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Introduction 
The Bungalow: Its Origins and its Evolution in Twentieth-
Century India 

Bun.ga.low\ [Hindi banglo, lit., (house) in the Bengal style]: a / 
usu. one storied house of the type first developed in India and 
characterized by low sweeping lines and a wide varanda. 

Webster's Seventh CoUegiate Dictionary, 111 
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The origins of the single fami ly detached house as a residence can be traced 
back two thousand years ( K i n g 2004). W h i l e its f o r m that we k n o w today 
can be said to have h a d m u l t i p l e or ig ins t w o are basic to the Indian context: 
the Bengali and the Engl i sh country houses. The term b u n g a l o w as a p p l i e d 
to single family detached houses is, however , clearly Indian, a n d specifically 
Bengali in origin. 

The fundamental b u i l d i n g type of Bengal was the p a v i l i o n . 'Its s ingular 
persistence as the idea of d w e l l i n g (vastu) further clarifies the crulture of the 
Bengal delta (Haque et a l . 1999: 9). It is a freestanding, s ingle r o o m , single 
storey structure and consists of a bent roof, a canopy or chhad. This bangla 
roof type is a def in ing element of the Bengal i vernacular architecture. The 
walls, placed wel l w i t h i n the perimeter of the roof, are permeable a n d the 
verandahs, terraces and the semi-enclosed nature of the site reinforce the 
pavilion like quality. The materials used were those p r o v i d e d by the delta; 
dav is the predominant material but bamboo a n d t imber were also available. 
In rural Bengal the house design has not changed m u c h over the past three 
centuries although new materials are often e m p l o y e d n o w and we see less of 
the chhad roof form. The hut 's resilience as a type stems f rom it w i t h s t a n d i n g 
the torrential rain and sheltering its i i^ab i tants f r o m the intense heat of the 
sun. While it was and is an impermanent structure it gave the w o r l d the term 
'bungalow.' 

As defined i n Webster's the w o r d ' b u n g a l o w ' is A n g l o - I n d i a n in o r i g i n 
and derived from the w o r d baugla meaning 'be longing to Bengal ' or s i m p l y 
'of Bengal' in Bengali and m a n y other Indian languages. A s early as 1676 
British East India C o m p a n y officials referred to 'Bungales or H o v e l l s ... for a l l 
English in the C o m p a n y ' s service' . By 1711 there were references i n East India 
Company manuscripts to a ' D u t c h b u n g e l o w ' on the banks of the H o o g h l y . 
In the eighteenth and early nineteenth century there are references to houses 
in India as 'bungula ' and 'bungalo ' . B y the mid-nineteenth century the w o r d 
bungalow was i n c o m m o n use. A n 1847 descr ipt ion cited by George E d w a r d s 
(1907) describes what the b u n g a l o w of the era was. 

[A detached house] built for the most part of unbaked bricks and covered with 
thatch, having in the centre a hall, the whole being encompassed by an open 
verandah. 
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Collection of Jon Lang Source: Edwards (1907) C:>lleolion oTJor [.ang 

a.Tht English collage 

1.1 Antecedents 

b. The indigenous BengaH hui c. A larger Anglo-Indian adaptation 

The second antecedent of the b u n g a l o w f o r m lay i n contemporary England 
where the single fami ly detached house took two forms: workers ' rural 
cottages and the rural v i l l a . John L o c k w o o d K i p l i n g (1837-1911), one time 
professor of architectural sculpture at the Sir J jamshedji Jeejeebhoy School of 
A r t i n Bombay (now M u m b a i ) bel ieved it was the latter to w h i c h the Anglo 
Indian b u n g a l o w o w e d m u c h ( K i n g 1995). 

The workers cottages were smal l , single-storey i n height w i t h one or two 
rooms ( L o u d o n 1939, or ig ina l ly 1834). The v i l l a was grander. The term, 'v i l la ' , 
is Italian in o r i g i n . It came to be a p p l i e d to elegant two-storey houses of the 
upper-class i n rura l Br i ta in . In the twentieth century the term ' v i l l a ' came to 
be appl ied to a variety of houses: detached a n d semi-detached homes whether 
located i n r u r a l or suburban areas. 

T h e M e a n i n g of ' B u n g a l o w ' 

E v e n i n I n d i a two-storey i n 
c o m m o n (see Figure 1.1c). 

