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vary, but together they form a genre of practice-cen-
tered architecture that dates as far back as the late 
sixteenth century, if not earlier. Surprisingly, these 
types of buildings are generally not mentioned in the 
survey literature on Islamic architecture.

Amidst these Muharram ritual centers, the Great 
Imambara (fig. 1) stands out due to its grand scale, 
and it should form an important part of any future 
study of the genre. The center is located in the city 
of Lucknow, which is the capital of the present-day 
northeastern state of Uttar Pradesh in India and is just 
over 400 kilometers southeast of New Delhi. Prior to 
the emergence of modern India, Lucknow was part of 
the Mughal imperial province of Awadh.2 Set within 
an elegant urban composition, the Great Imambara 
was not conceived in isolation, but rather as a build-
ing inseparable from the architectural complex and 
social context to which it belongs. Indeed, the Great 
Imambara complex marks a vital transitional moment 
in the rule of its patron, Nawwab-Wazir Asaf al-Dawla 
(d. 1799; r. 1775–99), the religious practice of the 
Twelver Shi{a of the region, and the urban history of 
the city of Lucknow.

The Great Imambara is nestled within a series of 
three impressively vast, arcaded enclosures linked 
by monumental gateways and culminating in several 
significant works of architecture (fig. 2). The first 
forecourt (jilaw kh¸na), no longer enclosed, is dis-
tinguished by its highly unusual gate, known in his-
torical texts and common conversation as the r¢mº 
darw¸za (fig. 3).3 With its arched profile, large leafy 
ornament, and radiating stone-rose flourishes, the 
elaborate r¢mº darw¸za cuts a unique profile. Midway 
through the court stand two tall, triple-arched gates, 
closely mirroring each other. One of them is known 
as the Drum House (naqqar or nawbat kh¸na), while 
the other is unnamed. The unnamed gate leads to a 
second court, rectangular and arcaded, that encom-
passes a circular lawn (fig. 4). On the same axis as 
the two preceding gates, a third gate, even more elab-

Once a year, the North Indian city of Lucknow is over-
come with grief as thousands of Twelver Shi{i Muslims 
ritually mourn the martyrdom in 680 of the Prophet 
Muhammad’s grandson Husayn. Along with people 
of other faiths, they gather in processions that wind 
through the city during Muharram, the first month 
of the Islamic lunar calendar and the month in which 
Husayn died, and attend concomitant religious assem-
blies (maj¸lis, sing. majlis). Every year, the processions 
stop by one of Lucknow’s largest complexes of historic 
monuments; at its heart stands the Great Imambara, 
an extraordinary monument completed in 1791 to 
accommodate the mourning rituals and assemblies of 
Muharram. The Great Imambara is a striking instance of 
how Twelver Shi{i religious practice, political intrigue, 
monumental vision, and local craftsmanship converged 
to produce one of the most ambitious engineering 
endeavors in Islamic architecture. 

The Twelver Shi{a are the next-largest group of Mus-
lims in the Islamic world (second only to the Sunnis) 
and are currently concentrated in Iran, Iraq, Bahrain, 
and Lebanon, with significant numbers in the Gulf 
states, Central Asia, Pakistan, and India. Collective, 
ritualized grieving is a defining feature of Twelver 
Shi{i Islamic practice, and for centuries, this has taken 
place in the open, under tents, in homes, and in com-
munal buildings. In Iran and Central Asia, buildings 
dedicated to the purpose of hosting mourning rituals 
are known as takya kh¸na, ta{ziya kh¸na, and Ýusayniy -
ya. In Andhra Pradesh in South India (the Deccan), 
they may be called {¸sh¢r¸ kh¸na, but in the North 
Indian states of West Bengal, Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, 
and Haryana (the Mughal provinces of Bengal, Awadh 
and Shahjahanabad) they are termed majlis kh¸na, 
{az¸ kh¸na, im¸mb¸r¸, and im¸mb¸rh¸. In modern-day 
Pakistan they are called im¸mb¸rg¸, and contempo-
rary Twelver Shi{i immigrant communities in Africa, 
the United Kingdom, Europe, North America, Aus-
tralia, and the Caribbean continue to build facilities 
in this tradition.1 The designs of these facilities may 
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orate, leads to an irregular third court, arcaded and 
bounded on the right by a Friday mosque (fig. 5) and 
straight ahead by the Great Imambara (fig. 1), which 
are joined by a dramatic, continuous staircase. On the 
left, the court also incorporates a modest entrance to 
a charming arcaded stepwell once known as the Step-
well Palace (havelº or {im¸r¸t b¸olº) or Assembly Hall 
(dºw¸n kh¸na) (fig. 6).

