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A NOTE ON THE SERIES



Departing from existing studies on the subject, this series looks at heritage sites and the cities in which they are located in their larger geographical, sociocultural and historical contexts. It brings together latest and complex academic research from across disciplines, including history, archaeology, architecture, art history and heritage studies and presents it in an accessible form. Addressing the gap between the academic and popular understandings of history, the series discusses how stereotypes, assumptions and myths come into being around monuments and their builders, and how they impact our reading of the related historical periods.


Each volume in the series provides a multilayered and multidimensional account of the evolution of monuments, their architectural details, the life and times of rulers who built them, their afterlives, anecdotes and folklore surrounding them as well as debates and controversies related to the heritage sites. They also contain comprehensive, illustrated and self-sufficient chapters on the UNESCO World Heritage Sites in the respective geocultural region.


The books in the series will form essential reads for teachers, students and scholars of history, archaeology, architecture, art history, heritage studies and tourism and hospitality. Authoritative and accessible, they will be indispensable for tourists, foreign and domestic, and heritage enthusiasts. Finally, architects, conservationists, policymakers, think tanks and organizations working on monuments and heritage cities will also find these volumes very useful.





HOW TO READ THIS BOOK



The book is divided into three parts – a substantive prologue about the six UNESCO World Heritage Sites (Qutb Minar, Agra Fort, Humayun’s tomb, Fatehpur Sikri, Taj Mahal and Red Fort) in the context of the rise of three imperial cities related to the Delhi Sultanate and Mughal India; a detailed introduction which discusses the larger geocultural and historical contexts in which the three imperial cities came into being and how their settlements and monuments developed; and six chapters on the individual World Heritage Sites.


HOW MUCH TIME DO YOU HAVE AND WHAT DO YOU WANT TO KNOW


You can choose to read the book in the following ways depending on how much time you have and how much you want to know:


If you have enough time and want to get a comprehensive idea of the larger geocultural and historical contexts within which the three cities and their monuments developed, then you should read the complete book.


If you have less time and want to know more about the six UNESCO World Heritage Sites and how they relate to the three imperial capitals of medieval India, then read the prologue (A Tale of the Three Imperial Cities) and the six individual chapters.


If you have still less time and want to learn about some specific sites and their builders and their times, then read the chapters along with the relevant portions of the introduction (Monument, Cities and Connected Histories). The introduction follows a chronological framework and all the headings are clearly laid out.


xiv HOW TO READ THIS BOOK


If you don’t have much time and want to know only about some specific site(s), then just read the individual chapter(s) connected with the site(s). The individual chapters are designed to be self-sufficient and standalone resources.


WHAT TO EXPECT IN THE CHAPTERS


The six chapters of this book bring together in a concise format, a multilayered and multidimensional history of these World Heritage Sites. They incorporate the latest research on the subject and modern controversies surrounding the sites. Any person who chooses to read any chapter should have, in around thirty pages, accessible yet authoritative information.


All chapters follow a consistent format and include the following components:




• Circumstances leading to the construction of the heritage site


• Information on the design and layout


• Site map and photographs of monuments. Some photographs have been labelled to give a better idea of what commonly referred architectural motifs look like.


• Graphic account of all monuments at a site including their evolution, histories, architecture, functions, myths, folklore and connected human stories.


• Boxes containing interesting trivia and key insights


• Afterlife of the site: What happened to the site after the primary builders left the scene?


• One section connected with the most controversial/debated/discussed aspect of the World Heritage Site appears towards the end of each chapter. These include:


▪ How Delhi’s first Friday Mosque became the ‘Might of Islam’ mosque (Qutb Minar)


▪ How the tomb complex was restored in the 21st century (Humayun tomb)


▪ How ‘Somnath Gate’ ended up being in the Agra Fort (Agra Fort)


▪ Was shortage of water the reason for the decline of Sikri? (Fatehpur Sikri)


▪ How the idea of the Black Taj and other myths came into being (The Taj Mahal)


▪ How the Red Fort became a site of India’s Independence Day celebrations (Red Fort)


• The chapters also contain mini stories about the development of certain architectural features or practices/icons associated with royalty.


▪ The chapter on Qutb Minar discusses the evolution of arches and domes.


▪ The chapter on Humayun’s tomb has stories on the evolution of tombs in Islam, char bagh (four-fold garden) and the deployment of the concept of hasht bihistht or a design representing an irregular octagon (an allusion to eight gates of the ‘Garden of Paradise’) in tomb architecture. It also covers the conversation between red sandstone and white marble in Sultanate and Mughal architecture.


▪ The chapter on Agra Fort explores the evolution of jharokha darshan and the Diwan-i Aam (‘Hall of Public Audience’) besides glass-art technique or ayina kari (elements of which are seen in the Shish Mahal).


▪ The chapter on Fatehpur Sikri shows how the layout of a new city borrowed on the idea of a Mughal camp which formed a mobile mini city in itself.


▪ The chapter on Taj Mahal discusses how an improvised tomb garden came to symbolize the ‘Garden of Paradise’ on earth. It also explores the evolution of architectural features like the dome, the minaret and the jilaukhana or the forecourt.


▪ The chapter on Red Fort shows how the concept of irregular octagon came to influence the design of the palace-fort. It also discusses how the emperor’s seat in the Diwan-i Aam evolved to reflect his exalted status alongside the stories of the famous peacock throne and the Koh-i-Noor diamond.








PROLOGUE


 A Tale of Three Imperial Cities


Delhi and Agra are among the most densely populated cities in the world. They have also always been the seats of power and empires, along with Fatehpur Sikri, for more than a millennium, and ongoing excavations reveal settlements from much earlier times. No wonder the monuments of Delhi and Agra figure on the itinerary of every tourist – foreign or domestic. While some tourists come specifically to see Delhi and Agra, many arrive primarily to see the Taj Mahal but do not leave without visiting the six UNESCO World Heritage Sites – Qutb Minar, Humayun’s tomb and the Red Fort in Delhi and the Agra Fort, Fatehpur Sikri and the Taj Mahal in the Agra–Sikri region. Even though Fatehpur Sikri is not a part of the Agra district administration, its proximity to both the cities often makes it a part of the sightseeing tour packages. Sikri forms an integral part of the experience of Delhi and Agra, and the Mughal empire. Over a period, these six heritage sites of the three imperial capitals have become preferred tourist destinations of India. They consistently figure in the list of top ten monuments that attract most tourists – international and domestic – and generate most revenues.


