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THE MOONLIGHT GARDEN

New Discoveries at the Taj Mahal

OR 350 YEARS, the Taj Mahal in
Agra has reigned luminous and splendid as perhaps the most
admired monument in the world. And visitors who gazed across
the Yamuna River from the Taj pavilions have viewed what appears
to be little more than farmers’ fields and barren ground. But his-
torical references as well as paintings from the time of Shahjahan
(reigned 1628 —58) reveal that it was once densely covered by rec-
tangular walled enclosures and lush vegetation. The Mughal
emperor Babur (reigned 1526—30) built gardens here as a way of
evoking the characteristic delights of the homeland he had aban-
doned when he moved from Central Asia into India in 1526.
Eventually, as the Mughal Empire grew more powerful, the river-
bank became lined with gardens belonging not only to the imper-
ial family but also to important nobles.

During a study of Agra’s role as a World Heritage Site, an
international project to document the surface remains of a long-
abandoned Mughal garden, spectacularly located directly e
the river from the Taj Mahal, was established under sponsorship
of the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery in cooperation with the
Archaeological Survey of India. The compelling discoveries result-
ing from that effort are explored in this definitive volume. The
book is illustrated with new photographs of the Taj Mahal and
the garden—now identified as the Mahtab Bagh, or Moonlight
Garden—as well as with paintings from Shahjahan’s era.

Modeled after the Persian concept of earthly paradise, the
pleasure gardens of the seventeenth-century Mughal emperors
exhibited elaborate renditions of cut-stone architecture, water
chutes, standing pools, flowing fountains, and plantings intended
to stimulate all the senses. Well-ordered oases in an otherwise hot,

dusty_, and chaotic environment, these garden_s were places of
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INTRODUCTION

Milo Cleveland Beach

To those visitors looking across the Yamuna River from the platform of the Taj Mahal, the
land has long seemed little more than farmers’ fields and barren ground. Historical refer-
ences, however, as well as paintings from the time of Shahjahan (reigned 1628—58) reveal
that it was once densely covered by rectangular walled enclosures and lush vegetation. The
Mughal emperor Babur (reigned 1526 —30) built the first gardens here as a way of evoking the
characteristic delights of the homeland he had abandoned when he moved from Central
Asia into India in 1526. Eventually, as the Mughal Empire grew more powerful, the riverbank
became lined with gardens belonging not only to the imperial family but also to important
nobles. Farther to the west, across from the great Red Fort, extensive (but still very fragmen-
tary) remains of those gardens can be seen; looking north from the Taj, however, nothing is
visible but portions of a garden wall along the river frontage and abandoned fields beyond.

In early January 1995, the U.S. National Park Service concluded a seven-year study of
Agra (the Agra Heritage Project) by convening a joint blue-ribbon panel for which former
Ambassador Abid Hussain and Elizabeth B. Moynihan served as co-chairs.! The panel
heard reports and commented on various aspects of the project, which was concerned with
resource management and tourism related to Agra’s role as a World Heritage Site. During
the course of the meeting, the panel was taken to the banks of the Yamuna River directly
opposite the Taj Mahal, where—despite the fact that access was very difficult— plans for
new tourist facilities were being proposed.

The location provided a stunning and unusual view of the Taj. And during the previ-
ous year, preliminary to a proposal for its development, the Archaeological Survey of India
had explored the site and uncovered enough remains to confirm seventeenth-century refer-
ences to a large garden located there during Shahjahan’s lifetime. A letter to the emperor
from his son Prince Aurangzeb, dated 1652 (see p. 28), for example, states that the garden
had recently been flooded and was in need of restoration. ( This must have been a continu-
ing problem, for the land was low, and the garden was placed at a bend in the Yamuna, which
regularly overflowed its banks during monsoon floods.) The visit also revealed that the width
of the garden and its alignment were exactly those of the gardens at the Taj. This finding
suggested that the garden—known as the Mahtab Bagh, or “Moonlight Garden” — might

have been more signiﬁcant than anyone realized.

Following the conclusion of the panel’s meeting, Elizabeth Moynihan and I returned
to explore the site more thoroughly, and we were joined by P. B. S. Sengar, the superintending
archaeologist for the Archaeological Survey of India. Mrs. Moynihan’s studies of Mughal
gardens, and her re-identification of the great garden built by Babur south of Agra at
Dholpur, had brought increased international attention to the study of Mughal garden sites,
while the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery had recently completed a multiyear project in Pakistan
documenting garden sites near Lahore. I was myself absorbed at that time with study and
publication of the great Padshabnama manuscript— the official iliustrated life of Shahjahan—
in the Royal Library, Windsor Castle, preparatory to its exhibition in Washington, D.C,, and
elsewhere, Our eagerness to become involved with the study of the Mahtab Bagh was intense,
since 1t promised to provide important new information for existing research projects. This
interest was met with great generosity by the Archaeological Survey, and an international,
interdisciplinary project to document the surface remains of the site was quickly established
under sponsorship of the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery in cooperation with the Archaeological
Survey. Its objectives were to characterize the surface of the site; to record the form of
standing and ruined structures; to plan limited test excavations to investigate the nature of
subsurface remains; to suggest further excavation and conservation strategies; and to prepare a
report on the site and its documentation. This volume is that report.

Elizabeth Moynihan devised and directed this project for the Sackler Gallery. Among
the meaningful finds described in her leading essay here is that in plan, proportion, and
directional alignment, the Mahtab Bagh extends the design of the gardens at the Taj Mahal.
While this relationship was forgotten over time, almost certainly due to repeated flooding of
the site, visitors in the seventeenth century would certainly have been aware of the original
scheme. Her essay, exploring the implications of this continuity, presents an expansive new
interpretation of one of the most famous buildings in the world and lays to rest those early
reports by European travelers that Shahjahan planned to build a replica of the Taj in black
marble on the site for his own tomb. Furthermore, Mrs. Moynihan offers a possible source
for those rumors.

David L. Lentz is the first paleoethnobotanist to work at a Mughal garden site. His
contribution to this publication is based on an extensive analysis of soil samples—and thus
on solid fact. It reveals the overwhelming presence within the Mahtab Bagh of plants indige-
nous to India rather than those plants described in the poetry and beloved in the memory of
the immigrant Mughals. While they could impose new architectural forms on the lands they
conquered, the vegetation they planted had to survive the heat of Agra.

James L. Wescoat Jr. brings his extensive knowledge of water systems in South Asia
and elsewhere to his discussion of the waterworks at the Mahtab Bagh. For the first time we

are given information about the amounts of water needed to maintain garden sites, how
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Detail, Shabjaban Honoring Prince Dara-Shikoh
at His Wedding, painted by Bulaqi, India, ca.
1635. Opaque watercolor and gold on paper,
folio 124b, 38.8 x 24.1 cm. From the
Padshabnama, Chronicle of the King of the World
Given by the Nawab of Oudh to George
III in 1799. The Royal Collection © 2000,
Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth IL. At top
left is a walled garden on the riverbank.
Pleasure gardens extended from the
Mahtab Bagh for several kilometers west

along the Yamuna River.

water was distributed, and the impact of this usage on the surrounding

countryside. Perhaps his most intriguing insights concern how the use
of water affected the experience of the garden for its visitors. |
What was visible at the Mahtab Bagh is also the subject of the
research by John M. Fritz and George Michell. Their essay carefully
describes what remains and what we can presume to have once existed.
The large octagonal pool on the riverfront terrace emerges as central to
the identity and originality of the garden, just as it was central to the

experience of viewing the Taj Mahal from this extraordinary site.

