprehensive 

understanding of existing classifications and 

terminologies, and identify gaps or 

inconsistencies in current scholarship. 

Primary Sources: Collect and review primary 

historical texts, inscriptions, and manuscripts 

that provide direct evidence of architectural 

styles and terminologies. Examples include 

ancient treatises such as the Manasara and Shilpa 

Shastras. 

Secondary Sources: Analyze academic books, 

journal articles, and previous research papers on 

Indian architecture. This includes studying works 

by historians, architects, and scholars such as A. 

K. Coomaraswamy, Fergusson, and others. 

Comparative Analysis: Compare different sources 

to identify commonalities and divergences in 

architectural classification and terminology. This 

involves examining how different periods and 

regions have been described and classified. 

Contextual Understanding: Place the 

architectural styles and terminologies within 

their historical, cultural, and geographical 

contexts to understand their evolution and 

significance 

A detailed synthesis of existing knowledge, 

highlighting key architectural terms, 

classifications, and their historical development. 

Identification of gaps in the literature where 

further research is needed. 

Objective: To collect empirical data on 

architectural examples that exemplify historical 

classifications and terminologies. 
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Site Visits: Conduct field surveys of historical 

architectural sites across the Indian subcontinent. 

This includes visiting temples, mosques, palaces, 

forts, and other significant structures from 

various periods such as the Mauryan, Gupta, 

Chola, Mughal, and colonial periods. 

Photographic Documentation: Capture detailed 

photographs and videos of architectural 

elements, including façades, ornamentation, and 

spatial arrangements. 

Architectural Measurements: Record precise 

measurements and details of architectural 

features to understand their construction 

techniques and stylistic attributes. 

Interviews: Engage with local historians, 

architects, and conservationists to gain insights 

into regional variations and terminological 

nuances. 

A comprehensive collection of data on 

architectural elements that illustrate historical 

classifications and terminologies. 

Visual and descriptive documentation that 

supports the analysis of architectural styles and 

terms. 

Objective: To develop a systematic framework for 

classifying architectural styles and terminologies 

based on historical and empirical data. 

Criteria Definition: Establish criteria for 

classification based on architectural features, 

construction techniques, stylistic elements, and 

historical periods. For example, criteria may 

include structural types (e.g., temples, mosques), 

decorative styles (e.g., Dravidian, Indo-

Saracenic), and material usage. 

Typology Creation: Create a typology that 

categorizes architectural examples into distinct 

classes based on the defined criteria. This may 

involve categorizing architecture by regional 

styles, periods, or dynasties. 

Terminology Standardization: Develop a 

standardized terminology for describing 

architectural elements and styles. This involves 

defining terms and ensuring consistency in their 

use across different periods and regions. 

Integration with Existing Systems: Compare and 

integrate the newly developed classification 

framework with existing systems and 

terminologies to ensure coherence and 

applicability. 
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A well-defined classification framework and 

standardized terminology that can be used for 

historical and comparative studies of Indian 

architecture. 

Enhanced clarity in the description and analysis 

of architectural styles and terms. 

Objective: To illustrate the application of the 

classification framework and terminology 

through detailed case studies. 

Selection of Case Studies: Choose representative 

examples of architectural styles and 

terminologies from different periods and regions. 

For instance, analyze a Chola temple, a Mughal 

palace, and a colonial building to showcase 

diverse architectural influences. 

Detailed Analysis: Conduct in-depth analyses of 

selected case studies, focusing on architectural 

features, stylistic elements, and the use of 

terminology. Compare these case studies to 

identify common patterns and regional 

variations. 

Integration of Data: Combine findings from field 

surveys, literature review, and case studies to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of 

architectural classifications and terminologies. 

Illustrative examples that demonstrate the 

practical application of the classification 

framework and terminology. 

A comparative analysis that highlights the 

evolution and regional diversity in Indian 

architectural history. 

Publication and Dissemination 

Objective: To share the findings and contribute to 

the academic discourse on Indian architectural 

history. 

Research Papers: Prepare and publish research 

papers in academic journals focusing on 

architectural history, South Asian studies, and 

related fields. 

Conferences and Seminars: Present findings at 

conferences, seminars, and workshops to engage 

with scholars, practitioners, and students. 

Digital Platforms: Develop digital resources, 

including databases, online archives, and 

interactive maps, to make the research accessible 

to a broader audience. 

Contribution to the academic body of knowledge 

on Indian architecture. 
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Increased awareness and understanding of 

historical classifications and terminologies 

among scholars, students, and the general public. 

