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FOREWORD TO THE PRINT EDITION
by William Dalrymple
In his book Landscape and Memory, Simon Schama writes of his conviction that history not only
shapes but becomes embedded in a landscape—in the land and the rocks and the water. For
millennia, armies have been crashing through the Himalayan passes to attempt the conquest of India;
and for as long as history records, India has been the scene of their clashes. Aryans, Persians,
Scythians, Kushans, Huns, Turks and Mughals have all debouched through here, most of them sooner
or later coming to grief in a similar manner to the last of the foreign invaders, the British. All over
India lie the monuments left by the subcontinent’s palimpsest of dynasties. Each in turn has raised its
palaces and its great citadels; each in turn has seen its fortunes ebb and its monuments crumble. The
British painted and celebrated the ruins of the Delhi sultans and the Mughals in their letters and
travelogues, while never seeming to realise that they themselves were subject to the same inexorable
historical laws which levelled the domes and vaults of the dynasties that predated them. Perhaps
inevitably, it took a Frenchman to see the hubris of the British: when Clemenceau saw the dome of
Lutyens’s Viceregal Palace in Delhi rising above the crumbling vestiges of the Mughals he gasped
and said: ‘Ah! This will make the most magnificent ruin of them all.’ He had a point: only 17 years
after it was opened, the British left India for ever.
Yet alongside all these monuments to secular ambition and power, there has always been in India a
parallel monumental landscape of the sacred and the holy. As the great Sanskritist, Diana Eck, puts it:
‘Considering its long history, India has had but a few hours of political and administrative unity. Its
unity as a nation, however, has been firmly constituted by the sacred geography it has held in common
and revered: its mountains, forests, rivers, hilltop shrines.’ For Hindus, as for many Indian Buddhists,
Muslims, Christians and Sikhs, India is a Holy Land. The actual soil of India is thought by many rural
Hindus to be the residence of the divinity and, in villages across India, it is worshipped and
understood literally to be the body of the Goddess, while the features of the Indian landscape—the
mountains and forests, the caves and outcrops of rock, the mighty rivers—are all understood to be her
physical features. She is Bharat Mata, Mother India, and in her temple in Benares (Varanasi) she is
worshipped not in the form of an idol but manifested in a brightly-coloured map of India. Her
landscape is not dead but alive, dense with sacred significance.
This idea of India as a sacred landscape predates classical Hinduism, and, most importantly, is an
idea which in turn was passed on to most of the other religions that came to flourish in the Indian soil.
Just as the sacredness of the landscape percolated from pre-Vedic and tribal folk cults into classical
‘Great Tradition’ Hinduism, so in the course of time the idea slowly trickled from Hinduism into
Buddhism, Sikhism, Indian Islam and even Indian Christianity. As a result, for example, nowhere else
in Islam are there so many Sufi shrines where individual pilgrims can come and directly gain access
to the divine through the intercession of the saint of a particular village or mohalla. Mosques are
everywhere in Islam, but Sufi shrines are, in a very specific way—and very like Hindu tirthas—
fords linking one world with the next. They are places where, thanks to the intervention of a great
saint, you can cross over from the realm of the human to the realm of the divine, a place where
prayers are somehow simply more likely to be answered. The Indian Sufi tradition, and the distance it
has at times travelled from the strictures of pure koranic orthodoxy, is typical of the diversity of
views and faiths and competing ideas that have always coexisted: ‘In India,’ writes the Nobel Prizewinner Amartya Sen, heterodoxy ‘has always been the natural state of affairs.’ Indeed India’s genius,

argues Sen, derives from this diversity, and from the way that its different orthodoxies have always
been challenged by each other.
As a microcosm of modern India, Delhi is paramount. Of the great cities of the world, only Rome
and Cairo can even begin to rival it for the sheer volume and density of its historic remains; yet in
Delhi, as elsewhere in South Asia, familiarity has bred not pride but contempt. Every year, a few
more ruins disappear. According to historian Pavan Verma, the majority of the buildings he recorded
i n Mansions at Dusk only six years ago no longer exist. On every side, rings of new suburbs are
springing up, full of call centres, software companies and apartment blocks, all rapidly rising on land
that only two years ago was billowing winter wheat. Shah Jahan’s great Shalimar Garden, where
Aurangzeb was crowned, now has a municipal housing colony on its land. The changes in Delhi
reflects the growth of the Indian economy in general: measured by purchasing power parity, India is
already on the verge of overtaking Japan to become the third largest economy in the world. This fastemerging middle-class India has its eyes firmly fixed on the coming century. Everywhere there is a
profound hope that the country’s rapidly rising international status will somehow compensate for a
past often perceived as one long succession of invasions and defeats at the hands of foreign powers.
The result is a tragic neglect of its magnificent heritage. There is little effective legislation protecting
ancient monuments, no system whatsoever of architectural listing, and the rich array of domestic and
colonial architecture is entirely unprotected by law. In the competition between development and
heritage, it is the latter that gives way. All of this makes Sam Miller’s remarkable guide all the more
valuable; and for his masterful work of celebrating and recording and directing us to the best of
India’s monuments, we owe him a huge debt. India still receives a fraction of the world’s travellers:
only five million visited in 2010, compared to the eleven million who visited tiny, monument-less
Singapore, or the 77 million who visited France. Mass tourism, a threat in many countries, remains
only a dream in India, and as a result travellers can play a positive role, highlighting the value—
economic and otherwise—of the country’s magnificent heritage. I road-tested this guide prepublication on a trip around the little-visited state of Madhya Pradesh and can vouch for its accuracy,
wit, discrimination and remarkable comprehensiveness. Other guide books may give fuller advice on
the night club scene of Goa or the pubs of Bangalore; but there exists in print no better one-volume
guide to India’s architectural legacy, and how to get to see it. I have been waiting many years for a
guide like this, and look forward to packing it in my rucksack for many trips to come.
New Delhi 1st July 2011.

INTRODUCTION TO THE
PRINT EDITION
India’s size, its billion-plus population, its long, complex history and its huge variety of cultural,
religious and ethnic traditions make it feel more like a continent than a country. It is impossible to
‘know’ India in much the same way that it is impossible to ‘know’ Europe. Many visitors will fall in
love with a particular area of India, to which they will return repeatedly, or find a specific
architectural or artistic tradition that captivates them. Others will come back to India to explore,
gradually, the whole enormous country, learning that wherever they go, there is still more to visit, if
only they could tarry a little longer.
Foreign visitors have been touring India for more than 2,000 years, and many first-timers return
dazzled and awestruck, and sometimes a little confused. The earliest foreign visitor to describe India
was Megasthenes, a diplomat of Greek origin, who gave a vivid and mainly trustworthy account of
life in north India in the 3rd century BC. He described the caste system and the geography of India
with great accuracy. But, like so many others after him, he also repeats fantastic tales: he speaks of
gold-digging ants, of humans with eight-toed feet that point backwards, and tribes of people whose
ears are large and long enough to wrap around themselves to sleep in. None of this was true, of
course, but for centuries India has been a land of hyperbole—the mysterious, mystic East where all is
possible. And it is not always easy to reconcile different versions of the truth. Today, guides at major
tourist attractions will spin stories because that’s what they think tourists want to hear, or because
they’re repeating tales from their local oral tradition. If one were to believe every guide (and quite a
few guidebooks), one would think that every fort had a secret tunnel to a far-off city, that every piece
of inlaid mirror-work was a secret signalling device or every ruler cut off the arms of (or blinded or
executed) the builders of a beautiful monument. In fact, the truth is often more interesting.
It is the aim of this book to be a reliable guide to the great monuments and artworks of India by
putting them in their historical and cultural context—the first full Blue Guide to India, and the first modern
attempt to compile an all-India guidebook that specialises in Indian history and culture. This book
also aims to encourage visitors to look at the familiar and the famous in new ways, and to explore
some magnificent but less well-known monuments before they get swamped by mass tourism.
Sam Miller

MUMBAI (BOMBAY)
Mumbai (map 11 A2, pop. 20,000,000) is the state capital of Maharashtra and also India’s financial
capital—indeed, it is the most important financial centre between Frankfurt and Hong Kong. It is also
a bustling, sweaty megacity, densely populated and spectacularly positioned, overlooking the Arabian
Sea. Mumbai is also home to Bollywood, India’s version of Hollywood, and the city contains the
ostentatious residences of many of India’s best-known celebrities, as well as Asia’s largest slum. It is
still known as Bombay to many of its older residents, even though the name was officially changed in
1995 to Mumbai—which was already used by Marathi-speakers for the city. The origins of the name
of the city are disputed. Visitors are usually told that it was named after the goddess Mumba-devi,
whose temple is in Bhuleswar in southern Mumbai. In the colonial period it was usually said that the
name was a contraction of the Portuguese ‘Bom Bahia’, or ‘good bay’.

HISTORY OF MUMBAI
Mumbai is built on a series of islands, the ancient outlines of which are still just traceable beneath the
streets of one of the most densely populated places on earth. There were seven of these islands, all
now joined by roads and bridges, and large areas of land have been reclaimed from the sea. The
original inhabitants of the islands were fishing communities, belonging to the Koli tribe—and there
are today small fishing villages all along the sea-coast of Mumbai (surrounded by areas of urban
sprawl) known as Koliwadas, the place where the Kolis live. Sopara and Kalyan, northern suburbs of
Bombay, were once—more than 2,000 years ago—major seaports. And in the 6th century, the nearby
Elephanta Caves were built as a major shrine to the Hindu god Shiva.
Colonisation: The Portuguese made their claim to having founded Mumbai on the basis of the
viceroy of Portuguese India, Francisco de Almeida, sailing into the deep harbour in 1508—when he
declared it a ‘Bom Bahia’; and the islands were ceded to Portugal by the sultan of Gujarat in 1534.
Over the next 100 years the Portuguese built small settlements on the islands, including a number of
churches and forts that still survive, but it was ruled from the fortified city of Bassein (Vasai) to the
north. In 1661, the islands were ceded to Britain as part of the dowry of Catherine of Braganza, the
daughter of the king of Portugal, when she married King Charles II. The city’s second British
governor, Gerald Aungier, realised the potential of Bombay, with its deep harbour, and in the 1670s
he began fortifying the largest island, set up a court and built a hospital. At about this time the first
Parsi and Armenian traders began to settle in the city. Its population grew rapidly, and the British
East India Company moved their west Indian headquarters to the city from Surat.
Expansion: In the 18th century, Mumbai expanded rapidly. Causeways were constructed to join
some of the islands, land was reclaimed from the sea by the building of massive embankments, and
the south of the city began to take on its modern shape as one landmass. Yet it remained essentially an
island trading post and shipyard. It was not until the final defeat of the Marathas in the early 19th
century that the city’s immediate hinterland and the Deccan came under British control. The last of the
original seven islands, Colaba and Little Colaba, were finally joined to the rest of the city in 1838, by
the road which is still referred to as Colaba Causeway.

The northern part of modern Mumbai, home to the international airport, Bandra, Juhu Beach and the

studios of Bollywood, was situated on another series of islands, the biggest of which was known as
Salsette. These islands were strategically and economically important because they could provide a
land route to the rest of India. The British claimed Salsette as part of Catherine of Braganza’s dowry,
though the Portuguese repudiated this. The latter were ultimately driven out by the Marathas, and the
British did not gain control of the island until 1774. Salsette became more important with the building
of the railways in the 1850s, which had to pass through the island—though north Mumbai remained
largely rural until the 1950s.
PARSIS IN MUMBAI
The small Parsi community, Zoroastrians originally from Persia, played a major role in the early development of Mumbai. Parsis
began to migrate to Mumbai from Gujarat in the 17th century. The first Tower of Silence—an enormous open-air well where
Parsis leave the bodies of the dead—was built in this period, and later there would be agiaries, or fire temples, in many parts of the
city. Several Parsi families came to dominate the city’s economy in the 19th and early 20th centuries. The Wadia family were the
main shipbuilders, while the Jeejeebhoys made a fortune from trading in cotton and opium. The Tata group, founded in the 1860s
by the Parsi businessman Jamshedji Tata, remains a major world player in a wide variety of industries and services—and has
specialised in buying up former British industrial giants, including British Steel, Tetley Tea, Jaguar and Land Rover.

The second half of the 19th century was a period of great growth for Mumbai, with the building of
the university, new docks, many municipal buildings and the magnificent Victorian Gothic railway
stations. Many of the buildings were constructed by wealthy residents of the city, in particularly
members of the Parsi community.
Twentieth-century Mumbai: By the early 20th century, Mumbai’s population was almost a
million. Its stock exchange was formed in 1875 and it had replaced Kolkata as the most important
business centre in India. The city would play an important political role in India’s Independence
struggle, and it was from Gowalia Tank, in South Mumbai, that Mahatma Gandhi launched the ‘Quit
India’ movement in 1942, which led to the arrest of the entire leadership of the main political party,
Congress, for much of the war years.
THE DAY IT RAINED GOLD
In one of the most serious wartime incidents in India, more than 700 people were killed when a merchant ship caught fire and
exploded in the city docks in 1944. The ship was carrying an incendiary combination of explosives, weapons, oil and a large
number of gold ingots. The explosion was so enormous that many people believed the Japanese were invading and fled the city.
The gold bars were sent flying over Mumbai, crashing through people’s roofs, or landing in the streets. There are still occasional
media reports of gold ingots being dredged up from Mumbai harbour.

After Independence in 1947, the city became the capital of Bombay state, which was split into
Gujarat and Maharashtra in 1960, Mumbai becoming the capital of the latter. The 1970s saw a fresh
influx of migrants from elsewhere in India, and the rise of the anti-migrant Shiv Sena party. Organised
crime also took root in the city, and a growing nexus emerged between criminals, politicians, and the
business and film worlds. In 1992 and 1993 there were major Hindu-Muslim riots in which almost
900 people, mainly Muslims, died, damaging Mumbai’s reputation as a cosmopolitan and tolerant
city. This was followed by a series of bomb blasts in which more than 200 people were killed. In
1995 the city was officially renamed Mumbai, the Marathi-language name for Bombay. More than
170 people were killed in terrorist attacks in 2008—among the targets was the city’s best-known
hotel, the Taj, overlooking the Gateway of India.

Mumbai orientation: Mumbai is one of the largest cities in the world. The city has now been

effectively divided into three parts: South Mumbai is the city’s historic centre with all its most
important 19th-century buildings, as well as the harbour (for the ferry to Elephanta); North Mumbai
has the best beaches, the airport and the Bollywood film studios, as well as the Kanheri Caves; Navi
Mumbai (or New Bombay) is on the mainland, and is a growing commercial and industrial area, and
dormitory suburb—which most travellers will only see if they are driving to Pune or into the interior
of Maharashtra. The city’s transport infrastructure has not kept pace with its growth, and the city has
several major travel bottlenecks (also caused by Mumbai’s elongated shape, surrounded by the sea)
which can make driving around the city very exasperating. In peak hours, it is much quicker to use the
very crowded train network for travelling between the north and south of the city. Most visitors still
stay in South Mumbai, though a growing number also stay on Juhu Beach, or one of several newer
hotels elsewhere in central Mumbai and the north of the city.

This part of the guide deals first with South Mumbai, starting from the southernmost point of the

peninsula, Colaba, then proceeds northwards and westwards through the rest of the older parts of the
city.

SOUTH MUMBAI
COLABA
Colaba and Little Colaba (also known as Old Woman’s Island; map CENTRAL & SOUTH) were
separate islands, accessible only by boat or at low tide, until 1838 when they were joined to the main
island by a road that is still known as Colaba Causeway. Since then the Colaba area has been
expanded through reclamation, and a second road, known as Cuffe Parade, parallel to the Causeway,
was constructed on reclaimed land in 1906. The southernmost tip of Colaba is now a naval base and
inaccessible to visitors, though one can see the remains of a lighthouse from the main road.

Afghan Church
There is access to the neo-Gothic Afghan Church (1858–65) with its distinctive tall, thin steeple, 60m
high. It is the earliest example of the neo-Gothic architectural style in India. Officially the Anglican
Church of St John the Evangelist, it was built by Henry Conybeare to commemorate the dead of the
First Afghan War (1839–42), in which the British were thoroughly defeated by the Afghans. The
church has a handsome, sombre interior, with Gothic arches and some fine stained glass by William
Wailes. Note the many wall plaques listing the officers who died in the conflict, and the tablet
declaring that the private soldiers who died were ‘too many to be so recorded’. The church is still in
use, and is normally open from 10am.
Heading north up Colaba Causeway, past Cusrow Baug on the left, is a 1930s Parsi housing
complex, with a large arched entrance gate, and, on the right, the gateway to the Sassoon Dock, built
in the 1870s by the Indian Jewish entrepreneur Sir Albert Sassoon, and still in use by fishing boats.
THE SASSOON FAMILY
The Sassoons were the richest and most influential members of Bombay’s tiny community of Baghdadi Jews, who migrated to
India in the 19th century. The head of the family, David Sassoon (b. 1792 Baghdad, d.1864 Pune), who moved to India in 1832,
made a fortune from the cotton trade, and his son Sir Albert Sassoon (1818–96) invested heavily in Bombay real estate. The
Sassoons were also philanthropists, building the Elphinstone schools and the Sassoon Library, and were prominent figures in
contemporary Bombay society—though David Sassoon never learned to speak English..

NORTH FROM THE GATEWAY OF INDIA
At the northern end of Colaba is Apollo Bunder—an Anglicised version of an old place name
meaning fish quay (the younger generation refer to the area as ‘Gateway’)—a large open area
overlooking the bay, and which was traditionally where passengers arriving in India by ship would
disembark. The Gateway of India (1927; map GATEWAY ), Mumbai’s best-known monument, is
here: a large ceremonial gate built to commemorate the arrival of King George V in 1911, but not
completed for another 16 years. It was through this gate that the last British military contingent left
India in 1948. Originally, there were plans to build a ceremonial avenue leading up to the Gateway,
but these were abandoned for economic reasons, and the gate, built in a fusion of Western and
Gujarati styles, stands alone—and not aligned with the neighbouring buildings and street layout. The
main structure is built out of local basalt, but the domes and galleries were constructed out of

reinforced concrete.

Taj Hotel
Opposite the Gateway is another major Mumbai landmark, the impressive Taj Mahal Hotel (1904;
map GATEWAY ), usually referred to just as ‘The Taj’, and built by the Parsi industrialist Jamsetji
Tata at a time when many of the best hotels were not open to Indians. It is still a luxury hotel, arguably
Mumbai’s best, with a superb view over the bay; it was the scene of a major terrorist attack in 2008.
It is built in a busy fusion of styles, to the design of Indian and British architects, with a distinctive
Italianate octagonal central dome and Moorish side domes. The high-rise Taj Annexe was built in
1972. Other buildings grouped around Apollo Bunder include the Yacht Club (1896–98), next to the
new Taj, which was built as a residential annexe to the original yacht club—which is on the other
side of the road overlooking the bay—a fine low-level building now occupied by the offices of the
Atomic Energy Commission (1881) and not open to the public. Note the small fortified island in the
bay, known as Middle Ground Coastal Battery, or ‘The Battery’, visible from the old Taj. The
fortifications date back to the early period of British rule in the late 17th century, and the island is
still in use as a naval base with a permanent staff of just eight sailors.

Wellington Circle
The next group of important Mumbai buildings is found around Wellington Fountain and Wellington
Circle (now officially S.P. Mukherjee Chowk, but also sometimes also referred to as Regal Circle),
400m north of Apollo Bunder. The Wellington Fountain itself stands at the centre of a roundabout
and was erected by public subscription in the 1860s to commemorate a visit by the duke of
Wellington more than half a century earlier. On the southern side of the circle is one of the city’s bestknown Art Deco buildings, the Regal Cinema (1934; map GATEWAY), designed by Charles Stevens,
whose father, F.W. Stevens, was the architect of the neo-Gothic Maharashtra State Police HQ
(1876) on the eastern side of the circle. The latter building was originally constructed as a sailors’
home on land donated by the maharaja of Baroda, and was later used as a government building before
being transferred to the police. Note the relief of Neptune with nymphs and seahorses on the roof-top
pediments, as well as some very pretty decoration using stone of different colours on the façade. The
Majestic Hotel building (1909; map GATEWAY) on the southeastern side of the circle is now used as
a government hostel and cooperative store (known as Sahakari Bhandar), and was built by the same
architects responsible for the Taj Hotel.

National Gallery of Modern Art
On the northern side of Wellington Circle are two of India’s most important museums, housed in
architecturally significant Edwardian buildings. To the left is the Cowasji Jehangir Hall, housing the
National Gallery of Modern Art (NGMA; map GATEWAY ), and to the right is the Prince of Wales
Museum. The enormous low-domed Cowasji Jehangir Hall (1911–20), or CJ Hall, was designed by
George Wittet and is the fulcrum of a larger complex, the Institute of Science. The old hall, named
after the Parsi philanthropist who commissioned it, was once used as a venue for concerts,
examinations and public meetings, and was converted in the 1990s into what is one of India’s best
gallery spaces, and which houses an important permanent collection of Indian modern art as well as
holding individual and group exhibitions.

Prince of Wales Museum
The Prince of Wales Museum (1914–22; map GATEWAY ) is now officially the Chhatrapati Shivaji
Maharaj Vastu Sangrahalaya (open Tues–Sun 10.15–6), but it is still widely known by its old
name. It houses one of India’s best collections of antiquities, including some superb sculpture, wood
carvings, miniatures and the personal armour of the Mughal emperor Akbar. The Indo-Saracenic
building, with its broad façade overlooking a park and a high white dome, was designed, like CJ
Hall, by the British architect George Wittet—and bears a striking resemblance to the Gol Gumbaz
Tomb in Bijapur in Karnataka. The octagonal central hall has exhibits taken from different collections
—note in particular the 8th-century Akhnoor terracotta heads, with ringlets of hair and jewellery,
excavated in Kashmir, and sculpted in the Indo-Greek style associated with Gandhara. There are also
some fine terracotta figurines, mainly of animals, from the Indus Valley period (c. 1000 BC). To the
right is the main sculpture gallery, with some superb relief panels from Aihole in Karnataka, some
very fine Gandhara heads—including a 6th-century standing Shiva, found in Parel, in central Mumbai.
The mezzanine houses jewellery, pottery and figurines from Indus Valley sites, including Mohenjodaro—note the perforated clay vessels, the use of which remains unclear.
Upper floors: The first floor has a fine collection of miniatures, including some from the preMughal period, as well as a famous painting (1620) of the Mughal emperor Jehangir distributing alms
at Ajmer. There are also interesting collections of Nepalese and Tibetan art on the first floor,

including some fine painted cloth from the 16th and 17th centuries. The second floor has the armoury,
with the superb steel-and-gold personal armour of Akbar the Great, manufactured in 1581. Note the
quality of the workmanship of the breastplate, which is thought to have been moulded to the shape of
Akbar’s torso. There is also some other fine weaponry, including a Mughal sword with a crystal hilt
in the shape of a parrot. The collection of paintings by European masters includes works by
Veronese, Rubens and Constable, though the authenticity of several of the attributions has been
questioned. There are good examples of painting from the Bombay School of the late 19th and early
20th centuries, including a fine oil painting (1882) by Pestonji Bomanji of his daughter feeding a
parrot, influenced both by the European naturalistic tradition and the murals of Ajanta. There is also
India’s best collection of East Asian art, donated by the Tata family and which includes some fine
porcelain and jade.
The museum extension on the right of the main building has a good coin collection, and the small
and beautifully laid-out Karl and Meherbai Khandalawala Gallery has some fine bronzes, including
a superb 15th-century dancing Bala Krishna, the child form of Krishna, from Karnataka.

Kala Ghoda
Head around the left side of the Prince of Wales Museum to reach the area known as Kala Ghoda, or
Black Horse, after an equestrian statue of King Edward VII that once stood here (it is now in the
grounds of the Bhau Daji Lad Museum in Byculla). Kala Ghoda is known as the art district of
Mumbai, and the Jehangir Art Gallery (map GATEWAY) is the country’s best-known commercial art
gallery. Across the road from it is a row of important Victorian and Edwardian buildings. On the left
is the neo-Gothic Elphinstone College, named after a British governor, which is one of India’s oldest
academic institutions; it also houses the Maharashtra state archives. This was one of a series of
buildings largely funded by the Parsi philanthropist Sir Cowasji Jehangir, and a medallion bearing his
image is on the front of the building. Just to the north of the college, along Esplanade Road (officially
Mahatma Gandhi Marg), is the neo-Gothic Sassoon Library (1870), Mumbai’s oldest library, built
by the family of the Baghdadi Jewish merchant David Sassoon, whose image peers out of a medallion
above the cusped arch of the entrance porch. Next to it is the recently restored Neoclassical Army
Navy Building (1900s), formerly a department store, and now housing corporate offices. The final
building of this group is the crumbling Watson’s Hotel (1867–69), the cast iron frame of which was
imported from England. In 1896 this was the location for the screening of the first film ever shown in
India.

Rampart Row
Rampart Row (officially Kaikhushroo Dubash Marg) marks the southern end of the old Bombay Fort,
the walls of which were demolished in the 1860s. Head down the first alley on the left to the large
blue Neoclassical mansion housing the Kereseth Eliyahoo Synagogue (1884; map GATEWAY ), the
finest in Mumbai. The large handsome prayer hall is on the first floor and its windows are decorated
with floral stained glass. Note the Star of David motif on the cast iron brackets that support the
internal balcony. A little further to the north is the old Armenian Church of St Peter, behind a
building called, appropriately, Ararat, the mountain in historical Armenia where Noah’s ark is
thought to have landed. Back on Rampart Row, at the far end towards the docks and behind the Prince
of Wales Museum, is the Neoclassical Scots Kirk (1815–18), officially St Andrew’s and St
Columba’s Scottish Church, with a tall steeple erected in 1827. Note the unusual book-like
memorial to a former chaplain who died of cholera in 1881—on the balcony of the assembly hall.

Around the Oval Maidan
To the west of Kala Ghoda, on a parallel street, are several institutional and government buildings
overlooking a large green area known as the Oval Maidan (map GATEWAY ). From Wellington
Circle, head down Madame Cama Road, then left along Mayo Road (now Bhaurao Patil Marg),
which runs alongside the Maidan. The large building on the right is the neo-Gothic Old Secretariat
(1874), a four-storey structure which uses different coloured stone to great decorative effect. Note the
tiled pyramid-shaped roof of the central tower.
The next block is taken up by the very impressive university complex, designed by the eminent
British architect Sir George Gilbert Scott (who never visited the city) and dominated by the
magnificent Rajabai Tower, one of Mumbai’s best-known landmarks. The main Senate Hall building
was completed in 1874, in the style of a French medieval church, and was financed, like so many
buildings in this part of the city, by the Parsi philanthropist Sir Cowasji Jehangir. Note the fine open
spiral staircases, which provide external access to the verandahs. The public are not normally
allowed inside to see the fine stained glass and impressive assembly hall.
The Rajabai Tower (map GATEWAY ) was built, according to Scott’s design, slightly later, and
completed in 1878. The 79m-high tower, named after the mother of the main sponsor of the building,
Premchand Roychand, is loosely based on the 14th-century Campanile in Florence, designed by
Giotto—and its basic shape, and the narrow vertical mid-levels are quite similar. Note the two rows
of statues set within niches in the walls of the tower. The lower group represents the major
communities of western India. The uppermost part of the tower has an intricate lantern with further
sculptures. The library has sculpted heads of Shakespeare and Homer underneath the staircase
landing.
Beyond the university is Mumbai High Court (1871–78; map GATEWAY ), the second-largest
public building in the city after the Victoria Terminus. The design by Col. J.A. Fuller was based on a
German castle and explains the building’s fortress-like appearance. Note the statues representing
Justice and Mercy on the pinnacles of the two octagonal towers on either side of the central tower.
There are fine relief carvings of an extraordinary variety of flora and fauna on top of the pillars, along
the cornice bands and near the windows. Outside the court is a ‘mosquito-proof’ well, with a stone
tablet declaring it to have been constructed in 1851 by Seth Raggoondass Ramlall for the use of the
public. Next to the high court is the Public Works Building (1872), also designed by Fuller, and on
the opposite side of the road is the Central Telegraph Office (1874).
Turn left along the road separating the Oval Maidan from the next expanse of green, the Cross
Maidan. On the north side is the Bhika Behram Well (1725), one of the oldest constructions in this
part of the city, although the above ground structure is much more modern. It was built by a Parsi
citizen, and entry remains restricted to Parsis, for whom it serves as a place of worship.

Around Churchgate Station
Beyond the well and on the far side of the Cross Maidan, near Churchgate station and the Eros
Cinema, are the superb Western Railway Offices (1894–99; map GATEWAY ) designed, like VT
Station and the Police Headquarters on Wellington Circle, by F.W. Stevens. This is arguably
Mumbai’s most underrated Victorian building, and one of the finest pieces of Indo-Saracenic
architecture in the country. Note the cluster of domed pavilions on the upper levels of the central
tower, as well as the almost Byzantine appearance of the building, imparted by the use of different
coloured stone and plaster on the façade. A stucco lion above the pediment of the entrance holds a
shield bearing the monogram of Bombay, Baroda and Central Indian Railways. Originally, the sea

reached up to the Railway Offices. The layered verticals of the central tower of the Railway Offices
received an unexpected echo in the distinctive Art Deco Eros Cinema (1938), built on reclaimed
land, like the 1930s Art Deco residential apartments, along the western side of the Oval Maidan.

Flora Fountain and Horniman Circle
This area, just to the north of Kala Ghoda (map GATEWAY), contains several fine buildings from the
British period, including the city’s old town hall and the Anglican cathedral. Flora Fountain (1869),
officially Hutatma Chowk, was built at the road intersection at the heart of Mumbai’s old commercial
district. A statue of the minor Roman goddess Flora stands on four rather angry-looking dolphins,
which loom over four large sea-shells. The junction has a seated statue of Dadabhai Naoroji
(1925), the first Indian member of the British parliament, who became the Liberal MP for Finsbury
Central in 1892. There is also a ‘martyrs’ memorial in granite to those who died in the 1955
agitation against the division of the old Bombay presidency into Maharashtra and Gujarat.
The Flora Fountain intersection marks the site of the old Church Gate of the fort, and, 200m to the
east, down Veer Nariman Road, is the city’s oldest British church, St Thomas’s Cathedral (see
below). Note, on the south side of the road, the fine wooden balconies of the Readymoney Mansion,
the home of the Parsi philanthropist Sir Cowasji Jehangir (there is a CJ monogram over the door),
who adopted the soubriquet Readymoney.
Horniman Circle was laid out in 1867 on the site of the old Bombay Green, the original open
space within the fort. It consists of a circular garden, with a pond and four ornamental gates. A road
rings the garden, which is in turn surrounded by Italianate buildings constructed as crescents around
the circle, which was originally named after Lord Elphinstone, the governor of Bombay. It was
renamed after Benjamin Horniman, a British journalist who supported the freedom movement, after
Independence in 1947. Note the two-storey fountain and well (1873) at the western side of the circle,
with its inscription in four languages: English, Hindi, Gujarati and Urdu.

St Thomas’s Cathedral
The recently restored cathedral (map GATEWAY) is the oldest British structure still in use in Mumbai,
and is the Anglican church after which Churchgate was originally named. Construction began in 1672
but was not completed until 1718, and the tower is a 19th-century addition. Note the tribute plaque on
the left of the main door to the 18th-century chaplain Richard Cobbe, who ensured that the church was
completed. The interior has a huge number of wall plaques, some of them extremely ornate and
carved out of marble. Most remarkable is the recumbent figure, carved in marble, of Thomas Carr, the
first bishop of Bombay, who died in 1859. Note how he is covered in a sheet but is wearing shoes.
The chairs used by King George V and Queen Mary when they visited the cathedral in 1911 are
preserved at the front, and bear small plaques. The fine stained glass dates from the restoration of
1869. The ornate water fountain outside the church, designed, like the Rajabai Tower, by George
Gilbert Scott, bears the inscription: ‘Whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never
thirst.’ Note the small runnel that carried water outside the church precincts to passers-by. Flying
buttresses support the external walls of the chancel at the eastern end of the church.

The Town Hall area
There are some fine Victorian buildings around the circle, and at the far end is one of India’s finest
Neoclassical buildings, the Town Hall (1833; map GATEWAY), which is now the headquarters of the
Asiatic Society. Designed by Colonel Thomas Cowper, it was originally both an administrative

centre and an assembly hall for the elite of the city. Its broad external staircase leads up to the main
portico, with eight fluted Doric columns. The side and end porticoes use similar columns, all shipped
in pieces from Britain. Note how the windows and doors have projecting shades to protect them from
the sun and rain. Inside is the grand assembly hall, a large library, several fine meeting rooms and an
impressive collection of statues. These include a fine standing statue by one of the most successful of
Georgian sculptors, Sir Francis Chantrey, of the soldier and historian Sir John Malcolm, who carries
a sword and whose cloak rests on two of his own books: A Memoir of Central India and A History
of Persia. The library has copies of The Times of London since 1801 and a 14th-century copy of
Dante’s Divine Comedy, which Mussolini is said to have attempted to purchase for £1,000,000.
To the south of the town hall is the Old Customs House, parts of which are thought to date back to
the 17th century, when the Portuguese ruled the city—though most of the building is 19th century. The
dockyard wall, south of the Old Customs House, marks the line of the old walls of Bombay Fort and
leads back to Wellington Circle.
To the north of the town hall is the Reserve Bank of India (1939), with its grand entrance defined
by two large stone columns. Further north is the 12m-high Ruttonsey Mulji Memorial Fountain,
erected by Mulji in memory of his only son, and designed by F.W. Stevens. Note the elephant head
brackets with their water spouts.
Just to the east of the fountain is the area known as Ballard Estate, reclaimed from the sea and laid
out in the early 20th century, with George Wittet as the chief architect. There is an unusual uniformity
of design and style throughout the estate which was, and still is, an important business centre. The
passenger docks moved here, and it became the main maritime entry point to India.

VICTORIA TERMINUS (VT)
This enormous, magnificent station (map VT), officially the Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus , but still
widely known as VT, is now a UNESCO World Heritage Site—and ranks with New Delhi and
Kolkata’s Victoria Memorial as one of the greatest architectural creations of the British period.
Designed by F.W. Stevens in the neo-Gothic style, it was partially built on reclaimed land close to
the historic area known as Bori Bunder. The old public gallows once stood at the centre of the
roundabout known as Nagar Chowk, in front of the station. The first railway line in India ran between
here and Thane, 30km away, and predated the start of the construction of VT by 25 years.
Victoria Terminus was inspired by London’s St Pancras Station, but it is far grander and has a
much greater wealth of detail. Work on the station began in 1878 and was completed ten years later at
a cost of more than 2.5 million rupees. The symmetrical main façade is 120m long and makes superb
use of different coloured stone. Note the rooftop statues—of a large figure representing Progress on
the central dome, while the gables carry figures representing Engineering, Commerce and Agriculture.
The exterior also carries the monogram GIPR, which stands for the Great Indian Peninsula Railway,
and has some very delicate carved stone tracery, with animal and bird motifs. Note the carved
medallions showing civic dignitaries of the Victorian era and a frieze of relief carvings of human
profiles, animals and symbols between the ground floor and the first. The carvings of lions and tigers
are meant to symbolise Britain and India respectively.
The interior of Victoria Terminus is also lavishly decorated, with great attention to detail, though,
unlike the exterior, many changes have been made over the years. The ticket hall is particularly fine,
with a spectacular high vaulted ceiling supported by columns made of Italian marble and elaborate
stone arches. The main part of the station has highly ornamented ironwork.

Around VT
Close to VT is another fine Victorian building, by the same architect, F.W. Stevens. The Municipal
Corporation Headquarters (1884–93; map VT) has a distinctive 71m-high central tower, and two
side towers each capped by bulbous domes. The design makes skilful use of a tightly-angled corner
plot. Note the large statue on the gable roof, symbolising ‘Urbs Prima in India’, or the first city of
India, and the winged beasts guarding the roof of the vestibule.
In front of the building is a statue of the lawyer and political activist Sir Pherozeshah Mehta, who

died in 1915. Just to the east of VT, largely hidden by trees, is the General Post Office (1904–10),
an Indo-Saracenic building designed by George Wittet and John Begg. Like Wittet’s Prince of Wales
Museum, it borrows from Bijapur’s Gol Gumbaz Tomb. To the northeast of VT, close to the docks, is
St George’s Hospital (1892), which was built on the site of an inner fortification of the city known
as Fort George. The only surviving building of the fort can be visited here, just to the east of the
hospital. It is a single-storey heavily reinforced building, with narrow windows and a cavernous
basement that was probably used for storing ammunition. It is now occupied by the State Department
of Archaeology.

West of VT
There are also several interesting buildings on Cruikshank Road, now Mahapalika Marg, which leads
northwest from VT towards the Metro Cinema. The neo-Gothic Presidency Magistrates Court
(1884–89; map VT) has some pretty carvings forming a frieze along the cornice between the ground
and first floors. Note also the unusual narrow white ‘flèche’ spire. The neo-Gothic Cama Hospital
(1886) and Albless Hospital (1890) for women and children were both named after Parsi
entrepreneurs and have founders’ plaques in their entrances. St Xavier’s College (1891) is part of
the large St Xavier’s complex, named after the Jesuit missionary St Francis Xavier, which extends to
nearby Tilak Marg. The college, which has a pretty courtyard, also houses the Heras Institute of
Indology, a small research-based museum which is open to the public. The neo-Gothic Elphinstone
Technical High School (1872–79), named after a former governor of Bombay and financed by the
Sassoon family, is on the corner of Tilak Marg and is approached up a broad series of steps. Note the
fine cast-iron grille on the front arched doorways. The large junction just beyond the college is known
as Dhobi Talao, meaning ‘washerman’s tank’—a reminder of the large pond that was once here. The
other buildings around Dhobi Talao are the Art Deco Metro Cinema (1938), the fine Neoclassical
Framji Cowasji Institute (1925), which houses the ‘People’s Free Reading Room and Library’,
previously known as the Bombay Native General Library.

Between VT and Crawford Market
The road leading north from VT towards Crawford Market (map VT) has several important buildings,
including the Times of India Offices, completed in 1903 (the newspaper’s nickname is ‘the Old Man
of Bori Bunder’, after the Bori Bunder area around VT), and the striking Anjuman-i Islam building
(1893), now occupied by the Tyebji High School, with a high central tower and a fine decorative
effect conveyed with coloured stone and floral carvings. The next plot is occupied by the sprawling
campus of the JJ School of Art, India’s best-known art school. The construction of the first building
at the school in 1857 was funded by the Parsi philanthropist Sir Jamsetjee Jeejeebhoy, whose initials
gave the school its name. J. Lockwood Kipling was one of the first teachers at the school, and
Rudyard Kipling was born here in 1865, in a small building long since demolished. There is a bust of
Kipling and a plaque on the dean’s residence marking his birth; it suggests, incorrectly, that
Lockwood Kipling was the school’s principal.

Crawford Market
Officially renamed Mahatma Phule Market (though most people use the older name), Crawford
Market (map VT) is 800m to the north of VT. It was designed by William Emerson, completed in
1869 and named after Arthur Crawford, the municipal commissioner of Bombay (1865–71). It is a
large distinctive neo-Gothic complex, with an unusual octagonal clock tower. There are three fine

relief carvings over the main doorways, all by J. Lockwood Kipling, Rudyard’s father, which show
local people engaged in different occupations. The flagstones on the floor of the market were
imported from Scotland. Note the ornamental fountain designed by Emerson and decorated with
images of animals and river goddesses by Lockwood Kipling. Opposite Crawford Market is the vast
Police Commissioner’s Office (1896–97). About 700m northwest of Crawford Market is the
Mumbadevi Temple , one of the city’s most important Hindu shrines—and after which Mumbai is
said to have been named. The temple was built in the 19th century, after the demolition of the original
temple which stood near VT.

BYCULLA
Byculla, now an inner city district 4km north of VT (map CENTRAL & SOUTH), was developed in
the mid-19th century as an upmarket residential area, and a few interesting buildings survive from that
period. These include, in the southern part of Byculla, the Magen David Synagogue (1861), on Sir JJ
Road, with a blue Neoclassical façade and a four-storey clock tower, and the Neoclassical Christ
Church (1834) on nearby Clare Road.

Bhau Daji Lad Museum
Further north, on the eastern side of the main road and next to the city zoo, is the beautifully restored,
Neoclassical Bhau Daji Lad Museum (map MUMBAI OVERVIEW; open Thur–Tues 10–5.30),
which looks like an English country house. Originally built in 1872 as the Victoria Albert Museum,
it was renamed after the physician and amateur archaeologist who played a major role in raising
funds for the museum. The two-storey building has pedimented windows and Corinthian columns on
its façade—a contrast with the large exhibition hall inside, with its iron columns and brackets that
support the balustraded balcony and handsome painted wooden ceiling. Note the pretty Victorian
turnstiles, manufactured by Isler Co of Southwark, London, on entering the building.
The main hall has a large collection of antiquities and paintings. At its centre is a large standing
marble sculpture (1864) of Queen Victoria’s consort Prince Albert, who had died in 1861—it was a
gift of the Baghdadi Jewish businessman David Sassoon, which explains why it has an inscription in
Hebrew. Many of the displays reflect the interests of 19th-century museum-goers, with busts showing
members of different communities and castes, and a very wide range of headgear—as well as models
of craftsmen at work. The museum has a small collection of fine miniatures, old maps and examples
of the late 19th-century Bombay school of pottery.
Outside the museum are a number of important statues and carvings. Most significant is a large 6thcentury stone elephant, well-worn, which used to be near the main jetty on Elephanta Island and
gave the island its modern name. It was brought here in 1864 and fell apart en route. The other statues
are from the British period and were originally on display at important junctions and buildings around
the city, and moved here after Independence. These include an unusually waif-like Queen Victoria,
which once stood in the Fort area, and a standing statue of the early 20th-century viceroy, Lord
Hardinge, which was previously at Apollo Bunder near the Gateway of India. Note also the stone that
served to mark the limits of Bombay city.

Victoria Gardens
Behind the museum are the pretty Victoria Gardens, now renamed Veermata Jijabai Bhonsle
Udayan. They are entered through an ornate 19th-century gate with three arches, built in the Italian
style. Inside, as well as a zoo, is the original Kala Ghoda, or Black Horse statue, which gave its name

to the artistic quarter of the modern city—and which is in fact a statue of King Edward VII on
horseback.

Parel
In Parel, 4km north of the Bhau Daji Lad Museum, is the Haffkine Institute (map MUMBAI
OVERVIEW), one of the city’s oldest buildings, part of which—a Portuguese chapel—was built in
the 17th century. It then served in the late 19th century as the residence of the governor of Bombay,
before being turned into an infectious diseases research institute.

MALABAR HILL & SOUTHWESTERN MUMBAI
The southwestern parts of South Mumbai are largely residential, with huge apartment blocks rising
from Malabar Hill (map CENTRAL & SOUTH). The governor’s house, Raj Bhavan (19th century),
is at the southern tip of the peninsula—but not open to the public. The 18th-century Walkeshwar
Temple, and the pretty Banganga Tank, a man-made pond, are just to the north of Raj Bhavan. There
are a few interesting 19th-century bungalows left on Malabar Hill, as well as the handsome Hanging
Gardens, laid out in the late 19th century on top of large underground tanks from which the city drew
its water supply. Next to the gardens are the Towers of Silence (
), large circular
structures, where the bodies of dead Parsis are exposed to the elements and to the attention of birds of
prey.
Just to the north of Malabar Hill, on Laburnum Lane, is Mani Bhavan (open daily 9.30–6), where
Mahatma Gandhi stayed when he was in the city. There is a small museum dedicated to Gandhi’s life
and work. Just north of Marine Drive and east of Malabar Hill is the Neoclassical Opera House
(1908–12), while Kotachiwadi, 300m east of the Opera House, was once a Christian village, almost
enveloped by the city, which has a few surviving 18th- and 19th-century wooden houses with large
open verandahs.
Two kilometres north of Malabar Hill, on the coast, is one of the city’s best-known monuments, the
Dargah of Haji Ali (map MUMBAI OVERVIEW), an Islamic shrine, built in the 19th century over a
15th-century grave on an island linked to the mainland by a tidal causeway. Streams of pedestrians
head out to the shrine at low tide.
CLOSED TO THE PUBLIC

THE FORTS OF BOMBAY
Bombay has a series of little-visited old forts, constructed by the British and the Portuguese. Four of
them overlook the Arabian Sea, while three others are further inland. Three of the sea-forts are
situated around the bay now crossed by the Bandra–Worli Sealink, a 4km bridge which opened in
2009 (map MUMBAI OVERVIEW).
Worli Fort: This is the southernmost of the forts, at the furthest end of the peninsula known as
Worli Tip, in a fishing village beyond the commercial and residential parts of Worli. It is very small,
less than 30m square, and in relatively good condition. It was built by the British in the 1670s, more
as a lookout point than as a military position. It is now used as a gym by villagers.
Mahim Fort: The more impressive, easily approachable Mahim Fort (map MUMBAI
OVERVIEW), at the southern end of the short stretch of sand close to Mahim Creek, has fared less
well. It has become a residence for a large number of poor families and is suffering from tidal
erosion. It was built on the site of a much older fort that guarded the important waterway that fed into
the sea here, which is now the heavily polluted Mahim Creek. The fort was captured from the Gujarat

sultans by the Portuguese in 1534, after a series of battles over 18 years. In 1661 it was ceded, along
with most of the rest of Mumbai, to the British, and partially rebuilt and strengthened in the 1680s.
Bandra Fort: On the north side of the bay (map MUMBAI OVERVIEW), just beyond the Taj Lands
End Hotel, is Bandra Fort. It was built by the Portuguese as Castella de Aguada in 1640 as a
defensive fortification, a watchtower and a watering station for ships (provided by nearby freshwater
springs). It remained in Portuguese control after the cession of Mumbai to the British in 1661, and
was brought under British control only in the 18th century, when it was partially demolished to ensure
it could not be captured by the Marathas. Note the Portuguese inscription on the outer gate, which
dates the foundation of the lower bastion (balvarte) to 1640. The upper parts of the fort were once
extensive but are now in ruins, and have been converted into a garden.
Madh Fort: This is 10km as the crow flies from Bandra (map MUMBAI OVERVIEW), and the
most remote of the old coastal fortifications. It is on Madh Island, which can be approach by ferry
from the suburb of Versova, or by driving a long way round via Marve. The outer walls of this 17thcentury fort are in good condition and, with their circular corner bastions, are an interesting piece of
Portuguese military architecture.
Sewri Fort: A small recently restored fortification, Sewri Fort is in an industrial area of the same
name, overlooking the mudflats at the northern end of Mumbai Harbour (map MUMBAI OVERVIEW).
It was built by the British in 1680, and used as a watchtower. There are very pretty views over the
mudflats, on which large numbers of flamingoes congregate.
Sion Fort: This fort stands on top of a hill, next to the highway as it passes through the suburb of
Sion and close to Sion station (map MUMBAI OVERVIEW). A now largely ruined building, it was
built by the British in the 1670s and has fine views over northern Mumbai. It marked the northern
limit of territory ceded by the Portuguese to the British.
Riwa Fort: To the east of the large area known as Dharavi and 2km west of Sion ( map MUMBAI
OVERVIEW), Riwa Fort is also known as Kala Qila, or Black Fort. There is no doorway to this
small fort, in a crowded area, hemmed in by shacks and houses, and you will need to borrow a ladder
from local residents if you want to enter it. The old access route was by an underground staircase that
is now blocked. The fort once sat at the end of a narrow spit of land that jutted out into the creek—
which is now 400m to the north. The fort has a large inscription on its southern wall declaring it to
have been built in 1737 by the governor of Bombay, John Horne.