The masjid, with it its eleven-arched facade, three 
turnip-shaped domes, and towering, engaged mina-
rets, has six interconnected chambers, all whitewashed 
on the interior, and an unusual sunken mihrab. The 
facade of the Great Imambara comprises an unassum-
ing, rhythmic series of thirteen arches, and its inte-
rior consists of nine eclectically painted chambers. 
The central one incorporates an awe-inspiring, pillar-
less vault with resounding acoustics; spanning 50 m
in length, 17 in width, and 15 in height, it is one of 
the largest preindustrial masonry vaults ever built 
(fig. 7).4 At the center lies the oddly skewed, cano-
pied grave of the patron of the Great Imambara and 

its complex, Nawwab-Wazir Asaf al-Dawla, who was 
officially the vizier of the troubled Mughal Empire 
and the Twelver Shi{i governor of the wealthy North 
Indian Mughal province of Awadh. The Stepwell Pal-
ace of the final court is centered on a broad, descend-
ing, tiered staircase that collects the monsoon rains 
and is surrounded by multiple levels of arcaded cham-
bers that were once inhabitable (fig. 6). An octagonal 
well completes the building. 

Altogether, the Great Imambara complex forms a 
pleasing architectural composition built mostly from 
broad, thin baked bricks, resilient mortar, and pli-
ant, formerly white stucco. Constructed between 1786 
and 1791, it was even more impressive then than now, 
since it adjoined a palace compound named the Five 
Palaces (panj ma¥¸l) that was part of an elaborately 
fortified area known as the House of the Fish (machº 
bhawan) (fig. 8). Most of this was destroyed after the 
historic rebellion of the city’s British Indian troops in 
1857, divorcing the Great Imambara complex of the 
present from its original urban context. Lucknow was 

Fig. 1. The Great Imambara. (Photo: M. R. A. Khan, ca. 1998) 
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Fig. 2. Plan of the Great Imambara complex. (Drawing: Hussein Keshani, 2002) 
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Fig. 3. Northwest exterior of the first forecourt of the Great Imambara complex. Right to left: r¢mº darw¸za, unnamed gate, 
and naqqar kh¸na. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, March 2002) 

Fig. 4. Second forecourt, with circular lawn. Top to bottom: Awrangzib’s mosque, naqqar kh¸na, unnamed gate. (Photo: 
M. R. A. Khan, ca. 1998)
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one of the most vibrant centers of architectural activ-
ity in the Islamic world of the late eighteenth century, 
and the Great Imambara complex was the city’s most 
spectacular undertaking. 

Despite the tattered condition of the stucco finishes, 
which today appear yellow and blackened, heavily 
whitewashed in places, and patched with red cement, 
the complex lends the city a striking profile. Over the 
past centuries, more than one visitor to Lucknow has 
remarked on its impressive cityscape. Perhaps the most 
complimentary are the words written by the English 
war correspondent William H. Russell, who visited 
Lucknow in 1858 to cover the Rebellion. He wistfully 
described the embattled city as 

A vision of palaces, minars, domes azure and golden, 
cupolas, colonnades, long facades of fair perspective in 
pillar and column, terraced roofs—all rising up amid 
a calm, still ocean of the brightest verdure. Look for 
miles and miles away, and still the ocean spreads, and 
the towers of the fairy-city gleam in its midst. Spires of 
gold glitter in the sun. Turrets and guilded spheres shine 
like constellations.5

