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ORTHODOXY, INNOVATION, AND REVIVAL:
CONSIDERATIONS OF THE PAST IN IMPERIAL
MUGHAL TOMB ARCHITECTURE

Between 1606 and 1608 Mughal architects committed a
blunder of monumental proportions. Working in the
absence of their imperial patron, they constructed a roy-
al tomb considered so inappropriate that when the
emperor first saw it he“immediately ordered its destruc-
tion. In the words of the emperor Jahangir, it “did not
come up to my idea of what it ought to be.”" The struc-
ture that had risen at Sikandra, one stage out of the
Mughal capital Agra on the road to Delhi, was intended
to serve as the tomb of Jahangir’s father, the radical but
long-serving emperor Akbar who had died in October
1605. The problems began almost as soon as work com-
menced. ‘

In April 1606, Jahangir’s son Khusraw rebelled and
headed off towards Lahore, leaving the new emperor
with no option but to follow in hot pursuit. Perhaps
because Jahangir had once rebelled against his own fa-
ther, Khusraw escaped fatal punishment when captured
the following month near Lahore. Jahangir spent most
of the next year based in Lahore consolidating his posi-
tion and monitoring the situation on the northwest fron-
tier. Khusraw was subsequently blinded in the aftermath
of an abortive coup during an expedition to Kabul in
mid-1607. The royal cavalcade finally returned to Agra in
1608, with Jahangir later conceding that it was his
absence from Agra for the two years that it took him to
crush Khusraw’s rebellion that allowed his architects to
run rampant at Sikandra.

Beyond the immediate question as to whether the
original tomb constructed in Jahangir’s absence was
deemed too radical or too conservative, this strange epi-
sode raises two other issues that will serve as theme and
sub-theme throughout this essay. The first is that almost
a century after the establishment of the Mughal dynasty
in northern India there was apparently still no consensus
as to what constituted an appropriate imperial tomb.
The second is that the patronage, design, and construc-
tion of these crucial markers of political intent were
often heavily informed by the storms of dynastic rebel-
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lion that clouded the issue of Mughal succession. As a
first foray into these arcas, this essay can only deal with
the death, burial, and entombment of the first six
Mughal emperors: Babur (1483-1530), Humayun (1505—
56), Akbar (1542-1605), Jahangir (1569-1627), Shah
Jaban (1592-1666) and, finally, Aurangzeb (1618-1707).
The generalizations are intentional, and no attempt will
be made to discuss either finer architectural details or
broader themes of landscape context. Burials without
major tomb structures, however, will be given equal treat-
ment here for the first time.

Descendants of the great Central Asian amir Timur
(1338-1405), the Mughals described their dynasty as
“Timurid” rather than the now more commonly used
“Mughal” but ruled India as permanent residents.” The
first Mughal emperor Babur had won and lost the great
Timurid capital of Samarqand twice before he gave up
on his attempts to revitalize the fading Timurid empire
in its home territories and turned his sights towards
India, where he established himself on the throne of
Delhi in 1526. Because Timur had captured Delhi in
1397, however, he saw this challenge as one of recon-
quest, not invasion.

Despite an increasingly secure power base in northern
India, Mughal power, like that of their late-Timurid fore-
bears, seldom perpetuated itself smoothly. The Mughal
imperial system was particularly susceptible to rebellion
when it came to deciding matters of succession. The
eldest prince was not automatically entitled to follow his
father on the throne, and the picture was often further
complicated by different wives of the emperor pushing
their own progeny towards power. More often than not,
violent rebellions relating to succession broke out before
the emperor’s death. As Jahangir said in 1606, “Kingship
regards neither son nor son-in-law. No one is a relation
to a king.”®

Because of the complexity of this Mughal polity it is
hardly surprising that the artistic and architectural forms
it gave birth to raise so many interesting questions. And
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no Mughal architectural type is more paradoxical than
the imperial tomb. It is equally surprising, therefore,
that a satisfactory monograph on Mughal architecture
has yet to be written. Those who have discussed Mughal
architecture as part of larger surveys of Indian art have
inevitably faltered when dealing with the Mughal impe-
rial tombs.*

