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The Mughal Empire was an empire 

extending over large parts of the 

Indian subcontinent. The Mughal 

emperors were Central Asian Turko-

Mongols from Uzbekistan, who 

claimed direct descent from both 

Genghis Khan (through his son 

Chagatai Kham) and Timur. At the 

height of their power in the late 17th

and early 18th centuries, the 

population of the empire has been 

estimated as between 110 and 150 

million. 

The beginning of empire is 

conventionally dated to the founder 

Babur’s victory over Ibrahim Lodi in 

the first Battle of Panipat in 1526 

(depicted left in a late 16th century 

manuscript). 



The Gardens of Babur, locally called Bagh-e Babur is a historic park in Kabul, 

Afghanistan, and also the last resting place of the first Mughal emperor Babur. The 

gardens are thought to have been developed around 1528 CE when Babur gave orders for 

the construction of an “avenue garden” in Kabul. It was the tradition of Mughal princes to 

develop sites for recreation and pleasure during their lifetime, and choose one of these as 

a last resting place. The site continued to be of significance to Babur’s successors. There 

are accounts from the time of the visit of Shah Jahan (the builder of the Taj Mahal) in 

1638 of a stone water-channel that ran between an avenue of trees from the terrace below 

the mosque, with pools at certain intervals. 



Image from an album commissioned 

by Shah Jahan showing Humayun

sitting beneath a tree in his garden

Nasir ud-din Muhammad Humayun

was the second Mughal emperor. 

Like his father, Babur, he lost his 

kingdom early, but with Persian aid, 

he eventually regained an even 

larger one. Persian methods of 

governance were imported into North 

India in Humayun's reign. 

The Persian arts too were very 

influential, and Persian-style 

miniatures were produced at Mughal 

(and subsequently Rajput) courts. 

Later in life, Humayun himself is 

said to have spoken in Persian verse 

more often than not.



Humayun’s tomb was commissioned by his first wife Bega Begum in 1569-70, and 

designed by Mirak Mirza Ghiyath, a Persian architect. It was the first garden-tomb on 

the Indian subcontinent, and it is located in Nizamuddin East, Delhi, India. It was also 

the first structure to use red sandstone on such a scale. 

The complex encompasses the main tomb of Humayun, which houses the graves of his 

wife as well as other emperors, including Shah Jahan. The structure and its chahar

bagh layout is a clear departure from the fairly modest mausoleum of Humayun’s

father in Kabul.



Humayun’s tomb in Delhi (as well as the Taj Mahal) were influenced by this 

mausoleum of the Asian conqueror Tamerlane (also known as Timur) in 

Samarkand, Uzbekistan. It is called Gur-e Amir (Persian for “Tomb of the 

King”). The structure is set within a geometric courtyard. The mausoleum itself, 

begun in 1403, features a single cupola, a dome-like structure situation on top of 

a building. The entry is in the form of an iwan, a rectangular hall or space, 

usually vaulted, walled on three sides, with one end entirely open. 



Manuscript depicting Akbar triumphantly 

entering Surat

The third and greatest ruler of the Muhal

Empire was Akbar the Great (r. 1556-

1605). To unify the vast Mughal state, 

Akbar established a centralized system of 

administration throughout his empire 

and adopted a policy of conciliating 

conquered rulers through marriage and 

diplomacy.

Akbar decreed that Hindus who had been 

forced to convert to Islam could reconvert 

to Hinduism without facing the death 

penalty. Akbar in his days of tolerance 

was so well liked by Hindus that in songs 

and poetry he was compared to Hindu 

hero-god Rama. 



Basawan and Chatar Muni, Akbar and 

the Elephant Hawai, folio 22 from the 

Akbarnama, c. 1590, opaque watercolor 

on paper

Akbar commissioned his close friend Abul

Fazl to chronicle his life in a great 

biography, the Akbarnama, which the 

emperor’s painters illustrated. This page, 

or folio, depicts the episode of Akbar and 

Hawai, a wild elephant the 19-year-old 

ruler mounted and pitted against another 

ferocious elephant. 