SCHOLARLY TREATMENTS

Though individual buildings of the Great Imambara 
complex have been included in several surveys, the 
complex as a whole has never been the subject of 
study.6 Art-historical discourse, steeped in the Anglo-
European tradition and encompassed by colonial and 
postcolonial political frameworks, has restricted itself 
to debating the aesthetic merits and stylistic features 
of the Great Imambara complex in comparison with 
Mughal and Anglo-European architecture. It has 
avoided the political and religious dimensions of 
the site, generally portraying the complex as a col-
lection of unrelated objects and not as an integrated 
whole. The Great Imambara itself has often attracted 
the most notice, mainly because of its monumental 
vault—an accomplishment once celebrated but now 
largely overlooked.

The British historian Henry Keene (1825–1915), an 
ardent imperialist and sceptic of Indian self-rule, dis-
cussed the complex in his guidebook to Lucknow pub-
lished in 1875, one of the earliest works to consider 
the site. He included an often-cited but questionable 
version of the Great Imambara’s history, namely, that 
during the drought of 1784 the Great Imambara was 

conceived as a famine-relief project by Nawwab-Wazir 
Asaf al-Dawla; that it was built, in part, by an impover-
ished nobility for a million pounds sterling (roughly 
ten million rupees); and that its design was determined 
through an architectural competition, won by Kifayat 
Allah. Overall, Keene saw the complex as substandard 
when compared to the monuments of Agra, Delhi, 
and the Deccan and reflective of a period of decline. 
In his view, the buildings’ “vast size,” “striking style,” 
and “origin” were their “claims to notice.”7

At roughly the same time, James Fergusson, a suc-
cessful British-Indian plantation farmer and erudite 
enthusiast of world architecture, included the Great 
Imambara in his survey A History of Architecture of All 
Countries, which published the first plan of the build-
ing. He thought its scale compared favorably with Sul-
tanate and Mughal precedents, and that it was one of 
the last examples of “Muhammadan” architecture in 
India untainted by European influence. He wrote, 

There are some buildings into which the European leaven 
has not penetrated, and which are worthy of being men-
tioned in the same volume as the works of their ancestors. 
Among these is the Great Imambara, which, though its 
details will not bear too close an examination, is still 
conceived on so grand a scale as to enable it to rank 
with buildings of an earlier age.8 

Fergusson valued the technology behind the Imam-
bara’s roof construction and noted its superiority to 
European techniques. In his view, the Great Imambara 
had a “more durable form of roof than our most sci-
entific Gothic vaulting; certainly far cheaper and far 
more easily made, since it is literally cast on a mud 
form, which may be moulded into any shape the fancy 
of the architect may dictate.”9

The British Archaeological Survey of India paid lit-
tle attention to the Great Imambara complex, briefly 
noting it in an 1891 survey of monuments and inscrip-
tions for the Northwest Provinces and Awadh. The 
author, Alois Führer, admired Lucknow’s architec-
tural profiles, if not its “detestable” details, calling it 
“one of the most beautiful and picturesque large cit-
ies of India.”10 The mosque was, in his view, “noble” 
and imperial in dimensions and he considered the 
Great Imambara “the architectural glory of Awadh,” 
that could not, however, “compare with pure exam-
ples of Mughal architecture.”11 In the same vein, Percy 
Brown, an art-school administrator and instructor in 
British India who in 1942 published a widely read sur-
vey of ancient and Islamic Indian architecture, still 
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saw the Great Imambara as an important example of 
a late Mughal architectural style verging on stagna-
tion, notable more for its scale than its “mediocre” 
decoration.12

