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Abstract 

The rich and varied histories of Indian architecture constitute an important part of the subcontinent's 

collective cultural memory, and have provided artists with extensive options for how to depict these 

structures through art. Temples (often referred to as "ancient temples"), forts (especially during the 

middle ages), and Mughal and Colonial structures are all examples of architectural styles developed 

throughout India's long history. Each of these architectural styles features distinct elements that 

represent not only diverse cultural practices and beliefs, but also the creative ability of artists to 

combine their talents to produce exquisite architectural structures. While many of these same 

architectural structures were represented through traditional forms of art during earlier periods, new 

technologies (particularly digital technologies), changes to the way artists interpret their art, and shifts 

towards an increasingly global visual culture have changed how these architectural structures will be 

perceived through art. This review will examine the evolution of the techniques and styles used to 

illustrate historical Indian architecture, beginning with the more traditional forms of artistic 

expression and building toward those that are contemporary. The review will also include discussions 

on how various regional artistic styles, the use of symbolism, the types of materials used, the design 

composition, and the application of colour theory, among others, contribute to how artistic 

representations are produced of various forms of architectural structures within the three major 

categories; Historical Indian Architecture, Contemporary Indian Architecture, and Digital 

Humanities. Finally, the review will highlight the challenges and opportunities presented by the 

evolving nature of the visual representation of Indian Architecture and how this area will continue to 

change with respect to advances in digital humanities, cultural sustainability, and globalisation and 

the associated growth of the international art market. 

Keywords: Indian architecture; architectural illustration; miniature painting; cultural heritage; visual 

representation; digital heritage. 

 

1. Introduction 

The architecture found in India is unbelievably extensive and constitutes thousands of years of 

Cultural, Religious and Historical expression. It contains buildings from a variety of different periods 

- each building representing one of many architectural periods throughout the Hindu and Buddhist 

religions. From the Stupas of the Mauryan Era; the Rock Cut Caves of Ajanta & Ellora; the Great 

Temple Complex of Khajuraho; the Hoysala Temples of Karnataka; to the Majestic Mughal 

buildings; there have been numerous periods within Indian history that have contributed to the variety 
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of Architecture found in India. These buildings serve both as the physical representation of the Story 

of that period, as well as the Symbolism, Craftsmanship and Aesthetic Value of that period. Artistic 

Illustrations of several types were created to document, Illustrate, Explain and Distribute Indian 

Architecture; (Kumar et. al; 2020). In Historical Context, all of the uses of Illustrative Art to 

document Indian Architecture were performed within the confines of the Manuscript, Murals and 

Miniature Paintings. The Technology that has been developed has changed the manner in which 

Illustrative Art created today, is used within the contexts of Heritage Documentation, Museum 

Interpretation and Circulation of Global Arts. 

 

The act of depicting historical architecture provides a glimpse into many facets of culture; however, 

this is not simply a matter of reproducing something visually. Artists depict buildings using their own 

creative lens and are influenced by a variety of factors (for example, regional aesthetics, stylistic 

innovation, technological tools). Therefore, when we look at how Indian architects were represented 

through illustration, we learn as much about the changing artistic landscape of their time as we do 

about the actual architecture itself. Increasingly, scholars are using visual representations of 

architectural heritage to help them better understand how we remember, identify, and preserve culture 

(Jain & Singh, 2022). Furthermore, the use of digital technologies such as graphic tablets, 3D 

modeling, and Augmented Reality has allowed for greater flexibility when illustrating architecture, as 

well as allowing for visual exploration of forms, light, ornamentation, and spatial depth that were not 

previously possible (Kapoor, 2021). 

 

This review synthesizes both historical and contemporary paths of artistic representation for Indian 

architectural heritage and investigates how traditional Indian art forms have impacted our view of 

buildings; what role the material environment, regional diversity, and symbolic representations play 

in shaping how an architect is Illustrated; and what it means to blend history with new technology and 

how we can experience architecture through our senses. This review then examines the challenges 

faced by artists attempting to balance artistic freedom with historical authenticity and explores how 

the Indian architectural illustration continues to be relevant on both a national and international level. 

