
209. Taj Mahal 

Agra, Uttar Pradesh, India. Masons, marble workers, mosaicists, and decorators working under 

the supervision of Ustad Ahmad Lahori, architect of the emperor. 

1623-1653 C.E.  Stone masonry and marble with inlay of precious and semiprecious stones; 

gardens (2 images) 

Videos . . . .  

 Persian for "Crown of Palaces", pronounced [ˈta̪ːdʒ mɛˈɦɛl]) is an ivory-white marble mausoleum . . . cost $827 

millions (2015 US dollars) 

 It was commissioned in 1632 by the Mughal emperor, Shah Jahan (reigned 1628–1658), to house the tomb of his 

favorite wife, Mumtaz Mahal. The tomb is the centrepiece of a 42-acre complex, which includes a mosque and a 

guest house, and is set in formal gardens bounded on three sides by a crenellated (battle/protective) wall 
o built in the memory of his wife Mumtaz Mahal, a Persian princess who died giving birth to their 14th 

child 
o it is regarded by many as the best example of Mughal architecture 

 The Taj Mahal incorporates and expands on design traditions of Persian and earlier Mughal architecture. Specific 

inspiration came from successful Timurid and Mughal buildings including; the Gur-e Amir (the tomb of Timur, 

progenitor of the Mughal dynasty, in Samarkand),[8] Humayun's Tomb, Itmad-Ud-Daulah's Tomb (sometimes 

called the Baby Taj), and Shah Jahan's own Jama Masjid in Delhi. While earlier Mughal buildings were primarily 

constructed of red sandstone 

 It is a large, white marble structure standing on a square plinth and consists of a symmetrical building with an 

iwan (an arch-shaped doorway) topped by a large dome and finial 
o The base structure is a large multi-chambered cube with chamfered corners forming an unequal eight-

sided structure that is approximately 55 metres (180 ft) on each of the four long sides. Each side of the 

iwan is framed with a huge pishtaq or vaulted archway with two similarly shaped arched balconies 

stacked on either side. This motif of stacked pishtaqs is replicated on the chamfered corner areas, 

making the design completely symmetrical on all sides of the building. Four minarets frame the tomb, 

one at each corner of the plinth facing the chamfered corners. The main chamber houses the false 

sarcophagi of Mumtaz Mahal and Shah Jahan; the actual graves are at a lower level 
o The dome is nearly 35 metres (115 ft) high which is close in measurement to the length of the base, and 

accentuated by the cylindrical "drum" it sits on which is approximately 7 metres (23 ft) high. Because of 

its shape, the dome is often called an onion dome or amrud (guava dome).[12] The top is decorated with a 

lotus design which also serves to accentuate its height. The shape of the dome is emphasized by four 

smaller domed chattris (kiosks) placed at its corners, which replicate the onion shape of the main dome 
o The main finial was originally made of gold but was replaced by a copy made of gilded bronze in the 

early 19th century. This feature provides a clear example of integration of traditional Persian and Hindu 

decorative elements.[13] The finial is topped by a moon, a typical Islamic motif whose horns point 

heavenward 
o The minarets, which are each more than 40 metres (130 ft) tall, 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 
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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 

 The exterior decorations of the Taj Mahal are among the finest in Mughal architecture. As the surface 

area changes, the decorations are refined proportionally. The decorative elements were created by 

applying paint, stucco, stone inlays or carvings. In line with the Islamic prohibition against the use of 

anthropomorphic forms, the decorative elements can be grouped into either calligraphy, abstract forms 

or vegetative motifs. Throughout the complex are passages from the Qur'an that comprise some of the 

decorative elements. Recent scholarship suggests that the passages were chosen by Amanat Khan.[15][16] 

 The calligraphy on the Great Gate reads "O Soul, thou art at rest. Return to the Lord at peace with Him, 

and He at peace with you."[16] The calligraphy was created in 1609 by a calligrapher named Abdul Haq. 

Shah Jahan conferred the title of "Amanat Khan" upon him as a reward for his "dazzling virtuosity".[ 

o Abstract forms are used throughout, especially in the plinth, minarets, gateway, mosque, jawab and, to 

a lesser extent, on the surfaces of the tomb. The domes and vaults of the sandstone buildings are 

worked with tracery of incised painting to create elaborate geometric forms. Herringbone inlays define 

the space between many of the adjoining elements. White inlays are used in sandstone buildings, and 

dark or black inlays on the white marbles. Mortared areas of the marble buildings have been stained or 

painted in a contrasting color which creates a complex array of geometric patterns. Floors and walkways 

use contrasting tiles or blocks in tessellation patterns 

o  

 The interior chamber of the Taj Mahal reaches far beyond traditional decorative elements. The inlay work is not 

pietra dura, but a lapidary of precious and semiprecious gemstones.[19] The inner chamber is an octagon with the 

design allowing for entry from each face, although only the door facing the garden to the south is used. The 

interior walls are about 25 metres (82 ft) high and are topped by a "false" interior dome decorated with a sun 

motif. Eight pishtaq arches define the space at ground level and, as with the exterior, each lower pishtaq is 

crowned by a second pishtaq about midway up the wall 

 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, towards 

Mecca. Mumtaz Mahal's cenotaph is placed at the precise centre of the inner chamber on a rectangular 

marble base of 1.5 by 2.5 metres (4 ft 11 in by 8 ft 2 in). Both the base and casket are elaborately inlaid 

with precious and semiprecious gems. Calligraphic inscriptions on the casket identify and praise 

Mumtaz. On the lid of the casket is a raised rectangular lozenge meant to suggest a writing tablet. 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: a larger casket 

on a slightly taller base precisely decorated with lapidary and calligraphy that identifies him. On the lid 

of the casket is a traditional sculpture of a small pen box.[20] 

 The pen box and writing tablet are traditional Mughal funerary icons decorating the caskets of men and 

women respectively. The Ninety Nine Names of God are calligraphic inscriptions on the sides of the 

actual tomb of Mumtaz Mahal. Other inscriptions inside the crypt include, "O Noble, O Magnificent, O 

Majestic, O Unique, O Eternal, O Glorious... ". The tomb of Shah Jahan bears a calligraphic inscription 

that reads; "He travelled from this world to the banquet-hall of Eternity on the night of the twenty-sixth 

of the month of Rajab, in the year 1076 Hijri 

 Garden: Most Mughal charbaghs (gardens)  are rectangular with a tomb or pavilion in the center. The Taj 

Mahal garden is unusual in that the main element, the tomb, is located at the end of the garden. With the 
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discovery of Mahtab Bagh or "Moonlight Garden" on the other side of the Yamuna, the interpretation of the 

Archaeological Survey of India is that the Yamuna river itself was incorporated into the garden's design and was 

meant to be seen as one of the rivers of Paradise 

 The Taj Mahal was constructed using materials from all over India and Asia. It is believed over 1,000 elephants 

were used to transport building materials. Scaffolding was so enormous (and mirrored the building itself) that is 

was estimated, by the foreman, that it would take years to dismantle – it was gone overnight because the leader 

offered anyone the bricks if they wanted to take them (peasants did) 
o twenty eight types of precious and semi-precious stones were inlaid into the white marble 

 Myth: 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.[59] The idea originates from fanciful writings of Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, 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.[60] A more credible theory for the origins of the black mausoleum 

was demonstrated in 2006 by archaeologists who reconstructed part of the pool in the Moonlight Garden. A 

dark reflection of the white mausoleum could clearly be seen, befitting Shah Jahan's obsession with symmetry 

and the positioning of the pool itself 
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