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ABSTRACT— Since relative degrees of cultural significances may lead to different conservation actions at a given 

time, it is of utmost importance to understand heritage in its totality. From a conservation perspective, the historical 

approach to the interpretation of heritage has proven to be a valuable tool. But over the past few decades, the tradi-

tional notion of history as a linear narration of events of the past has evolved into a broader analytical interpretation 

called “cultural history.” What impact does this have on heritage that is firmly anchored in history and ancestry? Is 

our definition and interpretation of heritage also evolving? To seek answers, this article takes a closer look at the 

socio-cultural context of Minto Hall, an early twentieth-century Indo-colonial heritage building located in Bhopal, 

India. It further explores “cultural construction” as a comprehensive interdisciplinary approach to the interpretation 

of heritage culminating in new significances and a pluralization of values. Caught amid the British Raj and India’s 

struggle for independence, Minto Hall proclaims an exceptional story of a female ruler and the changing political 

landscape of the princely state of Bhopal. 

Anchoring Heritage with History—
Minto Hall (Bhopal, India)
MANJUSHA PATNAIK

T he Australian ICOMOS Charter for Places of 
Cultural Significance, the Burra Charter, de-
scribes conservation as a holistic approach that 

includes all processes of taking care of a place so as to 
retain its cultural significance, that is, its aesthetic, his-
toric, scientific, and social values for past, present, and 
future generations. The first step toward safeguarding1 

any heritage resource is establishing its cultural signifi-
cance. A “statement of significance” gathers together 

all the reasons why a building or a place should be pre-
served, why it is meaningful or useful, and what aspects 
require most urgent protection (or intervention). Once 
defined, it is used as a basis for policy, planning, and de-
sign decisions (Mason 2004). Historical approaches have 
proven to be valuable tools for the interpretation of heri-
tage and establishing the statement of significance. They 
help in locating a particular site, place, or built form in 
its temporal context, providing insights into past val-

INTRODUCTION
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ues and tracing how perceptions and significances have 
changed over time (de la Torre 2002). Aided by other eth-
nographic approaches, historical approaches2 form the 
foundation for a holistic understanding of cultural re-
sources, leading to a value-based conservation approach. 

THE CHANGING NOTIONS OF HISTORY AND HERITAGE

The terms “heritage” and “history” are often confused 
with each other. Although traditionally history is the nar-
ration of the past while heritage is concerned with the 
repackaging of the past for some purpose in the pres-
ent (Lowenthal 2009), the understanding of both terms 
has been enriched with new findings and changing per-
spectives. The traditional paradigm of history and its 
historiography has been evolving into new kinds of his-
tory. History is no longer restricted to the linear narration 
of the events of the past. It has emerged as an approach 
for a broader analytical interpretation of the past, often 
encroaching on the boundaries of other social sciences 
like sociology, political science, and anthropology; it is 
more aptly called “cultural history.” Consequently, his-
tory is no longer objective and limited to the record of 
wars, politics of yesteryear, or the history of the elite. It 
has given way to new kinds of historical narratives such 
as the history of everyday life and ordinary experience, 
popular history, history of women, overseas history, and 
other such realms that were previously unknown to the 
traditional paradigm. The philosophical foundation of 
this new history is the idea that reality is socially or cul-
turally constituted (Burke 1992). But what role do these 
new kinds of history play in shaping our understanding 
of heritage, which is anchored in history and ancestry?

Heritage is often described as a set of values or prin-
ciples that relate to the past (Harrison 2009). Like any 
other inheritance, heritage has two defining components: 
what is inherited and who inherits. Often, the inheritors 
define what is inherited. Consequently, the value of heri-
tage is not an intrinsic quality that necessarily exists or 
belongs to a culture with an absolute measure. It is rather 
cognitively constructed by the heirs by selection, negotia-
tion, or construction (Avrami, Randall, and de la Torre 
2000). Similar to the natural process of elimination and 
survival, heritage has been contested and selectively 
handed over to successive generations.3 Since heritage 
uses historical traces and tells historical tales (Lowenthal 
2009), the new kinds of history have also led to a new 
understanding and definition of heritage. The changing 
notion of history has manifested in new interpretations 

of heritage, permeating into different degrees of signifi-
cances and a pluralization of values. As evident from 
the numerous international charters and doctrines for 
conservation of cultural resources, the concept of heri-
tage is no longer limited to artifacts and monuments, 
relevant to and valued only by the local culture. It has 
rather expanded in both scale and depth. On one hand, 
it has broadened to include human and the natural envi-
ronment, or cultural landscapes that sometimes stretch 
beyond the international boundaries, while on the other, 
it is enriched by the inclusion of ordinary or vernacular 
architecture and the nonphysical or intangible heritage. 
Heritage is being increasingly perceived as “constructed 
values of the past,” a culmination of the sociocultural 
context from which it emerges. What had previously been 
considered as unchanging is now viewed as a “cultural 
construction,” subject to variation over time as well as in 
space (Burke 1992). 