 

2. Influence of Traditional Art Forms on Illustrating Architecture 

Architecture is a vital part of India’s rich cultural heritage. It has evolved over many years through 

the incorporation of historical architecture into numerous styles of painting. The Mughal, Rajput, 

Pahari and Deccani styles of miniature painting were the first examples of the intricate and complex 

representation of architectural space. The miniature paintings emphasised linear accuracy and 

ornamental decoration, as well as the use of multiple layers of spatial representation, thus developing 

a sophisticated architectural vocabulary. Specifically, Mughal miniatures carefully depicted gardens, 

palaces, pavilions, and gates through a detailed understanding of geometric shapes and decorations 

that reflect a fusion of Persian, Central Asian and Indian traditions. Various techniques employed in 

Mughal miniatures flatten perspective, offer simultaneous views of both the interior and exterior, and 

must use a level of embellishment and ornamentation that continues to influence the way in which we 

experience and illustrate Indian architecture. 

 

Folk and regional art traditions have developed and diversified this visual vocabulary. Architectural 

motifs are found in the form of rich and vivid line drawings, bright color palettes, and patterns of 

symbolism in the Madhuvani Paintings of Bihar. These works are often seen to emphasise the cultural 

importance of both the temples and domestic areas and combine forms of architecture with the natural 

environment, mythology and more ritualistic-symbolic representations of culture. Many types of the 

Pattachitra Paintings of Odisha have an architectural feature and illustrate how the architectural style 

is also connected to the narrative and devotional context of the temple (Mohanty, 2023). The Warli 
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Paintings of Maharashtra are simplistic, yet provide much insight into the vernacular architectural 

styles through the shapes of the hut, the village building and the rituals associated with them. 

 

Modern illustration practices have been influenced by these traditional methods of representation. 

Illustrators are continuing to explore historical methods of miniature painting and are converting them 

into the digital/media art format of today. The revival of indigenous artistic techniques and the 

support of cultural institutions has created new hybrid styles which combine the traditional artistic 

motifs with modern visual sensibilities. The developments discussed in this report show how 

important traditional artistic practices will have on the continuing development of visual 

representations of Indian architecture, and how visual heritage continues to provide a significant tool 

of continuity within cultural evolution (Farahi, 2012; Roy, 2023). 

 
Figure 1.  Mughal Palace Courtyard in Miniature Painting  

A Mughal miniature painting depicting a palace courtyard, illustrating the refined 

use of symmetry, multi -layered spatial  arrangements, and intricate architectural 

detailing characterist ic of Indo -Persian visual culture.  
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Figure 2.  Rajput Architectural Representation in Court Painting  

A Rajput miniature artwork featuring fort ifications, domed pavilions, and decorated 

facades typical of Rajasthani architectural  style.  

 

3. Tools, Materials, and Materiality in Traditional Illustration 

The importance of materiality is significant in defining the aesthetics and authenticity of traditional 

Indian architectural illustrations. The use of natural materials such as minerals or plant-derived 

pigments formed the basis of colouration for traditional artists. The use of these particular colours 

(such as indigo, vermilion, malachite green, and lapis lazuli) served to give Indian miniature painting 

and mural works a unique chromatic identity. In addition, the use of cultural materials, such as palm 

leaves, handmade papers, and parchment, to create these traditional Indian artworks reinforces their 

tie to the indigenous material culture (Prakash, 2022). 

 

The use of brushes made from bamboo or natural materials (e.g. squirrel hair) allowed artists to create 

the fine detail necessary for the architectural ornamentation of these art pieces. Gold leaf, semi-

precious stones, and lacquer were common additions to Tanjore paintings, portraying temple 

gopurams and palatial interiors using elaborate decorative elements. As such, material choices 

directly influenced how these artworks were represented while also situating them within the larger 

framework of the cultural, ritual, and artisanal practices to which they belong. 

 

Today's artists still utilize traditional media and value their cultural and artistic attributes. Artists are 

using materials such as natural pigments, handmade surfaces and craft methods that offer an 

experience connected to the heritage art found in India. The resurgence of using hand-crafted 

materials is due to the increase in sustainable art programs, government initiatives to promote the 
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craft and craft-related documentation projects that have added an element of authenticity and 

ecological sensitivity to architectural illustration (Sawant, 2021). The physical aspects of the medium 

used in creating the illustration will create a different perception of the artwork based on how it 

creates a sensory connection to the architecture of the past. Handcrafted Illustrations portray a 

different perception of the history of the building, compared to the perception of a digital illustration. 

