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Preface
Nothing can be more difficult than retracing the steps of history in a value-neutral manner. E.H.Carr in his book “What is History” tends to
frighten us a bit by questioning whether all individuals engaged in recording the past are value-neutral. If not, then what is being passed on as historical
facts is only a coloured version of it.
This led to some wishful thinking on our part: what if we could somehow strike a conversation with the monument itself? I am sure if not most
at least some of us must’ve spoken to the monuments at times in a momentary spurt of fantasy; or perhaps experienced a weird, uncanny feeling as if
spoken to and dismissed it as a figment of imagination or maybe hesitantly attributed it to the questionable presence of Djinns.
Picking up the threads of history does require a little courage especially if one is not a student of History. But as students of Sociology we tend
to see a little more than facts and figures in the remnants of the past. We tried to coax everybody possible- historians, renowned writers and friends with
a sound backing of History as a subject. Ultimately the onus of doing the text landed on my lap. I literally developed anxiety spasms in fear of treading
upon the subject. I started off with the collection of research material on the subject and am thankful to Aqsa Agha, Urvashi Gautam and Pamkhuila
Shaiza, MA students in Medieval History, at JNU my Alma mater. The more I read the more difficult the task seemed to be owing to difference in opinion
of renowned authors, variations in dates, authenticity of names and their spellings to name a few. It sure isn’t easy to document the past, I realized.
Not that this was the first time that I was going to do a book; my writing ability was put to test in our first book, “Floating Pearls in the Arabian
Sea-Lakshadweep”. That was a wonderful experience as I needed to document the place and its people while living in the paradise itself. It basically
required essaying the existing realities but in great detail as there was hardly any written material for reference. I was enrolled into PhD and thus not
totally de-linked from the active intellectuals in the campus. Moreover, I floated in high spirits as a newly wed in an extended honeymoon in this exotic
island. With ten years of marriage, two kids, an advertising agency and a publishing house, the writer’s den was far from secluded. Nine-year-old Nishka
would disturb on the pretext that she was now old enough to give her “creative” inputs in the text while two-year-old Anwesh, comfortably perched on my
lap, would often insist on being given the liberty to use the keyboard in- between while I typed the text. Thanks to the dexterous abilities of the little one,
casualties of deletion of unsaved portions or movement of the saved ones into unknown folders were not uncommon. But then life wouldn’t have been
worthy without these two intruders either. They were reason enough for me to put in that extra effort to author this book as I wondered, how much of this
legacy will remain even for them to see?
Heritage conservation is an all encompassing term which includes the endeavour to conserve, preserve and protect buildings, objects, landscapes
and other artifacts of historical significance. Taking into consideration all these aspects in India as a whole in this short span of time wouldn’t have been
feasible; the effort thus has been to focus on the Islamic monuments in Delhi.
Why Muslim monuments? Because a new process of cultural development ensued with the initiation of Islamic rule in India. More importantly,
like the Dravidians and the Aryans, the Muslims too became a part of this land. India to them was their motherland as well. Why Delhi? Because it has
always been the epicenter of the country. It is an immortal city with a past of thousand years. Each time it rose from the ashes only to develop further and
out of the eight it did so, six times it was the Muslim rulers who rebuilt it.
There are varying opinions about the medieval history of India, particularly Delhi. The most popular amongst it is the one propagated by the
British after the Revolt of 1857. To suit their policy of “divide and rule” they claimed the era of Muslim rule starting from 1206 and ending in 1858 as
“Islamic invasion”. Invasion it certainly was, but only in the initial phase when they tried to establish themselves as the new rulers and glorified their
religion as a part of their identity. A couple of generations down the line the process was more of assimilation and adaptation between the two cultures
and this was evident in not just the architecture but also the way of life. All the rulers not only preferred to be buried here but most of them even eagerly
built their own tombs in their lifetime! One obviously desires to be buried in one’s homeland. What more proof could one give regarding one’s sense of
belongingness to the place? Had they been merely invaders how do we explain the growth of Delhi from Lal Kot to Shahjahanabad? Certainly a more
objective study would yield a different point of view.
Today if you take a walk in the Red Fort or especially when you walk towards the Salimgarh Fort from it, you tend to see more of British structures
than the original ones built by Shah Jahan. Most of Shahjahanabad was bulldozed by the British yet ironically it was they who founded the Archaeological
Survey of India in 1861 to explore and preserve monuments and sites of national and international importance! We are grateful to the English for the good
things that they left behind. We proudly live in Lutyens Delhi, glorify the Rashtrapati Bhavan and India Gate during the Republic Day parade and value
being a part of the Commonwealth! Let’s thus accept the valued possessions of both the medieval and the modern period, take pride in them as being a
part of the Indian heritage at large and preserve them all.
This book is a miniscule attempt to create awareness of the importance of heritage conservation and bring to notice the increasing depletion of
the same. We only hope our earnest effort will be fruitful in some way even if it is a drop in the ocean.
My special thanks to Ms. Kalpana Rajaram and Ms. Vidya for helping me with the editing of the book.