For the foreign tourists not as familiar with Indian history, visits to these six World Heritage Sites mostly form their first encounter with the country’s rich cultural heritage, their introduction to the exotic world of the Delhi Sultanate and the Mughals. For domestic tourists who are perhaps relatively more familiar with India’s history, such trips help them revisit, perhaps revise, their understanding of these monuments and personalities or prominent events linked with them from their school textbooks.


Monuments, however, always offer a lot more. They tell us multiple stories not just about the specific history of the individual monuments but also of the cities they belong to and the larger historical period they represent. These monuments, identified by the UNESCO as World Heritage Sites, have larger connected histories which also include their afterlives and the popular, sometimes political, constructions of their pasts. Unpeeling these layers of history can be a lot more informative, engaging and interesting if done in a way in which these connect with the visiting public. And, this is one of the key features of this book and the series. This book has been crafted for tourists, general readers, history enthusiasts and even teachers and students of related courses so that detailed academic research is distilled in an attractive and accessible format. But this series of books goes beyond that; it also looks at the myths, folklore and popular histories surrounding the sites.


IS THIS BOOK ANY DIFFERENT


Despite their strongly connected pasts and present, most books on Delhi, Agra and Fatehpur Sikri are either city-centric and deal with an individual city or are monument-centric and focus only on individual monuments or heritage sites. So far, there is no single book which discusses the connected histories of these three cities and of the monuments within them. Comprising a detailed introduction and six self-sufficient chapters – one on each World Heritage Site – this book also provides an illustrated history of almost 500 years of the medieval and early modern period, from around the 12th century to the 18th century. It brings together different perspectives and the latest research from archaeology, architecture, history, art history and heritage studies, but presents them in a simple and accessible language. So, the volume provides a multidimensional and multilayered account of the evolution of Delhi, Agra and Fatehpur Sikri and their monuments, examining the role of diverse factors including the Indian and Central Asian political and cultural influences, local power dynamics, role of the Sufi saints, political economy, dynastic and individual ambitions, migrations and invasions and attempts at repairs and restorations in later times.


The six individual chapters of this book bring together in a concise format, the comprehensive and multilayered history of the six World Heritage Sites of Delhi, Agra and Fatehpur Sikri. After discussing the circumstances leading to the construction of the sites, these chapters take the readers on a graphic historical tour of the monuments discussing their evolution, their architectural styles, related anecdotes as well as myths and folklore surrounding them. Simultaneously, they also make the readers aware of the debates and controversies surrounding the sites and their individual monuments. Finally, they also explore the afterlife of the heritage sites – what happened to the sites once the primary builders or sponsors left the scene? In this sense, the book goes beyond the 18th century and brings the history of the monuments to near modern times.


DELHI, AGRA, FATEHPUR SIKRI: SHIFTS OF THE IMPERIAL CAPITAL


This book is also an exploration of the capital cities of north India along with the UNESCO heritage monuments. These monuments are from the long historical period of the 12th century to 18th century, which marked the transition of power from Rajput states to the Delhi Sultanate to the Mughals. The Delhi Sultanate – lasting from the late 12th to early 16th century – saw a succession of dynasties who were either Turks or Afghans, including the Mamluk Turks, Khaljis, Tughlaqs and Lodis. The Lodis in turn gave way to the Chaghtai or Timurid Mongols who came to be popularly known as the Mughals in the mid-16th century. The Mughals were replaced by the British colonial power in the 18th–19th centuries. The British ruled India till the country secured its independence in 1947.


Delhi remained the capital of the Sultanate from around the late 12th century to early 16th century. The capital shifted to Agra under the Lodis. The Mughals, by and large, preferred to rule from Agra till around the mid-17th century when emperor Shah Jahan (r. 1628–58/66) brought the seat of power back to Delhi. It would however be wrong to say that only Delhi or Agra remained imperial capitals in this entire duration – it moved to other places as well, though temporarily. The key to understanding this conundrum is to understand the movements of the rulers – either of the Delhi sultans or of the Mughal emperors. When the rulers moved, their courts moved and with them the courtiers, administrative machinery and service providers. And, most ambitious rulers remained mobile either to acquire new territories or quell revolts in the acquired territories. Some temporarily moved for better weather or repose. Most architectural constructions took place when the rulers stayed at a place for a relatively longer time.


During the period of the Delhi Sultanate, the capital once temporarily shifted to Daulatabad in the Deccan, presently Aurangabad, in Maharashtra. The Deccan was the final frontier for ambitious rulers based in Delhi–Agra. Their approaches differed, though. The Delhi sultan Alauddin Khalji (r. 1296–1314) sent imperial campaigns also aimed at securing booty or tribute. Muhammad bin Tughlaq (r. 1325–51) preferred to conquer the region and he also created a co-capital in Daulatabad to rule Deccan/peninsular India better. After the reign of Muhammad bin Tughlaq, the sultans let go off their control of the Deccan and chose to concentrate on north India, which broadly came to be known as Hindustan. With the disintegration of the Delhi Sultanate, peninsular India saw the emergence of Deccani sultanates, which later gave a tough time to the Mughals. Akbar and Jahangir mostly tried to manage Deccan from Agra, which was strategically better located for the purpose than Delhi. Jahangir also stayed in tents during his Deccan operations. Over a period, the Mughal encampments had become well-equipped mobile cities and served like on-field capitals. In the chapter on Fatehpur Sikri, we will discuss how such encampments inspired the construction of Mughal palaces and imperial establishments. Towards the late 17th–early 18th century, Aurangzeb stayed in such encampments in the Deccan for a very long time, trying to save a disintegrating empire from the older Deccani sultanates and the emerging Marathas.


