
Taj Mahal 
An immense mausoleum of white marble, built in Agra between 1631 and 1648 by order of 
the Mughal emperor Shah Jahan in memory of his favourite wife, the Taj Mahal is the jewel 
of Muslim art in India and one of the universally admired masterpieces of the world's 
heritage. 



Agra, an old heritage city on the bank of the river Yamuna, finds mention in the Epic Mahabharata as 
Agravan. Ptolemy, the famous 2nd Century Geographer, marked it as Agra on the World map. It is 
generally accepted that Sultan Sikandra Lodi, the Ruler of Delhi Sultanate founded it in the year 1504 
AD but the golden age of the city began with Mughal rulers after 1526 AD. It was then known as 
Akbarabad and remained the capital of the Mughal Empire under Emperor Akbar, Jahangir and Shah 
Jahan, Agra’s significance as a political center ended with the transfer of the capital to Delhi  by 
Emperor Shah Jahan, but its architectural wealth has secured its place on the International map. 
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Criterion (i): Taj Mahal represents the finest architectural and 
artistic achievement through perfect harmony and excellent 
craftsmanship in a whole range of Indo-Islamic sepulchral 
architecture. It is a masterpiece of architectural style in 
conception, treatment and execution and has unique aesthetic 
qualities in balance, symmetry and harmonious blending of 
various elements. 



Brief synthesis 
The Taj Mahal is located on the right bank of the Yamuna River in a vast 
Mughal garden that encompasses nearly 17 hectares, in the Agra District in 
Uttar Pradesh. It was built by Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan in memory of his 
wife Mumtaz Mahal with construction starting in 1632 AD and completed in 
1648 AD, with the mosque, the guest house and the main gateway on the 
south, the outer courtyard and its cloisters were added subsequently and 
completed in 1653 AD. The existence of several historical and Quaranic 
inscriptions in Arabic script have facilitated setting the chronology of Taj 
Mahal. For its construction, masons, stone-cutters, inlayers, carvers, painters, 
calligraphers, dome builders and other artisans were requisitioned from the 
whole of the empire and also from the Central Asia and Iran. Ustad-Ahmad 
Lahori was the main architect of the Taj Mahal. 
The Taj Mahal is considered to be the greatest architectural achievement in the 
whole range of Indo-Islamic architecture. Its recognised architectonic beauty 
has a rhythmic combination of solids and voids, concave and convex and light 
shadow; such as arches and domes further increases the aesthetic aspect. The 
colour combination of lush green scape reddish pathway and blue sky over it 
show cases the monument in ever changing tints and moods. The relief work 
in marble and inlay with precious and semi precious stones make it a 
monument apart.  



The uniqueness of Taj Mahal lies in some truly remarkable 
innovations carried out by the horticulture planners and 
architects of Shah Jahan. One such genius planning is the 
placing of tomb at one end of the quadripartite garden rather 
than in the exact centre, which added rich depth and 
perspective to the distant view of the monument. It is also, 
one of the best examples of raised tomb variety. The tomb is 
further raised on a square platform with the four sides of the 
octagonal base of the minarets extended beyond the square 
at the corners. The top of the platform is reached through a 
lateral flight of steps provided in the centre of the southern 
side. The ground plan of the Taj Mahal is in perfect balance of 
composition, the octagonal tomb chamber in the centre, 
encompassed by the portal halls and the four corner rooms. 
The plan is repeated on the upper floor. The exterior of the 
tomb is square in plan, with chamfered corners.  



The large double storied domed chamber, which houses the 
cenotaphs of Mumtaz Mahal and Shah Jahan, is a perfect 
octagon in plan. The exquisite octagonal marble lattice screen 
encircling both cenotaphs is a piece of superb workmanship. It 
is highly polished and richly decorated with inlay work. The 
borders of the frames are inlaid with precious stones 
representing flowers executed with wonderful perfection. The 
hues and the shades of the stones used to make the leaves and 
the flowers appear almost real. The cenotaph of Mumtaz 
Mahal is in perfect centre of the tomb chamber, placed on a 
rectangular platform decorated with inlaid flower plant 
motifs. The cenotaph of Shah Jahan is greater than Mumtaz 
Mahal and installed more than thirty years later by the side of 
the latter on its west. The upper cenotaphs are only illusory 
and the real graves are in the lower tomb chamber (crypt), a 
practice adopted in the imperial Mughal tombs. 



