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The British Residency 
at Hyderabad

Late eighteenth century India wit-
nessed a colonial political strategy 
– the residency system – which facili-
tated the stay of envoys at the courts 
of Indian princely states. By the mid-
nineteenth century this arrangement 
catalysed indirect control over the 
subcontinent. One such British Resi-
dency was established in Hyderabad 
in 1799 at Koti, on the banks of the 
river Musi.

The Koti Residency building – an 
opulent Neo-Palladian design – was 
commissioned in 1803 by James Achil-
les Kirkpatrick, the sixth Resident. In 
its time, it renewed the precinct called 
Chaderghat, introducing organized 
streets, bungalows with gardens, mar-
kets and a municipality. Chaderghat 
became a contrast to the walled city 
and the Residency a landmark next 
only to the Charminar and Mecca 
Masjid. Thereon, it has been in con-
tinuous occupation for more than 
two hundred years and lives in post-
Independence recall as the campus 
of the Osmania University College 
for Women.

Spatial organization 
and significance

The Residency lies on slight high 
ground along the northern bank of 
the river Musi, a river known to flood 
occasionally. Axial organization plays 
a key role in the overall layout of the 
Residency. Its final Colonial-era form 
evolved into a T-shaped configuration 

with a central Mall oriented towards 
the Musi river. In effect it brought 
about a tightly organized figure-
and ground counterpoint. A small 
granitic rock outcrop on the north-
west of the site points to a bygone 
natural landscape setting. The oldest 

IN SEARCH OFKHAIR-UN-NISSA’S  GARDEN

Residency site with Rang Mahal location. Historic maps clearly identify 
the Rang Mahal area to the south-west of the main building. 
Map source: Comprehensive Management Plan, 2010

0 25 100m

Hyderabad City environs and the British 
Residency (1910). 
Source: FICUS. Adapted from the 1914 map
of Hyderabad and its environs.
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surviving building and garden layer 
(1801-05) within the Residency site 
belongs to begum Khair-un-Nissa, 
the Indian wife of James Kirkpatrick 
and pre-dates the Residency (1803). 
Remnants include the Rang Mahal 
entrance, a dovecote and a miniature 
model of the Residency building 
(Dolls’ House). This ensemble, lies to 
the south-west of the main building, 
flanking a cemetery (1807).

The Residency showcases Colonial 
landscape thinking in India at the turn 
of the 19th century. Reading into its 
landscape evolution suggests the influ-
ence of English precedents like Ked-
dlestone Hall (c. 1765) notably the 

similarities of built form and waterside 
setting. Analysis reveals affinities to 
Thomas Jefferson’s University of Vir-
ginia, Charlottesville USA (c. 1825), 
notably in aspects like the Mall, the 
introduction of sewerage systems, and 
electricity. Historians note certain ar-
chitectural similarities with the White 
House, Washington DC.

Today, in addition to buildings, it 
contains visible remains of typologies 
such as the long walk (Mall), formal 
driveway, gardens, firing range, burial 
grounds, well systems etc. Archival 
visuals of the Residency between 1803 
and 1947, veritably illustrate British 
garden tastes in the Deccan. 

Garden culture:
Hyderabad circa 1800’s

The appreciation of scent was special to 
Deccani Muslim culture and a matter 
of connoisseurship since the early 17th 
century. Themes of scented gardens 
influenced garden design. The art of 
perfumery, Adil Shahi era texts like Itr-
I-Nauras-Shahi and Deccani masnavis 
of the Qutb Shahis made use of fra-
grance as a linguistic metaphor. These 
aspects of culture found new connois-
seurs in the Europeans of Hyderabad.

Around 1790 onwards, many old gar-
dens were repaired and new gardens 
built by the Nizam. These gardens were 

watered by cheruvus and bavlis repaired 
to counter increasing frequency of 
droughts. Around this time, the Qutb 
Shahi era gardens on the banks of 
the Musi were noted to be in ruins, 
encroached by farming activity or re-
distributed as part of land sub-division 
exercises. General descriptions of 
these garden ruins point to a pavilion/ 
baradari in the centre, along with an 
avenue of mature cypresses defining 
axial channels of water; vegetated with 
orchards and palms.

Upon arrival in Hyderabad, the British 
had rented one such semi-ruined Qutb 
Shahi garden as its operational base. Its 
baradari was used for dining and en-

tertaining with the garden as backdrop. 
The new Residency was built over the 
baradari, with the grounds carved out of 
the Nizam’s lands including some fields.

