Water Architecture in Mughal Lahore:
A Deviation from Architectural Convention

Amna Saeed Gillani

That water plays a significant role in Mughal architecture is a point frequently observed by historians of
Mughal gardens and landscaping.' We know, for example, that fountains, cascades and pools in the fourfold
gardens, or the chaharbagh, embody paradisiacal symbolism hailing from ancient Persian paradise gardens.
The adoption of this type of garden reflects the Mughals yearning to relive the running stream experiences
of Central Asia. We also know that the axial water ways in Mughal gardens are a manifestation of the Quranic
verse, “Jannatintajri min tahtihalanhar’, or gardens underneath which rivers flow.”

Recent scholarship has relied heavily on these interpretations in order to understand the place of
water in Mughal architecture; one reason being that gardens are a particularly well-studied area of Mughal
architecture.?* While gardens, including tomb gardens, pleasure gardens, and palace or encampment gardens,
were an integral part of the architectural ensemble that Mughals shaped, many facets of water are still in
need of detailed investigation. These water features, more often than not, are like a preface to the main
building itself — buildings that could be of a palatial, recreational or funerary nature. This paper argues that
the recurrence of these water forms and their prevalence in all types of monuments, has somehow led to the
commonly held ideas about the role of water in Mughal architecture, and any structure or representation of
water not fitting neatly into these paradigms is often understated or overlooked.

This research was initiated by an observation of the wide divergences between the historic water
structures in India and Pakistan. It should be noted that before partition in 1947, the architecture in the
three Mughal capitals, Delhi, Agra and Lahore, is thought to have belonged to the same tradition. A close
examination of water structures, however, leads to a different conclusion. It is proposed that in the case of
water structures a rather varied approach is observed in Lahore, and the similarity of fountains and pools
should by no means be taken as the marker of a homogenous water architectural tradition in all three cities.
Step wells or bao’lis will form the case studies for this paper.

The major deviation in terms of water structures between the Mughal centres is the absence of bao’lis
in Lahore. A typical step well involves the construction of a well with a fairly large circumference and a
flight of steps descending to water level. Besides serving the imperative function of water supply, small
rooms or resting chambers were built around the shaft of the well in the intermediary levels. Since the
underground temperature remains virtually the same all year-round, these step wells served as an escape
from the scorching heat during the long hot and dry season of the plains. It is important to note here that
step well architecture was not introduced by the Mughals, rather it was an indigenous architectural solution
for water scarcity and storage practiced in India possibly as early as the second century CE.*

Numerous step wells are spread over the Indian subcontinent. They were constructed at different
times and have a variety of religious affiliations. Owing to local geological and climatic conditions, various
regions within the subcontinent developed their own architectural traditions and there is no attempt here
to equate or compare the architectural conventions of areas like Gujarat or Rajasthan, where step wells
were particularly popular, with those of Lahore.> Nevertheless, that Agra, Delhi and Lahore have similar
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geographical and climatic conditions begs us to question what the factors were behind the near absence of
step wells in Lahore during the Mughal period.

Delhi, for example, had numerous step wells that were built before and during the Sultanate era and
the Mughals not only incorporated them into their own architectural landscapes, but also continued the
practice of building step wells. Interestingly, the first step well constructed under the Mughals was built
by Babur immediately after establishing his capital at Agra. He mentions it in the Baburnama and his
description is worth quoting:

In an empty space inside the fort, which was between Ibrahim’s residence and the ramparts, I ordered
alarge chambered-well (wain) to be made, measuring 1o by 10, alarge well with a flight of steps, which
in Hindustan is called a wain. This well was begun before the Charbagh; they were busy digging it in
the true Rains ‘ainbishkal, Sawan and Bhadon; it fell in several times and buried the hired workmen;
it was finished after the Holy Battle with Rana Sanga, as is stated in the inscription on the stone that
bears the chronogram of its completion. It is a complete wain, having a three-storeyed house in it.
The lowest storey consists of three rooms, each of which opens on the descending steps, at intervals
of three steps from one another. When the water is at its lowest, it is one step below the bottom
chamber; when it rises in the Rains, it sometimes goes into the top storey. In the middle storey an
inner chamber has been excavated which connects with the domed building in which the bullock
turns the well-wheel. Top storey is a single room, reached from two sides by 5 or 6 steps which lead
down to it from the enclosure overlooked from the well-head. Facing the right-hand way down, is
the stone inscribed with the date of completion. At the side of this well is another the bottom of
which may be at half the depth of the first, and into which water comes from that first one when the
bullock turns the wheel in the domed building afore mentioned. This second well also is fitted with
a wheel, by means of which water is carried along the ramparts to the high-garden. A stone building
(tashdin ‘imarat) stands at the mouth of the well and there is an outer (?) mosque outside (tashqari)
the enclosure in which the well is. The mosque is not well done; it is in the Hindustani fashion.®