Percy Brown might be taken as an example. Writing in
1942, his treatment of Mughal tombs is littered with qual-
ifications that highlight the shortcomings of applying an
approach based on the chronological development of
forms to the study of Mughal architecture. Humayun’s
tomb is described as “an outstanding landmark in the
development of the Mughal style” but one that “emerges
however before its time.” In comparison to this monu-
ment, Akbar’s tomb is written off as “an architectural ret-
rogression.” The Taj Mahal, of course, scores top marks
as “the ‘perfect moment’ in the evolution of architecture
during the Mughul period,” while the burials of Babur
and Aurangzeb are totally ignored. The latter’s reign is
described as marking “the decline of the building art”
due in large part to the emperor’s “faulty ideals.”® More
recently, both Grover (1981) and Harle (1986) have
repeated this notion of a grand evolution towards an
“age of marble” with the Taj Mahal as its climax. The
other tombs are seen again as unfortunate detours, or
wrong turns, along this noble path. For Harle, Humay-
un’s tomb is successful as a “foretaste” of the Taj Mahal,
while those of Akbar (a “rclative failure™) and Jahangir
are “marred by eccentricities” and “perhaps ... incom-
plete.”® Grover describes Aurangzeb as buried in “an or-
dinary grave,” presumably just reward for someone hav-
ing died “broken in body and spirit.””

Such constant exceptions to a “rule” must always be
met with skepticism. This popular belief in a smooth evo-
lution towards the “perfection” of the Taj Mahal, with
Aurangzeb’s grave written off as nothing more than a
post-climactic decline, needs to be seriously reconsi-
dered. The conceptual design of these first six Mughal
imperial tombs clearly needs to be set within a more sat-
isfactory explanatory framework.

In his Formation of Islamic Art, Oleg Grabar postulates a
first classicism of Islamic art ending around the year
1000.* With the recent wave of new research on Timurid
art and architecture, the recognition of a subsequent
Timurid classicism now seems inevitable. The likelihood
of recurring direct reference back to such a dominant
set of “classical” aesthetic norms has great consequences
for the study of Mughal art and architecture in India. An
initial attempt will be made in this essay to demonstrate
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that the development of at least certain aspects of
Mughal architecture might better be seen as a cyclical
process complete with Timurid revivals rather than a
simple linear progression replete with notions of “per-
fection” and the inevitable “decline”. A challenge for
Mughal art historians in the future will be to investigate
the deeper nature and causes of these “classical” revivals.
Will we also be able to go a step further and weigh “classi-
cal” rvevivals against “anti-classical” revolutions? Such
terms obviously need to be treated with care: Stendhal,
after all, once defined Classicism as nothing more than
the art of pleasing ones grandfathers.’

Three social and historical factors came into play
when the Mughal emperors and their architects thought
of burial and entombment: their religion (Islam), their
ancestry (Timurid), and their empire (India). To begin
with, it is in the Qur’an that Muslims are instructed in
the rudiments of how to bury their dead: after Cain had
killed Abel, God sent down a raven which “dug the earth
to show him how to bury the naked corpse of his
brother.”"’ An uncovered grave exposed to the purifying
moisture of rain and dew is considered a symbol of hu-
mility. Nothing more is required. On the other hand,
saints’ tombs, which were often covered and occasionally
monumental, became an alternative model for royal
burial. A variety of responses were thus possible on the
occasion of the death of a significant Muslim personage.
In imperial circles, however, few opportunities were lost
to create a funerary monument of the most impressive
and lasting kind. The dichotomy between orthodox pre-
scriptions and imperial practice is a constant issue in the
history of the Islamic tomb.,

Apart from the strictures of religion, the Mughals were
also guided in their entombment practices by their
knowledge of two traditions of funerary architecture:
one gained through ancestry, the Timurid, and one
through conquest, that of pre-Mughal Islamic India (the
so-called Sultanate period). When Amir Timur died in
1405 he was buried in a mausoleum in Samarqand
knowrr as the Gurd Amir (fig. 1)."' As more of Timur’s
sons and grandsons were buried there over the next half-
century, it became a true dynastic mausoleurn. For such
a historically important building, the form of the Guri
Amir is quite simple: a modified octagon with a project-
ing portal.” The monument’s most obviously Timurid
features are its double dome, which rises to a height of
thirty-seven meters from an exceptionally tall drum, and
its magnificent glazed tile revetment. Although no con-
temporary painted images of the Gur-i Amir are known,
the basic form of this building must have been famous
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Fig. 1. Samargand. Guri Amir. (Photo: from Lisa Golombek, Asian
Art, spring 1989, fig. 22)"

throughout the Timurid world. That few, if any, Timurid
buildings carried more prestige is attested by the fact
that both Jahangir and Shah Jahan later sent funds to
Samarqand for the upkeep of the Gur-i Amir."”

