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    Introduction



    The concept of love is ever present in historical tales from around the
    world and none more so than arguably the best-known monument of ancient
    India, the Taj Mahal. It is said to have been built by a Mughal emperor in
    memory of his beloved wife who died during childbirth. This is an intensely
    romantic story, and the fact of the matter is that romantic love as we
    understand it today came into being in the nineteenth and twentieth
    centuries. Before that, historians wrote about the love of king and
    country, or love of family, love of a deity and religion or church, love of
    physical pleasures, including sex and food and drink, and even love of
    duty.



    The phrase “romantic love” was coined by one Gaston Paris, a critic of the
    written word, during the rise of the novel as a literary genre. It was
    defined as follows: “An intense attraction that involves the idealization
    of the other, within an erotic context, with the expectation of it enduring
    for some time into the future.” (Jankowiak & Fisher 1992). As you learn
    more about the Taj Mahal, you will realize that it does indeed capture this
    ideal, and it encapsulates an individualism that sets it apart from the
    traditions of the era that saw its birth. It also reflects a femininity and
    grace in contradiction of the mores of its origin.



    Was it conceived as a symbol of a man’s love for his wife? Was it built to
    be a replica of the house of paradise and the throne of the creator on the
    Day of Judgment? Was it a feat of architectural vanity by a man who sensed
    the end of his rule and felt compelled to leave his mark? The following
    chapters will tell the story of the Taj Mahal and enable you to make a
    decision.



Chapter One



    Ancient and Medieval History of India



    “India has two million gods, and worships them all. In religion all other
    countries are paupers; India is the only millionaire.”



    —Mark Twain, 1835-1910



    People from central Asia spread to India during what is called the Vedic
    Age, in approximately 1700 BCE to 500 BCE. They were mostly pastoralists,
    and agriculture was the main occupation. Life was regulated by oral
traditions which were written down during this time in four Vedas: the    Rig Veda, dealing with philosophy, cosmology, the nature of God,
    and the virtue of charity; the Yajur Veda, dealing with fire and
ceremonies; the Sama Veda, dealing with liturgical chants, and the    Atharva Veda, recording a wealth of scientific and medical
    knowledge.



    The caste system, based on your parent’s occupation, also evolved during
    this time. Your birth determined your caste and the role you would play in
    society. There were only five pathways open to you: you could be a Brahmin (priest or scholar); a Kshatriya (ruler or warrior); a Vaishya (farmer,
    trader or merchant), or a Shudra (laborer). The final caste was for the
    so-called untouchables—the Dalits. The belief system was Hinduism. An
    important tenet of Hindu belief is that there is no beginning and no end;
    time is cyclical, and there are many gods to guide you on the road to a
    good life.



    Ancient and medieval history in India is too complex to explore here in any
    detail, but it is important to remember that Hinduism suffused the country
    as shown by the Bhagavad Gita recorded during 400 BCE to c.200 CE:
    “This ancient Indian text is about the search for serenity, calmness, and
    permanence in a world of rapid change and how to integrate spiritual values
    into ordinary life.”



    The first major religious challenge to Hinduism came when the Mughal
    invaders swept down from the north, bringing death, destruction, and a very
    different philosophy with them—the beliefs of Islam. The dominant idea of
    Islam is there is only one god, and striving to do his will leads to
    paradise which is the only worthwhile path to follow.



    In the First Battle of Panipat, Zahiruddin Muhammad, known as Babur, the
    Islamic emperor of Kabul, invaded Delhi and Agra, killing Sultan Lodi. This
    took place in 1526 CE and signaled the end of the sultanate and heralded
    the start of the Mughal Empire in India. Akbar the Great came to power in
    1556. He was a ferocious warrior but a surprisingly liberal ruler in terms
    of his Hindu subjects. He, in fact, built a House of Worship for all faiths
    and forbade coerced conversion to Islam and even eased the tax burden on
    non-Muslims.



    Akbar was succeeded by his eldest surviving son in 1605. Jahangir was known
    as the conqueror of the world, and he ruled for 22 years. He was an
    excellent administrator, but his personality was a strange mixture of
    patron of the arts and an inherited streak of brutality, exacerbated by an
    addiction to alcohol, drugs, and women.



    Jahangir was succeeded by his son, Shah Jahan, who became the fifth Mughal
    emperor. The death or serious illness of the ruler usually precipitated a
    vicious and bloody battle for power in the land. Shah Jahan, whom Jahangir
    had stated should be his successor, was fighting in the Deccan, the plateau
    region of south India, when he heard that his father was seriously ill. He
    quickly gathered his army and proceeded to march back to Agra to defend his
    claim to the throne. He organized the murder of his younger brother,
    Shahryar, who had been with him on the Deccan campaign and sent word to his
    uncle, Asaf Kahn, to kill the other possible contenders for the throne: two
    brothers and two nephews.



Chapter Two



    The Life and Rule of Shah Jahan



    “For the welfare of the state, the one of my sons to whom God grants the
    sultanate may lawfully put his brothers to death.”