Cultural construction4 as an approach for the inter-
pretation of heritage can be illustrated by an in-depth 
understanding of the broader past of Minto Hall, or the 
Old Vidhan Sabha (Legislative Assembly), in Bhopal, 
India. The colonial facades with the medieval Nawabi 
interiors of the building herald an exceptional story 
of the political turmoil of the princely state of Bhopal, 
caught amid the British Raj and India’s struggle for 
independence.

A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO MINTO HALL— 
THE LINEAR HISTORY 

Bhopal holds a unique place in the sociocultural and 
political history of India, being the only princely state 
with four generations of successive female rulers, or 
begums.5 The turn of the twentieth century (1901) was 
marked by succession to the Bhopal sultanate by Nawab 
Sultan Jahan Begum, the twelfth ruler of the state of 
Bhopal and the fourth in the lineage of female rulers. The 
Begum had been feeling the need for a Durbar6 Hall to 
receive and entertain her exclusive guests in proximity 
to Lal Kothi (the present-day Governor House) for quite 
some time. A visit from Lord Earl Minto, the viceroy of 
India, and Lady Minto presented the Nawab an occasion 
to announce the commencement of one. The foundation 
stone of the new Durbar Hall was laid by the distin-
guished couple on November 12, 1909 (Figure 1). The 
building was named after Lord and Lady Minto as a mark 
of recognition and reverence to the British Raj, symbol-
ized with the elevation exemplifying the crown of King 



 Vo l u m e  6   |  2 0 1 3  •  P r e s e r va t i o n  E d u c a t i o n  &  R e s e a r c h                         75

George V, the emperor of British India. The architectural 
style of Minto Hall is visibly Indo-colonial, a fusion of 
British Colonial and the provincial Nawabi architecture 
of Bhopal. 

It is interesting to note that although intended to serve 
as a Durbar Hall, or Swagat Kaksh, Minto Hall was never 
used for such a purpose and Lord and Lady Minto never 
visited the structure. During its twenty-four-year con-
struction, the building had already changed its patronage 
from Nawab Sultan Jahan Begum (1901-26) to her son, 
Nawab Hamidullah Khan (1926-56). On completion, 
the building was first used as the headquarters by the 
army of the princely state of Bhopal; later it was con-
verted into a financial advisory office under Mr. Joseph 
Moore by the British. The building then functioned as 
Lake View Hotel under Nawab Hamidullah Khan for a 
short duration. It was also used as a skating facility by 
his daughter, Shahzadi Abida Sultan, accompanied by 
other young prince and princess of the royal and elite of 
Bhopal.7 In 1946, Minto Hall got a new identity  with the 
inauguration of the ‘Inter-College’ by Nawab Hamidullah 
Khan. It was later famously known as ‘Hamidia College’, 

laying the foundation for higher education in the state 
in its formative years.  On September 9, 1956, immense 
significance was further bestowed on Minto Hall when 
it became the Legislative Assembly, or Vidhan Sabha, of 
Madhya Pradesh, the second largest state of independent 
India . It continued to function as the political power-
house of the state government of Madhya Pradesh until 
August 3, 1996, when the new assembly building was for-
mally inaugurated.

CULTURAL CONSTRUCTION OF MINTO HALL— 
THE CULTURAL HISTORY 

Underneath the traditional historical narration of 
Minto Hall lie the nuances of the cultural history of 
Bhopal. But the linear history of Minto Hall fails to estab-
lish the context of the historic building. To begin with, 
it does not elaborate why Sultan Jahan Begum needed 
a second Durbar Hall even though Lal Kothi was still 
functioning as a state guest house. Also, why was the new 
Durbar Hall named after the honorable couple, Lord and 
Lady Minto, and why was the building form inspired by 
the eight-partite crown of King George V? Unlike the 

Fig. 1. Lady Minto laying the foundation stone of Minto Hall, Bhopal, India, 1909. (Credit: Raj Bhawan, Bhopal.)
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predominant architectural style existing then, what 
made the Begum choose Indo-British architecture with 
a colonial facade and medieval Nawabi architectural inte-
rior? Was her choice of the lavish floral ornamentation 
on the interior walls and ceilings incidental or symbolic? 
Last but not least, why were the building specifications 
and level of architectural detailing compromised as one 
moved from the first floor to the second floor? Seeking 
answers to these and similar questions is key to a com-
prehensive understanding of Minto Hall as a cultural 
process. Enunciating the sociocultural context shaping 
its architecture, the story of Minto Hall can be cultur-
ally constructed under its three patrons: Nawab Sultan 
Jahan Begum (1909-26), Nawab Hamidullah Khan 
(1926-56), and the state government of Madhya Pradesh 
(1956- present). 