Sasmita S. Akhtar

Tomb of Ghiyas-ud-din Tughlaq (1321-25)

Originally, the tomb stood within a vast reservoir and was connected with the Tughlaqabad fort by a causeway which today is pierced by the
Mehrauli-Badarpur Road.
The mausoleum of Ghiyas-ud-din Tughlaq is in the form of a miniature fortress of an irregular pentagonal shape, with a battlemented sloping
wall having an immense spreading bastion in each corner. The mausoleum had been constructed by Ghiyas-ud-din himself. The mausoleum building
is placed diagonally at the widest part of the pentangular court and is built of red sandstone with inlays of bands and panels of marble above the arch
springs. The dome surmounting the mausoleum chamber is made entirely of marble. The marble inlays consist of a broad band running all around the
building in a line with the arch-springs and similar bands outlining arches, each again with a rectangular framing together with a second band at the
top. On either side appear further rectangular marble panels while at the top runs a narrow marble band all around. The marble inlays together with
spear-head fringes of the arches, recall the decorative scheme of the Alai Darwaza.
The middle of each side is slightly set forward and accommodates a pointed arch, there being four such on the four sides. Three of these
are entrance archways, while the fourth, i.e. the one on the west, is closed to contain a mihrab. In the composition of the archways a notable feature
introduced is the imposition of a lintel across the base of each arch. Such a combination of the two principles of support in the composition of an opening
is rather an unusual feature and has, perhaps, to be explained as “the compounding of the structural conventions” of the two communities, the Islamic
and the Hindu. In a way it marks a stage in the fusion of the two architectural traditions and in the subsequent periods the Indian builders achieved
through this process and the addition of a bracket under the lintel, a notable artistic effect. The sloping walls terminate in low battlements, rather an
ineffective feature on account of their being unduly small.
The dome rests on an octagonal drum, supported on squinches in the interior and crowned by an amalaka and kalasa, reproducing the usual
pinnacle of a Hindu temple. The fortress-like composition of the tomb reflects the stern and indomitable character of the ruler whose remains lie buried
here. The harsh square shape and the sturdy proportions, together with the battering walls, lend to the building an appearance of strength and solidity
with which has been combined an effect of solemn and sober grandeur because of the inlays of marble and especially by the glistening white of the
dome. The sloping pilasters in the archways, the rather weak projection of the central bays, the small merlons, constitute certain shortcomings in the
design and could have easily been improved upon. In spite of these, however, the building appears to have been a felicitous production of the age,
having a certain robust dignity of its own. One important fact in the design of this mausoleum, however, remains unexplained, the one that gives it its
chief architectural character, namely the pronounced slope of its walls.
The interior of this tomb is a single chamber thirty feet square, the light being admitted through the degree arched openings. The dome itself
denotes an interesting stage in the evolution of this fascinating feature in the building art of the country, both in regard to its shape as well as its
construction. It is a single dome, that is to say, it has no empty space between its inner and outer surface, and in design it is of the pointed or tartar shape,
the type which later became characteristic of the Indo-Islamic style as a whole.
It has almost an aggressive appearance on account of “four-square”, yet its designs contain several ineffective passages, such as weak projection
of the central bays framing the archways and the timid extensions of these above the parapet. But even with these shortcomings, it is a convincing
production seeming to hold something of the indomitable spirit and sturdy independence of the warrior king it commemorates.
In the regime of the Tughlaqs, a distinct change is perceptible in the spirit and tone of architecture. In marked contrast to the rich and elaborate
ornamental style of the Khilji buildings, those of the Tughlaqs are characterised by a stark simplicity of design bordering almost on puritanical severity.
Instead of the lavish wealth of ornamental detail that distinguished the first phase of Indo-Islamic art, the Tughlaq builders seem to have relied, to a
far greater degree, on the effects of lineaments and masses, rather than on surface treatment. The result is the appearance of a distinctive building style,
chaste, sober and very imaginative.
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Firozabad (1354)