This lengthy description in the Baburnama removes any doubt that he did indeed build a step well and
not an ordinary well as is depicted in some of the paintings (Fig. 1). Babur’s description, however, also throws
up some questions. Firstly, it is surprising that he did not mention that his well was unique or different in
any aspect from the ones he had seen elsewhere. Nor did he mention that he had followed the local tradition
of building underground rooms around the well shaft. It might be that he purposely avoided acknowledging
the source of influence” or perhaps it was simply because the abundance of this type of structure in the
region made it unnecessary for him to make a special note of these step wells. The most compelling reason
seems to be his familiarity with the Indian territory following several invasions led by him in the preceding
years. It would appear that he was familiar with this type of structure — not just on a superficial level but also
at a technical level. In any case this was the first step well constructed during the Mughal period.

Later Akbar also built bao’lis, not only at Agra Fort, but also at Fatehpur Sikri (Figs. 2 and 3). According
to a survey conducted in 1996 by Rezavi, fourteen step wells and sixty wells in this area were reported; the
locals, however, claim to have seen as many as fifty-two step wells and one hundred and eight wells in
Fatehpur Sikri which were apparently extant until the 1940s.%

The first major construction phase of the Lahore Fort commenced when Akbar moved his capital there
in 1584-98 CE after abandoning Fatehpur Sikri. The geological conditions of Fatehpur Sikri and Lahore are
dissimilar, but whether this was the reason for his not constructing a step well in Lahore is uncertain. The
involvement and influence of artisans and craftsmen from Gujarat on the architecture of Fatehpur Sikri



has been agreed upon and many from the same
workforce were involved in the construction at
Lahore as well. Hence, it is unlikely that the lack
of skilled labour prevented the construction of
step wells at Lahore Fort. Why, then, were no
step wells built in Lahore in spite of the immense
architectural activity that took place there during
Mughal rule?

Even in the later era step wells were constructed
and were certainly worthy of notice as an important
architectural endeavour. Jahangir on at least two
occasions in the Jahangir-nama appreciated the
step wells built during his time — one by Kesho Das
Mari in Badnor that Jahangir visited in 1617 CE. In
his autobiography, he states:

He had constructed gardens and buildings.
Out of these one was a well (baoli) (step-
well probably) on the road, which appeared
exceedingly pleasant and well made. It
occurred to me that if a well had to be made
anywhere on the roadside it should be built like
this one. At least two such ought to be made.’

Whether Jahangir ordered similar step wells
or where they were finally built is not clear. The
second step well Jahangir mentions was built on
the orders of his mother Maryam Zamani in 1613
CE at the cost of Rs. 20,000 near Biana.” Jahangir
visited the garden and step well in 1618 CE and
found it a noteworthy and imposing structure.
Had there been any significant bao’lis constructed
in the vicinity of Lahore, Jahangir would probably
have made a note of them in his memoirs.

During recent field research, an extant step
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Figure 1: Painting from the Babarnama portraying Babur
carrying a torch riding drunk through the camp after a
celebration party on a boat, 1519 CE (Shankar Gujarati). In
the background a draw well with pulley is depicted. Image
courtesy of the British Library,Or. 3714. f:314r.

well in the greater Lahore area was discovered almost thirteen kilometres south east of the walled city and
Lahore Fort. It can be dated to the late Mughal period (the second half of the eighteenth century). Today,
the area is called Mahfoozpura but it would be more precise to consider it as a suburban area of old Lahore
(Figs. 4 and 5). The bao’li has been in the possession of the Cantonment Authorities and was not open
to the public until recently when the structure was repaired and the adjoining area was converted into a
public park. The step well is not a small structure but, to my knowledge, no reference to this bdo’li has been
found in Mughal texts. However, a single article on the bao’lis of Lahore found in the modern scholarship of