MINTO HALL UNDER THE PATRONAGE OF 
NAWAB SULTAN JAHAN BEGUM

Sultan Jahan Begum inherited the throne of Bhopal in 
1901 on the demise of her mother, Shah Jahan Begum, 
who had a long and successful reign spanning a little 
more than three decades. The relationship between the 
two begums had been strained for some time owing 
to Shah Jahan Begum’s second marriage to Nawab 
Siddique Hussain in 1871. The fact that Sultan Jahan 
Begum had the visible support of the British and could 
bear male children added to the angst of Shah Jahan 
Begum. When Sultan Jahan Begum took over the state’s 
administration, she found the state entrenched with 
corruption and in debt with only 40,000 rupees left in 
the treasury, her mother’s revenge on her.7 Since for 
most of her life Sultan Jahan Begum had lived under 
the shadow of personalities whom tradition dictated 
that she obey,8 on assuming power she realized her 
newfound freedom to dream and fulfill her aspira-
tions. Being a caring, pragmatic, and conscientious 
ruler, she changed the course of her state within a short 
period of time. Her governance proved to be fair and 
enlightened and she was recognized as a woman of 
compassion leading Bhopal toward progress. With her 
newfound independence, Nawab Sultan Jahan Begum 
expressed her individuality in form of reforms and new 
buildings and constructions. Rejecting her mother’s 
palace, the highly impressive Taj Mahal,9 she built her 
own walled mini-city called Ahmedabad and a palace 
called Qaser-e-Sultani. Her numerous other creations 
included a new palace called Noor-us-Sabah, Rahat 

Manzil, Riaz Manzil, Sultania Girls School, Rafiqia 
Girls School (later renamed as Falcon Christ), King 
George’s Hospital (now known as Hamidia Hospital), 
and a new wing of the Sultania Zanana Hospital.

THE NEED AND LOCATION OF MINTO HALL— 
A STATEMENT OF IMPERIAL POWER AND  
PERSONAL TRIUMPH

Continuing the same building legacy, Sultan Jahan 
Begum wanted to build a state-of-the-art Durbar Hall to 
entertain her exclusive guests, which would also serve as 
an extended function to the existent state guesthouse, Lal 
Kothi, built by her mother, Shah Jahan Begum, in 1880. 
The Begum’s new Durbar Hall was envisioned to be one 
of colossal grandeur with a huge footprint of 39.75 square 
feet built to her specifications. Consequently, the site for 
the New Durbar Hall was chosen toward the northeast 
of the existent Lal Kothi in Jahangirabad, a cantonment 
area in the outskirts of Old Bhopal meant for the British 
troops. The northern edge of the chosen site sloped steeply 
to form the edge of the Lower Lake, which also provided 
a vantage point to enjoy the scenic beauty of Bhopal, the 
city of lakes. Less than 3 miles away from the old city, the 
two state guest houses would serve as a perfect retreat 
from the hustle and bustle of the ordinary life of Bhopal 
(Figure 2). Although located in close proximity to Lal 
Kothi and connected by a carriageway for convenience, 
the architectural style adopted for the new Durbar Hall 
was in absolute contrast to the existing colonial bun-
galow-style building with its red China clay tile10 roof. 
Minto Hall followed an Indo-colonial style with a unique 
architectural expression, an amalgamation of the archi-
tecture of the grand ball rooms or the mansions of the 
West and the colloquial Nawabi architecture of Bhopal. 
The new Durbar Hall was envisioned as one of the grand-
est projects of Nawab Sultan Jahan Begum in terms of 
both architecture and materials, making her mark not 
only in Bhopal but also in the political landscape of India. 

NOMENCLATURE OF MINTO HALL  — 
A TRIBUTE TO LORD MINTO

The visit of Lord and Lady Minto to Bhopal in 1909 was 
a matter of great honor to Nawab Sultan Jahan Begum. 
It was the first visit of a viceroy during her reign and 
she wanted to do her best to show her loyalty and grati-
tude to the British Empire. Historically Lord Minto was 
also personally connected to the nawabs of Bhopal. In 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, when the state 
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of Bhopal under the rule of Nawab Wazir, Muhammad 
Khan was engaged in a deadly struggle with the combined 
forces of Gwalior and the Bhonsla Raja. Lord Minto’s 
great-grandfather, the governor general of British India, 
intervened and advocated a treaty that brought Bhopal 
under the protection of the British government, thus 
laying the foundation of the state’s loyalty to and support 
of  the British. Owing to this treaty on January 7, 1810, 
the peace and prosperity of the state had been reinstated. 
Lord Minto’s visit to Bhopal was in a way a centenary cel-
ebration of that historic event that made it special to both 
the parties. The foundation stone of the new Durbar Hall 
laid by Lord and Lady Minto and the building’s strategic 
naming after the honorary couple further strengthened 
this historic connection.11 