 

4. Regional Styles and Their Impact on Architectural Representation 

India possesses an extremely varied architecturally speaking, which can have many factors. In 

particular, some architecturally varied parts of India may be influenced significantly by particular 

regional cultural traditions, climate conditions, and singular histories. Because of this regional 

uniqueness or richness, many artists depict their conceptions of architecture differently within their 

work. For example, Northern India contains many different types of architectural styles, such as 

Mughal Architecture (or Mughal structures), Indo-Islamic Tombs, Rajput fort complexes and temple 

complexes with a Nagara architectural characteristic. In general, Northern Indian artists who 

represent these structures tend to depict symmetry, domes, chhatris, jharokhas, stone lattice screens, 

and richly decorative facades. Scholars have noted the connections between textile designs, clothing 

silhouettes, and decorative elements on architectural buildings during the Mughal Period and this 

connection supports the idea of cross-cultural influences on visual images (Kumari, 2019). 

 

Conversely, the architecture of Southern India do not follow similar patterns. Instead, they contain 

distinctive vocabulary that is present in their Dravida Temple style of Tamil Nadu, Vesara Temple 

style of Karnataka, and what is known as "Hoysala" architecture, which is defined by the use of star-

shaped platforms with very detailed street elaborately carved designs from the large stone surface 

layers. Illustrators depicting Southern Indian temples generally depict a great deal of sculptural 

density and rhythmic ornamentation in the gopurams, reflecting the Southern Indian tradition of 

having been painting mural artwork on temple walls for hundreds of years (Menon, 2020). On one 

hand, Southern Indian temple designs and temple construction today are examples of how the 

historical Karnata Dravida style has continued to adapt to the needs of present-day communities as 

religious worship practices and forms of housing (temples) are constantly evolving as the need for 

worship and dedicate space for holy religious team continues to increase (Hardy, 1990; Kulkarni, 

2021). 

 

The West regions of India, Rajasthani-style havelis (palaces) and forts made of sandstone with 

beautiful decorative frescoes and lots of jali work (intricate latticework) are some of the best sources 

of inspiration for artists when creating illustrations. Paintings from Rajasthan typically have warm 

colours and designs, with an emphasis on large arcs or arches, and many paintings show large raised 

building structures that can be seen in the desert scenery of Rajasthan. Paintings from the Eastern 

region of India are very different from those created in the West. The terracotta temples found in the 

east contain elaborate carvings and are mostly curved shikhara (roofs).  Therefore, these types of 

temples provide illustrators with many opportunities to expand their artistic vision by using texture as 

part of their composition. 

 

There are many different styles of vernacular architecture. Some examples include bamboo houses in 

Northeast India, courtyard-type homes in Gujarat, and Coastal-type homes in Kerala. The Study of 

vernacular architecture, particularly sustainable designs that are environmentally and socially 

responsible, has become one of the fastest-growing areas of research and artistic expression today. 

The combination of the diversity of the regional architectural styles and illustrated art provides us 

with a clear picture of India’s rich history and culture through the lens of architecture. 
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5. Symbolism, Iconography, and Cultural Meaning in Architectural Illustration 

Architectural traditions of India were constructed for several reasons, including their symbolic 

meaning, cosmological principles, and ritualistic use. The temples, mosques, stupas, etc., were 

designed not just to provide a place to worship but as representations of both cosmic order and 

structure and divine presence within the cultural hierarchy. Thus, a complete understanding of the 

structure's symbolism is necessary to illustrate these structures correctly. Scholarly researchers have 

suggested that the use of architectural motifs represents a deep layer of cultural and religious meaning 

encoded within the building's physical structure. Examples include the lotus, kalasha, mandala 

pattern, sacred animals, and mythological figures within architectural motifs. (Verma 2024; Singh & 

Tiwari 2018). 

 

The concept of the Vastu Purusha Mandala is one of cosmo-symbolism in temple architecture that 

represents the balance of spatial and cosmic forces. They typically show designs for these sacred 

regions with an axial design methodology, hierarchically organised and symmetrical layout to 

demonstrate how the physical world connects to a greater universe. 

 

Mughal architecture, like other styles of architecture, utilises the symbolism of the charbagh garden 

layout to represent paradise, the use of calligraphy to express divine authority and religious belief, 

and patterns like geometric shapes to illustrate the idea of unity and order within a building. The 

artists that paint or depict Mughal architecture often place significant emphasis on these symbolic 

elements to capture the cultural-spiritual essence of their work as a way to interpret them within the 

context of their own culture (Singh & Hajarnis, 2018). 