These def ini t ions are a 
bungalow is interpreted soi 
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T h e b u n g a l o w i n the £ 
a n ' i n d e p e n d e n t o r a n iso 
h is tor ic context are show 
are k n o w n i n India as bu 
m e a n i n g of b u n g a l o w w 
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d e n s e l y - p a c k e d urban ht 

Pholograph 

A 1793 descr ipt ion of b u n g a l o w cited inHobson Jobson conf irms w h a t has been 
noted above. It runs l ike this: 

Bungalows are the buildings in India, generally raised from the ground, and 
consist only of one storey: the plan of them usually is a large room in the centre 
for an eating and sitting room and the rooms at the comer for sleeping; the whole 
is covered with one general thatch, which comes down low to one side; the spaces 
between the angle rooms are viranders or open portices ... sometimes the centre 
viranders at each end are converted to rooms (Yule and Bumell 2006, originally 1886). 

In m u c h of the Engl ish-speaking w o r l d today a bungalow s t i l l refers to a 
detached, generally single-storey d w e l l i n g , occasionally w i t h a verandah. 
There are departures f r o m this general meaning . In N o r t h A m e r i c a , it refers 
frequently, to a one a n d a half storey d w e l l i n g , often w i t h a n A r t s a n d Craft 
style and characteristics. M o r e specifically, i n the U n i t e d States, a bungalow 
can be anything f r o m a s m a l l two-storey country house, to a b u i l d i n g without 
d u g foundations and large mult i -s torey such houses. In the west of the country 
the C a l i f o m i a n b u n g a l o w owes m u c h to the N e w M e x i c a n hacienda, also a 
rura l house form, of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Reeve 1988). 

a. A simple, early bi 
Pradesh 

Photographed hy T>Ttell 

c. A Utilitarian mo< 
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Even in India two-storey indigenous a n d A n g l o - I n d i a n b u n g a l o w s were quite 
common (see Figure 1.1c). 

These definitions are a point of departure but the meaning of the term 
bungalow is interpreted somewhat differently i n different places and, i n the 
twentieth century, i n India it came to have a m e a n i n g really quite different 
from its Bengali or igins as it e v o l v e d over t ime a n d regions. 

/ 
The Meaning of 'Bungalow' in India 
The bungalow was or ig ina l ly a d w e l l i n g conforming more to a colonia l ' Indo-
European' than the tradit ional Indian m o d e l ( K i n g 1984: 55). In India , a n d i n 
Southeast Asia , ' b u n g a l o w ' impl ies a freestanding, ex-urban d w e U i n g . In the 
nineteenth century it was usual ly considered to be of one storey. Increasingly 
in India in the twentieth century, houses of two or more storeys were st i l l 
considered to be bungalows. The b u n g a l o w f o r m was adopted and adapted 
by the indigenous populat ions in India to suit their needs a n d taken by Br i t i sh 
business people and officials to other parts of the w o r l d (see F igure 2.28 for a n 
example). The w o r d b u n g a l o w is, however , n o w used to describe a variety of 
residential bu i ld ing types both i n India and elsewhere i n the w o r l d . 

The bungalow i n the second half of the twentieth century i n India meant 
an'independentor an isolated d w e l l i n g unit ' . Examples of b u n g a l o w s i n their 
historic context are s h o w n i n F igure 1.2. A l l the houses s h o w n i n the f igure 
are known in India as bunga lows except by the most pedantic . The d e f i n i n g 
meaning of bungalow was a n d is a d w e l l i n g bu i l t w i t h i n a plot of l a n d that 
is clearly defined by boundaries . A s such it stands i n strong contrast to the 
densely-packed urban houses of tradit ional Indian cities. 

Pholograph by Miki Desai Phologrdph hy Milii [)csai 

ii. A simple, carty bungalow, Mirzapur, Ullar b. A late nineieenlli century two-
Pradesh storey bungalow in Bengaluru 

Photographed by Tyrrell B. Lang in 1944; i " Jen Lang Photograph by Shailini Am in 

t. A uiilitaridn modem bungalow c. 1921) d. A late twentieth-century 
bungalow in a gated communily 

1.2 The evolving 
use of the term 
'bungalow' for 
single family 
detached houses 
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The b u n g a l o w i n India was and is a large house s u r r o u n d e d by open space 
w i t h trees and garden, enclosed by a w a l l or a fence. O v e r t ime the sites have 
shrunk i n size and one d w e l l i n g is separated f r o m its ne ighbours only by the 
m i n i m u m distance specified i n b u i l d i n g codes des igned to stop fire spreading. 
The nature of the b u n g a l o w was or ig ina l ly a response to the cl imate having a 
h i g h cei l ing, being airy a n d enveloped b y a verandah w i t h a European portico 
i n the front, but i n colonia l society it soon acquired socio-pol i t ical meanings of 
status. In a post-colonial w o r l d it stil l does. 