Mohammed bin Tughlaq had no male heir so he nominated his first cousin Firoz Shah Tughlaq (r. 1351-88) to the throne. A man of merciful
and pious disposition, in his rule of 37 years, he tried to establish peace and order. Humane and enlightened, he was regarded an ideal ruler by the
Muslims as he always abided by the Quranic injunctions. Some of his policies included the removal of octroi duties for the promotion of internal trade;
the abolition of all kinds of torture; reintroduction of the system of jagirs or grants of land with its revenue to his military officers in lieu of cash salaries;
organization of slavery as a system wherein the slaves were educated and trained to be soldiers, bodyguards and artisans; and establishment of a
department called Diwan-i-khairat to help the poor and the needy.
Firoz Shah was also a great builder. He built gardens, roads, canals, embankments, hospitals, towns and several mosques. These public works
provided employment to a large number of citizens. For the travelers he built around 200 sarais (shelters) and planted trees on both sides of the road.
According to Percy Brown, “During his long reign of thirty-seven years he was responsible for the construction of the number of buildings peculiar in
style. The differences in the architectural character of the creations of the Firozian period are fundamental, and imply the birth of a new order of ideas,
as they are a reflection of the conditions that prevailed at the seat of the government at this particular juncture. ”
Among the building exploits of Firoz Shah Tughlaq were at least four fortress cities including the fifth city of Delhi, known as Firozabad.
Among the fortified cities he founded were those of Jaunpur, Fathabad and Hissar, but the foremost achievement of its kind was Delhi. Initiated in 1354,
Firozabad, centered on Delhi Gate, was Firoz Shah’s capital at Delhi on the bank of Yamuna. One reason for building the city here was to overcome the
shortage of water faced by the previous cities. He also had two pillars of the Mauryan emperor Ashoka transported to Delhi from Topra (near Ambala)
and Meerut. Both the pillars still stand, although the latter has been partially destroyed.
According to the description of Shams-i-Siraj Afif, the city of Firozabad lay between the ridge on the north and Hauz-i-Khas on the south and
had nine mosques, of which eight were public, three palaces and a number of hunting boxes. It is however, noteworthy, that only very cheap material
was used in the construction perhaps due to the unsettled condition of the time caused by the vagaries and rebellions of the late regime. The city of
Firozabad includes the present-day Firoz Shah Kotla.
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Firoz Shah Kotla (1354)