On the Indian side of the equation, the Mughals in-
herited a veritable museum of architecture, as well as
teams of architects and masons skilled in the erection 8f
both Islamic and Hindu monuments. Their most direct
encounter was with the architectural remains of the four-
teenth-century Tughluq dynasty in Delhi. One of the
most impressive structures was the tomb of Sultan Ghiyas
al-Din Tughluq (r. 1320-25), whose mausoleum lies in a
miniature fortress on an artificial island connected by a
causeway to the Tughluq citadel (fig. 2). It is a square
structure, sixteen meters to a side, faced with red sand-
stone highlighted with white marble. The dramatically
battered walls and squat white marble dome with no
drum create a stern aesthetic far removed from what the
Mughals would have recalled from their Timurid home-
land. These themes — the correct manner of Islamic
burial and the relative merits of Timurid and Indian
architecture — are barely mentioned in the Mughal his-
tories, but physical evidence suggests that they were the
subject of significant intellectual debate.

Babur, the author of a deservedly famous autobiogra-
phy in which he shows himself to be a keen observer of

everything from the architecture of Herat and Samar- »

gand to the flora and fauna of India," had ruled north-
ern India for barely four years when he died in 1530.
Even so, the struggle for succession had already begun.
The previous year Humayun, his son and heir-apparent,
had ridden back to Agra from Badakhshan in contradic-
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Fig. 2. Delhi. Tomb of Ghiyas al-Din Tughlugq. South facade.

tion of orders when he heard word of a rumor that his
uncle Mahdi Khwaja was being prepared to succeed
Babur. Once back in India, however, Humayun fell seri-
ously ill and after the leading imperial physicians had
failed to cure him, Babur is said to have decided to offer
his own life in return for Humayun’s recovery.” The
exact chronology is sketchy, yet the twenty-two-year-old
prince recovered while Babur died on 26 December
15630. Humayun ascended the throne four days later
with, as the above story had aimed to show, his late fa-
ther’s blessings.

Babur’s death presents our first paradox. Despite
being the first Timurid ruler of India and having died at
a point when their power was in desperate need of legiti-
macy, no major dynastic monument was conceived to
commemorate his passing. It was marked, instead, by the
orthodox burial Babur is said to have requested before
his death. He is commonly thought to have been buried
first in the so-called Aram Bagh on the opposite side of
the Yamuna river in Agra, but there is no contemporary
textual evidence to this effect.® Babur’s daughter Gulba-
dan Begam mentions a first assembly at his “tomb”
(mozar), to which sixty Qur’an reciters had been
assigned, but gives a description neither of the grave nor
of its location."”

At some point between 1539 and 1544, allegedly in
compliance with Babur’s wishes but perhaps more
because of Humayun’s flight from India after his defeat
by Sher Shah Sur, Babur’s body was moved from Agra
and re-interred in Kabul."”® Over the next century his
grave was frequently visited by his descendants. As
described by the Shah Jahani historian Qazwini, embel-
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Fig. 3. Kabul. Babur's grave. From Charles Masson, Narrative of Va-
rious Journeys in Balochistan, Afghanistan and the Panjab (1842). (Pho-
to: from Parpagliolo, fig. 25)

lishments contributed by Jahangir and Shah Jahan were
always in line with Babur’s original wishes:

The burial-garden was 500 yards (gez) long; its ground was
in 15 terraces, 30 yards apart [?]. On the 15th terrace is the
tomb of Ruqaiya Sultan Begam,; as a small marble platform
(chabutra) had been made near it by Jahangir’s command,
Shah-ijahan ordered both to be enclosed by a marble
screen three yards high. — Babur’s tomb is on the 14th ter-
race. In accordance with his will, no building was erected
over it, but Shah-ijahan built a small marble mosque on
the terrace below. It was begun in the 17th year [of Shah-i-
jahan’s reign (1643-44)] and was finished in the 19th
[1645-46]."

