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TRAVEL

Rathina SankaRi finds herself in the labyrinthine bara 
imambara on a trip to the majestic city of nawabs —  

the capital of india’s most populous state

standinG tall: the asafi 
mosque at bara imambara

I scan the length of the two corridors 
but cannot decipher my way out. I 
stand pondering for a moment like 
Harry Potter, who tried to figure his 
way out of the maze in the Triwiz-
ard championship. But this isn’t a 
hedge maze. I am in a traditional 

Lucknowi haveli (mansion), with sprawling 
courtyards, fountains and abundant rooms 
that were built in 1936 and today functions 
as a boutique heritage hotel Lebua Lucknow. 
Soon, luck favours me and I bump into a hotel 

staffer who gives me directions. Little do I 
know that I would get lost again in one of the 
renowned bhul bhulaiyas (labyrinths) of Luc-
know — the capital of India’s most populous 
state, Uttar Pradesh. 

Poets and writers have waxed eloquent 
about the mesmerising evenings of Lucknow 
called Sham-e-Awadh. The Nawabs (rulers) 
strolling along its river bank, drinking in the 
architectural beauty of the city and walking 
to the kothas (residences of the courtesans), 
greeting passers-by with the adaab (custom-

ary salutation) are the glorified visuals of 
these writings. Awadh was one of the 12 prov-
inces set up by Mughal emperor Akbar, which 
were governed by the Nawabs. In the 18th 
century, when the Mughal power weakened, 
the Nawabs took complete control of the state. 
Positive changes were ushered into Lucknow, 
with artisans flocking to the city as it saw the 
erection of monuments, birth of new dishes 
and the propaganda of craft, dance and music. 
The Nawabs introduced the famed Lucknowi 
nafasat (cleanliness) and tehzeeb (good man-lost in 

lucknow
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TRAVEL

In the 18th century, when famine struck the region 
and men from all walks of life suffered, Nawab Wajid 
Ali Shah commissioned the construction of the Bara 

Imambara as part of the famine relief programme

a walk throuGh history: 1. the 
magnificent complex of bara imambara 
with gardens, halls and mosques; 2. at 
idrees, plates are stacked with 
lucknowi mutton biryani; 3. the 
melt-in-the-mouth galouti kebabs are 
prepared fresh at tunday kababi; 4. the 
rumi darwaza is indeed eye-catching; 
5. the bhul bhulaiya of bara imambara

Ajay tells me with a twinkle in his eyes: 
“The answer lies upstairs.” We climb 45 
steps to reach the first level, which happens 
to be a maze. I look in four directions; each 
shows a way, but Ajay tells me there is only 
one way out. He asks me to take a guess and 
I end up reaching a dead-end. We climb the 
steps again to reach the second level of the 
Imambara, which is another bhul bhulaiya. 
There are, in all, 489 identical doorways in 
the labyrinth where one could get lost for-
ever. “The narrow, well-ventilated intercon-

nected passages with zig zag portions, and 
high and low ceilings of the maze were built 
to distribute the load on the structure at 
ground level which otherwise could col-
lapse,” explains Ajay, clearing my doubts.

As I come out of the labyrinth into the open 
air, I see men walking up the steps of the 
Asafi mosque for their daily prayer. I wonder 
about the bhul bhulaiyas of Lucknow. Indeed, 
it is very easy to get lost in the history of Luc-
know when in the land of Nawabs. 
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tures, showcasing the Hindu style and the 
Islamic arches and domes were sprinkled 
across the complex. We walked into the Per-
sian Hall with huge mirrors that acted as 
sources of light in the bygone era. It houses 
the tomb of Nawab Asaf-ud-Daula. Ajay tells 
me the hall is flanked by two smaller halls to 
exert minimum air pressure on the main hall. 

Bricks and plaster were used in the construc-
tion of this magnificent edifice and the stucco 
work is prominent throughout the halls. But 
this didn’t answer my question: how could 
the hall stand without any support? The hall 
stood 50-feet tall, 170-feet long and 55-feet 
wide with thick walls. No pillars, beams or 
girders can be seen in its construction. 
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ners) to the region. 
Ajay Jain, a Lucknowi, agrees to be my guide 

in the city of Nawabs. The day’s mission is 
exploring the arts, craft and architectural won-
ders of the city. As we walk across the bustling 
city, dodging the traffic through narrow lanes, 
I find few locals relaxing and taking a power 
nap in their shops, while some others are 
catching up on the day’s gossip over a cup of 
tea. Craftsmen are busy stamping floral de-
signs on pre-cut fabric. The embroiders then 
go about with their needlework to create ex-
quisite motifs of leaves, paisleys, flowers, birds 
etc to create chikan. These garments, with 
heavy embroidery, beads, stones and filigree 
work, find their way into wardrobes across the 
length and breadth of the country. 

We move past cows idling along the road, 
walk under a canopy of low-hanging electri-
cal wires to the area which once housed the 
nautch girls of Lucknow. “The royal male 
members would often visit them to learn 
mannerism and etiquette: how to talk to 
strangers and how to carry oneself were few 
of the many lessons taught here,” says Ajay. 
For a moment, I wonder if it was the Indian 
version of European finishing schools. Hin-
dustani music and Kathak, a classical dance 
form, flourished during those days as the 
nautch girls danced in these kothas to enter-
tain men. Nawab Wajid Ali Shah himself was 
an ardent kathak dancer, who danced with 
the ladies at Kaiserbag — thus paving the way 
for the renowned Lucknow gharana. It is said 
the Nawab was fondly called Kaiser — hence 
the erection of the Kaiserbagh Palace, a large 
complex of gardens, courtyards, religious 
buildings and residential quarters.

It is said the Nawab was magnanimous. In 
the 18th century, when famine struck the 
region and men from all walks of life suf-
fered, he commissioned the construction of 
the Bara Imambara as part of the famine re-
lief programme, thus generating income for 
the residents. 

The Imambara was built in 1784, under the 
supervision of the architect Kifayat-ullah. He 
happened to build a complex housing the 
world’s largest vaulted room that doesn’t have 
any metallic support. I wonder how that could 
be possible, when Ajay tells me to wait and 
watch. As we stand in front of the grand com-
plex of gardens, mosque and halls, Ajay points 
at the Nagarkhana on the other side of the 
road. The Nawabs loved pomp and show. So, 
when they arrived at the Imambara, they were 
welcomed with the beating of the drums from 
the galleries in the Nagarkhana. I could see a 
majestic portal with intricate carvings, about 
700 metres away from the Imambara; it was 
the 60-feet-high Rumi Darwaza — which is 
said to be a replica of the Bab-i Hümayun in 
Istanbul and was built in the same period as 
the Bara Imambara. Today, this portal is the 
very identity of Lucknow. 

The style of construction throughout Bara 
Imambara is a fusion of Indian and Islamic 
architecture. Chhatris, or canopy-like struc-


