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Islamic and Mughal Architecture 

Delhi Sultanate 

The Delhi Sultanate, which ruled parts of the Indian subcontinent from the 13th to the 16th 
century, left a significant architectural legacy that laid the foundation for subsequent Mughal 
architecture. The Sultanate's architecture is characterized by the synthesis of Islamic architectural 
principles with local Indian styles, resulting in unique and monumental structures that continue 
to inspire awe. Two of the most notable contributions of the Delhi Sultanate to Indian 
architecture are the Qutub Minar complex and the development of tomb architecture, 
exemplified by the Tomb of Iltutmish. 

Qutub Minar and Alai Darwaza: Iconic Monuments of the Sultanate 

1. Qutub Minar: 

 The Qutub Minar, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, is one of the most iconic and 
towering monuments from the Delhi Sultanate period. Standing at a height of 73 meters 
(240 feet), it is the tallest brick minaret in the world and was begun by Qutb-ud-din 
Aibak, the first ruler of the Delhi Sultanate, in 1192. It was later completed by his 
successor, Iltutmish, and further embellished by Firoz Shah Tughlaq. 

 Architectural Features: 
o The Qutub Minar is constructed from red sandstone and marble and is 

characterized by its cylindrical shaft, which tapers as it rises. The minaret is 
divided into five distinct stories, each marked by a projecting balcony supported 
by intricate brackets. The surface of the minar is adorned with beautiful 
calligraphic inscriptions in Arabic, as well as geometric patterns and floral motifs, 
reflecting the Islamic art of the time. 

o The first three stories are made of red sandstone, while the fourth and fifth stories 
incorporate marble and sandstone, adding a contrasting visual appeal. The use of 
alternating bands of materials and the detailed carving are hallmarks of Sultanate 
architecture. 

o Significance: 
o The Qutub Minar was built as a symbol of Islamic power and a victory monument 

to celebrate the Muslim conquest of Delhi. It also served as a minaret for the 
muezzin to call the faithful to prayer. The architectural style and techniques used 
in its construction influenced the design of other minarets and monuments in the 
region. 

2. Alai Darwaza: 

 The Alai Darwaza is the southern gateway of the Quwwat-ul-Islam Mosque, located 
within the Qutub Minar complex. Built by Alauddin Khilji in 1311, it is an excellent 



IslamIc and mughal 
archItecture August 20, 2024 

 

the aImers      Mr. DEVRAJ PATEL       www.theaimers.org 

A
u

g
u

s
t 

2
0

, 
2

0
2

4
 

example of the architectural innovation and fusion of styles that characterized the Delhi 
Sultanate period. 

 Architectural Features: 
o The Alai Darwaza is renowned for its intricate decorative elements, including 

inlaid marble, calligraphy, and latticework (jali). The use of pointed arches, 
domes, and intricate geometric patterns demonstrates the influence of Persian and 
Central Asian architecture. 

o The gateway features a horseshoe arch, which is considered one of the earliest 
examples of true arch construction in India. The dome of the Alai Darwaza is also 
noteworthy for its advanced engineering, representing a significant development 
in the use of domes in Indian Islamic architecture. 

o Significance: 
o The Alai Darwaza is not only an architectural marvel but also represents the 

integration of Islamic and Indian artistic traditions. It served as a model for the 
construction of later Islamic buildings in India, particularly during the Mughal 
period. 

Tomb Architecture: The Tomb of Iltutmish 

1. Tomb of Iltutmish: 

 The Tomb of Iltutmish, located within the Qutub Minar complex, is one of the earliest 
examples of Indo-Islamic tomb architecture in India. Built in 1235 by Iltutmish himself, 
this tomb marks a significant departure from earlier funerary practices in India and the 
beginning of a new architectural tradition that would later reach its zenith during the 
Mughal era. 

 Architectural Features: 
o The tomb is a square structure made of red sandstone, with a flat roof and 

intricately carved interiors. The walls of the tomb are adorned with elaborate 
stucco work, including Quranic inscriptions, floral motifs, and geometric designs. 
The decoration inside the tomb is particularly significant, as it blends Islamic 
calligraphy with Indian motifs, symbolizing the cultural synthesis of the period. 

o Unlike the later Mughal tombs, the Tomb of Iltutmish does not have a dome. 
Instead, it features a flat roof with a central arch that is higher than the 
surrounding ones, giving the tomb a distinctive profile. The interior is 
characterized by the use of squinches to support the transition from the square 
plan of the chamber to the circular base of a dome, a technique that would be 
perfected in later structures. 

o Significance: 
o The Tomb of Iltutmish is a key monument in the evolution of Indo-Islamic 

architecture. It established the precedent for the use of tombs as monumental 
architectural forms in India, which would later be elaborated upon by the 
Mughals. The tomb's design and decorative elements also served as an inspiration 
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for subsequent Sultanate and Mughal tombs, including the famous Humayun's 
Tomb and the Taj Mahal. 

The architectural achievements of the Delhi Sultanate, particularly the construction of the Qutub 
Minar, Alai Darwaza, and the Tomb of Iltutmish, played a crucial role in shaping the course of 
Indian architecture. These monuments not only showcase the technical and artistic prowess of 
the Sultanate but also laid the foundation for the magnificent structures of the Mughal period. 
The synthesis of Islamic and Indian architectural elements during this time created a unique 
architectural style that continues to be celebrated for its beauty, innovation, and cultural 
significance. 

Mughal Era Architecture 

The Mughal era, spanning from the early 16th to the mid-19th century, is renowned for its 
monumental architecture and its profound impact on Indian art and culture. The Mughals, who 
ruled much of the Indian subcontinent, left behind an impressive legacy of architectural 
masterpieces, including Humayun’s Tomb, the city of Fatehpur Sikri, and a variety of gardens 
and forts. These structures exemplify the grandeur, aesthetic sensibility, and engineering prowess 
of the Mughal Empire. 