 

Architectural illustration is thus an example of visual semiotics, where artists deconstruct cultural 

meaning into a tangible visual representation through the creation of a visual narrative. Increasingly, 

contemporary illustrators are using semiotic analysis to create visual narratives that highlight 

intangible cultural heritage, narrative myths, and ritual symbolism present in architectural structures 

(Rathi & Menon, 2022). The symbolic aspect enhances the interpretation of architectural artworks 

and provides an opportunity to enhance the contribution of architectural artworks to the body of 

knowledge that is cultural understanding. 

 

 
Figure 3.  Ajanta Cave Mural Highlighting Rock -Cut Architecture 

A mural from the Ajanta Caves illustrating Buddhist monastic architecture through 

expressive linework and naturalistic shading, offering early examples of 

architectural visualization within narrative religious art.  
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6. Contemporary Interpretations and Digital Innovations 

Recent times (the 21st Century), are seeing the way that Artists draw Indian Architecture change, due 

to globalisation, new tools, and the way that the Artist/Designer perceives and uses space. Many 

Artists are utilising a variety of digital tools, like the Adobe Illustrator, Procreate, Blender and 

Autodesk CAD sketching, along with other digital drawing tools that provide precision and 

experimental private space. As a result, Artists now think about how they can use multiple hand-

drawn images to combine multiple perceptions and experiment with scale. 

 

As a result of these developments and new extended technical resources, the reconstruction of 

Heritage sites has become an area of research and development in the Digital Humanitarian world. 

The reconstruction of Heritage sites such as Hampi, Sarnath, and Fatehpur Sikri using Augmented 

Reality and Virtual Reality to create immersive experiences of these sites has become a hallmark of 

reconstructing the past. When cultural monuments are reconstructed, the Artist/Designer uses the 

information gathered during the historic research phase to influence their interpretation of the site via 

Artistic Creativity, the Artist or Designer continues to draw and blend sketches together to develop a 

new visual. Through the use of social media, the Artist is now able to reach a global audience which 

gives them credibility and personal connection to their audience. 

 

The Kochi-Muziris Biennale and digital art festivals offer new interpretations of Indian architectural 

heritage through a creative lens using the ideas of memory, critique, and storytelling. The artworks 

created by these artists often provide alternative methods to depict architecture beyond the traditional 

means by using abstract forms, fragmented compositions, or social-political commentaries to 

articulate the artists' negotiation of tension between heritage preservation and creative reinterpretation 

(Beech, 2024). There is a productive space where artists negotiate ethnic identity, postcoloniality, 

urban transformation, and cultural continuity.  

 

The blending of traditional visual styles with new technological techniques is changing the way 

architectural illustration can be made. Artists create art that continues to pay respect to the past while 

also expanding the boundaries of contemporary representation, allowing for new perspectives on the 

relevance and adaptability of Indian architectural heritage within the context of the digital age. 
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Figure 4.  Company School Rendering of Indian Monuments  

A Company School watercolor showing an Indian monument with heightened 

realism and linear perspective,  demonstrating the blending of Indian subject  matter 

with European artistic conventions.  

 

7. Color Theory and Compositional Strategies in Architectural Illustration 

The illustrative power of architecture relies heavily on both color and composition. The chromatic 

history (i.e., colors) relating to Indian architecture has been shaped throughout history by three things: 

(1) geological influences from the region; (2) ritual connections; and (3) cultural traditions found in 

the regions of India. For example, in Fatehpur Sikri, the red sandstone is easily recognizable as part 

of the architectural style; the white marble used to build the Taj Mahal should be evident; Jodhpur's 

indigo-colored houses have been documented; and the terracotta of the Eastern Bengal temple is a 

common feature of the regional temple design. Artists utilize each of these different color selections 

in creating their artistic interpretations of Indian architecture (Iyer, 2022). 