When the second elephant fled in defeat, 

Hawai, still carrying Akbar, chased it to a 

pontoon bridge. The enormous weight of 

the elephants capsized the boats, but 

Akbar managed to bring Hawai under 

control and dismount safely. 



The young ruler viewed the episode as 

an allegory of his ability to govern-

that is, to take charge of an unruly 

state. 

For his pictorial record of that 

frightening day, Basawan chose the 

moment of maximum chaos and 

danger- when the elephants crossed 

the pontoon bridge, sending boatmen 

flying into the water. 

The composition is a bold one, with a 

very high horizon and two strong 

diagonal lines formed by the bridge 

and the shore. Together these devices 

tend to flatten out the vista, yet at the 

same time Basawan created a sense of 

depth by diminishing the size of the 

figures in the background. 



The four minarets (towers) south 

gate of Akbar’s tomb are similar to 

those of the Taj Mahal. The tomb 

itself (located in Sikandra, a 

suburb of Agra), is surrounded by 

a walled enclosure and 

surmounted by a marble pavilion. 

The buildings are constructed 

mainly from a red sandstone 

enriched with features in white 

marble.



Jahangir, the fourth Mughal 

emperor, ruled from 1605 until 

his death in 1627. Jahangir was 

the eldest surviving son of 

Mughal Emperor Akbar and was 

declared successor to his father 

from an early age. 

Impatient for power, however, 

he revolted in 1599 while Akbar 

was engaged in the Deccan. 

Jahangir was defeated, but 

ultimately succeeded his father 

as Emperor in 1605 due to the 

immense support and efforts of 

his step-mothers.

Jahangir was fascinated with 

art, science and, architecture. 

From a young age he showed a 

leaning towards painting and 

had an atelier (studio) of his 

own.  



Bichitr. Jahangir Preferring a Sufi Shaykh to Kings, c. 

1615-1618, opaque watercolor on paper

The influence of European as well as Persian styles on 

Mughal painting is evident in the allegorical portrait 

Bichitr painted of Jahangir (r. 1605- 1627). 

The emperor sits on an hourglass throne. As the sands of 

time run out, two cupids inscribe the throne with the wish 

that Jahangir would live a thousand years. 

Bichitr portrayed his patron as an emperor above time 

and placed behind his head a radiant halo combining a 

radiant golden sun and a white crescent moon, indicating 

that Jahangir is the center of the universe and its light 

source.

This miniature folio was once a part of a muraqqa', or 

album, which would typically have had alternating folios 

containing calligraphic text and painting. In all, six such 

albums are attributed to the rule of Jahangir and his heir, 

Shah Jahan. But the folios, which vary greatly in subject 

matter, have now been widely dispersed over collections 

across three continents.



At the left are four figures. The lowest, 

both spatially and in the social 

hierarchy, is the Hindu painter Bichitr

himself, wearing a red turban. He 

holds a painting representing two 

horses and an elephant, costly gifts to 

him from Jahangir, and another self-

portrait. 

In the larger painting, the artist 

signed his name across the top of the 

footstool Jahangir uses to step up to 

his hourglass throne. Thus, the ruler 

steps on Bichitr’s name, further 

indicating the painter’s inferior status. 

Above Bichitr is a portrait in full 

European style of King James I of 

England, copied from a painting of 

John de Critz that the English 

ambassador to the Mughal court had 

given as a gift to Jahangir. 



Above the English king is a Turkish 

sultan, a convincing study of 

physiognomy but probably not a 

specific portrait. The highest member 

of the foursome is an elderly Muslim 

Sufi shakyh (mystic saint). Jahangir’s 

father, Akbar, had gone to the mystic 

to pray for an heir. 

The current emperor, the answer to 

Akbar’s prayers, presents the holy man 

with a sumptuous book as a gift. An 

inscription explains that “although to 

all appearances kings stand before 

him, Jahangir looks inwardly toward 

the dervishes (Islamic holy men)” for 

guidance. Bichitr’s allegorical painting 

portrays his emperor in both words 

and pictures as favoring spiritual over 

worldly power. 