Under the Mughals, the capital also moved to places like Fatehpur Sikri and Lahore. The Mughal emperor Akbar’s decision to shift the imperial seat to Fatehpur Sikri also had a spiritual component: his proximity to the Sufi saint Salim Chishti. However, Lahore (now in Pakistan) served an important strategic purpose. The Mughal empire had expanded to include Afghanistan, Badakshan and surrounding areas. Besides, the rise of the Safavid empire in Central Asia necessitated a continuous watch. Emperors like Akbar (r. 1556–1605), Jahangir (r. 1606–28) and later Aurangzeb (r. 1658–1707) therefore stayed for longer periods in Lahore.


Despite occasional changes in the imperial seats, the rulers kept coming back to the strategic Delhi–Agra axis along the river Yamuna. For those migrating from the politically unstable areas of Central Asia of the 10th–12th centuries, Punjab and Delhi offered a land of opportunities, particularly for those looking eastwards. Mahmud of Ghazni’s invasions had shown that the mountain passes in the north-west were not invincible and Punjab–Multan could serve as a springboard for campaigns in north India. Later, Muhammad of Ghuri and the early Turks used Punjab as a base to launch their attacks on the Rajputs in north India.


But why was the Delhi–Agra axis so important? Control over Delhi offered a continuous command over the vast Gangetic plains, right up to the Bay of Bengal. The later move to Agra offered direct control over the rich agricultural tract between the rivers of Ganga and Yamuna, the doab; better connectivity to trade routes of the subcontinent and enhanced commercial prospects; and strategic access to Rajasthan, Gwalior, Malwa, Gujarat and later, the Deccan. River Yamuna, which connected Delhi and Agra, offered huge possibilities for transport and communication.


THE CONNECTED HISTORIES OF DELHI AND AGRA


Little do the visitors to Delhi and Agra realize how much the histories of the two cities intersect. They are sometimes referred to as twin imperial cities or capitals. For a small but significant period, Fatehpur Sikri near Agra too became a third imperial capital of the region. These connections became established in the 16th century, when the Lodi rulers from Delhi shifted their capital to Agra. The city was probably under the control of the Rajputs or Jats, an agricultural community, before passing under the control of the Delhi Sultanate.


The city of Delhi mostly developed as a series of settlements which were planned as capital cities by successive rulers and dynasties over time. These have coalesced into a continuous overarching megacity of the present time. With the establishment of the Sultanate, Delhi’s first ‘Red Fort’, the Lal Kot, (not to be confused with the prominent Red Fort built later by the Mughals) became the site of the first Muslim settlement in north India. Located in the arid spurs of Delhi Ridge in modern Mehrauli, this erstwhile Rajput citadel gave way to what presently constitutes the Qutb Minar complex. This complex and the eponymous Qutb Minar, which is a UNESCO World Heritage Site, forms a major tourist centre of attraction and is discussed in a chapter in this book. Known as the original ‘Old Delhi’, the imperial-residential area around the Qutb remained the seat of the Delhi sultans till Alauddin Khalji decided to build a new fortified city, Siri, around what are now known as the Siri Fort and Shahpur Jat village. Frequent Mongol invasions were making Delhi vulnerable at a time the Sultanate was trying to extend imperial control over Rajasthan, Malwa, Gujarat and send campaigns to south India. The Khaljis were replaced by the Tughlaq dynasty whose soldier-founder, Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq (r. 1320–25), established a new settlement called Tughlaqabad, on the southern end of the ridge in Delhi, between modern Badarpur and Faridabad. It is said that a curse by the Sufi saint Nizamuddin Auliya led to the abandoning of the new city before it was fully populated. The next sultan, Muhammad bin Tughlaq, not only extended the Sultanate’s control over Deccan and peninsular India, he also fortified the area between Qutb and Siri and called it Jahanpanah (‘The Refuge of the World’). But Muhammad bin Tughlaq’s reign also saw the beginning of the disintegration of the Sultanate; it had become too large and unwieldy by now. His successor, Firuz Shah Tughlaq (r. 1351–88), tried to maintain control over north India and let the Deccan and other areas go. He also did something most ambitious sultans would do: find a new settlement. Located on the banks of the river Yamuna, this new city was called Firuzabad. Henceforth, all future settlements of Delhi would adjoin the Yamuna rather than the rocky Aravalli ridge – Salim Garh, built by the rulers of Sur dynasty; Dinpanah (‘Refuge of the Faithful’), built by the Mughal emperor Humayun; Humayun’s tomb, built by emperor Akbar; and Shahjahanabad, built by Akbar’s grandson, Shah Jahan.


The shift to Agra came at a critical point in the career of the Sultanate which had started disintegrating under the Tughlaqs. Sindh and Multan in the west, Bengal in the east and states in Rajasthan and the Deccan broke away. And, the governors of Malwa, Gujarat and Jaunpur declared their independence. A Mongol invasion in 1398, led by Timur Lane, gave a death blow to an already weakened Delhi. Sikander Lodi (r. 1489–1517), the second ruler of the Lodi dynasty, re-established imperial control over parts of north India and shifted the capital of the Sultanate from Delhi to Agra. The shift, it was hoped, would strengthen Sultanate’s fragile control over the crucial Ganga–Yamuna doab and bring more resources by way of agriculture and trade. It would also help them recover parts of central India. An old brick Rajput structure, called the Badalgarh Fort, became the imperial seat of the Lodis and, later, the Mughals. With the shift of the imperial seat to Agra, Delhi receded into the ranks of a provincial city for a while. However, it continued to remain important spiritually and symbolically as the foundational centre of Muslim rule in north India. The Lodis continued to build their tombs and mosques in Delhi and these can be seen in places currently known as Lodi Gardens, Green Park, South Extension I and II, Defence Colony and Mehrauli.