Following Indian Independence, scholarly attitudes 
deemphasized notions of cultural purity and shifted 
away from aesthetic criticism to appreciation. Hermann 
Goetz for one, in keeping with the reassessment by 
Anglo-European art-historical scholarship of previously 
scorned, heavily ornate Baroque European art, urged a 
reconsideration of Indian art and architecture. Goetz 
only briefly considered the Great Imambara complex, 
but he unlike Fergusson saw it as indicative of the 
spread and intermingling of European architectural 
ideas in India. He wrote, “In the Great [Imambara] of 
[Asaf al-Dawla], Western Baroque models and South 
Indian forms evolved from the [Awrangzib] style are 
mixed with late North Indian traditions.”13

The Archaeological Survey of India under an inde-
pendent Indian government made detailed surveys 
of the site in the 1970s, which were later included in 
Banmali Tandan’s 1979 thesis, a valuable catalogue 
of Awadh architecture. In Tandan’s eyes, the east-
ern and western facades of the r¢mº darw¸za are sty-
listically distinct, and he hypothesizes that the gate 
was either intentionally built in two phases by one 
patron or by Shuja{ al-Dawla and then Asaf al-Dawla. 
He views the Great Imambara as a “structural tour de 
force” and central to defining later im¸mb¸r¸ design, 
spawning imitations throughout Lucknow; he writes, 
“The Great Imambara is of central importance in 
the evolution of Naww¸bº architecture, as it led to 
the widespread adoption of an im¸mb¸r¸ type.” This 
has been made evident in Neeta Das’s 1991 archi-
tectural study of Lucknow’s im¸mb¸r¸s, which iden-
tifies a number of smaller im¸mb¸r¸s patterned after 
the Great Imambara. With respect to the congrega-
tional mosque adjacent to the Great Imambara, Tan-
dan suggests that it likewise served as a template for 
later mosques in the city.14

Also appreciative of Awadh architecture, partic-
ularly its later nineteenth-century Anglo-European-
Indian hybrids, the historian Rosie Llewellyn-Jones 
sees these buildings as an expression of Indian occi-
dental exoticism mirroring British oriental exoticism.15 
She comments little on the Great Imambara but clar-
ifies Lucknow’s urban evolution and the layout of 
the Five Palaces complex prior to the building of the 
Great Imambara complex. More recently, the histo-
rian of Mughal architecture Catherine Asher, taking 

a more neutral approach to architectural aesthetics, 
has included late Mughal architecture in her survey of 
the tradition. She sees the unusual design of the r¢mº 
darw¸za as a highly creative experiment with Mughal 
architectural vocabulary and the Great Imambara as 
a unique technological achievement whose plan and 
ornamental program were rooted in the Mughal archi-
tectural tradition, in particular in its domestic archi-
tecture.16

Outside the art-historical discourse, scholars in the 
fields of anthropology, history, and Islamic studies, 
including Keith Hjortshoj, Richard Barnett, S. A. A. 
Rizvi, Michael Fisher, and Juan Cole, have successfully 
investigated religious and political developments in 
Awadh.17 Rizvi and Cole in particular have unearthed 
significant evidence pertaining to the Great Imambara 
complex. In the eyes of these writers, the commission-
ing of the complex was an extraneous, indulgent activ-
ity and evidence of Asaf al-Dawla’s withdrawal from 
active rule into pleasurable pursuits.18 Alternatively, 
it has been seen as a means to express the Twelver 
Shi{i communal identity of the Awadh elites and as 
a superficial display of authority and power.19 The 
Great Imambara has also been portrayed as a typical 
im¸mb¸r¸ facilitating Twelver Shi{i ritual mourning 
practice and social statements of piety and wealth.20 
Overall, the site has generally been deemed notewor-
thy but not of major significance for representing and 
interpreting the political or religious currents of the 
time. In actuality, however, the development of Luck-
now’s Great Imambara complex was a highly signifi-
cant event in late-eighteenth-century Awadh. 