When Akbar, the third Emperor of the Mughal dynasty, had no living heir at age 28, he 

consulted with a Sufi (an Islamic mystic), Shaikh Salim, who assured him a son would 

come. Soon after, when a male child was born, he was named Salim. Upon his ascent to 

the throne in 1605, Prince Salim decided to give himself the honorific title of Nur ud-Din 

(“Light of Faith”) and the name Jahangir (“Seizer of the World”).

In this miniature painting, Jahangir Preferring a Sufi Shaikh to Kings, flames of gold 

radiate from the Emperor’s head against a background of a larger, darker gold disc. A 

slim crescent moon hugs most of the disc’s border, creating a harmonious fusion between 

the sun and the moon (thus, day and night), and symbolizing the ruler’s emperorship 

and divine truth.



Jahangir Converses with Gosain Jadrup. 

From a Jahangirnama manuscript, c. 

1620. Opaque watercolor and gold on 

paper. 

Artists in Mughal India adapted Persian 

traditions of book painting, as well as 

other arts of the book, to meet the needs 

and tastes of new patrons.

The Mughal emperors greatly enjoyed 

Persian literature, and their library 

included many of the finest manuscripts 

from the Timurid royal library at Heart. 

The book as the work of art was slowly 

replaced by the single page of calligraphy, 

drawing or painting, intended to be 

collected in albums. Often the albums 

were arranged so that facing pages of 

calligraphy alternated with facing images, 

but all pages were mounted in similar 

borders painted in gold and colors



Beneath Jahangir’s seat, crouching angels write (in 

Persian), “O Shah, May the Span of Your Life be a 

Thousand Years,” at the base of a mighty hourglass that 

makes up the pedestal of Jahangir’s throne. This reading is 

a clear allusion to the passage of time, but the putti figures 

(borrowed from European iconography) suspended in mid-

air toward the top of the painting provide few clues as to 

their purpose or meaning. 

Finally, the artist paints himself holding a red-bordered 

miniature painting as though it were a prized treasure. In 

this tiny painting-within-a-painting, Bichtir replicates his 

yellow jama (a man's robe)—perhaps to clarify his 

identity—and places himself alongside two horses and an 

elephant, which may have been imperial gifts. He is a 

Hindu in service at the Mughal court—a reminder that 

artists who created Islamic art were not always Muslim.

He shows himself bowing in the direction of his Emperor in 

humble gratitude. To underscore his humility, Bichtir puts 

his signature on the stool over which the Emperor’s feet 

would have to step in order to take his seat.



Clear to the observer is the stark contrast between 

Jahangir’s gem-studded wrist bracelets and finger 

rings and the Shaikh’s bare hands, the distinction 

between rich and poor, and the pursuit of material and 

spiritual endeavors. 

Less clear is the implied deference to the Emperor by 

the elderly Shaikh’s decision to accept the imperial gift 

not directly in his hands, but in his shawl (thereby 

avoiding physical contact with a royal personage, a 

cultural taboo). A similar principle is at work in the 

action of the Sultan who presses his palms together in 

a respectful gesture. By agreeing to adopt the manner 

of greeting of the foreign country in which he is a guest, 

the Ottoman leader exhibits both respect and humility.

Facing away from the Emperor, the putto on the left 

holds a bow with a broken string and a bent arrow, 

while the one on the right covers his face with his 

hands. Does he shield his eyes from the Emperor’s 

radiance, as some scholars believe? Or as others 

suggest, is he crying because time is running out for 

the Emperor (as represented in the slipping sand in the 

hourglass)?



Jahangir’s mausoleum is located 

near the town of Shahdara Bagh

in Lahore, Pakistan. His son, 

Shah Jahan, built the mausoleum 

10 years after his father’s death. 

It is sited in an attractive walled 

garden. Each corner has a 

minaret 30 meters high. The 

interior is embellished with 

frescoes and pietra dura inlay and 

colored marble. 