After defeating the last Lodi sultan Ibrahim Lodi in the First Battle of Panipat (1526), Babur, the Mongol ruler from Ferghana valley, laid the foundations of what came to be known as Mughal rule in India. One of the first things he did was to ask his son Humayun to rush to Agra to take control of the Lodi imperial treasury. Babur, however, stayed in Delhi to celebrate and perhaps consolidate and legitimize his victory. He visited the tombs of Sufi saints Bakhtiyar Kaki and Delhi sultans like Balban and Alauddin Khalji, alongside the Qutb complex, and other buildings, pools, gardens and landmarks of Delhi. Interestingly, he also had his name proclaimed as the sovereign in the mosques of Delhi. Soon after, he left for Agra and preferred to rule from there. During his short reign (1526–30), he built gardens in Agra modelled on the ones in Kabul. Upon Babur’s death in 1530, his son Humayun was coronated at the Agra Fort, which had been wrested from the Lodis. However, the second Mughal emperor (r. 1530–40; 1555–56) chose Delhi to lay the foundations of his new city called Dinpanah or the ‘Refuge of the Faithful’. Humayun chose a site located on the banks of the river Yamuna, close to the Sufi saint Nizamuddin Auliya’s hospice. This city project was carried forward by the Afghan ruler, Sher Shah Suri under the name of Shergarh. Founder of the Sur dynasty, he defeated Humayun in successive battles (1539–40) and brought Delhi and Agra under Afghan control. Humayun had to live in exile till he regained the throne in 1555. Remains of Dinpanah and Shergarh can still be seen in the Purana Qila complex near the Delhi Zoo. Some Sur constructions can also be seen around the Qutb complex in the vicinity of the tomb of Sher Shah Suri’s favoured Sufi saint, Bakhtiyar Kaki.


Akbar, Humayun’s son and successor, occupied the first Mughal fort in Delhi, the Dinpanah by defeating the Surs and other independent chieftains. However, he preferred to rule from Agra, a decision also motivated by an unsuccessful assassination attempt on his life during his visit to Delhi in 1564. But Akbar did not neglect his father’s constructions in Delhi. Asserting control over Humayun’s legacy, he ordered the building of a magnificent mausoleum (c 1562–71) near Nizamuddin Auliya’s hospice, known as Humayun’s tomb – a structural complex which is now a UNESCO World Heritage Site and is explored in a chapter in this book. Akbar also provided large Afghan-style tombs for his wet-nurse Maham Anga and her arrogant son, Adham Khan, in Delhi. Located near the Qutb complex, Adham Khan’s tomb is situated on the top of a wall that once enclosed the Lal Kot. In his imperial seat Agra, Akbar rebuilt the old Badalgarh fort located on the banks of Yamuna. The right bank of the river, in the direction of the flow. was earmarked for the residences of the nobility. Gradually, havelis (mansions) and habitations began to develop along the right bank. Thanks to consolidation of Mughal rule under Akbar and his wide-ranging administrative and economic reforms, imperial Agra began to grow, in size, wealth and influence. It also began to emerge as a major commercial hub in north India.


Akbar decided to shift the capital to Sikri, 45 kilometres from Agra, protected by the spiritual realm of the Sufi saint Salim Chishti by whose blessings he had an offspring and successor. With the Mughal conquest of Gujarat in 1572–73, Sikri began to be known as Fatehpur Sikri which meant, ‘City of Victory’. This planned city is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and forms a separate chapter of this book. Over the next thirteen to fourteen years (1571–85), the new capital saw Akbar trying to integrate a population with diverse socio-religious inclinations. Political uncertainties in the north-west, arising out of the death of his brother Mirza Hakim in 1585, led Akbar to shift his capital to Lahore where he stayed till 1598. When he came back, the Deccan was embroiled in warfare and Akbar decided to shift to Agra, rather than returning to Sikri. Akbar died in 1605 after striking a truce with his rebellious son Salim, who had been named after the Sufi saint Salim Chishti. Salim ascended the throne at Agra under the name Jahangir or ‘Seizer of the World’.


The new emperor Jahangir spent a lot of time in Lahore, Agra and Kashmir. However, the Delhi connect always remained important. Jahangir’s predecessor Akbar had paid a visit to Delhi’s holy places in 1576. Shah Jahan also made visits to the tomb of Nizamuddin Auliya much before Delhi became the capital again. Mughal emperors would also visit Delhi for hunting purposes. The area around Dinpanah and Nizamuddin Auliya’s tomb remained important on the trade map as it lay on the highway connecting Agra and Lahore. A huge rest house, Azimganj Sarai, came up at this site – it lies between the Delhi Zoo and the Sunder Nursery today, and is being restored. Agra’s location had however become strategically important to deal with the upheavals in the Deccan from the time of Jahangir. His reign saw Agra growing along the Yamuna. Havelis, streets, houses, bazaars and shops developed along the right bank along with gardens which came up on both sides of the river.


During the early decades of the 17th century, Agra had emerged as a major commercial hub and exchange centre for goods manufactured in the subcontinent. It had surpassed Delhi in many ways. The town was buzzing with the presence of domestic and foreign traders, merchants, middlemen or agents, financiers, money changers, insurers and transporters. Sarais, workshops and markets began dotting the city. By the time Jahangir’s successor, Shah Jahan, ascended the throne, Agra had become known as ‘a wonder of the age’ and ‘one of the biggest cities in the world’. He changed the name of Agra to Akbarabad, ‘the city of Akbar’, to honour his grandfather. Shah Jahan’s reign (1628–58/66) is known for its imperial grandeur and golden period for architecture. He renovated Agra Fort by adding three new marble palace courtyards and, when his beloved wife Mumtaz Mahal died, he built the iconic Taj Mahal in Agra in her memory. The monument is still regarded as one of architectural wonders of the world. In this book, the Taj Mahal is explored as the most famous UNESCO World Heritage Site of the Indian subcontinent, which is visited by millions of visitors every year. During Shah Jahan’s time, gardens with buildings along the Yamuna became a common building form, though the left bank remained primarily occupied with imperial ones. Agra also became a great literary and cultural centre. The city, however, developed as a long, narrow strip. Unlike Delhi, which saw successive ambitious sultans build respective settlements or cities at different places – generally moving away from the dry Aravalli spurs in the south towards the river Yamuna in the north-east – Agra developed linearly along the river. The length of the city far exceeded its breadth and Agra became progressively congested with buildings and encroachments to remain an imperial capital. The city was restrictive for Shah Jahan’s grand building plans and stately processions.