Although a garden is not a necessary adjunct to Islamic
burial, it is clear that Babur’s stipulation that he be bur-
ied in an uncovered grave reflects a wish to be seen to
adhere to orthodox practice (fig. 8). That the minimal
nature of such an important memorial could survive
almost a century and a quarter of later Mughal attention
is clear evidence of the great respect orthodox burial
enjoyed at the Mughal court. Since then, however, this
original Mughal context of Babur’s grave has been
totally destroyed.

Humayun does not appear to have had a chance to
plan his own burial. Exiled from India by the Afghan
Suris in 15640, this mystical and eccentric ruler eventually
recaptured Delhi in 1555 only to die in a freak accident
the following year. Until the thirteen-year-old Prince
Akbar could be brought back from Kalanaur in the Pan-
Jjab, a local mulla was disguised as Humayun and pre-
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sented at the times of regular audiences in order to reas-
sure the public about the stability of Timurid rule in
India. Humayun’s body was at first interred in one of his
palaces in Delhi, but afterwards was moved to Sirhind in
the Panjab, where Akbar paid homage to the curtain-
shrouded coffin in 1558.%

Akbar’s grip on power was far too insecure at this stage
to embark upon any major building projects. With the
help of his regent Bayram Khan, three of the main obsta-
cles to Mughal power — Hemu, Sikandar Shah Sur and
€Adil Shah Sur — were vanquished by 1557, and an inter-
nal rival — Adham Khan — was dispatched (literally,
over a parapet at Agra fort) in late November 1561.”
Thus it was not until 1562 that he ordered work to com-
mence on a tomb for his father in Delhi.? Six years after
Humayun’s original burial, and thirty-six years after the
establishment of Mughal rule in India, the symbolic
potential of mausoleum architecture had finally proved
irresistible.

The site chosen for Humayun’s tomb was between the
new city of Din-Panah that he had founded in 1533 and
the dargah of the great Chishti saint Nizam al-Din Awliya.
By late 1568 or early 1569, when Akbar sought blessings
in Delhi on his way to attempt the capture of a major Raj-
put fortress, Humayun’s remains had already returned
to Delhi, but his tomb was not fully completed until
1571.* The eight or nine years of construction resulted
in a remarkable building the likes of which had never
been seen in India (fig. 4). Designed by the emigré Ira-
nian architect Mirak Mirza Ghiyas, who had previously
worked in Timurid Herat and Bukhara as well as India, it
first impresses by its sheer scale. The mausoleum proper,
square in shape with chamfered corners and faced with
red sandstone inlaid with white marble, measures almost
fifty meters to a side. Its double dome, sheathed in white
marble and flanked at each corner by a very Indian cha-
tri (a small pillared pavilion surmounted by a cupola),
rises to a height of over forty-two meters from a tall
drum. The radially symmetrical floor plan consists of an
octagonal central tomb chamber surrounded by four
corner chambers, with the addition of an ambulatory on
the upper level. Also provided by Mirak Mirza Ghiyath
was an enclosed garden, almost 350 meters square,
replete with paradisiacal allusions.

The form of the building, especially its dome, elegant
iwans, and radially symmetrical floor plan point conclu-
sively to Timurid models even though more decorative
features, such as the striking juxtaposition of red sand-
stone and white marble, show a desire to invoke Tughluq
or Indian models.* The spaciousness of the mausoleum
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Fig. 4. Delhi. Humayun’s tomb. South facade. H

and its many cells suggest that Akbar might originally
have intended Humayun’s tomb to serve as a dynastic
mausoleum, the Mughal equivalent to the Guri Amir in
Samargand.

Political instability during the first six years of Akbar’s
reign had delayed the commissioning of a tomb for
Humayun. After three decades of remarkable territorial
conquest and political reform, the last five years of
Akbar’s reign proved to be equally tense as Prince Salim
(the future emperor Jahangir) tested his father’s
strength and resolve. By 1604 Salim was in danger of
being pushed aside in the battle to succeed the ageing
Akbar by his own seventeen-year-old son Khusraw, but
when Akbar presented Salim with his most potent impe-
rial regalia (including Humayun’s sword) shortly before
he died in 1605 Salim had reason to believe that most of
his problems were over. He ascended the throne and
adopted the title jahangir (“seizer of the world”) on 24
October 1605, one week after his father’s death.