The four free-standing minarets at the corners of the 
platform added a hitherto unknown dimension to the 
Mughal architecture. The four minarets provide not only a 
kind of spatial reference to the monument but also give a 
three dimensional effect to the edifice. 
The most impressive in the Taj Mahal complex next to the 
tomb, is the main gate which stands majestically in the 
centre of the southern wall of the forecourt. The gate is 
flanked on the north front by double arcade galleries. The 
garden in front of the galleries is subdivided into four 
quarters by two main walk-ways and each quarters in turn 
subdivided by the narrower cross-axial walkways, on the 
Timurid-Persian scheme of the walled in garden. The 
enclosure walls on the east and west have a pavilion at the 
centre. 



The Taj Mahal is a perfect symmetrical planned building, 
with an emphasis of bilateral symmetry along a central 
axis on which the main features are placed. The building 
material used is brick-in-lime mortar veneered with red 
sandstone and marble and inlay work of precious/semi 
precious stones. The mosque and the guest house in the Taj 
Mahal complex are built of red sandstone in contrast to the 
marble tomb in the centre. Both the buildings have a large 
platform over the terrace at their front. Both the mosque 
and the guest house are the identical structures. They have 
an oblong massive prayer hall consist of three vaulted bays 
arranged in a row with central dominant portal. The frame 
of the portal arches and the spandrels are veneered in 
white marble. The spandrels are filled with flowery 
arabesques of stone intarsia and the arches bordered with 
rope molding. 



Integrity 
Integrity is maintained in the intactness of tomb, mosque, guest house, main 
gate and the whole Taj Mahal complex. The physical fabric is in good condition 
and structural stability, nature of foundation, verticality of the minarets and 
other constructional aspects of Taj Mahal have been studied and continue to be 
monitored. To control the impact of deterioration due for atmospheric 
pollutants, an air control monitoring station is installed to constantly monitor 
air quality and control decay factors as they arise. To ensure the protection of 
the setting, the adequate management and enforcement of regulations in the 
extended buffer zone is needed. In addition, future development for tourist 
facilities will need to ensure that the functional and visual integrity of the 
property is maintained, particularly in the relationship with the Agra Fort. 
 

Authenticity 
The tomb, mosque, guest house, main gate and the overall Taj Mahal complex 
have maintained the conditions of authenticity at the time of inscription. 
Although an important amount of repairs and conservation works have been 
carried out right from the British period in India these have not compromised 
to the original qualities of the buildings. Future conservation work will need to 
follow guidelines that ensure that qualities such as form and design continue 
to be preserved. 
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William Hodge – The Taj Mahal  













Taj Mahal, Agra 



The Main Gateway (darwaza) to the Taj Mahal 



Taj Mahal at sunrise from Main Entrance 
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decorative spires that extend from the 
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Designs on the interior of the dome 



Marble jali lattice 





Designs on the interior of the dome 













The Mughals’ Support for the Arts  
With the ascension to the throne of Jahangir, Shah Jahan’s father, the Mughals’ 
patronage of artisans began to flourish, especially when he married a supporter of the 
arts, Nur Jahan (Latif, 1982). Jahangir was known to wear gemstones and pearls with 
extravagance. In 1619, Flemish diamond dealer and noted chronicler Jacques de Coutre 
described the emperor as “looking like an idol on account of the quantities of jewels he 
wore, with many precious stones around his neck as well as spinels, emeralds and 
pearls on his arms, and diamonds hanging from his turban” (Jaffer, 2013). This is 
confirmed by later portraits of the emperor that show him draped in pearls, gemstones, 
and rings. Early in the Mughal era, jewels were used as gifts on rare occasions, but only 
for the most special of royal guests. They were bestowed at feasts and celebrations. But 
starting with Jahangir and following with Shah Jahan, gift giving became an important 
political and cultural practice, layered with many intricacies. These two leaders also 
embraced European and Asian craftsmen, which is evident in the types of gems and 
jewelry they collected and later in the style of the architectural gem inlay work they 
adopted. In 1615, at the “Feast of the Water Aspersion,” an array of gemstones and 
jeweled utensils was offered (Melikian-Chirvani, 2004). Gifts were also given to 
commemorate the transfer of power, as when Shah Jahan became governor of Bengal 
and received a jeweled sword belt. A jeweled dagger belt was given to the great 
grandson of the founder of the Safavid dynasty (Shah Ismail I of Iran) by the governor 
of Zamindawar on a similar occasion in 1593. During the rule of Shah Jahan, gold 
decanters enameled and encrusted with gems were given at the annual Rosewater 
Celebration (Melikian-Chirvani, 2004).  