In 1639, the emperor decided to build a new capital in Delhi and leave behind a lasting impression of his reign. Besides being the centre of Muslim rule in north India, Delhi had always remained an important pilgrimage destination. Soon, a new capital, Shahjahanabad came into being on the banks of Yamuna in Delhi. The Red Fort was its Qila-i-Maula (‘Exalted Fort’). This palace-fort is now considered a UNESCO World Heritage Site and will be discussed in a chapter in the book. The Red Fort stood at the juncture of two principal commercial streets/avenues – one headed towards the iconic Chandni Chowk and the other towards modern Daryaganj. The 17th-century Mughal capital soon became a big commercial hub and attracted traders and businesspersons from different parts of the world. This ‘Walled City’ is now known as ‘Old Delhi’ in comparison to the ‘New Delhi’ built by the British in the beginning of the 20th century.


With the shift of the imperial seat to Shahjahanabad and the Red Fort in Delhi, Agra began to progressively lose its sheen. Aurangzeb, Shah Jahan’s son and successor, ruled from Shahjahanabad but also held courts at Agra. It was at the Agra Fort that he kept Shah Jahan imprisoned till the latter’s death in 1666. Aurangzeb also met the prominent Maratha leader Shivaji at this fort. After 1680, Aurangzeb left Delhi to deal with political troubles in the Deccan and, like Jahangir, lived and held courts in tent cities. After Aurangzeb’s death (1707), his successor Bahadur Shah spent his five-year reign trying to pacify rebellions at different places and could never stay in the Red Fort.


With Bahadur’s Shah death, began a period (1712–61) when the Mughal emperors would remain static at Delhi. The Deccan seceded from the empire, but Delhi remained populous and saw the construction of some monuments and garden houses. The imperial authority however lapsed into the hands of powerful nobles, regents, military commanders and provincial governors. These kingmakers ruled in the name of the emperors. The emperors’ and Delhi’s imperial authority was also eroded by the invasions of Nadir Shah (1739) and Ahmad Shah Durrani (1757); Maratha occupation (1757–61); and the Third Battle of Panipat (1761). The post-1761 period gave some respite to Delhi, but it also saw the Mughal emperor Shah Alam II (r. 1759–1806) trying to reconstitute imperial authority in Bengal rather than in Shahjahanabad and giving away important political and economic concessions to the English East India Company. And then, there was another Maratha occupation of Delhi in 1785. The imperial authority of the emperors of Hindustan was now limited to Delhi as they successively lost territories to competing powers, externally and internally.


Both Delhi and Agra came under the control of the English East India Company when Lord Lake defeated the Marathas in 1803. Agra was incorporated in the North Western Provinces while Delhi was put under a British Resident, who constantly encroached on the diminishing powers of the Mughal emperor. The Red Fort, however, remained the centre of social and cultural life in Delhi. The coming together of the Europeans and Mughal Delhi resulted in what is known as the Delhi Renaissance – a period characterized by the new scientific learning and intellectual activities of the Delhi College (now the Zakir Husain College) and its Oriental and English departments. This period of intellectual and cultural efflorescence was soon disrupted by one of the most formidable challenges to the British rule in the 19th century, the 1857 rebellion. The rebellion reiterated the symbolic importance of Delhi as the capital of Hindustan and the Mughals as the rulers of Hindustan. The rebels asked the last emperor Bahadur Shah Zafar to assume the leadership of the 1857 rebellion. And the Red Fort emerged as the headquarters of the rebel government. After the suppression of the rebellion, the Queen of England was proclaimed the Empress of India, ending the rule of the East India Company. The British restated the aura and imperial symbolism of Delhi by holding the three Imperial Durbars in 1877, 1903 and 1911 in the city and not in Calcutta, the seat of the British government. In the opening decades of the 20th century, the colonial government decided to build their last imperial capital in Delhi, the New Delhi, a little away from Yamuna and south of Shahjahanabad. This was to serve as the new capital of colonial India and, after 1947, independent India. As the book goes into production, there are plans afloat to further rebuild and redevelop New Delhi, particularly the Parliament building (formerly Council House) and the central vista lying between India Gate and the Rashtrapati Bhavan (formerly Viceroy’s House).


THE WORLD HERITAGE SITES


Of the six World Heritage Sites being discussed in the form of dedicated chapters in this book, only one, the Qutb Minar complex, belongs to the Delhi Sultanate and the remaining five to Mughal period. Interestingly, the Qutb complex saw architectural interventions by all prominent dynasties of the Sultanate – the Turks, the Khaljis, the Tughlaqs and the Lodis. Of the remaining five, three – Agra Fort, Humayun’s tomb and Fatehpur Sikri – were primarily built during the time of the Mughal emperor Akbar, though Agra Fort was substantively rebuilt by his grandson Shah Jahan. Akbar’s reign is particularly known for integration of people, cultures and architectural styles and this reflects prominently in the Agra Fort and Fatehpur Sikri. The last two sites, Taj Mahal and the Red Fort, were built during the time of Shah Jahan, whose reign is known as the ‘classical period’ of Mughal architecture and Persian influences.


If one were to further analyse these sites, the Qutb complex forms a site of the earliest Muslim settlement in north India. It therefore has remains of a mosque, minarets, tombs, graves and a madrasa (college/school for Islamic instruction) built by different dynasties. Of the three forts – Agra Fort, Fatehpur Sikri and the Red Fort – the first served as a one of the strongest bastions in the period of early consolidation of the Mughal rule. Gradually, settlements came to be built around it. Fatehpur Sikri was built as a new imperial city in the 16th century and its ‘Imperial Complex’ still has remains, in reasonably good state, of palaces, imperial establishments and waterworks. The city also formed an important Sufi centre and its ‘Sacred Complex’ still physically demonstrates the spiritual realm of Shaikh Salim Chishti. The Red Fort at Delhi was built as the palace-fort of the 17th-century Mughal capital Shahjahanabad. This Mughal bastion continued to remain important for the social and political life of Delhi even after the disintegration of the empire. It came to centrestage once again during the ‘Great Indian Rebellion’ (1857–58). The Red Fort also emerged as the symbolic centre of the anti-colonial resistance in the 1940s. Once the British rule ended, the fort became embedded in the national iconography as the site of India’s Independence Day celebrations.


