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Introduction

Previewing this book?

Please check out our enhanced preview, which offers a deeper look at this guidebook.

Delhi and Agra are the former capitals of Islamic dynasties that controlled much of the In-
dian subcontinent from the 13th-19th centuries. Together, the cities hold an unrivaled col-
lection of art and architecture: mosques with towering minarets that call the faithful to 
prayer; gardens with designs that recreate Quranic paradise; and tombs with inlaid stone 
decoration that spark contemplation of the divine. Not to mention the culmination of it 
all: the Mughal dynasty’s famed Taj Mahal, an “equal to it the eye of the Age has not seen 
under these nine vaults of the enamel-blue sky.” It is yours to discover.

What’s in this guidebook

•	 Art and architecture review. We provide an overview of Indian Islamic art and architec-
ture, isolating trademark features that you will see again and again while touring Delhi and 
Agra. To make things come alive, we have packed our review with high-resolution images.

•	 Tour of the highlights. Following our tradition of being the most valuable resource for 
culture-focused travelers, we offer a tour of Delhi and Agra’s greatest Islamic monuments (see 
itinerary below). For each, we reveal its most important architectural and decorative features 
and offer a discussion that ties it all together.

•	 Advice for getting the best cultural experience. To help you plan your visit, this guide-
book supplies logistical advice, maps and links to online resources. Plus, we give our personal 
tips for getting the most from your experience while on location.

•	 Information the way you like it. As with all of our guides, this book is optimized for intui-
tive, quick navigation; information is organized into bullet points to make absorption easy; 
and images are marked up with text that explains important features.

Tour itinerary

•	 Delhi: Humayun’s Tomb, Jama Masjid, Quwwat-al-Islam Mosque (including Qutb Minar 
and Alai Darwaza Gateway), Safdarjung’s Tomb and the Tomb of Ghiyath al-Din Tughluq.

•	 Agra: Akbar’s Tomb, Taj Mahal and the Tomb of I’timad-ud-Daulah (Baby Taj).

Contact us anytime

Our readers are our greatest inspiration. Email us at founders@approachguides.com to let us know 
about your experience with Approach Guides — many of our recent updates have been inspired by 
customers like you. We personally respond to every email.
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We hope this cultural guidebook offers you fresh insights into India’s fantastic Islamic architecture 
and sets you on a path to making your own discoveries.

Enjoy your trip!

David and Jennifer Raezer
Founders, Approach Guides 
www.approachguides.com

Continuing Travel in India
Are you going to see the tantra-infused Hindu temples of Khajuraho, the rock-cut caves of Ajanta, 
Ellora and Elephanta or the Hindu temples in south India? See our other India guidebooks.
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—

And a dome of high foundation and 
a building of great magnificence was founded — 

a similar and equal to it the eye of the Age has not seen 
under these nine vaults of the enamel-blue sky, 

and of anything resembling it 
the ear of Time has not heard in any of the past ages ... 

it will be the masterpiece of the days to come, 
and that which adds to the astonishment of humanity at large.

—

Muhammad Amin Qazwini, 
on the Taj Mahal during its construction. 

Translation by Ebba Koch. 
Qazwini wrote the first version of Mughal ruler Shah Jahan’s history, 

published in 1636 and called the Padshahnama, 
that chronicles the first ten years of his reign. 

Get a free copy of the Padshahnama.
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Fig. 1. Ninefold plan of mausoleum [Humayun’s Tomb, Delhi].

Ninefold Plan

The ninefold plan is the quintessential layout for Mughal mausoleums, the apex of those built under 
India’s Islamic dynasties.
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•	 Overall square plan. The overall plan is square. The corners are typically chamfered to 
form an irregular octagon; this affords the structure the appearance of three-dimensional 
depth when viewed straight on (Fig. 1).

•	 Nine rooms. Consistent with its name, the square plan is sub-divided into nine discrete, but 
interconnected, rooms: eights rooms surround a central domed chamber (red highlights in 
Fig. 1). The layout is known in Persian as hasht bihisht, meaning “eight paradises,” likely in 
reference to the eight rooms around the center one.

•	 Octagon is core design unit. With few exceptions, the rooms are octagonal in plan. The 
octagon’s symbolic associations — critical for understanding why this shape was chosen — are 
explored later in this section.

•	 Elaborate connecting passageways. Rooms are connected via a complex network of pas-
sageways (Fig. 1).