NORTH INDIA IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

The eighteenth century in North India was a tumul-
tuous period: the fortunes of the British East India 
Company, based in Calcutta (present-day Kolkata), 
were rising, as was the Company’s control over the 
economy and military forces of the region. Its mili-
tary strength was now gauged by its decisive victory 
over the Nawwab of Bengal at the Battle of Plassey in 
1757 and the more ambiguous victory over Nawwab 
Shuja{ al-Dawla of neighboring Awadh at the Battle of 
Baksar in 1764. In contrast, the French presence was 
waning, but officers remained to advise local rulers on 
Anglo-European warfare and to impede British prog-
ress. Shahjahanabad, the epicenter of Sunni-leaning 
Mughal imperial power, was increasingly vulnerable, 
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being attacked by surrounding Jat tribes, Iranian and 
Central Asian forces—led first by Nadir Shah and later 
by Ahmad Shah Durrani—and the Hindu Marathas 
of the south, from Maharashtra. The Sikh religious 
movement flourished in the Panjab, paving the way 
for Sikh rule in the region, and nearby, the Sunni 
Afghan Ruhilas also carved out an independent region 
and mobilized a dangerous army.

While the prestige of the Mughal emperors contin-
ued high, state revenues declined. No longer could 
the Mughals independently determine South Asia’s 
future, and even the affairs of their own court were 
often beyond their control. Court rivalries festered, 
as Twelver Shi{i Iranian and Sunni Turanian soldier-
aristocrats vied with one another for power, and the 
Twelver Shi{i governors of Awadh and the Deccan 
competed to be principal protector and vizier of the 
empire. Yet the swelling numbers of immigrants from 
Iran, the heartland of the Twelver Shi{i tradition, in 
religiously diverse North India showed where stabil-
ity and opportunity lay. Iran was still reeling from 
the collapse of the Safavid empire in 1722 and from 
being overrun by the likes of Nadir Shah and Ahmad 
Shah Durrani, though it eventually witnessed the rise 
of the Zand and Qajar tribal dynasties, the latter gain-
ing dominance in the late eighteenth century.

In the midst of this tumult, the province of Awadh 
emerged as a pluralistic oasis of stability and pros-
perity. While the imperial Mughal treasury veered 
towards bankruptcy, Awadh’s coffers overflowed; its 
revenues, primarily from agriculture and trade, dou-
bled in the first half of the eighteenth century.21 It 
was arguably the most affluent region in South Asia 
at the time, eventually attracting many nobles, poets, 
and craftsmen from Shahjahanabad. In the Awadh 
court the cultural splendor and sophistication of the 
Great Mughals was given a new lease on life. 

Awadh was formally a province (s¢ba) of the Mughal 
imperium; its borders were bounded by the Himalayas 
to the north, the province of Bihar to the east, Man-
ikpur district (sark¸r) of the Allahabad province to 
the south, and the Kanauj district to the west. It was 
divided into five districts named after their principal 
cities: Haveli Awadh (later Ayodhya/Faizabad), Gorakh-
pur, Bahraich, Lucknow, and Khairabad. The city of 
Lucknow bore some reminders of the Mughal impe-
rium with a few modest buildings dating to the time 
of Akbar and a compact Awrangzib-era Friday mosque 
that adorned the city’s highest point. Nearby was the 
Five Palaces complex of the shaykhz¸das, descendants 

of an early shaykh who had led Muslim settlement 
in the city. Along with the landowners of the prov-
ince of Awadh, the shaykhz¸das boldly challenged the 
Mughal emperor’s authority by withholding their rev-
enues, which prompted the deputation of the Iranian 
soldier-aristocrat Mir Muhammad Amin (d. 1739) to 
subdue the region. His arrival would sow the seeds 
for the emergence of the semi-independent dynasty 
known as the Nawwabs of Awadh. 