The rich historical materials and new interpretations offered by these authors are evi-
dence that even the most familiar monuments retain the ability to surprise us. The site of

the Taj Mahal is one of the most compelling in the world, and we hope that these studies

will contribute to making a new generation aware of 1ts power and beauty.

NOTE

1. Other Indian members of the panel were Mrs. Pupul
Jayakar, Dr. M. C. Joshi, and Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan,

while American members were Ambassador Harry C.

Barnes, Dr. John C. Cool, and Milo C. Beach.
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Reflections of Paradise

Elizabeth B. Moyniban

ROM ITS SOURCE in a glacier lake (at 4,421
meters) in the western Himalayas, the Yamuna River emerges through steam rising from hot
springs, drops through the foothills, and flows south past Delhi. Turning eastward above
Agra it slows, winding across the alluvial plain to Allahabad, ending in what Hindus regard
as a mystical union with the Ganges. At the confluence of these two holy rivers, pilgrims cel-
ebrate the kumbba mela, one of the largest ritual gatherings in India, but many hallowed sites
dot its shores along a 1,528 kilometer course. In the sacred geography of India, life-giving
rivers are represented by goddesses and command a special reverence for their purifying
powers: the goddess Yamuna 1s venerated as the daughter of Surya, the solar deity of the

Vedic period (1200—100 B.C.).

BABUR'S GARDENS
Along the Yamuna’s banks in the sixteenth century there were great stretches of thick forests
and tall grassland, home to numbers of wild beasts unfamiliar to Zahiruddin Muhammad
Babur (1483—1530), the Central Asian prince who founded the Mughal dynasty (1526 —1858).
To commemorate his victory at Panipat over a confederation of feudal, mainly Muslim
rulers of northern Hindustan led by the Lodi sultan, Babur ordered the construction of a
mosque surrounded by large gardens. The next day, April 21, 1526, he started south along the
Yamuna for Agra.

Though no longer the seat of government, Delhi was still the strategically important
gateway to the fertile Gangetic plain. The area to the east, including Agra, falls within the
limits of Vraja, the sacred pasture, an ancient land that saw the development of arts and lan-

guages like Sanskrit and Prakrit. Raids by zealous iconoclastic Muslims began with some

Reﬂectz’ons of Pamd ise
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frequency in the tenth century, and by the twelfth the land between the rivers, the Yamuna-
Ganges Doab, was conquered and saw the rise and fall of five successive Muslim dynasties
and their capitals.

On arriving in Delhi, Babur first made a circuit of the tomb of the Sufi saint, Shaykh
Nizamuddin Awliya (died 1325), presaging the association of his descendants, particularly
Akbar (1542—1605), with Chisti dargabs, shrines. Following four days of sightseeing, and
nights celebrating with his friends, the significant event for which he was waiting took place:
the kbutba— the Friday prayer— was read in his name in the congregational mosque, a pub-
lic acknowledgment of him as the new ruler of Hindustan. The following morning, as the
army broke camp for the march to Agra, Babur made a quick return visit to Tughluqabad.
Clearly, the fortress of massive stones looming above the fortified white-domed tomb of the
first Tughluq sultan had made an impression on him. The citadel had remained desolate
since sacked in 398 by Timur (1335—1405), known in the West as Tamerlane. As the last rul-
ing Timurid, Babur had justified the expedition into Hindustan as his right; he was reclaim-
ing his ancestor’s former territory.

It was a compelling moment in a life of startling contrasts. At twelve Babur had inher-
ited the throne of Ferghana, a minor province in Central Asia, but by eighteen had lost it
and went on to win and lose Samarkand twice. Even when he was throneless and poor, in an
age of constantly shifting loyalties, Babur’s reputation as a fair and fearless soldier and
charismatic leader drew men to him. Thus he acquired a sufficient following to take the
kingdom of Kabul without a struggle in 1504. In the intervening years he made four excur-
sions into Hindustan, which helped prepare him for his 1526 victory.

The mountain men in the Mughal army found the heat of the jungle oppressive; in the
open areas they endured unrelenting sun and the sudden blinding dust storms of the pre-
monsoon season. Along the Yamuna, nearing Agra, they passed through the legendary land-
scape of Krishna's birth and childhood that had once been a great center of Buddhism as
well. Agra was little more than a rebellious village in 1504 when the Lodi sultan built a mud-
brick fort at a wide bend in the river and shifted his government from Delhi. Babur found
Agra deserted when he entered the city; there was no food for the army, no fodder for the
horses. The people had fled in fear of him—this Chaghatay Turk, a Timurid who was also a
descendant of Chingiz Khan.

Babur’s own words tell us of this crisis. It was his lifelong habit to

Page 14: The Taj Mahal reflected in the
octagonal pool of the Mahtab Bagh,
October 1999. The image indicates careful
planning, It is a remarkable engineering
achievement, as the tomb would seem to be
out of reflective range. Photograph by Neil

Greentree
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keep a journal recording events and impressions of people, and during
his years in India he assembled his notes and produced a remarkable
autobiography that was venerated by his descendants. But the
Baburnama was not a mere attempt to legitimize and glorify a dynasty as

was the usual historiography of the time; it reveals an educated, culti-

I
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vated person with a disarmingly direct style. “The year was a very hot one; violent pestilen-
tial winds struck people down in heaps together; masses began to die off. On these accounts
the greater part of the begs [officers] and best braves became unwilling to stay in
Hindustan. . .. When I knew of this unsteadiness amongst [my | people, I summoned all the
begs and took counsel. . . . I made them, willy—nilly, quit their fears.”!

Fascinated by this new country, Babur recorded precise, vivid descriptions of the ani-
mals, birds, and plants of his new domain, but he was disappointed with the flat terrain
around Agra. He longed for the hills of Kabul, where he built terraced gardens with
panoramic views of the surrounding countryside. Essentially a soldier whose life was spent
riding and camping with his men, Babur preferred sleeping beneath an awning in a garden
rather than in the chambers of a fortress, so in Agra he searched for an adequate site for a
large bagh, or garden, where he could live.