The entrance to the mausoleum is 

through two massive gateways of 

stone and masonry opposite each 

other (to the north and south) 

which lead to a square enclosure.



The interior of the mausoleum is an elevated sarcophagus of white 

marble, the sides of which are wrought with flowers of mosaic in the same 

elegant style as the tombs in the Taj Mahal. On two sides of the 

sarcophagus the ninety-nine attributes of God are inlaid in black.



Shah Jahan, the fifth Mughal emperor, 

reigned from 1628 until 1658. 

Unlike his father and his grandfather, 

Shah Jahan was an orthodox and pious 

Muslim. 

Upon his accession, he adopted new policies 

which canonically reversed Akbar's 

generally liberal treatment of non-Muslims. 

In 1633, Shah Jahan began to impose 

Sharia provisions against construction or 

repair of churches and temples and 

subsequently ordered the demolitions of 

newly built Hindu temples. 

He celebrated Islamic festivals with great 

pomp and grandeur and with an 

enthusiasm unfamiliar to his predecessors. 

Long-dormant royal interest in the Holy 

Cities also revived during his reign.



Taj Mahal. Agra, India, 1632-1647

Shah Jahan built the Taj Mahal, an immense mausoleum, as a memorial to his 

favorite wife, Mumtaz Mahal (1593-1631), although it eventually became the 

ruler’s tomb as well. The dome-on-cube shape of the central block has 

antecedents in earlier Islamic mausoleums, but modifications and refinements in 

the design of the Agra tomb converted the earlier massive structures into an 

almost weightless vision of glistening white marble. 



Depictions of Shah Jahan and 

Mumtaz Mahal



The Taj Mahal follows the plan of Iranian garden pavilions, except the building stands 

at one end rather than in the center of the formal garden. The tomb is octagonal in 

plan and has typically Iranian arcuated niches (known as iwans) on each side. The 

interplay of shadowy voids with light reflecting marble walls that seem paperthin

creates an impression of translucency. The pointed arches lead the eye in a sweeping 

upward movement toward the climatic dome, shaped like a crown, or taj.





Abd al-Hamid Lahori (d. 1654), a court historian who witnessed the construction of the 

Taj Mahal, compared its minarets with ladders reaching toward Heaven and the 

surrounding gardens to Paradise. In fact, inscribed on the gateway to the gardens and 

the walls of the mausoleum are carefully selected excerpts from the Koran confirming 

the historian’s interpretation of the tomb’s symbolism. The designer of the Taj Mahal

may have conceived the mausoleum as the throne of God perched above the gardens of 

Paradise on Judgment Day. The minarets hold up the canopy of that throne. In Islam, 

the most revered place of burial is beneath the throne of God.





Some of the Taj Mahal’s architecture fuses aspects from other Islamic traditions, but 

other aspects reflect with indigenous style elements. In particular, this is evident in 

the umbrella-shaped ornamental chhatris (dome shaped pavillions) atop the pavilions 

and minarets. 

And whereas most Mughal-era buildings tended to use red stone for exteriors and 

functional architecture (such as military buildings and forts)—reserving white 

marble for special inner spaces or for the tombs of holy men, the Taj’s entire main 

structure is constructed of white marble and the auxiliary buildings are composed of 

red sandstone. This white-and-red color scheme of the built complex may correspond 

with principles laid down in ancient Hindu texts—in which white stood for purity and 

the priestly class, and red represented the color of the warrior class.



The minarets display the designer's penchant 

for symmetry. They were designed as working 

minarets — a traditional element of mosques, 

used by the muezzin to call the Islamic faithful 

to prayer. Each minaret is effectively divided 

into three equal parts by two working balconies 

that ring the tower.

At the top of the tower is a final balcony 

surmounted by a chattri that mirrors the 

design of those on the tomb. The chattris all 

share the same decorative elements of a lotus 

design topped by a gilded finial. 