There is no concrete evidence that Akbar had either
planned or started construction of his own tomb in the
Agra suburb of Sikandra before he died.”® As mentioned
earlier, Jahangir was in power for six months before he
set off in pursuit of the rebellious Khusraw in April 1606,
From his comments when he visited the tomb on Akbar’s
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urs (death anniversary) in October 1608 that the rebel-
lion had started “at the time of erecting” the tomb and
that work had proceeded for three or four years, it may
be surmised that work had commenced on the basis of a
presumably hurried commission in those first six months
after Jahangir ascended the throne. From an inscription
on the south facade of the tomb’s southern gateway it is
known that the tomb was completed in the seventh year
of Jahangir’s reign, corresponding to 1612-13, after
seven years of work.?

Akbar’s tomb is a highly unusual building that has con-
sistently defied description and analysis. Fergusson was
so baffled that he ventured to suggest its design had
been based on a Hindu or Buddhist model and that a
“domical chamber” crowning the whole structure would
have been part of the original design.” It is certainly a far
cry from Humayun’s tomb in Delhi, with almost the only
features in common being its scale and setting in the
center of a Jarge walled garden. The tomb, which is also
primarily constructed of red sandstone, can perhaps best
be described as a series of progressively smaller single-
story pavilions set directly on top of each other (fig. 5).
The lower level, surrounded by small cells opening onto
an arcade, is over 100 meters to a side. Timurid refer-
ences are largely confined to the arched iwans in the
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Fig. 5. Sikandra. Akbar’s tomb. South facade.

center of each facade decorated with stone inlay work in
geometric patterns somewhat reminiscent of bana‘i or
hazarbaf decoration. A womb-like hall, reached by a sin-
gle dark passageway sloping down from the main
entrance, holds Akbar’s sarcophagus. The three addi-
tional upper floors with their numerous chatris are
crowned by a beautiful but incongruous white marble
pavilion with a central courtyard open to the sky (fig. 6).
In the center of this twenty-five-metersquare terrace,
directly above the tomb chamber, lies a cenotaph carved
out of a single block of white'marble and decorated with
floral designs and the ninety-nine names of God. At its
head is a marble pedestal that perhaps functioned as a
mibkhara (censer), but is also said to have once held the
Koh-i Nur diamond.

Jahangir had gone through the usual difficult times
with his son and heirapparent Khurram, who was
awarded the title Shah Jahan while still a prince in 1617,
At first his claims as heir-apparent were supported by his
‘mother, Nur Jahan, but she eventually transferred her
support to his brother Shahriyar. By 1622 Shah Jahan was
in open revolt against his father, and remained that way
for most of the last four years of Jahangir’s reign. When
Jahangir died on his way back to Lahore from Kashmir
on 29 October 1627, Shah Jahan was in the Deccan, and

MICHAEIL BRAND*

it was only through the tactical brilliance of Asaf Khan
(Nur Jahan’s brother and the late emperor’s governor in
the Panjab) that Shah Jahan was able to ascend the
Mughal throne in Agra on 24 January 1628.

Almost immediately upon his death, Jahangir’s body
was dispatched to Lahore for burial in an unnamed gar-
den constructed by Nur Jahan in Shahdara, a recre-
ational zone across the Ravi river.”® Nur Jahan also re-
turned to Lahore where her family held large tracts of
land. It is possible that Nur Jahan, languishing in Lahore
in what amounted to internal exile, was partly respons-
ible for the construction of her late husband’s tomb, but
there is no contemporary evidence to support this fre-
quently made claim. Jahangir’s memoirs do not mention
how and where he wished to be buried, so the earliest
details are provided in a telling passage by another Shah
Jahani historian, “Abd al-Hamid Lahori:

A paradise resembling edifice, in one of the gardens on
the other side of the river [Ravi] was constructed as the
sacred tomb. As His Majesty [Jahangir], following the ten-
ets of the sunni faith, and the example laid by the late king
Babar had willed that his tomb should be erected without
the ornamentation of a building, and be entrusted to
Divine propitiation in an open space, so that it may always
benefit from the countless clouds of Divine forgiveness
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Fig. 6. Sikandra. Akbar’s tomb. Detail of upper stories.

s
B

without any obstruction, his successor [Shah Jahan], in
pursuance of His Majesty’s will, built an elevated platform
of red sand-stone measuring hundred by hundred zira
round the tomb, surmounted by a white marble Chabutra
(podium), twenty by twenty, inlaid in a fashion better than
mosaic work, in the exact middle of which was placed a
replica of the sarcophagus of the king living in paradise
[Jahangir]. Notwithstanding the minimum formalities it
cost ten lakhs of rupees and took ten years to build,

Although his sarcophagus is dated 1037 (1627), Jahan-
gir's tomb would thus have been completed in about
1637 and, it would appear, cost thirty percent less than
Akbar’s at Sikandra, even though the latter was begun
over twenty years carlier.