Now located at Bahadur Shah Zafar Marg, Firoz Shah Kotla was the citadel of the city Firozabad. Built like Windsor, with great palaces and a
magnificent mosque, it garnered Timur’s envy. Timur’s invasion of Delhi ruined it as he took away with him elephants loaded with treasures and costly
building material and artists, masons and skilled workmen as prisoners. The Sayyids and Lodis used Kotla as their citadel.
Within the complex of the Firoz Shah Kotla is one of the spectacular Ashokan Pillars, erected by the Emperor Ashoka, and the Jami Masjid. The
monolith is over 12.8 meters high and weighs around 27 tonnes. The inscription on the pillar helped in deciphering the ancient Brahmi script. The other
pillar, brought from Meerut, is seen installed near the Bara Hindu Rao Hospital. The Jami Masjid was at one time Delhi’s largest mosque. Legend has it
that Timur came here for his Friday prayers. Laymen believe Djinns lurk in here and hundreds of people throng here on Thursday afternoons to pray,
in order to appease them.
The site of the Kotla Firoz Shah, as it is called, was on an extensive plain bordering the river, an ideal position as it enabled its designers to work
out a fairly symmetrical plan. As it was abandoned some one hundred and fifty years later, it is now ruined and derelict, but its principal arrangements
are still somewhat clear. Occupying a rectangle less than half a mile long by a quarter broad, its longer axis running north and south, it was surrounded
by high battlemented walls with tall spreading bastions at frequent intervals. The main entrance to this enclosure was on the western side and consisted
of a strongly fortified gateway thrown out after the manner of a large barbican from the line of the walls, protected by a curtain and with a guard room
and barrack in a courtyard outside. On the opposite side to the main gate, across the width of the Kotla, was a large rectangular enclosure overlooking
the river, within which were the palaces and royal and private residences, most of them aligned along and above the outer wall to receive the benefit of
the cool air carried across the water.
The rest of the space within the Kotla walls was divided off into square and rectangular courtyards, one of the largest of which was the Hall of
Public Audience, a spacious open quadrangle surrounded by a pillared verandah for the transaction of official and political affairs. In the remainder
was a great variety of structures such as pavilions for different purposes, gardens, baths, tanks, barracks, armory and servants quarters, all conveniently
disposed and communicating with one another. Towards the centre and also against the river wall was the principal congregational mosque or Jami
Masjid, a large and imposing structure recorded to have an accommodation for an assembly numbering ten thousand. Thus it will be seen that the main
principal of the palace fort as it developed in Islamic India was originally laid down by Firoz in his Kotla in Delhi, to be developed upon more than
two centuries later by the Mughal emperors at Shahjahanabad, Agra, Allahabad and elsewhere. Yet it is possible Firoz himself was merely producing
a traditional and genetic type of imperial domain, a type that had prevailed for many centuries all over the then known world, as in these palace
complexes of India there are many points of resemblance to the castellated palaces of the Roman and the Byzantine Empires, such as the Diocletian at
Spalato and other ancient and historical royal residences.

“Jami masjid” at Firoz Shah Kotla

One monument at Kotla is, however, unique and strikes a romantic note. This is a large structure occupying a prominent position towards the
centre and consisting of a series of square arcaded terraces, diminishing as they ascend to produce a kind of stepped pyramid, on the summit of which
the Tughlaqian ruler, raised one of Ashoka’s famous pillars, removed from its original site near Ambala where it had remained unmolested for sixteen
hundred years. A contemporary historian has recorded graphically and in full detail, the manner in which the great monolith was carefully lowered,
transported and re-erected, presenting a vivid picture of the simple but effective mechanical methods in practice at that time. It is also said that once
there were tunnels connecting the site all the way to Hauz Khas, so large that the sultan and his entourage could ride on horseback through them. No
evidence of this remains, however.
Once a bustling city nothing much survives in and around this once beautiful palace which has now been developed as a beautiful garden.
Today it is more famous as a cricket ground, where many important matches are held. At other times it is a lazing ground for all kinds of people, a
practice ground for amateur urchin cricketers, and at night, a haven for the homeless.
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Chirag Delhi (1358)

Chiragh-i-Dilli dargah is situated in the village of Chiragh Delhi.

The township grew up around the dargah slowly and gradually. The dargah

entombs Nasir-ud-din Mohammed, who was bestowed with the title of Roshan Chiragh-i-Dilli (Illuminated lamp of Delhi). He was a disciple of Hazrat
Nizamuddin and also succeeded him to become the head of the Chishti sect. Nasir-ud-din Mohammed was a mystic as well as a poet. His compositions
have contributed greatly to Urdu poetry. The saint left for the holy abode in the year 1356.
Initially, the main tomb was enclosed within rectangular walls, built of rubble. This chamber was constructed by Mohammed bin Tughlaq,
who later added a small gateway on both sides of the tomb. The tomb was then patronized by Firoz Shah who built the existing entrance gate and the
original tomb over the saint’s grave. The shrine was abandoned by his descendents who moved to Gujarat after Timur’s invasion in 1388, but it had a
revival under the later Mughals. However, the original Chiragh-i-Dilli dargah has undergone renovations and repairs a number of times. Now, a twelve
pillared square chamber, enclosed with perforated screens, consists of the tomb of Nasir-ud-din Mohammed.

The chamber has four small domed

towers at the corners and is surmounted by a plastered dome, rising from an octagonal drum.
A number of structures, like the Majlis-Khana (assembly hall) and the Mahfil-Khana (symposium hall), were added to the dargah sometime
back. The structure also comprises tombs of several distinguished personalities. Last but not the least, there are a number of mosques situated inside
the premises of the dargah. One of these mosques was built by King Farrukhsiyar, in the early 18th century, in honour of Nasir-ud-din Mohammed.
This dargah is largely visited during Urs (death commemoration) and Diwali, the Hindu festival of lights. The village is a pleasant one as it has
somehow managed to evade over-commercialisation and flaunts a number of open squares and courtyard houses with large traditional doorways.