NORTH MUMBAI
Northern Mumbai (map MUMBAI OVERVIEW) is best known as the location of the city’s airport and
its film studios, but there are four significant sets of rock-cut caves also, one of which, Kanheri, is
enormous and very impressive. Two of the others are Jogeshwari and Mahakali, both of which have
important sculptures and cave design features, and are close to the Andheri region of central North
Mumbai. Mandapeshwar is the last of the four, and is in the Borivli area of North Mumbai, not far
from Kanheri. It has fine carvings and an unlikely Christian connection.

Jogeshwari Cave-Temple
The fascinating Jogeshwari Temple (6th century; map MUMBAI OVERVIEW) is one of India’s most
unusual ancient Hindu shrines, because of its distinctive layout and out-of-the-ordinary location. The
underground temple is 800m east of Jogeshwari station, and just 100m east of the Western Express
Highway, down a small lane called Gufa Marg, or Cave Road, which runs parallel to the highway.

The area is crowded, and homes have been built on top of, and next to, the cave complex. Two stone
staircases have been cut out of the bedrock: one from the west and the other from the east lead down
to the caves. The western entrance, which is the easiest to find, and which runs off Gufa Marg, leads
down to what was probably the rear gate of the temple. The carvings are very worn here, and it is
only just possible to make them out—but they would once have covered much of the porch.
Inside the largest cave is an inner rock-cut temple, surrounded by 20 finely-carved stone pillars.
Note the distinctive squashed-cushion shape near the top of each column. The temple is now a living
Hindu shrine to Jogeshwari, a form of Parvati, the wife of Shiva. To the right is a superb verandah,
partially open to the skies, with ten finely-carved pillars, all in excellent condition. Adjoining the
verandah area are temples to Shiva and Ganesha. Straight ahead within the main temple is a second,
larger entrance porch, which contains Jogeshwari’s finest carvings, with large guardians on either
side of the door and a tableau showing Shiva and Parvati playing dice, and Nataraja—or Shiva as the
Lord of the Dance. Beyond is an open area, most of which was once covered, and which leads to the
eastern staircase and back to street level. It is also possible to get good views into the temple from
above by walking along the street-level path on the side of the eastern entrance.

Mahakali Caves
The Mahakali Caves (also known as the Kondivte Caves; map MUMBAI OVERVIEW) are a series of
rock-cut Buddhist shrines, 5km to the southeast of the Jogeshwari Caves. The 18 caves are
approached from the Jogeshwari–Vikhroli Link Road and are cut into the side of the summit of a hill,
with some fine views over north Mumbai. The first group of less interesting caves is on the approach
to the top of the hill, but the main group is just on the other side of the hilltop at the end of a short
road. There are two important caves in the centre of this group: the first cave complex has a large
main room with an unusual circular chamber behind it, which has a substantial decorated rock-cut
stupa occupying most of its area. There are some fine Buddhist carvings of a later period than the rest
of the cave, which has been dated to the 2nd century. The second main cave has a large chamber
supported by four finely-carved pillars and a smaller room that contains a pedestal for a statue.

Kanheri Caves
In North Mumbai, amid the forests and lakes of the Sanjay Gandhi National Park, are the impressive
Kanheri Caves (map MUMBAI OVERVIEW). They were created, all 109 of them, as Buddhist places
of worship, study and residence between the 1st and 9th centuries, during which time Kanheri was an
important centre of Buddhist learning. Taxis and rickshaws are not allowed inside the park, so either
take a private car, or squeeze into the public bus that runs inside the park (Borivli is the nearest
railway station). The caves have been cut into the side of two hills, separated by a small ravine. Two
of the best caves are close to the ticket office, so a visit need not involve a long walk. But it is also
possible to wander around for several hours, exploring some of the caves on higher levels—and
excellent views can be had from the top of the hills. Three separate numbering systems have been
used for the caves, which makes identifying them rather difficult (except near the ticket office, where
the numbering system is the same). A guide can help to point out the most interesting caves further up
the hill.
Head up the main steps from the ticket area (open Tues–Sun 9.30–5), and the series of caves starts
on the right. The two-storey first cave is unfinished, but does have finely-carved columns with
squashed-cushion capitals similar to those at Elephanta. The second and third caves are much more
impressive.

Cave 2: This is a broad unsupported incision in the hillside, and more open to the elements than most
of the caves. Inside are two stupas and some small chambers. Around the first stupa are fine carvings,
including, on the left of the rear wall, some that show Avalokiteshwara (who refused Buddhahood
until all beings were liberated) saving his devotees from a series of perilous situations. The clearest
one shows a lion attacking some humans (top left). Most of the other carvings, mainly in excellent
condition, are of Buddhist teachers. The small crouching figures on the left of the stupa are devotees
and donors, whose names are listed in the nearby inscription.
Cave 3: This is the most impressive and important cave in Kanheri, and was begun towards the end
of the 2nd century. For all their beauty, the finely-decorated front courtyard and the carvings on the
verandah do not quite prepare one for the enormous chaitya, or colonnaded hall, inside. Intended for
Buddhist congregational gatherings, the chaitya stretches back a further 28m into the hillside. Notice
the huge rock-carved 6th-century Buddhas in decorated niches on either side of the verandah, while
the figures on the panels between the small chaitya entrances are donor couples. The inscriptions on
the exterior columns give their names. The chaitya hall is domed and semicircular at the far end,
where there stands a stupa. There are elephant and lion images carved on the capitals of the interior
columns.
There are 100 more caves further up the rock-cut path, none of them as magnificent as Cave 3—but
still worth visiting. Notice how they have rock-cut cisterns for storing water, and some have benches
and seats carved out of rock. The best known of the other caves is one close to the usually dry
watercourse which contains a carving of Avalokiteshwara, here portrayed with four arms and eleven
heads. The remains of two dams can be seen along the bed of the watercourse.

Mandapeshwar
Suburban Mandapeshwar, less than 2km northwest of Borivli station in northern Mumbai, has one of
India’s most unlikely combinations of listed monuments. Cut into the side of a small hill, next to a
busy road, is an ancient Hindu cave-temple (map MUMBAI OVERVIEW), with some very fine rock
carvings, and just above the caves are the ruins of a 16th-century Portuguese church. The ownership
of the monuments is disputed, and this has hindered conservation work. The main cave—probably
from the 6th century, and never completed—has five bays. They are separated by heavily eroded
columns, with carved roof brackets. The half-columns emerging from the wall have squashed-cushion
capitals like those at Elephanta. On the steps leading up to the cave are the remains of guardian lions,
only a couple of paws visible on the left. Inside, the cave looks bare, with five smaller rooms leading
off the large hall; in the central one is a small Shiva lingam.
The principal carvings: The main Mandapeshwar carvings are in the far right room. There are two
panels: the first is badly damaged—it once showed Shiva as the King of the Yogis (now only his
disciples seated beneath a lotus survive); the other is dynamic and beautiful—an image of Shiva
dancing. This latter panel is remarkably similar to the iconic Shiva dancing at Elephanta, incorrectly
known as Nataraja. The one at Mandapeshwar is in slightly better condition, and one needn’t worry
about crowds of tourists here, though a torch is useful. Notice the exceptional detail on the uppermost
parts of his eight arms, as his hands grasp a cloak. The seated drummer on the left, barely discernible
in Elephanta, is clearly visible here; so too is Vishnu riding the man-eagle Garuda in the top-right
corner, and three-headed Brahma on his geese in the top left.
The outer walls: On the outer wall of the south side of the cave complex is another rock carving: of a
large cross; on the opposite side are the remains of a roughly carved angel. From the 16th century,

when the Portuguese took control of this part of the Indian coastline, the caves became a monastery,
and this area became known as Mount Poinsur. A church was built on what is effectively the roof of a
Shiva temple. By climbing up on the left side of the cave (next to another half-excavated cave), one
can visit the ruins of the church. Amid the undergrowth, it is possible to make out parts of the pillars
and decorated arches that once spanned its nave, close to where a more modern church has now been
built.

ELEPHANTA
The forested island of Elephanta, located in Mumbai’s enormous harbour (map MUMBAI
OVERVIEW), is home to one of India’s finest cave temples, a shrine to the Hindu god Lord Shiva. It
has 6th-century rock carvings that are of the very highest quality, though partially damaged by time
and vandalism. Because of its proximity to Mumbai, the caves of Elephanta are many visitors’ first
experience of a major Indian historical or religious site—and it can be a little overwhelming. The
huge temple, cut deep into the basalt rock, has inspired awe in foreign visitors since the Portuguese
arrived here almost 500 years ago. And despite the damage inflicted on them over the years, the
beauty and the vigour of the carvings come alive here in a way that is only matched by the slightly
later Kailashnath Temple at Ellora. The carvings are also an excellent introduction to Hindu
iconography—an opportunity to identify the different gods and stories portrayed in the huge carved
panels.
History: The early history of Elephanta remains a mystery. The cave and the carvings probably date
to the 6th century, but very little is known about the people who created them. The two most likely
builders were either the Kalachuris or the Konkan Mauryas, 6th-century rulers of parts of what is now
the Maharashtra coastline. In the early 16th century, the caves—then used as cattle sheds—were
‘rediscovered’ by the Portuguese, who controlled the island until the early 18th century. They named
the island Elephanta because they found a life-size statue of an elephant with a baby elephant on its
back near the southern coastline of the island (the elephant has since fallen apart—but a large chunk
of it can be seen in the Bhau Daji Lad Museum in Mumbai. In 1712, a Portuguese soldier fired a large
gun inside the cave—apparently ‘to test the echo’—and in so doing destroyed one of the pillars.
The island was garrisoned by the British in 1774, and several drawings of the cave that survive
from the early British period all show severe waterlogging, which caused extensive damage to the
lower parts of many of the carvings. In 1875 the cave was spruced up and transformed into a
banqueting hall for the visiting Prince of Wales (later King Edward VII). Elephanta was handed over
to the Archaeological Survey of India in 1909, and regular conservation work has taken place since
then. Although the cave has not been used as a temple for more than a millennium, the island attracts
large numbers of Hindu visitors at key religious festivals related to Shiva.
Orientation: Elephanta is a 30-minute boat-ride from the Gateway of India (next to the Taj Hotel),
and provides a pleasant contrast to the hyperactivity of Mumbai. As the skyscrapers recede into the
distance, visitors get excellent views of the harbour and the docks, so critical to Mumbai’s early
growth. It is almost possible to imagine Mumbai as it was just a few hundred years ago, as a series of
forested islands. Then, as one approaches Elephanta, India’s largest container port looms in the near
distance—but the island itself is largely unspoilt.

The island, known as Gharapuri by its 1,200 inhabitants, has two small hills: the one on the west
has the main cave, halfway up its northern slope. From the jetty, a footpath or a miniature railway can
be taken by visitors to the bottom of the hill. A broad pathway, lined with souvenir-sellers, leads up
to the cave (palanquins are available for those who can’t make the climb). At the top is the ticket
office, a small museum and a short path to the right leading to the main cave (open Tues–Sun 9–5).
Another path leads ahead to smaller, less interesting caves, and winds its way to the top of the hill—
from where excellent views can be had of Mumbai harbour, and where 20th-century anti-aircraft
artillery is still in position, amid the ruins of a small fortification.

Main cave
The main cave (map ELEPHANTA) is entered from the triple-bayed northern gateway—and it is
helpful to stand in the central bay to orient oneself. Ahead is a deep cave, cut more than 40m into the
rock. The cave is supported by distinctive columns, with ‘squashed-cushion’ capitals, left in place

when the rest of the rock was cleared. Each of them has a little carving of four dwarves at the point
where the column stops being square and becomes cylindrical. The entire cave has a very deliberate
geometrical layout. It is divided up into 37 bays, separated by the columns. The bays are laid out in
an inner square of five by five, and a group of three outer bays on each side of the inner square. There
are two key axes running through the cave temple. The north–south axis (on which the visitor enters)
leads to an enormous and magnificent triple-headed Shiva statue. The east–west axis starts from the
eastern courtyard, passes through the Shiva shrine, containing the stone Shiva lingam surrounded by
its stone-cut guardians, and leads to the western courtyard with its large rock-cut cistern.
The inner shrine, the huge triple-headed Shiva statue and the eight panels are the main attractions
here—but the entire cave, dug deep into solid rock, is an architectural marvel, a feat matched by the
artistry of the
carving. Indeed, the only piece of stone that was moved into the cave, rather than
hewn from it, is the lingam.
IN-SITU

The Shiva panels
On each side of the four exterior triple bays are panels, carved deep into the rock, showing key
stories from the life of Shiva (map ELEPHANTA). These stories each represent a different aspect, or
mood, of Shiva—always the largest and most central figure in the panels, and usually identifiable
from his matted hair, high crown and eight arms (though many of the arms are missing). In most of the
panels, it is also possible to identify the main figures in the story of Shiva: his consort Parvati and his
children, the elephant-headed Ganesha and the spear-bearing war-god Kartikeya. The other deities
that appear include Vishnu (riding on the man-eagle Garuda), elephant-riding Indra and triple-headed
Brahma. They are all lesser gods in the Shaivite tradition, and are part of a large cast of beautifullycarved extras at Elephanta.

Northern panels
Shiva, Lord of Yogis : The first, badly damaged panel on the left of the entrance gateway shows
Shiva in meditative mood as the Lord of Yogis, or Yogeshwara, seated in the lotus position. He may
originally have had an erect phallus—as in a very similar carving in Ellora. Shiva is surrounded by,
but unaware of, other celestial beings. Brahma, with three heads and riding some geese, is in the top
left—geese or swans are the usual ‘vehicle’ of Brahma.
Shiva dancing: The impressive second panel on the right of the entrance gateway, directly
opposite the first, is one of the most famous (and known incorrectly as Nataraja—a different dance in
which Shiva plants his foot on the head of an unhappy dwarf). Shiva’s angry dance symbolises the
destruction of the world, and it is possible to make out seven of his eight arms all pointing in different
directions. Notice his children Ganesha and Kartikeya (with the spear) watching him on the left; his
consort Parvati, to the right, with the narrowest of waists, cannot bear to watch. The elephant on the
right is not Ganesha, but Airavata, the ‘vehicle’ of Indra.

Eastern panels
Ravana shaking Mount Kailash: The first of the eastern panels is badly damaged. It depicts Shiva
seated on the sacred Mount Kailash. Beneath him is the demon-king Ravana, who had dared to disturb
Shiva and Parvati’s love-making and was trapped by Shiva underneath the mountain. Shiva leans
towards what was once a carving of a seated Parvati.
Shiva gambling with Parvati: This panel is one of the most damaged. But it is still possible to
make out a slightly petulant Parvati, irritated that Shiva has once again cheated at a game of dice.

Southern panels
Androgynous Shiva: This beautiful panel shows Shiva as Ardhanarishwara—part man, part woman
—a transformation, according to some ancient Hindu texts, that allowed Shiva to produce all living
creatures. Notice how the male and female sides of Shiva’s body are accentuated. The female side,
sometimes identified as Parvati, has more jewellery, her hip is accentuated, she looks into a mirror
and she has a single large breast. Notice the fine, naturalistic carving of Nandi the bull, on which the
‘male’ Shiva rests one of his many arms. Beside Nandi is Shiva’s son Kartikeya, and above them are
three-headed Brahma, riding four geese, and Indra, riding his elephant.
Shiva bearing Ganga: This panel shows Shiva, bringing the river-goddess Ganga (the Ganges)
down from heaven in the tresses of his hair. Ganga is the three-headed goddess just above Shiva’s
crown. The postures of Shiva and the jealous Parvati appear to mimic each other. Note the snake that
rears up between them, and how the dwarf at their feet is paying more attention to Shiva than Parvati.

Western panels
Marriage of Shiva and Parvati: This panel places the bride and groom at the centre of the
composition, surrounded by gods and other celestial beings. Brahma kneels at Shiva’s side. Parvati’s
father, Himavant, is at her side, gently pushing her towards Shiva.
Shiva impaling Andhaka: This badly damaged panel shows Shiva impaling his own son, the
monster Andhaka, and collecting his blood in a bowl. If he were to let a single drop of blood fall to
the ground, a new monster would be born. The bowl is clearly visible on the right in one of Shiva’s
right hands, and above it is the mutilated body of Andhaka. Shiva has a skull set into his crown.

Triple-headed Shiva
The most impressive of all the cave carvings is the huge triple-headed bust of Shiva, chiselled out of
the southern wall (map ELEPHANTA). Six metres high and in good condition, here is Shiva alone in
his contradictions, without any other gods or celestial beings looking on. The Shiva head on the left is
of a furious god, who looks as if he is spitting at the snake that he holds in his hand. The central Shiva
head is full-faced, a meditating, peaceful Shiva with a crown covering his matted hair. The Shiva
head on the right shows the god’s feminine aspect, with an ornate headdress and holding out a lotus
flower. According to some Shaivite traditions, the carving should be thought of as five-headed, with
two that are invisible—one above the bust, and one looking into the wall. On either side are
dwarapalas, or door guardians, each resting an arm on the head of a dwarf attendant.

Shiva shrine
The shrine (map ELEPHANTA) of the cave temple is an undecorated chamber with a doorway on
each side. Within is a lingam, or phallus, that is modest in size compared to those in many Shiva
temples. The shrine doorways also have magnificent dwarapalas, with crowns that almost touch the
roof of the cave. They have been carved in the round, so that they almost come away from the wall
against which they rest.

Eastern and western courtyards
Before leaving the cave, visit the eastern and western courtyards (map ELEPHANTA), where further
carvings can be seen. The eastern courtyard was originally an entrance to the main cave, but has now
been blocked off. It has its own smaller cave. The stone lions outside the Shiva shrine once stood
outside the entrance bay, on the topmost step. The four-armed dwarapala, or door guardian, on the
right is of a more complex design than those inside the main cave, and may have been carved later. In

a side chamber next to the dwarapala is a badly damaged frieze of mother-goddesses, and a large
statue of Shiva’s son Kartikeya, holding a spear. The western court also has a small cave, with
images of Shiva dancing and of Shiva, the Lord of Yogis—though neither is as beautifully carved as
the similar images inside the main cave. Note the large water cistern cut into the rock on the southern
side of the courtyard.

Other sights at Elephanta
There are several other caves further up the hill, though none of them bears comparison with the first
one. Cave 3 is the most interesting, with a seven-bayed entrance. Note the frieze of small carved
figures above the bay furthest to the right. There are damaged carvings within. On the neighbouring
hill is another bare cave which the Portuguese used as a church as well as the remains of a Buddhist
stupa thought to date back to the the 2nd century BC. The site museum, near the ticket office, has some
other sculptures and carvings found on Elephanta, including images of Vishnu and Parvati.

VASAI (BASSEIN)
North of Mumbai, beyond the Vasai Creek (actually the rather large estuary of the Ulhas River) and
easily accessible by rail or road (Vasai Road is the nearest station), is the fascinating former 16thcentury Portuguese sea-fort and city of Vasai ( map 11 A1). It was previously known as Bassein, and
has some very impressive fortifications and no fewer than five beautiful ruined churches.
History: Vasai was ceded to the Portuguese by Sultan Bahadur Shah of Gujarat in 1535, and
stonework from older Islamic buildings was reused by the Portuguese. Vasai was once an important
Portuguese base—one of a string of Portuguese cities along the coast of western India that included
Cochin, Goa, Diu and Mumbai, all of which have remained important settlements. For two centuries
Vasai Fort was a place of fabled prosperity, inside which only the Portuguese aristocracy were
allowed to live. However, Vasai (like Chaul, just south of Mumbai) was relinquished by the
Portuguese in the 18th century, and became forgotten and overgrown—it is now a place of many
ruins, wonderfully evocative and strangely under-visited, given its proximity to Mumbai.
Orientation: Most visitors enter Vasai along a road that has been broken through the western side of
the fort wall, just north of the old Land Gate. The road passes west to east through the fort to the Sea
Gate. All of the main surviving buildings are on the southern side of the road, closest to the sea. The
2.5km-long walls of the city are in excellent condition, and parts of them can be walked along. They
are a superb example of 16th-century defensive architecture, with steeply sloping ramparts and
sharply angled bastions along the sea-face of the fort.

Land Gate
The gate is 70m south of where the road cuts through the wall. Above the Land Gate is a pretty arched
opening, with ornate double Corinthian columns, and a double cornice with floral and geometric
medallions. Nearby is a large square building which probably served as a guardhouse, and its roof is
the base for the flagstaff.

St Paul’s Church
The first major building, near the Land Gate, is the large Church of St Paul, without a roof, except
over the chancel. It has an unusual entrance to the vestibule, with three arches resting on Doric
columns. This leads through to a smaller doorway, which opens into the nave of the church. A long

low arch still spans the nave, and dozens of gravestones of Portuguese soldiers and migrants are set
into the floor. Of all the churches in Vasai, this one shows the greatest sign of re-used building
materials, and some local residents say it was once a mosque, pointing out pieces of pre-European
patterned stonework set into the walls. Many columns and arches still stand in the church cloisters on
the south side of the building.

Church of St Gonsalo Garcia
This church, just beyond St Paul’s and known locally as the Church of St Gonsalo Garcia, is in good
condition. It is historically the most important, and has recently been restored for use by Vasai’s large
Catholic population. Gonsalo Garcia was the first Indian Catholic saint. He was born in 1556 in
Bassein, to a Portuguese father and an Indian mother. He was one of the 26 ‘Nagasaki martyrs’—
Franciscan missionaries who were crucified in 1597 in Japan, having refused to renounce
Christianity. The church is also dedicated to St Anthony, and was used by Jesuits. The façade is in
excellent condition, with Corinthian double columns on either side of the entrance arch, an ornate
rectangular window above and a small circular window on top. Notice the IHS monogram of Christ
(the first three letters of Jesus’s name in Greek, transliterated into Roman script), with accompanying
cross and nails, on either side of the rectangular window. The chancel has a fine barrel roof, and the
exterior of the four-storey tower is largely intact. The cloisters still have extensive two-storey
colonnaded archways, though the roofs have largely collapsed. Traces of the original red and white
paintwork can be made out above the lower arches of the cloisters.
A third, smaller unnamed church, 100m beyond St Gonsalo Garcia, again has double Corinthian
columns on either side of the entrance arch. The walls have long lancet windows and the chancel has
a barrel roof. Close by are the remains of the citadel, wildly overgrown, and with little obviously to
be seen inside. There are the remains of a gate, and over the entrance arch is the Portuguese royal
coat of arms with its traditional five inner shields, arrayed in an unusual way (they normally form a
cross), together with an outer border containing seven towers.
A further 300m along the wall of the fort are the remains of the Matriz, or Cathedral of St
Joseph, with its three-storey tower, which can still be climbed for spectacular views out to sea.
Follow the walls to the well-defended Sea Gate, beyond which is a small fishing village.

Church of the Dominicans
The final important building is the Church of the Dominicans, with its four-storey tower, reached by
heading back from the Sea Gate 400m towards the Land Gate along the road: the church is on the left.
Notice the Dominican symbol of a dog bearing a torch above the southern gate. St Dominic’s mother,
while pregnant, is said to have dreamed of her child as a torch-carrying dog illuminating the world.
Nearby are the remains of other unidentified non-religious buildings.

NEAR VASAI
A few kilometres north of Vasai are the remains of a much older settlement known as Sopara (map
11 A1, 5km west of Nala Sopara station). Ancient texts and archaeological discoveries indicate that it
was an important town during the reign of Emperor Ashoka (3rd century BC), and inscriptions at other
sites indicate that Sopara continued to be a major settlement throughout the Buddhist period. The only
significant sign of Sopara’s history is a huge brick stupa outside the modern town. It was excavated
in the 19th century, and a casket was found, containing pottery fragments believed to be part of the
begging bowl of Buddha (now locked away in the Asiatic Society); fragments of one of Ashoka’s

Edicts were also found here. Around the stupa are a few small, well-worn sculptures and pieces of
carved stonework that may have been part of the torana, or formal gateway, to the stupa. Note the
four similar figures of small fat men leaning backwards—these were probably brackets supporting
one of the beams of the torana.
The nearby Chakreshwar Temple , overlooking a lake, has some fine carvings. The most
impressive is a 2m-high three-headed, four-armed statue of Brahma, with his ‘vehicle’, a goose, at his
feet. In a display case inside the temple is an exceptional stone-carved statue of a woman—probably
the Hindu love-goddess Rati—holding a very lifelike carved parrot.

PRACTICAL INFORMATION
Mumbai is, along with Delhi, the main point of entry to India for most first-time visitors, many of
whom report an immediate sense of intense ‘culture shock’. It is one of the busiest, most populated
cities in the world, and it can all seem a little bewildering at first. If you’re not used to the often
intense humidity, don’t overdo it at the start of your trip to India. Drink lots of fluids and do not try to
spend the entire day wandering about the city. It is a city most visitors return to, so there is rarely a
need to attempt to see everything at one go.
GETTING THERE

• By air: Many world cities and most major airlines have flights to India’s commercial capital. It is,
with Delhi, the main hub for internal flights—with daily services to all part of the country. The
international and domestic terminals are on opposite sides of the airport, 8km apart by road, and a
good 20-minute drive—longer during rush hour. The airport is officially called the Chhatrapati
Shivaji International Airport, but the old name for the international terminal, Sahar, and for the
domestic terminal, Santa Cruz, are still in wide use. It is about 20km from the airport to South
Mumbai—and during the rush hour in the monsoon period the journey can take up to 2hrs—though the
new Worli–Bandra Sealink has made the trip considerably quicker.
• By train: Mumbai is very well-connected to the rest of the country by railway. The main stations
used for cross-country travel are the spectacular neo-Gothic Chhattrapati Shivaji Terminus (still
widely known as Victoria Terminus or VT) in South Mumbai, and Dadar Station in central Mumbai.
Mumbai Central (in the south of the city) and Bandra Station (towards the north) are also used
extensively for services to Gujarat, while Lokmanya Tilak Station (formerly known as Kurla
Terminus) is used for some trains from central and southern India. There are fast inter-city services to
Delhi (16½hrs), Chennai (24hrs), Ahmedabad (7hrs), Bangalore (24hrs) and Aurangabad (7hrs).
• By road: Some of India’s best roads connect Mumbai with Pune and the cities of southern Gujarat.
It is a long day’s drive from Mumbai to Goa (12hrs). Bus services are also available to most major
cities, and shared taxis are widely used for destinations such as Pune.
• By sea: Boats for Elephanta Island, and to Mandwa for Alibag and coastal Maharashtra—providing
the quickest route to the former Portuguese settlement of Chaul and on to Janjira Fort—are available
from Apollo Bunder, next to the Gateway of India. There are currently no boat services to Goa.
GETTING AROUND

• By road: Mumbai’s long narrow shape means that the key north–south roads get very congested in
rush hour and during the monsoon. A journey from the Taj Hotel to Juhu Beach can take half an hour
late at night but more than two hours during busy periods. Taxis are widely available: the normal
black and yellow ones are ubiquitous in the city and have meters. The meter reading will normally not

be the actual cost of the journey—your taxi driver should produce a tariff card which will convert the
figure on the meter into the true rupee cost; the rate also increases at night. More comfortable are the
all-blue Cool Cabs, which are air-conditioned and which also have meters—and are approximately
50 percent more expensive. Metered auto-rickshaws are widely available in the north of the city, but
are not allowed to operate in the southern part of Mumbai (south of Mahim creek).
• By train: Mumbai city and suburban trains can be very crowded, but are quick and reliable. Firsttime travellers are advised to travel first class. There are slow and fast trains operating on the main
north–south lines, and it can take a while to understand how the network works. Tickets must be
purchased at the booths near the entrance to each station. There are also separate women’s carriages
on most trains. If you are travelling second class, you need to be ready to alight early because you are
likely to be blocked by a rush of people getting on to the train.
South Mumbai has two major termini: Churchgate and Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus (still better
known as Victoria Terminus or VT), and from these stations two parallel lines, known as the western
and central lines, head northwards. Churchgate serves the western side of Mumbai, with slow and
fast locals. They all stop at Dadar, Bandra, Andheri and Borivli (for the Kanheri Caves), and on to
the Maharashtra mainland—but make sure you get the right slow train if you want to stop in between
at, say, Santa Cruz (for the domestic airport), Vile Parle (for Juhu Beach) or Vasai Road (for the
former Portuguese settlement at Vasai). Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus (Victoria Terminus) serves the
central line, which heads north through the middle of the city, and serves both as the most important
inter-city train station and as a major city terminus—though one that is slightly less useful to tourists.
But get trains from here to Byculla (for the Bhau Daji Lad Museum), as well as fast trains on the
west-coast trains to Bandra and beyond.
• Other transport: Buses are widely available, but tourists tend not to use them—despite the fact that
they are better run and less congested than in, say, Delhi. The hovercraft that used to operate between
Marine Drive and Juhu is no longer in service.
ACCOMMODATION

The Taj Mahal and Palace Hotel ($$$; tajhotels.com; T: 022 6665 3366), known by everyone as
the Taj and overlooking the Gateway of India, is India’s best-known hotel, and one of its oldest and
most luxurious. It was the scene of a terrorist attack in 2008, in which 31 staff and guests died, and
during which the old building was set on fire. The hotel quickly reopened, and the building was
restored. It is well placed for visiting the historic heart of Mumbai. Most major chains have hotels in
Mumbai—including the Oberoi ($$$; oberoimumbai.com, T: 022 6632 5757), overlooking Marine
Drive, and the Marriott ($$$; marriott.com; T: 022 66933000) on Juhu Beach in the north of the
city. There are several smaller hotels close to the Taj, including the Gordon House Hotel ($$$:
ghhotels.com; T: 022 22894400).
FOOD

Mumbai is a food-lover’s heaven. It has superb seafood, India’s best savoury street snacks, and the
richly varied cuisine of a city that is home to many migrant communities. Its five-star hotels have
good restaurants, but they’re overpriced, and Mumbai is the city where it is worth making a real effort
to visit other eating places.
Snacks: Among the city’s famous street foods are pao bhaji and bhelpuri. Pao bhaji is the
archetypal Maharashtran snack sold throughout the city—it is a potato-based vegetable curry reduced
to a paste by continuous chopping on big metal plates, which is served with the small buns known as

pao (from the Portuguese for bread). Bhelpuri is a savoury snack—thought to be of Gujarati origin—
containing puffed rice, chopped onion and lots of other ingredients; it is even more ubiquitous than
pao bhaji. There are lots of different varieties, available at bhelpuri stalls, particularly near the
city’s beaches. The very popular bombay duck, incidentally, known locally as bomli, is not duck at
all, but a fish.
Seafood: Excellent seafood is widely available in Mumbai. Trishna ($$; trishna.co.in; T: 022
22614991/22703213), in the back lanes of the Kala Ghoda area of Mumbai, is probably the bestknown seafood restaurant in the country, with superb crab, prawns and fish cooked in a variety of
styles—it is most famous for its Mangalorean cuisine, in which spices and coconut play an important
role. Mahesh Lunch Home ($$; T: 022 66955554), in north Mumbai near the Royal Tulip hotel on
Juhu Tara Road, serves similar food to Trishna—and some locals say its food tastes even better. Both
restaurants have a simple, functional design, and attract large numbers of customers, particularly after
9pm at weekends. Trishna also has a branch in Andheri in North Mumbai, and Mahesh has a branch in
the Fort area in the south of the city.
Parsi food: The best Parsi food is had at Parsi weddings and in family homes, but there are several
establishments, known as Irani restaurants (often little more than cafés), in the Fort area that serve
tea and snacks—with delicious egg-based dishes such as akoori (a lightly-spiced scrambled egg
concoction). For a more sophisticated Parsi menu, Britannia Restaurant ($; T: 022 22615264) in
Ballard Estate, close to the docks, is excellent. Dhansak, a mixture of lentils with mutton or chicken,
is the signature Parsi dish, and patra-ni machhi—fish covered in green chutney and cooked in a
banana leaf—is particularly recommended.
European Food: Mumbai also has some of India’s best European food. Indigo ($$$; T: 66368999;
foodindigo.com), close to the Taj Hotel on Mandlik street, is beautifully laid out in a colonial
building, and has superb food using local ingredients cooked in a variety of mainly European styles.
FURTHER READING & VIEWING

• Books: Maximum City by Suketu Mehta (Random House, 2004) is the best-known recent book
about modern Mumbai, and dwells on the seamier side of city life. Gillian Tindall’s City of Gold
(Penguin India, 1982) is still recommended as a history and biography of the city.
There are many superb novels set in Mumbai—including all of the works of Rohinton Mistry, a
Parsi who now lives in Canada. His Such a Long Journey (1992) and A Fine Balance (1995), both
set in the 1970s, are particularly recommended. Mumbai plays a central role in Salman Rushdie’s
Midnight’s Children and The Moor’s Last Sigh. Ardashir Vakil’s excellent Beach Boy (Penguin,
2000) is about a child growing up in a house overlooking Juhu Beach in the early 1970s. John
Irving’s complex detective story A Son of the Circus (1995) is also set in Mumbai, as is Gregory
David Robert’s best-selling Shantaram (2003)—based on the author’s long stay in the slums and
prisons of the city.
• Films: Slumdog Millionaire (2008) is the best known and most successful of the international films
that have been shot in Mumbai, winning eight Oscars and running into controversy in India for
supposedly glamorising poverty. Twenty years earlier, Salaam Bombay (1988) also looked at
poverty in Mumbai through children’s eyes—in a way that was less romantic and more touching—and
started off the international career of the director Mira Nair. Many of India’s most successful films
are set in Mumbai, including the multi-award-winning 1996 movie Bombay, set during the 1993 riots,
or the 1989 Hindi classic Parinda, which deals with the city’s criminal underworld.

MAHARASHTRA
Despite having India’s largest city, Mumbai, as its capital, as well as its busiest airport, Maharashtra
is less firmly on the tourist trail than many other states. Tourism has played a minor role in the state’s
economy, and for this reason its infrastructure has developed less rapidly. In many other ways though,
Maharashtra is a traveller’s dream—unspoilt and welcoming—and contains an extraordinary range of
important and beautiful historical and cultural monuments. It has India’s finest rock-cut temples and
paintings, at Ellora and Ajanta, in the north of the state, and some of India’s most impressive military
architecture, in the form of the imposing Maratha sea- and hill-forts. Maharashtra also has fine,
unspoilt beaches, attractive hill-stations and, in Pune, one of India’s most modern cities. Also worth
visiting are the forgotten Portuguese fortifications at Chaul, near Mumbai, and the Sultanate-period
fortress of Daulatabad near Aurangabad. The great Shiva temple at Elephanta Island is described
above, with Mumbai.
Proceeding inland from Maharashtra’s long coastline, the terrain changes dramatically from the
narrow, dry strip of coastal land known as the Konkan, to the spectacular, almost lunar hills of the
Western Ghats, to the richer agricultural lands of the Deccan Plateau—which forms the bulk of the
territory of India’s third-largest state. The economically richest lands are the highest parts of the
Deccan Plateau, near the city of Pune, known as the sugar belt of western Maharashtra. To the east of
the sugar belt are Marathwada and Vidarbha—less developed parts of the state, and little visited by
tourists. Two of India’s most important rivers, the Krishna and the Godavari, both rise in the hills of
western Maharashtra, not far from the west coast, and eventually enter the Bay of Bengal from Andhra
Pradesh, on the other side of the country.

HISTORY OF MAHARASHTRA
The modern landscape of Maharashtra and the rest of the Deccan Plateau was created more than 60
million years ago by a huge series of volcanic explosions throughout this region. These explosions
coated the area with a thick layer of molten lava, which in some places is as much as 2km thick. This
geographical feature is known as the Deccan Traps—where traps are a stair-like geographical feature
caused by huge overlapping lava flows (see box below). This is particularly noticeable in the area
close to Ajanta and Ellora.
Some prehistoric settlements have been excavated in Maharashtra which date back 40,000 years,
though the strangest relic from the time of the earliest humans is the huge Lonar Lake, created about
50,000 years ago by the last massive meteorite to have hit the earth. The earliest monumental
architecture dates from the 3rd century BC, when Buddhism was the dominant religion in much of
India, and the Satavahanas were the ruling dynasty in the region. Kalyan and Sopara, just north of
modern Mumbai, were the main sea-ports at the time—and a ruined Buddhist stupa can be visited in
Sopara. Across the state are hundreds of rock-cut caves, used as monasteries and places of rest, often
on key trade routes between the sea-ports and the Deccan Plateau. The caves at Bhaja are probably
marginally the oldest, but work began on the famous caves at Ajanta by the 2nd century BC. The rich
tradition of cave architecture continued until the 9th century, and encompasses the extraordinary
decorated caves and rock-built shrines to be found at Elephanta, Kanheri, Ajanta and Ellora.
THE DECCAN & THE DINOSAURS
Some scientists believe that the scale of the volcanic eruptions that created the Deccan Traps also caused the extinction of

dinosaurs and 70 percent of all animal species around the world. Palaeontologists called this the Cretaceous-Tertiary extinction
event and believe that it was caused by devastating climate change. It is the cause of the climate change that is most disputed—
and one school of thought believes that the Deccan Traps were responsible, because the explosions released huge amounts of
carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. Many others believe the climate change was caused by a giant meteorite that struck coastal
Mexico.

The Hindu Yadava Dynasty built its capital at Devagiri in the 12th century, but was defeated by the
forces of the Delhi Sultanate, and Islam made its earliest appearance in the Deccan. In 1327,
Muhammad Bin Tughlaq moved his capital from Delhi to Devagiri, which he renamed Daulatabad—
building the dramatic fortress that still stands outside the city of Aurangabad—before moving all the
way back again to Delhi. Local Muslim dynasties replaced the Tughlaqs until the arrival in the
Deccan of the Mughals in the late 16th century. Emperor Akbar took control of the main city,
Ahmednagar, in 1600, and over the next 50 years the Mughals conquered most parts of modern
Maharashtra.
The Mughals soon came up against a new enemy, Shivaji—who founded the Maratha confederacy
which would, long after his death, in the 18th century, conquer large parts of India. Shivaji fought
many battles against both the Mughal forces of Emperor Aurangzeb and the Bijapur Sultanate in
modern-day Karnataka. From his headquarters in the remarkable hilltop fort of Raigad, Shivaji
dominated the neighbouring countryside using guerrilla warfare techniques. He built or extended an
extraordinary series of sea- and hill-forts across western Maharashtra, many of which have survived
the centuries since Shivaji’s death in 1680. Emperor Aurangzeb, meanwhile, moved to the Deccan to
oversee the military campaign against the Maratha confederacy, basing himself in the city of
Aurangabad, which he named after himself, and close to which he was later buried. Aurangzeb’s
forces killed Shivaji’s son and heir, and reconquered large tracts of the Deccan—but at great cost to
the Mughal Empire. Many historians see the Deccan campaigns as having overstretched the Mughals,
leading to the gradual disintegration of the empire after the death of Aurangzeb.

The British and Maharashtra
The 18th century was dominated by a growing conflict in Maharashtra between the Maratha
confederacy and the British, who became the main power along the region’s coastline—although it
was not finally won by them until their victory in the third Anglo-Maratha war of 1818. Mumbai, by
this time, was a major seaport and trading city, and became the capital of the Bombay Presidency,
which stretched from modern-day southern Pakistan to the border of Goa, and beyond into Karnataka.
It excluded the west of modern-day Maharashtra, as well as a large number of princely states. The
first railways over the Ghats were built in the 1850s, dramatically simplifying travel between
Mumbai and the Deccan. The British years were characterised by great financial growth and
architectural activity in Mumbai—which, like Kolkata, has many fascinating public and private
buildings from the 19th and early 20th centuries. The rest of the region, however, remained less
developed. In 1960, Bombay State was split in two: the northern part became Gujarat, the southern,
Marathi-speaking areas became Maharashtra, with Mumbai as its capital. Since the 1970s, Marathi
chauvinism has played a growing role in Maharashtra’s politics—with the rise of the Shiv Sena party,
led by Bal Thackeray, which complains that non-Maharashtrans are taking over large cities in the
state.

BETWEEN MUMBAI & PUNE
There is now an expressway between the two great urban centres of Maharashtra, Mumbai and Pune,

which means that many visitors fail to visit the forts, Buddhist caves and hill-stations that are
scattered across the spectacular countryside of this part of the state.

MATHERAN & ENVIRONS
Matheran (map 11 A2), just 45km east of Mumbai and 80km northwest of Pune, is one of India’s
finest hill-stations, and one of the few that has managed to avoid rampant commercialisation and
overcrowding. It has been able to do this partly because no motorised transport is allowed; instead
visitors travel on foot, on horseback or are pulled around in an ungainly cart. It can be very crowded
at holiday weekends, though.
The hill-station was first developed in the 1850s by the British, and became a favourite place to
get away from the Bombay heat, particularly for the British and for members of the Parsi community.
Many of the large, airy colonial homes with large verandahs and sloping roofs survive—the best
preserved is Barr House, now a hotel called the Verandah in the Forest. Several others survive too,
in various states of ruin, particularly on the south side of the hill, away from the crowds and the car
park. Look also for the peaceful Parsi cemetery. The views from a series of promontories known as
‘Points’, on the south side of Matheran, over the lunar landscape of the Sahyadri Mountains, are
breathtaking. Matheran can be reached by road, or by an extremely slow mountain railway.
Twenty-eight kilometres south of Matheran, on either side of the Mumbai–Pune expressway, are
two more adjoining hill-stations: Lonavla and Khandala, both of which are more commercialised
than Matheran. Just beyond them, towards Pune, are the fine Buddhist caves of Karla and Bhaja—on
the north and south sides of the expressway, respectively. This has been a major trade route for more
than 2,000 years, which explains the Buddhist buildings here. The only expressway exit near the
caves is at Lonavla.

Karla and Bhaja
The enormous 1st-century Chaitya Cave at Karla (map 11 A2, also known as Karli or Karle, open
daily 9–5), the best-preserved rock-cut Buddhist prayer hall in India, is approached by a road leading
3km north from the expressway up into the hills. It is a steep uphill walk to the main cave. There is an
excavated court in front of the cave—as well as a small, more recent Hindu shrine on the right of the
entrance arch. On the left is a column with a four-lion capital—and there was probably once a
matching column where the Hindu shrine now stands. Note how the upper part of the entrance has
been designed to allow light into the hall, while there are carved images of donors between the
doorways. There are dozens of small rectangular sockets on the façade that once supported a wooden
superstructure. Inside is a long horseshoe-shaped chamber, with two rows of columns and a stupa at
the far end, capped by an inverted pyramid and a carved wooden umbrella. There are still original
pieces of teak embedded in the ceiling ribs. Note the elephants ridden by amorous couples on the
capitals of the columns. The other caves at Karla have few decorative features.
The less-visited Bhaja (or Bhaje) Caves (map 11 A2, open 8–6) are 6km south of Karla, in the
hills on the opposite side of the valley through which the expressway passes. The main chaitya hall
(Cave 12), smaller than the one at Karla, is thought to be the second oldest major rock-cut Buddhist
cave in the country, dating from the 2nd century BC—only the Lomas Rishi Cave in Bihar state (
B G
), which has no internal decoration, is older. The front of the cave is open here;
unlike Karla, and it would have been protected by a wooden gateway, the sockets of which can be
seen cut into the stone. Note how the pillars here slope inwards in imitation of timber buildings, and
that many of the decorative carvings imitate features normally seen on wooden structures. There are
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several other interesting caves, including the later Cave 19, with some fine relief images of deities—
including the sun-god Surya riding a chariot pulled by horses, and crushing demons beneath its
wheels.

Near Bhaja
Above the Bhaja Caves is the largely ruined 18th-century Visapur Fort, approached by a steep track.
Beyond Visapur, on the next hilltop, is the well-defended 17th-century Lohagad Fort. There are fine
views of the surrounding countryside from both forts.

Bedsa Caves
There is also a third group of Buddhist caves, at Bedsa, beyond Lohagad Fort, with another fine 1stcentury chaitya hall (Cave 7), similar in design to the one at Karla but with fine capitals on the
verandah columns showing royal couples riding animals. The columns inside the hall are largely
undecorated, with a tall hemispherical stupa at the end. Cave 11 at Bedsa is a monastery, with small
cells and a main chamber with the horseshoe shape of a chaitya hall.

PUNE
The industrial and commercial city of Pune (map 11 B2, pop. 4,000,000) was previously called
Poona—the name of the city is pronounced ‘poonay’, not ‘pyoon’, although the pronunciation ‘poona’
is still widely used. It is one of India’s largest cities, and is situated just 120km southeast of Mumbai,
along a modern highway. Pune is an attractive city, set amid the pretty hills of the Western Ghats,
many of which have impressive fortresses on their summits. For most of the year it has a gentle
climate—the exception is during the pre-monsoon period, when temperatures can rise dramatically.
History: The city is closely associated with Shivaji, the great Maratha leader of the 17th century,
who stayed in Pune periodically—but no significant buildings survive from this period. Pune became
a major centre only in the mid-18th century, when the Peshwas, the hereditary prime ministers of the
Maratha Empire, moved their capital here from Satara, 95km to the south. The city was captured by
the British in 1818, and the last Peshwa was deposed. His adopted heir, Nana Saheb, later became
one of the leaders of the 1857 Uprising. Pune, meanwhile, became both an important military base
and a major commercial centre, attracting large numbers of migrants—including many Parsis and
Jews. In the 1980s, the Indian mystic Bhagwan Sree Rajneesh, also known as Osho, set up his
commune here—attracting large numbers of foreign visitors, many of whom became long-term
residents. Pune today is a thriving IT and new technology centre, and is one of India’s most
cosmopolitan and friendly cities.
Orientation: The oldest parts of Pune, including the Shaniwarwada Fort, are on the southern banks of
the Mutha River, in the southwest of the modern city. Just to the east of the old city is New Pune,
including the main railway station and many hotels—first built up during the British period. Further to
the east is the Osho commune and the residential area known as Koregaon Park. The airport and the
road to Mumbai are in the north of the city.