According to Sharma (2004), “the style during [the Mughal] period, and used by 
Hindus as well, was to decorate the frontal side of the ornaments on an enameled 
background with precious gems while the reverse was adorned with enameled 
patterns…. This effortless blending of Muslim and Hindu decorative art in the 
realm of jewellery made these pieces stylistically unique.” The back was often as 
beautiful or more beautiful than the front. The style of Mughal-era enameling, most 
likely adapted from the South Indian Deccan enamelers, shares common themes 
with the decor of the Taj Mahal, which features red poppies and floral patterns 
on a white background. This style is a hallmark of Jaipuri enamelwork. Jaipur was 
the center of Indian enameling during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
The advancement of Jaipur as an important enameling capital was a result of close 
ties with the Rajasthani Rajputs and the Mughals (Sharma, 2004). It was under 
Shah Jahan’s reign that enameling began to flourish. Jahan was truly a connoisseur 
of all things artistic. Through enameling he could combine his appreciation for 
gemstones, art, and architecture. He used enameling to embellish some of the 
finest thrones, such as the Peacock Throne, as well as magnificent decorative 
objects and weaponry (Sharma, 2004). With the Taj Mahal, Shah Jahan displayed 
the enameling of the Mughal period most consummately and passionately. While 
the Taj Mahal was still under construction, he had a golden screen created. It 
contained enameled inscriptions and cupolas that were to be placed around 
Mumtaz Mahal’s tomb on the second anniversary of her death (Bala Krishan, 
2001).  









Significance of the Gems Used in Taj Mahal  
Gems were chosen not only for their color but also for the spiritual properties attributed to 
them at that time. Of the many different types of gems used in the parchin kari of the 
Taj Mahal, the most significant in Islamic culture is carnelian. The Prophet Muhammad 
is said to have worn a silver ring set with carnelian on the little finger of his right hand, 
using it as a seal. Jafar, one of the most well-known of the imams, proclaimed that any man 
who wore carnelian would have his desires fulfilled (Kunz, 1938). Jade and chlorite were 
likely used because green was the Prophet Muhammad’s favorite color (Brill, 1993). Some 
ancient cultures also believed that jade was a healing stone, particularly for the kidneys 
(Tagore, 1881). Lapis lazuli is another gem that was chosen; the Sumerians believed that 
anyone who carried an amulet made of this material was in the company of a god (Budge, 
2011). It was cherished through out the ancient worlds of India, Mesopotamia, and Iran, as 
well as Egypt, where it was used in talismans, particularly of the eye and heart (Thomas and 
Pavitt, 1993). In Mesopotamian culture, jasper was associated with the heavens (Horowitz, 
1998), as well as driving away evil spirits (Kunz, 1938). Agate and jasper (both 
chalcedonies) were used as protection against the evil eye (Budge, 1968). Chalcedony was 
believed to render enemies terror-stricken while also having the power to promote 
peacefulness (Budge, 1968) and happiness (Tagore, 1881) and dispel sadness (Jones, 1968). 
Bloodstone was said to have the power to bring rain, a benefit to Shah Jahan’s beautiful 
gardens (Kunz, 1938). It might have been for protection against enchantments and spells 
that sard was used in the parchin kari. Sard was also believed to bring happiness (Kunz, 
1938). Other materials used that might have been chosen for purely aesthetic reasons 
include green plasma jasper, yellow limestone, variegated limestone, yellow marble, striped 
marble, and clay slate (Koch, 2006).  



Expertise of the Craftsmen  
The craftsmen working with minerals and gem materials on the Taj Mahal fell into 
several groups. First there were the bricklayers and stonecutters, called raj and 
sangtarash, respectively. According to Ebba Koch, an architectural historian and author 
of a seminal work on the Taj Mahal, the stonecutters were paid for each linear yard of 
stone they cut. They left symbols and sometimes Hindu or Arabic names on the bricks. 
Next came the stone carvers or munabbatkar, who carved the moldings in the rooms 
and created the exquisite renderings of plants and flowers in sandstone and marble. At 
the time, Indian artisans were often guided by European experts. Balasubramaniam 
(2009) writes: While the supervision and superintendence may have been of people of 
foreign origin, the current study proves that the actual engineering of the complex was 
the accomplishment of the genius of local Indian talent… [This proves] that the 
ultimate realization of the wonderfully engineered construction of Taj was possible due 
to the engineering abilities and skill of native architects and artisans, as confirmed by 
their adherence to the traditional measurement units of the subcontinent. Such 
traditions have continued to the present day. Koch (2006) illustrates one man, Hajii 
Nizamuddin Naqshbandi, who did stone restoration at the Taj Mahal for more than 40 
years until his death in 2005. He was a follower of the Naqshbandi Sufis and continued 
the long tradition of Sufi craftsmanship in the building arts Next came the craftsmen 
who did the stone inlay. This simple form of intarsia has been used for decorative 
objects and decor for centuries. It is based on inlaying colorful minerals into a recess to 
create a mosaic-like pattern. In India the term parchin kari is used both for the simple 
form of inlay as well as the intricate examples found throughout the Taj Mahal.  