Finally, two of the six World Heritage Sites are tombs – Humayun’s tomb and the Taj Mahal. Known as the ‘Precursor to the Taj’, the former introduced elements of classical Persian architecture and the idea of a monumental tomb garden which also symbolized a Quranic paradise. Its recent restoration has brought the monument prominently back on Delhi’s tourist map and in debates related to conservation. This idea of the paradise tomb garden first introduced in Delhi was perfected and taken to its classical form in Agra, in the form of the Taj Mahal. Voted as one of the ‘New Seven Wonders of the World’, the Taj has continuously dominated the city’s cultural landscape since its construction. It also remains one of the iconic representations of India. It might be worthwhile to highlight the other thread that physically and organically connects Delhi and Agra – the river Yamuna, which flows through both the cities. Four of these sites, Agra Fort, Humayun’s tomb, Taj Mahal and the Red Fort, were built on the banks of the river as part of a conscious plan. Occupying an important position in India’s sacred geography, the now feeble Yamuna once formed the lifeline of two leading political formations of their time – the Delhi Sultanate, especially its later phase, and the Mughal empire.





INTRODUCTION



Monuments, Cities and Connected Histories




‘Killi tau dhilli bhayi


Tomar bhaya mat hiin’







(The nail has become loose


The Tomar’s wish will not be fulfilled)





The name ‘Delhi’ is popularly traced to this lore about the dhilli killi or the ‘loose nail’ which refers to the oldest artefact in the Qutb Minar complex, the iconic iron pillar. Standing firm in the courtyard of the congregational mosque in the Qutb complex, this 1,600-year-old rust-free pillar otherwise bears proud testimony to the significant advances India had made in the field of metallurgy and casting in ancient times. The legend related to the pillar is mentioned in the epic Prithviraja Raso composed by Chand Bardai, the court poet of the legendary Rajput king Prithviraja Chauhan. The period between 1000–1200 CE is known for the emergence and proliferation of several clan- or lineage-based Rajput states in north India. Attachment to land, family and honour were some of the key characteristics of these clans and they were mostly warring with or claiming superiority over each other. They claimed descent from suryavanshi (old solar) or chandravanshi (lunar) families of the warrior class, kshatriyas. And they built fortresses on an unprecedented scale and patronized Hinduism and Jainism. Of the various Rajput clans, the two important ones associated with the early medieval history of Delhi include the Tomars and Chauhans. It is important to appreciate their presence not only to understand the later history and building activities of the Turks, Afghans and Mughals in Delhi and the shift of the capital city between Delhi and Agra but also to appreciate the UNESCO World Heritage Sites better.


RAJPUTS AND THE EMERGENCE OF DELHI


As the story goes, a Brahmin once narrated the tale of an iron pillar to Tomar king Anangapala, also known as Bilhan Deo. His rule would be stable, the Brahmin prophesied, till the iron pillar stood firm. It was rooted deep in the ground and rested on the hood of Vasuki, the mythical serpent king who supports the world from below. A curious Anangapala, however, ordered the pillar to be dug up, and when the base of the pillar finally emerged, it was found smeared in Vasuki’s blood. A nervous king ordered the pillar to be reinstalled. However, despite efforts, the pillar could not be fixed – it remained loose – dhilli killi. The story signified that instability had set in under the reign of the Tomar king, leading to the entry of the Turks in the region to shape the next era of Delhi. Interestingly, a short 11th-century inscription on the iron pillar credits Anangpala Tomar with establishing Delhi.


Former governors of the Pratihara dynasty – who had succeeded the illustrious Gupta dynasty – the Tomars became independent and ruled from Hariyanaka country with its capital, ‘Dhillika’, as Delhi was then known.1 Some fortifications and structures built by the Tomars in the Badarpur–Surajkund area of Delhi still survive. Excavations at Anangpur fort in this area have revealed several artefacts, including coins, pottery, utensils and stone sculptures belonging to the Rajput era. Anangpur village in Badarpur is possibly named after one of the Tomar kings, Anangapala I or II. One of these kings is also credited with the construction of the stone masonry dam nearby. Surajkund reservoir in the vicinity is likewise attributed to another Tomar king, Suraj Pal.2


Anangpal II built a fortified citadel called the Lal Kot or ‘Red Fort’ after shifting his base to the arid Mehrauli region of Delhi in mid-11th century CE (Fig. 1). Though this is a different ‘Red Fort’ than the prominent one built later by Mughal emperor Shah Jahan, now a UNESCO World Heritage Site, the building of this fort is important in the development of Delhi and its architectural heritage. The ruler probably also built a tank known as the Anangtal, located close to the Qutb Minar. Water required for the construction of later Delhi sultan Alauddin Khalji’s unfinished Alai Minar in the Qutb complex was brought from the Anangtal. The Tomars are therefore regarded as builders of some of the earliest surviving waterworks in Delhi.3


The Tomars and their successors, Chauhans, are also known to have issued coins of silver and copper carrying motifs of bull and horseman which are also called Nandi and Rajput horseman coins. These coins were probably minted in Delhi and have been referred to as ‘Dilliwala’ or ‘Dhillika’ in the early medieval texts.4 Inscriptions belonging to 13th and 14th centuries have been found in and around Delhi at Palam, Sonepat and Naraina indicating that the control of the region – also known as ‘Yoginipura’ and ‘Dhilli’ – passed from Tomars to Chauhans to ‘Shakas’ or ‘Turushka’. Both ‘Shakas’ or ‘Turushka’ are terms used for the subsequent rule of Delhi sultans.5


RAJPUTS, TURKISH CONQUEST AND THE FOUNDATION OF THE DELHI SULTANATE


While the Tomars were consolidating their hold over Delhi, the Chauhans or Chahamanas were extending their control in Ajmer and surrounding areas. During the 12th century CE, the Chauhan king Vigraharaja IV, who is known as Visala Deva in the bardic accounts, defeated the Tomars and captured Dhillika.6 Inscriptions on the Delhi–Topra pillar, currently located within the Firuz Shah Kotla complex in Delhi, discuss his reign and his conquest of the region lying between the mountain ranges of the Himalayas and the Vindhyas. Vigraharaja’s nephew Prithviraja III, also referred to as ‘Rai Pithora’, is the most famous of the Chauhan Rajputs.7 He remains the hero of many legends and bardic accounts including the hagiographic epic Prithviraja Raso, which also mentions the dhilli killi story. The epic narrates stories of the numerous battles of the Chauhan kings, including his victory over Muhammad of Ghur in the First Battle of Tarain (1191) as well as his romantic liaisons with Samyogita – daughter of his rival, Jaichand, the king of Kannauj.