Jahangir’s wish that there should be no structure over
his grave elicited a unique response from the tomb’s
unknown architect, which combined open-air orthodoxy
with the fundamentals of Mughal monumentality (fig.
7). It is set in the center of a garden enclosure, like
Humayun’s and Akbar’s tombs, almost five hundred
meters square and entered through a gate in the eastern
wall of a large serai. The arcaded single-story structure
lined with cells, in effect a glorified plinth 110 meters to a
side, is faced with red sandstone inlaid with white marble
{which would all have to have been brought to the Pan-
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jab from a great distance). The white marble tomb
chamber, where Jahangir’s remains lie in a white marble
sarcophagus decorated with magnificent pietra dura
designs and the ninety-nine names of God inlaid with
black marble, is set within its solid center. A minaret
inlaid with chevron patterns and topped by a white mar-
ble chatri rises thirty meters from each corner of the ter-
race above.

But, in what must rank as the boldest gesture in the
history of Mughal architecture, the center of the upper
terrace has been left completely empty (except for the
small platform or pavilion directly above the tomb cham-
ber, mentioned in Lahori’s description, that has since
disappeared). So powerful is the vast scale of emptiness
created by the terrace and the minarets that the viewer is
almost compelled to imagine the large domed mauso-
leum in their midst that Jahangir so expressly forbade. In
fact there has been much speculation ever since about

. whether or not the architect had still actually intended

such a chamber to have been built.* No one else was
buried in Jahangir’s tomb, but Asaf Khan’s tomb enclo-
sure was attached to the west of the serai in 1641, and Nur
Jahan’s still further to the west (but separated from the
rest of the complex by a narrow roadway) in 1645,
Three of the six Mughal tombs that form the subject of
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Fig. 7. Lahore. Jahangir’'s tomb. West facade.

this essay were built, or modified, during the reign of
Shah Jahan: the marble enclosure and mosque for
Babur’s grave in Kabul, Jahangir’s tomb in Lahore, and
his own, the famous Taj Mabal in Agra. Shah Jahan,
Akbar’s favorite grandson and a selfstyled “second
Timur,” is thus the only Mughal emperor to have been
buried in a tomb designed and built during his own life-
time. Behind this deviation from established Mughal
practice lay his wife’s premature death in June 1631.

When Mumtaz Mahall died from complications after
childbirth in Burhanpur she was given a temporary buri-
al (amanat) in a garden there before her body was moved
back to Agra, where it arrived in January 1632.* Work on
the Taj Mahal began almost immediately and Mumtaz
Mahall’s first “urs was celebrated at its foundations in
June 1632, The tomb was sited on land resumed from
one of Shah Jahan’s courtiers, Raja Jai Singh of Amber,
on the banks of the Yamuna river to the east of the city.
Shah Jahan is known to have played a leading role in
architecture during his reign,” and there is no reason to
believe he did not continue this practice with the Taj
Mahal during the eleven years of his construction. The
architect with overall responsibility for the project was
probably Ustad Ahmad Lahori who, as his name sug-
gests, was a local rather than an emigré from Iran or
Central Asia.

It was at Mumtaz Mahall’s twelfth “urs on 6 February
1643 that the completion of the “Illumined Tomb” (as it
was known in Mughal histories) was celebrated. The

entire complex had cost the imperial treasury 5 million
rupees, five times the cost of Jahangir's tomb.* While
Shah Jahan ruled confidently and largely without inter-
nal challenge during the construction of the Taj Mahal,
he was eventually deposed in 1658 by his son “Alamgir,
who ruled under the title Aurangzeb after imprisoning
his father in Agra fort. Shah Jahan died there on 22 Janu-
ary 1666 and was buried next to his wife in the Taj Mahal
the following day, after a modest funeral. Aurangzeb was
in Delhi when his father died but came to offer prayers at
his tomb the following month.