    —Sultan Mehmed II, Ottoman Empire law passed in 1477



    Shah Jahan was born on January 5, 1592, in Lahore and was named as Prince
    Shihab-ud-din Muhammad Khurram; “khurram” meaning “joyful” in Persian. He
    was Jahangir’s third son, and his mother was the Rajput Princess Jagat
    Gosain. Shah Jahan was always very close to his grandfather, Emperor Akbar,
    and he learned much from him as well as receiving an excellent formal
    schooling. He was married at an early age to the first of his three wives
    Akbarabadi Mahal. Shah Jahan then met the woman who was to be the love of
    his life, Arjumand Banu Begum, when he was just 15 years old—catching a
    glimpse of her as he strolled through the Meena Bazaar. They were betrothed
    in 1607, and she became his second wife in 1614. His third wife was
    Kandahari Mahal, and he maintained the usual harem once he was emperor.



    From an early age, he demonstrated exceptional military skill and led his
    first successful campaign against the Rajput state of Mewar when he was 16
    years old. He ascended the throne in 1628, assuming the title King of the
    World and led many other victorious campaigns in Ahmednagar (1636),
    Kandahar (1653), and the Deccan (1655).



    Shah Jahan was very different to his laissez-faire father,
    especially as an administrator. He was able and conscientious in his
    duties, aggressive, and he retained tight and direct control of every
    aspect of his huge empire. Economic history reveals that the Mughal Empire
    had the highest gross domestic product in the world during this time.
    Haughtily proud of his Timurid heritage, one of his many honorary titles
    was Lord of the Auspicious Conjunctions.



    Shah Jahan was also a gifted architect with an intense interest in painting
    and the decorative arts. Late in life, he decided to transfer the seat of
    government from Agra back to Delhi, and he set about constructing
    impressive buildings in the city. He built a great mosque, the Jama Masjid,
    and a magnificent palace with an entrance to the main hall that James
    Fergusson referred to as “the noblest entrance to any existing palace.”
    (Fergusson, James, 1876. Historical Architecture v. 3) He did not
    neglect Agra but refurbished the Agra Fort and added the exceptionally
    beautiful Moti Masjid, known as the “Pearl Mosque,” within its walls. He
    certainly earned one of his many additional honorary titles as the “Builder
    of the Marvels.”



    Shah Jahan was a self-taught architect, but he was able to surround
    himself—because of his position, reputation, and wealth—with every expert
    in the field. His buildings are unmatched in conceptual beauty, balance,
    and design. They are strong, hugely varied in uses, and always particularly
    well located. Although his work represents the height of Moghul
    architecture, a golden age in India, the buildings are a synthesis of
    Indian and many other architectural styles and traditions. Shah Jahan
    experimented in white marble and red stone in clever and inventive
    juxtapositions.



    Being less religiously tolerant than his grandfather and his father, Shah
    Jahan gradually enforced Sharia law as the Empire’s judicial and social
    guide, following it with more rigor than insight. Over time he became a
    devoted and exemplary Sunni Muslim conservative. The lives of his Hindu
    subjects became more difficult. For example, he once ordered the
    destruction of all new Hindu idol temples, and he promoted the celebration
    of all the Islamic festivals assiduously.
    



Chapter Three



    The Life of Mumtaz Mahal: The Jewel of the Palace



    “Let the splendor of diamond, pearl, and ruby vanish like the magic shimmer
    of the rainbow. Only let this one tear-drop, this Tajmahal, glisten
    spotlessly bright on the cheek of time, forever and ever.”



    —Rabindranath Tagore, 1861-1941



    Arjumand Banu Begum was born in April 1593. Her father, Abdul Hasan Asaf
    Khan, was the grand vizier to Jahangir, and her mother was a Persian
    princess. She was brought up in the emperor’s harem and her aunt, Nur
    Jahan, was the very influential wife of Jahangir. This accorded her an
    enviable place in the strict hierarchy of the harem.



    Arjumand was exceptionally beautiful and loved and could be seen selling
    exotic fabrics and glass beads at the harem’s Meena market, which is where
    Shah Jahan first caught sight of her. He was then 15 years old and
    instantly attracted to her and announced to his father that he wished to
    marry her. Arjumand seemed equally entranced by the young prince, but
    because she was only 14 she was considered too young. Still they were
    betrothed in 1607.



    The young pair were married when Arjumand was 19 on a date that the court
    astrologers pronounced as ensuring a happy marriage. And it was more than
    happy. The couple quickly became besotted with each other and despite two
    other marriages dictated by political expedience, Shah Jahan made his
    preference for Arjumand abundantly clear, bestowing on her the name that
    she was known by from that moment and for all time: Mumtaz Mahal, the
    “jewel of the palace.”



    Unlike her aunt, Nur Jahan, Mumtaz had no political ambitions, but she was
    politically astute and was known to influence Jahan, particularly in
    women’s matters and issues concerning his less affluent subjects. He
    granted her the






