
HYDERABAD

A Qur'anic Paradise in Architectural
Metaphors

Jan Pieper

"If upon Earth be an Eden of Bliss
It is this, it is this, none but this".

Persian distich in the
Diwan-i-Khas in Delhi

Sue plan of Golconda and Hyderabab. (Fig. 60).

British survey map of Hyderabad, based on the 1874 survey. (Fig. 61).

In Muhamed Kasim Ferishta's "Hi-
story"(Tarikh-Firishta) there is a
short remark on the foundation of
Hyderabad in 1591. It is said that
"when the moon was in the constel-
lation of Leo and Jupiter was in his
own mansion, Sultan Quli Qubt
Shah ordered architects and masons
to prepare the plans of a city which
would be unequalled the world over
and should be a replica of paradise
itself"''. One is inclined to think
that the designation of the new city
as a "replica of paradise" is only a
poetic allusion to an ideal of beauty
and splendour, an epitheton ornans
of the newly founded Qubt Shahi

capital. But closer investigation will
soon reveal that the city is indeed
and quite literally a replica of para-
dise, that the dominant elements of
the plan and the architectural land-
marks of urban space represent cha-
racteristic features of the Qur'anic
"Gardens of Eternity".
Hyderabad was laid out around a
monumental building in the centre,
the Char Minar, founded in 1592:
Four arches, almost 30 ft high and
framed by lofty minaretes on all
sides2 support a square building of
two storys, containing a mosque on
the ground floor with a large cistern
above. This enormous structure ri-

ses over the main crossroad of the
city, where the east-west-axis of the
old Golconda-Masulipatam road
intersects with the north-south-axis
from the river Musi to the hills of
Jahanuma. At the orders of Quli
Qubt Shah 14000 shops were built
along the axial streets within two
years, and since the passage of the
arches was originally unobstructed
one can imagine a bustling life
around this colossal landmark, traf-
fic and commerce flowing freely in
all directions.
This planning scheme of the orien-
tated cross of two axial streets, of-
ten with a mountain-like structure
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like the Char Minar at the centre, is
well known from the Hindu Vastu
Shastras, the ancient Indian treaties
on architectural theory. One would
therefore think that the layout of
Qutb Shahi Hyderabad is almost di-
rectly derived from Hindu cosmolo-
gical planning principles, based on
the idea of a flat world, which is
centred on a pivotal mountain and
devided into four quarters.
But there are essential elements in
the overall configuration of the ur-
ban plan which strongly suggest
Islamic rather than Hindu ideas be-
hind the orientation of the system.
First of all the cross of the axial

streets is not in exact corresponden-
ce with the cardinal directions, nor
does it relate - as far as we know
- to astronomical data connected
with the foundation od the city 3.
The deviation of the east-west-axis
from the true east is about 10 to
the south. As the mosques in the vi-
cinity of the city show, such as tho-
se in the Golconda necropolis eg.,
this deviation is traditionally consi-
dered to be the adeguate kiblah di-
rection towards Mecca, the geogra-
phical position of Hyderabad being
10.10 N, 78.20 E, that of Mecca
21.25 N, 39.54 E. 4 The orientation
of Hyderabad, therefore, seems to