•	 Cenotaph at center. A cenotaph occupies the largest octagonal chamber at the absolute 
center of the structure (Fig. 1); the actual tomb lies in a crypt directly underneath. Consistent 
with the crypt tomb below, the cenotaph is aligned along the north-south axis, allowing the 
deceased’s head to be turned toward Mecca (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Cenotaph at center of tomb structure [Humayun’s Tomb, Delhi]. 
Photo by: Ani nair12589. Highlights added.
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Confusion to Inspire Divine Contemplation

The interior space of a tomb — as you will find on location — is a bit tricky to navigate: the vast net-
work of connecting passageways often do not move linearly from room to room and sightlines are 
broken, often resulting in disorientation. This was likely the design’s objective: the sacred interior 
space of the tomb — the meeting point between divine and human — was supposed to hint at the 
incomprehensible, that which is beyond earth-bound understanding.

Fig. 3. Ninefold plan comparison: Mughal versus Timurid prototype.

Timurid Prototype

While the ninefold plan reaches its highest expression in India, it has clear precedent in Timurid 
funerary architecture (Fig. 3). To show the degree of borrowing, we compare the plan of the Mughal 
Humayun’s Tomb (built 1571 in Delhi) with that of the earlier Timurid Tomb of Ulugh Beg and Abdu 
Razzaq (built around 1500 in Ghazni, Afghanistan). While, for the most, the designs are the same, 
there are a few differences worth noting.

•	 Square as basic unit. The Timurid prototype uses a square as the fundamental unit for 
rooms, as opposed to the more elaborate Mughal octagon. We have marked the room shapes 
with red highlights in Fig. 3.

•	 Less room-to-room connectivity. Unlike the Mughal tomb, the Timurid prototype — 
which has fewer passageways connecting rooms — does not allow direct movement from the 
central chamber to the corner rooms.
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Fig. 4. An octagon, made from a rotated square.

The Importance of the Octagon

The octagon’s symbolic associations made it an ideal choice for the shape of tomb chambers.

•	 Rotation of a square. An octagon — or eight-pointed star — is constructed by rotating a 
square 45 degrees about its axis (red highlights in Fig. 4).

•	 Fusion of the human and divine. This simple rotation has symbolic significance, since 
the square was associated with the human world and the circle with that of the divine. The 45 
degree rotation creates a blend — a middle state, equally between square and circle — that is 
symbolic of earthly existence that basks in divine spirit. Accordingly, it was used to designate 
sacred areas where such a profound encounter was to transpire.
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DELHI MAP AND TOUR ITINERARY

Fig. 23. Delhi map and tour itinerary. See in Google Maps.
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Our tour includes the premier Islamic monuments in Delhi (Fig. 23). We have marked the absolute 
must-see sites with asterisks (*).

1.	 Jama Masjid *
2.	 Humayun’s Tomb *
3.	 Safdarjung’s Tomb
4.	 Quwwat-al-Islam Mosque (includes Qutb Minar and Alai Darwaza Gateway) *
5.	 Ghiyath al-Din Tughluq’s Tomb
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1. Jama Masjid *

Overview

•	 Built: 1650-1656.
•	 Ruler: Mughal ruler Shah Jahan (ruled 1628-1658).
•	 Location: Chandni Chowk neighborhood in New Delhi, near the Red Fort. See in Google 

Maps.
•	 Visiting hours: Open daily 7:00am - 12:00pm and 1:30pm - 6:30pm. For more information, 

see the official website.

The mosque served as the primary congregational Friday mosque for Shah Jahan’s royal city, Shah-
jahanabad, the seventh Islamic city built in Delhi.

•	 In 1638, Shah Jahan shifted the capital from Agra to Delhi and laid out his new city, Shahjah-
anabad, along the western bank of the Yamuna river. The Red Fort anchored the northeastern 
edge of the city; Jama Masjid sat just inside the walls, five hundred meters to its west.
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Layout

Fig. 24. Layout, Jama Masjid.

Four-Iwan Courtyard Design

•	 An elevated platform. Consistent with standard design for Mughal mosques, Jama Masjid 
sits on a massive elevated platform. Its three entrances are reached from the street by steep 
three-sided stairways.

•	 Courtyard style design. It adheres to a courtyard style design: an open walled courtyard 
opens onto a covered prayer hall on the west side. The courtyard’s perimeter walls are lined 
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AGRA MAP AND TOUR ITINERARY

Fig. 57. Agra map and tour itinerary. See in Google Maps.

Our tour includes the premier Islamic monuments in Agra (Fig. 57). We have marked the absolute 
must-see sites with asterisks (*).

1.	 Akbar’s Tomb *
2.	 Tomb of I’timad-ud-Daulah (Baby Taj)
3.	 Taj Mahal *
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1. Akbar’s Tomb *

Overview

•	 Built: 1605-1613. Chronologically, it is the second built of the five Mughal tombs profiled in 
this Approach Guide.