ARCHITECTURE OF MINTO HALL— 
A SYMBOLIC HOMAGE TO THE BRITISH MONARCHY 

After the demise of Emperor Edward VII in 1910 and 
the succession of George V as the King of United Kingdom 
and Emperor of India, Sultan Jahan Begum was invited 
to attend the coronation ceremony in London. Being a 
loyal supporter of the British Crown, which had stood 
by her during the difficult period of tension with Shah 
Jahan Begum, she felt obliged to attend the royal func-
tion though dressed in a burqa.12 Besides, the Begum had 

already established a personal relationship with the royal 
couple on their prior visit to India in 1905-6, as Prince and 
Princess of Wales. This royal invitation not only honored 
the Nawab but also provided her with firsthand expo-
sure to British art, culture, and governance. Imbibing 
elements of both British architecture and the medieval 
Nawabi architecture of Bhopal, the Nawab’s new Durbar 
Hall was envisioned as a symbolic tribute to the British 
monarchy. The rectilinear building plan of Minto Hall 
was kept simple to include a two-story Colonial Durbar 
Hall at the center flanked by arcade aisles and ancillary 
rooms on either side. A continuous colonnade verandah 
(corridor) with paired Doric columns circumscribed the 
building, connecting four entrances from four cardinal 
directions, and there were eight staircase towers. The 
brick-red painted towers contrast prominently with the 
white facades, complete with pediments, ornate brackets, 
cornices, decorative moldings, and urns (Figure 3). The 
semi-open colonnade verandahs and the staircase towers 
pronounce a distinctive colonial architectural vocabulary 
while the foliated arches and decorative embellishments 
in the interiors are typical of the Nawabi architecture of 
Bhopal. Following the same architectural vocabulary, a 
terrace to enjoy afternoon tea was included to the north, 
overlooking the picturesque setting of the Lower Lake 
and the skyline of Old Bhopal. The interior of one of the 

Fig. 2. Location map of Minto Hall in Jagangirabad showing its relationship with Lal Kothi, the Lower Lake, and Old Bho-
pal. (Credit: Openstreetmap.org.)
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rooms on the northwest corner of the building mimicked 
the ball rooms of the West, with Italian marble flooring, 
ornate walls and ceilings, carpets, and chandeliers. The 
Nawab further reinforced her policy of appeasement 
toward the British by strategically designing the eleva-
tion of Minto Hall to take the form of the imperial crown 
of India13 of King George V, which was exclusively made 
to be worn at Delhi Durbar in 1911. The eight towers of 
Minto Hall tied together by the colonnade verandah sug-
gest the eight half arches and the circlet of the imperial 
crown of India, re-emphasizing the historical and archi-
tectural significance of the building.

MINTO HALL AS A REFLECTION OF THE 
VISIONARY RULER SULTAN JAHAN BEGUM 

Sultan Jahan Begum was a visionary ruler, aspiring to 
emulate the organizational ability, technological prog-
ress, education, and scientific advancement of the British 
Empire. Her visit to England on invitation to attend 

the coronation of King George V undoubtedly broad-
ened her vision of governance and statecraft. This was 
reflected in many of her reforms related to administration 
and revenue and in her vigorous campaign to educate, 
enlighten, and emancipate the people of Bhopal. Being 
a woman, she was more sensitized toward the status and 
condition of women in a Muslim society. On her return to 
Bhopal, her educational and social campaign for women’s 
emancipation gained momentum and expanded beyond 
Bhopal-Aligarh to the national canvas. Moreover, being 
a patron of the traditional crafts of Bhopal, the Nawab 
encouraged embroidery, ornamented batuas (purses) and 
carpet weaving by the prisoners in the jails. The Nawab’s 
feminine attributes and her artistic taste are reflected in 
the interior embellishments of Minto Hall. The walls and 
the ceilings are adorned with decorative patterns simi-
lar in design to those woven in carpets and embroidery. 
This is especially pronounced in the stone carved walls 
of the grand central Durbar Hall and stucco work on the 

Fig. 3. Southern main entrance to Minto Hall as Vidhan Sabha Bhavan. The eight towers of the building tied together by the 
colonnade symbolize the imperial crown of King George V, Minto Hall, Bhopal, 2008. (Photo by author.)
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ceilings of the ball room and the main staircase (Figures 
4 and 5). The Nawab’s taste for delicate patterns and her 
fascination with the West are also manifested in deco-
rative stucco work bearing colonial features like bells, 
flowers, and bows (Figure 6). Unfortunately, these deco-
rative features have been heavily lime washed or painted 
in the subsequent interventions in Minto Hall as Hamidia 
College and the Assembly Hall. Nevertheless, Minto 
Hall proclaims many hallmarks of Sultan Jahan Begum, 
including her exposure to the West, her dedication to 
women’s empowerment, and her patronage of interest in 
the traditional crafts of Bhopal. 

MINTO HALL UNDER THE PATRONAGE OF NAWAB 
HAMIDULLAH KHAN : A TESTIMONY OF THE POLITICAL 
TURMOIL OF IMPERIAL BHOPAL AND HAMIDIA COLLEGE

At the beginning of the twentieth century, while the 
rest of the nation was struggling for independence, 
Bhopal was comfortably positioned with respect to the 
British. The state was politically stable with the royal trea-
sury adequately replenished. Nawab Sultan Jahan Begum 
thus spent the first half of her long twenty-five-year reign 
establishing her imperial status and tending to the inter-
nal affairs of Bhopal. But over time, the state became 
increasingly enmeshed in an intense political turmoil sur-
rounding the succession to the throne.14 While the law of 
primogeniture commanded the succession to the throne 
by Habibullah, the Nawab’s eldest grandson, she person-
ally favored her surviving youngest son, Hamidullah, 
to claim the title. Considering political expediency, the 
British accepted Sultan Jahan’s abdication as legal heir 
on May 17, 1926, recognizing Hamidullah as the next 
nawab.15 From 1926 until the state’s final merger with 
independent India in 1949, Nawab Hamidullah Khan 
continued the same enlightened, democratic, and fair 
rule that he had inherited from his mother. 