The bui ld ings and urban designs associated w i t h the colonia l enterprise, 
of w h i c h the b u n g a l o w a n d the residential areas of single fami ly detached 
houses sitting i n their c o m p o u n d s is h i g h l y representative, was a product 
of a pol i t ical and economic system as w e l l as a social and cul tura l setting 
for A n g l o - I n d i a n ways of life. The b u n g a l o w was a d w e l l i n g type that was 
absorbed into Indian middle-c lass life. It e v o l v e d i n the twentieth century as 
ways of life changed due to technological changes, the evo lut ion of family 
structures a n d the roles a n d expectations of fami ly members . N e w house 
forms emerged f r o m a loose amalgam of antecedents that i n c l u d e d not only 
the b u n g a l o w but other indigenous houses both i n overal l f o r m and internal 
organizat ion. These n e w forms had antecedents i n the various Indian house 
styles a n d internal arrangements of the nineteenth century w h i c h , i n turn, 
were based on earlier ways of life a n d what were regarded as appropriate. 
O v e r time, the very nature of the b u n g a l o w was shaped by the changing 
cultural demands of India . 

Evolving Cultures and Evolving House Forms 

H o u s e f o r m and culture are inter twined as are house form a n d climate 
(Rapoport 1969). O n e of the purposes, indeed the fundamenta l purpose, of 
any b u i l d i n g is to prov ide shelter for a set of activities. Once , however, this 
basic need is served w e l l enough, people seek to have their higher aspirations 
met ( M a s l o w 1987; see Chapter 3). For this reason the f o r m of houses and their 
location i n relationship to each other, the services needed by people to meet 
their everyday requirements and the aesthetic character of the b u i l d i n g often 
seem to make little sense f r o m a c l imatic v i e w p o i n t . H o u s e s often seem to 
have little relationship to their geographical context a l though responding to 
climatic necessities is a lways a concern (see Chapter 6). The f o r m of the built 
environment at any time i n history can be seen as a n adaptat ion - successful 
or unsuccessful - of the natural environment by people w o r k i n g w i t h i n a 
cultural frame. 

The ways i n w h i c h houses are conf igured produce properties that afford 
specific behaviours and preclude others. The s u m total of the affordauces^ of 
a configuration, or pattern, is the totality of possible ways it can be used by 
people (or other species if they are of interest). M a n y people are prepared 
to tolerate h i g h degrees of phys io logica l discomfort i n houses for other, 
often symbol ic , aesthetic, status-related ends that are perce ived to be central 
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to their identity. The interior layouts of houses, h o w they are located i n 
relationship to each other and to streets, a n d their exterior appearance - the 
face they present to the w o r l d - are material representations of a culture. A s 
behaviour patterns and aesthetic values change so do s tandard house and 
housing forms. The nature of houses at any point i n history represents the 
contemporary aspirations of their owners to the extent that their resources 
-emotional and f inancial - a l low. O n e of the characteristic developments of 
the twentieth century was the r i s ing affluence of the m i d d l e class a n d the 
appearance of the consumer society i n India . The houses people chose for 
themselves reflected this n e w f inancial status. A houses is, after a l l , a s y m b o l 
of who one is (Cooper 1974) a n d of one's membership w i t h i n a group, both 
^ocio-economic and cul tural . 

Many different activities take place w i t h i n the give and take of fami ly 
hfe. A family serves m a n y purposes that vary by f a m i l y type and for 
different members of the fami ly . These inc lude economic, n u r t u r i n g , sexual , 
educational and ceremonial purposes. They change as the f a m i l y changes 
over time and as the broader culture impinges on fami ly life. In m a i n t a i n i n g 
•ind running a household, a n u m b e r of specific activities are reflected i n the 
layout of d w e l l ing units . The rel igious strictures of H i n d u a n d M u s l i m society 
explain much. 