Rai Pithora conquered many small states in Rajasthan and defeated the Chandela Rajputs of Bundelkhand. Subsequently repulsed by Bhima II, the ruler of Gujarat, Rai Pithora turned his attention towards Punjab and the Gangetic valley and started challenging the Ghurid possessions in the region. A war between him and the Turks, represented by Muhammad Ghuri, soon became inevitable. We will pick up the story from here in a while, but in order to understand the emergence of the Delhi Sultanate in the 1200s, it is important to discuss the background of the Turks.


The Turks were original inhabitants of Central Asia and Western China, more specifically the region around the Altai Mountains. They had migrated to the Transoxiana, the region between rivers Amu Darya (Oxus) and Syr Darya (Jaxartes), in 11th century CE. These Turks were recruited by the Iranian rulers of the region and the Baghdad-based Abbasid Caliphate (750 to 1258 CE) as mercenaries, slaves and palace guards, and gradually converted to Islam. Towards the end of the ninth century CE, the Abbasid Caliphate started disintegrating and the Islamized Turks started emerging as main contenders of power. As the centralized rule weakened, provincial governors started becoming independent. They accepted the nominal suzerainty of the Caliph in return for his letter of approval. Soon, these new rulers started assuming ambitious titles like ‘Amir’ or later ‘Sultan’.


The situation emerging in the Islamic heartland was a particularly complicated one marked by tension and strife between Muslim sects, Islamicized Turks and non-Muslim Turks, Muslims and non-Muslims, and between the infant Muslim states. The Samanids (Iranian by descent) came to power in these circumstances, towards the end of ninth century CE. They ruled over Transoxiana, Khurasan and parts of Iran. However, they had to continuously deal with the Turkish incursions from Central Asia. The Samanids were replaced by the Ghaznavid kingdom founded by a Turkish slave,8 Alaptgin. Based in Ghazni, it became the new defender of the Islamic lands against the continued Turkish incursions from Central Asia. Its most famous ruler, Mahmud of Ghazni (998–1030 CE), was a great champion of the Iranian spirit and Persian language and culture. Under Mahmud of Ghazni, the Turks were not only becoming Islamized but also Persianized and it was this culture that they brought to India, two centuries later.


For two hundred years, before Qutbuddin Aibek established the Delhi Sultanate, military and political engagements went on in the region between the Turks and other kingdoms. Mahmud of Ghazni first conquered Punjab and Multan and his subsequent raids involved plundering of temples and cities in India. He conducted raids of Nagarkot in Punjab Hills, Thanesar (near Delhi), Kannauj and Mathura in 1018 and Somnath in 1025. Historians differ on the motives behind Mahmud’s campaigns and raids in India. Some say he wanted to spread Islam. Others argue that his plunders were aimed at financing his campaigns in Central Asia which alternated with his raids on India. Still others are of the opinion that he wanted to establish a permanent outpost in Punjab. However, most agree on one point – Mahmud did not have any serious long-term territorial interest in India. But his campaigns did have some long-term implications. The Ghaznavid conquest of Punjab and Multan had clearly shown that the mountain chains in the north-west were not unsurmountable. It also exposed the fault lines in the political situation in north India. The Punjab-Multan region was to later serve as a springboard for Muhammad Ghuri’s campaigns in north India and the Gangetic heartland.


In 1173, Shahabuddin Muhammad, also known as Muizuddin Muhammad bin Sam or Muhammad Ghuri, ascended the throne in Ghazni while his brother was ruling in Ghur. In 1178, he tried to capture Gujarat by marching across the Rajputana desert but was repulsed by the Gujarat ruler, Bhima II. Ghuri now turned his attention towards Ghaznavid possessions in Punjab and conquered Peshawar (1179–80) and Lahore (1186). By 1190, he was looking at Delhi and the Gangetic doab while Prithviraja, moving from the Ajmer region, was trying to extend control in the Ghurid Punjab and the doab region.


Muhammad Ghuri and Prithviraja Chauhan first clashed over Tarbarhinda (Bhatinda) in what is known as the First Battle of Tarain (1191). Ghuri lost the battle and was pushed back further into Punjab. He however regrouped his forces and defeated Prithviraja in the Second Battle of Tarain (1192). The Turkish cavalry, strengthened by the introduction of iron stirrups and a new type of harness, played a decisive role in the confrontations between the Turks and north Indian rulers. Fast-moving armed men shooting arrows from superior-bred Arabian horses had brought with themselves a new type of warfare, in which Rajputs were found severely wanting. Soon Delhi, Ajmer and parts of eastern Rajasthan came under Turkish control.


The conquest of Delhi by Muhammad Ghuri, based in the central Afghan region of Ghur (hence described as Ghuri), marked the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate. After the Second Battle of Tarain, Ghuri returned to Ghazni leaving the affairs of India in the hands of his trusted slave and commander-in-chief, Qutbuddin Aibek. Between 1192 and 1206, when Ghuri died, Aibek expanded the Turkish conquests to include the Ganga–Yamuna doab, Bundelkhand and parts of central India, Gujarat, Bihar and Bengal. Meanwhile Ghuri, who had been pursuing his Central Asian dream, lost to the Khwarizm empire in a battle in 1203. With this ended the Central Asian prospects of the Ghurid empire. The next few decades saw the development of a Turkish state based exclusively in India.


TURKISH CONQUEST STRENGTHENS TRADE AND BRINGS SUFISM


The Turkish campaigns were not only about political conquests but they also strengthened India’s commercial and cultural relations with countries in Central and West Asia. Delhi was to emerge as a centre for trade, commerce and religious exchange as well as become a political capital under Aibek and his successors. India’s interactions with Islam and Muslims did not begin with the advent of the Turks. Arab Muslim merchants had played an important part in India’s commerce with West Asia, Southeast Asia and China between the 8th and 10th centuries. They traded in Indian fabrics, incenses and spices. The Pratihara rulers of western and north India traded in Arabian horses despite their hostile relations with the Arab rulers of Sindh. The Arabs had become so important for overseas trade that the Rashtrakuta rulers of the Deccan encouraged Muslim traders to settle in their domains and build mosques. Likewise, an Arab settlement had come up in Malabar. Indian traders and merchants had also been visiting Iran and Iraq.