 But the succession of Nawab Hamidullah Khan in 1926 
also witnessed the dawn of India’s independence, threat-
ening the very status of Bhopal as a princely state. The 
political landscape of Bhopal had completely changed, 
and so had the state’s priorities. Consequently, toward 
the end of its twenty-four-year construction, Minto Hall 
could not adhere to all aspects of the original archi-
tecture as a state-of-the-art Durbar Hall. The building 
shell and the elevations may have been completed true 
to the intended design, but the choice of building mate-
rials, level of detailing, and material specifications of 
the embellishments in the interior were compromised 

Fig. 4. Elaborate stone brackets and stucco work on the 
ceiling of the ball room, similar in design to the traditional 
embroidery and carpet weaving of Bhopal, 2008. (Photo by 
author.)

Fig. 5. Intricate stone carving on the columns of the ball 
room buried beneath layers of enamel paint, Minto Hall, 
Bhopal, 2008. (Photo by author.)
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nearing completion. The rooms on the ground floor, 
especially the two-story Durbar Hall, the ball room, and 
the grand wooden staircase have exquisite ornamenta-
tion that includes carved motifs in sandstone, delicate 
patterns in stucco on ceilings, elaborately designed brack-
ets, and other decorative embellishments. This is in stark 
contrast to the rooms on the upper floor, which may have 
been completed later and are devoid of any ornamenta-
tion apart from occasional floral medallions in stucco on 
the ceiling. The ornate patterns in cement rendered on 
the spandrels of the Durbar Hall also pronounce the loss 
of interest and the changing priorities of the patrons of 
Minto Hall. 

From its completion in 1933 until the formation of the 
state of Madhya Pradesh in independent India, Minto 

Fig. 7. The transforming building plan of Minto Hall showing the original 1909 layout of the Durbar Hall and later altera-
tions as Hamidia College and as the Legislative Assembly, Minto Hall, Bhopal, 2008. (Credit: CRCI team.)

Fig. 6. Right, Nawab Sultan Jahan Begum’s feminine at-
tributes and fascination for colonial decorative motifs like 
bows, bells, and garlands are manifested in stucco on the 
ceiling of the arcade passages, Minto Hall, Bhopal, 2008. 
(Photo by author.)
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Hall was assigned to numerous ancillary functions under 
the patronage of Nawab Hamidullah Khan. Accordingly, 
the Minto Hall underwent several alterations to adapt 
and accommodate the newly assigned uses (Figure 7). 
The most prominent of these changes was the conversion 
of Minto Hall into Hamidia College in 1946 that neces-
sitated more enclosed spaces to function as classrooms. 
Consequently, a major portion of the wide, semi-open 
colonnade verandah encircling the building was enclosed 
to accommodate classrooms (Figure 8). This is evident 
from the masonry constructed above the continuous rail-
ing of similar design circumscribing the building.

MINTO HALL UNDER THE PATRONAGE OF UNION  
GOVERNMENT OF INDIA: A SYMBOL OF PRIDE OF THE  
STATE OF MADHYA PRADESH AND 
THE VIDHAN SABHA BHAWAN 

 After India’s independence on August 15, 1947, Bhopal 
was formally taken over by the union government of India 

on June 1, 1949, and incorporated into the state of Madhya 
Pradesh under the States Reorganization Act of 1956. On 
November 1, 1956, Bhopal became the capital of Madhya 
Pradesh in preference to the competing claims of Indore 
and Gwalior, two larger cities that were traditionally 
Maratha strongholds. Thus, a new layer of significance 
was added to the historic Minto Hall when it became 
the first Vidhan Sabha, or the Legislative Assembly, of 
Madhya Pradesh, one of the most prestigious buildings 
of the newly founded capital of the second largest state 
in the country. The building continued to serve as the 
Vidhan Sabha for the next forty years until the assem-
bly was shifted in 1996 to the new Vidhan Bhawan, an 
extraordinary building designed by the eminent architect 
Charles Correa.