be based on the kiblah direction of
the central mosque on the upper
floor of the Char Minar, its mihrab
pointing WNW, along the old cara-
vane route to Golconda and beyond
to the sacred navel of the Muslim
world.
While this might still appear to be
an Islamic modification of a basi-
cally Hindu idea, we shall see, as we
progressively investigate the various
elements of the city that the overall
plan clearly refers to a non-Hindu
concept - to the Qur'anic vision of
paradise as the ideal type of beauty,
peace and perfection.
But the reference to the Qur'anic
"Gardens of Eternity" begins with
puzzle, for the city of Hyberabad is
not laid out around one, but around
two centres: The Char Minar is only
one of two focal points, the other
being the Char Kaman area slightly
to the north of Char Minar, and he-
re the formula of a monumental
central structure at the intersection
of two axial streets is repeated,
though in different architectural
terms. Clearly, this duality cannot
be based on a Hindu concept, which
has no room for a second centre be-
sides the one cosmic mountain. But
as an architectural evocation of the
Qur'anic paradise it seems similarly
impossible, since those types of
Islamic architecture which we defi-
nitely know to be modelled on this
ideal are focussed on only one cen-
tral structure, like the various types
of Moghul gardens or the vast Indo-
Islamic tombs. And the situation
will become very confusing indeed,
when we observe in the course of
our investigation of Hyderabad that
almost all elements which are consi-
dered essential in an architectural
metaphor of the Qur'anic paradise
are already assembled in one of the
two city centres, viz. in the Char
Kaman area.
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This skein will disentangle later al-
most by itself, after we have elabo-
rated in some detail that the monu-
mental zone of Char Kaman is in-
deed an architectural replica of pa-
radise, as intended by Sultan Quli
Qutb Shah and related in the
Tarikh-i-Firishta. Char Kaman lite-
rally means "Four Arches" and this
name is applied to four enormous
gateways constructed in 1594 at
equal distance from an octagonal
square, demarcating the intersec-
tion of a secondary east-west-axis
with the principal north-south-
thoroughfare of the city. Today.
the centre of the square is occupied
by an ugly small and usually dry
water basin, but originally there
was a monumental fountain of arti-
stic importance, issuing cascades of
water into the four directions. And
thus it was named: Charsu-ka-
Hauz, the "Fountain of the Four
Directions".,

In Qutb Shahi days, this square was
the focal point of the royal quar-
ters, which covered most of the
grounds between the Char Minar
and the river Musi. Towards the
west was the palace area, shut off
by a large tapestry of gold cloth,
hung down from the western arch
named Daulat-Khana-e-Ali, the
"Gateway of the Royal
Residence". Towards the east, be-
hind the arch called Naquar-Khana-
e-Shahi, the "House of the Royal
Drums", were the parade grounds
and the barracks of the royal
guards. Neither the palaces nor the
military establishments have survi-
ved the Mughal conquest of 1687,
but the central piazza and the four
arched gateways still exist and give
a clear idea of the original concept.

And it is this concept, defined by a
number of architectural elements in
meaningful relations, which is

.Ac

lhe double ornentation o Hyderabalb
around the two centres of Char Minar and
Char Kaman. (I) Char Minoar (2) Char Ka-
man; (3) Royal palaces, destroyed 1687; (4)
Quarters of the royal Guards. (Fig. 62).
The monumental zones of Char Mnoar and
Char Kaman (From a sketch made on the
spot by the author). (l) Char Minar, (2)
Charsu-ka-Hauz, the "Fountain of the Four
Directions" with the two trees (coconut and
betel) originally standing next to it; (3,
Daulat-Khana-e-AI. the "Gateway of the
Royal Residence"; (4) achhli Kaoman, the
"Fish Arch"' (5) N.aquar-Khana-e-Shahi,
the "House of the Royal Drums"'- (6) Char
Minar oaman; (7) the entrance to the former
palace area, (8) the entrance to the former
military quarters; (9j 19th century mosque:
(10) galleries, completed in 1929, (Fig. 63)
The Char Minor seen from the south. (Fig
64).
the Char Kaman area. In theforeground the
Char Minor Kaman. with the Machli Kaman
seen through the arch. (Fig. 65)
The Char Minar, spanning the main cros-
sroad of the city. (Fig. 66).
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clearly based on the Qur'anic vision
of the "Gardens of Eternity".
The first striking parallel between
the Islamic concept of paradise and
the spatial system of the Char Ka-
man area is the octagonal fountain
in the centre. Its very name Charsu-
ka-Hauz evokes Surah 47,16: "See
the image of Paradise, which is pro-
mised to the faithful: There are
streams of water which can never be
spoilt, streams of milk which will
never change its taste, streams of
wine, pleasant to the thirsty, and al-
so streams of purified honey5 . The-
se four streams have their sources in
a mystical fountain in the middle of
paradise, which issues its waters in
the four directions. Charsu-ka-
Hauz seems to be a synonym for
this mysterious fountain and also
the orientation of the four streets
radiating from the octagonal piazza
may be understood as an architectu-
ral transformation of this image.
Hence, Charsu-ka-Hauz and its
piazza strongly resembles the
charbagh-type of the Islamic art of
gardening, where the concept of a
central fountain, issuing streams of
water in the four directions is equal-
ly prominent.
At the time of Quli Qutb Shah the
Char su-ka-Hauz was not only a
structure so impressive that it might
well have resembled the legendary
fountain of paradise, but there were
also trees planted next to it to corre-
spond to the Qur'anic description.
It is not quite clear from the sources
whether two or four trees were
planted around Charsu-ka-Hauz,
but it is certain that they were of
two types: One was a coconut tree
and the other a betel nut palm6 .
This corresponds to Surah 56,28,
where we hear that "The Followers
of the Right Hand ( - and how
blessed are the Followers of the
Right Hand - ) will dwell under
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thornless Sidr trees and well orde-
red Talh trees in a broad shade and
by perennial streams...". The my-
thical trees of the Quran have no
exact correspondents on earth, but
it is generally believed that the le-
gendary thornless Sidr tree is the
Mahommedan tree of life, symboli-
cally replaced by the thorny Sidr (zi-
ziphus jujuba), which is used by the
Muslim for the funeral rite, its lea-
ves being soaked in water for the
washing of the dead7 .
When Quli Qubt Shah planted palm
next to the fountain he certainly re-
ferred to the Qur'anic tree of life,
though a particular Indo-Islamic ra-
ther than Qur'anic idiom: In India,
both Hindu and Muslim, the coco-
nut palm is generally regarded the
seat of life powers. Since the fruit
contains a white, milk-like liquor it
is often given the epitheton "wet
nurse of life" and in traditional In-
dian law the destruction of a coco-
nut tree was considered a crime
equal to the murder of one's own
motherS. While the coconut palm,
therefore, may be understood as a
direct analogy to the tree of life in
paradise, the betel nut palm is a ra-
ther inverted allusion to the
Qur'anic Talh tree. For in common
Indian belief, shared by Hindu and
Moslems alike, betel is a luxury not
available in heavenly abodes, but a
boon granted only on earth. So
deep rooted is this belief that
among the Hindus it is the practice
to put betel-leaves mixed with lime,
areca-nut and catechu in the mouth
of a dead person, thinking it to be
the last enjoyment of the fruit since
the eternal abodes have no betel to
offer to mortals or immortals9 .
With these two trees, the fountain
of the four directions and the gene-
ral quadripartite arrangement of
the Char Kaman area we have iden-
tified the essential architectural ele-