The Indian subcontinent has seen a number of waves of migra t ion a n d three 
thousand years of ethnic and rel igious struggles for power . T h r o u g h o u t its 
history India has been a H i n d u - d o m i n a t e d country. The M u g h a l s conquered 
India and stayed, changing its ethnic a n d rel igious compos i t ion ; Br i ta in 
colonized India and w h i l e leaving few people b e h i n d o n qui t t ing the country, 
broke the continuance of tradit ion i n m a n y areas of life i n c l u d i n g house form. 

Household activities are not a l l of equal importance i n ana lys ing the 
evolution of bungalow types i n India d u r i n g the twentieth century. In some 
places in India rel igious practices have h a d no impact o n the des ign of houses; 
often socio-economic constraints a n d the avai labi l i ty of cheap materials at 
hand have dictated everything. For the poor it is a w a y of life. T h i s book is, 
however, about the middle-c lass . 

The Twentieth Century: The Shift from a Colonial to a Post-Colonial 
Society 

Cultures change. Sometimes these changes are r a p i d a n d at other t imes 
incremental. Some new ideas develop independent ly w i t h i n a culture; others 
are adapted because they p r o v i d e the affordances that achieve specific 
objectives more easily or more comfortably than exist ing patterns. Some 
patterns are adopted because they are seen as prestigious or fashionable. 

The twentieth century was tumul tuous for India as it was for m u c h of the 
world. There were major movements of people so that i n the cities people 
of different cultures a n d socio-economic statuses often l i v e d cheek by j o w l . 
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Some of tfiese migrat ions were d u e to economic necessity; others to pohtical 
upheavals. These movements , indust r ia l iza t ion and pol i t i ca l changes and 
the general increase i n weal th a n d thus greater opportunit ies for people to 
express themselves have sped the process of cu l tura l change f r o m a pattern 
that h a d p r e v i o u s l y been s l o w l y e v o l v i n g . The processes of global izat ion that 
began w i t h the colonia l enterprise have sped u p the influence of international 
architectural ideas. 

A t the beginning of the century the use of electricity was i n its infancy. The 
introduct ion of automobile , radio , telephone a n d c inema was yet to come. 
Refrigerators were unheard of. Change was r a p i d . A l l these elements were 
part of everyday life for the middle-classes i n India b y the e n d of the 1930s. 
Ways of fami ly l ife thus started to change radical ly . International influences 
came thick a n d fast. People's aspirations changed. F a m i l y structures began to 
change; the role of m e n a n d w o m e n began to evolve. L i fe began to be turned 
u p s i d e - d o w n . Radica l changes occurred i n the size of families, their structure, 
the re ladonship of their members to each other a n d the roles of servants and 
other household members. These aspects of a culture are accommodated to a 
greater or lesser extent by the structure of d w e l l i n g units a n d residential areas. 
N e w house forms emerged that showed an a m a l g a m of the b u n g a l o w type 
w i t h indigenous types. Some of the changes occurred un-self-consciously but 
others were h i g h l y self-conscious. 

Independence i n 1947 brought m a n y changes. There have been over 400 
n e w towns buil t i n India since then. These towns inc lude state capitals such as 
Bhubaneswar, C h a n d i g a r h a n d G a n d h i n a g a r created for pol i t i ca l reasons but 
also m u c h has been economical ly d r i v e n . N e w indust r ia l cities such as Bhilai 
i n Chhatt isgarh were bui l t i n the 1950s w i t h Soviet assistance. Bh i la i now 
has a p o p u l a t i o n of over 5 lakhs (five h u n d r e d thousand). M a n y n e w satellite 
towns such as Far idabad near D e l h i a n d M a r a i m a l a i N a g a r near Chennai 
appeared on the scene. N a v i M u m b a i is a substantial n e w city i n the process 
of development across Thane Creek f rom M u m b a i . Salt L a k e C i t y grows 
outside K o l k a t a . The n u m b e r of n e w c o m p a n y towns bui l t i n India since 
independence as result of successive government decentral izat ion policies is 
substantial. They were bu i l t for industries such as steel wo rks , fert i l izer plants 
and p o w e r stations. Major cities expanded into suburban areas. Villages 
too saw m a n y changes d u r i n g the twentieth century. Increased wealth and 
electrification brought the outside w o r l d into them. Squatter settlements 
proliferated i n cities. These processes continue into the twenty first century. 