In order to accommodate this newly assigned, not-so-
compatible function as the Legislative Assembly, Minto 
Hall once again underwent numerous alterations and 
additions. Many of these changes were complementary 
to the original architecture of the building. The assembly 

Fig. 8. Interior view of the enclosed colonnade verandah showing plastered brick masonry above the continuous railing. This 
space was probably used as a classroom in Hamidia College and later as an office in the Vidhan Sabha, Minto Hall, Bhopal, 
2008. (Photo by author.)
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necessitated a gallery, which was materialized as wooden 
steps on the exquisite Italian marble flooring, once used 
by the royal household for skating. A second gallery 
cast in reinforced concrete was added on the south side, 
obstructing the original architecture of the grand two-
story Durbar Hall of Minto Hall (Figure 9). The spatial 
quality of the Durbar Hall was further compromised 
by the addition of a speaker’s podium on the northern 
wall and the enclosing of the monolithic fluted arches on 
either side with acoustic boards. The walls were origi-
nally constructed of deep pink sand stone (raisina stone) 
masonry with decorative embellishments carved in 
stone and ornate stucco work, which had been concealed 
under layers of whitewashing and paint (Figure 10). The 
northern facade of the original building has been greatly 
compromised by the enclosure of the terrace meant for 
having afternoon tea overlooking the Lower Lake of 
Bhopal and an enclosed bridge that connects to an ancil-
lary building to the north. Conversion of Minto Hall into 

the Legislative Assembly also necessitated augmentation 
of services like the addition of a lift on its western facade 
and two restroom blocks flanking the entrance on the 
eastern facade (Figure 11). 

MAKING AN ARGUMENT: THE FUTURE OF MINTO HALL 

Since the inauguration of the new Legislative Assembly 
building (Vidhan Bhawan) in Bhopal in 1996, Minto Hall 
has been lying redundant, succumbing to the abrasions 
of time, in terms of both its physical structure and its 
cultural significance. In the past decade or so, the city 
of Bhopal is gradually emerging as an important eco-
nomic, industrial, educational, and political center in 
central India (Bhopal City Development Plan 2006). 
Consequently, Bhopal and her heritage are subject to 
the obvious pressures of urbanization and develop-
ment. Encouraged by the initial feasibility studies, the 
state government of Madhya Pradesh is contemplating 
the conversion of Minto Hall into a state-of-the-art City 

Fig. 9. The spatial quality of the original Durbar Hall has been compromised by the wooden steps on the exquisite Italian 
marble flooring and the obtrusive gallery above cast in reinforced concrete. Also the multi-foliated monolithic arches of the 
side aisles have been enclosed for better acoustics, Minto Hall, Bhopal, 2008. (Photo by author.)
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Trade and Convention Center (CTCC). 
Adaptation of Minto Hall for any compatible reuse 

offers numerous architectural solutions but the real crux 
of the conservation strategy would lie on determining 
and respecting the conflicting layers of cultural signifi-
cances. In a nutshell, what values of Minto Hall are to 
be conserved for the future? Should Minto Hall be con-
served for its historical value rooted in colonial India? Or 
should it be celebrated as a protégé of Nawab Sultan Jahan 
Begum, restoring its past architecture and sociocultural 
values? Or should it be given more emphasis as the first 
Vidhan Sabha of Madhya Pradesh in independent India? 
Or should it embrace its new identity with or without any 
connection to history? Or is there a comprehensive strat-
egy to conserve the values of Minto Hall in its totality? 

The traditional linear history of Minto Hall describes 
the building as never being used for its intended pur-
pose, nor did it ever realize its full architectural splendor. 
Although massive in scale and prominently located, the 
building was never featured as an asset of the quintes-
sential skyline of the city of Bhopal with its Nawabi 
architecture. Nor was it acknowledged for its Indo-
colonial architecture, exemplifying the strength of the 
British monarchy and the sensibilities of an illustrious 

Muslim woman ruler. Minto Hall is rather perceived 
as a silent edifice witnessing the decline of the sultan-
ate of Bhopal. The compromised architecture in terms of 
design and building specifications has further burdened 
the fading image of Minto Hall as a valuable cultural 
resource. The only celebratory identity of the building 
in the second half of the twentieth century was its com-
memoration as the Vidhan Sabha, a symbol of nationalist 
pride of the newly formed state of Madhya Pradesh in 
independent India. This too has been usurped by the 
inauguration of the new Vidhan Bhawan, an extraor-
dinary piece of architecture that received the Aga Khan 
Award in 1999. Does this imply that Minto Hall does not 
qualify to be valued as heritage and allowed to be razed? 

Contrary to the traditional notion of historical 
approaches, cultural construction as an approach for 
understanding heritage has infused new meanings and 
significances to the historic fabric of Minto Hall. The 
building proclaims and cements the historic association 
of the ancestry of Lord and Lady Minto to the lineage of 
the rulers of Bhopal. The elevation and form of Minto 
Hall modeled after the imperial crown of King George V 
holds tremendous significance in the political history of 
both India and Great Britain. The fact that the building 

Fig. 10. Investigations to reveal the original material extent of different architectural elements otherwise embedded in layers 
of lime wash and paint, Minto Hall, Bhopal, 2008. (Credit: CRCI team.)
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did not adhere to any prevalent architectural vocabulary 
of the region but made a statement of its own reinforces 
its significance as a unique architectural expression of 
the time. Above all, Minto Hall celebrates the spirit of 
Nawab Sultan Jahan Begum, her dreams, her aspiration 
for the people of Bhopal, her feminine attributes, her 
efforts toward women’s emancipation, and her patronage 
of Bhopal’s arts and crafts. Needless to say, cultural con-
struction also acknowledges the immense significance 
of Minto Hall as Hamidia College and later the Vidhan 
Sabha of Madhya Pradesh. Minto Hall is thus culturally 
constructed as a tangible manifestation of the sociocul-
tural context from which it emerged.