Old Pune
The impressive walls of the Shaniwarwada Fort (open daily 8.30–6) in the heart of Old Pune, south
of Shivaji Bridge, once enclosed the palace of the Peshwa—destroyed by fire in 1836. The almost
square fort (1736), with rounded bastions, now contains some very pretty gardens, and one can make

out the stone foundations of the timber palace and other buildings. About 600m south of the fort is
Vishrambaug Wada (1811), built as a palace for the last Peshwa, and which retains its original
timber façade with some fine carved woodwork. Inside (open Tues–Sun 10–8) are three courtyards,
a dance hall and a small museum dealing with the history of Pune. Some 300m to the east of the
palace is Mahatma Phule Market (1886), one of Pune’s best-known landmarks, named after a 19thcentury social reformer. The market is an unusual octagonal neo-Gothic building, with eight wings
radiating outwards.
The prettiest surviving bits of Old Pune are in Tulsi Bagh, just north of the market—in the centre of
Tulsi Bagh is the 18th-century Rama Temple, with a multi-tiered conical spire.
The Raja Dinyar Kelkar Museum (open daily 9.30–5.30), 300m southeast of the market, has an
impressive private collection of paintings, sculptures and everyday utensils in a 19th-century
building. Among the exhibits is the Mastani Mahal, part of a palace built by an 18th-century Peshwa
for his mistress—which was brought here from the town of Kothrud and reassembled. About 2km to
the south of the market is the Parvati Temple (1748), on top of a small hill, from which the last
Peshwa is said to have witnessed the defeat of his army. The temple itself has an unusual design and a
multicoloured tower with an onion shaped dome.

New Pune
Among the interesting buildings in New Pune’s Manekji Mehta Road are the Council Hall (1870) in
multicoloured brick, with its Italianate tower, and the neo-Gothic St Paul Church (1860). Nearer the
railway station is the neo-Gothic Sassoon Hospital (1867 onwards), funded by the Jewish Sassoon
family, who were also responsible for the Ohel David Synagogue (1863), one of India’s largest. The
red-brick synagogue, known as Lal Deval, 1km south of the station, has a church-like tower, while the
interior has a wooden ceiling and pillars. Outside is the chapel-like tomb of the Baghdad-born David
Sassoon, who died in Pune in 1864.

Other sights in Pune
Pune’s oldest structure is the Pathaleswara Temple (c. 1000), dedicated to Shiva, 1km northwest of
the Shaniwarwada Fort, across the river. It consists of a large rectangular court dug out of the rock,
with a central circular pavilion housing a carved image of Nandi the bull. About 4km north of the fort
i s All Saints Church (1841), with some interesting memorial tablets, which served as the main
garrison church for the British military in the cantonment area. In the northeast of the city, on the way
to the airport, is the Aga Khan Palace (open daily 9.30–5.30), built for the hereditary leader of the
Ismaili sect of Muslims, Aga Khan III, in 1893. Mahatma Gandhi was imprisoned here in the early
1940s, and his wife Kasturba died in the palace in 1944—there is a memorial samadhi marking the
site of her cremation. The Aga Khan later gave the palace to the Indian nation.

SOUTH OF PUNE
There are several important hill-forts south of Pune, of which Sinhagad, or the Lion Fort, is the
easiest to visit. Two of the most important forts—Raigad and Rajgad—have very similar names, so
be careful not to confuse them.
Sinhagad (map 11 B2), 20km southwest of Pune, is accessed by a motorable road that leads almost
to the summit. It was contested many time in the decades of fighting between Shivaji and the Mughals.
On one occasion, Shivaji’s forces scaled its walls, using ropes to lift soldiers and animals up the

steep sides of the hill—according to local tradition the first ropes were pulled up the walls by
monitor lizards. The gateways and fortifications are largely intact, though most of the buildings inside
are in ruins.
Rajgad (or Rajgarh (map 11 B2)), 45km southwest of Pune, is arguably the most spectacular and
impregnable of Shivaji forts, and one of India’s most impressive examples of military architecture.
The fort was built by Shivaji in 1647 and functioned as his capital until it was replaced in 1672 by
the better-known Raigad Fort (
). Rajgad is in a remote location, close to the tiny village of
Vageghar, and is a long uphill climb. There are many ruined buildings inside the fort. A further climb
takes one to the citadel with the overgrown ruins of Shivaji’s palace. There are long fortified spurs,
known as machis, that overlook sheer cliffs, which gave this fort the reputation of being impregnable,
and from where there are dramatic views over the surrounding countryside.
Purandhar (map 11 B2), 30km southeast of Pune, was one of Shivaji’s most important forts, and
the birthplace of his son and successor, Sambhaji, in 1657. In the British period it served as a
garrison, a sanatorium and a prisoner-of-war camp for German captives in the Second World War.
Among the few surviving buildings is a crumbling church from the British period. Purandhar is
defended by a second, lower hill-fort, called Vajragad.
Sasvad (map 11 B2), just 9km northeast of Purandhar, has several interesting 18th-century
mansions, in what was the ancestral home of the Peshwas. Jejuri, 42km southeast of Pune, is best
known for its Khandoba Temple, an important Hindu pilgrimage centre, which is dedicated to a local
form of Shiva.
SEE BELOW

RAIGAD
The great fortress of Raigad (map 11 A2), which was the capital of Shivaji’s Maratha Empire during
the latter years of his rule, is 54km southwest of Pune (as the crow flies) but more than twice that
distance by road, and is just as easy to reach from Mumbai. Mahad is the nearest town. The views
from the top of Raigad are spectacular, and because Shivaji was cremated here it has become a place
of pilgrimage for admirers of Maharashtra’s most renowned leader. Raigad is one of the region’s
oldest forts, and was captured by Shivaji from the Sidis of Janjira in 1656. In 1672, Shivaji chose
Raigad as his new capital, replacing Rajgad (see above). In June 1674, Shivaji was crowned as
Chhatrapati, or ‘Lord of the Umbrella’, at Raigad—and he was cremated here six years later.
CHHATRAPATI SHIVAJI
Shivaji (1630–80) is probably the most important and revered figure in Maharashtran culture. The site of his birth at Shivneri Fort
and the site of both his coronation and his death, at Raigad Fort, have become places of pilgrimage. The main airport, railway
station and museum in Mumbai have all been renamed after Shivaji, together with the honorific title ‘Chhatrapati’, meaning ‘Lord
of the Umbrella’—the title he assumed at his coronation in 1674. Even though he ruled as Chhatrapati for only six years, he is
honoured as the greatest Maharashtran hero, and is above criticism. A biography of Shivaji by an American academic that was
accused of being disrespectful was banned, an arrest warrant was issued for its author and a Pune-based institute that helped
research the book was ransacked.

It is a very steep 2½-hour climb up more than 1,400 steps to Raigad’s main gate, on the north side
of the summit. However, there is a cable car which takes passengers to the top in just four minutes.
On top, as well as a guest house, there are several buildings and ruins from Shivaji’s period. These
include two large 12-sided watchtowers and the foundation walls of a large palace complex, where it
is possible to make out many of the rooms. At the centre of the palace is a modern throne on the plinth
where Shivaji was crowned. To the northwest are the ruins of Raigad’s old shopping street—and

beyond, on the northwest side of the fort, is the site of Shivaji’s cremation, as well as a memorial to
his favourite dog, Waghya.

SOUTHERN MAHARASHTRA
Mahabaleshwar
The state’s largest hill-station—first developed by the British in the 1820s—is at Mahabaleshwar
(map 11 B2), 120km by road southwest of Pune. Christ Church (1842–67), near the bus stand, has
some pretty stained glass, and there is the Beckwith Memorial, dedicated to a British general who
died here in 1831. Old Mahabaleshwar has several temples which mark this area as the source of the
Krishna River.

Pratapgarh
The hill-fort of Pratapgarh (1656, map 11 B2), 15km west of Mahabaleshwar, commands the strategic
Parghat Pass that leads down towards the coast. The fort was built by Shivaji, and it was here that he
personally killed Afzal Khan, the commander of the Bijapur army, with a weapon made out of steel
claws. Afzal Khan’s Tomb is on the left on the road up to the fort. The fort has impressive defensive
walls, and inside is the Bhawani Temple, which contains the family deity of Shivaji’s family.

Satara
This town (map 11 B3), 95km south of Pune, on the Mumbai–Bangalore highway, was the capital of
the former princely state of the same name. Previously it was the capital of the Maratha Empire, under
Shivaji’s grandson Shahu, who was crowned there in 1708. Pune replaced it as the Maratha capital in
1749, but Shivaji’s descendants continued to live in and rule Satara.
The town has several palaces, and it is possible to wander round the former royal complex in the
centre of town, now occupied by the Pratapsinh High School. There is a small museum (open Tues–
Sun 10–5) close to the bus stand, and to the south of Satara is the ruined fort, at the foot of which is a
palace still occupied by members of the former royal family.
The chattris, or memorials to the royal family, are at Mahuli, 6km east of Satara—and are
considered to be among the finest examples of Maratha architecture.

KOLHAPUR & PANHALA
Kolhapur (map 11 B3), 115km south of Satara, is the main city of southern Maharashtra and the
capital of the former princely state of the same name.
The Old Palace (Juna Rajwada), which was partly ruined by a fire in the 19th century, is next to
Kolhapur’s most important temple, dedicated to Mahalakshmi, in the centre of the old city. The
impressive three-storey entrance gateway to the palace has been turned into a shrine, known as the
Bhawani Mandap. There are several extremely ornate late 19th-century royal and municipal
buildings designed by Charles Mant, who was also responsible for the main palace at Vadodara.
These include the ostentatious New Palace (1884), on the northwest outskirts of the city, with neoMughal arches and domes, and a 45m-high clock tower. Inside is a museum (open daily 9.30–5.30)
with royal memorabilia.
The old town hall, also designed by Mant, houses Kolhapur’s government museum (open Tues–
Sun 10.30–5.30), which displays objects excavated from nearby Brahmapuri Hill, including some

Roman-style bronzes dating back 2,000 years—a reminder of Kolhapur’s importance on ancient trade
routes. Brahmapuri Hill overlooks the handsome royal memorials on Panchaganga Ghat next to the
river. Kolhapur’s most modern royal building, Shalini Palace (1934), is now a slightly run-down
hotel in a pretty location overlooking Rankala Lake on the western outskirts of the city.
Just 18km northeast of Kolhapur is Panhala Fort (map 11 B3), occupied since at least the 12th
century, but later an important base for the Bahmanid and Bijapur sultanates, and the Marathas. The
fort is triangular, with high walls more than 6km long enclosing a large plateau, with lots of homes,
roads and some guest houses.
The Tin Darwaza, or triple gate, near the western entrance to the fort, is a fine example of
architecture from the Bijapur Sultanate, while there is an interesting step-well built into a nearby
bastion.

SOUTHEAST MAHARASHTRA
The main city in this little-visited part of the state is Solapur (or Sholapur, map 11 C3), with an
impressive fort in its centre, first built by the Bahmanids of Bidar but extended by the Adil Shahis of
Bijapur in the 15th century.
There are several important forts in the region. The great Fortress of Naldurg (map 11 C2), 45km
east of Solapur, was built in the 16th century by the Adil Shahis, for whom it was a major military
base. Note how both sides of the Bori River have been fortified with a long wall, serving both as a
bridge and a dam, connecting the two parts.
Parenda Fort, in the centre of the town of the same name (map 11 C2), 81km northwest of
Solapur, is a fine example of Sultanate military architecture, and contains an interesting mosque, baths
and a step-well.
The town of Ter (map 11 C2, sometimes spelled Thair), 75km north of Solapur, was an important
centre in the 1st–2nd-century Satavahana period. There is a museum (open Tues–Sun 10–4)
containing some fine terracotta figurines excavated in the town, as well as later sculptures. The
Satavahana-period Trivikrama Temple, dedicated to the giant avatar of Vishnu, may once have been
a Buddhist shrine, and is thought to be the state’s oldest free-standing structure, though it has been
much altered in the medieval period.
Pandharpur (map 11 B3), 62km west of Solapur, is one of Maharashtra’s most important
pilgrimage sites—with a large Hindu religious complex grouped round the main Vithoba Temple,
dedicated to a form of Vishnu. The complex dates to the 13th century, but most of the structures were
rebuilt during the 17th–18th-century Maratha period.

COASTAL MAHARASHTRA
The coast of Maharashtra, also known as the Konkan coast, runs for almost 400km between Mumbai
and Goa. It has some of the country’s best beaches—though very few luxury hotels—and some superb
sea-forts.

ALIBAG
The coastal town of Alibag (map 11 A2) is a short ride by boat and car from the Gateway of India in
Mumbai harbour, and is now full of weekend homes. Under Shivaji, Alibag was the main Maratha
naval base. The small Hirakot Fort (early 18th century) is on the northern side of the town, while the

impressive Kolaba Fort (17th century) is built on an island in Alibag harbour. It is possible to walk
out to the fort at low tide, and boats are available at other times. There are two smaller fortified
islands, Underi and Khanderi, off the coast slightly to the north of Alibag, near Nagaon beaches—
from where boats are available.

CHAUL
The fascinating ruined Portuguese settlement of Chaul (map 11 A2, also known as Revdanda), 13km
south of Alibag, is similar to Bassein (now Vasai), 90km away. Like Bassein, the high fortifications
of the settlement guard an estuary and overlook a beach, and inside the walls are several churches and
other crumbling buildings. Chaul was first settled and fortified in 1516 by the Portuguese, who were
forced to hand it over to the Marathas in 1740—after which the fort was no longer used for military
purposes.
On entering the fort through the northern gate (from Alibag), turn right along a footpath for the ruins
of the Church of the Augustinians (1587). Beyond this, closer to the sea wall, is the surviving 30m
six-storey tower of the Church of the Franciscans (1535), and a little further south is the Church of
the Dominicans, where part of the vaulted roof to the chancel and nave survive. Follow the walls
past a gateway and the ruined St Francis Xavier Chapel to rejoin the road next to the main sea gate.
Next to the gate is the inner citadel, its enclosure now collapsing; it was formerly the residence of the
Portuguese governor, and also contains the ruins of the Matriz, or cathedral. On the other side of the
estuary, jutting out to sea, is a heavily fortified promontory known as Korlai Fort. There is another
fortress on the hill above Chaul.

JANJIRA
Janjira (map 11 A2, also known as Murud-Janjira) is India’s most impressive sea-fort—a heavily
fortified island, 350m from the mainland and 50km south of Alibag. The island was occupied in the
early 16th century by Africans from Abyssinia, known locally as Sidis, who served in several of the
armies of the Deccan sultans. Neither the Marathas nor the European powers were able to capture the
island, which remained under Sidi control—an unexpected African enclave on the coast of India.
Eventually, Janjira—with large tracts of territory on the mainland—became a principality under an
Abyssinian-origin nawab, who ruled the island during the British period.
Visiting the fort: There is a regular ferry service to the island, which leaves from the fishing village
of Rajpuri and which drops passengers at the steps leading up to the fort’s only gate. The enormous
walls (1694–1707) with 17 semicircular bastions, encompass the entire island. Inside there are
numerous overgrown palaces—including one five-storey building—a mosque and lots of cannons.
Other sights nearby: On the mainland, 5km to the north, on top of a cliff, is the extravagantly ornate
20th-century Ahmedganj Palace. This is the palace of the former nawabs of Janjira, and it is still
occupied by members of the family.
Just to the south of the jetty for Janjira, at Khokri, next to the main road, are three tombs (known as
Gol Gumbaz) of 17th- and 18th-century nawabs of Janjira. The largest of them belongs to Sirul
Khan, during whose reign Janjira island was fortified.

SUVARNADRUG, JAIGAD
& RATNAGIRI

There is an important coastal fortification at Harnai (map 11 A2), 60km south of Janjira, where it is
possible to take a boat from the village out to visit the island fortress of Suvarnadrug, 500m off the
coast. Suvarnadrug, which means Golden Fort, was built by Shivaji’s forces in 1669 to counter the
influence of the Sidis of Janjira. The buildings inside the fort are in ruins. Note the fortifications on
the mainland opposite Suvarnadrug. A further 60km down the coast is Jaigad (map 11 A3), a small
coastal fort, 15km north of the popular beach resort of Ganpatiphule. There are also minor
fortifications on the promontory at Ratnagiri (map 11 A3), the largest city on the coast between
Mumbai and Goa. Historically, Ratnagiri is remembered as the place to which the last king of Burma,
Thibaw, was exiled by the British in 1886. The Thibaw Palace (1909), on the southern side of
Ratnagiri, is a rather forlorn red-brick reminder of his long exile.

VIJAYADRUG
& SINDHUDRUG
There are two major sea-forts between Ratnagiri and the Goan border. The first is Vijayadrug (map
11 A3, originally known as Gheriah), which lies 50km south of Ratnagiri. It was built on a peninsula
jutting northwards into the sea by the Adil Shahis of Bijapur in the 16th century to protect a fine
natural harbour. It became an important naval base under Shivaji, and has remarkably impressive
defences. Note the three tiers of fortifications, with outer walls that rise out of the ocean. Several
buildings survive inside the fort, including the long, narrow barracks and a granary divided into four
chambers.
Sindhudrug (map 13 A1), 58km south of Vijayadrug and just 40km north of the Goa border, is the
largest of the island forts, and the one most closely associated with Shivaji. It is approached by boat
from the town of Malva, 1km to the north. The fort has formidable walls, in some points 4m thick,
with large rounded bastions—there are handprints near the main gate, which are said to have been
made by Shivaji. Inside the fort is the Shivarajeshwar Temple , erected by one of Shivaji’s sons,
which contained a much venerated sculpture of Shivaji. There are two other small temples in the fort.
The road continues south to Goa, and two more forts: Redi (map 13 A1), just over the border in
Maharashtra, and Tiracol (map 13 A2), just inside Goa (described in the Blue Guide Goa chapter).

NORTHERN MAHARASHTRA
The road from Pune to Nasik goes through Khed (map 11 B2, now officially Rajgurupur), with the
handsome mosque and Tomb of Dilawar Khan (1613)—a general of Ahmednagar.
Shivneri Fort: This fort, in which the Maratha leader Shivaji was born in 1627, overlooks Junnar
(map 11 B2), 76km north of Pune and a short detour off the Pune–Nasik road. The fort rises 300m
above the plain, and a road leads part of the way to the top on the south side of the hill. At the
northern end of the triangular plateau on the summit are the two-storey pavilion where Shivaji was
born and the small Kamani Mosque. There are some Buddhist caves cut into the eastern side of the
hillside, though there are more impressive Buddhist caves nearby, including chaitya halls at Tulja
Hill, 2km east of Shivneri, at Lenyadri Hill, 4km to the north, and at Manmodi Hill, 2km to the south.

NASIK
Nasik (map 11 B1, also known as Nashik) is an important pilgrimage town, 145km northeast of
Mumbai, that has also become a major industrial centre and the main home of India’s growing wine

industry. Just outside Nasik are the Buddhist Pandav Lena Caves, with some superb rock-cut
carvings, while all around are the strange funnel-shaped hills that dominate this part of the
Maharashtra countryside. Nasik’s religious importance derives from its association with the
Ramayana epic—it is said to have been one of the places where Rama and Sita stayed during their
14-year exile. The city, through which the sacred River Godavari runs, is also one of the four sites of
the mass Hindu pilgrimage known as the Kumbh Mela.
Nasik city centre: The centre of Nasik contains an unusual series of pools, used by worshippers,
bathers and washerwomen—which have been created by dividing the river lengthways and
crossways. The largest of the ponds is called the Ramkund—and is where Rama is believed to have
performed the funerary rites for his father. There are large numbers of temples, of which several date
back to the 18th century, when this was an important centre of the Maratha Empire. These include the
fine Sundara Narayan Mandir (1747), a large grey building overlooking the south side of the weir
above the Ramkund.

Pandav Lena Caves
These fascinating Buddhist caves (2nd century bc–6th century AD) are halfway up a steep hill in the
southwestern suburbs of modern Nasik, just above a memorial to Dadasaheb Phalke, a pioneering
figure in the Indian film industry.
Orientation: It is a steep ten-minute walk up the hill to the ticket office (open daily 8.30–5). Ahead
are 24 caves that have been cut into the hillside, and which were used as part of a monastery
complex. To the right are caves 1–10, older but less decorated than caves 11–24, on the left. If you’re
short of time, make sure you visit caves 3, 10, 18, 20, 23 and 24; if you have more time though, start
at Cave 1.
Cave 1 is a simple cave, with a frieze of cows and interior rock-cut steps leading to a niche which
may have once held a statue. Cave 2 is a smaller, pillar-less cave with some fine carvings, including
a large seated Buddha and a guardian carrying a fly-whisk. Note the many rock-cut cisterns which
enabled large quantities of water to be stored in the complex. Cave 3 is one of the most important and
impressive Nasik caves, with a finely carved exterior. Elephants, cows and mythological animals are
carved on the unusual capitals of the six columns. Note the false rafters carved under the eaves,
shaped to look as if they are made out of wood. Dwarf-like figures have been carved at ground level
so that they appear to be holding up the façade as if it were a balcony. Inside the porch, there are
guardians on either side and inscriptions above the door. The interior consists of a large central
living area and small cells with raised platforms that were probably used as beds. There is a relief
carving of a stupa on the back wall, surrounded by female worshippers.
Cave 4 is much smaller but also has a columned façade with similarly complex capitals on its pillars;
note the people riding on an elephant’s back. Caves 5–9 are relatively uninteresting; though note the
inscriptions above the entrance on Cave 6, the rock-cut step on Cave 8, and the carving of elephants
and cows above the entrance to Cave 9. Cave 10 is another important temple, similar in design to
Cave 3, but without a balcony. There are again false rafters carved in stone under the eaves of the
façade, and the porch has a heavily inscribed interior. The smaller Cave 11 is up some stairs and has
some pretty carving cut into the wall. Caves 12–14 are almost totally bare. Cave 15 (below) and the
very fine Cave 16 (above) are small twin caves, both circular with similar carvings, the former more
weathered.

Caves 17–20 are all part of the central complex within the monastery, centred around the superb
Cave 18. Cave 17 is approached by steps on the right side of Cave 18 and is similar to Cave 4 in
external design, with the same complex pillar design.
Cave 18 is arguably the most impressive of the Pandav Lena Caves, with its exquisite three-storey
façade. Note the repeated use of the horsehoe-shaped arch, and the way the rock has been cut to
resemble railings, windows and a balcony, with mini-stupas resting on the railing. The interior is a
traditional Buddhist chaitya assembly hall, with a stupa at the far end. The rest of the hall is plain,
apart from the pot-shaped bases to the columns. Note the post-holes in the upper parts of a wall which
once supported the rafters of a wooden ceiling.
Cave 19 is a small cave, with finely carved internal door arches and railings. Cave 20 is the
slightly larger counterpart to Cave 17, approached by steps and on the other side of Cave 18—and
with a fine façade. It was enlarged in later times, and the carvings at the back of the large internal
room, with small side cells, date from this period. Caves 21 and 22 are almost bare.
Caves 23 and 24 are entered through an open area cut deep into the rock—similar in scale to the
main caves at Kanheri—giving a very impressive feel to the final, and most recent, of the Pandav
Lena Caves. Cave 23 is tucked into the nearest corner of the overhang, and has two finely carved
columns with guardians on either side of the door that leads to the inner cave—with a proliferation of
carved Buddhas, celestial beings and worshippers. Along the wall at the back of the overhang is
another cell with more carvings of seated Buddhas, a guardian carrying a fly-whisk, and devotees—
as well as a second fine cave, also labelled with the number 23. Cave 24 is further along the
overhang and contains carvings that are more weathered, but also has a greater depth of relief of any
masonry work at Pandav Lena. A little beyond is another unnumbered cave, devoid of decoration
except for a superb railing carved into the stone above the entrance.

TRIMBAKESHWAR
The sacred Trimbakeshwar mountain (map 11 B1) is 30km west of Nasik and is the source of the
Godavari River, which flows for almost 1500km from here before it reaches the Bay of Bengal over
to the east—although the nearest sea-coast is just 90km away to the west. At the foot of the mountain
is the Trimbak Temple (1780s), which houses one of India’s 12 jyotirlingams. There is a long, steep
walk up Trimbakeshwar, which takes pilgrims past many temples. There are superb views from the
top.

AURANGABAD &
NORTH-CENTRAL MAHARASHTRA
The area around Aurangabad in north-central Maharashtra is one the most historically rich in all of
India. The very different cave complexes at Ajanta and Ellora are the most artistically and
architecturally impressive rock-cut caves in the country—and, arguably, the world. Ajanta is best
known for its superb 5th-century wall-paintings, while Ellora has some quite extraordinary carvings
and architecture from the 6th–10th centuries—both places are remarkable UNESCO World Heritage
Sites. That’s not all. Twice Delhi’s rulers have moved their capital to this area: first in the 1320s,
when it was sited at Daulatabad, near Ellora—and this remains one of India’s greatest medieval forts;
and again in the 1680s, when Aurangabad itself became the effective capital of the Mughal Empire—
and there are are some important scattered remains of the Mughal period. It is usual for visitors to

base themselves at Aurangabad, which has an airport and a good tourist infrastructure, though there
are basic, clean hotels at Ellora and at Ajanta. The two sets of caves are not close (83km apart, in
fact), and your visit will be very rushed if you try to see them both on the same day.

AURANGABAD
This city (map 11 B1) was once the capital of the Mughal Empire, under Emperor Aurangzeb, after
whom it is named. Despite the presence of caves nearby that date back to the 1st century, the city was
founded only in the early 17th century, when Malik Ambar, the African-born prime minister of the
Ahmadnagar Sultanate, made it his headquarters. In 1683 the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb moved his
court here, so as to be in a better position to fight his enemies in the Deccan—and changed the city’s
name from Fatehnagar to Aurangabad. It remained Aurangzeb’s main base until his death in 1707, and
he was buried in nearby Khuldabad. Apart from the Bibi ka Maqbara, nicknamed the ‘Poor Man’s
Taj’ or ‘the Taj of the Deccan’, there are few surviving buildings from the Mughal period—and in the
18th century the city became part of the state of Hyderabad. Aurangabad is now an important
industrial city.

Bibi ka Maqbara
The most important surviving building from the Mughal period is the Bibi ka Maqbara (or ‘wife’s
tomb’) of 1650–57—an elegant white mausoleum, the reputation of which has suffered from the
obvious comparisons with the Taj Mahal—it has been nicknamed the ‘Poor Man’s Taj’. The Bibi ka
Maqbara (open daily dawn–10pm) is in fact the tomb of Rabia Durani, the daughter-in-law of
Mumtaz Mahal—the woman for whom the Taj Mahal was built. Rabia was the wife of the Mughal
emperor Aurangzeb, who was the son of Mumtaz and the emperor Shah Jahan, who commissioned the
Taj Mahal. The tomb in Aurangabad, however, was commissioned by Rabia’s son Azam Shah, and
not by Aurangzeb—who, according to local tradition, refused sufficient funds for the construction of
as grand a building as the Taj.
Nevertheless, the Bibi ka Maqbara is still a superb example of a Mughal garden tomb, set—unlike
the Taj Mahal—in the centre of a rectangular formal garden. Note the fine stucco work on the interior
of the large gateway. The main building is narrower and squarer than the Taj Mahal, and the interior
is very different—and, unusually, the doorways do not lead to a cenotaph, but to an octagonal gallery
overlooking the actual grave. Like the Taj Mahal, the Bibi ka Maqbara has four tapering minarets, but
they are octagonal rather than circular. There is a mosque on the west side of the tomb. The
Aurangabad Caves are visible in the hills to the north, and at night the Bibi ka Maqbara is lit up and
looks very pretty.

Mughal Aurangabad
Several of the old gates of Aurangzeb’s Aurangabad do survive, and so do portions of the city walls.
However, the main palace compound, known as Qila Arak (just north of the Delhi Gate), has almost
disappeared—though there are a few ruined buildings near the Shahi Masjid, which served as the
emperor’s personal mosque.
There are also the remains of Aurangabad’s 17th-century hydraulics system, which brought water
into the city. Water pressure was controlled by towers, of which the Panchakki is the best-known
surviving example. The nearby Dargah of Baba Musafir is a pretty example of a 17th-century
Mughal tomb complex; it still attracts devotees, who come to pay homage at the grave of one of
Aurangzeb’s spiritual guides, who was originally from Bukhara in Central Asia. There is also a small

museum.
The cantonment area—on the road to Ellora—has the tiny neo-Gothic Holy Trinity Church, as
well as the British cemetery, dominated by an obelisk to Colonel Richard Seyer.

Aurangabad Caves
The rock-cut cave temples at Aurangabad are nowhere near as spectacular as those at Ellora and
Ajanta, but still have some interesting Buddhist carvings and architectural features, as well as
commanding views over the city. The caves (open daily sunrise–sunset) are in two groups, 2km to
the north of the Bibi ka Maqbara. Apart from the older Cave 4, they all are thought to date, like most
of the Ajanta Caves, to the 5th–6th-century Vakataka period.
Western group: This group of caves, numbered 1–5, is approached by some steep steps beyond the
car park and ticket office. Cave 1 was never completed, though its verandah has some interesting
carvings, including amorous couples around the door frame and on the pillars. Cave 2 is smaller, but
its interior has a walled sanctuary, protected by huge carved guardians and containing a fine statue of
a seated Buddha. There is a passage round the sanctuary with many more carvings. Cave 3 has an
unimpressive exterior, largely because the verandah has collapsed, but inside are some finely
detailed carvings in the large open hall supported by 12 rock-cut columns. The façade of Cave 4 has
also collapsed, revealing a fine chaitya-style temple, with rock-cut ceiling ribs and a stupa at the rear
of the hall. This is thought to be the oldest of the caves—dating to the 1st-century Satavahana period.
Little remains of Cave 5 apart from a seated Buddha statue.
Eastern group: This group of caves, numbered 6–9, is 1km away from the western group and is
approached by returning on the same road and turning left rather than going back to the city. Cave 6
has an almost bare exterior, with square columns with tiny figures cut into them halfway up. Inside are
carvings of Buddhas, celestial beings and devotees. Cave 7 is the finest of the Aurangabad Caves—
similar in design to Cave 6, but with a far richer and varied collection of carvings. Note the fine
broad-hipped female deities guarding the door, as well as other female figures in the side sanctuaries.
There are fragments of painting on the ceiling of the verandah. Cave 8 is ruined and Cave 9
unfinished, but it does have a damaged image of the dying Buddha in the state of parinirvana—
similar to Ajanta’s Cave 26—and several other carvings in better condition.

DAULATABAD
The fortress of Daulatabad (map 11 B1) is one of India’s most remarkable examples of medieval
military architecture. Daulatabad is striking from a distance—a fantasist’s idea of a fairy-tale castle,
perched inaccessibly on top of a huge unscalable rock that rises from the plains. It is just as
impressive from close up—as the ruined city that surrounds the rock becomes visible, and as the
ingenuity of the medieval masons, who cut a hidden stairway inside the rock, becomes evident.
History: Daulatabad was originally known as Devagiri, or Deogiri, the hill of the gods, and was an
important centre of the 11th–12th-century Hindu Yadava Dynasty—remains of their temples can be
seen in some of the more recent buildings in the area. It was captured in 1296 by the forces of the
Delhi Sultanate under the Khilji Dynasty, and in 1327 Muhammad bin Tughlaq moved the capital of
the Sultanate from Delhi to Devagiri, and changed its name to Daulatabad, or City of Fortune. He
soon reversed his decision and moved his capital back to Delhi—and over the next two centuries
Daulatabad came under the control of the Bahmanids of Gulbarga and Bidar, and the Nizam Shahis of

Ahmednagar. The Mughals took the fort in 1633 without a battle, having bribed a Nizam Shahi
general with more than a million rupees to open its gates. It was later fought over by the Marathas and
the forces of the Nizam of Hyderabad—and Daulatabad remained part of Hyderabad state until
Independence
Orientation: The road from Aurangabad (12km to the southeast) to Ellora (10km to the north) passes
through the outer walls of Daulatabad. The entrance to the main buildings of the fort is on the west
side of the road, where there is a car park beside the next set of defensive walls. Just inside the
gateway is the ticket office (open daily 6–6)—and the path into the lower parts of the fort and to the
upper fortress. The area between the two sets of outer walls is now largely agricultural, but there are
scattered ruins that are worth exploring if you have time. It is a steep climb to reach the upper fort and
involves walking through a tunnel—so take a torch and some water.

The outer defences
The walls of Daulatabad are impressive defensive fortifications—note how neither set of walls goes
round the great central rock of the fortress, but instead they begin and end by abutting the rock. The
outermost area, known as Amberkot, has walls that are 6km long and largely intact, complete with
dozens of bastions. The second set of walls surrounds an area known as Mahakot, and consists of a
double circuit of fortifications, stretching for 2.5km, with dozens of circular and square bastions; it
contains most of the ruins of the old city of Daulatabad. The series of old gates that lead into the city
are largely intact, with a series of blind turns to increase the defensive capability of the fort against
any invader. Note the carved stonework and pillars on the walls and gates. There is an interesting
collection of cannons between two of the gates.

Inside the main fort
Once inside the walls of Mahakot, a path leads straight ahead, towards the Chand Minar and on to
the upper fortress. On the immediate left is a star-shaped step-well (1332) and a number of other
ruined buildings, while a track to the right takes you to the ruins of some buildings known as the
Kacheri, or court room, though it looks more like the ruins of a garden palace. A little further along
the main track, and up some stairs on the left, is a large square water tank.

Jama Masjid
Just beyond the water tank is an even larger square building, Daulatabad’s old Jama Masjid (1319),
or Friday Mosque—which has been converted in recent times into a Hindu temple, dedicated to
Bharatmata, or Mother India. It was one of India’s largest mosques, measuring 80m by 60m. It once
had cloisters running round three sides of the building, though only the columns survive. The prayer
hall is largely intact, and columns from old temples have been reused here—probably from a Jain
shrine.

Chand Minar
Just to the northeast of the mosque is the 40m-high Chand Minar (1435), or Moon Tower, thought to
have been built as a tower of victory by the Bahmanid sultan Alauddin to mark his conquest of the fort
—though it is also believed to have served as a minaret from which the call to prayer was made for
the nearby Jama Masjid. Note the circular gallery, supported by carved stone brackets, as well as a
few surviving blue glazed tiles, which probably covered most of the tower. At the bottom is a small
mosque. The main path is straight ahead, but a smaller path to the right goes to a small outdoor

museum, next to a former palace, with some fine carved figures of Hindu gods and Jain saints,
recovered from Daulatabad. Beyond and behind the museum are more ruined buildings—including a
closed gateway leading out of the fort, which has a small attached mosque.
The main path through the fort continues past more ruined buildings towards another set of
impressive defensive walls, with a gate leading through to the Balakot (also known as Kalakot), the
inner citadel. Just to the right before the gate is a small mosque.

The citadel
Inside the citadel, the path starts going uphill past several more ruined buildings, thought to have been
the royal residences during the Bahmanid and Nizam Shahi period. Note the two-storey Chini Mahal,
or Chinese palace, so named because of the blue and white Chinese-style tiling that is still visible on
parts of the building. The last Qutb Shahi ruler of Golconda, Abul Hasan, was imprisoned in the
Chini Mahal by Aurangzeb and died here in 1700. Further on is a large circular bastion, on which
rests a finely decorated cannon. Note the large storage jars buried in the ground next to the bastion.

The moat and the tunnel
The next defensive feature of the fort is a remarkable rock-cut moat, with sheer sides making the
upper fortress inaccessible except by a drawbridge. The stone bridge that crosses the moat is a 19thcentury addition. From here, the only way up to the highest levels of the fortress is by a tunnel cut
deep into the rock. There are two entrances to the tunnel, which is unlit. On the right is the original
full tunnel—home to many bats—which can still be used. If instead you take the steps on the left, you
join the old tunnel halfway along, and the journey to the upper fort becomes a little less daunting.
Guides with torches are normally available nearby. Note how windows have been cut into the rock to
allow some light into the tunnel; these windows also afford good views of the moat and the fortress
below.

The Baradari
At the other end of the tunnel a steep walk awaits, uphill to the Baradari (1636), the white-and-grey
stone palace built by Emperor Shah Jahan near the summit of the rock. It was used as a summer retreat
by both Shah Jahan and his son and successor Aurangzeb. The Baradari, which literally means ‘12
doors’, has 12 archways grouped round a large courtyard. A little further uphill, at the summit of the
rock, are more ruined buildings, an underground tank, a hermit’s cave, which has become a shrine,
and large cannon resting on a bastion. There are glorious views of the fort below and of the
surrounding countryside.

The outer fort
Opposite the car park, outside the main fort complex, there is an interesting old bathhouse, known as
the Shahi Hammam. Note the circular roof vents that would have allowed steam to escape. Also
nearby is a pretty dargah, or Muslim tomb-shrine.

KHULDABAD
The walled village of Khuldabad (map 11 B1, also known as Rauza), whose pretty domes and garden
overlook a lake, along the road between Daulatabad and Ellora, is an important Islamic pilgrimage
centre. It contains two dargahs, or shrines, to Sufi saints who attracted the following of a number of
important political leaders, including the last of the great Mughal emperors, Aurangzeb—he was

buried here in a simple grave in 1707.
Entering from the Daulatabad side, you pass through a large outer gate, constructed in the early 18th
century. The overgrown Lal Bagh Tomb complex is approached through an outer courtyard on the
left, with a decaying water channel. The inner courtyard contains the Tomb of Khan Jahan,
Aurangzeb’s foster-brother, which was once surrounded by water and has the remains of yellow tiling
on the exterior, and pretty internal decoration. A gate next to the small mosque in the garden leads to
another garden with more tombs.

Aurangzeb’s grave
In the heart of the village of Khuldabad are two dargahs. The one on the right—to Sayyid Zeinuddin
Shirazi, who died in 1370—also contains Aurangzeb’s grave. Aurangzeb asked to be buried in a
simple grave close to the tomb of Zeinuddin, whom he considered to be his spiritual guide. The small
compound containing Aurangzeb’s grave is now entered separately, immediately to the left in the
ma i n dargah courtyard, though it is actually part of the larger compound containing Sayyid
Zeinuddin’s tomb. In conformity with conservative Islamic tradition, no structure has been placed
above Aurangzeb’s grave, which is covered with earth and has a small tree growing in it. The pretty
marble screen was added by the Nizam of Hyderabad in 1921. In the main inner compound, a
sandstone screen surrounds the grave of Azam Shah, Aurangzeb’s son. In the far corner is a covered
area with a safe that contains what is said to be a robe worn by the Prophet Muhammad, and which is
put on display once a year on the Prophet’s birthday.

Other buildings in Khuldabad
The other dargah, on the opposite side of the road, is dedicated to Sheikh Burhanuddin Garib, who
died in 1344. Nizamul Mulk, who was founder of the Asaf Jah Dynasty that produced the nizams of
Hyderabad, is buried here. Behind Burhanuddin’s dargah is a walled compound—approached by
taking a left turn further north in Khuldabad village—that contains a lovely garden, with some pretty
pavilions and the sunken tomb of Bani Begum, the consort of one of Aurangzeb’s sons.

Mausoleum of Malik Amber
Continue uphill through Khuldabad’s northern gate, past some minor tombs and another dargah, to
reach the walled Mausoleum of Malik Amber (1626), an African general, born in modern-day
Ethiopia, who was sold into slavery and later became prime minister of the Ahmednagar Sultanate.
He was the founder of Aurangabad and one of the most feared soldiers of the Mughal period. Note the
superb stonework on the exterior of the tomb, as well as the smaller tomb just outside the compound,
in which Malik Amber’s wife was buried. Go past the modern guest house to reach a path that leads
downhill to the great Kailashnath Cave at Ellora, less than 1km away.

ELLORA
The remarkable Buddhist, Hindu and Jain caves of Ellora (map 11 B1, open Wed–Mon dawn–dusk ),
cut deep into a basalt cliff face 20km west of Aurangabad, are a stunningly original collection of
architectural masterpieces. Not only are they extraordinary for the way they reverse many of our
modern ideas about building—they are really enormous sculptures cut from a single rock—but also
several of the caves have a quite unbelievable level of detail and complexity. While at Ajanta
exquisite paintings have been added to the rock, at Ellora everything is taken away by a mason’s
chisel.

History: Little is known about the early history and purpose of the Ellora Caves—and there are
fewer inscriptions than at similar sites. The dating of the excavation has proved problematic, though it
is now thought that several of the basic caves, and probably Cave 29 (Dhumar Lena), should be
ascribed to the 6th-century Kalachuri period. It seems likely that the Buddhist and Hindu caves were
excavated at a similar period and were in use concurrently, as monasteries and temples respectively.
The two triple-storey Hindu caves (11 and 12) are thought to date from the 7th–8th-century Early
Chalukya period—while the great Kailashnath Cave (16) was created in the 8th-century Rashtrakuta
period, with the building of more of the Hindu caves, and the Jain ones, continuing into the 10thcentury Rashtrakuta period. Many of the caves were originally painted—and some traces of paint are
still visible. But Ellora was never abandoned, and the caves’ proximity to the important 18th-century
Grishneshwar Temple and the village of Ellora means that they have little of the remoteness sensed
by visitors to Ajanta. However, it remains a quiet place, especially early in the morning before the
coach parties arrive from Aurangabad, or just before dusk when the fading sunlight shines directly
into the caves.

Orientation: The main road from Aurangabad via Daulatabad runs parallel to, and just 200m from,
the Ellora Caves. The caves themselves face westwards, and can be quite dark and cold in the early
morning. There is a large car park near the ticket office—from where an auto-rickshaw can be hired
to visit the more distant Jain caves (1km to the north), though it is a very pleasant walk to them. The
Ellora Caves are numbered 1–34, from south to north. The southern group, 1–12, are all Buddhist,
while caves 14–29 are Hindu and caves 30–34 are Jain. The nearest cave to the car park is the
centrepiece of the Ellora Caves: number 16, known as Kailasa or Kailashnath. Visitors can choose

any order they like. This guide starts from the southernmost of the Buddhist caves, and proceeds in
numerical order. If you are in a hurry, leave out the first four caves.

Caves 1–4
Map ELLORA. The bare Cave 1 is where, according to local tradition, the stone-cutters stayed while
they were excavating the other caves. Cave 2 is a typical vihara: a Buddhist monastery with a
columned verandah and a large central hall. It has unadorned side cells for the use of the monks, and a
Buddha shrine in the sanctuary at the rear. Most of the first nine caves are like this. Note the fine
carvings on the partially ruined verandah. Most of the carved figures are of seated or standing men—
either representing the historical Buddha, or bodhisattvas (Buddhist saviours). The female figures are
usually Hariti, the Buddhist protector of children, or the bodhisattva Tara. Note the finely-carved
cushion-shaped capitals. The more basic Cave 3 has simpler pillars with pot-and-foliage capitals.
Note the small cell between caves 3 and 4 with a carved image of a seated Buddha with his
attendants. Cave 4 has two storeys, with the upper floor now closed. It also has pot-and-foliage
capitals. Note the finely carved door guardians, with their dwarf-like attendants.

Caves 5–9
Map ELLORA. Cave 5 is larger than the preceding caves and has been dug deeper into the hillside,
giving it an unusual rectangular shape. The two low benches carved out of the floor were probably
used for eating and studying. Note the cushion-shaped capital similar to Cave 2. The front portion of
Cave 6 is ruined, but there are fine carvings of standing bodhisattvas and a seated Buddha in the
sanctuary, guarded by small lions carved onto the plinth. Here the numerical order of the cave is
confusing. Cave 9, with its very pretty façade, is approached through Cave 6, while the rest of the
caves are accessed by going back down the stairs. Cave 7 was never finished, and lacks decoration.
Unusually for a vihara-style cave, there is a passageway round the sanctuary of Cave 8—note also
the fine guardian figures in this cave. The fine carving outside the cave is of Panchika and Harika, a
semi-divine couple in the Buddhist tradition.

Cave 10
Map ELLORA. This cave, sometimes known as Vishwakarma, is a superb example of a chaitya hall
—a horseshoe-shaped cave intended as a place for worship and with a stupa that can be
circumambulated. The cave has its own courtyard, with worn rock-cut figures of animals. Like many
other caves, there is a columned verandah, but the roof of this one supports a terrace, behind which is
a superbly carved upper façade, designed to let light into the hall. Note the fine carvings of flying
celestial beings on either side of the topmost window, and the amorous couples on the parapet wall of
the terrace. Inside, the long hall is divided into three aisles by two sets of octagonal columns. Note
the rock-cut ceiling ribs, thought to be an imitation of contemporaneous wooden temple ceilings. The
central Buddha figure almost seems to be bursting out of the stupa, and is framed by an archway
covered with relief carvings of celestial figures. Note also the fine frieze of carvings of preaching
Buddhas, and of Buddhist tales between the column capital and the ceiling ribs. Stairs from the
verandah lead up to the terrace, and, if the doors are not locked, onto a gallery inside the chaitya hall.

Caves 11–13
Map ELLORA. The three-storey Cave 11 used to be known as Do Tal, or ‘two storeys’, until another,
lower storey was dug out of the mud in modern times. From outside, this cave, and the similar Cave
12, look like simple excavations, with strong horizontal lines and little embellishment—almost in the

style beloved by architects of modernist urban housing of the mid-20th century. But inside, on each
floor, there is a profusion of Buddhist carvings, and sanctuaries with Buddha statues, guardians and
relief wall-carvings. The finest sculptures are on the top floor. Cave 12, known as Tin Tal, or ‘three
storeys’, has a similar façade and layout to Cave 11—but the internal carvings are of an even higher
quality. Note particularly the row of seven seated Buddhas in the top-storey verandah, and the three
female bodhisattvas beside the sanctuary. Inside the top-storey sanctuary there are traces of
paintwork and a large seated Buddha. Cave 13 was never properly excavated.

Cave 14
Map ELLORA. This is the first of the Hindu caves, and it has some fine wall-carvings of Hindu gods,
and portrayals of images and stories that are repeated several times in the next few caves. The first
recess on the left shows the goddess Durga, followed by the goddess Lakshmi being bathed by
elephants, and Varaha, the boar avatar of Vishnu, as well as two different portrayals of a seated
Vishnu. On the right side, the best-known image is of the multi-headed demon Ravana, shaking Mount
Kailash, the abode of the gods. Above Ravana sit Shiva and Parvati. Note how Shiva lazily pushes
the mountain back down again with his foot. There are three other Shiva images: one dancing, one
killing the demon Andhaka, and a third where he is shown playing dice with Parvati. The sanctuary is
protected by guardian figures, though the main idol has disappeared. Note the figures of the
saptamatrikas, or the seven mothers, on the right wall of the sanctuary.