The Tughlaq Dynasty / Chirag Delhi
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Kali Masjid (1370)

During the Tughlaq period, most of the mosque building started around 1370.

One of the mosques built was the Kali Masjid. A typical

example of a Tughlaq mosque, Kali Masjid is known for its good proportions and simple ornamentation. It is located on the eastern periphery of the
Nizamuddin Village. The masjid is also known by the name of the Kalan Masjid. Junan Shah, the prime minister of Firoz Shah Tughlaq, built this
mosque. He is believed to have built seven large and small mosques in Delhi itself in the 17 years that he was Firoz Shah’s wazir. He could have built
more, but he fell out of favour just before the Sultan’s death in 1388, and was expelled from court.
Built of rubble and covered in plaster, the mosque’s unique feature is that it is one of the two closed mosques in northern India. This extensive
structure has the same design as that of the Khirki Mosque. The courtyard has pillars and is divided into 25 squares with five on each side. Each square
is further divided into nine smaller squares. A cluster of nine small low domes made in the Tughlaq pattern covers the following larger squares- the
centre square of the courtyard with two on the corners, three on each side and one in the middle. The four diagonal squares are left uncovered, through
which sunlight finds its way into the inner sanctum of the mosque. The remaining squares are covered with flat roofs thus making the mosque partly
covered and partly uncovered. The eastern gateway has an inscription which records that Junan Shah built the mosque in 1370-71. The masjid is also
raised over a basement (Tah-Khana), much in the same manner that we find in the Jami Masjid in the Kotla. Though not an often-visited monument,
Kali Masjid reflects the technical excellence of the artisans of the Tughlaq period in Delhi.
The Kali Masjid was in ruins at the start of the 20th century. It was repaired, rather than restored, so some of the features of Tughlaq architecture
were lost. It has been plastered and painted over. The concrete pillars and arches added at the time of rehabilitation are also a jarring note, but on the
whole the Kali Masjid, which is again used for prayers, gives the visitor a good idea of Junan Shah’s style.
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All is not lost yet…
Despite the British gradually assuming political and economic powers, the last Mughal emperor Bahadur Shah Zafar maintained Delhi as a
cultural paradise. He was himself a poet, a writer on Sufism, an amateur architect and a skilled calligrapher! His focus was thus more on the sphere of
art and literature and under him, writes William Dalrymple, “There took place arguably the greatest literary renaissance in modern history.” In one go
this cultural paradise transformed into a battleground when a chaotic, officer-less, army of soldiers marched into the city of Delhi from Meerut in May
1857.
The soldiers who led the rebellion unanimously announced Bahadur Shah Zafar, as the ruler of India and the leader of this uprising. The Great
Revolt of 1857 turned out to be the most serious armed challenge of the 19th century “which shook the British empire to its very foundation”. Delhi was
the main centre of this great movement where the rebel soldiers assembled from Meerut and afar to fight the British under the leadership of Bahadur
Shah Zafar. Attracting people from all walks of life - both Hindus and Muslims, it triggered demands for radical social and economic reforms, calling
for a new society that would be more democratic and more representative of popular demands.
In the ongoing struggle to capture Delhi, the social fabric underwent a sea change. Sepoy regiments, together with farmers, villagers, government
workers, dispossessed estate owners and bands of robbers, looted and burned British homes, churches, missions and East India Company property.
They also hunted down and killed every British soul they found. In their determination to recapture Delhi, the British army units began their own
war of vengeance. The extremely intense battle and the high casualties resulted in physical and mental torture. Rising prices and dwindling supplies
resulted in starvation. Bankers were forced to provide funds for the troops and shopkeepers compelled to ensure the flow of provisions. On the 14th of
September, when the British seized the city, the population was ruthlessly looted and massacred under orders of shoot at sight. Those who managed
to save themselves from the bullet were chased out of Delhi to the country-side. Fearing plague, the population was expelled; the army confiscated the
houses and goods of Muslims, expelled them out of the city and only some were allowed to enter later via passes. The great Urdu poet, Mirza Ghalib,
while describing how the victorious army went on a looting and killing spree, wrote from Delhi, “In front of me, I see today rivers of blood.” Bahadur
Shah’s three sons were publicly executed at the “Khooni Darwaza” (situated opposite the Firoz Shah Kotla) and Bahadur Shah himself was blinded
and exiled to Rangoon. A debate ensued between the civic and military authorities as to whether Shahjahanabad should also be destroyed? Decisions
taken, it wasn’t totally erased though a number of buildings faced the British wrath. Shahjahanabad was an occupied city between 1857 and 1861. It
degenerated into a city of ruins. Bahadur Shah Zafar wrote:
Delhi was once a paradise,
Where love held sway and reigned;
But its charm lies ravished now,
And only ruins remain.