The original gardens of 
James Kirkpatrick

While awaiting permissions to re-build 
the premises, James Kirkpatrick set 
about replacing and improving the 
gardens around him. He conceived the 
ambitious plan of a natural parkland in 
the style of English Picturesque gardens 
– a novelty in the Deccan.
 
Kirkpatrick is said to have stocked it 
with deer, elk and a herd of Abyssinian 

sheep. His horticultural pursuits in-
cluded a vegetable garden for growing 
peas, French beans, lettuce, cabbage, 
cauliflower and potato – grown then 
only in Presidency towns of Calcutta, 
Bombay and Madras. He wished for 
orange trees akin to General Claude 
Martin’s orange tree at Lucknow.
William Roxburgh – the renowned 
botanist and first superintendent of the 
Calcutta Botanical gardens sent China 
Peach (Prunus persica) tree cuttings. 
Apart from an orchard of Alphonso 
mangoes (Mangifera indica var. Al-
fonso), the maulsari (Mimusops elengi), 
known for its fragrance, longevity and 
used in historic gardens, was planted 
in the grounds.

View of the Residency (c. 1810). The park-
like character of the Residency grounds 
introduced the novelty of the Picturesque 
tradition into Hyderabad. Artist unknown. 
© British Library. 
Image source: World Monuments Fund

Pre-colonial and Colonial Gardens around 
the Residency (c.1900’s). Pre-colonial gardens 
along the Musi were eventually erased by a 
combination of farming, land subdivision, floods 
and post 19th century urbanization.
Source: FICUS. Adapted from the Hyderabad 
Municipal Survey Map 1914-15 by Leonard Munn.
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Five wells around the site, some related 
to the erased Qutb Shahi gardens, ir-
rigated Kirkpatrick’s pleasure grounds. 
During intense heat spells, the lawns 
and vegetables were watered by fire 
engines brought from Bombay. By 
1803-04, these grounds surrounded 
the north, east and west sides of the 
building with an oval water basin on 
the north side, much like the Govern-
ment House, Madras. 

Following Kirkpatrick’s death (1805), 
the parkland reduced to sparse patches 
of gardens and trees due to an on-
slaught of droughts and famines 
(1806, 1820), a new cemetery (1807) 
and a flood (1908). Planting by subse-
quent Residents ignored the hybridity 
and semiotics of Kirkpatrick’s garden, 
erasing all traces of Hindustani influ-
ences so beloved to him.

Khair-un-Nissa’s Rang Mahal 

Tucked away in this eclectic landscape, 
was the Rang Mahal with its own 
enclosure walls and flanking garden. 
Old maps indicate that its entrance was 
given equal prominence as the other 
gates of the site. The garden is said to 
have been on the lines of Deccani gar-
dens with cypress avenues, fountains 
and a flanking well. A visitor to the 
Rang Mahal (c. 1809) describes it as 
“a most beautiful set of apartments….
situated in a garden. Within the court 
is a parterre. Round the interior of 
the court is a verandah …painted 
and gilded with great brilliancy and 
taste…At the centre of the principal 
courtyard was a large marble basin of 
water fed by numerous fountains and 
lined by cypress trees….” (Dalrymple 
(2002), 279).

The dovecote/pigeon tower near 
Khair-un-Nissa’s Rang Mahal en-
trance, was seen by Kirkpatrick as an 
essential part of an Indian nobleman’s 
pleasure garden and transposed into 
the Residency on the basis of advice 
in gardening books of the time. Kirk-
patrick also built a scale model of the 
Residency in the garden as a Dolls’ 
House for his children. This model 
pre-dates the building based on vari-
ous architectural differences between 
the two. It is likely to have been used 
first as a scale model for construction 
and given over later for children’s play. 
Perhaps it was conceived to meet both 
needs. 

Subsequent to the death of Khair-un-
Nissa (1813), the garden and house 
was demolished by a later Resident 
(c. 1860) terming such local architec-

Lower terrace 
Oldest layer (1801-05)

Pre-1908 layer
modified in 1930

Upper terrace with fountains
Pre-1908 layer modified in 1930

Dolls’ House (c.1949 and 2013). 
The model perfectly replicates 
the building orientation, 
suggesting its likely use 
as a scale reference for 
construction, prior to its use as 
a Dolls house. It was shattered 
it in 1980 by the tree behind it. 
© N. Savitri Archives, Mumbai
Source: FICUS

Rang Mahal entrance 
(c. 2015). The hybrid 
architectural stylisation 
with its graceful 
proportions carries 
fleeting references to 
the historic architecture 
of the Deccan and 
Hindustan. 
Source: FICUS

Rang Mahal Garden – Excavated garden layers 
and bird’s eye view.  The excavated garden 
features include plinth walls, diagonal and 
straight water channels, waterbodies and 
fountains. Their datum is strongly linked to the 
model base.
Source: Heritage Matters + FICUS

ture to be “morally unworthy” of the 
Residency, designating the adjoining 
land to be used as a cemetery (1807). 
The entrance, dovecote and the Dolls’ 
House remained.