Cave 15
Map ELLORA. This is known as the Dasavatara, after the ten (‘das’) avatars of Vishnu—though there
are also many Shiva images, and it has a Shiva lingam in the sanctuary and a Nandi bull amid the
columns. The cave consists of a large courtyard with a monolithic assembly hall at its centre and a
two-storey cave complex—similar to the previous two caves at the back. Once again the top storey
has the finest carvings—some of the best in Ellora—in recesses between pilasters, around a large
hall cut deep into the rock. On the left side are Shiva images, from the front: spearing the demon
Andhaka; Shiva dancing; Shiva playing dice with Parvati; Shiva and Parvati’s marriage; and Ravana
shaking Mount Kailash. At the back of the cave on the left are carvings of: Shiva emerging from the
lingam to save his devotee’s son Markendeya from Yama, the god of death; and Shiva receiving the
goddess Ganga in his hair. At the back, on the right, are more Shiva images, including a very fine one
of Shiva still within the lingam, and of him destroying demons while riding a chariot. On the right
side of the cave are Vishnu images, from the front: Narasimha, the lion avatar of Vishnu, fighting a
demon; Vishnu as the giant Trivikrama striding across the world; Varaha, the boar avatar of Vishnu;
Narasimha disembowelling the demon; Vishnu resting on the serpent Shesha; and Krishna lifting the
town of Govardhan above his head to save the people and animals of the town from the fury of Indra.
From the terrace of the upper storey, notice how the lions and other figures on the roof of the
assembly hall are part of the same rock from which everything else in the compound has been cut.

Cave 16
Map ELLORA. Kailasa, or Kailashnath, the ‘abode of the gods’, is one of India’s greatest Hindu
shrines and one of its most unusual. It seems unbelievable that everything you see in the huge temple
complex—all the statues, all the ornamentation, every last detail—was cut out of the hillside,
particularly because the centrepiece of the complex looks exactly like a ‘built’ temple. The thin wall
of rock that provides the complex with its façade gives an idea of the original shape of the hillside.
Three deep trenches were then cut downwards from above, forming the side and back passages

around the temple. In all, 200,000 tons of rock are thought to have been removed over a period of 100
years in the 8th–9th centuries.
Façade: The worn façade of Cave 16 is one of Ellora’s finest, though it acts to conceal rather than
advertise the extraordinary temple complex inside. On the façade are both Shiva- and Vishnu-related
carvings—as if to demonstrate the non-sectarian nature of the main temple, which, although dedicated
to Shiva, has many carvings of other gods. Notable is the image of Varaha, the boar avatar of Vishnu,
on the right of the entrance, where its protected position has meant it is less worn that the other
carvings.
Entrance area: The small entrance door emerges into a covered area under a bridge that connects
the Nandi shrine to the upper storey window that has been cut into the façade. Straight ahead is a
carved image of the goddess Lakshmi being bathed by elephants. To the left and to the right are open
spaces that form a passage surrounding the central Kailashnath Temple. Note that on both sides, in
identical places, are what were once identical elephants and columns and which—like everything
else here—were cut out of the rock. They have aged differently, and the elephant on the right is barely
recognisable. In the outer walls are more rock-cut cave-temples, some of them with superb carving—
and too frequently neglected by hasty visitors.
Side caves on the left: Heading left (that is, clockwise) from the entrance, the first important cave
is the Shrine of the River Goddesses—with its superb and well-known (there is even a life-size copy
at Aurangabad airport) carvings of Saraswati, Ganga and Yamuna—the three great ancient rivers of
north India (the Saraswati River has since disappeared). Note how each of the goddesses is framed
by an arch emerging from the mouth of a sea monster. The next largest cave, up some stairs, is the
Lankeshwara Temple, a Shiva shrine with a large Nandi bull, some fine carvings and a good view
across to the main temple.
Side caves at the back: Towards the rear of the complex is a gallery of carvings cut into a deep
recess that starts on the left wall, continues along it and then returns along part of the right wall. The
first set of carvings is Shiva-related—including an unusual representation of the ten-headed demon
Ravana chopping off his heads and presenting them to a Shiva lingam. Further on is an image of a
lingam, within which there is a carving of Shiva. The second set of carvings is Vishnu-related and
includes a fine image of the man-lion Narasimha tearing out the entrails of a demon.
Side caves on the right: Beyond the gallery, almost coming full circle round the main temple, is
the Hall of Sacrifice, with arguably the finest carvings at Ellora—images cut almost in the round and
showing the powerful female gods Durga, Chamunda and Kali seated above emaciated bodies. Close
by are the saptamatrikas, or seven mother goddesses.
Main temple: The exterior of the main temple has a long frieze of elephants, and occasionally
other animals, that goes around the entire plinth. On the left front side of the temple are the most
detailed carvings at Ellora, showings scenes from the Mahabharata, while on the right side are
scenes from the Ramayana. Higher on both sides of the temple are now familiar images of Shiva, or
of one of the avatars of Vishnu. Note the small amounts of paintwork on the exterior of the temple.
Steps lead up to the area that separates the main temple from the smaller Nandi Shrine, which
contains a statue of Nandi the bull, Shiva’s ‘vehicle’, facing towards the temple lingam. Note the
detail on the roof of the Nandi shrine. Beyond it is another open area leading to a chamber which
looks out over the entrance to the entire complex.
The main assembly hall of the temple is entered through a doorway flanked by stone-cut guardians
and attendants, and inside are 16 decorated columns and several more Shiva carvings. There are
fragments of murals on the ceiling. A lingam occupies the sanctuary. Doors lead out onto the rear

terrace, offering excellent views over other parts of the complex. The terrace surrounds the tower of
the sanctuary—which rises 32m above the inside of the complex—and there are subsidiary shrines on
the terrace. Note how masons have been unable to complete the tower of two of the smaller shrines,
presumably because of faults in the rock. The upper parts of the main temple are in fact best viewed
from the hillside, and there are steps up the hill on either side of Cave 16. Notice in particular the
roof of the assembly hall decorated with a large lotus leaf pattern, on which four lions appear to
prowl.

Caves 17–28
Map ELLORA. Caves 17–20 are over the footbridge to the north of Cave 16. They are relatively
uninteresting, especially if you have just come from Cave 16, although Cave 17 does have a finelymodelled carving of Durga killing the demon buffalo. Cave 21, known locally as the Rameswara
Cave, is a Shiva temple with a Nandi bull carved out of the rock in the courtyard; it has some fine
carving. On the left is a sinuous image of the river goddess Ganga, while Yamuna is on the right.
Among the images inside the verandah are those showing Ravana shaking Mount Kailash, with Shiva
and Parvati seated above, and a superb collection of the seven mother goddesses, carved almost in
the round, each carefully modelled and each entirely different. Caves 22–28 are, again, relatively
uninteresting—though Cave 22 has some carvings, Cave 25 has an uncommon ceiling image of the
sun-god Surya riding a chariot pulled by seven horses, and on the left of Cave 27 are fine standing
images of, from left to right, Brahma (with three heads), Vishnu (with a conch) and Shiva (with a
trident). A footpath behind Cave 28 leads up to the older Ganesh-Lena Caves, with traces of paintings
on the ceiling of one of the verandahs.

Cave 29
M a p ELLORA. Known also as Dhumar-Lena, Cave 29 is the last of the Hindu caves, and is
approached either from the road beneath or by the rock-cut pathway under the cliff face that leads
from Cave 28. It is similar in design to the great Elephanta Cave near Mumbai, with a central Shiva
shrine, superbly carved columns with cushion-shaped capitals, and a series of very fine Shiva panels
around the inner walls. These include a ferocious Shiva spearing his demon son Andhaka, as well as
Ravana shaking Mount Kailash, with a nonchalant Shiva and Parvati sitting above. Note also the
superb guardian figures around the main shrine.

Jain Caves (30–33)
Map ELLORA. It is a further 600m by footpath or road to the final set of caves, all of them Jain. The
small unfinished rock-cut Cave 30 is slightly up the hill behind Cave 32, and it is easy to miss if you
go by road. It is sometimes referred to as Chota or Little Kailasa, because it is a miniature, though
incomplete, replica of Cave 16—though that is actually a better description of Cave 32. In Cave 32,
the column and the elephant in the compound and the central shrine clearly imitate Cave 16, albeit
with Jain religious figures. Note the traces of paintings on the ceiling. The figure in the central shrine
is Mahavir, the 24th and last of the Jain saviours. In the subsidiary shrines, cut in the side walls, are
some fine carvings of semi-divine female figures, one sitting on a lion, the other on an elephant—each
of them beneath a tree. Cave 33 is the final important excavation: a two-storey Jain shrine with fine
carvings of semi-divine figures, one male and one female, each signifying prosperity, and with
Mahavir in the sanctuary. Note the paintings in the shrine, which are probably Ellora’s best.

Grishneshwar Temple

Modern Ellora’s most important place of pilgrimage is the 18th-century Ghrishneshwar Temple ( map
ELLORA), almost 1km west of the caves in the heart of the village. Like so many major Hindu shrines
of this period, it was commissioned by Ahilyabai, the Holkar queen who lived in Maheshwar (240km
to the north in Madhya Pradesh). The shrine is dedicated to Shiva, and is a fine example of 18thcentury Hindu revivalist architecture.

AJANTA
The Ajanta Caves (map 11 C1, open Tues–Sun 9–5.30) are spectacularly located on the side of a
remote, forested hill, overlooking a horseshoe-shaped bend in the River Waghora. Inside the caves
are some remarkably well-preserved paintings and carvings—the most complete representation of the
early Buddhist tradition to be found in India. Some of the work is thought to date back to the early 2nd
century BC, though the greater part is from the 5th century and the reign of the Vakataka ruler Harisena
—whose dynasty ruled a large part of central India during the Gupta period. The caves, cut with
chisels into the basalt rock, would have been used as a vihara, or monastery where Buddhist monks
lived, studied and prayed. The caves were abandoned soon after the 5th century—and were only
rediscovered in 1819, by a British hunting party led by Captain John Smith, who spotted one of the
caves with external carvings from the other side of the narrow valley. The caves were filled with silt
and were in use by animals at the time.
Information and orientation: The Ajanta Caves are usually approached by road from Aurangabad,
85km to the south, a journey by car of 1½–2 hours. The nearest large town, and train station, is at
Jalgaon, 52km to the north. Locals sometimes pronounce and spell Ajanta as Ajinta. All visitors are
dropped off at a car park, 4km from the caves, where you must pay a small ‘amenity fee’ (retain your
ticket) before walking through an open-air shopping area to a second parking area; there, a shuttle bus
will take you close to the ticket office near the caves. From here it is a short steep walk up to the
caves—or it is possible to be carried by porters in a chair. You will be asked to remove your shoes
before entering many of the caves. The caves are weakly lit to preserve the paintings, and cameras
must have their flash switched off. Take a torch, and allow your eyes to get used to the darkness
before you start examining the paintings on the walls. Guides are available and are particularly
helpful in pointing out some of the detail of the images. The caves are numbered in order from 1 to
27, though the older group of caves are in the middle—and Cave 10 is thought to be the oldest of them
all. Caves 1, 2 and 17 have the finest paintings, while the best carvings are to be found in caves 9, 19
and 26.

Cave 1
Arguably the finest of the painted caves, Cave 1 (late 5th century) has an external courtyard, a
columned verandah and two side porches. Note the fine carvings above the columns, showing
animals, dancers, musicians and scenes from the life of the Buddha. Almost the entire interior is
covered in paintings, faded and with missing patches in some places, but in remarkable condition
elsewhere. The columns have carvings on and near their capitals, and the sanctuary of the cave is
occupied by a large seated carving of Buddha. To the sides are small cells which would have been
used as dormitories by the monks.
The murals, starting clockwise from the left of the entrance, depict a variety of scenes from the
Jatakas, The first scene is from the Sibi Jataka, where the good king rescues a pigeon from a hawk
and offers to give the hawk an amount of flesh, cut from his own body, equivalent to the weight of the
pigeon. The clearest images are on this side of the cave, covering much of the left wall, where the
Mahajanaka Jataka is depicted. In this tale, the shipwrecked King Mahajanaka is tempted by a
beautiful queen and her attendants living in a city; however, he meets an ascetic, decides to renounce

the world and leaves the city on horseback—the city and palace scene give us a strong idea of what
urban centres of ancient India might have looked like. The large painted figure, with an elaborate
headdress, just to the right of the entrance to the sanctuary, is one of Ajanta’s best-known and most
beautiful images. It depicts the bodhisattva Padmapani carrying a lotus flower and wearing a sacred
cord, which has pearls threaded on to it. On the other side of the door is a less complete image of the
bodhisattva Avalokiteshwara, grimacing slightly with his mouth open and wearing a striped cloth.
Although much of the right wall of the cave is incomplete, and it is not always clear which Jataka
stories are being illustrated, look out for some very fine depictions of human faces and bodies. Note
also the rich imagery of the ceiling, with painted panels being used to divide up the enormous surface
area.
AJANTA PAINTINGS
Most of the paintings depict scenes from the Buddhist Jataka tales, which are stories from the life of the Buddha’s previous
incarnations. The painting technique involved covering the stone surface with a rough plaster made from clay mixed with dung,
straw and animal hair. This was then covered with a layer of smooth lime plaster, which became the actual painting surface. The
subject matter would be drawn in red upon the surface, with a thin coating of grey paint, and then painted in the full range of
natural colours that are still visible in Ajanta.

Caves 2 and 3
The slightly smaller Cave 2 repeats many of the themes of Cave 1 and has a similar design. However,
the presence of painting in the entrance verandahs allows visitors a better-lit view and the
opportunity to get a real sense of the vibrant colours used by the artists. Note also the carved image of
the female Buddhist saviour Hariti with a child on her knee, on the lintel of the left porch. Inside are
dozens of repeated images of seated Buddhas, as well as further illustrations of the Jataka stories.
Most of the right wall is given over to a depiction of the Vidhurapandita Jataka, which describes the
courtship of Princess Indrati (shown on a swing) and General Punnaka. Indrati and Punnaka are
shown together at a window. The ceiling is even more richly painted than in Cave 1. Cave 3 is up the
stone stairs and is closed to the public.

Caves 4 and 5
The enormous Cave 4, the largest in Ajanta, was never completed, but still has fine carvings on the
verandah and inside the cave. The panel to the right of the door shows Avalokiteshwara. The
sanctuary has a fine seated Buddha, with small figures of deer and humans, probably donors, around
the base of the statue. To the left of the sanctuary are large relief carvings of standing bodhisattvas,
while on the right are half-finished statues, which help us to get a clearer understanding of how the
sculptors worked on the basalt rock. Cave 5 is only partially excavated, but has some carvings round
the doorframe. It was probably affected by the same weaknesses in the rock that seem to have
prevented the completion of Cave 4.

Caves 6–8
Cave 6 is Ajanta’s only two-storey cave, and is decorated with paintings and carvings. The lower
sanctuary has a distinctive arch which emerges from the mouth of two makaras, or sea-monsters. The
internal staircase leads to a terrace with lots of small rock-cut Buddha images, and further large
carvings inside the top-storey cave. Cave 7 has two small porticoes, but no central hall. The dozens
of large and small Buddha images show the ‘miracle of Sravasti’, when the Buddha levitated and
showed himself in all his different forms. Cave 8 is closed.

Caves 9–10
Cave 9 is the first of several caves that are generally thought to date to an earlier period, probably
the 1st century BC. The horseshoe-shaped cave served as a chaitya, or religious assembly hall, and
does not have the rectangular shape—or small cells, or sanctuary—of the vihara, seen in the previous
caves. Instead there is a stupa, with a double drum and an inverted step pyramid, which is the focus of
religious activity and which would be circumambulated by devotees. The façade of the cave is
particularly striking—and it is probably this cave or the next one that was spotted by the 19th-century
British hunters who rediscovered Ajanta. Some of the carvings and painting belong to the later
period, and, inside the cave on the left, one can see 5th-century images superimposed on those from
the 1st century BC. The vaulted roof would once have had wooden ribs, the sockets of which can still
be seen on the side of the roof. Cave 10 is a chaitya cave, similar to, and probably slightly older
than, Cave 9—and here also there are signs of two phases of painting. Note the deep rock-cut side
ribs, which would have been continued across the ceiling in wood. There is some fine internal
painting on the columns and the side walls.

Caves 11–16
Cave 11 is a vihara-style monastery building, with some fine paintings on the upper parts of the
verandah and on the interior ceiling, including images of animals and birds. Caves 12 and 13 are
simple caves, the façades of which have collapsed, although some fine carved decorative features
survive on Cave 12. Cave 14 is closed, but visible from the terrace of Cave 16. The verandah of
Cave 15 has collapsed, but it retains its finely-carved door frame and a large seated Buddha in the
sanctuary. Cave 15a, down some stairs, has a large rock-cut elephant on each side of the doorway.
Cave 16 is one of Ajanta’s largest, and has some fine paintings depicting Jataka stories and, on the
right wall, tales from the life of the Buddha. An inscription on this cave allowed historians to date the
later caves to the rule of King Harisena. All the caves from Cave 16 onwards belong to the later 5thcentury period.

Caves 17 and 18
Cave 17 is, arguably, Ajanta’s finest, with superb paintings inside the verandah and on the interior
walls of the cave. The ceiling and upper walls of the verandah are richly and brightly decorated, with
animals, crowd scenes and Buddha images. Note particularly the series of eight amorous couples
above the main doorway, and, immediately above them, eight seated Buddhas. Turn to the left: on the
far left wall of the verandah is a Wheel of Life, while in between is a series of successive images of
a couple drinking wine, travelling towards a city gate and distributing alms. Towards the far end of
the wall on the right of the doorway are images of the Buddha subduing a wild elephant. Inside the
cave, several Jataka tales are depicted—including, on the immediate left of the door, the story of the
bodhisattva Chhaddanta, who took the form of a six-tusked white elephant who cut off his own tusks.
The left wall depicts the Vishwantara Jataka—and has an image of Prince Vishwantara, alone with
his wife, telling her he has been banished from his father’s kingdom. The right wall tells the Simhala
Jataka, or the story of Simhala’s conquest of Sri Lanka—note the fine image of Simhala sitting in a
tent with a young woman, who is actually an ogress. Note also the very fine decoration on the ceiling
of the cave. Cave 18 is of little interest.

Cave 19
This is a very fine chaitya cave, one of two (Cave 26 is the other) that belong to the later period. The

external carvings are particularly impressive for the quality of the carvings and for the sheer number
of large and small figures—mainly the Buddha, seated and standing. The upper arch, as in the other
chaitya cave, allows more light into the main chamber. The stupa is the most complex at Ajanta: it
includes a Buddha image, surrounded by an arch that emerges from the mouths of makaras, or seamonsters, and a complex tiered structure on top of the stupa. Note the vaulted ceiling with its rock-cut
ribs.

Caves 20–25
Cave 20 is smaller, with some interesting carvings above the doorway, and a fine seated Buddha in
the sanctuary, with two deer kneeling by the plinth. Caves 21 and 23 are very similar in layout, with
carvings and fragments of paintings—note the fine painted Buddha on the left internal wall of Cave
21, as well as the unusual circular patterns, in red and white, on the ceiling between two columns.
Cave 22 is up some stairs, and is normally closed, but it is possible to see some fine carving on
either side of the sanctuary by peering through the wire door. Cave 24 is the second largest in Ajanta
and incomplete—giving visitors an idea of the way in which such huge quantities of rock were dug
out of the hillside, and how the artists began planning the sculptures that can be seen in the other
caves. Cave 25 is bare and uninteresting.

Caves 26 and 27
Another large chaitya hall, Cave 26 is best known for its superb carving of a 7m-long recumbent
Buddha in the state of parinirvana—or total nirvana. The exterior, very similar to Cave 19, is
covered with fine carvings, though the stupa inside is less complex. The parinirvana carving is on the
left as you enter. Notice, beneath the Buddha’s sleeping figure, how his earthly followers mourn the
death of his body, while, above, heavenly figures welcome his attainment of complete nirvana. Cave
27 is the last of the caves and has partially collapsed.

NEAR AJANTA
Five kilometres back from the Ajanta car park towards Aurangabad is the small fortified Ajinta
village, from which the caves got their name. The village has some fine walls, gates, bastions and a
bridge—all of which date from the 18th century, as well as a Mughal-style mosque with seven cusped
arches, which is thought to date from the same period.
The village of Anwa (map 11 C1), with its fine 12th-century temple, is an interesting 8km detour
off the Ajanta–Aurangabad road. The turning, to the east, is 10km before the Ajanta car park. The
Marha Temple is on the far side of Anwa village, set in a compound, and should not be confused
with the more modern temple which villagers may direct you to. The Marha Temple, with its
assembly area open on three sides, was built under the Yadava Dynasty and originally dedicated to
Vishnu. It now has a Shiva lingam in its sanctuary. Note the fine carvings on the exterior of the
sanctuary, and particularly on the columns and ceilings in the assembly hall.

AHMEDNAGAR
The town of Ahmednagar (map 11 B2), midway between Aurangabad (107km) and Pune (110km),
was once the pre-eminent city in the region. It was named after Ahmed Nizam Shah, a commander
under the Bahmani Dynasty of Bidar, who formed his own state in 1496, and founded the Nizam Shahi
Dynasty which ruled from Ahmednagar. The Ahmednagar Sultanate took part in the defeat of the

Vijayanagar Empire in 1565, and was frequently at war with Bijapur and with the Mughals. The
Sultanate survived until 1628, when the Mughals occupied the city. It became an important military
base under the British, and many Indian nationalist leaders were interned here. Today the city attracts
few tourists, but several historic buildings, spread out across different part of modern Ahmednagar,
are worth visiting. The city is known simply as ‘Nagar’ by locals.

Ahmednagar Fort
Ahmednagar Fort (1550s) is on the eastern side of the modern city and was the Nizam Shahi citadel.
The great 20m-high walls of the fort, more than 1.7km long and almost circular, are intact, but the
palaces of the Sultanate period have long since disappeared. Visitors are allowed to drive into the
fort, which is still a military area, and park just inside the modern gateway. It is possible to walk the
full length of the impressive defensive wall along the battlements. If you do this heading clockwise,
you will pass at one point through an unusual tunnel created when the wall was extended upwards,
and then reach the old chain drawbridge across the broad moat. Just before completing the circle, you
should come to the old main gate, in which there is a small dargah, or Muslim shrine, in the old
guardroom. There is a small museum in the centre of the fort, in what is called the ‘National Leaders
Block’—where a courtyard and rooms have been preserved to honour the site in which a group of
Indian nationalist leaders, including Jawaharlal Nehru (later to become the first prime minister of
India), were interned from 1942 to 1945.

Ahmednagar’s mosques
About 500m from the fort is the tiny Damri Masjid (1568), an exquisitely decorated grey mosque,
with some superb carved stonework. The old city has several Nizam Shahi mosques, most of which
have been modernised. The first floor of the Mecca Masjid (1525) has pillars that were brought from
Mecca, and an unusual mixture of styles of roof vaulting.

Hawai Khana
On the northern borders of modern Ahmednagar, 5km northeast of the fort, is a small former summer
palace of the Nisam Shahi period, known locally as the Hawai Khana, or House of Winds. It is a twostorey octagonal building, once surrounded by a large octagonal lake, which is now usually dry. On
the south side are more ruined palace buildings surrounding an old gateway, and on the left (east
side), down some steps, are the old royal baths, with circular roof vents to let out the steam. About
500m to the south, on the road side, is the ventilation tower for an underground water palace, now
flooded.

Nizam Shahi tombs
On the western borders of the modern city, 3km west of the fort, is the neglected tomb complex of
Ahmed Nizam Shahi (1509), the founder of Ahmednagar. The complex, known as Bagh Rauza, is
surrounded by fields and has a number of lesser tombs outside the compound that have been turned
into homes. The tomb of Ahmed Nizam Shahi is open on four sides and has some fine stone-carved
decoration—floral, calligraphic and geometric, on the exterior and interior of the building. The other
tomb, with an unusual pyramidal roof, belongs to Ahmad’s prime minister, Shah Tahir.

Faria Bagh
Just 2km to the south of the city, a little to the west of the Solapur road, is the enormous water palace
known as the Faria Bagh (1583). It is in an army area, and you need to follow signs to the Cavalry

Tank Museum to reach the palace, which stands in the middle of a square dry lake, connected to the
‘mainland’ by a 70m causeway. Look carefully, for the shape of the building is very similar to the Taj
Mahal, but without its domes; and it predates the Taj by more than half a century. Note the use of the
Baghdad octagon—an octagon with alternate long and short sides—and the high central arch, with
double-decker arches on each side. Climb on to the low-domed roof for excellent views of the
surrounding countryside. The nearby Cavalry Tank Museum has a collection of old tanks and an
unusual Rolls-Royce armoured car.

EAST OF AHMEDNAGAR
To east of the city, 8km along the Paithan road, is Alamgir’s Dargah, where the last of the great
Mughal emperors, Aurangzeb, died in 1707 (Aurangzeb was also known as Alamgir). Ask to be
shown the tiny underground room, beneath the mosque, where Aurangzeb is said to have stayed.
About 2km further, on the summit of a hill, stands the imposing Tomb of Salabat Khan (late 16th
century), known locally as Chand Bibi Mahal. It is a three-storey octagonal tomb, open on all sides.
The graves of Salabat Khan, a prime minister of Ahmednagar, and his family can be visited
underground—notice the light vents in the very flat internal dome that covers the underground
chamber. There are superb views from the top of the tomb building.
The town of Paithan (map 11 B1), between Aurangabad and Ahmednagar, is an important ancient
Hindu pilgrimage centre, best known now as the home the 16th-century Hindu poet-saint Eknath.
The spectacular Lonar Lake (map 11 C1), 125km east of Aurangabad, is an almost perfectly
circular body of water, created by a meteorite more than 50,000 years ago. There are a number of
interesting temples on the high ridge that surround the lake, some of them dating back to the 12th
century.

EASTERN MAHARASHTRA
The eastern part of Maharashtra (also known as Vidarbha) is little visited by tourists, but has some
important forts and pilgrimage sites.

Nagpur
Seven hundred kilometres east of Mumbai, Nagpur (map 6 B2) is eastern Maharashtra’s largest city,
and has some interesting buildings from the Maratha and British periods. The area known as Mahal
(literally ‘palace’) is the old Maratha part of the city, with a few surviving royal buildings, now used
as offices, from the period between 1743 and 1853, when it was ruled by the Bhonsle princely
family. The old Bhonsle chattris are at Nava Sukhrawari, close to the Nag River. Sitabaldi Fort in
the centre of Nagpur is closed to the public. Just to the east of the fort, near the state assembly
(Nagpur serves as the state’s second capital for part of the year), is the modern Zero Point
Milestone, a large pillar that is so named because Nagpur is considered the geographical centre of
India. A kilometre and a half to the west of Zero Point is the high-domed Neoclassical Nagpur High
Court (1937–42). Designed by Henry Medd, it is one of the finest buildings of the late British period
in India.

Ramtek and Wardha
The important pilgrimage centre of Ramtek (map 6 C2), 38km northeast of Nagpur, has several
temples dedicated to the Hindu god Rama and other avatars of Vishnu. The temple complex is on a

hilltop and consists of several shrines, some of which date back to the 11th century, and with idols
that are even older.
In the other direction from Nagpur is the town of Wardha ( map 6 B3; 68km southeast of Nagpur). It
is best known as Mahatma Gandhi’s home from 1933. He actually stayed in Sevagram Ashram, 5km
east of Wardha, which has been turned into a memorial to Gandhi.

Achalpur
Previously known as Ellichpur, the town of Achalpur ( map 6 B2), 200km west of Nagpur, was the
capital of the former state of Berar, which broke away from the Bahmanids of Bidar in the 15th
century. There is an open-air congregational mosque, or Idgah (1347), and the Jama Masjid (15th
century), as well as two fine 15th-century forts in the region: Gavilgad, near Chikaldara, 25km to the
northwest, and Narnala, 52km to the west.

PRACTICAL INFORMATION
GETTING THERE & GETTING AROUND

There are several airports in the interior of Maharashtra, of which Pune and Aurangabad are the most
widely used by tourists. There are regular flights to both cities from Mumbai and Delhi, though many
travellers heading from Mumbai to Pune, and its nearby caves and forts, travel by car along the
modern highway (3½hrs from Mumbai airport) or by train (3hrs). Other airports include Kolhapur
(daily flights from Mumbai) and Nagpur (daily services from Mumbai and Delhi).
The state has a good train network, with several trains each day from Mumbai to Nasik Road
(3½hrs) and Nagpur (12hrs) on the Calcutta route, and a morning train to Aurangabad (6½hrs). Roads
in the state have improved in recent years.
ACCOMMODATION

Pune and Western Maharashtra
• Janjira: The Golden Swan Resort ($$; T: 0952144 274078; goldenswan.com) near Janjira has
comfortable cottages next to an enormous empty beach. Further down the coast, the state tourism
department’s MTDC Holiday Resort ($$; T: 02357 235248), on the beach at Ganpatipule, is in a
lovely location, and comfortable but not luxurious.
• Matheran: Matheran has many hotels, of which the most comfortable is the Neemrana group’s
Verandah in the Forest ($$; T: 02148 230296; neemranahotels.com), a 19th-century former
holiday home.
• Pune: Pune’s best-known luxury hotel is the Taj Blue Diamond ($$$; T: 020 66025555;
tajhotels.com) in Koregaon Park, though other comfortable accommodation includes the Oakwood
Residence ($$$; T: 020 25670011; tghotels.com) near the Deccan Gymkhana Club.
Southern Maharashtra
• Kolhapur: The Shalini Palace ($$; T: 0231 2630401; welcomheritagehotels.com) claims to be
Maharashtra’s only palace hotel.
• Nagpur: The town’s most comfortable accommodation can be found at the Pride Hotel ($$$; T:
0712 2291102 pridehotel.com), near the airport.
• Solapur: Here, the City Park Hotel ($$; T: 0217 2729791; hotelcityparksolapur.com) is probably
the best accommodation in town.

Northern Maharashtra
• Ajanta: Here there are the new cottages at the MTDC Ajanta Tourist Complex ($; T: 02438
244230).
• Aurangabad: There are several comfortable hotels here, including the Taj Residency ($$$; T:
0240 2381106; tajhotels.com) and the Lemon Tree ($$; 0240 6603030; lemontreehotels.com).
• Ellora: There is the comfortable but basic Kailas Hotel ($; T: 02437 255556; hotelkailas.com) in
Ellora.
• Nasik: The best hotel in Nasik is the Gateway Hotel ($$$; tajhotels.com; T: 0253 6604499), on
the Mumbai road, which is run by the Taj group. There is also the much simpler Taj-owned Ginger
Hotel ($; gingerhotels.com; T: 0253 661 6333), on the Trimbak road.
The area around Nasik has many of India’s best vineyards, and Sula Vineyards ($$$; T: 0253
2230575; sulawines.com), just outside the town, has a luxury three-bedroom bungalow, where
visitors can stay.
FOOD

The food most widely associated with Maharashtra is buns stuffed with chopped cooked vegetables,
known as pao bhaji, although in much of the state, breads are eaten unleavened. Coconut is widely
used in cooking, and fish is a staple in coastal regions. The other food item that most Indians
associate with the state are Alfonso mangoes, which come from the Konkan coastal region—they are
available from April to August.
FURTHER READING

The best local guidebook to Maharashtra (as well as parts of neighbouring states) is Outlook
Traveller’s Weekend Breaks from Mumbai , while there is a superb English-language resource for
fort-lovers at trekshitiz.com.
Two of the state’s least-visited historic sites are celebrated in two popular, if very different,
novels. Part of Amitav Ghosh’s The Glass Palace is set in the Ratnagiri home of the last king of
Burma, while the third of Bernard Cornwell’s Richard Sharpe series, Sharpe’s Fortress, is set in the
remote fort of Gavilgad.

GEOGRAPHY OF INDIA
Geographically, India can be described as the land south of the Himalayan peaks, and bordered to the
northwest and northeast, respectively, by the watersheds of the great rivers, the Indus and the lower
Brahmaputra. India’s maritime borders are defined to the southwest and southeast, respectively, by
the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal. Most of this territory is part of the modern-day nation-state of
India, but the geographical land border is surrounded, and sometimes intruded on, by six other
nations: Pakistan, China, Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh and Burma. India’s modern borders are largely
confined to the subcontinent, but there are also three isolated island groups, the Andaman Islands and
Nicobar Islands in the Bay of Bengal (both closer to Burma than to the Indian mainland), and the
Lakshadweep Islands (closer to the Republic of the Maldives than to the Indian mainland).
India takes the shape of a ragged quadrilateral, a part-polished diamond. It is known as a
subcontinent because its desert and mountain borderlands cut it off from the rest of the Eurasian
landmass. It juts out, pointing southwards, from the rest of the continent, to the place from where it
came. For, 100 million years ago, if modern geological theories are to be believed, the Indian
subcontinent was an enormous island, resting on a subterranean continental plate, heading northwards
towards Eurasia. About 50 million years ago, the two continental plates crashed into each other,
buckling the landmasses to create the world’s highest mountain range, the Himalayas. Fossils of
ocean creatures can still be found high in the mountains. Three great rivers would begin to flow from
the newly-formed Himalayas into the Indian Ocean: the Indus, from which the name India is derived,
but which barely enters its modern frontiers; the Ganges, which cuts a great west–east gash across the
subcontinent before debouching into the Bay of Bengal; and the Brahmaputra, which begins north of
the Himalayas in China and heads east before reversing its direction and emptying itself into the same
enormous delta fed by the Ganges.
Some parts of the subcontinent are even older. The low-lying Aravalli Hills, for example, that run
from southern Rajasthan northwards to Delhi, were created almost 500 million years ago. The
enormous Deccan Plateau, which covers much of south and central India, consists of solidified
overlapping lava flows (known as the Deccan traps), which were formed while India was still an
island, some 65 million years ago. The volcanic explosions that created the Deccan Plateau are
thought by some scientists to have triggered the extinction of the dinosaurs. The whole southern part
of India has been likened to a weather-worn table, sloping down to the east, with a ridge to the west
and a steep drop towards the sea. All the major rivers of southern India flow to the east, into the Bay
of Bengal.

HISTORY
There are few places in the world where controversies about the history of a country play such a
major role in modern political life. Even issues of ancient history—such as the identity of the first
Indians, of the people of the Indus Valley civilisation and of the ‘Aryan invaders’—divide
academics, politicians and many ordinary people in India along partisan lines. Hindu nationalists tend
to argue that the tales told in Hindu religious texts should be taken literally, and that Indian culture,
languages and tradition all originated in India. Many south Indians argue that they were the original
Indians, and that the northerners are outsiders. Historians who challenge political and religious
orthodoxies face intense criticism and have sometimes been threatened, while visitors should expect
to be told untruths by politically-motivated guides. History is a major battleground of modern Indian
politics.

Prehistory (before 2500 BC)
There is great uncertainty about the early human settlement of India. The earliest migrants to India are
thought likely to have reached the subcontinent by a coastal route from the Middle East, though there
is no scientific consensus on this—as with so many issues related to prehistoric India. There is some
evidence of human presence from more than 75,000 years ago, prior to the Toba super-volcano,
which many scientists see as the most important single event in early human history and migration.
The eruption at Mount Toba in Indonesia took place about 73,000 years ago and, as well as creating a
volcanic winter and wiping out most of the human race, it also caused the first major non-African
‘ethnic’ division in the world—between the humans who had already moved from Africa through
India into East Asia (and would go on to become the first populations of the Americas and Australia)
and those who remained in Africa, the Middle East and Europe.
Objects such as hand-axes, blades, choppers and scrapers—all made of stone—are found at
Palaeolithic sites in many areas of western and central India. They date back at least 30,000 years
and possibly much further. The earliest major prehistoric site in India, though, is in the central state of
Madhya Pradesh, at the Bhimbetka caves, which have spectacular rock paintings. The caves were
originally used by pre-agricultural hunter-gatherers, though they continued to be occupied into the
modern period. Agriculture seems to have first developed in the Indus Valley, now in Pakistan, where
wheat and legumes were harvested on the floodplains perhaps as early as 8,000 years ago. However,
there is evidence that agriculture may not have reached the rest of the subcontinent, which had much
greater tree cover and less easily tilled soil, until as recently as 1000 BC.

Indus Valley civilisation
(flourished c. 2500–c. 1900 BC)
The Indus Valley (or Harappan) civilisation emerged in what is now southern Pakistan about 5,000
years ago—the time when, thousands of miles away, the first pharaohs were ruling in ancient Egypt.
In the early 20th century, excavations at Harappa and Mohenjo-daro revealed the existence of
complex settlements close to the River Indus. More sites have since been discovered, several of them
within India’s modern frontiers, and not close to the Indus, including Lothal and Dholavira in Gujarat,
and Kalibangan in Rajasthan.

The excavations revealed that the cities themselves had been carefully planned, sometimes with
massive fortified walls. They were divided in a grid-like pattern, with standardised street, plot and
brick sizes. Some houses had interior courtyards—and there were clear hierarchies in the size and
position of residential areas. There were also shops, granaries, bathing pools, wells and covered
drains. The inhabitants grew wheat, mustard, sesame, peas and dates, and had domesticated many
animals, including the camel, the buffalo and the elephant. They used wheeled transport and, indeed,
may have been the first people in the world to do so.
Copper and bronze were the main metals used by the Harappans, and the best-known piece of
Harappan art, the ‘dancing girl of Mohenjo-daro’, is also of bronze. They made wheel-thrown

pottery, woven cotton cloth and fine jewellery, and had a written language that has still not been
deciphered despite numerous attempts—in part because each inscription is less than 17 characters
long. A team of Finnish computer scientists and ethnolinguists have found evidence of similarity to the
Dravidian language family of southern India, but an agreed translation of the Harappan inscriptions
still seems far off, and some argue that the inscriptions are not a language at all, but a set of symbols
similar to heraldic devices or traffic signs—perhaps representing the names of individuals.
Harappans traded with Sumer (a Harappan seal was discovered in Ur in modern-day Iraq) and
with southern India, and built ships. Little is known about the people themselves, and there is much
controversy about their origins. It is probable, but far from certain, that ethnically and linguistically
they were not Indo-European, unlike the Indo-Aryans whose arrival seems to postdate the collapse of
the Indus Valley civilisation. The most likely hypothesis is that the Harappans were Dravidians,
related to the dominant communities of modern-day southern India, and that a change in the course and
behaviour of the River Indus led to floods that destroyed many of their cities.

The Vedic Age (c. 1500–c. 600 BC)
The Vedic Age, named after the Sanskrit religious texts known as the Vedas, is the shorthand often used
for the period after the decline of the Indus Valley civilisation until the consolidation of India’s
northern kingdoms in the 6th century BC. It was a period of important religious, linguistic and cultural
innovations, which continue, several millennia later, to play a major role in Indian society—and
when, according to many accounts, the Indo-Aryans settled in northern India, first in Punjab and then
moving into the Ganges plain. The roots of modern Hinduism and the caste system are visible in the
Vedas—of which the best-known text is the Rigveda. The main sources for our knowledge of the Vedic
Age are textual, in the form of orally-transmitted prayers and stories, only written down much later,
while our knowledge of the preceding Indus Valley civilisation is almost entirely archaeological.
It is thought likely that Indo-European settlers, formerly known as ‘Aryans’ but today as IndoAryans, brought their language and culture to India at this time, coinciding with, but probably not
causing, the decline of the Indus Valley civilisation. In the 18th century it was realised that Sanskrit,
Hindi, Bengali and many other Indian languages share a common ancestor with most European
languages and therefore are Indo-European in origin. Consequently an ‘Aryan’ invasion theory was
developed, in which ‘Aryans’ from the west were thought to have conquered large parts of northern
India, subduing the existing darker-skinned Dravidians—who became the lower castes under the
Hindu caste system. This theory is unproven, with many Hindu nationalists claiming that the ‘Aryans’
were indigenous to India. Supporters of the original theory now argue in favour of a gradual, less
violent migration over a long period, rather than a dramatic, single, all-conquering invasion.
During the early Vedic Age, there appear to have been no big cities, and most of the buildings were
constructed of wood—and partly for this reason no major archaeological Vedic sites have been
discovered, though a significant amount of pottery has been excavated. During this period, northern
India is seen as shifting from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age. For the first time, iron ploughs pulled by
draught animals were used on the previously untilled lands of the Ganges plain—the start of serious
agriculture in northern India. Huge areas of jungle, across modern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, were cut
down for agriculture—and large iron deposits were found in southern Bihar.
The Indo-Aryan settlers are thought to have brought horses and chariots with them, as well as their
new gods and belief in reincarnation. Brahmins, the name given to the priestly caste, were the
dominant social group for much of the Vedic Age—and Brahmanism and the caste system spread
gradually to southern India. This was the time at which the great religious-historical epics of

Hinduism, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, were composed; the great battles and moral debates are
thought to reflect the politics of the Vedic Age, and growing Indo-Aryan dominance in northern India.

The birth of new religions and
the Mauryan Empire (c. 600–c. 200 BC)
By c. 600 BC, north India was consolidated into a number of kingdoms, most of which had distinct
urban centres. A small-scale cash economy had developed, and India’s earliest coins, with punchmarked inscriptions, date from this period. A number of specialised urban professions had also
emerged. The most powerful of the kingdoms were Kosala, with its capital Sravasti in what is now
eastern Uttar Pradesh, and Magadha, with its early capital Rajagriha in what is now Bihar. It was an
environment in which two extraordinary princes would grow up, adopt a life of asceticism, launch
new social movements, and profoundly influence Indian religious and secular life in a way that
survives today. They were Siddhartha Gautama (c. 563–483 BC), later known as the Buddha, and
Mahavir (c. 549–477 BC), the founder of Jainism. These two were the key Indian figures in what is
often known as the Axial Age. Among their near-contemporaries were Confucius and Socrates. The
ideas and practices of the Buddha and Mahavir were a response to the materialism and violence of
their times, and also, arguably, a revolt by members of the warrior Kshatriya caste, to which they both
belonged, against the monopoly held by the priestly Brahmin caste over spiritual and philosophical
life. The deep influence left by both Buddhism and Jainism on India’s heritage is obvious to visitors
to most parts of India in the form of monasteries, stupas and fine carvings—although the most
impressive Buddhist and Jain monuments date to a period long after their founders had died.
In 320 BC, Chandragupta Maurya (c. 340–298 BC) took power in the kingdom of Magadha, and
founded the Mauryan Empire which would eventually—under his grandson Ashoka—rule most of the
subcontinent. As a young man, Chandragupta, apparently the son of a shepherd, is said to have met
Alexander the Great as he camped on the River Indus, inspiring Chandragupta to build his great
Indian empire. Alexander had turned back at the borders of modern-day India, but he left behind a
succession of smaller Indo-Greek kingdoms which ruled parts of India’s western borders.
We know more about the court of Chandragupta Maurya than that of any other Indian ruler until the
14th-century Sultanate period. This is because of two ancient texts: one purportedly written by
Chandragupta’s chief advisor, known as Kautilya or Chanakya; the other by Megasthenes, a visiting
Greek ambassador. It was only proved in the 19th century that the king described by Megasthenes,
whom he calls Sandrocottus, was the same as Chandragupta. Megasthenes’ writings, only parts of
which have survived, are the earliest foreign travellers’ eyewitness descriptions of India.
Chandragupta ruled his empire from Pataliputra (modern-day Patna in the state of Bihar), and
historians believe it was then the most populous city in the world. Pataliputra stretched for more than
12km along the southern bank of the Ganges. It had its own sophisticated municipal government run by
city elders and employing government officials with a list of functions that seems very modern:
overseeing the water supply, collecting taxes, protecting consumer rights, ensuring unadulterated
goods were sold, looking after foreign visitors, and collecting statistics. After 20 years in power
Chandragupta abdicated in favour of his son, Bindusara, and is said to have become a Jain ascetic,
starving himself to death at Shravana Belagola in the southern state of Karnataka—which is today one
of the most important Jain sites in India. Bindusara would reign as Mauryan emperor for 20 years,
and was succeeded after his death—following a four-year power struggle between his relatives—by
one of his sons, Ashoka, who had been governor of the Hindu pilgrimage city of Ujjain in central
India.

Ashoka the Great (c. 304–232 BC), the grandson of Chandragupta, is one of the few figures in
Indian history who is universally admired. He created an enormous empire that stretched from Bengal
to Afghanistan and included large parts of southern India. Later in his reign he renounced war—
appalled by the blood that had been shed in his final battle, over the Kalinga Kingdom in Orissa—and
thereafter attempted to spread Buddhism throughout the subcontinent and beyond, sending envoys to
Thailand, Sri Lanka, the Middle East, Greece and North Africa. His period of rule was one of
exceptional artistic creativity—arguably the first in India’s history. The glorious four-headed, eightlegged lion, bursting forth from a smooth sandstone pillar, which can be seen at Sarnath near
Varanasi, is one of India’s iconic pieces of art, visible on every government letterhead and every
modern coin.

Between two empires (c. 200 BC–AD 320)
The Mauryan Empire began to disintegrate not long after the death of Ashoka—and it was not until the
emergence of the Gupta Empire more than 500 years later that northern India was reunited. In the long
interim period, several smaller kingdoms emerged in the north, often with rulers of foreign origin.
Buddhist art and architecture flourished, and the greatest surviving stupa at Sanchi, in central India,
dates to this period, as do many of the rock-cut temples of western India. Some of the Indo-Greek
kingdoms survived in the northwest—and these became the sources of that great flourishing of IndoGreek syncretic art known as Gandhara sculpture. One of the early Indo-Greek kings, Menander—
known in India as Milinda—who ruled Punjab c. 150 BC, was converted to Buddhism by the monk
Nagasena. Their dialogues, entitled Questions of Milinda, were written down and have survived as a key
text of Buddhism. Several other Greeks converted to Buddhism—including an ambassador called
Heliodorus, who erected the inscribed pillar that bears his name in central India. Some historians
have speculated about whether key ideas from Buddhism influenced the birth of Christianity, and
suggested that Greek travellers may have been the transmission route for Buddhist ideas to the Middle
East.
The northwestern frontier remained a key migration route, with Scythians (known as Shakas in
India) from Central Asia, Parthians from Persia and Kushans from western China entering what is
now Pakistan, adopting Sanskrit titles and sometimes converting to Buddhism. The Kushan king
Kanishka (flourished c. ad 100) was a convert to Buddhism who controlled parts of northern and
central India—the earliest Mathura carvings in red sandstone date from his reign. The first Jewish
and Christian communities almost certainly established themselves in this period, in coastal
settlements in southern India—while politically the south was in the control of three powerful Hindu
dynasties: the Cholas, the Cheras and the Pandyas. There was also extensive trading with the Roman
Empire, as finds of hoards of coins and amphorae along the coast of India demonstrate. The main
exports to Rome were pepper, cinnamon and other spices, and an ivory statuette carved in India was
found at Pompeii during excavations in the 1930s.

