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				One of the most luxurious hotels in the world, the Oberoi Udaivilas in Udaipur is modeled after a traditional Indian palace.
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			ajasthan, a desert state, is proof that a range of inspiring hues can be found in the neutral family. Many of the majestic forts and palaces pay homage to the arid landscape with their sandstone and marble facades. Both the Mehrangarh Fort in Jodhpur, which looks to be carved from the very cliff upon which it sits, and the Lalgarh Palace in Bikaner, known for its intricate latticework, are resplendent in burnished red sandstone. Golden sandstone was used to build the Umaid Bhawan Palace, the residence of Jodhpur’s former royal family, as well as a hotel. Jaipur is home to the Amer Fort and the Hawa Mahal, both constructed with red and pink sandstone. These palaces and forts offer a nearly unending supply of surface area ripe for embellishment; art, craft, and architecture seamlessly merge, and the whole becomes far greater than the sum of its parts. A palace with no decorative work—no paintings, no carved stonework, no mirror inlays—would be a lifeless shell. The surface ornamentations bring to life the story of the people who live within its walls.

			Rajput wall paintings are found in nearly every palace across Rajasthan and often tell complex stories of battles fought, victories won, and marital alliances forged. The ancient paintings still adorning palace walls today are a testament to the early painters and dyers who used natural materials that have withstood the test of time and exposure to the elements. Until the dawn of chemical-based paints in the nineteenth century, artisans used pigments from plant and mineral sources that they ground and mixed themselves.

			Because Rajasthan is a land rich with granite, marble, slate, quartz, sandstone, and other natural minerals, stone carving has a long history in the region, and most palaces sport intricately carved lattice screens with geometric ornamental patterns called jalis. Offering protection from the harsh desert sun, while still allowing for the flow of fresh air, jalis also maintain the privacy of women in purdah. Practiced by Hindus and Muslims, purdah is both a social and a religious practice of secluding a woman, either by physical separation or by clothing that conceals her form and covers her skin. The Hawa Mahal (Palace of Breeze) was constructed for this very purpose, so that the ladies of the royal court could watch the goings-on in the streets below while remaining unseen behind the delicately carved jalis.

			Just as a sandstone fort offers a neutral canvas to decorate with colors and patterns, the parched desert landscape of Rajasthan offers an achromatic backdrop that allows the vibrant towns and villages to shine. The Rajasthani people’s desire to embellish their surroundings can be seen in everything from the sacred cattle with their brightly painted horns to delivery trucks that are often so festooned with paintings, garlands, and tassels you might be left wondering if the driver can safely see the road.
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				Rooftop turrets offer stunning views of Lake Pichola and the fifty-acre waterfront property of the Oberoi Udaivilas.

			

			
				[image: ]
				An example of jalis (latticed screens), seen at the Mehrangarh Fort.

			

			
				[image: ]
				These arches, located in the second courtyard of the Amer Fort, sit upon a colonnade, or rows of columns.
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				An ornately carved red sandstone doorway at the Mehrangarh Fort.
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				A woman sweeps the grounds at Mandore Gardens, a lush park in the ancient, now-abandoned town of Mandore, a few miles from Jodhpur.
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				The sandstone-toned shores of Udaipur, which is known as the City of Lakes, rise from the waters of Lake Pichola.
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				[image: ][image: ] Located a short drive from Udaipur, the remains of the Sahasra Bahu temples, which were built in the early tenth century AD, are a testament to the artistry of that time period, despite their current state of ruin.
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				In the Diwan-i-Aam (Hall of Public Audience) carved marble and sandstone pillars draw the eye upward to repeating ornamental elephant heads.
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				Jalis at the Udaipur City Palace.
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				A ghat, or flight of stairs leading to water, allows local villagers easy access to the lake.
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				[image: ][image: ] Scenes from rural Rajasthan: women carry large bundles of hay atop their heads; a sacred cow with painted horns.
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				A cattle-powered irrigation system in rural Rajasthan.
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				The streets of Jaipur bustle with activity as vendors haul their dry goods to market and set up shop.
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				Using a large bowl atop his head, a laborer hauls away dust and debris from a work site where an old haveli (mansion) is being restored.
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				A young boy rolls out fresh roti, a traditional Indian flatbread.

			

			
				[image: ]
				Naan, a leavened flatbread, is cooked in a tandoor, a cylindrical clay oven.
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				Bougainvillea spills out of an abandoned haveli on the shore of Lake Pichola.

			

		

	
		
			
				BLOCK PRINTING in RAJASTHAN

				

				Rajasthan has a rich history of block printing—the making of hand-printed textiles characterized by the use of carved wooden blocks dipped in dye and pressed onto fabric. Maharaja Jai Singh II, who founded Jaipur in 1727, was an enlightened patron of the arts. During his rule, skilled craftsmen were invited to settle in Jaipur and were ensured a secure livelihood. Artisans eventually moved to surrounding villages as the city became overcrowded and the water sources needed for dyeing became scarce. Two nearby villages renowned for block printing, Bagru and Sanganer, remain vital contributors to India’s textile industry. A few persevering artisans there have been instrumental in preserving the inherited knowledge of natural dye techniques, hand printing, and block carving by continuing to pass it down from generation to generation.

				A rapid transformation took place in the mid-nineteenth century with the Industrial Revolution, the invention of chemical dye, and the eventual loss of the courtly patronage system after World War II. With these changes, many Indian handicrafts fell by the wayside as machinery took their place. These craft traditions face serious challenges in the modern, industrialized world, and many skills are at risk of being lost forever. It remains imperative to support the work of the artisans committed to maintaining the craft, though it is just as important to note that many artisans come to craft through obligation and tradition. Nowadays it is exciting to witness younger members of the chhipa (printer) community experimenting with contemporary patterns, pushing hand block printing in new directions, and claiming their own creativity and individuality in the process.
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				At his workshop in Bagru, Ganesh Chhipa adds a dabu layer to a length of cloth already printed with siyahi, a black iron dye.
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				Examples of block-print patterns seen here include lotus flowers, geometric patterns, and paisley motifs.
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				At the Anokhi Museum of Hand Printing, Mujeebullah Khan, a master carver, uses traditional hand tools to chisel wooden blocks.
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				The entrance to Baradari, a restaurant housed within the Jaipur City Palace.
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				Carved clay monkeys at a roadside craft stand depict the proverb “See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil.”
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				Red sandstone cenotaphs commemorate many of Jodhpur’s maharajas in the Mandore Gardens.
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				Visitors stream through the Badi Mahal, or Garden Palace, one of several residences housed within the Udaipur City Palace complex.
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				[image: ][image: ] In the courtyard of the women’s quarters at the Mehrangarh Fort, floral carvings, including lotus flowers in each corner, frame the doorways.
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