RESULT 

The Indian subcontinent, with its rich tapestry of 

history, culture, and religion, has a diverse and 

intricate architectural heritage. This architectural 

legacy spans from ancient times through the 

medieval period to the colonial and modern eras. 

Understanding the historical classification and 

terminology of this architecture is essential for 

appreciating the evolution of styles, construction 

techniques, and cultural influences. This 

discussion delves into the classification and 

terminology of Indian subcontinent architecture, 

highlighting its historical development and 

significance. 

Vedic and Mauryan Architecture: 

Vedic Architecture: The earliest recorded 

architecture in the Indian subcontinent is 

associated with the Vedic period. This includes 

the construction of simple, temporary structures 

such as huts and 

  

altars for fire sacrifices. The architectural focus 

during this period was primarily functional, 

designed to accommodate ritualistic practices. 

Mauryan Architecture: The Mauryan period (c. 

322–185 BCE) marks a significant advancement 

in Indian architecture. The most notable 

examples are the Ashokan Pillars and the stupas, 

such as the Sanchi Stupa. The Ashokan Pillars, 

erected by Emperor Ashoka, are characterized by 

their monumental scale and polished, inscribed 

surfaces. Stupas, dome-shaped structures, were 

used to house relics of the Buddha and symbolize 

the cosmic universe. 

Gupta and Early Medieval Architecture: 

Gupta Architecture: The Gupta period (c. 320–

550 CE) is often referred to as the "Golden Age" of 

Indian architecture. This era saw the 

development of the Hindu temple architecture, 

characterized by the emergence of the Shikhara 

(mountain-like spire) and Mandapa (pillared 

hall). Temples from this period, such as the 

Dashavatara Temple in Deogarh, exemplify the 

intricacy and artistic skill of Gupta architects. 

Early Medieval Architecture: This period saw the 

continued evolution of temple architecture, with 
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the development of the Nagara and Dravida 

styles. The Nagara style, predominant in northern 

India, is characterized by its curvilinear spires 

and intricate sculptural work. The Dravida style, 

prevalent in southern India, features pyramid-

shaped towers known as Vimanam and elaborate 

gopurams (gateway towers). 

Chola and Vijayanagara Architecture: 

Chola Architecture: The Chola dynasty (c. 850–

1279 CE) is renowned for its significant 

contributions to South Indian architecture. The 

Chola period saw the construction of grand 

temples, such as the Brihadeeswarar Temple in 

Thanjavur. This architecture is noted for its 

massive granite structures, intricate carvings, and 

towering Vimanams. 

Vijayanagara Architecture: The Vijayanagara 

Empire (c. 1336–1646 CE) continued the 

development of South Indian temple architecture, 

adding features such as the large, ornate 

courtyards and elaborate Raya Gopurams (royal 

gateways). The Hampi ruins are a notable 

example of Vijayanagara architecture, 

showcasing the empire's grandeur and artistic 

achievements. 

Islamic Architecture: 

Delhi Sultanate and Mughal Architecture: The 

arrival of Islamic rule in India brought new 

architectural styles and terminologies. The Delhi 

Sultanate (c. 1206–1526 CE) introduced the 

Qutub Minar, an example of early Indo-Islamic 

architecture. The Mughal Empire (c. 1526–1857 

CE) is renowned for its monumental architecture, 

including the Taj Mahal, Red Fort, and Humayun's 

Tomb. Mughal architecture is characterized by its 

use of arches, domes, and minarets, often 

incorporating Persian influences and an emphasis 

on symmetry and grandeur. 

Colonial Architecture: 

British Colonial Architecture: The British colonial 

period (c. 1600–1947 CE) introduced European 

architectural styles to the Indian subcontinent. 

This period saw the construction of buildings in 

the Gothic Revival, Neoclassical, and Indo-

Saracenic styles. Examples include the Victoria 

Terminus (now Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj 

Terminus) in Mumbai and the Indian Gate in New 

Delhi. 
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Colonial architecture often blended European 

styles with local elements, creating a unique 

hybrid. 

Modern and Contemporary Architecture: 

Post-Independence Architecture: After India's 

independence in 1947, the focus shifted to 

modern architecture, with an emphasis on 

functionalism and new materials. The works of 

architects like Le Corbusier, who designed 

Chandigarh, and Charles Correa, known for his 

work in urban planning and housing, reflect the 

country's modern architectural aspirations. 