 

With regard to composition, architectural illustrations generally must balance between providing 

truthful/accurate representation of spatial relationships while providing an artistic interpretation; 

respectively. Perspective sketching (or perspective drawing), atmospheric shading/focal emphasis/the 

visual rhythm technique, lead the reader’s eye to different sections of the structure when looking at 

both the structural elements themselves as well as the artistic ornamentation of the structure. In 

miniatures painted in India, an artist may have drawn in a flattened perspective mixed with a 

compositional layering technique to show a very rich narrative and depth. In contrast, many artists 

today create modern digital artworks using linear perspective, symmetrical balance, and high-

resolution detail (Ismail & Othman, 2020). An example of how contemporary artists enhance the 

aesthetic impact and coherence of the architecture represented in the artworks they create would 

include the use of Gestalt principles—such as proximity, continuity, figure-ground relationships, and 

so forth (Rathod, 2023). 
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The relationship between color and composition enables artists to express emotional tone, historical 

context and architectural character. The artist's compositional choices for a particular piece of artwork 

will help to convey the artist's intended experience or interpretation of an architectural heritage, such 

as the calmness associated with a Buddhist Monastery, the majestic aspects associated with a Mughal 

Palace or the detailed designs of a South Indian Temple. 

 

8. Challenges and Opportunities in Representing Indian Historical Architecture 

Indian historical architecture has a number of challenges associated with representing its content. 

These challenges can be attributed to multiple factors related to the history, aesthetics, and 

technologies used at the time of construction. The historical accuracy of the buildings will always be 

at odds with artists' desire for artistic expression and creativity. A large part of historically significant 

architectural forms include elaborate detail, symbolic structures, and contextual meanings that require 

extensive research to create accurate representations (Nassar et al., 2020). When works are shared 

internationally, misrepresentation of cultural narratives could lead to them becoming distorted over 

time. As a result, artists must strike a delicate balance between historical accuracy and artistic 

interpretation. 

 

The documentation limitations further complicate the representation of historic architecture. Many 

historical structures have been damaged, altered, or in part destroyed due to many different reasons, 

so representing the original appearance of a building is difficult (Pryadko & Lebedev, 2021). 

Illustrations of historic architecture may also represent a reconstruction of the building based on 

archaeology and historical accounts, which can lead to the introduction of speculation. Thus, in these 

situations, artists have an even greater ethical obligation to create accurate representations of their 

cultural heritage than when creating artwork based solely on their own experiences and opinions. 

 

Though there are many obstacles present, many chances exist as well. Due to the latest digital 

technologies artists are discovering a new way to reach their audiences with the same accessibility 

that other cultural institutions offer. Through collaboration with historians, architects, and 

conservationists, artists will be able to create illustrations grounded in research to further aid in 

Heritage Preservation, Museum Education, and Cultural Revitalization. The expansion of digital 

heritage supported by government actions and academic institutions has paved the way for more 

interdisciplinary collaborations that incorporate Art, Architecture, and Technology (Patel, 2024). 

 

In addition, many contemporary artists find both an economic and cultural opportunity through the 

increasing interest from the Global Art Market's growing interest in Contemporary Indian Heritage 

Inspired Artworks. The rise of Indian Cultural Identity in Global discourse has brought Architectural 

Illustration into a new role as a tool to ultimately promote Cultural Diplomacy, Cultural Education, 

and Creative Innovation. 

 

9. Conclusion 

The example of Indian historical architecture showcases an ever-changing combination of tradition, 

innovation, regional identity and evolving styles of creating art. From the intricately detailed Mughal 

miniature paintings to the bold geometric designs of folk art, to the exactness of modern digital 

renderings of buildings, artists have always found new ways to recreate the architectural form while 

creating a record of cultural memory as well as building upon the aesthetic opportunities provided by 

artistic mediums. Many artists continue to make use of materials such as indigenous tools and natural 

pigments, along with their traditional skills, in the construction of such renderings, even with the 

arrival of digital methods of constructing an illustrated view of architecture.  
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The symbolic and narrative aspects of architecture illustrated remain key elements to the illustrations' 

interpretive power, and directly relate back to sacred geometry and cultural motifs, as well as to 

cultural imagery. Current methodologies for the illustration of architecture combine historical 

awareness with new visual techniques, demonstrating the flexibility of the illustrations' 

methodologies to changing technological and artistic environments. While features of India's 

architectural past continue to provide an abundance of inspiration to both contemporary artists and 

researchers alike, illustrated representations of the structures of the past serve to not only preserve the 

memory of these structures but also allow for the ongoing evolution and interpretation of India's 

culture. 
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