•	 Ruler: Mughal ruler Jahangir (ruled 1605-1627), Akbar’s son and successor.
•	 Location: Sikandra, approximately 12 kilometers outside of Agra, on the route to/from Delhi. 

See in Google Maps.
•	 Visiting hours: Open daily sunrise to sunset (6am - 6pm). For more information, see the 

official website.

Author Tip: Due to its location outside of the city, Akbar’s Tomb gets less visitors than the 
other two tombs on our Agra tour. We encourage you to try to make a visit, though, because 
this idiosyncratic tomb plays a critical role in the development of the Mughal tomb complex, 
bridging the gap between Humayun’s Tomb and the Taj Mahal. The magnificent entrance 
gateway alone merits the short trip.
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Entrance Gate

Fig. 58. Distinctive features, south entrance gate, Akbar’s Tomb. 
Photo by: Matthew Laird Acred. Highlights added.

Distinctive Features

The primary entrance gate on the tomb’s south side is one of the most impressive built by the Mughals.

•	 Rectangular framing grid. Consistent with standard Mughal practice, the large central 
entrance — a rectangular pishtaq framing a pointed-arch iwan niche — serves as the basic unit 
for the organization of the two-level facade: it is replicated in smaller scale by the niches that 
flank it (Fig. 58).

•	 First use of multiple minaret-shaped towers. The impressive entranceway is the first 
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3. Taj Mahal *

Overview

•	 Built: 1632-1652. Chronologically, it is the fourth built of the five Mughal tombs profiled in 
this Approach Guide. It represents the apex of the Mughal style.

•	 Ruler: Mughal ruler Shah Jahan (ruled 1628-1658). It holds the distinction of being the only 
tomb for which the construction was overseen by the ruler interned within.

•	 Location: West bank of the Yamuna river, on the southern edge of the city. See in Google 
Maps.

•	 Visiting hours: Open Saturday-Thursday, sunrise to sunset (6am - 7:30pm); closed on Fri-
days. For more information, see the official website.

The Taj Mahal was built as a tomb complex for Shah Jahan’s favorite wife — Arjumand Banu Begam, 
aka Mumtaz Mahal, from which was derived its popular name, Taj Mahal — soon after she died giv-
ing birth to their fourteenth child in 1631. Although it was not likely designed as such, it also serves 
as Shah Jahan’s mausoleum.

As always, however, the Taj’s construction also carried political motivations and in many respects 
was designed to commemorate the greatness of Shah Jahan.

Times to See It

•	 Sunrise and sunset. Both are ideal times to visit, as the rising-falling sun casts dynamic 
hues on Taj’s white marble exterior.

•	 Moonlight. The Taj Mahal is also opened late in the evenings (8:30pm - 12am) for five days 
around the full moon — two days before and two days after. You have to reserve and purchase 
tickets for this on location and in advance at the Archaeological Survey of India’s office; tickets 
are available for 30-minute slots. See the official website.

Author Tip: While a moonlight visit is a special experience, do not go for the photo opportu-
nity, as we found it a bit too dark (and too far away) to get any really great shots.
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Entrance Gate

Fig. 72. South entrance gate, view from forecourt, Taj Mahal. Photo by: Shantanulale.

An Invitation to Enter

The inscription on the pishtaq of the south entrance gate (Fig. 72) — visible from the forecourt 
(jilawkhana), the position of which is shown in Fig. 73 — is drawn from the Quran’s book 89, “The 
Daybreak,” that concludes with:

… So on that Day, none will punish [as severely] as His punishment, 
And none will bind [as severely] as His binding [of the evildoers]. 

[To the righteous it will be said], “O reassured soul, 
Return to your Lord, well-pleased and pleasing [to Him], 

And enter among My [righteous] servants 
And enter My Paradise.”
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Garden

Fig. 73. Layout, garden, Taj Mahal.
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Mausoleum Appearance

Fig. 74. Distinctive features, mausoleum, view from south, Taj Mahal. 
Photo by: Yann. Highlights added.

Distinctive Features
•	 Elevated platform. The mausoleum sits on a large square platform that elevates it above all 

other structures, marking it as the most important. Further, the platform holds blind arcades, 
vaguely reminiscent of the open arcades used at Humayun’s Tomb (Fig. 74).

•	 Chamfered corners. Chamfered corners, first introduced at Humayun’s Tomb, have re-
turned (Fig. 74). By breaking the horizontal lines of the rest of the facade, they give the mau-
soleum the appearance of three-dimensional depth.