Symbolic Significance of the Designs 
The floral pattern inlaid in the marble throughout the Taj 
Mahal is not random. Persian culture strongly influenced the 
Mughals. Floral imagery abounds in Persian poetry (Wescoat 
et al., 1996), which describes flowers as “springing forth 
from the waters of Paradise” (Janin, 2004), and this 
symbolism was no doubt the intention for Mumtaz’s final 
resting place (“Taj Mahal,” 2007). In the case of the Taj 
Mahal’s floral motif, the choice of red and yellow as 
prevailing colors was most likely deliberate. Red blossoms 
represent death and blood in Persian poetry, while yellow 
denotes rebirth and dispels grief. Although some of the 
flowers of the Taj Mahal are creations sprung from the minds 
of the craftsmen, others are depictions of real flowers such as 
lilies (similar to martagon lilies), tulips, poppy blossoms, 
buds, and calyxes (Koch, 2006) (figure 21).  



The red flowers are a symbol of sorrow, anguish, and death—poppies 
specifically are associated with the dead in Islamic thought (Koch, 2006). 
The Persian poet Hafiz claimed in the fourteenth century that tulips are 
tokens of great love (Hafiz, 1905; Connolly, 2004). Poppies and red flowers 
similar to lilies embellish the upper cenotaphs of Mumtaz Mahal and Shah 
Jahan. Their graceful leaves and blooms rain down in sorrow, and the blood 
red stands in contrast against the stark white of the marble. Both 
cenotaphs feature inscriptions of black onyx inlay. The Arabic inscription 
that runs around the sides and along the top of Mumtaz Mahal’s cenotaph 
are verses from the Koran, meant to put her soul at ease. The cenotaph of 
Shah Jahan features an ornate epitaph in Nastaʿlīq calligraphy (containing a 
pronounced rounded script) that reads: This is the sacred grave of His 
Most Exalted Majesty, Dweller in Paradise, Second Lord of the Auspicious 
Conjunction, Shah Jahan, Padshah; may it ever be fragrant! The year 1076 
[AD 1666] (Koch, 2006). While the cenotaphs on the main level are meant 
for public view, and are aligned to the north, the actual tombs of Shah Jahan 
and Mumtaz lie in a chamber just below, facing west, toward Mecca. In 
keeping with Islamic tradition, these actual tombs are much simpler in 
design.  



Inscriptions heritage at Taj  
 
Words from the Koran are similarly inlaid throughout the complex 
using black onyx. The inscription process itself was ambitious, as 
more than two dozen Koranic quotations are displayed on the Great 
Gate, mausoleum, and mosque. In a sense, this work is even more 
intricate because the onyx had to be carved to fit the script of the 
letters. The passage from the Koran on the Great Gate calls the 
charitable and the faithful to enter Paradise name was allowed on 
the Taj Mahal for posterity. This further demonstrated Shah Jahan’s 
high regard for the inscriptions and the artist. As Al-Haqq Shirazi had 
designed the inscriptions for the tomb of Akbar, Shah Jahan’s 
grandfather, he was the logical choice (Begley, 1978/1979). One of 
the three dated epigraphs inscribed at the Taj Mahal reads “Finished 
with His help” and was written by Amanat Khan al-Sjorazo in the 
year corresponding to the twelfth year of Shah Jahan’s reign, 
somewhere between October 1638 and April 1639. The larger words 
are in Arabic and the smaller ones in Persian (Begley, 1978/1979).  



















The actual tombs of Mumtaz Mahal and Shah Jahan in the lower level 







Calligraphy of Persian poems 



Protection and management requirements 
The management of Taj Mahal complex is carried out by the 
Archaeological Survey of India and the legal protection of the 
monument and the control over the regulated area around the 
monument is through the various legislative and regulatory 
frameworks that have been established, including the Ancient 
Monument and Archaeological Sites and Remains Act 1958 and Rules 
1959 Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Sites and Remains 
(Amendment and Validation); which is adequate to the overall 
administration of the property and buffer areas. Additional 
supplementary laws ensure the protection of the property in terms of 
development in the surroundings. 
An area of 10,400 sq km around the Taj Mahal is defined to protect the 
monument from pollution. The Supreme Court of India in December, 
1996, delivered a ruling banning use of coal/coke in industries located 
in the Taj Trapezium Zone (TTZ) and switching over to natural gas or 
relocating them outside the TTZ. The TTZ comprises of 40 protected 
monuments including three World Heritage Sites - Taj Mahal, Agra 
Fort and Fatehpur Sikri. 