Serais and bazaars, which also contributed revenue to
the maintenance of the Taj Mahal, sit directly to the
south of the main gateway balancing the mausoleum
itself, which sits on a raised marble plinth occupying a
similar area on the other end of a formal garden 300
meters square. The whole complex stretches approxi-
mately 545 meters from the north to south. The square
white marble mausoleum with chamfered corners is
almost 60 meters to a side and 35 meters tall (fig. 8). Its
central double dome sitting on a tall drum, rising to a
total height of about 60 meters, is balanced by 44-meter-
tall minarets at each corner of the plinth, The floor plan
is radially symmetrical, focusing on an octagonal domed
hall above an octagonal crypt. A matching pair of ceno-
taphs for Shah Jahan and Mumtaz Mahall, surrounded
by a pierced marble screen, lie in the upper chamber
and another pair of sarcophagi in the lower; all are of
white marble and decorated with magnificent pietra
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Fig. 8. Agra, Taj Mahal. South facade.

dura inlay as well as the ninety-nine names of God. A dis-
tinguishing feature of the Taj Mahal is the first use on a
Mughal imperial tomb of a significant inscriptional pro-
gram, consisting mainly of verses from the Qur’an.” The
white marble mausoleum is flanked to the west and east
respectively by a red sandstone mosque and resthouse
(mihman-khana).

Aurangzeb has a reputation for being a far more
orthodox Muslim than his predecessors. While this read-
ing of his character is not unwarranted, his policies were
not always far removed from prior Mughal practice.
When his main consort Dilras Banu, known as Rabia al-
Daurani, died in Aurangabad in 1657 he had her buried
in a tomb designed by “Ata Allah, the son of Ustad
Ahmad who is presumed to have designed the Taj Mahal.
Bearing a striking resemblance to the latter building and
now known as the Bibi ka Magbara (the Wife’s Tomb), it
was completed in 1660-61. It was towards the end of his
life, when grand political failures wrecked his ambitious
plans in the Deccan, that Aurangzeb became even more
devout and orthodox in his beliefs. By 1667-68 he had
memorized the entire Qur’an (an endeavor that took
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him seven years) and written it out a number of times in

his own hand. He also issued a decree stating that visiting

graves is contrary to the shari‘a.®

Aurangzeb died in Ahmadnagar on 20 February 1707
at the age of 91. According to his ardent wishes, his buri-
al was, not surprisingly, a very simple affair:

The Qazi, scholars, and pious men engaged in furnishing
and shrouding his corpse for burial, in the terms of his last
will, performed the funeral prayer, and kept his body in
the khabgah, till at last ... Prince Muhammad “Azam ...
arrived on Saturday, the 22nd February. ... According to
His Majesty’s last will, he was buried in the courtyard of the
tomb of Shaikh Zainuddin [at Rauza, near Daulatabad] in
a sepulchre built by the emperor in his own lifetime. ...
The red stone platform (chabutra) over his grave, not
exceeding three yards in length, two and half yards in
breadth, and a few fingers in height, has a cavity in the
middle. It has been filled with earth, in which fragrant
herbs have been planted.”

This is the scene that still greets the many pious visitors
to his grave in Khuldabad, just outside Aurangabad in
the Deccan (fig. 9). A Taj Mahal it is not, but what it lacks



Fig. 9. Khuldabad. Aurangzeb’s grave. (Photo: Robijn Ong)

in monumentality is certainly makes up for with its pow-
erfully conceptual aesthetic.

The preceding survey of these six imperial Mughal
graves and tombs — Babur’s in Kabul, Humayun’s in
Delhi, Akbar’s at Sikandra, Jahangir’s at Lahore, Shah
Jahan’s in Agra, and Aurangzeb’s near Aurangabad —
highlights a number of important facts. The first, and
most obvious, is that the Mughals did not construct a sin-
gle dynastic mausoleum. If, as is quite possible, Humay-
un’s tomb was intended by Akbar to serve such a func-
tion, then Jahangir’s construction of a tomb for Akbar at
Sikandra was an implicit rejection of the notion. None of
these Mughal emperors were even buried in the same
city (although, admittedly, Sikandra was only one stage
out of Agra). Nor was one form or style adopted for all
the tombs we have looked at, although Humayun’s tomb
and the Taj Mahal do share similar forms, and certain
themes, such as the use of white marble and garden set-
tings, do recur. Furthermore, this diversity of form does
not even develop in a single direction. There are clearly
too many missing links and throwbacks to support a the-
ory of evolution marching resolutely towards the Taj
Mahal.