Mughal architecture is noteworthy." The extant structure of the bdo’li comprises a well, a staircase leading
down to the water level and an octagonal domed pavilion which is the only visible part above ground level.
The partially surviving staircase is covered with a vault supported by arches positioned at regular intervals.
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Most of the stairs and the well are filled with earth
and only the first two arches are partially visible.
Recent repairs by army engineers have not been
faithful to conservation principles of heritage
architecture and as a result the step well looks like
areconstruction. Nevertheless, these efforts have at
least saved this bao’li from disappearing altogether
as it is not entered in the records of the concerned
Archaeology department.

Dar dates the structure to the reign of either
Jahangir or Shahjahan.* The dome on the circular
drum, however, is not a typical bulbous Mughal
dome; rather its shape is flat from the top and
has no finial. This has no affinity with the domes
of the other Mughal buildings in Lahore during
the period. Two cupolas appear above the arched
opening facing the stairway towards the well and
their tops are more domical than the central dome
but are also without finials. This unconventionally
shaped dome indicates a period later than that of
the reign of Shahjahan. The step well as a whole
is quite typical in plan but the absence of any
inscription or textual record prevents it from being
dated accurately.

Another similar bao’li is mentioned as
Brahmanabad bao’li and is suggested to be from
the Suri Period (1540-1555) or early Mughal era. Not
much is left of this bao’li although the structure was
documented in the 1998 report of the Archaeology
Department.® Other than these two bao’lis, three
more have been reported by Dar. These were
partially extant twenty years ago.* A map has
been developed to indicate their tentative location
with reference to the Lahore Walled City (Fig. 6).
This map helps us to understand that over the last
few decades, Lahore has expanded enormously,
especially on its eastern and southern stretches.
This immense urban sprawl has led these erstwhile
suburbs of Lahore to be considered today as part
of the main city, but it is clear from this map that

Figure 2: Bao’li of the Diwan-i-Aam Quadrangle, Agra Fort.
Photograph courtesy of Julia A. B. Hegewald.

Figure 3: Bao'li near Hakim's Bath at Fatehpur Sikri.
Photographed in1862 by Edmund William Smith. Photograph
courtesy of the British Library, 1003/(537).

none of these bao’lis were built in old Lahore rather they were located at least ten to twenty-five kilometres
distant from the walled city on the routes towards other important cities.

One further bao’li that still survives in Lahore is situated in the Shalimar Garden. Although Shalimar is
a location that has often been a subject of scholarly research in the field of Mughal architecture in general
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Figure 4: Mehfoozpora Bao’li, after restoration work undertaken by army engineers.

and Mughal gardens in particular, it is surprising that this small-scale bao’li is rarely discussed. The key
reason for this disregard could be the fact that it is not a Mughal structure but was rather added later during
Sikh rule in Lahore (1799-1849). Thus, it would be more appropriate to say that this Sikh bao’li is unable
to contribute any information regarding the Mughal bao’lis in Lahore. The structure itself, however, is
comprised of a small well and a stairway leading down to the underground chamber on the southern side
of the well. It has long been out of use and is in a poor state. The staircase, though, is used as a store room
by the local vendor who sells items to the visitors of the garden (Figs. 7, 8 and 9). It is the same well in which
William Moorcroft stayed during his visit to Lahore on the 6th May 1820 during Ranjit Singh'’s reign. His
account is significant not only in terms of the contemporary state of the Shalimar Garden but also because
it is a first-hand account of the cooling nature of his chamber which was in close proximity to the well of
the bao’li and provided respite from the hot weather.”

Though not extant, there are at least two locations in the vicinity of Lahore that are said to have had
step wells. The first is from the Lodhi period (1451-1526) and was located again outside the old city of Lahore.
Dara Shikoh informs us in the Sakinat al-Awliya, written in 1643, that his spiritual guide Mian Mir (d. 1635)
used to meditate near Daulat Khan's bao’li which was located in the vicinity of old ‘Idgah in Lahore.* Daulat
Khan was the governor of Punjab under the rule of the Lodhis, which also indicates that this bao’li was
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Figure 5: View of staircase and well at Mehfoozpora Bao'li.

built before the Mughals. No sign of this structure remains which makes it difficult to locate."” This could
be considered as the only reference to a pre-Mughal step well in Lahore just before the establishment of
Mughal rule in 1526.