ments corresponding to the
Qur'anic Garden of Eden. There is
however yet another feature recol-
lected in the central piazza of royal
Hyderabad: The walled enclosure

and the "men of the partition
wall". In Surah 7,47 we hear that
the abode of the blessed is closed in
by a very high wall on all sides. The
four arched gateways built across

Babur's double garden, depicted m a contemporary miniature. In the middle of a large walled
enclosure, accessible through arched gateways, is a smallflower garden on aflat mound. This
central garden is devided intofour equal parts, possibly orientated towards the cardinal points
and watered by four streams, flowing towards the four directions. The composition corre-
sponds to Surah 55, where we hear that there are two tvpes of paradises reserved for the bles-
sed; Two gardens for the "Followers of the Right Hand", whereflowers and luxury plants are
abundant, and two others for the ordinaryfaithful, yielding fruit and herbes and other goods
for a comfortable, but less luxurious life. Fig. 67).
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the cardinal streets at equal distance
from the Charsu-ka-Hauz are archi-
tectural metaphors of this Qur'anic
vision, particulary as in the Qutb
Shahi period these were the only
wall-like structures in the city. The
enormous ramparts of Hyderabad,
which in parts still exist and are
clearly visible in their complete ex-
tent on the British survey map of
1874 were built as late as 1720 to fa-
ce to the Mahratta menace.
The two gates over the main north-
south-axis of the city - the Machli
Kaman (Fish Gate) and the Char
Minar Kaman - were the watch
posts of the royal guards - repre-
sentatives of the fierce Qur'anic
"Men of the Wall" and allegories
of paradisian exclusiveness - while
the eastern and western arches
stood for the Qur'anic pleasures:
The western arch, which led to the
royal palace, was shut off by an
enormous curtain, which must be
imagined as flowing in the wind and
which certainly added an ethereal
touch of tent and nomadism to the
approach towards the royal residen-
ce. On the eastern arch was a music
pavillion and a shenai artist was
continuously playing there, filling
the air with the nasal sound of his
instrument. These two attributes of
the arches, the airy curtain and the
shenai music may be understood as
an evocation of Surah 55, where we
hear that in paradise the blessed are
attended by huris, beautiful girls
"with large black eyes, kept for you
in flowing tents", and here we think
of the long curtain, wafting from
the Dulat-Khana-e-Ali. The charms
of these huris constitute a favorite
topic of Islamic poetry and Qa'nab
(Muhtarat 8,7) says that

"Within the quarters of Paradise
- oh, may the House unite them!