The Early Classical Age and
the Gupta Empire (AD 320–c. 700)
The middle years of the first millennium AD are widely known as India’s Classical Age—a period of
great artistic, literary, scientific and philosophical creativity—when most of northern India was once
again reunited, this time under the Gupta Empire. This was the period when the great frescoes of
Ajanta were painted, when the Iron Pillar at the Qutb Minar was forged, when the Kama Sutra was
written, when Indian mathematicians became the first to use a ‘zero’, when Indian astronomers

demonstrated that the earth spun on its own axis. The name of the empire’s founder, Chandra Gupta I,
is very similar to that of the founder of the previous great empire, Chandragupta Maurya, more than
600 years earlier—but there is not thought to be any connection. Chandra Gupta and his successors
built an empire that encompassed not only their homeland on the Gangetic Plain, but also Bengal,
Gujarat and large parts of the Deccan Plateau, and whose influence spread much further still. India
had been looking east for several centuries; and during the first half of the first millennium AD it
developed important trading and cultural relations with China and the countries of South Asia. Indian
travellers took Hinduism, Buddhism and Sanskritic culture to Burma, Thailand, Vietnam and
Indonesia. The Indonesian island of Bali remains the only Hindu outpost beyond South Asia, apart
from those created by more modern migration. Buddhism, on the other hand, has been much more
successful in East Asia than in the land of its birth.
New invaders, this time nomadic White Huns, defeated the Guptas in the early 6th century, and the
empire fell apart and was replaced by several smaller kingdoms. There was a brief reintegration of
old Gupta territories, under King Harsha Vardhana in the 7th century. Harsha ruled from Thanesar,
north of Delhi, and later from Kannauj, in central Uttar Pradesh. One of the main rivals to Harsha’s
kingdom was the Chalukya Dynasty, which controlled large parts of central India, mainly towards the
western coast, but which also reached the Bay of Bengal. The Chalukyas built the magnificent temples
at Badami, Aihole and Pattadakal in northern Karnataka. Their great southern rivals were the
Pallavas, who were responsible for the rock carvings at Mahabalipuram on the coast of modern
Tamil Nadu.

The Late Classical Age (c. AD 700–1192)
The era known as the Late Classical Age is no less important than the earlier period, but it was not
dominated by one figure or empire—and therefore Indian history in this period is really the histories
of particular regions. It remained a time of exceptional artistic creativity—encompassing the
spectacular art and architecture of the southern Chola and Chalukya dynasties, as well as the
extraordinary rock-cut and free-standing Hindu temples of Elephanta, Bhubaneswar, Kashmir and
Gujarat. For the early part of this period, Kannauj, in modern-day Uttar Pradesh, was the most
important Indian city, fought over by three separate dynasties: the Rashtrakutas from central India
(who built the great Ellora caves); the Palas from the east; and the Gurjara-Pratiharas from the west.
Islam also appeared in the subcontinent, gradually at first, with Muslim traders active along the west
coast. In the same period, in the far south, the Chola Empire was at its height—and the great
Brihadishwara Temple was built in Tanjore, Tamil Nadu. The Cholas invaded Sri Lanka, the
Maldives and Malaysia, sent missions to China, Cambodia and Burma, and raided north India—the
first major southern incursion into the north of the country.

The Sultanate period (AD 1192–1526)
The first Muslim to lead an army into India was Mahmud of Ghazni in AD 1000. He mounted a series
of raids on the country, with the aim of plundering the fabled wealth of India. No figure in Indian
history has been more demonised than Mahmud of Ghazni—who did not come to settle or to convert
but simply to plunder. He destroyed temples, killing many thousands of Hindus and stole whatever his
army could lay its hands on—though recent reassessments suggest that Mahmud’s own historians
exaggerated his actions.
Mahmud’s incursions, however, were raids and not conquests, and Muslim rule in northern India
only really began in 1192 with the arrival, from what is now Afghanistan, of the armies of Muhammad

of Ghor, whose general, Qutbuddin Aibak, became the sultan of Delhi. Qutbuddin Aibak was a slave,
and for this reason the dynasty he founded became known as the Mamluk or Slave Dynasty. Among
the Slave sultans was Aibak’s granddaughter Razia (reigned 1236–40), one of India’s, and Islam’s,
first female rulers; she was described by contemporaries as both wise and inspirational. The Slave
Dynasty extended its control over large parts of north India, but left few monuments except the
extraordinary Qutb Minar and its magnificent ruined mosque in South Delhi. The Slave Dynasty relied
heavily on the small group of families that had come with the Ghorid army to Delhi in 1196, and it
was only with the successor dynasties—the Khiljis (1290–1320) and the Tughlaqs (1320–1413)—
that the ruling class began to be Indianised.
The Tughlaq period is one that has left an indelible mark on Indian architecture—defining a style
that was later known as Sultanate. Under the Tughlaqs, the empire was ruled through a series of local
governors in the more distant regions—in Gujarat, Jaunpur, Bengal and the Deccan—each of which
developed a distinctive style of ‘provincial’ Sultanate architecture. At various points in the 14th and
15th centuries, these provinces also declared their independence from Delhi. Both the Khiljis and the
Tughlaqs raided far into southern India, and in turn were attacked from the north by the Mongols. The
second Tughlaq sultan, Muhammad bin Tughlaq, even briefly moved his capital from Delhi to
Daulatabad in modern-day Maharashtra. Muhammad bin Tughlaq was one of the most controversial
figures ever to rule in India. He was sophisticated and cultured, but his cruelty became legendary. He
was succeeded by his cousin Feroze Shah Tughlaq, who restored many older buildings and moved
two ancient Ashoka pillars to Delhi.
In 1398, the ease with which foreign armies could enter India from the west was demonstrated
once again, when the Mongol forces under Timur (better known in the West as Tamerlane) rampaged
through Delhi, killing and plundering. Timur is also said to have kidnapped Delhi architects and
artisans to help build the city of Samarkand in Central Asia. The Tughlaq Sultanate collapsed in on
itself, and was replaced by the Sayyid (1414–51) and then the Lodi (1451–1526) dynasties. The
territory controlled by the Delhi Sultanate had shrunk, and the Lodis moved their capital from Delhi to
Agra. The Lodis, like the Tughlaqs, left a deep mark on Indian architecture—particularly with their
tombs and mosques in Delhi.
Throughout the Sultanate period, Hindu kingdoms continued to flourish in the south, along the
eastern coast and in Rajasthan. The Ganga Dynasty in Orissa was responsible for the extraordinary
Sun Temple at Konarak and many other fine Hindu shrines. Hindu warriors fleeing the advance of the
Sultanate forces gathered in northern Karnataka and in 1336 founded a new city, Vijayanagar, now
best known as the ruined city of Hampi. In Rajasthan, several major hill-forts were constructed or
refortified, including those at Jodhpur, Jaisalmer, Kumbhalgarh and Chittorgarh—and the region saw
the emergence of a series of semi-independent kingdoms, most of them ruled by members of the
warrior Rajput caste.
Towards the end of the Sultanate period, the number of European travellers to India increased—in
large part because of the opening up of a sea route around the Cape of Good Hope. Most of the
travellers were traders and explorers, though Christian missionaries soon followed. The most famous
of the early travellers was Vasco da Gama, the Portuguese explorer who landed near Calicut on the
coast of Kerala in 1498; he returned five years later to build a small fort further south along the
Kerala coast in Cochin. Over the next 30 years, the Portuguese built fortified settlements at Goa,
Bassein (Vasai) in Maharashtra and Diu in Gujarat.

The Mughal period (1526–1707)

The Lodi Dynasty was eventually overthrown by a new set of Muslim invaders from the west, the
Mughals, whose artistic and architectural reputation remains undimmed by time. They were
responsible for many of India’s most famous buildings, including the Taj Mahal, the two Red Forts
(in Agra and Delhi) and Humayun’s Tomb. The first Mughal emperor was Babur, followed by his son
Humayun and grandson Akbar. Akbar was succeeded by Jehangir, Shah Jahan and then Aurangzeb.
Officially, the Mughal Empire lasted until 1857, but it went into decline after the death of Aurangzeb
in 1707. The Mughals normally called themselves Timurids, descendants of the Mongol leader Timur,
who briefly conquered Delhi at the end of the 14th century, rather than Mughal, a Persianisation of
‘Mongol’. Timur’s attack on Delhi, and the concessions he extracted from its ruler, gave the Mughal
emperors their much cherished but rather dubious claim to being the rightful sovereigns of northern
India.
Babur (1483–1530), the first of the Mughal emperors, was descended from two great Mongol
commanders: Ghengis Khan, on his mother’s side, and Timur, through his father. Born in what is now
Uzbekistan, he conquered much of Afghanistan while still a young man. After a series of smaller
attacks, he invaded India and defeated the Lodi Sultanate, killing Sultan Ibrahim Lodi at the Battle of
Panipat, north of Delhi, in 1526. Babur’s army is thought to have been one-tenth the size of the Lodi
forces, but it had far superior artillery, being equipped with cannon and matchlock guns. Babur
established himself in Agra, the former Lodi capital, which remained his base until his death in 1530.
He wrote a remarkable autobiography, the Baburnama, which contains an extraordinary amount of
detail about his life and his brief reign as Mughal emperor in India. He is candid about his dislike of
India, in what must rank as one of the most negative descriptions ever given of the country. ‘Hindustan
is a country that has few pleasures to recommend it. The people are not handsome. They have no idea
of the charms of friendly society, of frankly mixing together, or of familiar intercourse. They have no
genius, no comprehension of mind, no politeness of manner, no kindness or fellow-feeling, no
ingenuity or mechanical invention in planning or executing their handicraft works, no skill or
knowledge in design or architecture; they have no horses, no good flesh, no grapes or musk-melons,
no good fruits, no ice or cold water, no good food or bread in their bazars, no baths or colleges, no
candles, no torches, not a candlestick…’ He does make some concession to the country, though: ‘The
chief excellency of Hindustan is that it is a large country and has an abundance of gold and silver.’
Although he died in Agra, Babur’s body was returned to his beloved Kabul for burial. One of the few
surviving buildings from Babur’s reign, the Babri Mosque in Ayodhya, was demolished in 1992 by
Hindu activists who believed it was constructed on the site of an ancient temple marking the
birthplace of the Hindu god Rama.
Humayun (1508–56), the second Mughal emperor, lost and then regained his father’s newly-won
Indian empire. He officially reigned for 26 years, but only ruled in Delhi for ten. He is best known
today for the magnificent Delhi tomb in which he was buried. Babur divided his empire between his
two eldest sons: Humayun, who received the new Indian territories, and Kamran Mirza, who ruled
territory stretching from Kabul to Lahore. Humayun was immediately challenged by other Muslim
rulers in Gujarat and Bengal, and was eventually driven out of Delhi for 15 years by the forces of
Sher Shah Suri.
Sher Shah Suri (1486–1545) was a former Lodi warlord of Afghan origin who drove the Mughals
out of north India in 1540 and founded a short-lived dynasty. Suri was an able administrator and
helped create the infrastructure that would be so important to the later Mughals. He rebuilt the Grand
Trunk Road across northern India, created a provincial bureaucracy and introduced the silver coins

known as rupayas, precursor of the modern rupee. He was also responsible for two of India’s leastheralded but most impressive pieces of funerary architecture: his own tomb at Sasaram in Bihar, and
his grandfather’s tomb at Narnaul in Haryana—as well as the great mosque inside Delhi’s Purana
Qila, or Old Fort. He died in an accidental explosion inside the fort of Kalinjar.
Having been driven out of Delhi and without the support of his brother Kamran, Humayun took
refuge in Persia. In 1555, however, he returned to Delhi, defeated Sher Shah Suri’s descendants, and
moved into Delhi’s Purana Qila, or Old Fort, which he had begun building 20 years earlier, but which
Sher Shah Suri had completed. Within a year, Humayun was dead, having tumbled down the stone
steps of his library inside the fort.
Akbar (1542–1605) is regarded as the greatest of the Mughal emperors, a reputation that rests on his
success in unifying and extending the empire, on his architectural innovations—including the tomb of
his father, Humayun, and the city of Fatehpur Sikri—and the spirit of religious enlightenment that
marked most of his rule. He was the first Mughal emperor to be born in the subcontinent (though his
actual birthplace, Umarkot, is now in Pakistan), under the protection of a Hindu prince who was
providing refuge for Humayun. He succeeded to the imperial throne in Delhi at the age of 13, and for
the first four years of his reign the empire was under the control of his guardian, Bayram Khan, who
consolidated Mughal power in northern India. In the early 1560s, Akbar lifted discriminatory laws
against Hindus, and among his many wives was the Hindu daughter of a Rajput prince from Rajasthan.
Under Humayun, most of the Mughal nobility were non-Indian Muslims mainly from Central Asia,
but by the 1580s the majority were Indian—many of them Hindus. Akbar gradually extended the
empire, conquering or gaining the allegiance of much of modern-day Rajasthan and Gujarat, and then
expanding into central and eastern India, as well as Kashmir. He also recaptured the Mughals’
ancestral lands in Afghanistan. Towards the end of his life, Akbar tried to push further into central
and southern India, but was unable to bring the Deccan sultanates under Mughal control.
Akbar moved his capital several times, building a new city at Fatehpur Sikri and enormous
fortresses in Agra, Lahore and Allahabad. He invited members of various religions, including Jesuits
from Portuguese-ruled Goa, to take part in religious debates, and eventually started his own religion,
in which he played a central role, and which some Muslims saw as idolatrous. Akbar, unlike the other
Mughals, is thought to have been illiterate, but this did not inhibit his activities as a patron of the arts
and as a reforming head of government. He created a centralised bureaucracy, which introduced
standardised weights and measures, and proper land and revenue records were compiled for the first
time. In Akbar’s final years, his son Salim—later to become the emperor Jehangir—challenged his
rule. They were eventually reconciled, however, on the understanding that Salim would be his
successor.
Jehangir (1569–1627), whose name means ‘World Conqueror’, ruled the Mughal Empire for 22
years, following the death of his father Akbar in 1605. He was less tolerant than his father and had a
reputation for drunkenness. One of his first acts on taking power was to subdue a revolt by his own
son Khusrau, whom he ordered to be blinded. Militarily, Jehangir got bogged down in central India
and in the hills of northern India. He also lost control of Afghanistan to the Persian emperor Shah
Abbas. His favourite wife, Nur Jahan, and his father-in-law, Itimad ud-Daula (whose exquisite tomb
in Agra is probably the most important architectural achievement of Jehangir’s rule), both played a
major role in running the Mughal Empire.
The reign of Shah Jahan (1592–1666), or ‘King of the World’, is often seen as the golden age of the
Mughals, when the empire expanded deep into southern India, when the Taj Mahal and a new capital

city at Delhi were built, and when European visitors were entranced and awestruck by the riches and
the rituals of the Mughal court. Shah Jahan is now best remembered for his love of his favourite wife,
Mumtaz, for whom he built the Taj Mahal as a tomb. He had a complex relationship with the rest of
his family, rebelling against his father, Jehangir, and almost certainly ordering the death of two of his
brothers. Before succeeding to the imperial throne, and when he was known simply as Khurram, he
proved himself on the battlefield, winning important victories in what is now Rajasthan. Once
emperor, Shah Jahan extended the empire into central India, defeating the Ahmednagar Sultanate and
forcing the sultans of Golconda and Bijapur to accept Mughal supremacy. These two new vassal
states, which continued to show real independence, pushed into the south of India—and, at least on
paper, the Mughal Empire reached deep into modern-day Karnataka and northern Tamil Nadu.
Sustaining Mughal control over the southern part of the empire became a major drain on the empire’s
resources. Shah Jahan’s third son and eventual successor, Aurangzeb, was based in central India and
led costly wars against the empire’s errant vassal states. The emergence of the great Maratha leader
Shivaji, from the late 1640s, provided more problems for the overstretched empire in the hills of
western Maharashtra.
Shah Jahan was personally more involved in projecting the glory of his empire closer to home.
First the Taj Mahal and then the new capital in Delhi were built. The new walled city, then known as
Shahjahanabad and now as Old Delhi, was laid out to the north of the 14th-century Tughlaq ruins
known as Feroze Shah Kotla. The new city was an innovative piece of town planning, with the Red
Fort as its citadel overlooking the River Yamuna—this became Shah Jahan’s seat of government.
In 1657, Shah Jahan fell seriously ill. This set off a struggle for power among his four sons, but
principally between Dara Shikoh, Shah Jahan’s oldest son and designated successor, and his third
son, Aurangzeb. Aurangzeb and Dara Shikoh could not have been more different. Aurangzeb was a
conservative and intolerant Muslim, while Dara Shikoh—like his great-grandfather Akbar—
encouraged dialogue with other religions, and once said that ‘the essential nature of Hinduism is
identical with that of Islam.’ To some orthodox Muslims this was heresy. Dara Shikoh was captured
by Aurangzeb’s forces, taken through the streets of Delhi in chains, and executed. His execution
represented a victory for Islamic orthodoxy and, ever since, people have wondered how different the
history of the Mughal Empire, and India, would have been if Dara Shikoh had succeeded Shah Jahan.
Some of Dara Shikoh’s admirers believe India might have entered into a period of great innovation
and discovery, similar to the European Enlightenment more than a century later. As for Shah Jahan’s
fourth son, Murad, he was beheaded, and his second son, Shuja, disappeared in Burma—probably
murdered on the orders of Aurangzeb. Shah Jahan himself was held captive in Agra Fort until his
death in 1666.
Aurangzeb (1618–1707), the last of the great Mughal emperors, ruled over more of India than any of
his predecessors—yet his long reign is largely remembered as the beginning of the end of the Mughal
Empire. He over-extended the empire, and became obsessed with controlling the south of India; he
was much harsher than his predecessors towards Hindus and Sikhs, and his reputation in modern
India is as a temple-destroyer and Hindu-hater. Aurangzeb declared himself emperor in 1658, with
his father Shah Jahan still alive, and went on to rule India for almost 50 years. He was driven by a
conservative view of Islam, reimposed discriminatory taxes on Hindus, and built many new mosques
—sometimes, as in Varanasi, on the site of former temples. He ordered the execution of the ninth Sikh
guru, Tegh Bahadur Singh, and he caused a major revolt by the princely states of Udaipur and Jodhpur
by interfering in their internal politics. One of his sons, Akbar, rebelled and declared himself
emperor before fleeing to Persia. The last 20 years of Aurangzeb’s rule were dominated by his

military campaigns in the south, where, from his base in the city named in his honour, Aurangabad, he
finally ended the rule of the Bijapur and Golconda sultans and integrated their territory into the
Mughal Empire. But he could never defeat the Marathas, with Shivaji and his successors gradually—
and despite many setbacks—building a new confederacy which would become a major force in the
18th century.
The European presence in the subcontinent expanded rapidly during the 17th century, with first
Surat and then Chennai (Madras), Mumbai (Bombay) and Kolkata (Calcutta) becoming British trading
centres; and there were a series of firmly established Portuguese settlements down the western coast
of India. The French, the Dutch and the Danes also had trading outposts—north of Kolkata on the
Hooghly River and in coastal India.

The Mughal Empire collapses (1707–57)
Aurangzeb’s death in 1707 led to a long-running succession crisis involving several of his sons,
grandsons and great-grandsons. There were six Mughal emperors in the next 12 years, during which
time revolts in Rajasthan and the Punjab severely weakened the empire, and a Maratha army reached
the outskirts of Delhi. Muhammad Shah, who became Mughal emperor in 1719, provided some
stability by ruling for almost 30 years, but his reign was deeply troubled and Delhi was invaded by
the Marathas in 1737, by Persians under Nadir Shah in 1739, and by Afghans under Ahmed Shah
Abdali in a series of raids from the 1740s to the 1760s. The Mughal emperor still officially
controlled large parts of India—but a series of powerful governors in Bengal, Hyderabad and Avadh
(in modern Uttar Pradesh) were now, in practice, independent of Delhi. The Marathas had become the
major force in central India, and Europeans were emerging as the key powers in the south, the east
and along most of India’s long coastline.
In 1717, the British East India Company had been granted an imperial firman, or directive, by the
Mughal emperor, allowing it to operate in Mughal territories and thereby gaining for Britain a clear
advantage over the other European powers. The objective, at this stage, was profit rather than
colonisation. East India Company traders were able to make fortunes largely by selling Indian cotton
and other textiles to the West. But they recognised other opportunities available to them, as they began
imposing taxes on areas under their control. Gradually, the East India Company built a powerful army
as a way of protecting its business interests and the increasing number of British settlements along the
Indian coast. Growing Anglo-French rivalry in southern India led to the Carnatic Wars (named after
the area in southern India now known as Karnataka) between the two European powers and to the
capture of Madras (now Chennai) by the French in 1746—it was restored to the British almost three
years later.
The Anglo-French rivalry in India would continue for more than half a century, with the next major
outbreak of fighting in the second (1748–54) and third (1756–63) Carnatic Wars. These wars were
often fought alongside and on behalf of local forces, but were also an extension of continuing AngloFrench disputes in Europe and North America. The greatest domestic challenge to growing British
expansionism was in Bengal, where the local nawab, Siraj ud-Daula, officially still a Mughal vassal,
captured Calcutta (now Kolkata) from the British. A group of British residents was incarcerated in a
small room that became known as the Black Hole of Calcutta, where a majority of the captives are
thought to have died of suffocation. The British regrouped under Robert Clive (later known as Clive
of India), recapturing Calcutta and then defeating Siraj ud-Daula at the Battle of Plassey in 1757—the
event from which the period of British domination of India is often dated.

British expansion (1757–1857)
Under the leadership of Robert Clive and later Warren Hastings, the British gradually—by
negotiation and by force of arms—acquired large tracts of territory in northern India. They defeated
the Mughal army at Buxar in 1764, and obtained a second firman from the emperor, granting the British
effective control over most of modern-day West Bengal and Bihar and parts of Uttar Pradesh. In
1774, Calcutta was officially made the Indian headquarters of the British East India Company—and
the company began to build the administrative infrastructure that would turn it into a capital city. A
series of wars was fought by the British over several decades against the southern kingdom of Mysore
—led by Hyder Ali and then his son Tipu Sultan—often with French support, until the final defeat of
Tipu Sultan at the Battle of Srirangapatnam (Seringapatam) in 1799.
A second series of wars was fought against the Marathas, who had been dominant in central India,
and British forces only fully defeated them in 1818. The British strategy was, wherever possible, to
control much of India through compliant local princes who would ensure a continuous supply of
revenue to the British. Conquest and annexation were seen as expensive, and Britain’s activities in
India were still being run as a business that was supposed to be not only self-financing, but profitable;
taxation as well as trade was becoming an important source of revenue. Many East India Company
men made great fortunes, and some British settlers integrated themselves into Indian society, marrying
local women and adopting local customs. So did many European mercenaries, including such
important figures as Claude Martin in Lucknow and George Thomas in Hansi, both of whom set
themselves up as local potentates and patrons of art.
But the British and Europeans did not come in search of wealth only; some were missionaries and
others were scholars—serious Western interest in Indian archaeology and early history can be dated
from this period. William Jones, an East India Company employee, pointed out the similarities
between most European languages and the main languages of northern India; and James Prinsep,
another company servant, deciphered the Ashoka inscriptions found in many parts of the country.
By the 1820s, the British were firmly entrenched in India. They began to behave less like
businessmen and explorers, and more like autocratic rulers. They asserted what they believed was
their right to rule, as well as what they saw as their duty to civilise. There were attempts to eradicate
child marriage and widow burning (or sati), for which they found natural allies among Indian
reformers, particularly in Bengal. They continued to expand, defeating the Sikh kingdom of Punjab
and extending their control over modern-day Pakistan, as well as Kashmir in the north and Assam in
the east. Annexation of territory previously controlled by local princes became common—most
controversially in the 1850s with the small territory of Jhansi and the larger kingdom of Avadh
(known by the British as Oudh) with its capital, Lucknow. Avadh had become a major artistic and
architectural centre, the flamboyance of which is still visible in many buildings in Lucknow, but its
rulers had, according to the British, become too wasteful and untrustworthy.

The 1857 Uprising
The rebellion of 1857 is described in modern Indian school textbooks as the First War of
Independence, and was known by the British as the Indian Mutiny or the Sepoy (soldier) Mutiny. The
Uprising would eventually affect large areas of northern India, particularly Delhi, Lucknow and
Kanpur—and at one point seemed to be a serious threat to British rule. It briefly brought together a
heterogeneous mixture of discontented soldiers, members of deposed royal families, religious zealots
and ordinary peasants and city dwellers. The spark for the rebellion seems to have been the rumoured
use of beef and pork fat in new cartridges issued to the army, the ends of which soldiers were

expected to bite off with their teeth before ramming them down their rifle barrels. This offended both
Hindus (for whom the cow is sacred), and Muslims (for whom the pig is profane) in the British army.
This appears to have caused the first act of rebellion, when a soldier called Mangal Pandey, based
in the eastern town of Barrackpore, attacked and wounded a British officer. Pandey was then
executed. In the summer of 1857, under the rather unwilling leadership of Mughal emperor Bahadur
Shah Zafar (whose empire barely stretched beyond Delhi), the British were driven out of several of
their north Indian strongholds. But large parts of the country did not respond to the call for rebellion,
and by September 1857 the Delhi Uprising had been defeated, and the last Mughal was a prisoner of
the British, destined to an exile’s death in Burma. British vengeance for what they still saw as a
mutiny was bloodiest in Delhi. The Uprising spluttered on into 1858, but the defeat in Delhi and the
recapture of Lucknow by the British ended any real hope of a rebel victory. The most celebrated
leader of the revolt, the Rani of Jhansi, died in a hail of British bullets in Gwalior, while another
prominent figure, Nana Sahib, the adopted son of the last ruler of the Maratha confederacy, fled to
Nepal.

The consolidation of British rule (1858–1930)
Only in 1858 did the British government formally take control of all of the East India Company’s
Indian possessions. And although Britain’s Queen Victoria took the title of Queen of India, she did not
assume the title of Empress until the 1870s. The British realised that their policy of annexation had
been dangerous, and now attempted to maintain weak and pro-British local princes in power in many
parts of India, often conspiring in the overthrow of any prince who showed too much independence.
They increased the percentage of British troops in the Indian Army to make further mutinies less
likely, and began building a railway network to make the rapid movements of large numbers of troops
possible. The railways would also play a major economic role and, arguably, by making internal
travel easier, helped create a sense of India’s geographical unity among early nationalists. Rail travel
also helped encourage migration from the interior into the main cities and, with British
encouragement, many migrants also went much further afield, to the plantations of the Caribbean,
Africa, Southeast Asia and Fiji. A few Indians went to Britain to study and work, including most
famously Mohandas Gandhi, later to be known as Mahatma (‘Great Soul’), who trained as a barrister
in London in the 1880s and later practised in South Africa.
The Indian National Congress, which would eventually lead the country to independence in the
20th century, was formed in 1885. Several of its early presidents were in fact British, and it began
more as a reformist pressure group than as the political movement into which it evolved. Congress, as
it became known, lobbied strongly and successfully for Indian representation on local councils; while
reformers in general stressed the importance of educating an Indian elite that could play a greater role
in government. In 1911, the visiting king-emperor George V announced that Delhi would replace
Calcutta as the capital of British India, and an entirely new city, New Delhi, was built to the south of
the one constructed 250 years earlier by the Mughal emperor Shah Jahan. This was the heyday of
British rule in India, remembered for its tiger hunts, cricket matches and durbars—a time when junior
civil servants, fresh from Britain, would suddenly find themselves in charge of hundreds of thousands
of people.
Opposition to British rule grew gradually during the early years of the 20th century, and there was
a series of attacks on British officials. Most Indians supported the British during the First World War,
and more than two million Indian soldiers and support staff travelled overseas to fight against
Germany and its allies. However, many Indians also objected to their lack of self-rule, and believed

that the imperial government was arbitrarily restricting their right to protest. In 1919, a large number
of unarmed demonstrators in the Sikh holy city of Amritsar were fired on by imperial troops, and
many were killed. The ‘Jallianwala Bagh Massacre’ helped recruit many Indians to what was now
being seen as a freedom struggle. Mahatma Gandhi had assumed leadership of this movement, and
committed himself and his supporters to a non-violent campaign against the iniquities of British rule.
Others preached and practised violent resistance; while many of the princely families who were
allowed by the British to accumulate fabulous wealth and construct enormous new palaces seemed
happy with the status quo.

Road to Independence (1930–47)
It was not until 26th January 1930 that Congress formally declared itself in favour of ‘complete selfrule’ or independence. A few weeks later, Gandhi led the ‘Salt March’ from Ahmedabad to Dandi on
the coast of Gujarat, ceremonially challenging the British monopoly on salt—and attracting
international media attention to the Indian freedom struggle. At Dandi, he picked up a handful of
saline mud, boiled it in water, and created illegal salt. Thousands of others copied him—and so
began a campaign of civil disobedience. Gandhi and many of his followers were arrested.
Throughout much of the 1930s there were complex multi-party negotiations which led to limited
self-rule, though this fell well short of most Indian nationalist aspirations. The nationalist camp was
divided, however. Some Muslims, headed by Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the leader of the Muslim League
and the future founder of Pakistan, had growing concerns about the prospect of Hindu majority rule;
while the nationalist leader from Bengal, Subhash Chandra Bose, felt that Congress should confront
the imperial government more directly. Gandhi and his core group of supporters, who now included
Jawaharlal Nehru, the future prime minister of India, refused to condone violence and believed in
negotiation and peaceful non-cooperation.
In 1939, Congress was unhappy that there was no consultation about India’s entry into the Second
World War. Britain promised dominion status for India once the war was over, but this was
dismissed by Gandhi as ‘a post-dated cheque on a failing bank’. The Quit India movement was
launched by Congress in 1942, and Gandhi, Nehru and many other nationalist leaders were
imprisoned. Subhash Chandra Bose had by this time escaped from India, and travelled to Berlin and
Tokyo to get Axis support against the British. With Japanese backing he formed the Indian National
Army, or INA, which fought alongside the Japanese in northeast India—the only part of mainland
India that saw fighting during the war. More than two million Indian soldiers fought on the Allied
side, with more than 80,000 fatalities—but the casualties were far higher in the Bengal famine of
1943, when, with the British authorities distracted by the war, more than two million people died.

Independence and Partition (1947)
With the war over and a new Labour government in power in London, it was clear that Indian
independence was very close. But the main parties—Congress, the Muslim League, the princes and
the British government—could not agree on the details. In early 1947, the British decided to speed up
their withdrawal and sent Lord Mountbatten to India as the last viceroy. Britain’s Indian empire was
to be partitioned—the majority-Muslim parts of the country, in the northwest and northeast, were to
form a single new country, called Pakistan. British India became, on 15th August 1947, the newly
independent nations of India and Pakistan. It was a time for celebration in Delhi, where Prime
Minister Jawaharlal Nehru led the festivities with his famous ‘tryst with destiny’ speech, but it was
also a time of great tragedy. In the panic and confusion of Partition, many millions of people lost their

homes as Hindus and Sikhs fled into India, and millions of Muslims fled to Pakistan. There was
widespread violence, including a series of massacres on both sides of the new border. Hundreds of
thousands of people were killed in the conflict, the memory of which still traumatises communities in
both countries. The former kingdom of Kashmir became a battleground. Its Hindu ruler eventually
opted for India—though the majority of the population was Muslim—and a brief war led to the
division of Kashmir between the two countries, in a way that satisfied none of the parties involved.

The Nehru years (1947–64)
Nehru’s long reign as prime minister of India began with the tragedy of Partition. Not long after, in
January 1948, his mentor and ally, Mahatma Gandhi, was assassinated by a Hindu extremist who
believed that Gandhi had been too generous towards Pakistan. Nehru and his Congress party were
able to provide many years of stable democratically-elected government and slow but solid economic
growth. He was unable to resist the growth of sometimes violent regional language movements within
India, demanding separate statehood—and several new monolingual states were created to replace
the British territorial divisions. Southern India was divided into the four states that exist today:
Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Kerala. Bombay state was divided into Marathispeaking Maharashtra and Gujarati-speaking Gujarat.
Under Nehru’s leadership, India became an important player in international affairs, spearheading
the non-aligned movement with Sukarno of Indonesia, Nasser of Egypt, Nkrumah of Ghana and Tito of
Yugoslavia. He earned Chinese hostility by giving sanctuary to the Dalai Lama and thousands of his
Tibetan followers, and in 1961 Indian forces successfully invaded Goa and took control of it and
other smaller territories from the Portuguese—the last European outposts in the subcontinent. Nehru’s
final years were overshadowed by India’s defeat in a war with China in 1962, and the great apostle
of non-alignment was forced to seek arms from the United States. In 1965, the year after Nehru’s
death, Pakistan attempted to inflict a similar defeat on India, but was driven back. Nehru’s successor,
Lal Bahadur Shastri, was able to claim a moral victory, but died in Tashkent, in the Soviet Union, the
day after signing the peace treaty with Pakistan in January 1966.

The Indira years (1966–84)
Shastri was succeeded as prime minister by Nehru’s only child, Indira (who had married Feroze
Gandhi, a Parsi journalist unrelated to Mahatma Gandhi). Indira was seen by senior Congress party
politicians as a weak leader whom they could manipulate, ‘a dumb doll’ as one of them famously put
it. She proved them wrong. Gradually she forced out the Congress’s ‘Old Guard’, split the party in
1969, adopted more left-wing policies and trounced the opposition in elections in 1971. In the same
year, under her leadership, India defeated Pakistan, while helping Bangladesh, formerly East
Pakistan, obtain its independence. In 1974, India announced its nuclear capability with underground
nuclear tests in the Rajasthan desert.
Indira Gandhi’s successes seemed to encourage her to be more authoritarian, and when a court
found her guilty of electoral malpractice in 1975 she declared a state of emergency. Many did not
believe that democracy would survive in India. Mrs Gandhi arrested many of her opponents and
introduced censorship. Many day-to-day decisions were taken by her younger son, Sanjay, on whom
many of the excesses of the emergency—such as slum clearances and forced sterilisation—were
blamed. Two years later, Indira Gandhi called a general election which, to her surprise, she lost.
India had its first non-Congress prime minister, Morarji Desai. But the opposition was unable to unite
behind Desai, or his successor, and Mrs Gandhi swept back to power in 1980. Four years later she

was dead, assassinated at her Delhi residence by two of her Sikh bodyguards. She had angered many
Sikhs by sending the army into their holiest shrine, the Golden Temple at Amritsar in Punjab, to flush
out Sikh separatists who had taken refuge there.

Rajiv and after (1984–)
Following the death of Mrs Gandhi, the leadership of the country passed immediately to her elder
son, Rajiv. Her younger, more politically experienced son Sanjay, who had played such a
controversial role during the state of emergency in 1975, had died while flying a stunt plane. Rajiv
was, at first, rather unwilling to enter politics. He promised clean, modern government, but quickly
got embroiled with secessionist movements in Punjab, Assam and neighbouring Sri Lanka. The
optimism of his early days dissipated quickly, and some of his former allies turned against him—
accusing his administration of corruption. He was voted out of office in 1989, marking the end of
Congress dominance of the Indian political system. All governments since have been run by multiparty coalitions.
During the election campaign of 1991 Rajiv Gandhi, like his mother, was assassinated. His killer
was a Sri Lankan Tamil female suicide bomber who objected to India’s military involvement in the
Sri Lankan civil war in the 1980s. A new minority Congress government was voted into power; it
liberalised India’s economy and set in motion a period of economic growth. But the early 1990s also
saw serious Hindu-Muslim violence that followed the destruction of a 16th-century mosque in
Ayodhya, as well as secessionist movements in Kashmir, Punjab and the northeast, which continued
to cost many lives—though Punjab Sikh militancy began to die down in the mid-1990s. In the late
1990s, the largest opposition group, the Bharatiya Janata Party, took power at the head of a coalition
government for the first time. Under its veteran leader, Atal Behari Vajpayee, the government took a
more combative international role—testing nuclear weapons once again in the face of almost
universal criticism from around the world, and fighting an undeclared war with Pakistan in the Kargil
area of Kashmir. It also brought in controversial new anti-terrorism laws in the wake of an attack on
the Indian parliament in 2001, and the following year India and Pakistan once again came close to
war. Continued Hindu-Muslim tension led to a further outbreak of violence in Gujarat in 2002, in
which about 2,000 people, most of them Muslim, were killed.
A minority Congress government came to power in 2004. Rajiv Gandhi’s Italian-born widow
Sonia refused the post of prime minister and instead India had Manmohan Singh, a Sikh economist, as
its first non-Hindu head of government. He continued with the previous government’s economic
reform, and overall the first decade of the new millennium proved to be a period of rapid economic
growth in many areas, with a booming IT services sector leading the way. India sought to play a
larger role on the international stage: it demanded membership of the United Nations Security
Council, insisting it should be treated on a par with China; and some nationalistic Indians even
declared, a little prematurely, the advent of ‘the Indian century’.

Modern India
Modern India is the world’s second most populous country, with more than 1.2 billion inhabitants. It
is expected to overtake China in the 2020s. India’s most populous state, Uttar Pradesh, has a
population of more than 180 million, larger than all but five of the world’s countries.
India also proudly declares itself to be the world’s largest democracy, with a president as its head
of state and a prime minister as head of government. Under the Indian constitution, the president—
who is elected by an electoral college of MPs and members of state assemblies—has a largely

ceremonial role. Real power rests with the lower house of the Indian parliament, the Lok Sabha, all
but two of whose members are directly elected (two Anglo-Indian representatives are nominated by
the president). Normally, the party leader with the support of the largest number of MPs is invited to
form a government and to demonstrate that they can command majority support in a parliamentary
vote. The maximum term of each Lok Sabha is five years, though general elections have frequently
been called early. There is also a less powerful upper house of parliament, the Rajya Sabha, whose
members are either indirectly elected or nominated.
The two largest political parties are the centrist Congress Party and the mainly-Hindu BJP, or
Bharatiya Janata Party. There are many other political groupings, including two powerful communist
parties, and a variety of caste, state and religious parties.
India has a written constitution which has been the country’s supreme law since its promulgation on
26th January 1951, on which day India became a republic. Republic Day is celebrated annually on
26th January, while 15th August is Independence Day. The Supreme Court of India is both the highest
court of appeal and the guardian and interpreter of the constitution. However, most parts of the
constitution can be amended by a two-thirds majority in both houses of parliament, and there have
been more than 90 constitutional amendments since 1951.
India has 28 states and seven union territories. Each state has its own chief minister and state
assembly. The union territories are smaller or less well-developed administrative units, and have
less autonomy than the states. State governments have a wide range of powers, set out in the
constitution. But direct rule from Delhi (known as president’s rule) can be imposed on states when
they are deemed not to be functioning effectively. India also has a well-established system of local
government, which goes down to village level.
Despite the recent rapid growth of the services and manufacturing sectors, India is still a
predominantly agricultural economy, dependent in many parts of the country on traditional farming
methods. The economic performance of the country continues to depend heavily on the monsoon rains
—and there is a high level of endemic poverty, particularly in rural areas. This has led to large-scale
migration to the cities, the basic services of which are often severely stretched. India has a large
middle-class population, mainly located in the big and medium-sized cities which have prospered in
recent years—the country has a larger number of dollar billionaires, approximately 60, than its
overall economic performance would suggest. IT services and English-language call centres are
among the businesses that have grown rapidly in recent years, to the benefit of a number of growing
cities such as Bangalore, Hyderabad, Pune and Gurgaon.
The most widely-spoken language in India is Hindi—with more than 400 million mother-tongue
speakers in the northern ‘Hindi belt’. Hindi is also widely understood in other parts of India, except
in the far south. India has 22 officially-recognised languages, of which Telugu, Bengali, Marathi,
Tamil and Urdu are each spoken by more than 50 million people; there are hundreds of other
languages and dialects. English is widely understood at airports, railway stations, hotels, restaurants
and major tourist sites across the country. There are many English-language daily newspapers,
weekly magazines and TV news channels.
Movies and cricket are national obsessions. India’s film industry is the most prolific in the world.
The best-known are Bollywood films—Hindi-language movies made in Mumbai—but several other
cities have booming film industries in a wide range of languages. Cricket is the most important sport
in India, and a billion-dollar business. The best-known figures in India, visible on advertising
hoardings throughout the country, are leading cricketers such as Sachin Tendulkar and Mahendra
Singh Dhoni.

ARCHITECTURE
& THE ARTS
The size and diversity of India have led to the emergence of many interconnected and overlapping
artistic, architectural and cultural traditions. Some have been inspired by the two most important
faiths in the country, Hinduism and Islam. But other factors have often been as important, including
climate, available natural resources and older folk traditions—and, in more recent times, Western
influences. All of these elements make India’s cultural traditions some of the richest and most
complex found anywhere in the world.

Early art and architecture
Cave paintings: the earliest surviving cultural artefacts in India are cave paintings. Those in the rock
shelters of Bhimbetka in Madhya Pradesh are the best-known and the most impressive—and the
earliest paintings here date back to c. 5500 BC. Although as old as some European cave paintings,
those in India represent more of a continuing tradition—this largely Stone Age art form continued to
be practised until close to the present day. So some cave paintings in India are actually comparatively
recent, or are overpaintings of earlier works. The earliest figurative art that is found in these caves
tends to show scenes involving stick-like humans and more realistic animals. The bodies of the
animals are sometimes filled in with geometric patterns. In later paintings, the human figures were
made more realistic and shown in a variety of active poses: running, riding, dancing or hunting. The
paints used are from local mineral sources—with red (from ferrous minerals such as haematite) and
white (from clay). Either a finger or the stem of a plant was used as a brush.
Harappan art: the Harappan, or Indus Valley, civilisation, which is thought to have flourished more
than 4,000 years ago, left behind a large range of artefacts that have been excavated over the last 150
years from Harappan sites in India and Pakistan. Although the best-known sites are Mohenjo-daro and
Harappa in Pakistan, artefacts from both of these places, as well as from a number of Indian sites, can
be seen in museums in India, with a superb collection in the National Museum in Delhi. There are
also several important Harappan sites in India, including Lothal and Dholavira in Gujarat. Among the
excavated objects are a huge number of clay tablets—some bearing symbols that are thought to be a
written language, hitherto undeciphered, but others, probably used as seals, bearing images of
humans, animals and god-like figures. Some decorated pottery and fine, mostly figurative sculpture,
carved from stone or made from copper or terracotta, have been found from this period. Hundreds of
small trinkets and toys have also been excavated. Harappan cities were laid out on a grid system, and
there is evidence of the ancient equivalent of zoning—with a central citadel, granary, bathing area,
workshops and very different residential areas for different social classes. Many of the buildings
used sun-dried or kiln-fired bricks, but not enough has survived for us to know much about the
external appearance of the key buildings—though they may have had wooden superstructures. Little
evidence of decorative architectural features has survived, though some patterned floor tiles have
been found. Ruined staircases imply that some buildings were two-storey or at least had roof
terraces.
The Vedic period: this is usually dated from the collapse of the Harappan civilisation (c. 1500 BC) to
the birth of the Buddha (c. 560 BC). It is a period that left behind almost no art or architecture. But we
know from the main literary sources of the period, the Vedas, that palaces were adorned with wall-

paintings and wood carvings. It is believed that so little has survived because the main construction
material was wood, though decorated pottery fragments have been recovered from a number of sites,
including the Purana Qila in Delhi, a possible site for Indraprastha, one of the major cities described
in the Hindu epic, the Mahabharata.

Early Buddhist art and architecture
The Mauryan period (c. 320–232 BC) saw the first great flowering of Indian art, and some quite
extraordinary pieces of carved, finely-polished Chunar sandstone have survived relatively intact—
they can be seen at museums in Delhi, Sarnath and Patna. These include a number of cylindrical
sandstone columns, mainly dating from the rule of Ashoka the Great; inscribed with royal edicts, they
are found in several places in north India. The finest of these are at sites connected with the Buddha,
and have carved stone capitals with exquisitely detailed animal figures on top. The four-headed lion
capital, with its elegant animal frieze—now in the museum at Sarnath near Varanasi—has become
India’s national emblem, used widely on coins, banknotes and government documents. The detail on
the Mauryan capitals have similarities to earlier Persian sculptures found in Persepolis in modernday Iran, and it is thought possible that some Persian artisans may have fled the armies of Alexander
the Great and settled in India. The main city of the Mauryan Empire, Pataliputra, now Patna, has a few
column stumps—possibly a ruined palace—that are in situ; while Patna Museum in Bihar has several
fine stone carvings of human figures from the Mauryan period. The Buddha himself is never portrayed
in early Buddhist art and is represented by symbols: an empty throne, an umbrella or footprints.
Among the sparse architectural remains of the Mauryan period are India’s earliest rock-cut caves,
which mark the start of a great architectural and aesthetic tradition that lasted for more than 1,000
years; later examples of rock-cut caves can be found all over the country. These caves were hand-cut
from bare rock, inch by inch, using simple iron tools; they would have taken many years to complete.
They were used by ascetics as places of meditation and retreat during the monsoon, and their shape
and the use of the pointed ogival arch suggests they were built in the style of earlier shelters
constructed out of wood. The finest of the early rock-cut caves are at Barabar, south of Patna, Bihar,
with polished stone interiors, and in the case of the Lomas Rishi cave, the stone entrance has been
carved with a frieze of elephants, and a trompe l’oeil geometric pattern that resembles a bamboo
lattice screen—in a wooden building, such a screen would allow daylight to enter and air to
circulate.
The next major development in Indian architecture, in the mid-2nd century BC, is the chaitya hall—
a horseshoe-shaped rock-cut cave used as a place of worship by Buddhists. The chaitya hall would
be cut into a sheer rockface, and its creation would have involved far more planning than the Mauryan
rock-cut caves, because the interior contained important architectural features—normally two rows of
columns parallel to the sides of the cave and a small internal stupa, which the monks could
circumambulate. The entrances were usually pointed ogival arches, much larger than the Mauryan
cave openings, through which more air and light could enter, and were surrounded by figurative
carvings in low relief. Post-holes inside and outside most surviving chaitya halls indicate that there
was a wooden superstructure. Nearby are smaller square or rectangular chambers used as living
quarters by monks. They often have a series of tiny inner rooms with raised surfaces used as beds,
and would probably have been covered with straw or other vegetation. The chaitya halls are most
widespread in the modern-day state of Maharashtra, and the one at Bhaja—between Mumbai and
Pune—is probably the most impressive and complete chaitya hall from the early period. The nearby
Karli cave is a more ornate version from the late 1st or early 2nd century AD, with superb internal and

external sculpture.
Another major development from this period is the elaborately decorated Buddhist stupa, or relicmound. The stupa, almost equivalent to European burial mounds, or tumuli, dates back to at least the
start of the early Buddhist period, and portions of the ashes of the Buddha himself are said to have
been buried in a number of different stupas. But by the 2nd century BC, stupas as an architectural form
had been transformed from a simple pile of earth into a richly decorated, dome-shaped mound,
surrounded by intricately carved and interlocking stone railings. The earliest surviving railings are
from Bharhut in Madhya Pradesh, but the site was dismantled in the 19th century—and most of the
carvings are now in Kolkata’s Indian Museum. The stone-carved railing panels show scenes from the
life of the Buddha, and have names and sometimes figures of lay donors who paid for the railings.
Aesthetically the most impressive intact stupa is at Sanchi, north of Bhopal, and its decorative
elements date to the 1st century AD. It has a stone carved railing surrounding it and four superbly
carved gates, or toranas, with crossbars and uprights, covered with panels showing battle scenes,
events from the life of the Buddha (though the Buddha himself is still unrepresented), as well as
stand-alone sculptures of animals and humans, sometimes used as brackets.