Finally, the last bao’li to be mentioned here and the only one that was built inside the walled city of
Lahore was the bao’li of Guru Arjun Singh, the fifth Sikh Guru (1563-1606). The bao’li is said to have been
built in 1599 CE during Jahangir’s period and is located inside Delhi Gate just behind the Sunehri Masjid or
Golden Mosque. The bao’li and its adjacent structure were allegedly confiscated by the state and fell into
disuse. The step well was later rebuilt by Ranjeet Singh in 1834 CE when he was seriously ill and was advised
to take a bath in this bao’li to regain health. The step well was also called bao’li Sahib.” This account that the
bao’liwas built by Guru Arjun is contradicted by Chaghatai but interestingly he also designates the structure
to the Lodhi or Suri period and not to the Mughal era.” Thus, we can tentatively state that there were no step
wells built under Mughal patronage inside the walled city of Lahore as well as in Lahore Fort.

Contemporary texts also validate this absence and no reference could be found stating the existence
or construction of a bao’li in the walled city of Lahore. Finally, the question of the absence of step wells in
Lahore in general and inside Lahore Fort in particular, which was the main royal residence, can be answered
only hypothetically. Firstly, there is a possibility that water supply was ample at Lahore as Akbar utilised an
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Figure 7: Sikh Period Bao’li in Shahlamar Garden, Lahore.

earlier mound that was previously used for defence and/or residence and that the river Ravi flowed right
along the northern periphery of the site. This might have contributed to the reliance on draw wells to fulfil
the needs of the complex. In addition, it is quite probable that the step wells within palaces at Agra and
Fatehpur Sikri ended up providing water and were not inhabited during the summers, which was the only
other rationale for constructing such massive and challenging structures as compared to draw wells. This
notion is also supported by the fact that after Akbar step wells gradually disappeared from mainstream
architectural practice especially during the time of Shahjahan who was otherwise an ambitious builder.

Religion conceivably played an important role in the survival of step wells built for the public. Those
built under Hindu patronage were different in character than those built by Muslim patrons. While both
served the imperative function of water provision and escape from the heat, those in a Hindu context also
served a very important function of subterranean temples involving ritual bathing, prayers and offerings to
the deity to whom it was dedicated. For instance, some step wells in India, regardless of the fact that ground
water is no longer accessible, still continue to serve as temples like the Mata Bhavani Vav in Ahmedabad or
the kunda at Roda.** On the other hand the provision of step wells at the forts of Agra and Fatehpur Sikri
were primarily meant to provide cool retreats for the royal residents during the hot summers of the plains
and did not serve any religious function. In the case of the secular Sultanate era step wells in Delhi, such
as the bao’li in the Pir Ghaib neighbourhood, said to have been built by Feroz Shah Tughlaq, once they fell
into disuse many remained dilapidated and are now on the verge of extinction. In Lahore, the bdo’li built
by Guru Arjun Singh in 1599 CE and later restored by Ranjeet Singh, also supports this proposition. In spite
of immense building and construction within the walled city of Lahore, the remains of this bao’li can be
seen even today which supports the significance of religious connotations attached to a structure and its
endurance.

A final thought on this matter is that small-scale step wells might have disappeared over the course of
time because during British rule step wells were deemed unhygienic and were filled in with earth. Thereafter
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Figure 8: Inside view of Sikh Bao’li in Shalamar Garden.
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Figure 9: Inside view of Sikh Bao’li in Shalamar Garden.
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their major function was replaced by modern pumps and taps which put a final halt to the survival of
any step well built for civic service. However, it is evident from the above discussion that the tradition of
step wells has never flourished in this part of the subcontinent. Had there been any grand step wells built
in Lahore, there would have been a trace of them in textual if not architectural records. Therefore, the
interpretation of water in Mughal architecture, which has been limited to certain themes in landscape and
garden studies requires a more open and experimental approach for a deeper understanding of its role.
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