Large-eyed and friendly girls are
waiting for you

- With nasal voices" 0lo."
The commentators generally agree
that "nasal voices" in poetical lan-
guage means that the girls sing and
play music, enchanting the Gardens
of Eternity with their etheral melo-
dies, just as the metaphorical para-
dise around Charsu-ka-Hauz is fil-
led with the nasal sound of the she-
nai.
If seen as an architectural metaphor
of the Qur'anic paradise the rather
confusing double orientation of the
city, mentioned at the beginning -
the dual and almost rival crossroads
around the centres of Char Minar
and Char Kaman - will now sud-
denly gain meaning: For in Surah
55 we hear that there is not one pa-
radise for all, but that there is a hie-
rarchy of paradises - there are two
gardens, yielding flowers and all
sorts of luxury for a festive and re-
presentative life, while two others
are filled with herbs and fruits and
the humbler amenities of a pleasu-
reful civil household. These two
gardens are reserved for those,
"who live in peace with their
lord" 11 , while the others, according
to Tabari's notes on the Qur'an are
the realm of but very few among the
savedl2 .
It is quite possible that Quli Qutb
Shah had these two types of the
"Gardens of Eternity" in mind
when he laid out his capital as a
double replica of paradise: One
around the Charsu-ka-Hauz for the
royal household, and one around
the Char Minar for his many sub-
ject - "numerous as the fish in the
Musi", as he hoped1 3 - whom he
certainly wished to live peacefully
near their lord.

NOTES
(1560- 1620)

1) Tarikh-i-Firishta, quoted in an unpu-
blished paper kindly given to me by
N.M. Khan of Hyberabad, "Town
Planning and Architecture of Hydera-
bad under the Qutb Shahis", Hydera-
bad ca 1978. Much of the factual infor-
mation in my paper is drawn from this
work. See also: Sherwani, H.K. The
Foundation of Hyberabad" in: Jour-
nal of the Pakistan Historical Society,
VI, pt. 4, 1958, pp. 224-53. 1 am inde-
beted to Mr. Shorey of HUDA (Hyde-
rabad Urban Development Authority)
for making plans informations accessi-
ble to me.

2) Hence the name: Char Minar means
"Four Minarets"

3) This point would deserve a detailed in-
vestigation, not only in Hyberabad but
also in Bidar and other Indo-Islamic ci-
ties of the Deccan.

4) A deviation of approx. 4' would be
correct

5) 1 quote the Qur'an on the basis of the
German translation by Ludwig Ull-
man, 1840, republished and edited by
Winter, L. Der Koran, Munchen 1959

6) Khan, N.M., n.p.
7) Winter, L.op.cit. p. 435: Meyers Kon-

versationslexikon, 1904, p. 282, "Le-
bensbaum". For further referencs to
the Tree of Life see: Flemming J.:
"Gsrten der Ewigkeit. Einfiasse cristli-
cher Ikonographie in der frahislami-
chen Kunst" in: Das Munster, 19,
1966, p. 449-464.

8) Majupuria, T.C., "Sacred and Useful
Plants and Trees", Kathmandu 1978,
p. 126

9) Majupuria, op. cit., p. 172
10) Horovitz, J., Das koranische Paradies,

first published in Scripta Universuatis
atque Bibliotecae Hierosolymitana-
rum, Jerusalem 1923, reprinted in Pa-
ret, R. (ed.), Der Koran, Darmstadt
1975 p. 53-73

11) Surah 6,26
12) Flemming, J. op. cit., p. 449 and Win-

ter, L. op. cit., p. 433 note 12
13) Khan, N.M., op. cit. n.p.

Drawings and photographs by the author.
Fig. 67. "Babur's Garden" is taken from the
German edition of Thacker, C., The History
of Gardens, London 1979, pl. 1I/111, p. 38-
39.
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