The Gandhara and Mathura styles
In about the late 1st century AD, there was a major but gradual theologicial and aesthetic shift in
Indian Buddhism, which led to the emergence of a very different artistic tradition based on freestanding stone sculptures, often of the Buddha himself. There are also many stone-cut friezes of the
life of Buddha, and of other forms of the Buddha, known as bodhisattvas. Previously the Buddha was
not represented, but the newly dominant Mahayana school of Buddhism was less monastic and more
devotional than the other branch of Buddhism. There were strong influences from outside, most
notably from Greco-Roman art and architecture—which played a major role in the development of
what became known as Greco-Buddhist or Gandhara sculpture. Some coins of this period have Greek
inscriptions and the earliest examples of representations of the Buddha. Under the Kushan king
Kanishka, a broad swathe of territories from Afghanistan to the plains of modern-day Uttar Pradesh
were united, including both Gandhara and Mathura—and this facilitated the emergence of what are
now known as the Gandhara and Mathura styles of Indian art.
Although the territory of Gandhara is in modern-day Afghanistan and Pakistan, many Gandhara
sculptures were excavated in undivided British India, and so several Indian museums (and others
around the world) have superb examples of Gandhara art. Particularly impressive are the collections
in Mumbai, Chandigarh and Delhi. Most Gandhara sculptures are carved from grey schist stone.
Among the distinctive features of Gandhara art are the way the flowing robes of the Buddha are
exquisitely carved in stone—a feature that is thought to have come from a Greco-Roman tradition that
survived in the Greek principalities that endured in the region. Other repeated features include the
top-knot on the Buddha’s head, with a solar disc behind. The arms were often added later, and placed
in a particular gesture, or mudra, which denotes a specific action of the Buddha.

The Mathura style of sculpture is named after the town of Mathura in Uttar Pradesh, in which the
god Krishna is said to have been born. However, the main surviving examples of art from Mathura
are not Hindu, but Buddhist or secular statues, carved from red sandstone. Some of the statues are
larger than life-size, and have a similar attention to detail of hair and clothing as Gandhara statues—
though the Mathura Buddhist figures tend to be wearing lighter clothing, a reflection of the warmer
climate. The secular statues are of members of the Kushan royal family and wear heavy clothing,
which reflects their Central Asian origins. No buildings, apart from a large plinth, survive from this
period, but many fine statues have been excavated and are in the museums in Mathura and Delhi.
Sarnath, near Varanasi, also has some fine Mathura sculptures. There are also a few sculptures of

Hindu gods from Mathura, though it is only from the Gupta period that a large variety of stone
representations of Hindu deities have been found.

The Gupta period
By the early 4th century AD, a new style—strongly influenced by Mathura sculpture—had emerged in
the plains of eastern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. Under the Guptas, who ruled from Ashoka’s old capital
at Pataliputra (now Patna), sculpture became more refined and delicate—though some of the statues
were more than life-size. Clothes were portrayed clinging to the body in a way that shows the
anatomical proportions of the subject. Statues tended to show the Buddha as heavy-lidded, eyes
almost closed, in a state of meditation. Although most of the statues are carved out of stone, there are
also fine Gupta statues cast in bronze and copper, as well as carved from ivory. There are also, for
the first time, large numbers of carvings and statues of Hindu deities. The rock-temple at Udayagiri,
near Bhopal, dates from the early 5th century and has enormous rock-cut images of Vishnu in his boar
avatar, Varaha, surrounded by other deities—a style that would later become associated with
Shaivite cave-temples around the country. A huge free-standing statue of Varaha at Eran, also near
Bhopal, dates from this period too. Some representations show Varaha purely in animal form, others
depict him with a human body and a porcine head.
Also from this period are some of the earliest surviving free-standing Hindu temples—particularly
in Madhya Pradesh, in areas where stone for construction was widely available. It is from the Gupta
period that the most commonly encountered Hindu temple design can be first seen. This design is
based on a square inner sanctuary housing a statue of a god, often with a connected assembly area, all
of which is raised above the ground on a stone plinth—partly to avoid flooding during the monsoon.
Many of the temples had some kind of shikhara, or curvilinear tower over the inner sanctum, and some
had a surrounding corridor so devotees could circumambulate the idol. The doorway usually had a
series of multiple frames, often heavily decorated with carvings, and widespread use was made of the
horseshoe-shaped gavaksha motif. In the case of the Dasavatara Temple in Deogarh, south of Jhansi,
there are also some of the earliest stone panels, with superb relief carvings of Hindu gods.
The earliest surviving Indian paintings—apart from prehistoric cave art—mainly date from the
Gupta period, and are at their most impressive in the famous caves of Ajanta. Adorning a series of
internal, chisel-cut walls are superb, lushly-depicted paintings largely showing scenes from the
Buddhist Jataka tales. The walls were coated with a mix of clay, straw, dung and animal hair, covered
with a thin lime plaster, and the outlines of the painting were drawn with the plaster still wet. Some
of the images, such as two lovers seated under a canopy, are the earliest examples of subjects that
became much-repeated motifs in Indian painting, particularly miniatures, until the 19th century.

The post-Gupta period in western India
The period after the fall of Guptas in about ad 550 saw a number of smaller Hindu states refining and
challenging ideas about how Hindu temples should be built, and many of the great early Shiva shrines
date from the post-Gupta era. The Chalukya Dynasty built the temples of Aihole and Pattadakal,
which for a modern-day visitor feel like testing grounds for temple design. The architecture
experiments with curved and rectangular-shaped buildings, with closed and open assembly areas, or
mandapas, and with small squat shikharas, or towers, while the same dynasty also built the rock-cut
temples of Badami to a more traditional design. Rock-cut temple architecture and carving was not,
however, being replaced by free-standing temples—and from this period comes the great Shaivite
temple of Elephanta, on an estuarine island close to modern Mumbai, with its superb panels showing

scenes from the story of Shiva.
In fact, in the 8th century the Rashtrakuta Dynasty took the art and architecture of rock-cut temples
to its apogee, with the building (or rather excavation) of the enormous Kailashnath Temple at Ellora
in Maharashtra. This involved the removal of approximately 85,000 cubic metres of rock. It
demanded, as the art historian Roy Craven points out, ‘the most sophisticated planning, since it
depended not on what was added, as in conventional architecture, but on what was removed’. Once
excavated, the result was a temple that appeared to be free-standing, but which was actually cut out of
the bedrock by artisans working with chisels.
Elsewhere in India, distinctive regional styles of Hindu architecture were emerging. In Orissa, the
earliest surviving temples come from this period—they have several of the key elements of what later
became known as the Orissan style: the almost vertical tower that curves in sharply at the top, the
long rectangular assembly halls and detailed external carvings. In Kashmir, the great Sun Temple at
Martand made use of the trefoil design, and Hellenistic influences can be seen in the use of fluted
Corinthian columns, pediments and moulded cornices. Elsewhere, such as in Gujarat and Rajasthan,
the temple design was closer to that of the Guptas—of which the Harihara I Temple at Osiyan in
central Rajasthan is a particularly fine example, with subsidiary shrines at each of the four corners of
the plinth on which the main temple sits.

Early art and architecture of southern India
It is an unsolved mystery why so little early art or so few buildings have survived in Tamil Nadu and
Kerala from the period before the 7th century. According to some accounts, wood was the main
construction material—and this has simply decayed over the centuries. Others point to the problems
of cutting into granite, the main stone available in Tamil Nadu. Whatever the truth, suddenly, from the
7th century AD there are some quite extraordinary works of mature Hindu architecture and art which
have survived at Mahabalipuram. These include not only fine examples of rock-cut and free-standing
temples, and superb rock-cut friezes of unsurpassed quality, but, even more extraordinary from the
point of view of architectural history, a series of temples cut from single rocks, the Pancha Ratha, that
have been made to look like built structures.
The early Chola period in northern Tamil Nadu is marked by free-standing Hindu shrines of a
modest scale, and it was not until the early 11th century that the dramatically impressive Chola
architectural style emerged, with the construction of the Brihadishwara temples at Tanjore and
Gangaikondacholapuram. These temples were designed on a massive scale, with huge towers, and
were intended to inspire awe, as creations of a powerful empire rather than as simple places of
devotion. Deep niches on the temple exterior were used for fine stone carvings, representing a limited
range of well-known stories related mainly to Shiva and his associated deities—though there are also
depictions of Vishnu and his avatars.
The most famous works of art from the Chola period are the bronze religious icons made by the
lost-wax, or cire perdue, method. Bronze-casting in India dates back to the early historical period—
but neither before nor since the Cholas have bronzes of such grace and delicacy been cast. The lostwax method involves first making a model out of wax, which is then encased in a clay mould. The
mould is heated, allowing the wax to run out, and then molten bronze is poured in. The mould is
allowed to cool, then broken to reveal the bronze, ready for finishing and polishing. The most famous
images are of Shiva as Nataraja, the Lord of the Dance, but other key figures in the Hindu pantheon
are also represented.

T he gopura, an immense, sloping, multi-tiered gateway, only began to emerge as the most
distinctive feature of southern Indian temple architecture in the 12th century, with the Nataraja
Temple at Chidambaram as the best-known example—though they existed in a far smaller and
rudimentary form several centuries earlier. The gopura, covered in religious statues, came to replace
the sanctuary and the tower as the main artistic feature of the south Indian temple. The second key
feature of the southern temple was a series of compounds of diminishing size, nestled inside each
other.

The later Hindu period
The 10th to the 13th centuries, just before and during the appearance of the first Islamic buildings in

India, saw a great flowering of Hindu (and Jain) art and architecture. This period saw the
construction of many of India’s most important surviving temples in Gujarat, Khajuraho and Orissa. In
this era, Hindu temple design and decoration was at its most vivacious and innovative—and the great
erotic Hindu carvings of Konarak, in Orissa, and at Khajuraho remain some of India’s most beautiful
and best-known works of art. In Orissa, temple architecture became more distinctive, with the
pyramid-shaped roofs of the mandapa as the key feature of later shrines, as well some incredibly
lissom relief carvings, almost in the round, on the external walls of temples. In the south, the softness
of the soapstone used in the Hoysala period as a construction material made possible the intricately
detailed and varied sculptures still visible at the great temples of Halebid and Belur in modern-day
Karnataka.
From the 14th century onwards, partly as a result of Muslim rule, Hindu art and architecture in
north India went into decline. However, further south, particularly in Hampi in Karnataka, and other
areas ruled by the Vijayanagar Empire, the great traditions of Hindu architecture and artistic
innovation survived. Carved pillars of extraordinary complexity and artistic refinement are typified in
the late Vijayanagar period by mini-columns cut out of, but still attached to, the main columns (known
as ‘cut-out colonettes’). The dazzlingly detailed figurative carving visible at the Srirangam and
Vellore temples in Tamil Nadu would influence the art and sculpture of the Nayak dynasties that
followed.

Islamic architecture
From the late 12th century until the mid-18th century, Muslim architectural and artistic influences
dominated in large parts of India. Many visitors associate Muslim architecture in India with the
Mughals of the 16th and 17th centuries, though it predates them by more than 300 years—and the
surviving mosques, tombs, fortresses and palaces of the Sultanate period (c. 13th to the early 16th
century) include some of India’s finest buildings. It was the period when the arch, the dome and the
minaret tower all became widespread in India—architectural features that would play a major role in
almost all forms of later construction in the country. Much of the earliest Muslim architecture in India,
visible at the Qutb Minar and the neighbouring mosque in South Delhi, as well as at Ajmer, is a
spectacular hybrid. Old temple masonry was reused, and many of the artisans were Hindus, whose
exceptional stoneworking skills were no longer used to make images of gods, but to carve
calligraphy, patterns and other decorative features on the walls of mosques and tombs. In fact the true
arch, with a keystone, is not found in the earliest Muslim buildings; instead the traditional corbels, or
overlapping stepped stones, seen in Hindu structures were used. The true arch is thought to have been
first used in the late 13th century in Balban’s tomb in Delhi.
The 14th century is marked by the distinctive sloping walls of Tughlaq architecture—most
famously at Tughlaqabad Fort in Delhi and the nearby tomb of Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq. In the 15th
century, the architecture of the Lodi Dynasty was typified by octagonal tombs, some of them with
small mini-pavilions on their roofs. The Lodi style continued to survive into the Sher Shah Suri and
Mughal periods.
The 14th century outside the Delhi region saw the emergence of what became known later as the
‘provincial styles’ of Muslim architecture—typified, for instance, by the ornate minarets and stonecut tracery work of Gujarat, or the high entrances to the prayer halls in the mosques of Jaunpur. In the
Deccan, the Bahmanids built tombs with higher walls than usual, and made wide use of coloured,
glazed tiles. Bijapur has high arches in its palaces, while its most famous tomb, the Gol Gumbaz, has
what was then one of the world’s largest unsupported domes. The Deccan tradition of distinctive

Islamic architecture continued long into the Mughal period, and is marked by high bulbous domes and
decorated parapets.
Some of India’s finest military architecture is also from this period—typified by large enclosures
with enormous fortress walls, which change direction frequently to make defence easier, and which
usually have a citadel either at the centre or at the highest point of the enclosed area.
The Mughal period is often seen as the heyday of India’s architectural history, particularly because
of the iconic status of the Taj Mahal. Earlier Mughal buildings tend to be red, while later ones are
white, reflecting a transition from sandstone, with some marble inlay, to entire buildings clad in
marble. The great Mughal tombs are set in formal gardens—Humayun’s enormous mausoleum in
Delhi is the prototype—and many of them used double domes, so that the dimensions of the interior
domed ceiling did not dictate the shape of the outer dome that formed the roof. Humayun’s Tomb was
built in the reign of Akbar, who was also responsible for the city of Fatehpur Sikri, with its numerous
palaces, its enormous triumphant mosque gateway, as well as several of India’s greatest fortresses. It
was the 17th-century rule of Shah Jahan that saw the construction of the buildings that are now seen as
defining the Mughal style. These include the Taj Mahal and several other fine buildings in the Red
Forts of Agra and of Delhi, structures renowned not only for their elegance of design but also for their
fine decorative workmanship. The increasing impact of European techniques and design is visible in
the coloured stone inlay work on the external walls of the Taj Mahal. It was during the same period
that a new Mughal capital was laid out, named Shahjahanabad after the emperor, but now better
known as Old Delhi.
The Mughal palaces had clearly demarcated zones that were public or private, and the private
zones were divided into the mardana (men’s quarters) and zenana (women’s quarters). There were outer
courtyards for addressing the public or to review troops, and smaller inner courtyards, sometimes
with running water, that would be used for entertainment. Rooftops could be used for sleeping in the
hot weather. The architectural scheme and functions were replicated in many Rajasthani palaces.

Miniature paintings
Miniatures are most closely associated with the Mughal and Rajasthani artistic traditions, but many of
the themes and styles are derived from earlier illustrated Hindu and Jain palm-leaf manuscripts, with
paper coming into use by the late 14th century. The Mughal miniature emerged as an important artform
during the reign of Akbar, when it was used as a way of illustrating story books, but it also became a
way of recording life at the Mughal court, as well as of immortalising imperial triumphs. The last of
the great Mughals, Aurangzeb, was more conservative and did little to encourage his ancestors’ love
of miniatures—but by that time many other less important royal courts, particularly in Rajasthan, were
encouraging the painting of miniatures, drawing on traditional local religious and secular stories as
subject matter.

Hindu revivalism and late Mughal architecture
Some historians date the revival of Hindu architecture in north India to the rule of Akbar, the most
ecumenical of the Mughal emperors. In Rajasthan and nearby principalities, the Rajput style emerged,
derived both from Mughal and much older Hindu traditions—and it applied to cities as well as
buildings. The style was ornate, with balconies, projecting windows, arches, enclosed courtyards and
separate quarters for men and women, and it made wide use of locally-available marble. Udaipur, for
instance, is largely a 17th-century city, while Jaipur was built in the early 18th century. There was
also a revival of temple-building in the 18th century, in which the Maratha queen, Ahilyabai Holkar,

was a major figure—and many of the important shrines that are still in use, such as those in Varanasi,
date from this period. Meanwhile, Muslim architecture in the 18th century and into the British period
became more flamboyant, almost Rococo in style. The best examples are the early 19th-century
buildings of Lucknow.

European influences on art and architecture
The earliest European buildings in India are along the west coast, where Portuguese fortifications and
churches from the 16th century survive, while there are also fine Dutch funerary monuments from the
17th century. Some fine 18th-century British buildings survive in Kolkata and Chennai. Almost all
early British churches are modelled loosely on St Martin-in-the-Fields, in London’s Trafalgar
Square, for the reason that it was described in detail in a popular book on architecture of the time.
Neoclassical government buildings and residences were built, sometimes as close copies of existing
British buildings—such as Government House in Kolkata, which was modelled on Kedleston Hall in
Derbyshire. By the late 19th century, other imperial styles had emerged, as evident in the neo-Gothic
Victoria Terminus in Mumbai and in a new hybrid architectural style, rather clumsily referred to as
Indo-Saracenic—it combined European and Indian neo-Mughal and Rajput styles. Many of the most
flamboyant late 19th- and early 20th-century royal palaces, such as those at Mysore and Vadodara,
were built in this style, by Indian craftsmen following the directions of British architects and
engineers. The final years of British rule were marked by a slightly more restrained classicism, albeit
with important Indian motifs, such as the remarkable buildings of New Delhi, designed by Lutyens
and Baker. The most influential architects of the post-independence period were Modernists from
Europe and America; they included Le Corbusier, who designed much of Chandigarh, the new capital
of Punjab.

Modern art and architecture
India has a flourishing modern art scene which draws on European and Indian cultural traditions. The
dominant figure of the late 19th century was Raja Ravi Varma, who used European oil painting
techniques in a series of portraits and stylised images of sari-clad women and Hindu deities. Varma’s
style remains a powerful influence, particularly in popular religious imagery and in film posters—
there are large collections of Varma’s work in Vadodara and Trivandrum. Important artists of the
20th century include the Indo-Hungarian painter Amrita Sher-Gil (with a large collection at the
National Gallery of Modern Art in Delhi) and the Bengali polymath Rabindranath Tagore. Leading
artists of the independence period include the enormously successful and often controversial M.F.
Hussain, as well as many other painters, sculptors and installation artists who have contributed to a
very lively contemporary arts scene. Indian architecture has also attempted to draw on both
traditional and Western design and engineering techniques, particularly in Delhi. The best-known
contemporary architects are Charles Correa (responsible for the British Council and the Crafts
Museum in Delhi) and Raj Rewal (who designed the Pragati Maidan exhibition centre in Delhi).

Other cultural traditions
A wide range of artistic, cultural and craft traditions survives in almost every part of India.
Crafts: India has an extraordinary variety of traditional craft products, including metalwork,
woodwork, tribal painting, papier-mâché objects, lacquerware, jewellery and textiles. They are
widely available to buy, though it is advisable to take local advice about cost and quality. The Crafts
Museum in Delhi and the Calico Museum (for textiles) in Ahmedabad have particularly fine

collections.
Dance: There are eight different schools of Indian classical dance, most of which originated in a
religious setting—usually a temple—as a way of recounting stories about the Hindu gods. Originating
from Tamil Nadu, Bharatnatyam is internationally the best-known form of Indian classical dance,
while Kathakali, from Kerala, involves the use of elaborate costumes. Odissi dance is from Orissa,
and has a distinctive emphasis on the independent use by dancers of their head, upper body and lower
body to express themselves. Kathak dance is mainly performed in northern India, and is most closely
associated with Mughal rule. It was widely disparaged during the British period as the seductive
dance of courtesans, but there has been a more recent revival of Kathak. Among the more popular folk
dances are Bhangra, from Punjab, which began as a harvest celebration and became popular in
Britain in the 1990s, and a wide variety of tribal dances from Rajasthan.
Music: Internationally, Indian classical music is most closely associated with the sitar, the stringed
instrument that was brought to Western audiences in the 1960s, largely by its best-known modern
performer, Ravi Shankar. In fact, there is a large variety of instruments, vocal styles and playing
techniques, descriptions of which date back to the earliest Hindu texts. There are two major streams
of Indian classical music: the mainly northern, Hindustani style, in which the drum known as the tabla
is normally used to keep time; and the mainly southern, Carnatic music, in which the vocal style
usually plays a more important role. The most popular forms of music in India are film songs, which
make use of a wide range of Indian classical and folk styles, as well as music from a variety of
Western traditions. Normally, songs are not performed by actors, who instead lip-synch to the
vocalisations of what are known as playback singers.
Film: India’s film industry is the most prolific in the world. The best known are Bollywood films—
Hindi-language movies made in Mumbai—but several other cities have booming film industries in a
wide range of languages. Almost all popular films contain extended song and dance sequences. The
Indian film industry dates back to the start of the 20th century, and internationally its most famous
director is Satyajit Ray, best known for Pather Panchali, the first of the Apu Trilogy of films, which
appeared in the 1950s.
Literature: The earliest surviving Indian literature is in Sanskrit, and includes the Vedas and the great
Hindu epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, while the oldest secular writing, from about 2,000
years ago, is Tamil-language verse known as Sangam poetry. The Sanskrit poet and dramatist
Kalidasa (c. 5th century AD) is arguably the greatest of the early Indian writers, and is often referred
to as the Indian Shakespeare. The late 19th century saw the emergence of a distinctive Bengalilanguage literature, and Rabindranath Tagore won the 1913 Nobel Prize for Literature. Urdu and
Hindi literature also flourished in the period, and Prem Chand—best known for writing about village
life in northern India—emerged as the most influential writer of the inter-war years. The leading
figures in the first phase of Indian writing in English was R.K. Narayan, whose series of short books
set in the fictional town of Malgudi had a large Indian and international readership. From the late
1970s, a new generation of Indian writers in English emerged, including Salman Rushdie, Vikram
Seth, Amitav Ghosh, Rohinton Mistry and Arundhati Roy—all of whom have been enormously
successful internationally.

RELIGION
India has been the birthplace of no fewer than four important religions—Hinduism, Buddhism,
Jainism and Sikhism—and has been a land in which Islam, Christianity, Judaism and Zoroastrianism
have all developed their own local identities. More generally, India has a reputation as a country
where religion suffuses every part of life. Like almost everything else one says about India, this is
only partly true. India is also home to a powerful rationalist movement, largely in the south of the
country; there are also many for whom religious observance and ritual are far more important than
religious or spiritual belief.
A veteran BBC India correspondent, Gerald Priestland, once controversially observed: ‘Contrary
to the belief of many Westerners, India is not a profoundly spiritual country but a profoundly
materialist one. The object of most religious practice is to ensure material success.’ Undoubtedly,
some visitors to India are surprised and disappointed by the extent of overt materialism on open
display in many places and on many occasions. In some Hindu and Jain temples, and in some Muslim
shrines, the custodians will try, rather aggressively, to relieve foreign visitors of large sums of
money. Many Indians, from across the social spectrum, are extremely materialistic—but the opposite,
as usual, can also be true. And in the holy cities and elsewhere, there are ascetics who have shed all
their worldly belongings, sometimes including their clothes, in favour of a life of poverty and
abstinence.
Traditionally, India has tolerated an extraordinarily wide variety of religious beliefs and practice.
Hinduism, in particular, has historically been the least dogmatic of all religions. This tolerance has
been strained in recent years—as some politicians and religious leaders have encouraged people to
see religion, more than language or culture or nationality, as their key to self-identity. This has led to
the rise of political parties that predominantly represent members of one religious group, and, in its
worst form, to riots and pogroms that have targeted members of a particular religion.
India is overwhelmingly Hindu. According to government census statistics, more than 80 percent of
the population is Hindu, with just over 13 percent belonging to the largest religious minority,
Muslims, two percent each of Christians and Sikhs, and less than one percent each of other religions.
These percentage figures do not tell the whole story. Although Muslims are a small minority, they
account for more than 140 million people nationally, making India—after Indonesia and Pakistan—
the country with the third highest number of Muslims. Additionally, several of the northeast states
have a Christian majority, while Jammu and Kashmir is majority Muslim and Punjab is majority Sikh.
Similarly, the vast majority of India’s 70,000 Zoroastrians, or Parsis—one of the smallest minority
groups—live in one city, Mumbai. Moreover there is an astonishing level of diversity within each
religious group. The census data reflect the large divisions between, for instance, Shaivite and
Vaishnavite Hindus, or Shia and Sunni Muslims, or the enormous array of Christian denominations—
and this is just as true for religions such as Buddhism, Jainism and Parsi Zoroastrianism.

HINDUISM
Hinduism is the hardest of all religions to define, and can be difficult for outsiders to understand. It
has no agreed set of core beliefs, no supreme deity or hierarchy of gods, no canonical text and no
central authority. Hinduism is, ultimately, best defined as what Hindus believe and practise. Even the
word Hinduism is a relatively modern coinage, popularised by Europeans in the 18th century, and
many Hindus will use other phrases such as sanatan dharma (close in meaning to ‘eternal path’) to

describe their religion. Some will argue that Hinduism is not really a religion, but a way of life, or a
culture—and ultimately define Hinduism as Indian-ness.
There are, however, beliefs and practices that most Hindus have in common—and that are widely
held as being the essence of Hinduism. A long list of these would include a belief in the cyclical
nature of time, in reincarnation, in a pantheon of gods—among whom Shiva, Vishnu, two avatars of
Vishnu (Rama and Krishna) and a variously-named female goddess (Kali, Durga, Devi, Shakti) are
currently the most popular. Historically, the caste system has played an important role—though many
would argue that it is not intrinsic to Hinduism. Very few Hindus eat beef. Fire and water play an
important role in many rituals. Most Hindus worship in temples, go on pilgrimages and are cremated.
Hindus share a number of common festivals, including Diwali, Holi and Dussehra, though the names
and importance of each of these varies across India and between different communities. Worship
normally takes the form of darshan—the viewing of a statue, image or other representation of a god.
And then there are the philosophical underpinnings of Hindus, which often seem esoteric to foreigners
and deserve a more thorough explanation than will be possible here. These philosophies can also
seem quite obscure to a lot of Indians, and it is often more important to understand how Hinduism has
been interpreted and practised, and how it has been reflected in art and architecture.
THE HINDU TRINITY
Visitors are often taught, especially in guide books, about the Hindu trinity, or trimurti: Brahma, the Creator; Vishnu, the
Preserver; and Shiva, the Destroyer. However, as the historian A.L. Basham points out: ‘Early Western students of Hinduism
were impressed by the parallel between the Hindu trinity and that of Christianity. In fact the parallel is not very close, and the
Hindu trinity, unlike the Holy Trinity of Christianity, never really “caught on”. All Hindu trinitarianism tended to favour one god of
the three.’ Most Hindus are in fact henotheistic—meaning they mainly worship one god, but recognise the existence of others.

HISTORY OF HINDUISM
Hinduism is one of the world’s oldest religions, dating back at least three and half thousand years,
and almost certainly much further. Most historians believe an early form of Hinduism, known as
Vedic Brahmanism, was brought to the country by Indo-European or Indo-Aryan migrants in the
period c. 1500 BC—although others claim to have identified specifically Hindu images on objects
recovered from archaeological excavations in the Indus Valley.
THE MOHENJO-DARO SEAL
A broken stone seal found at Mohenjo-daro in modern-day Pakistan provides the strongest evidence of a Hindu god being
worshipped in pre-Vedic India. The image of the god-like figure, sitting in a yogic posture, displaying his erect penis, with a tricorn
headdress, surrounded by animals, has many similarities to images of Rudra, an early version of Shiva. Others argue that the
similarities are coincidental, and that without additional evidence—perhaps from the as-yet undeciphered text on the seal—the
identification of the image with Rudra is unjustified.

Some of the evidence of a non-Indian origin for Hinduism comes from early Hindu texts themselves,
as well as from an excavation in Bogazköy in northern Turkey in 1909—where a peace treaty
between the Hittites and the Mitannis from c. 1400 BC refers to the gods Indra, Mitra and Varuna—all
key figures in the early Hindu pantheon.
In the earliest Hindu texts, the best-known modern-day Hindu gods are all but absent and—as with
Greco-Roman and Egyptian polytheism—the prominence and distinguishing characteristics of
different gods changes over time. In the Rigveda, the earliest of the Hindu sacred texts, Vishnu and

Shiva (in the form of Rudra) play a minor role, while the war-and-weather god Indra and the fire-god
Agni are the most important deities. The basic fourfold caste division, which became an important
feature of Hinduism, is mentioned in the Rigveda.
The next major development in the history of Hinduism is the composition of the great epics, the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata , both of which are widely presumed to be based on real events. Many of
the place names, geographical descriptions and social structures are accurate. The great Battle of the
Mahabharata has been tentatively dated to c. 1000 BC. Gods take on overtly human forms in both epics:
Rama as the princely hero of the Ramayana, Krishna as the charioteer in the Mahabharata.
With the emergence of Buddhism and Jainism, sometimes known as the Shramanic religions, in the
6th century BC, Hinduism entered a period of change and crisis. Buddhism and Jainism both had
founders who were not members of the Brahmin priestly caste. They were both from princely families
who challenged Brahmin orthodoxy and developed ascetic, unritualistic, individual-centred
philosophies. Buddhism, during the time of Ashoka the Great (304–232 BC), became the main religion
of the Mauryan Empire, which covered most of modern-day India, as well as Pakistan and
Afghanistan. As Buddhism was gradually transformed from a godless religion to one with a pantheon
of bodhisattvas, or enlightened beings, it began to resemble Hinduism. And ultimately Hinduism would
incorporate parts of Buddhism, and the Buddha himself would become an avatar of the Hindu god
Vishnu. During the Gupta Empire, Buddhism was still the main religion, but one that appeared to be
evolving back into Hinduism; and the priestly Brahmin caste appears to have retained or resumed its
dominance over spiritual matters and religious ritual. Animal sacrifice, which played an important
role in Vedic Brahmanism, had almost disappeared. Many of the earliest surviving Hindu temples
come from this period—when Shiva, Vishnu, Surya (the sun-god) and Devi (the generic name for a
female goddess) were the main objects of worship.
Devotional cults began to emerge from the middle of the first millennium—particularly around
Shiva, Vishnu (and his avatars Krishna and Rama), and the female goddess. Devotees, or bhaktis,
would form a special emotional and personal relationship with ‘their’ god, without denying the
existence of other gods. The bhakti movement was a challenge to Brahmin domination by positing a
personal relationship with a god, unmediated by a priest—but often encouraged by a poet or spiritual
leader. The bhakti movement rose as the influence of Buddhism fell. At a similar time, Tantric beliefs
began to take hold as an esoteric cult which drew elements from both Hinduism and Buddhism.
The next great test of Hinduism came from Islam, which first reached India towards the end of the
first millennium—though at no point did Islam come close to challenging Hinduism as the majority
religion of India. The earliest Muslims in India seemed more interested in trade or plunder than in
conversion, though many temples were destroyed by Muslim invaders. The Muslim rulers of India
were from families that had migrated originally from Afghanistan, Persia or Central Asia, and few
made any attempt to convert Hindus—partly out of a desire to keep themselves separate from the
Indian masses. There were, however, significant conversions from Hinduism in the lands that are now
Pakistan and Bangladesh, as well as in Kashmir. Some Hindus found the mystical branch of Islam
known as Sufism very attractive—and to this day many visitors to Sufi shrines are practising Hindus,
just as many Muslims will take part in Hindu festivals.
Throughout the Muslim period, under both Sultanate and Mughal rule, independent and feudatory
Hindu kingdoms thrived—in the south, in Orissa, Maharashtra and Rajasthan—and functioned as very
effective patrons of sacred Hindu art and architecture.
The European arrival in India presented a new challenge to Hinduism, with Christian missionaries
attempting to make converts from a religion that they often considered savage and depraved. Other

Europeans made more serious attempts to understand Hinduism and its complex history. One reaction
in India was the emergence of Hindu monotheism and a variety of reform movements, such as the
Brahmo Samaj—which campaigned against practices such as sati, or widow immolation, and child
marriage. The Arya Samaj (founded 1875) used the original Vedic texts of Hinduism to reject child
marriage, Untouchability and a number of other practices which they saw as un-Hindu and immoral.
In the 19th and 20th centuries, there was a great flourishing of Hindu sects, and more recently of New
Age groups with strong Hindu influences. These ranged from the public-service oriented Ramakrishna
Mission to the Theosophist followers of J. Krishnamurti; Sri Aurobindo, the teacher of ‘integral yoga’
who founded Auroville; and on to the more modern swamis and gurus who were so popular in the
West in the 1960s and 70s. The 20th century also saw a long and inconclusive debate about the caste
system within Hinduism, with Mahatma Gandhi leading a campaign to eradicate Untouchability. The
lawyer and writer of the Indian constitution, B.R. Ambedkar, did not believe that Hinduism could
reform, and led a large number of former ‘Untouchables’ away from Hinduism and into Buddhism.
Many other former ‘Untouchables’ in south India converted to Christianity.
A new, more political form of Hinduism also emerged in the early 20th century, with the formation
of the Hindu Mahasabha—partly as a response to Muslim separatism. The key figure in the rise of
Hindu nationalism was Veer Savarkar, who coined the idea of Hindutva, or ‘Hindu-ness’, according
to which anyone born in India, and for whom India was the holy land, was a Hindu. His ideas
inspired a wide range of Hindu activism—from the killers of Mahatma Gandhi, who thought he was
appeasing Muslims, to the leading Hindu political party in modern India, the Bharatiya Janata Party,
or BJP. One of the main objectives of Hindu nationalists in recent years has been the destruction of
mosques which they maintain were built on key Hindu religious sites—in 1992 they destroyed the
16th-century Babri Mosque in Ayodhya, which they said was built on the ruins of a temple marking
the birthplace of the god Rama.
Most modern Hindus can be described as either Vaishnavite or Shaivites—that is followers of
either Vishnu or Shiva—though many would not actually use those terms themselves. Additionally,
there are not many Vishnu temples, and most Vaishnavites are actually devotees of one of his avatars
or incarnations, most commonly Rama or Krishna, or of Narayan, the name used for Vishnu in south
India. Similarly, some Shaivites are actually devotees of other members of Shiva’s family, such as his
son, the elephant-god Ganesha, or one of the forms of his consort, Parvati. Some Hindus say that there
are 320 million gods—only the major gods are listed below.

MAJOR HINDU GODS &
HOW TO RECOGNISE THEM
Most of the major Hindu gods have key attributes that make them easily identifiable. Each of them
has, for example, a ‘vehicle’ that usually takes the form of an animal on which they ride: Shiva is
normally portrayed riding a bull, Nandi; while Vishnu rides the man-eagle Garuda. Other key
distinguishing features include their hair (Shiva’s is usually matted) and head-dress; the number of
arms they have; what they are carrying in their hands; and their companions.
NAMING THE GODS
When speaking the names of the gods, it is normal not to pronounce the final ‘a’ where it forms a separate syllable, so Shiva is
pronounced ‘Shiv’, and Rama is pronounced ‘Raam’. It is also usual to add an honorific title—in English it is common to say Lord
Shiv, or Lord Ram; in Indian languages the most common forms are either Sri as a prefix (as in ‘Sri Ram’) or –ji as a suffix (as in
‘Shivji’).

Vishnu
Vishnu is traditionally described as ‘the Preserver’, in contrast to Shiva, ‘the Destroyer’. He is
usually portrayed with four arms, carrying a conch shell, a mace, a discus and a lotus. He wears a
crown. His vehicle is the man-eagle Garuda. His main consort, Lakshmi, is often standing next to
him, or massaging his feet. The multi-headed serpent Ananta, meaning endless, is often seen
alongside Vishnu, sometimes coiled up as a seat for the god, or with its many heads forming a kind of
halo behind him. Vishnu is also known as Narayan. He is mentioned as a minor god in the earliest
Hindu sacred text, the Rigveda. Although he has benevolent and protective attributes, he is best known
today through his avatars. In mainstream Hinduism, there are ten of these avatars, or forms in which
Vishnu descended to earth from Baikunth, his heavenly home (avatar literally means ‘descent’ in
Sanskrit). Other versions of the story of Vishnu list as many as 22 avatars. Vishnu’s traditional ten
avatars are sometimes all seen together on wall carvings and are normally listed in historical and
evolutionary order (see below).
The British geneticist J.B.S. Haldane (1892–1964), who became an Indian citizen and died in
Bhubaneswar, pointed out how the order of Vishnu’s avatars was echoed by Darwin’s theory of the
descent of man from animals. The first three avatars of Vishnu also all played important roles in early
Hindu tales of a great deluge—in a way that echoes the biblical flood.

The ten avatars of Vishnu
Matsya, a fish, is sometimes represented as a merman, with the full body of a fish, out of whose
mouth the upper torso of man with four arms emerges. There is thought to be only one Matsya temple
in India, near Tirupati in southern Andhra Pradesh.
Kurma, a tortoise, is sometimes represented with the head of a man and the body of a tortoise or
turtle. Kurma temples are also very rare—the best-known is one near Srikakulam in northern Andhra
Pradesh.
Varaha, a boar, is usually represented with the head of a boar and the body of man with four arms,
and carrying Vishnu’s traditional accessories. Images of Varaha are much more common than Matsya
and Kurma. There are very fine Varaha images at Khajuraho, and several Varaha temples in south
India.
Narasimha, a lion, is usually represented with the head of a lion and the body of a man, sometimes
with lion claws. Narasimha is a popular deity, particularly in southern India, where he is seen as a
demon-killer and symbol of divine anger. There is a superb colossal statue of a seated Narasimha at
Hampi.
Vamana, a dwarf, is usually represented as a small man with a paunch, often carrying an umbrella.
As the diminutive Vamana, Vishnu tricked the demon-king Bali into granting him a kingdom the
breadth of three strides. Vishnu then transformed himself from a dwarf into a giant. His first stride
covered the earth, the second covered the skies and finally, stepping on Bali’s head, he was able to
reach into the heavens. The best-known Vamana temple is at Khajuraho.
Parashuram, literally ‘Rama-with-an-axe’, is depicted as an axe-wielding Brahmin warrior, who
kills members of the Kshatriya warrior caste who have become too powerful.
Rama is the king of Ayodhya and hero of the Hindu epic the Ramayana. Some of his devotees see him
as a separate god, and not an avatar of Vishnu (see below).
Krishna is one of Hinduism’s most popular gods in his own right (see below).
Buddha was integrated into the Vaishnavite tradition long after his death, at a time when Buddhism
was beginning to decline in India as a major force.

Kalki, the future incarnation of Vishnu, is a god who is yet to be born. Kalki is normally shown with a
white horse and brandishing a sword. His appearance in the world is thought to presage the ending of
the current Dark Age, or Kalyug. Jaipur has India’s best-known Kalki temple.

Shiva
Shiva is traditionally described as the ‘Destroyer’, but he is a much more complex figure than that
epithet suggests. Typically, he carries a trident, and has matted hair and a third eye in the middle of
his forehead. His sacred ‘vehicle’ is the bull Nandi, and he is often accompanied by his main consort,
Parvati (see below), and his sons—the elephant-god Ganesha (see below) and the war-god
Kartikeya (who goes under several other names—see below). Unlike Vishnu, who is transformed into
something or someone new with each avatar, Shiva has a range of ‘aspects’ that represent different
sides of his character. The only non-anthropomorphic aspect of Shiva is when he becomes a body
part, such as his own phallus. The best known of all of Shiva’s many manifestations is as a phalluslike object called a lingam—usually a stone object of worship placed in the central sanctuary of
thousands of temples across India. Among the key aspects of Shiva is Nataraja, or Lord of the
Dance, where a dancing, swirling Shiva stands on the head of a dwarf who symbolises ignorance.
Other aspects include the androgynous Ardhanarishwara, where he is half-man and half-woman,
split down the middle, and the fearsome Bhairava, with a dog as his vehicle, who is invoked by
devotees who wish to destroy their enemies. Shiva is also shown in much gentler aspects, as a
householder teasing Parvati, or as Pashupati, the Lord of Creatures. The most famous shrine is
probably Viswanath Temple in Varanasi, which is where Shiva came to earth after leaving his
mountain home to marry Parvati, and where he brought the goddess Ganga down his matted hair to
earth as the River Ganges—and made Parvati jealous. The Hindu rock caves at Ellora and Elephanta
contain superb examples of Shaivite sculpture; and some of the best Chola bronzes from Tamil Nadu
show various aspects of Shiva—most famously as Nataraja. Shiva is not named in the earliest Hindu
texts, though Rudra, a howling storm-god, bears many of his characteristics. Devotional worship of
Shiva appears to be only about 1,500 years old.

Brahma
Though he is traditionally described as the ‘Creator’, that role does not give Brahma the preeminence among the gods that one might expect—and he does not command a large following among
Hindu devotees. He is typically shown with four heads and four arms, one hand carrying a book
representing the Vedas, the early Hindu sacred texts. His other hands sometimes hold a rosary, a spoon
and a vessel of holy water. His vehicle is a swan or goose, Hamsa, and he is often accompanied by
his wife Saraswati, the goddess of learning (see below). There are very few Brahma temples—the
best known is in Pushkar in Rajasthan. The god Brahma is not to be confused with Brahman (the
Hindu concept of an infinite and transcendent reality) or with Brahmin (the priestly caste), though all
are drawn from the same Sanskrit root.

Rama
Also known as Ram or Ramachandra, Rama is the hero of the epic Ramayana and the king of ancient
Ayodhya, where he is said to have reigned for 11,000 years. He is the popular god-king, whose
period of rule is known as Ram Rajya, a shorthand description still in use in India to describe perfect
government. He is also the seventh avatar of Vishnu. Typically he is shown with a crown, carrying a
bow and a quiver of arrows, and is often accompanied by his consort Sita. There are not many Rama

temples, though shrines throughout the land are covered with scenes from the Ramayana. The bestknown Rama temple is the one in Hampi in Karnataka. In recent years, there have been controversial
attempts to build a Rama temple on the site of a mosque at Ayodhya that was demolished in 1992, and
which some Hindus say had been built on the site of a temple marking Rama’s birthplace.

Krishna
The eighth avatar of Vishnu, Krishna is also the narrator of the Bhagavad Gita, a Hindu philosophical
work that forms part of the epic Mahabharata. Krishna also plays the role of a charioteer to the
Mahabharata’s most important character, Arjuna. Typically, Krishna is portrayed as a very young
man, often painted blue, playing a flute, sometimes surrounded by cows. He is often shown in the
company of pretty cowherd girls, or gopis, whom he used to tease by stealing their clothes while they
were bathing. One of the gopis, Radha, is his main consort. The most important Krishna temple is in
Mathura, his birthplace—but there are many others, such as the Jagannath Temple in Orissa,
Dwarkadish Temple in Gujarat and a large number of Hare Krishna temples around the world.
According to some Hindu texts, Krishna was born in 3228 BC, and his death, 125 years later in the
Gujarati town of Dwarka, marks the beginning of Kalyug, the Dark Age.

Ganesh/Ganesha/Ganapati
Ganesha is the elephant-god, one of the best-known and most popular deities in the Hindu pantheon.
He is instantly recognisable from his elephant head and pot-belly. His ‘vehicle’ is a mouse, and he is
normally described as a bachelor. Ganesha is traditionally held to be the son of Shiva and Parvati.
Every Indian child learns the story of how Ganesha got his elephant head. Parvati asked him to guard
her while she bathed, then Shiva (whom Ganesha had not met) appeared and chopped off his head
when barred from entering. Parvati explained to Shiva that he had just decapitated his own son, and a
distraught Shiva gave him the head of a passing elephant. Ganesha is also known as Vighneshvara,
the ‘Lord of Obstacles’, and is worshipped as a remover of obstacles, though traditionally he also
places obstacles in the paths of those who need to be stopped. There are Ganesha temples in many
parts of the country, and he is often also venerated at Shiva temples. His image can also be seen in
millions of homes across India. As Ganapati, he is particularly venerated in the western state of
Maharashtra.

Kartikeya
Kartikeya, or Skanda, is the war-god, and son of Shiva and Parvati. He is also usually identified with
the popular south Indian god Murugan (also known as Subramaniam). Kartikeya is normally shown
holding a spear and riding a peacock. He once was a popular god in north India, but there are now
almost no temples devoted to his worship. As Murugan in southern India, though, he is one of the most
popular deities.

Hanuman
Hanuman is the popular and characterful monkey-deity who plays a central role in the Ramayana,

helping to rescue Sita from the demon-king Ravana. Because of his role in the Ramayana, he is most
closely associated with Rama. There are Hanuman temples throughout India.

Indra
Indra is the early Vedic god of war and weather, and probably the most important god in early
Hinduism. His role has diminished in recent centuries, but images of Indra are seen in many early
rock-cut temple carvings. He is normally shown carrying a small hand-held weapon called a vajra,
and his mount is an elephant.

Agni
The early Vedic god of fire, Agni normally has two heads and several arms, and rides a ram.

Surya
Surya is the early Vedic sun-god. He is normally shown with a high crown and being pulled in a
chariot led by seven horses. Three of India’s most important and beautiful temples—at Konarak in
Orissa, Modhera in Gujarat, and Martand in Kashmir—were dedicated to Surya, but none of them is
still in use as a place of worship. However, millions of Indians perform the Surya Namaskar, or ‘sun
salutation’ prayer, every day, some of them doing it as a yogic exercise.

GODDESSES
Lakshmi/Laxmi
Goddess of wealth and the consort of Vishnu/Narayan (see above), Lakshmi is typically portrayed
with four arms and seated or standing on a lotus flower. Her ‘vehicle’ is an owl, but this is rarely
depicted in painting or carvings. She often has gold coins spilling from one of her hands and is
sometimes surrounded by elephants. Lakshmi is a very popular god throughout India, and seen as a
bringer of good fortune. There are several Mahalakshmi (Great Lakshmi) temples, the most famous of
which is in Mumbai.

Parvati
Parvati is the consort of Shiva (see above) and, according to some Hindu texts, the gentle form of the
Shakti, the divine feminine force, of whom Durga and Kali are more ferocious forms (see below).
She is normally portrayed bare-breasted, with two arms when at Shiva’s side, though when alone she
is sometimes shown with four arms. In the south she is known as Meenakshi, the fish-eyed goddess,
and the famous Meenakshi Temple in Madurai is dedicated to her.

Saraswati
The goddess of knowledge and art, Saraswati is also the consort of Brahma (see above). She is
usually shown with four arms, playing a stringed musical instrument called the veena. Paintings of
Saraswati often depict her beside a river, as a reference to the River Saraswati. Referred to in the
earliest Hindu texts, the disappearance of this ancient river has long puzzled archaeologists.