Humayun's Tomb: A Prelude to Mughal Grandeur 

1. Architectural Features: 

 Design and Layout: Humayun's Tomb, located in Delhi, was commissioned by 
Humayun's widow, Empress Bega Begum, and completed in 1572. Designed by the 
Persian architect Mirak Mirza Ghiyas, the tomb is a notable precursor to the Taj Mahal, 
showcasing the early Mughal architectural style. 

 Structure: The tomb is built in red sandstone and white marble, with a distinctive large 
dome that rises to 42.5 meters (140 feet). It is set in a symmetrical Mughal garden, 
divided into four parts by water channels, a layout known as the Charbagh or fourfold 
garden. 

 Decorative Elements: The tomb features intricate geometric patterns, calligraphic 
inscriptions, and elaborate marble inlay work. The use of white marble inlay on red 
sandstone is a hallmark of Mughal architecture, blending Islamic design with local 
elements. 

 Significance: Humayun’s Tomb is significant for its architectural innovation, particularly 
its garden layout and the use of the double dome. It served as a prototype for the Taj 
Mahal and influenced the development of Mughal tomb architecture. 

2. Influence: 

 The architectural principles and design elements established in Humayun’s Tomb were 
carried forward in the construction of later Mughal buildings. Its integration of Persian 
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architectural features with Indian traditions laid the groundwork for the Mughal 
architectural style, which would reach its zenith in the Taj Mahal and other Mughal 
monuments. 

Fatehpur Sikri: The Abandoned Imperial City 

1. Historical Context: 

 Fatehpur Sikri was founded by Emperor Akbar in 1569 as the capital of the Mughal 
Empire. The city was designed to reflect Akbar’s vision of a syncretic and inclusive 
empire, combining Islamic, Hindu, and Persian architectural elements. However, it was 
abandoned in 1585 due to water scarcity and other logistical issues. 

2. Architectural Features: 

 Imperial Complex: The city is a well-planned urban complex with various architectural 
structures, including the Emperor’s palace, administrative buildings, and religious sites. 
Notable buildings include the Diwan-i-Khas (Hall of Private Audience), Diwan-i-Am 
(Hall of Public Audience), and the Panch Mahal (a five-story palace). 

 Religious Structures: The city houses several important religious buildings, such as the 
Jama Masjid, a grand mosque with a large courtyard and exquisite marble work, and the 
Tomb of Salim Chishti, a Sufi saint, which is renowned for its intricate marble jali 
(lattice) work. 

 Architectural Style: Fatehpur Sikri is characterized by its red sandstone structures, 
detailed carvings, and the integration of various architectural styles. The use of red 
sandstone, white marble, and geometric patterns reflects the Mughal fascination with 
symmetry and grandeur. 

3. Significance: 

 Fatehpur Sikri represents one of the most comprehensive examples of Mughal urban 
planning and architecture. Its layout and design reflect Akbar’s vision of a multi-religious 
and culturally rich empire. Although the city was abandoned, its preserved structures 
provide valuable insights into Mughal architecture and urban planning. 

Gardens and Forts: Mughal Landscape Architecture 

1. Gardens: 

 Charbagh Layout: The Mughal gardens, or Charbagh, are renowned for their 
symmetrical and elaborate layouts, typically divided into four quadrants by water 
channels. These gardens were designed to represent paradise on earth and featured a 
combination of geometric patterns, water features, and lush vegetation. 

 Notable Examples: 
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o Shalimar Gardens: Located in Srinagar, these gardens were commissioned by 
Jahangir for his wife Empress Nur Jahan. The gardens are known for their 
cascading fountains, terraced layout, and intricate floral designs. 

o Taj Mahal Gardens: The gardens surrounding the Taj Mahal are a prime 
example of Mughal garden design, featuring reflective pools, manicured lawns, 
and geometric patterns that enhance the monument’s visual impact. 

2. Forts: 

 Red Fort (Lal Qila): Located in Delhi, the Red Fort was constructed by Shah Jahan in 
1638 as the main residence of the Mughal emperors. The fort is characterized by its 
massive red sandstone walls, grand gates, and ornate palaces. It served as the center of 
Mughal administration and a symbol of imperial power. 

 Agra Fort: The Agra Fort, built by Akbar in the late 16th century, is a massive walled 
fort complex with a series of palaces, mosques, and gardens. The fort’s architectural 
features include red sandstone walls, marble interiors, and impressive gateways. It was 
the primary residence of the Mughal emperors before Shah Jahan moved to the Red Fort. 

3. Architectural and Cultural Impact: 

 Architectural Features: Mughal forts and gardens are characterized by their use of 
symmetry, geometric patterns, and the integration of water features. The forts are 
designed with high walls, defensive structures, and elaborate palaces, while the gardens 
emphasize beauty and tranquility. 

 Cultural Influence: Mughal architecture left a lasting impact on Indian building styles, 
influencing both the design of later forts and gardens as well as regional architecture 
across the subcontinent. The Mughal emphasis on grandeur, symmetry, and harmonious 
design elements continued to shape Indian architecture long after the decline of the 
Mughal Empire. 

The Mughal era is celebrated for its architectural achievements, which include monumental 
tombs, elaborate city planning, and exquisite gardens and forts. Humayun’s Tomb marked the 
beginning of a new era in Mughal architecture, while Fatehpur Sikri showcased the grandeur of 
Mughal urban planning. The Mughal gardens and forts exemplify the empire’s appreciation for 
beauty, symmetry, and cultural synthesis. Together, these architectural marvels reflect the 
artistic, cultural, and engineering accomplishments of one of India’s most influential empires. 