The Nature of House Forms 

The changing phys ica l nature of b u i l d i n g s a n d rooms - their walls , floors, 
ceilings - d u r i n g the twentieth century is the central concern i n this book. 
Their configurations and the relat ionships of parts to the w h o l e a n d what 
they d i d and d i d not af ford the families w h o d w e l l i n them changed dur ing 
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the century. The relationship between outside a n d ins ide a n d the connections 
betueen spaces, internal and external, was another s ign of changing ways of 
life. 

Traditional courtyards, verandahs and/or porches changed as n e w social 
structures and new household equipment became available. The changes 
made reflect the new interaction patterns w i t h i n famil ies , a n d the way day-
to-day activities such as social iz ing, cook ing a n d ablutior\ were carried out. 
The character of these activities depend on gender roles a n d the relat ionship 
of family members to each other: the relat ionships of males a n d females, the 
young and old and members of the h o u s e h o l d to visi tors . 

The presentation of the appearance of b u i l d i n g s to the w o r l d conveys m a n y 
to-whom-it-may-concem messages. They indicate the status of a house's 
occupants, and the nature of a fami ly ' s aspirations w i t h i n its c o m m u n i t y ' s 
tolerance for departures f r o m the n o r m . A s the century progressed a n d 
with the coming of pol i t ical independence attitudes towards the d i s p l a y of 
status changed. G a n d h i a n concepts of restraint gave w a y to more hedonist ic 
values. The size of a house is a n important statement of status as are the way 
decorative elements are h a n d l e d ; they s h o w a fami ly ' s location w i t h i n the 
social system and its aspirations. These relat ionships changed over the course 
of the twentieth century as d i d house forms. 

The twentieth century saw the emergence of the city p l a n n i n g , architectural 
and engineering professions. M a n y h o u s i n g areas came to be self-consciously 
designed by city planners and c i v i l engineers. Single f a m i l y houses des igned 
by architects became p op ul ar a m o n g the ehte a l though such houses r e m a i n 
a tiny minority amongst the mistri-designed houses a n d houses bui l t b y their 
inhabitants for themselves. This book is about the e v o l u t i o n of the b u n g a l o w 
in the hands of both architects a n d lay people . 

The Argument 

Although m u c h hous ing development , par t icular ly i n rura l areas was 
untouched by the colonial experience, throughout the twentieth century the 
intertwining of indigenous histories and the Br i t i sh influence, for better or 
worse, affected m u c h of the social a n d inst i tut ional structure of India . The 
impact included attitudes towards h o u s i n g des ign a n d settlement patterns of 
which the bungalow as a desirable house type was the most obvious . In cities, 
indigenous ideas about ne ighbourhoods a n d houses often became m i x e d w i t h 
those of the colonial power . The attitudes of colonia l officials were, i n turn , 
much moulded by indigenous values and norms of behaviour (Hosahgrhar 
2005). While architects designed only a min iscu le part of the total h o u s i n g 
production of India, their ideas h a d a significant impact on the w o r k of local 
contractor-builders, the mistris. The best example perhaps is the C o r b u s i a n 
architecture of C h a n d i g a r h that appeared i n that city after the construct ion of 
the capital complex. 
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During the twentieth century reactions to the British and, later, international 
ideas about the nature of houses, particularly, those of the Modem Movement 
in architecture that had its seeds in Continental Europe, resulted in a self-
conscious examination of indigenous house types. Nationalism and nationalist 
ideas came to the fore. The most notable of reactions in the early part of the 
century were the ideas promulgated by Rabindranath Tagore at Shantiniketan 
in the 1920s and 1930s and those of the Modem Indian Architectural Movement 
a decade later. After Independence, ideas about house form were affected 
by the ideologies of the European Modernists, such as Walter Gropius and 
Le Corbusier, and by the Garden City Movement. Postmodernist ideas held 
sway in the late twentieth century. 

There was always the climate with which to contend and local mores 
continued to dictate much. What has resulted has been a particular variety 
of house types, unique to the varying cultures of India. They are both praised 
and disparaged on both nationalistic and architectural grounds but need to be 
understood. This book seeks to explain the relationship between the changing 
values that led the bungalow form to be adapted into the form of single-family 
detached houses still called bungalows that we see in India today. 

Notes 

1 An affordance in tfiis context is the property - shape and material - of an object 
or a pattern of built form that allows it to be used by people (or any species of 
concern) to meet a particular purpose (Gibson 1979, Lang 1987, Lang and Molesk 
2010). There is no such word in the English language but it has slipped into 
architects' vocabularies t>ecause it does not imply a deterministic relationship 
between the built environment and human behaviour. 
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