Durga
Durga is the ten-armed demon-fighting goddess, often described as an avatar of Parvati, and a consort
of Shiva (see above). She rides a lion or tiger, and carries a large number of weapons. The most
common image of Durga shows her killing the demon Mahishasura, who is usually shown disguised
as a water-buffalo. Durga Puja is Bengal’s most popular Hindu festival, when the streets are filled

with people as images of Durga and other gods are taken down to the river for immersion.

Kali
Kali is usually described as the goddess of death and destruction, though many of her devotees say
that this over-emphasises the negative aspects of Hinduism’s most fearsome deity. She is usually
depicted as black (kali means black), her lips red with blood and her tongue hanging out of her mouth,
and she is often garlanded with skulls. She usually has four arms—one holding a human head, another
a bowl to catch the dripping blood, and the remaining two holding a sword and a trident. Sometimes
she is shown as Mahakali, with ten heads, ten arms and ten legs. She is normally described as an
avatar of Parvati and Durga, and Shiva is her consort (see above). The best-known Kali temple is
Kalighat in south Kolkata.

SACRED HINDU TEXTS
The Vedas
The four Vedas are the earliest sacred texts of Hinduism, thought to have been brought by IndoEuropeans who migrated to India more than three millennia ago. They mainly consist of a series of
short prayers and hymns. The best-known text is the Rigveda, in which the main gods are Indra and
Agni, and where there are many prayers to the ritual drink, soma—which has not been identified, but
appears from the text to have had hallucinogenic properties.

The Ramayana
One of the two great epics of Hindu sacred literature, the Ramayana tells the story of Rama, prince of
Ayodhya. It is a heavily moral tale, which most Indians know well, and scenes from it are painted or
carved on temples across the country—it has also been seen by historians as an attempt to legitimise
monarchical rule. The Ramayana tells of how Rama wins the hand of Sita by breaking the divine bow
of Shiva. In the next key episode, Rama, Sita and Rama’s brother Lakshman go into exile in the forest,
forced out of Ayodhya by the intrigues of Rama’s stepmother. The heart of the story is about how
Rama’s wife Sita is then kidnapped by the ten-headed demon-king Ravana (or Ravan), who lives in
Lanka. With the help of Lakshman, the monkey-god Hanuman and his monkey army, Sita is set free.
She is then tested by Rama to be certain that she remained chaste while in captivity. The modern town
of Ayodhya in central Uttar Pradesh and the country of Sri Lanka are widely believed to be the
original Ramayana sites, and the undersea causeway between India and Sri Lanka is believed by
some Hindus to be the bridge built by Hanuman’s army of monkeys to allow Rama and Lakshman to
cross into Ravana’s territory. There are several alternative versions of the story, and some south
Indians even revere Ravana as a hero.

The Mahabharata
The Mahabharata is the other great epic of Hindu sacred literature—and is now thought to predate
the Ramayana. Even longer than the Ramayana, it tells the story of the great battles between the Pandavas
and the Kauravas. The Pandavas are five princely brothers: Yudhishtara, Bhima, Arjuna and the twins
Nakula and Sahadeva. The first three are the best known today: pious Yudhishtara for his truthfulness;
huge Bhima for his strength; and the archer Arjuna for his great skill in battle. They all marry the same
woman, Draupadi, whom Arjuna ‘wins’ in an archery contest. The god Krishna makes a series of
appearances as Arjuna’s charioteer. The Kauravas, the cousins of the Pandavas, are made up of King
Dhritarashtra’s 100 sons, of whom the most important is Duryodhana. Among famous scenes is the

one where Yudhishtara loses Draupadi to the Kauravas in a game of dice. When the Kauravas attempt
to remove her sari, it has become, thanks to Krishna’s intervention, endless—and her honour is saved.
The centrepiece of the book is the great Battle of Kurukshetra, which the Pandavas, helped by
Krishna, eventually win. But by the end of the book all the main characters are dead—including
Krishna, whose demise is said to mark the beginning of the current dark age, or Kalyug, that started in
3102 BC. A number of geographical place names in the Mahabharata have been identified with
historical sites in India. They include: the battlefield of Kurukshetra, in modern-day Haryana; the city
of Indraprastha, which is identified with the Purana Qila in Delhi; and the city of Hastinapura, which
is near Meerut in modern-day Uttar Pradesh.
The Bhagavad Gita forms part of the Mahabharata, though it is often read as a separate text, and
referred to as ‘the Gita’. It consists of a conversation between Krishna and Arjuna which has come to
function as a concise guide to Hindu philosophy. Other key early Hindu texts included the Brahmanas,
the Upanishads and the Puranas.

KEY CONCEPTS IN HINDUISM
Dharma (or Dhamma) is a central concept in Hinduism and Buddhism. It means ‘righteous path’, or
‘path of duty’—but it also means, in the context of an individual, his or her religion. It literally means
‘that which upholds’, and is often translated, imprecisely, as ‘law’.
Karma is often translated as ‘destiny’, but this is an oversimplification. Karma really expresses the
idea that one’s actions have consequences even in future lives, so that beneficial results will come out
of beneficial actions, and harmful results will come from harmful actions.
Atma is usually translated by the word ‘soul’. In Hinduism the soul is immortal, unlike the body.
Mahatma, meaning ‘great soul’, was the name given to Mohandas Gandhi by his followers.
Samsara is the cycle of individual rebirth or reincarnation of the atma, or soul, that is decided by
one’s karma.
Caste is a complex subject in Hinduism, and is often confused by the way the English word
‘caste’, taken from Portuguese, conflates two different but connected concepts: varna and jati. There
are many hundreds of jatis, for which the closest English-language equivalent is probably ‘clan’; these
play a bigger role in social organisation than varnas. Varna describes the traditional fourfold division
of Hindu society, with the priestly Brahmins, the warrior Kshatriyas, the merchant Vaishyas, and the
farming Sudras. In the earliest Hindu sacred text, the Rigveda, each varna represented part of the body
of the creator god, Brahma—so the Brahmins were the mouth (or the head), the Kshatriyas were the
arms, the Vaishyas were the thighs and the Sudras were the feet. A fifth group, once known as
‘Untouchables’, were outside this caste framework, and were seen as ritually impure—Gandhi
renamed them Harijans (children of god), but they are now most commonly known as Dalits (the
oppressed) in modern India. Jati is the key factor in how most Hindus define their relationship to each
other. Normally, Hindus marry within their jati, but not within their gotra, or sub-clan.
Darshan literally means ‘sight’ or ‘viewing’, and describes the act of worship of a Hindu devotee
before the idol or symbol of a deity.
Puja is a religious ceremony, usually consisting of an invocation or prayer and an offering to the
gods. A pujari is a Hindu priest, normally a Brahmin, who conducts pujas.
Kalyug means ‘Black Age’. According to Hindu philosophy, time is cyclical, and passes through a
repeating pattern of ages, or yug. We are currently in the Kalyug (or Kali Yuga), which began 5,000
years ago, and will continue for another 426,000 years. Then the cycle will restart, with the Satya or

Krita Yug, followed by the Treta Yug and the Dwapara Yug, before a new Kalyug begins. The Satya
Yug is the highest point of the cycle, when everyone follows the path of righteousness, while the
current Kalyug is the lowest point of the cycle, when people are most degenerate, and obsessed with
the physical and material aspects of consciousness. The entire cycle takes 4,320,000 years.
Brahman is a term for the transcendent essence of reality. Not to be confused with the god Brahma
or the priestly caste Brahmin, Brahman is an esoteric Hindu concept and can be hard to grasp. Other
definitions include the ‘soul of the world’, and the Cosmic Spirit that is ‘eternal, genderless,
omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent, and ultimately indescribable in human language’.
Shakti is described as the ultimate feminine power, the dynamic female form of Brahman.
Sometimes, more prosaically, Shakti is described as the mother goddess—of which Parvati, Durga
and Kali are all aspects.
Tantra is a form of Hinduism, with strong Buddhist influences, which emphasises control over
one’s own mind and body, including bodily fluids. Many practitioners of Tantra believe greater
spiritual awareness and enlightment can come through carefully regulated sexual activity.

MAJOR HINDU FESTIVALS
The celebrations of the main festivals are determined by an ancient Hindu lunisolar calendar, so the
dates vary each year within a broad time band, in the way that Easter varies in the Christian tradition.
Several regions of India have their own calendars, and often celebrate New Year at different times.
Diwali (or Deepawali) is the ‘Festival of Lights’ (Oct/Nov), when houses, shops and public places
are lit up by small oil lamps, candles or fairy lights. The festival is usually said to mark the return of
the god Rama from exile, though some also say it commemorated the slaying of a demon by Krishna.
The goddess Lakshmi is also often worshipped at Diwali as a bringer of wealth
Dussehra is the ten-day festive period (Sept/Oct, with marked regional variations) usually said to
mark the victory of the god Rama over the demon Ravana. In northern India, public re-enactments of
scenes from the Ramayana are staged over the nine nights, or navaratri, of Dussehra. The climax is the
burning of an effigy of Ravana on the tenth day known as Vijay Dashami.
Holi (Feb/March), often referred to as the ‘Festival of Colours’, marks the defeat of the demoness
Holika by Prahlad, a devotee of Vishnu. People celebrate Holi on the streets by throwing coloured
powder and water at each other.
The Kumbh Mela (Jan) is a Hindu festival (kumbh means pitcher or pot, while a mela is a fair) that
takes place every four years at either Hardwar, Ujjain, Allahabad or Nasik. The festival takes the
form of a mass pilgrimage and immersion in sacred waters, and is said to be the largest gathering of
people in the world. Every 12 years there is a Maha (or Great) Kumbh Mela at Allahabad. The next
Maha Kumbh Melas are in 2012 and 2024.
Other widely-celebrated festivals include Janmashtami (Aug/Sept), which is Krishna’s birthday,
Shivratri (Feb/March), a special day of worship for Shiva, Ramnavami (March/April), which is
Rama’s birthday and Raksha Bandhan or Rakhi (Aug), which celebrates the relationship between
brothers and sisters. Kites are flown in Makar Sankranti (Jan), which is often described as a harvest
festival and which marks the end of winter in parts of northern India.
Major regional festivals include Ganesh Chaturthi (Aug/Sept), also known as Ganpati, mainly
celebrated in western India, especially Mumbai, which marks the birthday of the elephant-god
Ganesha. Durga Puja (Sept/Oct) is Kolkata’s best-known festival—a celebration of the goddess
Durga which takes place at the same time as Dussehra. Chhath (Oct/Nov) is a post-Diwali festival,

dedicated to the sun-god Surya, and widely celebrated in Bihar. Gangaur (March/April) is
Rajasthan’s best-known regional festival, marking the worship of Gauri, the local version of Shiva’s
consort Parvati. Pongal (Jan) is the widely celebrated Tamil version of the harvest festival, Makar
Sankranti, while Onam (Aug/Sept) is Kerala’s most popular festival, marking the homecoming of the
legendary King Mahabali. Several other harvest festivals are celebrated in India, including Baisakhi
(April), which is most closely associated with Punjab.

BUDDHISM
Buddhism, founded in the middle of the 1st millennium bc, was a major Indian religion for almost
2,000 years, and had an enormous impact on the art, architecture and culture of India. It had
practically died out as a living faith in India by the 13th century AD, surviving only in the mountain
borderlands, but has now re-established itself as a minor but significant religion drawing much of its
support from former Hindu ‘Untouchables’ who converted to Buddhism in the 20th century.
Buddhism’s founder, Siddhartha Gautama (c. 563–483 BC, though some recent historians now say
he probably lived more recently, in the 4th century BC), was from a princely family in northern India,
though he was born in Lumbini, just over the modern-day border with Nepal. He became a beggar
when he realised that material success was not a satisfactory goal in life. Through meditation and
self-denial he was, according to early Buddhist texts, able to achieve enlightenment—sitting under a
tree in Bodhgaya, which is today an important Buddhist site. He became known as the Buddha—
literally ‘the one who has achieved enlightenment’. Thereafter he was an itinerant preacher,
challenging the Brahmin priesthood with his innovative ideas. He rejected the existence of early
Hindu gods and the caste system, and developed such concepts as the ‘Four Noble Truths’ and the
‘Eightfold Path’ (see box below).
At Sarnath, now one of India most important Buddhist sites, he gathered a group of his first five
followers, the sangha, and gradually the new faith grew—with monks and nuns and lay members
joining the sangha from all castes and races. More than 200 years after the death of the Buddha, the
Mauryan emperor Ashoka converted to Buddhism and it became, in effect, the state religion. The
Ashoka rock and pillar edicts, scattered across the subcontinent, in Delhi, Orissa, Gujarat and many
other places, still testify to the proselytising zeal of the later Mauryan period. Ashoka sent Buddhist
envoys to Sri Lanka, China, Southeast Asia, the Middle East and several Mediterranean countries.
For the following millennium, Buddhism was probably the dominant faith in the subcontinent. In
that time, it underwent major changes and a series of schisms. The Buddha himself began to be
worshipped, and the earliest carved images of the Buddha date back approximately to the 1st century
AD. Rich Buddhist patrons emerged who donated large sums of money for religious buildings, and
Buddhism began to lose the egalitarianism which was so important in the early period. Greek
kingdoms in what is now Pakistan were deeply influenced by Buddhism, and inspired the
extraordinary mix of European and Indian art that is known as Gandhara sculpture. The largest of the
many schisms is reflected today in the division between Theravada Buddhism (the oldest surviving
branch of Buddhism which dominates in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia) and Mahayana Buddhism
(which dominates in China and the northeast of Asia). The most obvious difference to anyone visiting
ancient Buddhist sites is that most Mahayana Buddhists usually believe in a pantheon of Buddhas and
bodhisattvas, who are all worthy of veneration. For some Theravada Buddhists, this is too close to
Hindu-style idol worship. Both Tibetan and Zen Buddhism, the two forms of the religion best known
in the West, belong to the Mahayana branch of Buddhism. Most branches of Buddhism reject the

concept of a deity.
THE BUDDHA’S NEW IDEAS
The Four Noble Truths are that suffering is the key feature of human life; that suffering results from craving worldly things; that
release from suffering can be achieved only by eliminating cravings; and that the way to give up cravings is to follow the Eightfold
Path. This path consists of: right understanding, right intentions, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right
awareness and right concentration. Successfully following this path will lead to an absence of craving, the state of nirvana.

By the end of the 1st millennium AD, Buddhism was dying out in the land of its birth. Many of its
ideas were integrated into Hinduism, which had re-emerged in a number of different forms to become
the dominant religion. The Buddha had been transformed into an avatar of the Hindu god Vishnu. The
arrival of Islam dealt a death blow to a faith that was almost moribund. The great Buddhist university
at Nalanda in Bihar did survive until the end of the 12th century AD, when it was sacked by Muslim
forces of the Delhi sultan. Small pockets of Buddhism survived on the Ladakh plateau, in the
Himalayas and in the northeast—but in the plains Buddhism had disappeared. Foreign Buddhists
would occasionally come on a pilgrimage to the key sites of the life of the Buddha, but many of these
had become ruins or disappeared entirely.
In the 19th century, the British began the systematic, but not always very careful, excavation of the
major Buddhist sites. This led to a growth in interest in Buddhist history around the world,
particularly from Buddhist countries, which began building rest-houses and modern stupas at ancient
Buddhist locations. In the 1950s in India, the neo-Buddhist movement emerged under the leadership
of the lawyer B.R. Ambedkar. He was a former Hindu ‘Untouchable’ and led his followers into the
Buddhist faith, in the belief that it was the most egalitarian and least caste-conscious of religions. A
little later, the first large influx of Tibetan Buddhist refugees arrived in India, bringing their
distinctive brand of Buddhism to settlements in various parts of the country. From the 1960s there
was also a growing interest in Buddhism among Western visitors, as well as an increasing number of
Asian Buddhists who came on pilgrimage to visit key Buddhist sites across India. The Buddha is said
to have been born, achieved enlightenment and died on the same day of the year, and it is
commemorated as the festival of Vesakha or Buddha Jayanti (May/June) in many areas of India.

KEY CONCEPTS OF BUDDHISM
Mahayana Buddhism is the main form of Buddhism practised in China and East Asia. Mahayana
literally means ‘greater vehicle’, in contrast to the Hinayana (or ‘lesser vehicle’), which was the
polemical name the Mahayana branch gave to other schools. The first references to Mahayana
Buddhism date to about 1,000 years ago, and it became a major branch of the religion in India around
the 5th century AD. Mahayana Buddhist art tends to reflect a belief in the importance of bodhisattvas
as part of a Buddhist pantheon. Mahayana has undergone a series of further schisms, and such varied
sects as Zen, Tantric Buddhism, Pure Land Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism all belong to the
Mahayana branch.
Theravada Buddhism is the main form of Buddhism practised in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia.
Theravada literally means the ‘teaching of the elders’. It is the older and smaller of the two major
branches of Buddhism, and appears to have emerged from an early schism (c. 250 BC) during the
reign of Emperor Ashoka. Theravada puts greater emphasis on monasticism, and less of an emphasis
on the bodhisattvas than Mahayana.
Bodhisattva means ‘enlightened being’ and refers to one of a series of followers of the Buddha

who have achieved enlightenment and have an almost saint-like status among some branches of
Buddhism. The word is also used to describe incarnations of the Buddha. Important bodhisattvas
included Avalokiteshwara, Manjushri, Tara and Maitreya; their carved images are key motifs of
Indian Buddhist art. Some Buddhists consider the present Dalai Lama to be a bodhisattva.
Avalokiteshwara is the best-known and probably the most popular of the Mahayana bodhisattvas.
He is normally represented with either four or 1,000 arms, and symbolises compassion. His name
means ‘the Lord who looks down’, and he is also known as Padmapani, the ‘lotus bearer’.
Manjushri is the bodhisattva of wisdom, and one of the most important figures in the Mahayana
Buddhist pantheon. He is normally shown carrying a sword and a sacred text.
Tara is the generic name for a group of female bodhisattvas, who form part of the Mahayana
Buddhist pantheon. Most of the ‘Taras’ are described in terms of their colour: ‘Green Tara’ is
associated with enlightened activity, for example, and ‘Black Tara’ is associated with power.
Maitreya is the bodhisattva of the future—a Buddhist near-equivalent of a Messiah. He will be
the successor to the Buddha, will achieve complete enlightenment and teach the true path, or dharma.
He is often depicted seated, with his hands crossed and wearing a crown. He is sometimes shown as
part of a triad, alongside the Buddha and Avalokiteshwara. Unlike the other Mahayana bodhisattvas,
Maitreya is also an important figure in Theravada Buddhism, though more as an aspect of the Buddha
than as a different being.

JAINISM
Jainism and Buddhism emerged as important faiths in India at about the same time, in the middle of
the 1st millennium BC. Both religions have no gods, have prominent founders and place a strong
emphasis on personal consciousness and on asceticism. Jainism was always a minority religion,
unlike Buddhism which played a dominant role for more than 1,000 years. But when Buddhism all but
died out in India around the 13th century AD, Jainism survived and, in some places, thrived. Jain art
and architecture have been a major influence on Indian art and architecture as a whole. The Jain
temples at Ranakpur in Rajasthan and Shatrunjaya in Gujarat, and the colossal statue at Shravana
Belagola in Karnataka are among India’s most important and impressive monuments. Today, Jainism
has more than 4,000,000 followers in India (less than 0.4 percent of the population). Many have
proved very successful in business, and the community has an influence that outweighs its numerical
importance.
Most accounts of Jainism begin with Mahavir (c. 549–477 BC), who was born into a princely
family in what is now Bihar in northern India, but spent most of his adult life as a naked ascetic,
meditating and preaching. According to Jain tradition, Mahavir was the 24th, and last, in a long line
o f tirthankars, or ‘ford-makers’—the Jain equivalent of prophets. The tirthankars achieved perfect
wisdom by breaking all bonds with the material world. Mahavir’s immediate predecessor was
Parusnath, who is thought to have lived in the 9th century BC, and the line of tirthankars goes back to
Adinath, to whom the great Ranakpur Temple is dedicated. Many Jain temples contain almost
identical white stone carvings of all the tirthankars.
Mahavir’s message was one of self-liberation through meditation and the casting off of sensual
pleasures. Jains believe in the sanctity of all forms of life and are vegetarians. Many devout Jains
wear a face mask to stop themselves from swallowing flying insects. Jain monks and nuns take five
vows: to commit themselves to non-violence; to tell the truth; to remain chaste; not to take anything
that has not been properly given to them; and to avoid worldly attachments. They will sweep the floor

with a fly-whisk or small broom when they walk to prevent themselves killing insects accidentally.
Jain monks of the smaller Digamber (literally ‘sky-clad’) sect wear no clothes. The monks of the
larger Svetamber (‘white-clad’) sect wear white clothes.
The birthday of Mahavir, known as Mahavir Jayanti (March/April), is widely celebrated by
Jains.

SIKHISM
Sikhism is the religion founded by Guru Nanak (1469–1539), and whose male followers wear
distinctive turbans and beards. The religion draws important elements from Hinduism (such as
reincarnation) and Islam (monotheism and the central role played by a single holy book). There are
ten Sikh gurus who played a major part in the development of the faith—which is today numerically
the most important religion in the northern state of Punjab. The most important Sikh building is the
Golden Temple in the holy city of Amritsar, but there are Sikh pilgrimage sites and gurudwaras
(temples) in many parts of northern India and in Pakistan. Sikh means ‘learner’ or ‘disciple’.
Guru Nanak taught that there was only one God, Waheguru, a transcendent deity who exists in
everything—and therefore was very different from the human-like gods of Hinduism, the faith into
which the first Sikh guru was born. Guru Nanak rejected social divisions based on caste (though these
would re-emerge in later Sikhism), and also rejected the extreme asceticism of Jain monks. Under the
first three gurus, Sikhism grew gradually in the Punjab, without major incident or controversy. The
third guru, Ram Das, began constructing the pool at Amritsar and appointed his son Arjan as his
successor; all future gurus would be descendants of Arjan. Under Guru Arjan, Sikhism began to
expand more rapidly. The first version of Sikhism’s holy book, the Adi Granth (‘original book’) was
compiled, and the Mughal emperor Akbar discussed religion and politics with Guru Arjan. Amritsar
was growing into an important settlement, and a temple was constructed in the centre of the pool built
by Ram Das. To Akbar’s less liberal successor, Jehangir, the Sikhs had become a threat. Jehangir
accused Guru Arjan of supporting his rebel brother Khusrau, and imposed an enormous fine. Guru
Arjan refused to pay, and was tortured and murdered by Mughal forces in 1606.
The martyrdom of the Guru Arjan brought about a fundamental transformation of Sikhism, which
then became a martial religion. Guru Hargobind, Arjan’s son and successor, began building the
military strength of the Sikhs. By the second half of the 17th century—with the conservative and
intolerant Emperor Aurangzeb on the Mughal throne, and the proselytising ninth guru Tegh Bahadur
attempting to expand Sikhism beyond the Punjab—a major confrontation developed. Tegh Bahadur
was arrested and told to perform a miracle to prove his nearness to God. When he failed to do this, he
was ordered to convert to Islam. He refused and was beheaded on the road known as Chandni Chowk
in Old Delhi. His successor, the tenth guru, Gobind Singh, created the Khalsa, the Sikh brotherhood,
according to which all adult male Sikhs were to leave their hair uncut, to call themselves Singh
(‘lion’) and to carry a sword. He also compiled the final version of the Sikh holy book, the Granth
Sahib , and appointed the book rather than a relative or follower as his eternal successor, the 11th guru.
At the end of the 18th century, a new Sikh leader emerged, Ranjit Singh. He led what became
known as the Sikh Empire, which by 1820 included all of the Punjab andthe Kashmir valley. The
British, who had encouraged Ranjit Singh, eventually turned against his successors, and his youngest
son, Duleep Singh, was deposed in 1849 after a series of battles known as the Anglo-Sikh wars.
DULEEP SINGH

Duleep Singh (1838–93) was the last Sikh maharaja of the Punjab. He was deposed when just 11 years old, and was later sent to
London to meet Queen Victoria, who received the Kohinoor diamond as a ‘gift’ from him. Duleep Singh settled down in Britain,
living the life of a country gentleman and becoming famous for his shooting parties; he was known as the Black Prince of
Perthshire. Late in life, he turned against the British and tried to encourage the Russian tsar to invade India and restore the Sikh
Empire. He died in Paris. Two of his daughters, princesses Catherine and Sophia, became prominent suffragettes.

The Partition of India at independence from Britain in 1947 meant the division of the Punjab, the
Sikhs’ historical homeland. Large numbers of Sikhs were among the hundreds of thousands of victims
of Partition violence, and almost no Sikhs remained in the Pakistan region of the Punjab, cutting off
the Sikh community from several of their most important shrines. In the 1980s, a Sikh separatist
movement emerged in the Indian Punjab, and the government of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi ordered
the army into the Golden Temple complex, where Sikh militants had taken sanctuary. A few months
later, Mrs Gandhi was shot dead by two of her Sikh bodyguards. By the mid-90s, the separatist
movement had lost strength, and today Punjab state is peaceful and safe for visitors. In 2004, Dr
Manmohan Singh became India’s first Sikh prime minister.
Among the key Sikh festivals are Guru Nanak’s birthday (November) and Baisakhi (April),
which marks the foundation of the Khalsa in 1699.

ISLAM
The impact of Islam on Indian society and culture has been enormous. From the late 12th to the mid19th centuries, a series of Muslim dynasties ruled much of north India, and often extended their
empires well beyond the north. The influence of the Mughals is world famous, with the Taj Mahal and
Humayun’s Tomb among their most impressive memorials. However, the earlier Sultanate period of
Muslim rule has left its own deep aesthetic mark on Indian architecture. The Qutb Minar in Delhi is
the most renowned example from this time; but the less well-known medieval mosques and tombs of
Kashmir, Bengal, Jaunpur, Gujarat and the Deccan all bear witness to how Islamic styles were
integrated, in so many different ways, with local architectural and artistic traditions. At the time of
independence in 1947, Pakistan (including the area of East Pakistan which is now Bangladesh) was
created as a homeland for South Asia’s Muslims, but many Muslims decided to stay in India; they
currently form about 14 percent of the population, easily the largest minority group. There is one
Muslim-majority state, Jammu and Kashmir, while significant Muslim minorities are present in all the
major states of India.
Islam is the monotheistic religion founded by the Prophet Muhammad in the early 7th century. It
draws on Jewish and Christian traditions, and the three religions have many prophets in common.
Abraham and Moses, Jesus and Mary are all important figures in Islam’s holy book, the Koran. The
first authenticated Muslim incursion into the subcontinent was in the 8th century, when Arab forces
reached the southern part of what is now Pakistan. However, according to oral tradition in Kerala, a
local king, Cheruman Perumal, was the first Indian to convert to Islam, while the Prophet Muhammad
was still living. He is said to have travelled to Mecca, and died as he was returning home. His
companions are believed to have built the first mosque in India, at Cranganore in Kerala.
The first major Muslim raids on the Indian heartland were by the forces of Mahmud of Ghazni, in
modern-day Afghanistan, in the early 11th century. The Ghaznavid attacks were almost annual affairs,
with large raiding parties plundering the fabled wealth of India. Many temples were sacked,
including, in 1026, the great Shiva temple at Somnath. The raid reached as far west as Bahraich, in
what is now central Uttar Pradesh. Mahmud’s son-in-law, Salar Masud, died in battle just north of

Bahraich in 1033. His tomb is probably the oldest authenticated Muslim grave in India and is an
important pilgrimage site, though the oldest buildings at the site belong to the later Tughlaq period.
The earliest invaders did not make serious attempts to convert non-Muslims to Islam or to build
permanent settlements. Ghaznavid accounts of the invasions describe the killings of huge numbers of
infidels and Muslim heretics in a way that is formulaic and repetitive, suggesting that much of it may
have been invented. The Ghaznavids seem to have run something closer to a protection racket, and
allowed existing non-Muslim rulers to remain in power, so long as they paid a sufficient tribute.
Muslim rule in India can be dated from 1192, when the army of Muhammad of Ghor captured Delhi
from Prithviraj Chauhan. Like the Ghaznavids, the Ghorids were also from modern-day Afghanistan,
and Muhammad of Ghor left behind several of his Turkic-origin generals, who had once been his
slaves, or Mamluks, and so the Slave or Mamluk Dynasty was born. They built the Qutb Minar and,
next to it, what is probably the oldest surviving mosque in India (though some historians make that
claim for a ruined mosque at Bhadreshwar in Gujarat). The earliest Muslims are all thought to have
belonged to the majority Sunni sect of Islam, and were keen not to dilute their mainly Turkic
leadership group by allowing conversions from other religions. The most important task of the new
rulers was to remit funds back to Muhammad of Ghor, but when he died the most senior general,
Qutbuddin Aibak, became sultan of Delhi—a move that signalled his independence from the Ghorid
leaders in Afghanistan. Early Sultanate coins show Hindu gods, and the Sanskrit-derived Devanagari
script—an indication that they were not attempting to turn India into an Islamic country. They did
destroy temples, but, as some historians have pointed out, new Hindu rulers would often do the same
with the temples of their defeated Hindu rivals.
Many early Indian Muslims were, in fact, converted by itinerant Sufi mystics—Muslim preachers
whose relationship with mainstream Islam was often somewhat detached. This gave Islam in India a
distinctly unorthodox flavour, and encouraged the mingling of religious and cultural traditions. The
first of the great Indian Sufis was Moinuddin Chishti, born in modern-day Afghanistan, and founder of
the Chishti order of Sufis. His shrine in Ajmer in Rajasthan is the most important Muslim pilgrimage
site in India. Chishti preached a tolerant, mystical, anti-materialist form of Islam which would have
not seemed very foreign to many Indians. He and his successors won many converts; they also had
many other followers who did not convert to Islam but nevertheless continued to visit Sufi shrines and
pay reverence to the Sufi saints, almost as if they were Hindu gods. Islam was also attractive to some
Hindus who were consigned to a lower social position by the caste system, and in the most extreme
case, in Kashmir, almost all non-Brahmins converted to Islam.
DEOBAND & BAREILLY
Two distinct schools of thought emerged among South Asian Sunni Muslims, named after the towns in northern India in which
they first emerged. The Deobandis, from Deoband, are more austere and conservative, while the Barelvis, from Bareilly, are more
liberal, closer to Sufism, and believe in the importance of Muslim saints, or pirs, as objects of devotion and as a means of getting
closer to God. Barelvis see the Prophet Muhammad as semi-divine, an ‘omnipresent light’, and their mosques and tombs tend to
be more ornate than those of Deobandis.

His successor as head of the Chishti order was Qutbuddin Bakhtiyar, whose shrine is near the Qutb
Minar in south Delhi. Several other Sufi mystics from the order left their mark on Sultanate Delhi, and
sometimes clashed with the sultan. There was a great influx of Muslim scholars and preachers in the
13th and 14th centuries. They came partly because they were fleeing the Mongols who had invaded
several other Muslim lands and partly because the court in Delhi, and a series of provincial
sultanates, welcomed them. India also attracted Muslims from the countries to the west; they came to

India to seek their fortunes, or to develop a successful military or political career. In many ways this
pattern would be echoed in the 18th and 19th centuries with European migration to India.
Under the Mughals, Islam took a variety of distinctive forms—most famously a period of tolerance
and religious dialogues under Akbar, and of intolerance and conservatism under Aurangzeb. Akbar
came under a number of influences, including Sufism and Shia Islam, as well as non-Muslim
traditions. Early in his adult life, Akbar married a Hindu Rajput wife, celebrated Hindu festivals and
lifted discriminatory taxes against Hindus. But Akbar also went much further than mere tolerance: he
was fascinated by religion, and presided over a series of discussions and debates between members
of different faiths in his new city of Fatehpur Sikri—built alongside a Sufi shrine of the Chishti order.
The participants included Sunni, Shia and Ismaili Muslims, Jain monks, Christian priests, and a very
wide range of Hindus, including Vaishnavites, Shaivites, and numerous ascetics, mendicants and
living saints. Akbar promulgated his own religion, Din Ilahi, usually translated as the ‘divine faith’,
but more literally the ‘religion of God’, a synthesis of Islam and Hinduism, and with some
borrowings from Christianity, Jainism and Zoroastrianism. It never attracted much of a following, but
it represented a genuine attempt to find common ground between religions, as well as to boost
Akbar’s own temporal and spiritual status as the founder of a faith. In his religion, Akbar was
presented as the Insaan-i Kamil (the ‘perfect man’).
Some orthodox Muslims found Akbar’s attitude towards Islam deeply troubling. A religious fatwa
was issued, calling on all Muslims to rebel and support the claims to the throne of Akbar’s halfbrother Hakim. But Akbar’s position was strong: he had the support of most of the Hindu princes, and
the rebellion petered out. Akbar’s immediate successors, Jehangir and Shah Jahan, tended to be a
little more orthodox in public—though privately Jehangir sought advice from a Hindu hermit, and
happily ate pork and drank wine during Ramadan.
Aurangzeb made a serious attempt to reunite the different strands of Islam that had developed in
South Asia under a more conservative, traditional banner, and led the fight against what he saw as
heresy and Hindu idolatry. The attempt was ultimately a failure, and many suffered along the way,
including Aurangzeb’s older brother Dara Shikoh, a religious scholar and builder of the Pari Mahal in
Kashmir. He argued that ‘the essential nature of Hinduism is identical with that of Islam’, and was
murdered on the orders of his brother. So was Tegh Bahadur, the ninth Sikh guru. Some well-known
Hindu temples were destroyed, punitive taxes on Hindus were reintroduced, alcohol and opium were
outlawed, and the imperial court no longer employed singers and dancers. However, in the 18th
century, Islam became even more diffuse, with the emergence of several powerful Muslim kingdoms,
often led by Shia descendants of Persian fortune seekers. The Shia rulers had a number of practices
that set them apart from the Sunni majority: for instance Muharram, the period of mourning for the
Prophet’s grandsons, was marked as a major religious occasion, with processions through the streets
and the construction of special buildings known as
. The Shia rulers took extravagance and
ostentation to a new level, but their courts were also centres of Islamic learning, attracting poets,
scholars, calligraphers and Shia theologians from other parts of the Muslim world.
During the Uprising of 1857, there was an attempt by some Muslims to convert what began as a
mutiny into a religious war—with the last Mughal emperor, Bahadur Shah Zafar, as the leader of a
jihad against the British. But many Muslims also supported the British, and others were keen to ally
with Hindus against the colonial powers. In the years after the Uprising, new divisions emerged
among Muslims: some, such as Sir Syed Ahmed Khan, who founded what became the Aligarh Muslim
University, saw themselves as modernisers; while others preached a return to more conservative
Muslim values.
IMAMBARAS

By the 20th century, there was growing concern among some Muslims about Hindu assertiveness,
and this contributed to the emergence of Muslim separatism, which eventually culminated in the
creation of Pakistan. Many Muslims fled India at Partition, but huge numbers also remained behind
and India still maintains one state with a Muslim majority, Jammu and Kashmir. The separatist
movement that emerged there in the late 1980s was largely secular, but gradually took on a more antiHindu and orthodox Muslim form. Many Hindus were forced out of the Kashmir valley, and
conservative Muslim groups have attempted to close down cinemas and alcohol shops, and to force
women to cover their heads.
India’s powerful Hindu nationalist parties tend to be very suspicious of Muslims—some of whom
they accuse of being secret supporters of Pakistan. Muslims have suffered disproportionately in the
religious rioting that has erupted sporadically in different parts of the country. While a few Indian
Muslims have responded with violence, this has been very much the exception, and the culture of
Islam in India remains largely tolerant, if sometimes very conservative on social and gender issues.
JESUS IN ISLAM
Jesus, or Isa, is the second to last of the Muslim prophets, before Muhammad, and, according to the Koran, he was not killed or
crucified, but raised to heaven by God. He is often referred to as Ibn Maryam, or son of Mary. Mary, as in the New Testament, is
a virgin when she gives birth to Jesus, but the setting is quite different—under a palm tree, rather than in a manger.

KEY CONCEPTS OF ISLAM IN INDIA
Sunni Islam is the majority sect of Islam, to which most Indian Muslims belong. The split with Shia
Islam, the largest minority sect, dates back to the years following the death of the Prophet
Muhammad. The dispute, essentially over who should succeed the Prophet, led to open warfare and
the Battle of Karbala in ad 680, at which the Prophet’s grandson Hussain was killed. Shias consider
the Prophet’s son-in-law, Ali, and his grandsons Hussain and Hassan to be his true successors, or
imams, rather than the Sunni caliph who was victorious at Karbala. Shias and Sunnis follow identical
versions of the Muslim holy book, the Koran or Qur’an.
There are several other smaller sects of Islam with a significant following in India. The Ismailis
are a branch of Shi’ism which follows a different order of imams as successors to the Prophet
Muhammad. According to Ismailis, there were just seven imams, of whom Ismail ibn Jafar was the last.
The main branch of Shi’ism believes there were 12 imams. The largest branch of the Ismailis are
followers of the Aga Khan, while another smaller group are the Bohras, who are concentrated in
Gujarat and Mumbai. The Ahmadis or Qadianis are a sect which calls itself Muslim, but does not
believe that Muhammed was the final prophet of Islam. Instead, they say the 19th-century religious
leader Mirza Ghulam Ahmed, based in Qadian in the Indian Punjab, was the last of the prophets.
Ahmadis believe Jesus, or Isa, did not die on the cross, but escaped to Kashmir where he preached
and was buried in a tomb in the heart of old Srinagar.
Sufism is a way of practising Islam that cuts across the traditional sectarian boundaries, though
most of its followers are Sunni. It has strong mystical elements, and helps and encourages its
followers to attain a spiritual closeness to God. There are several Sufi orders—the Chishti order,
founded by the 13th-century Sufi Moinuddin Chishti, is the most important in South Asia.
The Five Pillars of Islam are accepted by most sects of Islam, though sometimes in slightly different
forms and with some additional pillars. The Five Pillars are as follows:

1 The shahadah is the creed of Islam in which believers testify that ‘there is no God but God, and
Muhammad is the messenger of God’. Some Shia Muslims add the phrase ‘and Ali is beloved of
God’.
2 Salah, or prayer, is performed facing towards Mecca, which is why all South Asian mosques are
aligned to the west. Traditionally, Muslims pray five times a day.
3 Zakah is the practice of charitable giving.
4 Sawm (fasting) is practised during daylight hours during the holy month of
Ramadan.
5 Hajj is the pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca in Saudi Arabia.
Masjid is the Arabic and Urdu word for a mosque, literally meaning ‘place of prostration’, and is
commonly used in Indian English. A Jama Masjid, or Friday Mosque, is usually the main mosque in a
particular area, where a large congregation gathers on a Friday, the Muslim weekly holiday, and will
listen to an imam, maulana or maulvi preaching a sermon.
Islamic prophets: in Islam, Muhammad is the last (or ‘seal’) of the prophets, most of whom are
immediately recognisable to those brought up in the Jewish or Christian traditions—and are all
venerated in Islam. For instance, Musa is Moses, Ibrahim is Abraham, Daud is David and Isa is
Jesus.

MUSLIM FESTIVALS
& COMMEMORATIONS
Muharram is a month in the Islamic calendar, particularly associated with Shia ceremonies marking
the anniversary of the death of the Prophet Muhammad’s grandson Hussain at Karbala. For Shias it is
a period of mourning, and in some places devotees flagellate themselves during public processions as
part of the remembrance of the death of Hussain.
Ramadan is the name of the month in the Islamic calendar when Muslims fast between dawn and
dusk. It is often referred to as Ramazan in the subcontinent.
Eid or Id (pronounced ‘eed’) means festival—and refers to either of two important religious
festivals in the Islamic calendar. Eid ul-Fitr (‘festival of the breaking of the fast’) takes place at the
end of Ramadan, and lasts three days. The Islamic calendar is based on the phases of the moon, and
Eid ul-Fitr is celebrated when the new moon is spotted that marks the beginning of a new month. Eid
ul-Adha (‘festival of the sacrifice’) is better known as Bakri Eid (‘goat festival’) in South Asia.
Large numbers of goats are sacrificed on Eid ul-Adha, which commemorates the day on which the
prophet Ibrahim (the Judeo-Christian Abraham) nearly killed his eldest son, Ismail (Ishmael), for
whom God substituted a goat at the last minute. In Jewish and Christian tradition the would-be
sacrificial victim was Abraham’s second son, Isaac. In Muslim tradition, all Arabs, and therefore the
Prophet Muhammad, were descendants of Ismail.

CHRISTIANITY IN INDIA
Christians form India’s third largest religious group, after Hindus and Muslims, and number about 25
million. Christians live in almost every part of the country, but the biggest populations are in the
southern states of Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Goa. They are the majority group in three small
northeastern states: Meghalaya, Nagaland and Mizoram; and there are many Christians in India’s
central tribal belt.

There are very few sources for the early history of Christianity in India, which therefore relies
largely on local oral tradition. There were certainly Christian communities in south India in the first
few centuries after the death of Christ, and most Indian Christians date the arrival of their faith in
India to as early as ad 52. On that date, according to local tradition, the apostle Thomas made landfall
at Kodungallur (formerly known as Cranganore) in modern-day Kerala, and then lived and preached
the gospel at Mylapore, not far from Chennai (formerly Madras). He was then said to have been
murdered by priests, presumably Hindus, in ad 72. Many Kerala Christians continue to identify
themselves as St Thomas Christians or Nasranis (probably derived from Nazarenes, meaning from
Nazareth). Other Christian traditions also speak of Thomas travelling to and living in north India, and
of another apostle, Bartholomew, visiting India. More obscure and unauthenticated traditions have
Jesus surviving the crucifixion and eventually moving to, and dying in, Kashmir.
By the 6th century AD, Syrian Christians from the Middle East were travelling regularly to Kerala
as missionaries and traders, and their South Asian brethren adopted Syriac as the liturgical language,
which is still in use by Syrian Orthodox congregations in Kerala.
The next major impetus to the growth of Christianity was the arrival of the Portuguese in 1498,
though the French missionary Jordanus had lived and preached in India more than 150 years earlier.
The Portuguese encouraged Christian missionary activity, and in particular the mass conversions
carried out by St Francis Xavier in Goa and various other places along the coast of western India.
ST FRANCIS OF GOA
Francis Xavier (1506–52) was a Jesuit missionary who in ten years travelled to India, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, the Philippines, China
and Japan. He is regarded as having converted more people to Christianity than anyone except St Paul. He is reputed to have
performed miracles wherever he went: raising the dead, turning salt water fresh, speaking in tongues, floating on air and restoring
withered limbs. Goa was Francis Xavier’s base—and his mummified body can be seen in the Bom Jesus Basilica in Old Goa.

The Portuguese also introduced the Latin Rite and converted some of the early Kerala Christians to
Roman Catholicism. The Inquisition was introduced in 1560, originally as a means of countering
heresy, but soon becoming a tool of forced conversion—thousands of people were brought to trial,
and several dozen executed.
The first Protestant missionary is thought to have been a German, Bartholomäus Ziegenbalg, who
arrived in 1708 in the Danish enclave of Tranquebar, in modern-day Tamil Nadu. There he
established a printing press and translated the New Testament into Tamil. At the end of the 18th
century another Danish enclave, Serampore in Bengal, became the home of the most famous of the
missionaries, the British Baptist William Carey—and he was followed by many more missionaries
from a variety of Protestant denominations. American Baptists were particularly successful in gaining
converts to Christianity in the northeast, while in many other parts of the country missionaries became
key providers of education and health services. Most converts were drawn from tribal people and
former Untouchables, now known as Dalits.
Foreign and local Christians still play an important role in health care and education, and, until her
death in 1997, Mother Teresa—an ethnic Albanian nun born in the former Yugoslav republic of
Macedonia—was the world’s most famous missionary. She founded the Missionaries of Charity in
Kolkata in 1950, best known for providing refuge and care for the dying. Many Hindu nationalists are
opposed to Christian missionaries, whom they accuse of ‘forcibly converting’ Hindus; disputes over
missionary activities have led to conflict in several states, including Gujarat and Orissa.

JUDAISM IN INDIA
There are only a few thousand Jews living in modern India, but there are several distinct communities
that claim Jewish heritage in different parts of the country. Best known are the Cochin Jews, who
now number less than 50. The fine synagogue in Old Cochin is a reminder of what was once a vibrant
community of several thousand, divided into Black Jews and White Jews, depending largely on the
colour of their skin. Both groups claimed to have been the first Jews in India, and would usually date
their arrival to ad 72, two years after the Roman destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem
(though some date their arrival to the time of King Solomon, possibly a whole millennium earlier).
The earliest definite reference to the Jews of Cochin is from the 10th century AD.
The largest Jewish community in India are the Bene Israel (‘Sons of Israel’), who are thought to
number about 4,000. They are Marathi-speakers and have lived for many centuries in western India,
near Mumbai. According to Bene Israeli tradition, they are all descended from seven men and seven
women shipwrecked off the western coast of India. Cut off from other Jews, they became assimilated
with the rest of the local population, retaining only a few traditions such as the Jewish Sabbath and
circumcision. From the mid-18th century onwards, they came back into contact with other Jewish
communities and adopted mainstream Jewish traditions and rituals.
The most recent Jewish migrants to India were the Arabic-speaking Baghdadi Jews, who came not
only from Iraq but also from other parts of the Middle East, mainly as traders and businessmen. Most
of them settled in Mumbai and Kolkata in the 19th century, and many were very successful in business
—they built several fine synagogues that are little used today. The best known of the Baghdadi Jewish
families are the Sassoons, after whom a library, a school and the main fishing docks in Mumbai are
named. Most Baghdadi Jewish families have now left India.
THE BAGHDADI JEWISH SASSOONS
The founder of the Sassoon business dynasty was David Sassoon of Baghdad, who moved to Mumbai in 1832, creating a trading
empire that became a major force in India, China, Southeast Asia and Britain. Although he did not speak English, he became a
British citizen, and was buried in the graveyard of the synagogue in Pune. His grandson married a Rothschild and became a
British MP; and one of his great-grandsons was the poet Siegfried Sassoon.

There are two other communities that claim to be descendants of the Lost Tribes of Israel,
dispersed, according to the Bible, after the destruction of the northern kingdom of Israel in the 8th
century BC. The Mizo Jews, or Bnei Manashe, are a community of about 5,000 people living in the
states of Mizoram and Manipur, close to the Burmese border. They claim to be members of the Lost
Tribe of Manesseh, but retained very few, if any, Jewish traditions until they were ‘rediscovered’ in
the 1970s. More than 1,000 Mizo Jews have migrated to Israel. The Telugu Jews, or Bene Ephraim
(‘sons of Ephraim’), are an even smaller group, who rediscovered their Jewish roots in the 1980s.
They live near Guntur in the southern state of Andhra Pradesh, and have not been granted the level of
recognition as Jews that Israel has accorded to the Mizos.
Tens of thousands of young Israelis come as tourists to India every year, often after completing
military service. In some places—particularly Dharamsala and Manali in the northern state of
Himachal Pradesh—there are so many Israelis that shop signs and menus are written in Hebrew, and
there is a small makeshift synagogue on the outskirts of Dharamsala.