The minarets were constructed slightly outside 

of the plinth so that, in the event of collapse, (a 

typical occurrence with many tall constructions 

of the period) the material from the towers 

would tend to fall away from the tomb.



Pietra dura, called parchin kari in South Asia, is a term for the inlay technique of 

using cut and fitted, highly-polished colored stones to create images. It is 

exemplified here from another tomb found in Agra. 



The dado frames and 

archway spandrels of the 

Taj Mahal have been 

decorated with pietra dura

inlays of highly stylized, 

almost geometric vines, 

flowers, and fruits. The 

inlay stones are of yellow 

marble, jasper, and jade, 

polished and leveled to the 

surface of the walls. 



Muslim tradition forbids elaborate decoration 

of graves. Hence, the bodies of Mumtaz and 

Shah Jahan were put in a relatively plain 

crypt beneath the inner chamber with their 

faces turned right and towards Mecca. (Their 

tombs are seen to the left above.) 

Mumtaz Mahal’s cenotaph (empty tomb) is 

placed at the precise center of the inner 

chamber on a rectangular base. (Their 

cenotaphs are seen to the left below.)

Shah Jahan's cenotaph is beside Mumtaz's to 

the western side, and is the only visible 

asymmetric element in the entire complex. 

His cenotaph is bigger than his wife's, but 

reflects the same elements. 

On the lid of this casket is a traditional 

sculpture of a small pen box. The pen box and 

writing tablet were traditional Mughal 

funerary icons decorating the caskets of men 

and women respectively.



Stretching in front of the Taj Mahal is a monumental char bagh garden. Typically, a 

char bagh was divided into four main quadrants, with a building (such as a pavilion or 

tomb) along its central axis. When viewed from the main gateway today, the Taj

Mahal appears to deviate from this norm, as it is not centrally placed within the 

garden, but rather located at the end of a complex that is backed by the river, such as 

was found in other Mughal-era pleasure gardens.



1. Entrance

2. Darwaza, or 

main gateway

3. Watercourse

4. Reflection Pool

5. Garden Views

6. Jami Masjid

7. Taj Mahal

Plinth

8. Taj Mahal

Interior

9. Guesthouse 

views



Soon after the Taj Mahal's

completion, Shah Jahan was 

deposed by his son Aurangzeb and 

put under house arrest at nearby 

Agra Fort. Upon Shah Jahan's

death, Aurangzeb buried him in 

the mausoleum next to his wife.

By the late 19th century, parts of 

the buildings had fallen badly into 

disrepair. 



As the Mughal Empire declined, the tending of the garden also declined, 

and when the British took over the management of Taj Mahal during the 

time of the British Empire, they changed the landscaping to resemble that 

of lawns of London. 



The setting serves as a reminder that the English word “paradise” is derived from a 

Persian word “pairidaeza,” meaning a “walled garden.” The lush gardens recall the 

description of Paradise found in the Koran as an enclosed, blissful space through 

which runs four rivers where believers can quench their thirst. On the entrance 

gateway at the Taj Mahal, an inscription reads, “Hail, blessed space happier than the 

garden of Paradise!” 



The numerous trees in the gardens 

and the iwans of the mausoleum offer 

protection from the hot sun, 

suggesting a place of rest and 

relaxation. This ideal setting for the 

deceased invites the visitor to linger in 

a meditative state. The calligraphy set 

in the frame of the southern iwan at 

the Taj Mahal states, “But O thou soul 

at peace… and enter thou My 

Paradise.” 

The inscriptions also suggest a vision 

of the Day of Judgment, where God 

sits on a majestic throne similar to 

that of the elevated mausoleum, 

rewarding the faithful with all the 

pleasure Paradise affords. Vibrant 

floral inlays with more than 40 

different types of gems, along with 

carved reliefs of flowers such as tulips 

and irises, located within the dado 

both inside and outside the Taj Mahal, 

provide further evocations of Paradise.