The circumstances confronting Babur prevented his following the traditional Timurid
practice of building a large-scale architectural project to assert political domination by artis-
tic means. His resources, personnel, and finances were stretched thin over a wide area in a
dangerously volatile political-military situation. His innovative solution was prompted by
his interest in the natural environment and gardens; he used the undeveloped bank of the
Yamuna as the setting for a series of large charbaghs (fourfold gardens) enclosed by high walls
and patterned on the Persian paradise garden, imported into Central Asia by Timur. Instead
of palaces, he built several extensive gardens and instructed his nobles to do the same on
tracts allotted to them along the Yamuna. In Kabul, springs were the source of the gravity-
fed water systems supplying the narrow channels he preferred as the main axes in his gar-
dens, but his Yamuna gardens flourished with wells.”

Although palace gardens existed 1n pre—Mughal [slamic India, there was nothing com-
parable to the scope of this verdant development along the sandy margin of the Yamuna. As
Babur recounts: “Khalifa also and Shaikh Zain, Yunas-i-ali and whoever got land on that
other bank of the river laid out regular and orderly gardens with tanks, made running-waters
also by setting up wheels like those in Dipalpur and Lahor. The people of Hind who had
never seen grounds planned so symmetrically and thus laid out, called this side of the Jun
where [our] residences were, Kabul.”? In the inevitable style of empires where the ruler is the
arbiter of fashion, gardens soon lined both sides of the Yamuna; the fort and its neighbor-
hood were surrounded by gardens evoking the manner in which Timur surrounded
Samarkand with large, walled gardens. A detailed description of those gardens as seen in
1403 by Ruy Gonzalez de Clavijo, the emissary of the king of Spain to Timur, has survived.*
In a monograph on fifteenth-century Timurid gardens, the Russian scholar Galina
Pugachenkova concluded they “had a strictly established plan based on a system of geomet-

rically structured axes (two or more) issuing from a single point. . . . Architecture, vegeta-

Rt_’ﬂectz‘ons of Paradise

L7



W
e
T

: '\b‘\' A

Detail, the young Babur in a battle. Folio tion, and water supplement each other harmoniously, combining gar-

from the Babur Nama, India, ca. 1590.
Opaque watercolor and gold on paper.

Private collection. Photograph by

Milo C. Beach
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den, pool, palace and pavilions into one organic whole.”>

Babur knew the splendid Timurid cities of Samarkand and Herat,
where he lived in a great garden for a time and took pride in the
dynasty’s history and achievements. Timut’s political domination of
much of the world was achieved by his military prowess, aided by his reputation for being
ruthless and his terrifying, swift approach. Defeat was deemed inevitable and resistance
futile, so often cities surrendered immediately. Although they paid him handsomely, still he
carried off their skilled artisans to build his capital, Samarkand. Timurid art was a synthesis
of the aesthetics of the captive artists and craftsmen and the Persianate culture of the
Central Asian steppes.®

Conscious of his cultural legacy and the political advantages that might accrue, Babur
integrated local traditions into his building projects by allowing native craftsmen to use
Indian themes. An example is his Lotus Garden at Dholpur,” where the theme —the life of
the lotus—introduced in a series of rock-cut pools the decorative element so favored by his
descendants. He also required the use of new material rather than elements taken from tem-
ples, a practice common in pre-Mughal Islamic construction.

Babur officially ordered the construction of walled “symmetrical” gardens throughout
his new domain: “Urged on by the usages, consequent upon conquests, the king issued his

commands, and conveyed that, in shortest time, in all great cities, gardens and orchards be

laid out.”® They achieved his political purpose by representing the
imperial presence. They were used by later Mughal rulers who, proud
of their seminomadic roots, constantly moved about and preferred
the gardens as “a halting place” whenever possible.

In the century preceding Babur’s conquest of Hindustan,
Timurid monuments—usually mosques, tombs, madrasas, and
minarets—sheathed in brilliant glazed tile, were religious symbols
even as they signified dynastic power. Babur used the landscape to
make a political statement but without overt religious symbolism,
although within the walls, often three meters high, garden architec-
ture might include a mosque. Consistent with his personal style, this
practice differed from the Timurid pattern of large architectural
complexes, followed in later decades by the creation of lavish garden
suburbs.” While Babur’s gardens were secular in character, some

Kashmiri gardens of his descendants assumed a mystical character.

As Annemarie Schimmel has explained, “The octagonal pavilions

erected in some of the Mughal gardens as similitudes of the cool

Water chute between two rock-cut lotus

pools on the main terrace, Lotus Garden at

pavilions described in Sura 55 are certainly connected with this idea  Dholpur, 1978. Photograph by Elizabeth B.

(S1 ‘ - - ; Moynih:
of the paradisiacal number eight as is the idea of laying out gardens CpEnan

in eight or—to surpass even Paradise—in nine terraces, connected by water courses.” "
It is not possible to recreate the original layout of Babur’s Yamuna gardens, but we have

his account of building the first one.

The beginning was made with the large well from which water comes for the Hot-
bath, and also with the piece of ground where the tamarind-trees and the octagonal
tank now are. After that came the large tank with its enclosure; after that the tank and
talar in front of the outer residence; after that the private house with its garden and
various dwellings; after that the Hot bath. Then in that charmless and disorderly
Hind, plots of garden were seen laid out with order and symmetry, with suitable bor-
ders and parterres in every corner, and in every border rose and narcissus in perfect

arrangement.I L

The transformation of the Yamuna's banks required considerable engineering skill and
manpower. Each garden required tons of rock and earth, brick and stone for the construc-
tion of terraces and high retaining walls, sometimes three meters thick, with landing plat-
forms strong enough to withstand the river in spate. There were wells, or burjs—towers built
at the corners—an imposing entrance gate on the river, raised paths, pavilions, and stone

platforms throughout the garden. Long sections of Mughal-era walls remain along the river,

Rg’ﬂecrions of Pa radise
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although most traces of the gardens have vanished and the land has been altered for indus-
trial or residential use. Behind these massive walls, beneath the terraces, the Mughals often
constructed domed chambers; here, in at least one of his gardens, Babur constructed baths.
“Three things oppressed us in Hindustan, its heat, its violent winds, its dust. Against all
three the Bath is a protection, for in it, what is known of dust and wind? And in the heats it
is so chilly that one is almost cold.” 12

Babur lived in his gardens composing music and poetry and entertaining friends, using
the gardens as staging areas for military campaigns. With the amenities of a palace, he held
formal events such as diplomatic receptions. Later, Mughals’ enjoyment of the Yamuna gar-
dens continued but was not reverential; as with palaces, their appearance and use changed
over time according to the interests and taste of the rulers. Babur’s son Humayun (reigned
1530— 40, 1555—56) apparently lived in the fort but frequently entertained or held ceremonial
functions in the gardens. There are descriptions of Mughal feasts in which the terraces “as
well as the boats along the Jumna, were illuminated with lamps.”"® For such festivities, silken
awnings, rich carpets, bolsters, cushions, and elegant hangings decorated the pavilions and
platforms; musicians, acrobats, singers, and dancers entertained, followed by a great display
of fireworks.