Contemporary Architecture: In recent decades, 

contemporary Indian architecture has seen a 

resurgence of interest in traditional forms and 

sustainable practices. Architects are increasingly 

incorporating traditional motifs and green 

technologies into their designs, reflecting a blend 

of heritage and innovation. 

DISCUSSION 

The architecture of the Indian subcontinent is a 

rich tapestry of diverse styles and traditions that 

reflect the region's complex history, cultures, and 

religions. The classification and terminology used 

to describe Indian architecture are essential for 

understanding its evolution, regional variations, 

and significant influences. This discussion 

explores the historical classification and 

terminology related to Indian subcontinent 

architecture, focusing on key architectural styles, 

their characteristics, and their historical contexts. 

Indian architecture can be broadly classified into 

several styles, each representing different 

periods, regions, and cultural influences. These 

classifications help scholars and practitioners 

understand the development of architectural 

forms and the socio-political contexts in which 

they emerged. 

Indus Valley Civilization (circa 2500 BCE – 1500 

BCE): The earliest examples of urban planning 

and architecture in the Indian subcontinent come 

from the Indus Valley Civilization. Cities like 

Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro featured advanced 

urban planning with grid layouts, drainage 

systems, and standardized brick construction. 

Buildings included residential houses, granaries, 

and public baths. 

Vedic Period (circa 1500 BCE – 500 BCE): This 

period is characterized by a lack of monumental 

architecture due to the nomadic and semi-
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nomadic lifestyle of the Vedic people. However, 

the architecture of this era can be inferred from 

archaeological sites and the Vedic texts, which 

describe sacrificial altars and temporary 

structures. 

Buddhist Architecture (circa 3rd century BCE – 

7th century CE): The influence of Buddhism led to 

the development of significant architectural 

forms, including stupas, monastic complexes, and 

vihars. Notable examples include the Stupa at 

Sanchi and the cave temples of Ajanta and Ellora. 

The architecture of this period emphasized 

simplicity and the use of stone carving. 

Hindu Temple Architecture (circa 600 CE – 1200 

CE): This period saw the rise of distinct Hindu 

temple styles, characterized by intricate carvings, 

monumental towers (shikharas), and complex 

layouts. The Nagara style in northern India and 

the Dravidian style in the south are notable 

examples. Temples such as the Brihadeeswarar 

Temple in Thanjavur and the Kandariya Mahadev 

Temple in Khajuraho are prime examples. 

Islamic Architecture (circa 1200 CE – 1700 CE): 

The arrival of Islamic rulers led to the 

introduction of new architectural styles, 

including mosques, tombs, and forts. Features 

such as arches, domes, and minarets became 

prominent. Examples include the Qutub Minar in 

Delhi, the Red Fort in Agra, and the Humayun’s 

Tomb. 

Sultanate Architecture (circa 1200 CE – 1526 CE): 

This period is marked by the development of 

Indo-Islamic architecture, blending Persian, 

Central Asian, and Indian styles. The architecture 

of the Delhi Sultanate, including the Quwwat-ul-

Islam Mosque and the Alai Darwaza, exemplifies 

this fusion. 

Classical Mughal Architecture: The Mughal 

Empire is renowned for its grand architectural 

achievements, characterized by symmetrical 

layouts, large domes, and elaborate 

ornamentation. The Taj Mahal, Red Fort, and 

Fatehpur Sikri are masterpieces of Mughal 

architecture. 

Colonial Architecture: The British colonial period 

introduced European styles to Indian 

architecture, including Gothic Revival, Neo-

Classical, and Indo-Saracenic styles. Buildings like 

the Victoria Terminus (now Chhatrapati Shivaji 

Maharaj Terminus) and the India Gate reflect this 

blend of Western and Indian influences. 
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Post-Independence Architecture: After India 

gained independence in 1947, modernist and 

contemporary architectural styles emerged. This 

period features the works of prominent architects 

like Charles Correa and Balkrishna Doshi, who 

integrated modernist principles with traditional 

Indian elements. 

CONCLUSION 

The architectural history of the Indian 

subcontinent is characterized by a dynamic 

interplay of styles, influences, and innovations. 

The classification and terminology associated 

with Indian architecture provide valuable 

insights into the region's cultural and historical 

evolution. From ancient urban planning to the 

grandeur of Mughal palaces and the blend of 

colonial influences, Indian architecture reflects a 

rich heritage shaped by diverse traditions and 

historical contexts. Understanding these 

classifications and terms not only enhances 

appreciation for the architectural legacy of the 

Indian subcontinent but also informs 

contemporary architectural practices and 

conservation efforts. 
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