With the exile of Bahadur Shah began the ruin of the Red Fort (which the British immediately took over) and the other areas of Delhi that he had
so lovingly beautified. Also died with him the court culture he groomed. Poets, scholars, Sufis, merchants, princes and mullahs, everyone associated
with his court were either hanged or exiled or cornered to perish in humiliation and poverty. Until now, the Mughal culture was kept intact. In this
rough political phase Delhi was still an esteemed centre of learning, culture and spirituality. The people of Delhi were proud of their culture and
urbanity and hung on to their Mughal traditionalism even when the rest of India was drawn into the process of westernization. Leaving this paradise
of theirs was unimaginable but the city was yet again put to the test of immortality…..
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Just like that...
All these years, I have been visiting and revisiting these enigmas. After a couple of years, I would get weary of each picture
I took and would take another one after that. Once I had a better picture in my hand, I burnt the older one along with the negative.
It was as if my infatuation with these monuments grew with age and the “conversation” between us evolved over the period.
These visits have also kept invoking a lot of questions within … randomly…
I wonder why the guards, at these sites, get so suspicious on seeing a person with a camera dangling down his neck. Practically,
it is much easier to get away with anything there, than taking harmless pictures.
Most of these protected monuments are infested with love-birds indulging in obnoxious acts. Some of the less visited ones
are safe gambling dens and public toilets for the locals while many also serve as night shelters to the homeless. The guard seems to
be extremely comfortable with all that, but, he senses danger the moment he spots someone walking in with a camera. As if, he sees
every photographer as a potential terrorist. Perhaps, some insane calculation of his, tells him that a camera is no less than a gun. True,
there’s a trigger to fire them both, but, somehow it is hard to believe that he has been trained to question only visitors with cameras.
Years later, I was recently granted permission by the ASI to use my tripod and I am immensely grateful. My special thanks, to Mr.
K.K. Mohammad, for expediting my application. Still, I wonder why the use of tripod can’t be open for all for still photography.
The difference in the price of the entry ticket for Indians and foreigners also leaves me bewildered and a bit embarrassed too.
I am sure there can be identical tickets for all, at least, to the world heritage sites like Qutub Minar and Humayun’s tomb.
Some of the poorly maintained places make my heart bleed. Should I blame it on the government or the ASI like most of the
citizens in this country? A little introspection and I question myself: “In what way have I tried to help?”
Is it because of the dispute between the ASI and the Delhi Wakf Board that many of the important medieval monuments,
mosques and shrines, have been reduced to ruins? Can the Wakf Board do a better job? A visit to the Dargah of Bakhtiar Kaki or the
Zinat-ul-Masjid reflects otherwise!
It is certainly not an easy job, for either the ASI or the government or the Wakf Board, to preserve and protect these timeless
beauties if the citizens don’t change their attitude towards them.
The number of questions that have been haunting me during these visits are many more! Some got answered in due course,
while many others will perhaps continue to haunt me forever!
The following pages are like my random thoughts which I could neither delete from my memory nor destroy physically like
hundreds of previous ones.
If a photograph says a thousand words…. let these silent pictures do the talking….. in case you manage to hear a faint whisper
in these otherwise still pictures .. please, do let me know.

Shamim Akhtar
samakhtar@ymail.com
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Just like that / “Chor Minar” at Hauz Khas Enclave
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Just like that / one of the oldest “live” mosques in Qutub complex
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Just like that / “Eidgah” of Siri period in Hauz Khas Enclave
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Just like that / “ who built the (old) fort anyway ”

Just like that / looking out from the minaret of Jama Masjid
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