The best-preserved Yamuna garden, currently known as the Ram Bagh, with riverside
terraces, baths, stables, water devices, and wells, gives a sense of the scale of imperial baghs. In
his Memoirs, the Emperor Jahangir (reigned 1605—27), Babur’s great-grandson, says his father
Akbar planted pineapples “found in the Franks’ ports. It is extremely good-smelling and
tasting. Several thousand are produced every year in the Gulafshan Garden in Agra.”'* All
the Mughals had a fondness for fruit and planted groves of fruit trees in the plots. Jahangir
renamed the garden the Bagh-1 Nurafshan when he turned a large area of Agra, including
the Gulafshan, over to his queen, Nurjahan (1577—1645), who built the surviving pavilions.
A woman of great taste and talent, Nurjahan was involved in planning many of Jahangir’s
gardens.

Gardens with a funerary association were more likely to survive, and it was long
thought that after Babur’s death in 1530 he was buried in the Gulafshan for several years
before being moved to his favorite garden in Kabul. Some authorities claim another of his
Yamuna gardens, the Charbagh, was his burial place. At the time of Babur’s death, Humayun
had completed construction of a mosque adjacent to his father’s Charbagh; Timurid gardens
often melded with the precincts of mosques that included cemeteries. Near Humayun’s
mosque there are gravestones inscribed with the names of Babur’s learned friends from
Kabul who built Yamuna gardens at his direction.'® It does seem likely that Babur’s compan-
ions would have been buried in proximity to his grave. Abu'l-Fazl Allami, Akbar’s great

friend and the chronicler of his reign, illustrated the open nature of early Mughal society

and the access highly placed nobles had to imperial gardens when he wrote of Babur’s

Charbagh, “It was the birth-place of the writer of this work, and the last resting-place of

his grandfather and his elder brother.” ¢

Little 1s known of the Yamuna gardens during the fifteen-year hiatus in Mughal rule
following Humayun’s overthrow. A promising youth who grew obsessively superstitious and
eccentric, Humayun became dependent on opium. As a ruler he was inept and exhibited ter-
rible judgment, frustrating his ambitious brothers. Sher Shah Sur, a feudal chieftain, raised a
foﬂowing, led an insurgency, and drove Humayun out of Hindustan. He sought refuge in
Iran and with Iranian help eventually recaptured Kabul following fratricidal battles.
Eventually Humayun regained Hindustan but died within the year, leaving his son, four-
teen-year-old Akbar, emperor of a very shaky realm. At the time Akbar was on a military
campaign in the Punjab, where he was crowned on February 14, 1556, the seventy-third

anniversary of his grandfather Babur’s birth.

LATER EMPERORS

From the beginning of Akbar’s reign (1556 —1605) through 150 years of powerful Mughal
rule, the emperors continued to emphasize their Timurid lineage and glorify the founders,
Timur and Babur. Like Babur a fearless and decisive military leader, Akbar found inspiration

in his grandfather’s tolerance and curiosity. Babur’s intellectual pursuits were literary;

Akbar’s intellectual interests were philosophical, the most controversial being his study of

known religions. Though Babur had a rare understanding of men and events, he could sel-
dom control them, whereas Akbar ruled with absolute authority for forty-nine years. He
consolidated the empire, and with political stability came wealth and increased power. In the
arts he created the famous Mughal kitabkbana, or library and painting workshop. His archi-
tectural endeavors focused on building magnificent stone forts at strategic locations as he
expanded the empire, and although he showed limited interest in gardens, he is credited with
the most important innovation in Mughal gardens.

Built at Akbar’s direction on the banks of the Yamuna at Delhi, the tomb of his father
Humayun was set in the center of a large charbagh, the earthly reflection of the Islamic
paradise and the prototype of future Mughal tombs. The Yamuna has wandered from
its former banks, but the garden and tomb survive. A stone perimeter wall encloses an area
of approximately twelve hectares.!” The quadripartite layout of the garden on a single plane
is divided by wide pathways with each quarter subdivided into eight plots. Centered in the
garden paths, the narrow watercourses represent nabr, the Four Rivers of Paradise, as they
converge at the plinth bearing the tomb; thus the red sandstone tomb, with its graceful
white marble dome, rises symbolically as the sacred mount above the crossing of the

Four Ruvers.

Rgﬂertz’ons of Paradise
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Humayun's tomb is perhaps the first real Mughal charbagh we can actually trace. Shortly
after taking Kabul, Babur wrote: “I laid out the Four Gardens, known as the Bagh-I-Wafa. . .
In the middle of it, a one-mill stream flows constantly past the little hill on which are the
four garden plots.”'® He made other references to “a charbagh” but it is not clear he divided
his gardens in the classic charbagh pattern, nor were all his pre-Indian gardens walled. We
know that terraces of equal size with straight watercourses characterized his gardens. This
arrangement and his genius for siting gardens were still apparent as late as 1978 in his garden
on a mountain spur at Istalif, Afghanistan. We also know he experimented, introducing new
plants and unusual trees. It is probable that Babur’s orderly gardens had a lively ambience
and a vitality the later gardens lacked.

Painting flourished under Akbar’s son Jahangir, who had exquisite, detailed botanical
studies painted to satisfy and inform his discriminating interest in plants. Particularly fond
of Kashmir, he made several lengthy visits and created large, terraced gardens on the slopes
overlooking Dal Lake. During his reign the first European traders traveled to Agra and
wrote strikingly similar descriptions: “It lies in the form of a half-moon on the banks of the
River Jemini. . . which is overhung by many very beautiful palaces belonging to the nobles of
the empire. The prospect towards the river is most pleasant for about six coss | five kilome-

ters | or more along its banks.” ™

SHAHJAHAN

Though Jahangir wrote fondly of his father in his Memoirs, theirs was a troubled relationship
and he was displaced in Akbar’s affections by his own sons. Akbar enjoyed a particularly
close relationship with Jahangir’s third son Khurram, the future Shahjahan (1592 —1666), who
grew up in his household. At Khurram’s birth Akbar had given the child to his own first and
principal wife to raise. The childless, aging queen doted on the boy.

During Akbar’s final illness, Khurram, then thirteen, refused to leave his dying grand-
father, and so witnessed an attempted coup by nobles to put his seventeen-year-old brother
Khusrau on the throne. However, Jahangir prevailed and imprisoned Khusrau, who later
escaped, rebelled, and was captured and blinded. Poison ended his unhappy life while he was
confined to the care of Khurram, by then known as Shahjahan. On the death of Jahangir,

Shahjahan (reigned 1628 —58) secured the throne by the murder of his

Jabangir and Kburram Feasted by Nurjaban,

younger brother and other Timurid relatives. By his ruthless ambition

India, ca. 1617. Opaque watercolor and gold he dishonored the Tlrnurld COde, WhICh guaranteed th€ Safety Of young

on paper, 25.2 X 14.2 cm. Freer Gallery of

Art, Smithsonian Institution, gift of

princes. Many years later, after a reign of thirty-one years, his health

Charles Lang Freer. The setting is thought  and control weakened with old age, Shahjahan watched his own sons

to be Nurjahan's Nurafshan Garden, now

known as the Ram Bagh, and illustrates

destroy each other in a war of succession. The relationship between

how the Yamuna gardens were used. I'UIGI'S, their heirs and brothers, was often convoluted; as a further

2.2
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example, Shahjahan was deposed by his surviving son and successor, Aurangzeb (reigned
1658 —1707), and confined for the last eight years of his life to the riverfront pavilions of the :
Red Fort looking east to the Taj Mahal.