•	 Pishtaq. A large rectangular pishtaq circumscribes a pointed-arch iwan niche (Fig. 74 and 
Fig. 75). It holds two key decorative features: an inscription that runs along the rectangular 
frame (see discussion below); and swirling arabesques in the spandrels.

•	 Chhatri pavilions. Chhatri pavilions — serving as dome replacements — flank the large cen-
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Continuing Travel in India

Are you going to see the tantra-infused Hindu temples of Khajuraho, the rock-cut caves of Ajanta, 
Ellora and Elephanta or the Hindu temples in south India? See our other India guidebooks.
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Delhi & Agra Reading List

We’ve re-imagined the travel reading list for those seeking more rewarding and fulfilling experiences 
around the world. Explore our collection of “Trip Reads” — expertly-curated print books, ebooks, 
magazine articles, papers from leading academics, online resources, music, podcasts, videos and 
more.

Here are just a few of our Delhi & Agra recommendations (see the complete list):

•	 Capital: The Eruption of Delhi This novel lays bare one of the twenty-first century’s fast-
est-growing megalopolises and the creation of a new moneyed elite. By Rana Dasgupta.

•	 “Citizens Jain” Why India’s newspaper industry is thriving. By Ken Auletta.
•	 Sounds of India: Hindustani Listen to a playlist containing a personal collection of tracks 

featuring North India’s signature Hindustani music compiled by our founder Jennifer Raezer. 
The perfect pre-trip soundtrack.

•	 The Little Book of Hindu Deities Just for kids! Entertaining book that brings the gods, 
goddesses, and stories of Hindu mythology to life. By Sanjay Patel.

We encourage you visit tripreads.com to get our Trip Reads for Delhi & Agra and other destinations 
throughout the world. Enjoy your travels!

http://www.tripreads.com/delhi-agra/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=ebook
http://www.tripreads.com/delhi-agra/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=ebook
http://www.tripreads.com/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=ebook
http://www.tripreads.com/delhi-agra/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=ebook
http://www.tripreads.com/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=ebook


ABOUT APPROACH GUIDES

Travel guidebooks for the ultra curious

• Exclusive focus on cultural sites. Currently available for over 60 destinations worldwide,
Approach Guides are focused exclusively on providing deep insight into your destination’s
best cultural sites and experiences.

• Designed for digital. Guidebooks are designed from the ground up for digital, the ideal
format for today’s traveler.

• More interactive and visually oriented. High-resolution images — maps, photos, floor
plans, and illustrations — are often marked up with text to ease identification of key architec-
tural and artistic elements.

• Organized to make touring easy. Featuring bullet points and fast navigation, Approach
Guides make it effortless to absorb key themes and follow the itinerary.

• Advice for getting the best cultural experience. To help with planning, guidebooks of-
fer logistical advice and provide links to online resources. Plus, we provide our personal tips
for getting the most from your experience while on location.

• Free updates. All guidebooks are marked with version numbers; when we update a guide-
book, existing customers can easily download the update for free.

Contact
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Email us at founders@approachguides.com.

Praise

Compulsive (and compulsively informed) travelers, the Raezers are the masterminds behind 
the downloadable Approach Guides, which are filled with a university course-worth of history 
and insights for 62 destinations worldwide. Why we love it. The Raezers share our desire for 
deep, well-researched information on the wonders of the world.

Travel + Leisure

What started as one couple’s travel notes aimed at filling in the gaps in guidebooks has become 
ApproachGuides.com — a menu of downloadable travel guides that cover cultural and histori-
cal topics of interest to thoughtful travelers. What’s hot: Bite-sized travel guides that special-
ize in topics ranging from ... the foods of Italy to one that helps you explore the historical and 
architectural significance of Angkor’s famous temple structures in Cambodia.

Los Angeles Times
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Join Our Email List!

Join our email list
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More from Approach Guides

Guidebooks for the ultra curious, Approach Guides has more than 40 guides to the world’s greatest cultural sites. 
Italy | France | Spain | Turkey | Jordan | Israel | Morocco | India | Sri Lanka | Myanmar | Cambodia | Thailand | Java | 

Japan | Australia | New Zealand | Guatemala & Honduras | Chile | Argentina | New York City 
(www.approachguides.com)

Your wine shop companion, the Approach Guides Wine app is the definitive guide to the world’s wines. 
Wine App for iPhone and iPad 
(wine.approachguides.com)

Trip Reads recommends the best sources of information — books, articles, videos, music and web resources — for 
getting to know the world’s greatest travel destinations. 

Travel Reading Lists 
(www.tripreads.com)
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