ZOROASTRIANISM IN INDIA

India has about 70,000 Zoroastrians, known as Parsis, as descendants of migrants from Persia (or
Pars); most of them live in Mumbai. The Parsi community, though only a tiny percentage of the Indian
population, is very affluent and influential.
The Parsis are followers of the Prophet Zarathustra (or Zoroaster), who is thought to have lived in
Central Asia at some point between 1100 and 600 BC. The religion is monotheistic, with Ahura
Mazda as the one God. Zoroastrian theology is complex, and most Parsis will tell you, more simply,
that their religion preaches ‘good thoughts, good words, good deeds’. Parsis are sometimes
incorrectly portrayed as fire-worshippers, partly because their shrines, or agiaries, are known as firetemples in English. The most important agiaries have permanently burning fires, before which Parsis
pray—but they are worshipping God, not the fire. The religion is non-congregational, and priests do
not deliver sermons in agiaries, but preside over key rituals such as the navjote, the coming-of-age
ceremony, or at marriages and funerals. The liturgical language of Zoroastrianism is Avestan, which
is no longer spoken—and most Parsis have either Gujarati or English as their mother tongue. Parsis
are expected to marry within the community. There are major divisions within the community about
whether Parsis who ‘marry out’, and their children, can still be Parsis. Orthodox Parsis wear a string
around their waist, known as a kusti, and a cotton vest, known as a sudrah.
Parsis consider the elements earth, fire and water to be sacred, and not to be defiled by dead
bodies. Therefore, traditionally, the corpses of Parsis are left in the open, in huge cylindrical
buildings known as Towers of Silence , such as the one on Malabar Hill in Mumbai, where they can
decay gradually and be picked clean by vultures. However, many Parsis now opt for cremation, and
the scarcity of vultures has led to gruesome tales of rotting bodies inside the Towers of Silence.
PARSIS & VULTURES
The South Asian vulture population has become almost extinct in recent years. The cause is the widespread use of the drug
Diclofenac on cattle, which results in renal failure in vultures that eat cattle flesh. A photograph smuggled out of a Tower of
Silence showed piles of partially decomposed bodies and no vultures. Solar reflectors have been placed on the Towers of Silence
to accelerate the speed of decomposition, and there are plans to construct a vulture aviary especially for the Parsi community.

HISTORY OF PARSI ZOROASTRIANS
The first of several waves of Zoroastrian migrants from Persia are thought to have arrived in India
more than 1,000 years ago, fleeing religious persecution in their homeland. Until the 7th century AD,
Zoroastrianism was the state religion of the Persian Sassanid Empire, but the arrival of Islam and end
of the Sassanid Dynasty almost obliterated Zoroastrianism. The migrants became known as Parsis,
literally ‘from Pars’, the province that also gave Persia its name. They settled in Gujarat and were
allowed by the local Hindu rulers to keep their faith, so long as they agreed not to encourage nonZoroastrians to convert. They adopted local dress and language, though their cuisine remains
distinctive, with its extensive use of eggs and a large variety of lentils.
The earliest Parsi documents are a series of requests for advice on religious matters sent to Persian
Zoroastrians between the 13th and 16th centuries. In the 17th century, educated Parsis began to move
to the larger towns, Surat and then Mumbai, and became key figures in the banking and shipbuilding
industries. The British openly favoured the Parsis, believing them to be more hard-working and
honest than other Indians. The small Parsi community in Mumbai prospered, more Parsi migrants
came from the countryside and a new wave of Zoroastrian migration from Persia got underway. The
newcomers, who are still known as Iranis—and who often have Irani as a surname, are well-known

for their restaurants in Mumbai. Many Parsis in Mumbai live in large Parsi-only housing estates,
known as baugs.
Several of India’s largest and best-known business houses are owned by Parsi families, such as the
Tatas, the Wadias and the Godrejs. Famous Parsis include the novelist Rohinton Mistry, the rock star
Freddie Mercury, the conductor Zubin Mehta, India’s first field marshal, Sam Maneckshaw, and
Indira Gandhi’s husband, Feroze Gandhi.

BAHA’IS IN INDIA
The Baha’i faith is thought to be India’s fastest growing religion, with more than two million
adherents. The Baha’i Mandir, or Lotus Temple, in Delhi has become a major visitor attraction, and
probably India’s best-known modern building.
The Baha’i faith was founded in Persia in 1863 by Baha’ullah, a follower of a Persian mystic
called the Bab (‘gateway’), who was executed for apostasy by the Tehran government in 1850.
Baha’ullah declared himself to be the Promised One, or Messiah of all religions. The core principles
of the Baha’i faith are normally summarised as the unity of God, religion and mankind. The first
Baha’i teacher came to India in the 1870s and gained its first converts. It remained a largely urban
religion until the 1950s, when large numbers of rural, usually low-caste Hindus in central India
converted to the faith. By the time the Lotus Temple in Delhi was inaugurated in 1986, India had
become the country with the largest population of Baha’is in the world.

GENERAL PRACTICAL TIPS
PLANNING YOUR TRIP
It makes sense to plan a visit to India around one or two places that you definitely want to see, and
add on additional locations depending on time, budget, ease of travel, weather and interest. Some
first-time visitors try to cram too much into one visit; others ignore the weather when making
preparations (see Climate, below). Some visitors come to India as part of a tour group, a few of
which specialise in historical and cultural holidays and may include less well-known places in their
itineraries. But independent travel in India has also become much easier and can be highly
recommended, though be prepared for frustrations. There are now decent hotels in all cities and many
towns; internal flights are much more reliable and frequent; and it is possible to rent a car and driver,
and still travel more cheaply—mile for mile—than one would on public transport in many places in
the West.
There are several well-travelled tourist routes, with a good tourist infrastructure, but travellers
sometimes complain that they are herded around like cattle and have few genuine opportunities for
interacting with Indians, or of seeing the ‘real’ India, in any of its multifarious incarnations. This
makes it all the more worthwhile, when you are visiting famous Indian sites, to make a side-visit to
somewhere less well-known. And if you are feeling more adventurous, head for places that are not on
the busiest tourist routes: Maharashtra is one such example.

TRAVELLING TO INDIA
By air
Most visitors enter India through the airports of either Delhi or Mumbai (or possibly Kolkata,
Chennai or Bangalore), although there are a growing number of international airports across the
country. Delhi is better for trips to the north; Mumbai for the south. But the two cities are connected
by more than 20 flights a day, and both are well-connected to the rest of the country, so there is no
huge advantage of choosing one over the other. Many travellers want to visit places in the north and
the south—and so might get an incoming flight routed via Mumbai, and leave from Delhi, or vice
versa. A growing number of international airlines have flights to India, and there is also a burgeoning
charter flight market. Relatively new India-based airlines, such as Jet and Kingfisher, fly from Europe
and often provide better value for money than Western airlines, as well as excellent hospitality. Many
travellers also use Middle Eastern airlines such as Emirates or Gulf, which often provide the best
connections to a wide range of other cities in Europe, the Middle East and Africa. From east coast
America it is best to fly to India via Europe; from the west coast it is usually quicker and cheaper to
fly via Southeast Asia, from where there are many shorter onward flights to India. From Australia—
though there are direct flights—many travellers fly via Singapore or Thailand.

Visas
Almost all visitors to India need a visa. Most travellers come on tourist visas, which are easiest to
obtain at the Indian Embassy, High Commission or Consulate in your home country. Some Indian
missions have outsourced visa services, and the regulations governing the issuing of visas change
frequently. Tourist visas normally take up to a week to be issued, and are usually valid for six
months. From 2010, on a trial basis, the nationals of some countries are being issued visas on arrival.

Up-to-date information about visas, as well as downloadable application forms, are available on the
Internet—check the website of your local Indian mission. It is extremely hard to get tourist visas
extended within India. Only foreigners staying longer than six months need to register in India—so
this normally affects those on business, spouse or student visas. The main cities each have a
Foreigners Regional Registration Office, where visa issues are dealt with:
• Mumbai: 3rd floor, Special Branch Building, Badruddin Tayabji Lane, behind St. Xavier’s
College, 400001. T: 022 22621169;
• Delhi: East Block-VIII, Level-II, Sector-1, R.K. Puram, 110066. T: 011 26711443;
• Kolkata: 237, Acharya Jagdish Chandra Bose Road, 700020. T: 033 224700549;
• Chennai: Shastri Bhawan, 26, Haddows Road, 600006. T: 044 23454970;
• Bangalore: MHA, No. 55, Double Road (near ESI Hospital), Indira Nagar, 560038. T: 080
25297683.
Special permission is required for certain restricted areas, mainly in the northeast and along
India’s external borders—enquire when applying for your visa. Carry photocopies of your key
documents in case of theft or loss.

CLIMATE
India is a country of climatic extremes, with some of the hottest, coldest, wettest and driest places on
the planet. All the severely cold places are in the Himalayas, where winter temperatures in Ladakh,
for instance, fall as low as -30˚C. The hottest places are in the west—in the desert in Rajasthan and,
during May and June, in Gujarat, where the temperatures regularly reach above 45˚C; and parts of
Rajasthan can go several years without a drop of rainfall. By contrast, the hilly northeastern state of
Meghalaya has several of the rainiest places in the world, each with a yearly average of over 11m of
rain. However, for most of India, it is possible to divide the climate into three seasons: the cool, the
hot and the wet.
The cool season: November to March is the best time to visit most parts of India. However, the
Himalayan hill-stations are then cold and snow-bound, and Ladakh is bitterly cold and inaccessible
by road. In the plains of northern India, the temperatures around New Year can dip down to less than
5˚C at night, and it is advisable to take warm clothing. Delhi can be extremely foggy over the New
Year period. The south never really gets cold by European or North American standards, and visitors
rarely need warm clothing, except in the hill-stations.
The hot season: From mid-March until the arrival of the monsoon rains in June and July is the
hottest part of the year in most parts of the country. This is an excellent period to visit India’s many
hill-stations. It is possible to travel in other parts of the country, but it can be extremely hot in the
middle of the day, with temperatures in many places well over 40˚C. One advantage is that the
crowds at the major tourist locations are much smaller. Air-conditioned accommodation and transport
are advisable—as are sunhats. Try to visit unshaded sites in the early morning or just before sunset.
The wet season: The dominant feature of the Indian weather system is the monsoon, on which so
much of the largely agricultural economy depends. The monsoon rains, which start in early June in
Kerala, are often torrential and regularly flood parts of the country.
The monsoon gradually moves north and west across India, covering most of the subcontinent by
mid-July, and begins to peter out by late August. Humidity is very high throughout this period; always
carry lots of water, and wear light cotton clothing. Travelling is slower and more difficult at this
time, and it is not possible to swim in the sea, but India during the monsoon is at its most lush and

beautiful—some returning travellers say that this has become their favourite time to visit. As the
monsoon ends, the country has a second, slightly cooler, hot season. Then the eastern states have a
second monsoon, between mid-October and early December, while temperatures dip in the rest of the
country.

WHAT TO TAKE
Loose-fitting cotton clothing, comfortable walking shoes and a sunhat are essential for travellers to
most parts of India. Slip-on shoes or sandals are useful if you plan to visit lots of mosques and
temples, where you have to remove your footwear. A wraparound piece of cloth, such as a sarong or
a lungi, easily purchased in India, is useful as a protection against the sun, or as a makeshift skirt, or a
towel. Women will sometimes attract unwelcome attention from local men if they have bare arms or
legs, so long skirts and long-sleeved blouses are useful. Getting clothes cleaned is usually quick and
cheap—therefore you do not need to carry too much clothing for your entire trip.
Most toiletries and medicines can bought in India, but there are usually only a limited variety of
brands available. Some travellers report problems buying tampons, inhalers and contact lens solution
in smaller towns. Other useful items that you may wish to take with you are ear-plugs, face-masks
(available on airlines) and, if you plan to stay at basic hotels, an impregnated mosquito net, a multisize bathplug and a small flashlight. Indian electric plugs normally have two or three round pins, and
it is possible to buy adaptors locally. Suncream is available in India, but some travellers complain
that it is of a poor quality and there is a more limited range of sunscreen factors than in many other
countries.
Seek medical advice before you travel. It is important to check that your immunisations are up-todate. Many travellers get vaccinated against hepatitis A, and take anti-malarial tablets. Your doctor
or travel clinic should be able to advise which anti-malarial you should take. It is also advisable to
carry a simple first-aid kit.
Most mobile phones with a roaming facility work in India, which has a wide network across towns
and cities; and many hotels have wireless Internet connections for laptops.
Many travellers now use international credit and debit cards in India, and get Indian rupees from
ATMs, which can be found in most large towns and cities. Indian rupees are hard to find outside
India, and most travellers change some money (or travellers’ cheques) on arrival at the airport, where
exchange rates are usually better than at hotels. US dollars, euros and British pounds are the best
currencies to bring to India, and they can be changed at most hotels and some banks.

ARRIVING IN INDIA
Visitors to India are allowed to carry two litres of alcoholic drink and 200 cigarettes. There are no
restrictions on how much foreign currency a tourist may bring to India, but anyone carrying more than
the equivalent of $10,000 needs to fill in a currency declaration form on arrival. All visitors fill out
disembarkation cards with attached customs declarations—these are normally handed out on the
plane but are also available in the arrivals area at the airport. Passengers first go through
immigration, where there are sometimes very long queues, before picking up their luggage and
passing through customs. Hang onto the small tear-off customs declaration form, which you will
usually be asked for before you leave the main part of the airport building. After customs, there are
small booths with money-changing facilities.
Many hotels will send a car and driver to pick you up from the airport. The driver will normally be

waiting for you, carrying a board with your name written on it. Alternatively, hire a pre-paid taxi
from one of the booths before you leave the airport building. It is not advisable to take a private taxi
from outside the airport. Travellers have reported a variety of taxi scams in which passengers are
told that their pre-booked hotels have closed down or been affected by riots—so that the taxi drivers
can get a commission from an alternative hotel. Buses are also available from some airports, but their
timings are unreliable and they are seldom used by foreign visitors.

TRAVELLING IN INDIA
By air
Air travel in India has become easier and cheaper in recent years. The country has more than 70
commercial airports running scheduled internal flights operated by a growing number of private
airlines, as well as the state-owned Air India. Jet and Kingfisher, both privately owned, are the
biggest airlines, with a wide selection of routes linking the major cities and some smaller ones; they
each have no-frills subsidiaries, JetLite and Kingfisher Red. The cheaper airlines tend to have tighter
restrictions on baggage weight (sometimes 15kg), and some do not provide any free refreshments on
board. Alcohol is not served on any internal flights in India.
Internal flights can be booked at the same time as your international flights. It is also easy to book
tickets in India. If you want to avoid queuing at airline offices, local travel agencies can book your
ticket for a small fee, as can many hotel travel desks. It is also fairly simple to book your tickets
online, via airline websites or www.yatra.com, but you will normally be expected to print your eticket. Most airlines have ticket offices just outside the terminal building, and it is often possible to
pick up pre-booked tickets by quoting the six-character reference number (the PNR) and showing
your passport. This is particularly useful for last-minute bookings, if you are travelling directly to the
airport from somewhere remote, or if you have been unable to find a printer for your e-ticket. All
non-resident foreigners pay ‘dollar fares’, which are significantly higher than the local rate.

By rail
India has a large, well-run railway network linking most parts of the country, and many regular
visitors to India insist on travelling by train wherever possible. Travelling by train is cheaper than
flying, and often more interesting. One gets to see the Indian countryside and meet lots of other
travellers, and, best of all, it is an excellent opportunity to meet Indians. Particularly for longer
journeys, though, trains are a lot slower than planes. It can also be slightly more complicated getting a
ticket, and the popular routes are often booked up weeks in advance. Tickets can be obtained at most
railway stations, and not just for trains that leave from that station. Travel agents can also book
tickets, and it is also possible to book online (and check on wait-lists) at www.indianrail.gov.in and
www.irctc.co.in, where train timetables are also available. A booklet called Trains at a Glance is
widely available and has details of all the main inter-city services. Major stations in the main cities
have special booking counters for foreign travellers called ‘tourist bureaux’, which can speed up the
process of obtaining tickets and reservations.
There are separate quotas for tourists (as well as a number of other quotas), and, if your travel
plans are flexible, it is often still possible to turn up at the station and get a ticket on a train that
you’ve been told is fully booked. There is usually a separate, much shorter queue for women. You can
confirm your booking and check your seat numbers on passenger lists which are pinned up on
platform notice-boards and stuck next to the door to your carriage. If you are unable to get a reserved

seat, you can buy a cheap unreserved third-class ticket and speak to the conductor, who will often be
able to find you a seat for a small extra fee.
Inter-city and sleeper services: Most foreign visitors use one of two types of train: fast daytime
inter-city services, called Shatabdis, and inter-city sleeper trains. A popular Shatabdi service links
Mumbai to Ahmedabad in Gujarat. Mumbai’s Chattrapati Shivaji Terminus—better known as
Victoria Terminus station—is on the UNESCO world heritage list.
The best-known sleeper trains are those that leave from Delhi, known as Rajdhani (or capital).
The Rajdhani trains are long-distance sleeper services between Delhi and major cities, such as
Delhi–Mumbai (16½hrs). There are also other popular sleeper services on the Mumbai–Hyderabad
(15hrs) and Mumbai–Chennai (24hrs) routes. Travellers who travel on first class AC or second class
AC tickets are provided with bedding. First class AC normally consists of a two-bed cabin. There
are two types of second class AC: two-tier, with four beds in an open cabin; and three-tier, with six
beds in an open cabin. There are also beds that run alongside the corridor. The beds are turned back
into seats during the daytime.
On-board services: Food and drink are regularly available on all major train services and are
brought to your seat. Meals are free on Shatabdi and Rajdhani services, though the food may be too
spicy for some Western tastes. Many travellers also bring their own food and drink. At some stations
there is usually plenty of time to visit small shops on the platforms. Basic toilet facilities are
available on the trains—the Indian-style hole-in-the-floor toilets are often cleaner than the Westernstyle toilets.
Usually wearing red shirts, licensed porters are available at all major stations. They will carry
your luggage (for up to 50 rupees per bag, depending on the weight), and find your train and seat.
Suburban trains: Mumbai as yet has no metro system but it does have a well-run suburban train
network. However, this is best avoided at rush hour.

By bus
Travelling by bus tends to be the cheapest, slowest and least comfortable method of getting around in
India. Often, though, buses provide the only form of public transport in the hill areas, beyond the
reach of trains. Some buses play Hindi movies or music at high volume throughout the journey, so you
may want to take an eye-mask and ear-plugs. For greater comfort, try to get seats between the axles in
the middle area of the bus. Toilets en route are often rudimentary, and you should take your own toilet
paper. Drivers and conductors will often cram in as many people as possible, so don’t be surprised if
you find yourself sharing what you thought was your seat, and if some of your fellow passengers are
on the roof or hanging out of the door. However, Indian bus travellers will often attempt to make you
as welcome and comfortable as possible in the circumstances, as well as sharing their food with you.
New luxury air-conditioned buses are being introduced on some tourist and business routes,
including Mumbai–Pune. These leave more frequently than trains and are less booked-up in advance.
City bus services are normally overcrowded and uncomfortable, and drivers (particularly in the
urban centres of north India) are known for their reckless driving.

By car
Many independent travellers in India hire a car and a driver. This is still relatively cheap, especially
if several people are travelling together. It is an excellent way of getting to remote places quickly and
visiting less well-known sites. It is possible to hire a car for just a few hours or for several days. For
the short hires, there is usually an hourly rate, plus an agreed limit to the number of kilometres driven

—after which an excess is payable. Air-conditioned cars are more expensive, and it is usually
possible to choose from a number of different sizes of car.
For longer journeys, the cost depends on the kilometres travelled, with a daily minimum—usually
between 200 and 300km. Always write down the kilometre reading, though note that most hire firms
will add the distance from their office. The full payment is normally made at the end, and covers
everything except tolls and state road taxes. However, you may be asked to give an advance, so the
driver can pay for fuel—and not have to carry large sums of money on him. Overnight charges, known
a s batta, are usually payable direct to the driver—usually between 100 and 200 rupees—and are
intended to cover the driver’s lodgings and evening meal. However, many drivers prefer either to
stay in the car overnight or find a free bed in the hotel in which you are staying, in order to save
money. It is normal practice for you to ask the hotel if they have a driver’s room—many do.
Remember when you are travelling that your driver needs breaks for meals and to use the toilet. If you
do not return to the place you hired the car, you will need to pay for the journey back, according to the
shortest return route.
Hotels will normally provide contacts for local car hire firms, and there are usually car hire booths
at airports. The luxury hotels will often have their own in-house hire cars, which can prove a lot more
expensive. Ask for a driver with good local knowledge, particularly if you are travelling to less wellknown places. Most drivers will speak a small amount of very basic English.
It is possible to hire self-drive cars in India, but these tend to be more expensive than hiring a car
and driver. India is a difficult country to drive in, partly because so many drivers do not obey the
rules. Unless you are very experienced at driving in similar conditions, it is best to avoid self-drive
cars. As with many former British colonies, driving is on the left, with right-hand drive cars.

By taxi
Most cities have metered taxis, coloured yellow and black, which can be hailed on streets, at taxi
stands, and at major transport hubs, such as stations, airports and bus terminals. At many airports and
railway stations, prepaid taxis are available. First go to the prepaid booth, and say where you want to
go. Pay them the full fare, for which they will give you a slip of paper and, usually, the number of the
taxi. Then go to the head of the taxi queue and find your taxi, which should be near the front. When
you finish your journey, hand the driver the slip of paper with which he can reclaim the fare.
In many cities, the taxi fares have gone up since the meters were last calibrated. Therefore, drivers
carry charts that show the new fare payable against the old meter reading. A supplement is usually
added for night rides, or for lots of luggage. Do make sure that the taxi driver puts his meter on at the
start of the journey. Some taxi drivers will claim their meter does not work, in which case it is best to
look for another taxi. If there isn’t one, make sure you agree the fare in advance.

By auto-rickshaw and cycle rickshaw
Partially covered three-wheeled motorised vehicles known as auto-rickshaws are found in most parts
of India. They usually have meters, and are a quick and cheap way of travelling. They do not have
doors, just a canvas roof, and are not really comfortable for more than two people—though three can
usually be squeezed in. They can get very cold in winter, and the roof does not always keep out the
monsoon rain. They are also known as scooters and autos. As with taxis, the drivers will often say
that their meter does not work—if that happens, agree the fare before you set off.
Ordinary rickshaws are tricycles with a raised backseat on which two passengers can sit. They are
normally open, but have a basic rain/sun cover, which can be pulled over the passenger seat. They do

not have meters, so agree a fare in advance.

By motorcycle and bicycle
It is possible to rent motorbikes and bicycles in some tourist locations, but they can be dangerous in
the big cities and on national highways. Some travellers actually purchase motorbikes and bicycles
and sell them at the end of their trip.

Road names and maps
In several of the large cities, notably in Mumbai, many streets are best known by their old colonial
names. However, maps and written documents (such as hotel reservation confirmation slips) usually
carry the new, less well-known names. The spelling of place names can differ enormously in different
sources. If all this causes a problem, it is best to stop and ask. Pharmacies are good places to find
English-speakers who can help you out.
Good multi-page city maps published by Eicher are available from bookshops throughout India.
Eicher also publishes a useful all-India road map. Detailed maps of the Indian countryside are not
widely available. TTK publishes fold-up state maps. Large parts of India are well covered by
Google Maps, and this can be a useful tool for planning trips or getting precise locations.

ACCOMMODATION
There is a huge variety of accommodation available to travellers in India. The choice ranges from
some of the most luxurious and beautiful hotels in the world to some of cheapest backpacker hostels.
In some places the hotels can be tourist attractions in themselves.
There are a number of well-known national and international hotel groups, including the Taj,
Oberoi, Sheraton, Park, Neemrana and Hyatt, with a reputation for high-quality rooms and service.
The Taj and the Oberoi often have at least two hotels in the large cities—one aimed at business
travellers, the other for tourists. The Taj group has started a separate chain of modern, clean, cheap
hotels under the name Ginger. The Neemrana group is known for converting heritage properties into
beautiful hotels, which are very luxurious—but which don’t have all the trappings of many modern
international hotels, such as TVs or room service.
Many travellers get their travel agents back home to make their bookings, but if you want greater
flexibility it is usually possible to make your booking directly by phone or email. It is normal, even in
the most expensive hotels, to bargain—and the rate you get will normally depend on occupancy
levels. Room rates will also vary dramatically over the year, depending on the season. Most hotels
accept international credit cards, and provide (often expensive) currency exchange facilities. You
may often be quoted prices without taxes, and the full rate will be significantly more.
Many mid-range hotels do not have central air-conditioning, and will instead often have a quite
noisy AC unit in the room. Almost all rooms will have a fan, and an attached bathroom. Ensure that
the electronic equipment (TV, AC, fridge, telephone) works when you check in. Also try to avoid
rooms overlooking driveways or that are next to a mosque or a temple, to avoid noise in the early
mornings. Keep a torch with you in case of power cuts. Most hotels provide a laundry service. Luxury
hotels will have business centres, and even some mid-range hotels now have wireless Internet
connections. Some hotels have exorbitant rates for international phone calls, so check before you dial.

EATING & DRINKING
India has a great many cuisines, similar in diversity to what one might encounter in a trip across

Europe. Many hotels provide buffet meals that are often good value, and have a large range of
different foods—usually with Indian, European and Chinese selections. The Indian food in these
buffets tends to be less spicy (blander to the Indian palate). Don’t eat anything that does not look
freshly cooked, and if in doubt order from the
menu. It is best to avoid green salads and cut
fruit, unless you can be sure they have been washed with clean water.
If you want to eat real Indian food, try local restaurants. Look for the popular ones, which are more
likely to have very fresh food because of the turnover of customers. In many places, a
—a
complete meal served on a steel plate, with lots of different dishes in small steel bowls—is a very
good way to sample the local cuisine.
When travelling in the countryside, roadside cafés, known as dhabas, offer simple meals. Dhaba
food is often superb, with delicious fresh breads, rice, vegetables, dal and sometimes meat. They also
serve refreshing sweet milky tea. Fruit that is easily peeled, such as bananas and local soft-skinned
oranges, is also recommended for journeys.
À LA CARTE

THALI

Drinking
Dirty water is a major source of disease in India. Do not drink water from a tap or a well or a stream.
It is advisable to carry bottled mineral water wherever you go, though it is also safe to drink
‘Aquaguard’ water, which is tap water that has been filtered and cleaned. Do not have ice unless you
are sure it has been made from mineral or properly filtered water.
Fresh fruit juice is widely available, but make sure it has not been mixed with unsafe water. Hot
tea and coffee are safe, as is the wide range of bottled soft drinks available throughout the country.
Coconut water, usually drunk through a straw from a freshly opened coconut, is also safe.
Alcohol can be purchased in many restaurants and in ‘wine and beer’ shops across the country.
Locally brewed beers such as Kingfisher and Cobra are widely available, and better value than
imported beers. High-quality Western wines and spirits can be found in luxury hotels and restaurants.
There is a rapidly growing Indian wine industry—in which Sula and Grover have a reputation for
quality. There are also several Indian whiskies, brandies and rums (of variable quality), as well as a
wide range of local alcoholic beverages.
Some states have ‘dry’ days, on which no alcohol is sold. Election days and public holidays are
often dry.
Smoking: It is illegal to smoke in many public places in India, particularly restaurants, although some
Indians ignore these rules.

HEALTH
There is a wide range of health issues that travellers to India could potentially face, though most
visitors actually suffer little more than a sore throat or a mild stomach upset. However, it is essential
to take health issues seriously. This means protecting yourself from dirty food and water, from
diseases carried by mosquitoes, and from the sun. Ask your hotel to find you an English-speaking
doctor if you fall ill. If you have any doubt at all about what is wrong with you, do not self-medicate.
Local doctors and pharmacists are more likely to recognise your symptoms than you are. Most
medicines are easily available over the counter in India, and it is easy and quick to get blood and
stool tests. Private clinics tend to be more reliable than government-run clinics.
If you feel a little unwell, eat simple plain food such as rice, breads, yoghurt and bananas—these
are widely available, even in remote areas. Eat only cooked food, or food that you can peel. You
could also ask for kichri, a safe and unspiced mixture of rice and lentils, traditionally fed to sick

people in India. Eggs are also available in most places. Do not try to live off biscuits. Take lots of
fluids, and carry oral rehydration tablets or sachets. For more serious stomach problems consult a
doctor, who may recommend a stool test, as well as a course of antibiotics. Among the more serious
illnesses—fortunately developed by only a small minority of travellers—are dysentery, giardia and
tapeworms. Seek medical advice for all these conditions. Hepatitis A (widely known as jaundice in
India, though this actually describes only one of the symptoms) is widespread in the region, and it is
advised that you get a vaccination before you travel.
Malaria, Japanese encephalitis, dengue fever and chikungunya are serious diseases carried by
mosquitoes. A vaccination for Japanese encephalitis is available and is recommended. Most
travellers use anti-malarial tablets, but you should seek medical advice on which tablets are most
appropriate. It is best of all, though not always easy, to avoid being bitten. Use anti-mosquito sprays
or roll-ons; citronella oil is a very good local substitute. Cover your arms and legs close to sunset,
when you have the greatest chance of being bitten. Mosquito coils are widely available and very
effective at keeping insects away outdoors, although they can be a little pungent and smoky.
Electronic plug-in devices such as ‘All-Nite’ are used by many hotels to keep mosquitoes away, and
are widely available at household stores. Some travellers who plan to stay in basic hotels carry their
own insecticide-impregnated mosquito nets.
Travellers often underestimate the strength of the scorching summer sun in India, and may
consequently suffer from sunburn or heat stroke. Wear a sunhat, use sun cream and drink plenty of
fluids to counter the effects of the heat and sunlight. Avoid tight clothing and artificial fabrics as these
can encourage the spread of fungal infections. If you are travelling at altitude, make sure you rest on
arrival. Lack of acclimatisation to lower oxygen levels at altitude can lead to the syndrome known as
acute mountain sickness (AMS), causing severe headaches and dizziness.

RESPONSIBLE TOURISM
India has many people living in poverty. A small minority of them are beggars, and most foreign
visitors can expect to encounter beggars early on in their trip. Beggars often congregate at major
tourist sites, knowing that foreigners who are new to the country are not always aware of the value of
the currency. Often, a foreigner who gives money to one person will then be mobbed by many more
beggars, all demanding money. There are cases where beggars have deliberately harmed themselves,
knowing that visible injuries will increase their earnings from soft-hearted visitors. There are also
reports of children who have been maimed as a way of increasing their income as beggars. Travellers
are therefore advised not to give money directly to people who are begging. Instead, give nutritious
local food or donate money to NGOs who work with the poor in India.
Child labour is officially illegal in India, but also very widespread—particularly at smaller hotels
and restaurants frequented by travellers. You can help reduce the acceptability of child labour by
calmly telling the hotel or restaurant manager that you disapprove of the practice.
Several India-based NGOs accept online donations; they include Save the Children India
(savethechildren.in), Child Relief and You, better known as CRY ( cry.org) and Helpage
(helpageindia.org).

MONEY
The unit of currency is the Indian rupee. There are 100 paisa in a rupee, but paisa are of such low
value that you are unlikely to encounter them except as a 50 paisa coin. One, two, and five rupee

coins are in wide circulation, as are banknotes worth 5, 10, 20, 50, 100, 500 and 1,000 rupees. Do
not accept damaged banknotes as you will have trouble getting shops or taxis to take them. If you
obtain money from a bank or money changer, you will often be given a large stack of notes that are
stapled together. Open them carefully, or ask for help, so that you don’t tear them. The 100 and 500
rupee notes look similar, so take care when using them.
Travellers’ cheques and cash—particularly in US dollars, pounds and euros—can be changed at
most good hotels (check the exchange rate, though), banks and specialist currency exchange bureaux.
If you think you may need to reconvert rupees at the end of your visit, make sure you keep your
encashment certificates. Banks are best visited in the morning (9–12), and are usually open every day
except Sunday and public holidays. It is possible to have money wired to you via money changers
affiliated with Western Union or other international agencies for remitting funds.
International credit and debit cards can be used in larger establishments frequented by tourists and
other foreigners. ATM machines are available in all cities and many large towns, and accept
international credit and debit cards. If you are travelling in rural areas, take plenty of cash in Indian
rupees.

Tipping
In many places, a service charge is already added to your bill. If not, add 10 percent. It is normal to
give hotel porters and doormen a tip of 20 rupees, though some richer Indians will give significantly
more. Carry small change for tips, particularly for the people who guard visitors’ shoes outside many
religious buildings. Anyone who cuts your hair or gives you a massage will expect a tip. It is normal
to give a substantial tip to servants at the end of a stay in a private house in India—ask your host for
advice on how much.

COMMUNICATIONS
Mobile phones work in all major cities, most towns and in many parts of the countryside. Many
mobiles brought from Western countries are locked into a particular network, and it is usually
possible to get these unlocked in India (though this may break your user agreement with your phone
company). Otherwise, purchase a local phone and local SIM card. There are sometimes places,
particularly in Delhi, where the phone signal is blocked or cut temporarily for security reasons. There
are also privately-run call booths throughout the country which are much cheaper than hotel
telephones.
The international code for India is +91. When dialling India from abroad drop the 0 at the start of
the local city/district code. To make an international call from India dial 00 and then the country
code. To dial an Indian mobile number (normally 10 digits starting with a 9) outside the city you are
in—prefix the number with a 0. To dial an Indian landline number (usually 8 digits) from a mobile
phone, add the local city/district code.
Most cities have Internet cafés, with cheap access to high-speed connections. In smaller places,
power cuts are common, so be careful that you do not lose long pieces of unsaved text. Wireless
connections for laptops are common in urban hotels, and it is possible to purchase a roaming Internet
service, via a plug-in card or stick, from local ISPs.
Time zones: All of India is in one time zone, 5½hrs ahead of GMT, 10½hrs ahead of EST, and
2½hrs behind Singapore Standard Time.

Media

India has a large number of English-language newspapers and magazines, widely available in urban
areas. There are several local English-language TV news channels (CNN-IBN and NDTV both have
a good reputation), and BBC World Service radio is available on shortwave throughout the country
and on the Internet.

SOCIAL ETIQUETTE & VISITING PLACES
Most Indians are extremely helpful to travellers, and will often go out of their way to provide
assistance and hospitality to foreigners. They also expect to be treated with respect. When faced—as
you undoubtedly will be—with frustrating situations, unexplained confusion or delays, be
determinedly polite and do not lose your temper. Also, do not be surprised if people ask you very
personal questions within minutes of meeting you.
Although many men now shake hands, the Indian traditiona
l greeting involves the pressing of the upright palms together at chest level. Most Indians will be
pleased to see that you have learnt this greeting. Use your right hand for giving or receiving, since
traditionally in India the left hand is seen as less clean, because it is used for washing after going to
the toilet.
It is advisable not to wear revealing or tight clothing, particularly for women, for whom it will
draw unwanted attention from some Indian men. Nudity is not allowed on beaches. Displays of public
intimacy are not usually considered appropriate.

Visiting places of worship
Different places of worship have different rules about clothing, but on the whole it is advisable to
dress conservatively. In temples and mosques, and even some churches, you will be expected to take
off your shoes at the entrance. At some temples you may be asked to remove all leather garments such
as belts or watch straps. In some mosques and Muslim religious complexes, women and men have
segregated areas of worship—and these should be respected. In some places, non-Hindus are not
allowed into functioning temples, and mosques are often closed to non-Muslims during times of
prayer. Most places of worship do not charge visitors for entry, but it is normal practice to put
some money in the donation box.

Visiting monuments and museums
Most of the important historical monuments are run by the Archaeological Survey of India and charge
a two-tier entry fee: one for Indians (and resident foreigners); and one that is much higher for nonresident foreigners. At the most popular sites, there are separate queues as well. In some places, you
will be charged a separate fee for a camera. Guides are normally available at the entrance to
monuments. It is best to agree a fee in advance. Opening hours for monuments vary across the country
and are often subject to change at short notice.
India’s main cities and state capitals all have museums, with impressive collections of antiquities
that are often very poorly displayed or labelled. They are usually closed on one day a week, normally
either Monday or Friday, as well as on public holidays.

PUBLIC HOLIDAYS & FESTIVALS
India has three fixed national holidays and many other religious and regional holidays, most of the
dates of which vary each year. The official national holidays are Republic Day (26th Jan),
Independence Day (15th Aug) and Gandhi’s birthday (2nd Oct).

The many major religious festivals include Diwali (Oct/Nov), Dussehra (Sept/Oct) and Holi
(Feb/March) for Hindus, Bakr Eid and Eid ul Fitr for Muslims; Guru Nanak’s birthday for Sikhs
(Nov); Mahavir’s birthday for Jains (March/April), Buddha’s birthday for Buddhists (May/June);
Christmas and Easter for Christians, and Navroz, or Parsee New Year.
There is also a large number of cultural festivals, fairs and events. These include film and theatre
festivals in Mumbai. The dates of these vary each year, and can be checked online or with the Tourist
Information Bureaux.

OTHER INFORMATION
Shopping
The big cities have large air-conditioned shopping malls, with many Western brand names, and where
international credit and debit cards will be accepted. Smaller places may have a central market area.
Shops selling a particular kind of item are often concentrated in one part of a city or town—for
instance, there may be a big market that is particularly good for, say, electronic items or clothing.
Chemists or pharmacies can usually be found near hospitals and clinics.
It is normal to bargain in many shops, particularly those selling handicrafts, and most sellers will
set out to get higher prices from foreigners. Decide first whether you really want an item, and the
maximum you are willing to pay, before you start bargaining; if you are not sure, check the prices at
other shops. Shopkeepers will often serve you tea or soft drinks—and hope that their hospitality will
make it hard for you to leave empty-handed. Be aware that tourist guides and taxi drivers who take
you to a particular shop will often get a commission from the shop owner. If prices are fixed, as at
many government shops, there will normally be a notice saying so, or you will be told.

Photography
You must not take pictures of military installations, and there are often restrictions on photography in
train stations and airports. Ask before you take a photograph in a place of worship—sometimes this is
not allowed or sometimes a fee has to be paid—and before you photograph individuals. Some
people, particularly women in rural areas, do not want to be photographed. Elsewhere, especially
near major tourist sites, you will find people who will demand a payment if you photograph them.
Many tourist attractions charge an extra fee for the use of cameras, with higher rates for video
cameras.
Simple photographic accessories such as memory cards and traditional film are widely available
throughout the county. Many Internet cafés will back up your photos onto CD for you. The printing of
photographs in India is relatively cheap and, in the big cities, of high quality.

Electricity
The electric current is 220–240 volts AC. India uses round two- or three-pin plugs, and adaptors are
widely available. In many places the electricity supply is erratic, with frequent power surges and
cuts, particularly in summer. Most good hotels have back-up power. It is still best to carry a small
torch for emergencies.

Toilets
Toilet facilities outside the cities are often very rudimentary—and where they exist are often of the
hole-in-the-floor variety. There is usually a supply of water, but no paper, so bring your own. In rural
areas, most people use the fields.

GLOSSARY
Amalaka, disc-like shape, often ribbed, at the top of a shikhara (qv) tower
Apsara, a celestial nymph
Ashram, spiritual centre or retreat; usually Hindu
Ashurkhana, congregational hall used by Shia Muslims during Moharram (qv) (see also Imambara)
Avatar, another form of a god; mainly used of the Hindu god Vishnu, who according to many
traditions had ten avatars (see Dasavatar)
Azan, the Muslim call to prayer
Bagh, a garden
Bangala, bangaldar, a gently curved roof like those used on thatched huts and many buildings in
Bengal
Baoli, baori, a large well, with steps leading down to the water; a step-well
Baradari, a pavilion, traditionally rectangular, with twelve openings
Basti, 1) a Jain temple; 2) a low-income urban settlement or slum
Begum, a Muslim woman, usually of high rank
Bharat, the Hindi word for India
Bhavan, building, but sometimes used as a synonym for palace
BJP, the Bharatiya Janata Party (or Indian People’s Party), one of India’s largest political parties
Bodhisattva, a Buddhist saviour; in Mahayana Buddhism, one who has achieved enlightenment
Brahmin, a member of the Brahmin caste; traditionally priests and scholars by occupation
Cenotaph, literally ‘empty tomb’; often used in India to describe the more elaborate ‘upper’ tomb,
designed for public access, at Muslim mausolea. The body is normally buried in a lower chamber,
accessible by a separate underground passage
Chaitya, a vaulted, horseshoe-shaped Buddhist prayer hall
Char-bagh, a Mughal-style formal garden taking the form of a square or rectangle divided into four
parts
Chattri, literally umbrella; used to describe 1) a small ornamental pavilion or kiosk with a domed
roof; 2) a memorial to a Hindu ruler, often in the form of a small pavilion
Chorten, a mound, normally a hemisphere, used by Buddhists as a reliquary and a memorial; the term
chorten is normally used in Ladakh, while the word stupa (qv) is normally used elsewhere in India
Chowk, a courtyard in a palace; a traffic intersection; a town square or meeting place
Dargah, a shrine containing the tomb of a Muslim holy man
Darshan, the act of seeing, and therefore venerating, a Hindu god
Darwaza, a door
Dasavatar, the ten avatars, or forms, of Vishnu—often shown together in Hindu art
Dev, devi, god and goddess, respectively
Dhaba, roadside café
Dharamsala, rest-house for pilgrims
Diwan-i Am, public audience hall of a ruler
Diwan-i Khas, private audience hall of a ruler
Du-khang, Buddhist assembly hall and temple in Ladakh
Durbar, royal court or royal gathering; the room for this in a palace is known as the durbar hall

Dwarapala, painted or sculpted door guardian
Firman, royal ordinance
Garbha-griha, literally ‘womb-chamber’; the inner sanctuary of a Hindu temple, housing the main
icon
Garh, a fort
Gavaksha, the horseshoe-shaped motif used on many Hindu temples
Ghat, 1) a (usually broad) flight of steps on the side of a lake or river; 2) a range of hills
Gompa, Buddhist monastery in Ladakh
Gon-khang, a Ladakhi Buddhist temple housing guardian deities or protectors
Gopura, a towering pyramid-shaped gateway to a southern Indian Hindu temple
Gufa, a cave
Gumbad, a dome
Gurudwara, Sikh temple
Hammam, a bath-house
Haveli, a large house with one or more inner courtyards
Hero stone, a memorial stone, often with images of the dead person
Idgah, in Islam, a large prayer area, normally open-air, used at times of major festivals such as Eid
Imambara, congregational hall used by Shia Muslims during Moharram (qv) (see also Ashurkhana)
Indo-Saracenic, a syncretic style of architecture bringing together elements of Hindu, Muslim and
European Gothic styles
Iwan, the high-arched vaulted central prayer area in a mosque
Jali, latticed or pierced screen, usually made of stone
Jama Masjid (normally translated as Friday mosque), usually the main mosque in an urban area, and
the most important location for the weekly congregational prayers held on a Friday
Jataka tales, popular tales based on the lives of the Buddha’s previous incarnations
Jauhar, the mass suicide, usually by burning, of women belonging to the court of a ruler defeated in
battle
Jharokha, a decorated overhanging balcony
Jyotirlingam, literally, a ‘phallus of light’; used to refer to one of twelve temples containing a
special Shiva lingam, said to have materialised out of light
Kalasha, a pot-like shape on the spire of the tower on a Hindu temple
Kshatriya, a Hindu caste; traditionally described as the warrior caste
Kund, a lake
Lha-khang, Buddhist temple in Ladakh
Lingam, a phallus-shaped representation of the Hindu god Shiva
Madrasa, literally ‘a place of study’, though normally used to describe an Islamic religious school
Mahabharata, one of the two great Hindu epics
Mahal, a palace
Makara, a sea-monster used in Hindu sculpture and paintings
Mandala, a wheel-like circular diagram that is used by Buddhists as an aid to meditation
Mandapa, the assembly hall to a Hindu temple
Mandir, a Hindu temple
Mantra, a chant or saying used by Hindus and Buddhists

Masjid, a mosque
Maulana or Maulvi, an Islamic religious scholar
Mihrab, prayer niche facing Mecca on the interior wall of a mosque
Minar, a tower
Minbar, the pulpit of a mosque
Mohalla, used to describe a particular area or neighbourhood of a city
Moharram, the month of mourning for Shia Muslims
Mudra, the symbolic hand gesture made by gods and bodhisattvas (qv) in Hindu and Buddhist art
Muezzin, the person who makes the call to prayer at a mosque
Naga, a snake—often used in reference to representations of traditional snake-gods
Nataraja, the form of Shiva as ‘Lord of the Dance’, widely used in south India bronzes
Om, a sacred syllable and symbol used by Hindus and Buddhists
Parikrama, the clockwise circumambulation of a Hindu or Buddhist temple or religious site
Pietra dura, from the Italian ‘hard stone’; used in India to denote the inlay of precious and semiprecious stones into marble, as at the Taj Mahal
Pol, a gate
Rajput, from Sanskrit, meaning originally ‘sons of kings’; a north Indian caste with strong martial
traditions, to which most of Rajasthan’s former royal families belong
Ramayana, one of the two great Hindu epics
Rigveda, the earliest of the Hindu sacred texts
Sagar, a lake
Samadhi, a memorial built on or near the site of the funeral pyre of a prominent Hindu
Sati, previously known as ‘suttee’ in English; the supposedly voluntary suicide by burning
traditionally carried out by Hindu widows; the practice is now illegal. Sati stones and sati
handprints are memorials marking the occurrence of sati; widely seen at old forts and palaces in
Rajasthan
Serai, sometimes ‘sarai’ and ‘caravansarai’; a resting place for travellers, pilgrims and armies
Shahadah, the first of the five pillars of Islam, the declaration that ‘there is no God but God, and that
Muhammad is the messenger of God’
Shaivite, dedicated to the worship of Shiva
Shikhara, the tower of a Hindu temple
Stupa, a Buddhist memorial mound; usually a hemisphere
Sultanate, in architecture, pertaining to the pre-Mughal Muslim style
Thali, a dining plate, normally made of steel, with several different food items, often in small bowls
or saucers
Thangka, an illustrated Buddhist scroll, usually depicting religious scenes and often used as a wallhanging
Tirtha, literally ‘a ford’, but also used to describe places of pilgrimage for Hindus and Jains
Tirthankar, literally ‘ford-maker’; one of the 24 Jain saviours, or prophets
Torana, ornate gateway leading to a temple or ceremonial site
Trimurti, the Hindu trinity: Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva
Vaishnavite, pertaining to the worship of Vishnu
Vav, a step-well (see baoli)

Yakshi, a female attendant; often depicted in Hindu and Buddhist art
Yogini, a goddess, usually a minor deity, who sometimes attends a more important female god
Zenana, the women’s quarters in a palace or other residence
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