Search for Khair-un-Nissa’s 
garden

Absence of exactitude beguiles any 
reading of Khair-un-Nissa’s garden. 
The 1809 description suggests a tightly 
knit sequence of courts and a house set 
in a garden – all erased in 1860. Sub-
sequent maps pinpoint the ‘begum’s 
garden’ extents, gateways, the location 
of the Dolls’ House and fountains, and 
the adjoining Cemetery. A map of Hy-
derabad (c. 1915) records a quincunx 
pattern of water channels within the 
demolished Rang Mahal garden, with 
the Dolls’ House and the flood line of 

the Musi (1908). Some of these chan-
nels have been found during site grad-
ing, their field orientation differing 
from the aforementioned map. Visual 
archives post 1941 provide many cues 
about a matured garden with the 
Dolls’ House, paved walkways, water 
features, and garden terraces all com-
posed with a visibly simpler geometry. 
This indicates more changes to have 
occurred between 1908 and 1940.

Between 1950 and 1980, the Dolls’ 
House was vandalised and its cast 
iron chain bollard stolen. The gardens 
fell into disrepair, overrun by weeds. 
In 1980, the Dolls’ House was badly 
damaged by a tree. Further damage 
was wrought by the play of seasons. In 
between, need for academic space saw 
a new building encroaching into the 
Rang Mahal, further fragmenting it. 
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Key stages in the 
conservation journey

2001

A study of the Dolls’ House by Elbrun 

Kimmelman and team. Residency 

complex selected for the World 

Monuments Fund’s Hundred Most 

Endangered Sites list. 

2010

Completion of a Comprehensive 

Management and Revitalization 

Proposal (CMP) for the campus 

including structural and artworks 

conservation. 

Mid 2015

Systematic sequencing of Residency 

gardens’ evolution through archival 

photographs. Specific photographs 

(c.1941, 1949) identify features of the 

Dolls’ House. Clips and pictures provide 

evidence that Dolls’ House built before 

the Residency. Preparation of site 

grading strategy.

January 2016

Completion of re-construction of 

the broken Dolls’ House. Completion 

of Phase 1 of garden excavation, 

establishing broad levels of the historic 

site. Unearthing traces of old water 

channels and plinth walls.
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Between the 1980’s and early 2000, the 
Residency remained a place of neglect 
despite repeatedly making it into all 
heritage lists drawn up in the interim.
Even if the foundations of the Rang 
Mahal and the oldest garden are 
revealed sometime in the future, the 
spatial experience will remain incom-
plete in the absence of the building to 
which the garden was scaled. Based on 
archival material, field data and project 
phasing, the begum’s garden is hence 
proposed to be ‘sensed’ via the restored 
Dolls’ House model, garden levels and 
water bodies.

It cannot be conclusively proven yet, 
that James Kirkpatrick had infused 
Deccani garden nuance when he built 
this area for Khair-un-Nissa. However, 
for this “White Mughal” and his native 
wife, such things could easily be sec-
ond nature. On the other hand, unduly 
favouring specific layers is bound to 
erase the one certainty of any garden’s 
role... a palimpsest.

Landscape inputs to the 
Comprehensive Management 
Plan CMP

The dossier included a series of landscape 

thematic maps capturing the physical 

and sensorial aspects of the campus 

landscape. It identified overlaps of 

historic, old and recent patterns. The 

proposal highlights interlinking vital open 

space across 43-acres to de-fragment the 

site and make it traversable on foot. Siting 

of new built form in more benign ways, 

along with adaptive re-use of existing 

structures address the future needs of 

the Campus. 

Hydrogeological studies, restoration of 

wells and improvement of groundwater 

recharge in parts of the site aim to revive 

the old wells. Improving way-finding, 

addressing cordon and creating discovery 

trails open to public on select days form 

other layers of spatial engagement. Tree-

protection through arboriculture has 

been identified as a key need to conserve 

the older species on site, mapping native 

and introduced species and identifying 

botanical and ecological issues 

associated with them.

British Residency, Hyderabad
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based on archival material, 
field data and project 
phasing, the begum’s 
garden is hence proposed 
to be ‘sensed’ via the 
restored dolls’ house 
model, garden levels and 
water bodies.
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