Islam did not have a pronounced political impact initially. In fact, one notices a lot of cultural inter-borrowing. The Arab conquest of Sindh at the beginning of eighth century CE did not lead to any major political or cultural changes. Rather, some works on astronomy and mathematics got translated into Arabic including Aryabhata’s treatise Suryasiddhanta. Likewise, Indian physicians, philosophers, mathematicians and master craftsmen had also been visiting the Abbasid court which majorly patronized science and learning. Islam established itself in Punjab and Sindh between the 9th and 10th centuries. Changes within the ideological realm of Islam in Central and West Asia – such as the emergence of orthodox schools of the Quran and Hadith (collection of traditions or sayings of Prophet Muhammad), four schools of Islamic Law and Sufi mystic orders – progressively started impacting India. The Sufis preached love, faith and dedication for one God to the Muslim settlers in India. Their ideas however also influenced the Hindus. Gradually, the Sufis came to organize themselves into twelve orders or silsilahs, each led by a pir (teacher) based at a khanqah (hospice) and followed by murids (followers). The silsilahs broadly came to be divided in two categories – Ba-shara (those following the Islamic law) and Be-shara (mostly wandering saints not bound by Islamic law). Of the Ba-shara movements, two silsilahs became very popular in north India, with Delhi and Ajmer as their prominent centres, during the 13th and 14th centuries – the Chishtis and the Suhrawardis. Irrespective of their silsilahs and dispositions, the Sufis helped create a climate of opinion in which people belonging to different sects and religions could live in peace and harmony.


The Chishti order was established by Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti (d. 1235) who came to India around the Second Battle of Tarain (1192). After staying for some time in Lahore and Delhi, he finally settled in Ajmer, which had a sizeable Muslim population, and became very popular. His disciples included Bakhtiyar Kaki who preached mostly in Delhi and was based near Qutb complex and Farid-ud-Din Ganj-i-Shakar who was based in Hansi and Ajodhan in modern Haryana and Punjab respectively. The most famous of the Chishti saints were Shaikh Nizamuddin Auliya and Nasiruddin Chiragh-i-Delhi, both based in Delhi. The Chishtis became popular for musical recitations called sama which created a mood of nearness to God.


Why were Sufis considered so important? Why did they play such an important role in the development of buildings and cities? These saints claimed to possess esoteric knowledge which placed them in a special relationship with God. They could therefore act as intercessors on the Day of Judgement. The Sufi saints’ grace or barakat also had protective and curative properties, and they were believed to possess miraculous powers. The disciples of the Sufi saints were considered protected by God, thanks to their masters’ special mystical powers.9 Many Sufi masters emerged as protectors of cities they inhabited. Nizamuddin Auliya’s presence was believed to have protected Delhi against numerous calamities such as the raids of the Mongols. Because of their exalted position in the kingdom of God, the Sufi saints were believed to have an extended spiritual realm. Monuments in and around the Qutb Minar complex, the first UNESCO World Heritage Site described in this book, intersected closely with the spiritual realm of Bakhtiyar Kaki. Many people wanted their bodies to be buried in the vicinity of the Sufi saints. Therefore, the area surrounding the dargah of Nizamuddin Auliya (Fig. 6) has perhaps one of the largest concentrations of graves and tombs in all of the Islamic world, and includes the Humayun’s tomb complex which forms the second chapter and heritage site explored in the book. One of the finest medieval capital cities, Fatehpur Sikri, the fourth chapter and UNESCO World Heritage Site examined in this book, was in fact built as a tribute to the divine presence of Shaikh Salim Chishti.


The Turkish conquest of north India brought changes in spheres of language and literature as well. While Arabic – regarded as the language of early Islam – continued to be used in a narrow circle of Islamic scholars and philosophers, Persian was fast emerging as the language of literature, administration and diplomacy. It also became the language of the upper classes and their dependents in north India and, after the expansion of Sultanate in the south and the establishment of Muslim kingdoms in the Deccan, the language became prominent in peninsular India. Lahore became a centre of Arabic and later Persian languages and literature. The Persian writings of Amir Khusrau (b. 1252), a murid or disciple of Nizamuddin Auliya, and a courtier of several Delhi sultans, are still very well known. He is also credited with creating a new style of Persian called sabk-i-hindi (‘style of India’).


Other areas where the interactions between Central Asian and Indian cultural elements produced highly interesting results are art and architecture. After the initial tensions, the Central Asian art and architectural traditions – brought in by the Turks and enriched by the arrival of the Afghans and Mughals – closely borrowed from the indigenous elements and expertise to produce some of the finest monuments of the time and reach its pinnacle in the iconic Taj Mahal. In fact, all the six chapters about UNESCO World Heritage Sites systematically discuss the developments in what came to be known as Indo-Islamic style of architecture. However, Sohail Hashmi, a conservation activist known for his immersive heritage walks, argues that the usage of the term Indo-Islamic is seriously problematic. In conversations over emails and phone, he suggests the usage of terms like Indo-Turk, Indo-Afghan, Indo-Iranian instead, just like Franco-Roman, Franco-Anglican or Anglo-French. He says it is ahistorical to categorize any architectural style as ‘Hindu’ or ‘Islamic’ – there is Hoysala architecture, Chera architecture, Vijayanagara architecture, Jodhpur architecture, Dogra architecture and so on. Then there is Morrocan architecture, Libyan architecture, Ethopian architecture, Abyssinian architecture, Turkish architecture, Uzbek architecture, Iraqi architecture, Iranian architecture, or Afghan architecture. According to Hashmi, it would be simplistic to describe any of the former architectural styles as ‘Hindu’ or any of the latter as ‘Muslim’ or ‘Islamic’. He explains further that European architecture is referred to by various terms including Roman, Classical, Gothic, Renaissance, Baroque, Spanish, Portuguese, Prussian, Slavic, English, Scottish, Irish or Welsh. It is understood as either a part of a cultural movement or is defined as period/region specific – but never described as ‘Christian’ architecture. The architecture of the East, on the other hand, is seen mostly in denominational terms. Hashmi argues this is the foundation of the communalization in the history of the region.
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