Surrounding the large central dome in both structure are pavilions, known as “hasht

bihisht,” or “Eight Paradises.” These are derived from the Persian tradition of garden 

pavilions surrounding a central space.  The octagonal layout of such structures alludes 

to the eight levels of Paradise for Muslims. This design, carved of durable red 

sandstone or marble, provides an eternal view of Paradise contrasting with the 

temporal gardens below, characterized by flowering plants and running water. When 

Humayun’s tomb was completed, the emperor Akbar performed a sacred rite of 

circumambulation, a ritual that was continued by Shah Jahan. 

This imbued both complexes with a sacred character worthy of their monumental scale 

and lavish ornamentation. According to Islamic tradition, women like Mumtaz Mahal

who died in childbirth were considered martyrs and their places of burials should 

become places of pilgrimage. Also, the reflecting pools recall the fountains used for 

ablution at a mosque, used to perform a ritual cleansing before prayer.



A longstanding myth holds that Shah 

Jahan planned a mausoleum to be 

built in black marble as a Black Taj 

Mahal across the Yamuna river. The 

idea originates from fanciful writings 

of Jean-Baptiste Tavernier (shown 

left) , a European traveller who visited 

Agra in 1665. 

It was suggested that Shah Jahan was 

overthrown by his son Aurangzeb 

before it could be built. Ruins of 

blackened marble across the river in 

Moonlight Garden, Mahtab Bagh, 

seemed to support this legend. 

However, excavations carried out in 

the 1990s found that they were 

discolored white stones that had 

turned black.



No evidence exists for claims that describe, often in horrific detail, the deaths, 

dismemberments and mutilations which Shah Jahan supposedly inflicted on various 

architects and craftsmen associated with the tomb. Some stories claim that those 

involved in construction signed contracts committing themselves to have no part in 

any similar design. Similar claims are made for many famous buildings.



IMAGES OF POWER:
MUGHAL ART and ARCHITECTURE: ACTIVITIES and REVIEW

(Mughal Manuscripts and the Taj Mahal )



In what ways was the Taj

Mahal influenced by earlier 

Mughal monuments? In what 

significant ways is it different 

from the earlier mausoleums?



During the long reign of 

Humayun’s son, Akbar (r. 

1556-1605) commissioned 

Abul Fazl, a member of the 

court and close friend, to 

chronicle his life in a great 

biography called the 

Akbarnama (History of 

Akbar). This miniature 

comes from the emperor’s 

personal copy of the work.

The painting depicts the 

episode of Akbar and 

Hawai, a wild elephant the 

19-year-old ruler mounted 

and pitted against another 

ferocious elephant, Ran 

Bagha. The ability of the 

young ruler to bring the 

elephant under control was 

viewed as an allegory of 

Akbar’s ability to govern or 

rule- that is, take charge of 

an unruly state.

With a high horizon line, 

the figures at the top of the 

manuscript were drawn 

smaller than that the 

figures below to suggest a 

sense of depth and distance.

In the River Jumna, 

fishermen are seen in a 

boat trying to steady a boat 

rocked by turbulent waters, 

caused by the violent 

movement of the pontoon 

bridge collapsing under the 

weight of the elephants.

A man, with an unwound 

turban lying at his side, is 

seen having been trampled 

by the elephants.

The figures sliding into the 

water in the foreground 

heighten the effects of 

chaos.  Through the use of 

vibrant colors and two 

strong diagonal lines 

effectively add energy to the 

painting.



From the 16th to the 19th century, the most powerful rulers in South Asia were the Mughal 

emperors. “Mughal,” originally a Western term, means “descended from the Mongols,” 

although the Mughals considered themselves descendants of Timur (r. 1370-1405), the 

Muslim conqueror whose capital was at Samarkand in Uzbekistan. The radiant halo placed 

behind Jahangir’s head combines a golden sun and a white crescent moon to emphasize how 

the ruler is the center of universe and its light source.