The cultural significance of Minto Hall can be broadly 
classified under two distinctive and yet conflicting 
layers. The first layer of significance includes Minto Hall 
under the patronage of Nawab Sultan Jahan Begum and 
her affiliation to Lord and Lady Minto, which holds 
immense historical, sociocultural, political, and archi-
tectural value. On the other hand, recognition and 

transformation of Minto Hall as Hamidia College and 
later as the Legislative Assembly of Madhya Pradesh in 
1956 forms the second layer of significance, imparting 
a different set of values where Minto Hall emerged as a 
symbol of modern Bhopal and the nationalist pride of 
Independent India but at the expense of compromised 
architectural value. Any conservation initiative for Minto 
Hall needs to respect and impart equal degrees of sig-
nificances on these two conflicting layers of cultural 
significance. 

CULTURAL CONSTRUCTION AS A TOOL FOR INTEGRATED 
APPROACH FOR HERITAGE CONSERVATION 

Decisions in heritage conservation revolve around 
three major issues: what to conserve, why to conserve, and 
how to conserve. Traditionally, what and why to conserve 
are determined by establishing the cultural significance 
and the relative values of the heritage resource. How to 
conserve is a more tangible and technical approach for 

Fig. 11. The intermittently enclosed colonnade of Minto Hall, probably during Hamidia College (archival photo from Raj 
Bhavan), has been completely enclosed with new restroom blocks added on the eastern facade for its use as Vidhan Sabha, 
Minto Hall, Bhopal, 2008. (Photo by author.) 



 Vo l u m e  6   |  2 0 1 3  •  P r e s e r va t i o n  E d u c a t i o n  &  R e s e a r c h                         85

physical intervention. But in practice, the interdisciplin-
ary collaboration in conservation is not always achieved 
where decisions on what and why to conserve are often 
taken independently from those dealing with how to 
conserve, and vice versa (de la Torre 2002). Since every 
object of tangible heritage is also wrapped by an intan-
gible heritage (Harrison 2009), the resultant antiquated 
fabric-centric approach defeats the core purpose of con-
servation as a holistic approach to safeguard heritage. 
This is evident in the not-so compatible adaptive reuse of 
Minto Hall as Hamidia College and later as the Vidhan 
Bhawan, where only the economic value of the historic 
building was harnessed, compromising the other layers 
of its immense cultural significance. Conservation in its 
true sense can only be realized when the gap between 
what and why to conserve and how to conserve is mini-
mized or ceases to exist.

Cultural construction as an approach for the inter-
pretation of heritage has proven to be a valuable tool 
for establishing the cultural context and valorization of 
Minto Hall. Contrary to the traditional notion of linear 
history, it perceives Minto Hall as a cultural process 
anchored in the cultural history of Bhopal, adding new 
meaning to the genesis of its construction, nomencla-
ture, location, and architecture in terms of style, form, 
scale, building materials, and decorative embellishments. 
The culminated new statement of cultural significance 
leads to the enhanced historical, architectural, social, 
and cultural value of Minto Hall, qualifying what and 
why to conserve. Establishing the degree of significances, 
cultural construction also provides the rationale for cir-
cumstantial conservation interventions, laying out the 
framework for how to conserve. The physical attributes 
of the historic building are no longer isolated from its 
cultural history, whereby the decisions related to what, 
why, and how to conserve cannot be taken independent 
of each other. This can be illustrated by citing few conser-
vation strategies where decisions related to the cultural 
significance of Minto Hall cannot be isolated from the 
built fabric, and vice versa. The immense historical sig-
nificance of Minto Hall as homage to the British and 
Lord Minto can be exemplified by respecting the integ-
rity of the building form as the imperial crown of King 
George V, appropriate site interpretation, and/or inclu-
sion in the nomenclature of the future identity of Minto 
Hall. The locational significance of Minto Hall and its 
association with Lal Kothi and the Lower Lake of Bhopal 
can be revitalized by appropriate site interpretation and 
landscaping. Similarly, the sociocultural significance of 

Minto Hall may be enhanced by conserving the attri-
butes of Nawab Sultan Jahan Begum manifested in the 
decorative embellishments and the built fabric, and/or 
by adapting any compatible reuse rooted in the evolv-
ing cultural history of Bhopal. The conflicting layers of 
the architectural significance of Minto Hall can also be 
conserved by appropriate circumstantial interventions 
based on thorough research and documentation, respect-
ing the international norms of integrity, authenticity, and 
reversibility. For instance, the immense architectural sig-
nificance of Minto Hall taking the form of the imperial 
crown of King George V has been greatly compromised 
with the enclosure of the colonnade verandah. This can be 
reversed by either removal of the plastered brick masonry 
or its replacement by some other compatible non-obtru-
sive material to retain the visual character of the building 
form. Similarly, the wooden steps in Durbar Hall forming 
the gallery of the Legislative Assembly may be reversed 
to reveal the exquisite marble flooring underneath, while 
the speaker’s podium can be re-purposed in the interiors 
as a mark of respect to Minto Hall as Vidhan Sabha. 