Rebellions, wars of succession, and, in one case, the
premature death of a wife further cloud the history of
Mughal tombs in terms of both chronology and patron-
age. Final embellishment of Babur’s grave in Kabul, for
example, was only completed in 1645-46, two years after
the Taj Mahal was finished in Agra. Between 1632 and
1637 the last five years of construction work at Jahangir’s
tomb in Lahore overlapped with the first five years of
work at the Taj Mahal. Although Fergusson wrote that
the “princes of the Tartar races, in carrying out their love
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of tombs, made it the practice to build their own in their
lifetime, as all people must who are really desirous of
sepulchral magnificence,”® the Mughals were seldom
able to plan ahead. In fact, while Babur and Aurangzeb
willed their own simple burials, only Shah Jahan
designed and built the tomb in which he was buried.
Humayan, Akbar, and Jahangir were all entombed in
structures built by their sons and successors (perhaps
with the assistance of his wife in the latter case). In this
context it might be asked whether Mughal tombs were
really erected to commemorate dead emperors or as vic-
tory monuments for the survivors of internecine warfare.

Patterns do emerge, however, in the development of
Mughal tomb architecture. Babur and Aurangzeb were
buried in accordance with orthodox Muslim practice.
Their simple graves are open to the sky and free from
any other superstructure. Only stone screens and formal
gardens define any kind of commemorative space. Both
Humayun and Shah Jahan, on the other hand, were bur-
ied in tombs that, rejecting the precedents set by their
own fathers’ tombs, can only be described as Timurid
revivals. Huge double-domes set on elevated drums, lofty
arched iwans, and radially symmetrical floor plans all
point towards the Timurid past, even if other key Tim-
urid elements such as multicolored glazed revetments
are nowhere to be found. Of course, neither building is a
complete appropriation of a Timurid design, but the
effect on the Indian viewer would hardly have been
diminished.™ After all, less goes further on the frontier.
The tombs of Akbar and Jahangir, however, fit into nei-
ther category. Tentative steps towards the dramatic
design of Jahangir’s tomb were admittedly taken a few
years earlier at Itimad al-Dawla’s tomb in Agra
(1622-28; perhaps commissioned by Nur Jahan, his
daughter), but nothing would have prepared the viewer
for Akbar’s tomb at Sikandra. Neither tomb follows a
known imperial model, Indian or Timurid. The highly
adventurous nature of these buildings is reflected in the
way they attempt to memorialize an individual in a mon-
umental way while still adhering to the orthodox notion
of open-air burial. They are among the most radically
innovative structures in the history of Indian and Islamic
architecture.

During the almost two centuries between Babur’s
death in 1530 and Aurangzeb'’s in 1707, the concept of
the Mughal tomb turns full circle from the orthodox, to
the Timurid revival, to the radically innovative, and then
back again.” The identification of these three themes in
the history of Mughal tomb architecture allows each of
these six imperial mausolea to be considered in its own
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light rather than to be judged solely against the Taj
Mahal in its popular role as the paragon of Mughal archi-
tecture.

The tombs constructed for Akbar and Jahangir, for ex-
ample, can thus be appreciated for their truly revolution-
ary design and not as “failed” victims of an architectural
“retrogression.” Just as importantly, the Taj Mahal itself
can be seen not as the climax of an interrupted evolu-
tion, but as a conscious revival of an earlier style with its
inherent political symbolism reinforcing Shah Jahan’s
view of himself as the “second Timur.” This pattern of
revival and innovation, and its enduring dialogue with
orthodox tenets, is highly informative with respect to the
use of the past in Mughal architecture. It shows how in
the case of funerary architecture the Mughals consid-
ered the past as something to be appropriated and
adapted at will rather than polished generation by gen-
eration to an absolute perfection. In other words, ideol-
ogy took precedence over purely formal considerations.

National Gallery of Australia
Canberra, Australia
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