The date chosen for Shahjahan’s accession, February 14, 1628, the same date Akbar suc-
ceeded to the throne seventy-two years earlier, was the 14s5th anniversary of Babur’s birth.
Shahjahan assumed rule of a rich, stable empire with a highly centralized administration. A
proven military leader and negotiator, he was an avid and knowledgeable collector of jewels ;
and, as a prince, displayed a strong interest in architecture. As emperor he had the resources
to build on the scale of the Central Asian Timurids, undertaking such massive projects as
Shahjahanabad, a new capital on the Yamuna in Delhi, which, in Timurid fashion, served to
signify foreign domination, for the Mughals remained essentially foreign.® The architect of
his gardens is unknown, and Shahjahan is said to have assumed a major role in the design of
his projects, approving every plan. The nobles, who regarded the stern emperor with some
apprehension, were quick to follow his example, producing a building boom throughout the
empire.’! During this same period, a similar movement was taking place in France, where
Cardinal Richelieu commissioned palaces as if he were a Mughal emperor, but the names of
seventeenth-century French landscape architects are well known and those of Mughal archi-
tects are not. There is no evidence that the Mughals were influenced by contemporaneous
[talian or French landscape designs. Their gardens retained a Timurid character even after
foreign emissaries and traders were received at court and European influence could be
detected in painting and architecture.**

In the beginning of Mughal rule, although it was said Timurid protocol was followed,
court etiquette seems rather informal when compared to accounts of the complex ceremony
of approach and ritual of submission required by Timur. However, under Shahjahan proto-
col became strict and formalized, reflecting his vision of kingship and his reserve and con-
tributing to the aura surrounding the throne. As the architectural historian Ebba Koch has
written, " T'he hierarchic relationship between Shahjahan and his subjects was confirmed and

acted out symbolically in rigid court ceremonial, repeated daily, focusing on the Emperor.”*

In portraits by his court painters, Shahjahan is always shown in profile |

surrounded by a nimbus suggesting a semidivi ' X
T ST 5 R y gg g a semidivine nature, the impres

Fair Ali, artist calligrapher, and Salim sion of the imperial idealdhe encouraged.

Quili, artist, India. Opaque watercolor and

. Contemporary accounts describe Shahjahan as excessively cold
gold on paper; image: 22.2 x 11.4 cm. The

Kialsoi Atkiis Mlasenss of Aot Karsas and arrogant, counter to the commonly held irhpression of him today
City, Missouri; purchase: Nelson Trust.

as a romantic who, engulfe ' '
SRR , engulfed by grief at the death of his beloved

The figures in the right and bottom queen, built the Taj Mahal as her monument. Betrothed when she was

margins are malis

or gardeners, at work.

ERE fourteen, he fifteen, and married at twenty, Arjumand Bano Begum
Indian malis work much the same

way today (1590—1629), known as Mumtaz Mahal, was reputed to be a Persian
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beauty, kindhearted and her husband’s favorite companion. She died after delivering her
fourteenth child in Burhanpur, where the court had moved following the emperor.
Temporarily buried in a garden there, six months later her body was brought to Agra and
kept near the construction site of the Taj until its completion and her final interment.
Contemporary Mughal documents refer to the monument as the “Illuminated Tomb”; the

term “Taj Mahal” is believed to derive from popular usage based on the queen’s title,

Mumtaz Mahal.

THE TA] MAHAL
Perhaps the most admired building in the world, the perfectly proportioned tomb makes a
profound impression with its luminous white marble veneer, exceptionally sensitive to
changing light. M. C. Joshi, former director general of the Archaeological Survey of India,
has pointed out that the Taj represents the full development of several Mughal themes.**
The architectural historian, R. Nath, described the Mughal engineers’ skill in placing the
weight-bearing piers of the structure on a series of deep wells compensating for the slope of
the riverbank; these are still intact and effective, after some 350 years, in a significantly
changed environment.”

The site chosen for the monument with a true north-south alignment was a garden

Raja Jai Singh inherited from his grandfather Raja Man Singh, a friend of Akbar’s and one

of the first Rajput officials in the Mughal court. Known for their courage and code of chiv-

Shahjahan remains personaﬂy il’l&CCﬁSSiblEf only hlS Vanity and ObS€S— Prince Aumngzeb Faring a Maddened Elepbant

alry, the Rajputs were one of the historic races of India. In a tradition observed by Timurids,

Named Sudbakar, painted by an unknown

that the dead not be buried in land obtained by force or violence, imperial land was sion with his own destiny are disclosed.

artist. India, ca. 1635. Opaque watercolor
While the concept is a supetb example of the paradise theme so  and gold on paper; folio 54a: 246 x 403
cm. From the Padshabnama, Chronicle of the
King of the World. Given by the Nawab of
the Taj to intimidate the visitor. The verses inscribed on the white mar-  Oudh o George IIl in 1799, The Royal
Collection © 2000, Her Majesty Queen
Elizabeth II. Note the walled riverfront

found and awesome passages in the Koran. The grand scale, the  garden in the background showing the

exchanged for the Raja’s garden.

Within its enclosure, the plan of the Taj differs from its predecessors due to the place- beloved by the Mughals, clearly it was the intention of the architect of

ment of the tomb on a high plinth at one end of the garden rather than in the center at the

crossing of symbolic water channels. An interpretation of this plan by Wayne E. Begley the- ble panels of the gate and the monument are among the most pro-

orizes that the Taj complex is an allegorical interpretation of the Day of Resurrection as

landing, an airy pavilion, and dense foliage

revealed in the Koran. He compares the Taj enclosure to a thirteenth-century diagram of the imposing gate, the long approach to the monument, the wide paths,

within.