With the interpretation of Minto Hall as a tangible 
manifestation of the sociocultural context from which it 
has emerged, cultural construction lays the foundation for 
a comprehensive conservation strategy of heritage where 
decisions related to what and why to conserve are interwo-
ven with those regarding how to conserve, and vice versa. 
The traditional understanding of heritage as “values of 
the past” is thus redefined as “constructed values of the 
past,” securing the cultural significance of Minto Hall 
as testimony to the past, present, and future of Bhopal.
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ENDNOTES
1. “Safeguarding shall be taken to mean the identification, 
protection, conservation, restoration, renovation, maintenance and 
revitalization of historic or traditional areas and their environment.” 
(1976 UNESCO Recommendation)

2. For the purpose of this research, an historical approach to cultural 
reconstruction is not restricted to the traditional study of material 
culture and its evolution. It encompasses the broader understanding 
of ethnographic approaches that include the historical, social, 
and political context of the site as a means of understanding 
contemporary sociocultural patterns and cultural groups. (de la 
Torre 2002)

3. Like the natural process of elimination for survival, politics and 
power play have played a significant role in shaping the present form 
of heritage. 

4. The scope of this article is limited to demonstrate cultural 
construction as an approach for a comprehensive understanding of 
Minto Hall establishing its significance, but does not evaluate the 
present values and the stakeholders of the historic building. 

5. Nawab is an honorific title bestowed on the provincial governor of 
the Mughal Empire in pre-independent India. It usually refers to the 
Muslim male rulers of the princely states. The female equivalent is 
begum or nawab begum (Merriam-Webster’s ).

6. Durbar refers to a royal court, formal assembly.

7. The history of Minto Hall and the historical narrations on 
the nawabs of Bhopal in this article are based on the writings of 
Shaharyar M. Khan, a descendent of the royal family, in his book 
Begums of Bhopal.

8. Most of her life Sultan Jahan Begum had lived under the shadow 
of personalities whom tradition dictated she obey; first her mother, 
Shah Jahan Begum, and then her husband, Ahmad Ali Khan, who 
knew only the feudal, traditional ways of the Muslim gentry.

9. The Taj Mahal is a palace built by Shah Jahan Begum in Bhopal 
and is not to be confused with its famous nemesis in Agra, the World 
Heritage Site. 

10. Lal Kothi, or the red building, got its name after the red China 
clay tiles called kavelus, cladding its pitch roof. It was the first 
building in the city of Bhopal to be clad with the red tiles (www.
rajbhavanmp.in).

11. The following is an excerpt from the speech given by Lord Minto 
before laying the foundation stone cementing the historic connection 
with the royal family of Bhopal: “Your Highness, I am very pleased 
to think that, by means of this Hall, my name and the name of my 
family will be preserved in Bhopal. This is but another example of 
that kindly courtesy for which your Highness’s name is proverbial 
through-out India. I hope that this hall will not only fulfill the public 
objects for which it is so much needed, but that it will continue for 
all time to further Your Highness’s generous hospitality, and the 
friendly relations of your British and Indian guests.” (Begums of 
Bhopal: A Dynasty of Women Rulers in Raj India) 

12. A burqa is a semi-transparent garment worn by women observing 
purdah (veiling).

13. As the imperial state crown of England cannot be taken out of 
the country, the imperial crown of India was exclusively made for 
King George V to wear at the Delhi Durbar in 1911, the only emperor 
to attend his own durbar in Delhi. Although the imperial crown of 
India may never be worn again, it has invaluable significance in the 
political history of Britain and India.

14. The year 1924 is marked in the history of Bhopal as being a year 
of political turmoil with the historic Bhopal succession case. The two 
elder sons of Sultan Jahan Begum were getting increasingly upset at 
their mother for favoring and encouraging their younger brother, 
“little Hamid,” in state governance. Her eldest son and heir apparent, 
Nasrullah, died from advanced diabetes while his younger brother, 
General Obaidullah, succumbed to cancer. A battle of succession 
was feared as the Begum was most likely to favor her surviving son, 
Hamidullah, while Nasrullah’s eldest son, Habibullah, was expected 
to claim the title according to the law of primogeniture. Bhopal was 
politically divided into two camps. The proceedings necessitated 
Sultan Jahan to make a hasty trip to England in September 1925 to 
secure the verdict in her favor and Nawab Hamidullah Khan.

15. The drama of the Bhopal succession case still continued with the 
issue of what would happen if Hamidullah died before the Begum. 
It is interesting to note that in 1927, continuing the lineage of female 
rulers, Sultan Jahan favored the recognition of a daughter as heir 
apparent, even if a son were to be born to Nawab Hamidullah Khan 
later (Kahn 2000).
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