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Jet Airways operates daily flights to Jaipur from multiple cities; Bikaner is about 340 km from here.

D
es

er
tp

ho
to

gr
ap

he
r/

Sh
ut

te
rs

to
ck

.c
om

OF LINGERING 
legacies

Exploring the history of the Rajasthani city of Bikaner by 
understanding its royal lineage is an insightful journey.

TEXT AMRITA DAS

Studying the landscape of Bikaner, formerly 
the capital of the eponymous princely state in 
Rajasthan, I discovered how remnants of its 

history are scattered across the city and its outskirts.  
Rao Bika, son of Maharaja Rao Jodha, the founder 

of Jodhpur, established his own kingdom here in 
1488. The structure which marks the beginning of 
Bikaner is Bikaji ki Tekri. Built beyond the city walls, 
this was a modest fort and it commemorates the 
city’s founding father. The complex is accessed by a 
flight of stairs which opens up to a fairly large open 
space. Here the memorial stones of the royal family 
glisten in marble and sandstone. These have carved 
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figurines which depict the king who has passed on, 
with his sati wife (or wives). The engraved domes of 
the chhatris (dome-shaped pavilions) add texture to 
the Tekri and are a sight to see.

From the first to sixth king, Raja Rai Singh, all 
resided in Bikaji ki Tekri. However, once Raja Rai 
Singh laid the foundation of Chintamani Durg, their 
residence shifted to the plush fort. 

Chintamani Durg, or Junagarh Fort (literal 
translation being ‘old fort’) as it is known today, was 
a result of the king’s large territory and flourishing 
silk trade. Dating back to 1589, Junagarh Fort is 
adorned by many gates, courtyards,  
pavilions and is an amalgamation of various 
architectural styles.

In the following two centuries, 16 generations of 
kings ruled and added their own touch to this fort. 
Raja Karan Singh conceived Karan Mahal, which 
was planned in the Mughal style. His heir, Maharaja 
Anup Singh refurbished it with a Diwan-i-Am (public 
audience hall) and called it Anup Mahal. Covered in 
exquisite gold relief work, this is perhaps the fort’s 
most elegant structure. The intricate designs on the 
walls match those of the carpet, and hues of gold 
and red are brilliantly pronounced. 

Junagarh Fort housed every member of the royal 
family till Maharaja Ganga Singh built the Lallgarh 
Palace. The 21st king of Bikaner, he started his reign 
in 1887 and brought in a series of economic, social 
and administrative developments in Bikaner.

Above: A royal 
cenotaph at Bikaji 
ki Tekri. 
Below: The 
sprawling, 
magnificent 
Junagarh Fort.
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He commissioned the design of Lallgarh Palace 
to British architect Sir Samuel Swinton Jacob, 
who commenced the construction in 1896. This 
palatial home has hosted eminent personalities; 
Lord Curzon, Governor General and Viceroy of 
India (1898-1905) was the first guest here. The 
palace is now a heritage hotel and also features a 
museum. I walked around studying the antiquities 
from Bikaner’s history – artefacts, documents, 
souvenirs and photographs of the royals. I learned 
that Maharaja Ganga Singh had introduced three 
essential resources to the people of Bikaner – 
electricity, water and the steam engine. 

In 1904, the Maharaja commissioned perhaps 
the most grand residence in the lineage – the 
imposing Laxmi Niwas Palace. Indo-Saracenic style 
dominates its grandeur. As I walked in, I noticed 
how the afternoon sun enhanced the latticed 
screens on Dulmera sandstone. Scalloped arches, 
flower motifs on spandrel and domed pavilions 
are some of the elements you can spot here. The 
opulence only grew as I walked into the rectangular 
courtyard. The palace was an extension of the 
Maharaja’s life. He personally supervised it to 
reflect his sophisticated taste. Upon its  
completion, it became the home to his guests  
and royal dignitaries. 

The following morning I knew I had spoken too soon 
of Laxmi Niwas’ beauty. 

As  my car pulled over on the Heritage Route 
in Joshiwara, my eyes widened beholding the 
magnificence in front of me – the famed Rampuria 
Havelis. The impressive reddish-pink havelis, or 
residences, of Rampuria traders, stood at the 
interjection of a busy street, flanked by equally 
exquisite mansions. 

Maharaja Ganga Singh invited traders from 
Sujangarh to live and work in Bikaner. As their 
businesses flourished, it boosted the local economy. 
The streets were named after families who settled 
here. The first settlers of Rampuria Chowk were 
three brothers – Bahadur Mal, Heera Lal and Hajari 
Mal – who owned seven mansions. The first of the 
Rampuria mansions was built in 1924 and was inspired 
by British, Mughal and local architectural styles. 
Numerous symmetrical doors filled the lower floor. 
Indo-Saracenic designs were dominant here too – lotus 
impositions on cusped arches and spandrels, meshed 
balconies and intricately-designed dados. Not only had 
the Maharaja amplified Bikaner’s economy but also its 
beauty with extraordinary artwork. 

The lifestyle of the following two generations 
remained pretty much unchanged. Maharaja Narendra 
Singh, Bikaner’s last king who passed away in 2003, 
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Above: The 
grand entrance 
of the Lallgarh 
Palace. 
Right: The 
Rampuria Havelis 
are known as  
‘the pride  
of Bikaner’.
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Jet Airways operates 
daily flights to Jaipur 
from Mumbai, New Delhi, 
Udaipur, Lucknow and 
Indore and six weekly 
flights from Chandigarh. 
From Jaipur, Bikaner is 
situated at a distance of 
approximately 340 km 
and can be reached in  
5-6 hours.

UPCOMING EVENT

January 13–14, 2018: The Bikaner Camel 
Festival, organised by the Tourism 
Department of Rajasthan, is dedicated to 
the ship of the desert – the camel, which 
is an important source of transportation 
and livelihood in the state of Rajasthan. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION 

Log on to www.tourism.rajasthan.gov.in

QUICK FACTS

had contemporary and bold preferences. His luxurious residence, 
now a heritage hotel, Narendra Bhawan is made of the same 
Dulmera sandstone, and bears Rajasthani architectural elements, 
though in its spirit it is completely different. 

A reflection of the king’s life, Narendra Bhawan is ornamented 
with souvenirs from his travels around the world, his love for 
independent India and regal tastes. Italian granite humbly blends 
with Portuguese tiles. Crystal tables are reminiscent of Bombay Art 
Deco. Perhaps the most unique are the teal-coloured, velveteen 
horse-legged benches on a bold chequered floor, depicting the 
king’s love for animals.

Beginning with Rao Bika to Maharaja Narendra Singh, Bikaner’s 
royal lineage has distinctly shaped its present. Even though they 
spread across Bikaner’s geography, they converge in Devi Kund 
Sagar on the outskirts of the city. The cenotaphs of Devi Kund 
comprise epitaphs of the royal families. These chhatris have been 
designed differently for kings and queens. Tombs of kings have 
horses engraved on them, whereas for queens, flat slabs with foot 
impressions. Some of these marble chhatris have paintings inside 
their dome, some bear carvings and some, neglected with cobwebs. 

As I left, I saw Bikaner’s royal lineage bring together its 
dispersed history.

Above left: 
Intricate paintings 
and inlay work 
inside the dome of 
one of the chhatris 
at Devi Kund Sagar. 
Left: A regal 
hallway and 
latticed windows at 
Narendra Bhawan.
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