The fund provided by the federal government is adequate for the 
buffer areas. The fund provided by the federal government is 
adequate for the overall conservation, preservation and maintenance 
of the complex to supervise activities at the site under the guidance 
of the Superintending Archaeologist of the Agra Circle. The 
implementation of an Integrated Management plan is necessary to 
ensure that the property maintains the existing conditions, 
particularly in the light of significant pressures derived from 
visitation that will need to be adequately managed. The Management 
plan should also prescribe adequate guidelines for proposed 
infrastructure development and establish a comprehensive Public 
Use plan. 
Factors affecting the property  
 

Development project negatively impacting the World Heritage value 
of the properties of Taj Mahal and Agra Fort (‘Taj Heritage Corridor 
Project’) (project suspended by the Indian authorities in 2004) 
 

Tourist access road 



The Taj Mahal Today and Its Conservation 
On April 11, 2018, severe storm winds caused two minarets at the Taj 
Mahal to collapse. Fortunately, the taller ones remained standing. While 
one of the destroyed minarets was located at the southern gate, the other 
was at the royal gate, where one gets a first glimpse of the Taj Mahal. This 
world wonder also faces deterioration from exposure to air pollution and 
wear from its eight million visitors every year. The result is a general 
yellowing of the buildings. As the custodians of this monument, the 
Archaeological Survey of India reported in January 2018 that the Taj Mahal 
was in danger of losing its attractive marble gloss due to air pollution in 
Agra (“India Taj Mahal minarets damaged…,” 2018).  
For a time up until the restoration by British Viceroy Lord Curzon was 
completed in 1908, security was not stringent, so some of the stones in the 
pietra dura as well as other decor were stolen (“Theft in Taj Mahal myth,” 
n.d.). The Archaeological Survey of India stated that it would take until 
2018 to clean the buildings, replace the missing stones, and take protective 
measures to minimize further damage by visitors (Devi, 2015). Most of the 
work has been accomplished, though some questions remain as to the 
safest method of cleaning the Taj Mahal’s main dome, which was scheduled 
for late 2019.  



To remove the yellow stains, a clay pack known as multani 
mitti (or fuller’s earth), known since the late 1800s, was 
applied for decades with positive results on the building 
exteriors. This facial treatment consisting of lime, cereal, soil, 
and milk was slathered onto the buildings, left to sit for 24 
hours, and then washed with warm water. 
Governmental protection began in 1996, when the Supreme 
Court of India enacted the Taj Trapezium Zone, a 10,400 
square km area surrounding the Taj Mahal complex. This 
trapezoid-shaped zone meant to protect the Taj from 
environmental pollution damage, bans the burning of coal 
within the area. It also requires some industries to switch to 
natural gas or even relocate outside of the zone (“Why is the 
Taj…,” 2008). Another measure to control pollution has been 
to ban the burning of cow dung, used for kindling in wood 
fires, within Agra (“Fuel guzzling vehicles…,” 2015).  



Fuel-powered vehicles are banned within 500 meters of the Taj 
Mahal (Lusted, 2013). Visitors arrive by foot or electric shuttle. 
Upon arrival, they can either go barefoot or wear covers over 
their shoes. Most recently, it was reported that the 
Archaeological Survey of India was considering the use of 
spectrography to measure incremental differences in the Taj 
Mahal’s exterior color. The first step was cleaning the surface of 
the marble using multani mitti, as discussed earlier. From now 
on, the changes will be recorded over time and reported to the 
Supreme Court of India (Qureshi, 2019). Some of the 
restoration planning and execution is culturally fraught. But 
despite cultural differences and debate over financial 
allocations, the Supreme Court instructed the Indian 
government to take immediate action: “Even if you have the 
expertise, you are not utilizing it. Or perhaps you don’t care. We 
need to save it,” the court urged (Meixler, 2018).  



The western building, a mosque, faces the tomb 



Bibi Ka Maqbara is a tomb in Aurangabad, Maharashtra, which was built by 
Aurangzeb's son Azam Shah in the memory of his mother 















Thanks a lot to All of You 
We can still enjoy beauty of the era through the artistry of the 

Taj Mahal  