Plain of Assembly by Ibn al-Arabi, whose mystical writings were influential on Indian the size of the tomb and its unearthly appearance above the high

Sufis.* plinth, the opalescent marble and jeweled decoration—all reinforce

Shahjahan’s preferred son and probable heir, Dara-Shikoh, was a student of Islamic this perception.
mysticism whose teacher was influenced by al-Arabi’s writings. Dara also studied Hindu Recently the number of visitors to the Taj has exceeded sixty thousand a week. Surging

mystical philosophy, translated the Upanishads, and became interested in Islamic pantheism. crowds threaten the structure itself and overrun the gardens, transforming the ambience and

26

Shahjahan’s favorite daughter, Jahanara (died 1681), his companion during his confinement,
was deeply religious and a follower of the Chisti order of Sufis. His own relationship with
several Sufi shaykhs was complex and well known, but Shahjahan’s involvement in mysticism

is not clear. Although the official history of his reign records details of daily court life,

the intended experience. (One of the main environmental hazards to the Taj is moisture
from the breath and bodies of the visitors who enter the tomb chamber.) For 350 years the
formality of the garden layout and materials influenced visitors’ behavior; they remained on

the paths and were respectful. The Taj had, in fact, assumed the atmosphere of a shrine—

Reﬂectz’ons of Paradise
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[ etter from Aurangzeb to Shahyj ahan
dated 9 December 1652

Translated by Wheeler M. Thackston

After discharging the duties of sincerity and servitude, which
insure everlasting felicity, this faithful servant humbly reports
to the imperial presence that on Thursday, the third of
Muharram [1063 = December 4, 1652, I entered Akbarabad
[Agra] and went straight from the road to meet the Princess of
the People of the World in the Jahanara Garden, and having
enjoyed conversation with her in the delightful place, I went at
the end of the day to quarters located in Mahabat Khan'’s
garden. On Friday I went to circumambulate the Illuminated
Tomb and obtained the blessings of visitation.

The buildings of these sacred precincts are as stable as
they were when they were completed in the imperial presence.
However, the dome over the blessed tomb leaks on the north
side during the rainy season, and the four portals, most of the
second-story alcoves, the four small domes, the four northern
vestibules, and the vault of the seven-doored plinth' have got-
ten damp. The marble-covered roof of the large dome has
leaked in two or three places during this season. It has been
repaired, but we will have to wait and see what will happen next
rainy season. The domes of the mosque and assembly chamber
also leak during the rainy season. They have been repaired, but
the builders suggest that if the facing of the second-story roof
is opened, remortared, and tamped down 2] over the mortar to
a depth of half a yard, the portals, alcoves, and small domes
may be all right. They admit their inability to come up with a
plan for the large dome. Blessed saint, extend your hand! Such
magnificent buildings have been afflicted so by the evil eye! If
a ray of imperial attention is cast to remedy the situation, it
would be appropriate.

The Mahtab Garden was completely inundated, and
therefore it has lost its charm, but soon it will regain its ver-

dancy. The octagonal pool and the pavilion ( bangla) around it

are in splendid condition. It is surprising to hear that the waters of the Jumna have overflowed their banks

because at present the river 1s moving back to its old course and is about to regain it.

On Saturday,® I had the Princess of the People of the World brought to my quarters, and the next day I

went to see her and bid her farewell. On Monday the seventh I decamped from there, and today, which is the

eighth of the month, I have reached the vicinity of Dholpur. God willing, as was previously reported, I will

traverse the distances stage by stage without stopping anywhere until I reach the Deccan. May the world-illu-

minating sun of the caliphate always shine over the heads of the people of the world!

1. The “seven-doored plinth” must refer to one of the projections from the plinth in the middle of the north and south sides,

both of which have seven arches in the marble facing,

2. Text has sihshamba, Tuesday, which must be a mistake. Aurangzeb arrived in Akbarabad on Thursday, visited the tomb on Friday,

and departed on Monday. That leaves only Saturday and Sunday, which must be the days he saw Princess Jahanara.
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despite the Islamic custom of simple burials based on the Prophet Muhammad’s admoni-
tion against monumental tombs and veneration of the dead.

Early descriptions of the Taj garden are rare and its original planting scheme remains
unknown. The French traveler Francois Bernier described the paved paths in July 1663 as
“raised about eight French feet above the garden,” and there were “several garden walks cov-

ered with trees and many parterres full of flowers.”*”

THE MYTH OF THE BLACK TA]
It 1s a commonly held notion, still touted by guides, that Shahjahan intended to build a sec-
ond tomb of black marble opposite the Taj on the northern bank of the Yamuna in the
Mahtab Bagh, or Moonlight Garden, and join them by a bridge. This reference to a second
tomb evidently first surfaced in the account of visits to Agra in 1640 and 1665 by the French
traveler Jean Baptiste Tavernier who claimed Shahjahan “had begun to build his own tomb
on the other side of the river.” 2

Remains at the Mahtab Bagh indicate it was designed as a pleasure garden, not a tomb
garden, and there never was a tomb there; at least twice since the 1970s archaeologists from
the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) have thoroughly examined the garden and found
no evidence of the extensive foundation required to support such a structure. M. C. Joshi

believes the original concept for the Taj complex may have included a tomb at the Mahtab

Bagh but that the plan was abandoned by the time construction of the Taj began.

THE TA] MAHAL AND ITS MOONLIGHT GARDEN

The connection between the Taj Mahal and the Mahtab Bagh is borne out by early maps,
which illustrate the plan of the Taj complex as a series of quadrants; a market and cara-
vansary, the forecourt and subsidiary tombs facing the great gate, the formal garden facing
the monument, the distance spanning the river from the north wall of the Taj enclosure to
the wall of the Mahtab Bagh, and then the Moonlight Garden. Excavations by the
Archaeological Survey of India in 1993—94 revealed the octagonal tank and in 1995—96
confirmed the existence of adjacent pavilions. But why would the Mahtab Bagh— part of
the original Taj complex—be forgotten over the centuries, to be rediscovered only in the
1090S?

Although the Mughals had superior engineers and experience in moving and control-
ling water, from the terrace of the Taj it 1s obvious that the Mahtab Bagh and nearby gardens
on the opposite lower bank where the Yamuna makes a deep loop were vulnerable to flood
tides on the river. Even now, with the Yamuna depleted and degraded by industrial develop-
ment and waste, the current is swift and can flood the Mahtab Bagh following strong mon-

soons. We have historical evidence that such an event took place shortly after i1t was built.

Reflections of Paradise
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While constructing the Taj Mahal, completed in 1643, Shahjahan also undertook the
creation of the new imperial city north of Delhi, which he named Shahjahanabad. In 1648
he moved into his marble apartments in the Red Fort there and did not return to Agra for
some years. In December 1652, passing through Agra on a military mission for his father,
Prince Aurangzeb visited his mother’s tomb. After conferring with the architects about
damage caused by recent rains, he wrote to his father suggesting repairs.

In his letter describing the leaks at the Taj, he goes on to say: “The Mahtab Garden
was completely inundated, and therefore it has lost its charm, but soon 1t will regain its ver-
dancy. The octagonal pool and the pavilion (‘bangla) around it are in splendid condition. It is
surprising to hear that the waters of the Jumna have overflowed their banks because at pre-
sent the river is moving back to its old course and is about to regain it” (see “Letter from
Aurangzeb to Shahjahan,” p. 28).

Aurangzeb’s letter makes the definite link between the Taj and the Mahtab Bagh. The
scarcity of later literary references and the existing physical evidence found during excavations
of the site in the 1990s suggest that the Mahtab Bagh was all but abandoned after flooding,
perhaps as early as the seventeenth century. During the British era the garden was used as an
elegant camping grounds, and early ASI reports contain references to garden pavilions, but
knowledge of the spectacular octagonal pool on the riverside terrace was lost, buried under
two or three meters of silt, until 1993. Through the years the garden has been subjected to
continuous pilferage; almost all of the sandstone cladding and architectural elements have
been removed, and there has been serious brick robbing of the foundations and extensive
mining of the garden plots along the riverfront wall (see “Archaeology of the Garden™).