Since Jahangir’s father, Akbar, had gone 

to a mystic to pray for an heir, Jahangir 

is shown here presenting an elderly Sufi 

shaykh (or mystic saint) with a 

sumptuous books as a gift, indicating 

perhaps that he values spiritual 

guidance over temporal pleasures. Clear 

to the observer is the stark contrast 

between Jahangir’s gem-studded 

bracelets and rings and the sufi’s bare 

hands. The elderly sufi, however, uses a 

shawl to accept the gift, thereby avoiding 

physical contact with a royal personage.

Above the self-portrait of the artist are 

depictions of the English king James I 

and a Turkish sultan. Their presence 

indicates that Jahangir favors visitation 

with a holy man over an audience with 

kings.

The artist Bichitr is shown wearing an 

understated yellow jama (robe) tied on 

his left, indicating that he is a Hindu in 

service at the Mughal court- a reminder 

that artists who created Islamic art were 

not always Muslim. He replicates his 

yellow jama in the miniature painting he 

holds, perhaps to clarify this identity. 

Facing away from the emperor, 

a putto on the left holds a bow 

with a broken string and a bent 

arrow, while the one on the 

right covers his face with his 

hands. This is perhaps to shield 

his eyes from the emperor’s 

radiance or because he is in 

despair since time is running 

out for the emperor during his 

reign. 

As the emperor is placed above 

“time,” he is depicted larger in 

scale than the other figures in 

miniature.

On the top of a footstool, the 

artist Bichitr signed his name, 

indicating the painter’s inferior 

status since it was used by the 

emperor to step on in order to 

reach his throne. 

Beneath Jahangir’s seat, 

crouching putti write (in 

Persian) “O Shah, May the Span 

of Your Reign be a Thousand 

Years,” at the base of an 

hourglass that makes up the 

pedestal of Jahangir’s throne. 



Some of the Taj

Mahal’s architecture 

fuses aspects of 

indigenous elements 

from Hindu 

architecture. In 

particular, this is 

evident in the 

umbrella-shaped 

chhatris (dome-shaped 

pavilions) atop the 

structure and the 

towers. 

Balance and 

proportion were of 

particular importance 

to the designers of the 

Taj Mahal. The 

building (excluding 

the towers) is exactly 

as wide as it is tall, 

and the height of its 

dome is equal to the 

height of the façade. 

Reinforcing the illusion of the marble 

tomb being suspended above water is the 

absence of any visible means of ascent to 

the upper platform. A stairway does 

exist, but the architect intentionally hid 

it from view of anyone approaching the 

memorial. 

Shah Jahan (r. 1628-1658), Jahangir’s 

son, built this immense mausoleum as a 

memorial to his favorite wife, Mumtaz

Mahal, although it eventually became 

the ruler’s tomb as well. 

The large, climatic dome 

is shaped like a “taj” 

(meaning “crown”), 

hence the name of the 

structure, Taj Mahal.
The marble 

structure is 

topped by a 

bulbous dome and 

surrounded by 

four minarets 

(towers) of equal 

height. Although 

these towers are 

usually associated 

with mosques- for 

use by the 

muezzin who 

leads the call to 

prayer – here, 

they are not 

functional but 

ornamental, 

underscoring the 

Mughal focus on 

structural balance 

and harmony. 

The inscriptions surrounding 

the central gateway were 

carefully inscribed excerpts 

from the Koran suggesting that 

the designer of the Taj Mahal

may have conceived the 

mausoleum as the Throne of 

God perched above the gardens 

of Paradise on Judgment Day. 

Stretching in front of the Taj

Mahal is a monumental chahar

bagh garden, that is divided into 

quadrants with a building (such 

as a pavilion or a tomb) along its 

central axis. The complex is 

situated on the banks of the 

Yamuna River, allowing for easy 

access to water. 



This Persian mosque complex at Isfahan (present-day Iran) was begun in 1611, not 

long before the construction of the Taj Mahal. In what ways was the Taj Mahal

influenced by Persian architecture?



This is the Trump Taj Mahal in Atlantic City. What accounts for the interest 

in referencing the Taj Mahal to built this giant hotel and casino complex?



In what ways are concepts of the eternal and the 

temporal contrasted in this miniature on the left 

and the architectural complex above?