However, enough remains to allow for a plan to be drawn. From the surviving south-
eastern corner towet, the exposed brick wall parallels that of the Taj enclosure on the opposite
bank and their measurements correspond. There were extensive and sophisticated water works
to supply the pools, fountains, and water channels (see “Waterworks and Landscape Design™).
The marble fountains, the lotus pool, the central tank, and the sandstone columns complete
with bases and the cusped arches they supported are those found within the Taj enclosure, and
there are features similar to those found in Shahjahan’s Shalimar Garden in Lahore.

Even in its current state the character of the Mahtab Bagh is clear: it was a sumptuous
pleasure garden, vastly different from the garden in the Taj enclosure. This suggests that
Shahjahan built the Mahtab Bagh, his Moonlight Garden, as a continuation of a narrative
sequence—his “Garden of Delight,” where the promised rewards of paradise could be
enjoyed, complementing and thereby reaflirming the somber character of the garden within
the Taj enclosure.

Moonlight gardens were a tradition enjoyed by Indians before the Mughals; after shel-

tering from the day’s heat, they took their ease amid fragrant white blossoms and flowerin
g ¥ y o g

trees in the cooler night air. The Mughals added pools and water devices to their moonlight
gardens and outlined the raised paths, platforms, and pavilions with small oil lamps. All
these features were in Shahjahan’s Mahtab Bagh, but its main purpose was to view the Taj.
The positioning of the Taj on its lofty setting high above the river and the perfect
placement of the octagonal pool to reflect it establish the purpose of the garden in the
entire scheme. One imagines the royal barge carrying the emperor from the fort to the gar-
den, where he could sit in an airy pavilion and embrace the dramatic view of the Taj and its
ethereal likeness. Magically the image was disembodied by the fountain jets as they fell back
in the pearl drop pattern— portraying water as a precious gift from the heavens. His sur-

roundings recall the koranic description of paradise:

therein a running fountain,
therein uplifted couches
and goblets set forth

and cushions arrayed

and carpets outspread.

KORAN 88:12—16

Facing Shahjahan was the north portal of the Taj inscribed with Sura 84 “Rending Asunder”
wherein this world and the next are sundered by death. Here in his earthly paradise he could
enjoy the pleasure of sorrow.

Beyond the riverfront terrace of the Mahtab Bagh are the ghostly traces of a charbagh
which no doubt had fruit trees in the plots (see “Botanical Symbolism and Function™). Such
gardens evoked the hasht bibisht, eight paradises, a reference to paradise in the Koran, and the
Mahtab Bagh recalls Sura 55 in which two gardens are mentioned with green pastures, two
kinds of every fruit, palm trees and pomegranates.

One of the so-called mysteries surrounding the Taj is the placement of Shahjahan’s
cenotaph. The queen’s cenotaph is centered within screens of marble tracery, but the
emperor is crowded to the side, seeming to support speculation that Shahjahan planned to
build a second tomb. But his cenotaph was on the west, toward Mecca, and there was prece-
dence for such asymmetrical placement of cenotaphs as seen in the earlier Yamuna garden
tomb of I'timauddawla, which is known to be the original design. Another view citing
expense, scale, and the attention lavished on every detail argues that Shahjahan built the Taj

as his tomb. The epitaph engraved on his cenotaph strengthens this view.

This is the illumined grave and sacred resting place of the Emperor, dignified as

Rizwan, residing in Eternity, His Majesty, having his abode in [ the celestial realm of ]
Illiyun, Dweller in Paradise, the Second Sahib Qiran, Shah Jahan, Padshah Ghazi; may it

Rg‘lecrz'ons of Paradise
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be sanctified and may Paradise become his abode. He traveled from this world to the

banquet-hall of Eternity on the night of the twenty-sixth of the month of Rajab, in

bb :129

the year one-thousand-and-seventy-six-Hijri” | January 31, 1666

Here Shahjahan is referred to as “Rizwan,” in Islamic tradition the guardian of paradise; the

Taj complex 1s his image of paradise, and he is the gatekeeper to that paradise.

Surely Shahjahan envisaged this ultimate tomb at the ultimate crossing of the Four

Rivers of Paradise. Indeed the design of the complex feels incomplete if the tomb on its

Willtam and Thomas Daniell, The Taje
Mabel, Agra. Originally published as an
aquatint (53.3 x 87.6 cm) in Views of the Taje
Mabel at the City of Agra in Hindoostan Taken in
1789. Used by permission of the British
Library p39s. In the right foreground the
surviving tower of the Mahtab Bagh shows
figures on the upper level, stairs leading up
to it (no evidence of stairs remains), and a
collapsing stone structure, possibly part of

an aqueduct.

32

riverside terrace is considered the northern end of the plan; it lacks the
symmetry essential to the Mughal sense of order. At present, to expe-
rience the Taj, one progresses past laj Ganj, through the forecourt to
the monumental gate, a prelude framing the first view of the Taj.
Within the enclosure the vision of the tomb floating above the plinth
pulls you toward it, drawing you along the central watercourse of the
formal garden up to the marble terrace. The culmination of the plan at
the tomb suspended above the edge of the river is abrupt; it is dra-

matic but very un-Mughal. There is strong evidence that the Mahtab

Site plan of the Taj Mahal complex
including the Yamuna River and the
Mahtab Bagh in correct proportions.

The plan of the Mahtab Bagh is
reconstructed rather than conjectural,
based on physical evidence from
archaeological investigation and early
literary references. Measurements of the
structures shown in the east and west wall
and of the northern gate conform with
existing records, but the complete plan
cannot be traced. Originally pavilions
flanked the octagonal pool, but little
beyond their masonry foundations remains;
as these building plans were not clear, they
have not been included. The plan shows
how the size of the tomb and the
octagonal pool correspond. It can be seen
clearly that the principle of unity so
fundamental in Islamic belief and
architecture has been achieved in the
composition of the Taj complex. The plan
may embody Shahjahan’s image of the
cosmic order, but the analysis of its
meaning and the symbolism of its
geometric forms have not been deciphered.
Plan drawn by Lisa Scheer based on the
1789 engraving by James Newton.

(See p. 37.)
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Top: Plan of the Taje Mabel engraved by James Taj Mahal with the Yamuna River and the
Newton. In William and Thomas Daniell, Mahtab Bagh. Satellite photo, October 1o,
Views of the Taje Mabel at the City of Agra in 1999, by spaceimaging.com

Hindoostan Taken in 1789. Used by permission

of the British Library T11333. The artist

reduced the width of the river and

included only a portion of the Mahtab
Bagh.
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The Taj Mahal and the southeast tower of Bagh was part of the original plan of the Ta] complex and, though long

the Mahtab Bagh reflected in the Yamuna
River, in the evening, October 24, 1999.

overlooked, its inclusion demonstrates such a crossing of the Four

Compate to the Daniells’ aquatine (p. 32).  Rivers. The water channels in Shahjahan’s two gardens are aligned and
P q P J g g

Photograph by Neil Greentree

provide one long north-south axis. Follow the water from the channel
below the entrance gate of the Taj enclosure to the raised tank in the center: it divides to cir-
cle the tank and glides on to disappear beneath the monumental plinth, then rises joyfully in
the fountains of the octagonal pool of the Mahtab Bagh, from which it falls in a cascade to
the lotus pool, and overflows into a channel that runs to the central tank of the charbagh an
image of the pool within the Taj enclosure.

The River Yamuna itself becomes part of this bold concept joining—rather than sep-
arating—the two gardens. The crossing of the rivers is consummated as the Yamuna,
flowing west to east past the tomb, passes over the illusory water channels. Thus when
reflected in the river, the Taj, the sacred mount as axis mundi, is transformed into an evanes-

cent image above the Crossing of the Four Rivers of Paradise.

Only someone with Shahjahan’s vainglorious sense of himself could conceive such an

audacious plan. However, as realized, this plan of the Taj transcends all others as the vision

of paradise on earth, Shahjahan’s own cosmic diagram.

Surely the godfearing shall dwell amid gardens
and a river

in a sure abode, in the presence of

a King Omnipotent.

KORAN, Sura 54 “T’he Moon”

AFTERWORD
In October 1999 as we were puzzling over the worn stone remnants of the structure that
once graced the wall, one of the workmen clearing grass and soil offered an explanation; it

was the frame of a large window or a door, the holes were sockets for heavy shutters, the

Reflections of Paradise
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rusted iron looped through a hole was a fragmentary latch. He explained it was just like a
house in the village; that proved to be the ruined hulk of a Mughal mahal now housing
dozens of village families. Early sketches of the Mahtab Bagh include a narrow structure
with shuttered windows, a vaulted roof, and a curved cornice above the wall. In Shahjahan’s
time such vaulting, called bangla, were reserved for royalty. We had found sections of such a
curved cornice in the debris where the vaulted chambers against the wall beneath the walk
and part of the pool had collapsed.

In keeping with the recent Supreme Court of India ruling to establish a greenbelt
around the Taj, in 1998 —g9 the Horticulture Department of the ASI planted seven-thou-
sand saplings in the quadrants of the Mahtab Bagh north of the riverfront terrace. Tapping
the irrigation system provided for the plantation, we were able to collect water in the octago-
nal pool. By the light of the full moon on October 24, 1999, the Taj was reflected once again
in the great pool of the Mahtab Bagh. In the stillness of the night, bathed in moonlight, the
glory of the garden could be imagined.

From the top of the wall above the garden’s ruins, the now abused and wounded
Yamuna appeared magisterial once more with the serene image of the Taj floating on its sil-
ver surface. Just west of the moonlit tomb the fires of the cremation ghat flickered when
reflected in the holy Yamuna, the ageless witness to the death of men and dynasties, as it

rolled on its timeless path to union with the Ganga.
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Botanical Symbolism and Function at the Mahtab Bagh

David L. Lentz

ODELED AFTER THE Persian concept of
carthly paradise, the pleasure gardens of the seventeenth-century Mughal emperors exhib-
ited elaborate renditions of cut-stone architecture, water chutes, standing pools, and flowing
fountains, but their very essence was revealed in carefully managed floristic displays. The lay-
out and design of these gardens were filled with symbolic meaning that was a direct
reflection of Mughal thought and rich iconographic history. Yet not everything about
Mughal gardens was symbolic. Gardens were places of respite and enjoyment where all the
senses could be stimulated. Each garden was designed to evoke the sounds, smells, touch,
taste, and visual richness of paradise on earth. Many of the sensual attributes were arranged
through the plantings. Of course, tied in with the symbolism and sensuality was a need to
be practical; gardens were refuges from the torrid summers and lengthy monsoons of India.
Agra, with its notoriously warm climate, represents an excellent justification for such
refreshing sanctuary. Cool, rippling waters coupled with shade from overarching broadleaf
trees were key elements to the natural climate control of the gardens.

Although the Mughals brought a rich garden tradition with them to central India,
many of their architectural elements and selections for plantings were influenced by Hindu
garden concepts. Starting with Akbar, grandfather of Shahjahan, the Mughal emperors
made a political point of marrying Indian princesses to win the allegiance of local rulers.! It
was during Akbar’s reign that women began to affect garden design and patronage.” Indeed,
Shahjahan’s mother, first wife of Jahangir, was a Rajput princess.’ The Rajput clans formed a
major portion of the Hindu warrior caste and thus were important allies to the Mughal
conquerors. As Indian women became more involved with life at court, they were able to
introduce their tastes and preferences into its proceedings. Furthermore, pleasure gardens

themselves were built and tended by Indian artisans and workers. As a result, there were

Botanical Symbolism and Function at the Mahtab Bagh
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considerable opportunities for Indians to influence the construction and floristic design of
the gardens.

Because Mughal gardens were intended to be well-ordered oases in an otherwise hot,
dusty, and chaotic environment, they served as social centers for many of the rituals and spe-
cial occasions of courtly life. The beauty and fragrances provided by the floral displays
offered a colorful backdrop for major events such as birthdays, coronations, marriages, and
even, in some cases, entombment.* The availability of fresh flowers and fruits was undoubt-
edly an attractive feature of the gardens. The horticultural arrays were not only alluring set-
tings with symbolic representations; the plants were placed there to serve an economic
function, too. Fruit production at gardens would often exceed the needs of the royal family,
and the surplus could be sold in local markets to offset the high cost of garden mainte-
nance.’ In this way, both immediate and long-term needs could be satisfied, and the gardens
could be rendered self-sustaining,

In short, pleasure gardens reflected the religious and political symbolism of seven-

teenth century Mughals combined with syncretic influences from local traditions. The gar-

dens served as centers of court activities in an environmentally and aesthetically pleasing

unusual for trees to live two hundred years and even longer. With this Figure 1. View from Mahtab Bagh looking
south, 1996. Workers in the foreground

setting, They were places of luxurious abundance where the bounty could be enjoyed by the

royal court or sold to defray COSts. in mind, it 1s easy to imagine that the trees of today’s Mahtab Bagh

examine a stratigraphic profile of soils
COU.lCl be the second— QI even ﬁrst-generation descendants Of the from the site that were extracted using a

5 1 hand-held coring device. Note the tufted
MODERN FLORISTIC INVENTORY OF THE MAHTAB BAGH planted denizens of the emperor’s garden. |
phuse grass in the background. Photograph

Although only remnants of its former glory still exist, the Mahtab Bagh was an excellent After inspection of Table 1, even the most casual observer will by David L. Lent

example of a seventeenth-century Mughal pleasure garden. Its location across the Yamuna note that many of the plants listed are weedy species that have made
River from the Taj Mahal in the former Mughal capital, <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>