Mir Muhammad Amin of Nishapur—later Sa{adat 
Khan Burhan al-Mulk—had followed his father 
and older brother to Hindustan in 1708–9 seek-
ing employment at the Mughal imperial court. He 
progressed steadily, and his most important success 
was the subduing of Awadh’s rebellious landowners 
and the shaykhz¸das of Lucknow. As a result, Sa{adat 
Khan assumed ownership of the Five Palaces of the 
shaykhz¸das but chose to make his principal base in 
an undeveloped area named Bangla near the city of 
Haveli Awadh (Ayodhya), which later evolved into the 
Awadh capital of Faizabad. Sa{adat Khan’s nephew 
from Persia, Safdar Jang, succeeded him and was 
officially designated the Mughal emperor’s deputy 
in Awadh. Following the emperor’s death, he unsuc-
cessfully attempted to seize control of Shahjahanabad 
and the Mughal throne but was forced to withdraw 
to Awadh. He returned to the capital only to be bur-
ied in the city’s last monumental Mughal garden 
tomb. His son, Shuja{ al-Dawla, reversed the family’s 
fortunes: with the advice of a French colonel named 
Jean-Baptiste Gentil he mounted a modern army that 
emerged as a major North Indian force, although it 
was not strong enough to overcome the British at the 
Battle of Baksar in 1764. Without the resources to 
administer Awadh, the British negotiated Shuja{ al-
Dawla’s return to power in exchange for concessions 
and reparations that were financed by his astute wife 
Bahu Begam. Shuja{ al-Dawla retreated to Faizabad to 
covertly rebuild his army, thereby reinvigorating the 
city and attracting people from Kashmir, the Deccan, 
Shahjahanabad, Persia, and elsewhere. But in 1775 
he died, leaving his unpopular son Mir Amani, later 
known as Asaf al-Dawla, as his successor.

The Nawwabs of Awadh all professed the Twelver 
Shi{i faith, which was integral to Safavid rule in their 
native Persia, where it had been installed as the nor-
mative Islamic tradition. Twelver Shi{i beliefs were 
centered on three key points: the historical truth of 
the claim that the Prophet Muhammad endorsed {Ali, 
his cousin and son-in-law, as his rightful successor to 
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the role of religious and political leader of all Mus-
lims; the concept of twelve divinely illumined hered-
itary leaders (sing. im¸m) descended from {Ali, with 
the last one entering a period of concealment; and 
ritual mourning during the month of Muharram for 
{Ali’s son, Imam Husayn, martyred at the hands of 
those who rejected the rights to succession of {Ali and 
his appointed descendants.

Under the Safavids, Sufis and Akhbari scholars of the 
Twelver Shi{i tradition were superseded by the Usuli 
tradition, in which trained individuals could depart 
from traditional scholarly judgments and set new reli-
gious policy even in the absence of the Imams.22 One 
effect of this intellectual shift was a change in attitudes 
regarding Friday congregational prayer. In early Safa-
vid Persia, Twelver Shi{i men did not widely observe 
Friday congregational prayers, since the authority to 
lead congregational prayers was perceived, in keep-
ing with the Akhbari tradition, to rest with the con-
cealed Imam.23 In the mid-sixteenth century, however, 
religious scholars influenced by Usuli thought, which 
argued that there were living representatives of the 
Imams with the authority to lead communal prayers, 
successfully led efforts to institutionalize congrega-
tional Friday prayers. Similarly, the Twelver Shi{i men 
of Awadh, who, like those in early Safavid Iran, were 
under the influence of the Akhbari tradition, also 
did not observe Friday congregational prayers until 
efforts to institutionalize them began in the late eigh-
teenth century.24

 In Safavid Iran, public mourning during Muharram 
was observed by processions, and similar ones occurred 
in the cities of North India and the Deccan that had 
significant Twelver Shi{i communities.25 Common to 
most processions was the parade of miniature tomb 
models made with materials ranging from imperma-
nent to durable. In Iran, the procession and mourn-
ing rituals were known as ta{ziya (mourning for the 
dead), but in South Asia, the term referred specifically 
to the tomb models used in the processions to symbol-
ize both the actual tomb and the spiritual presence of 
Imam Husayn and often of his older brother, Imam 
Hasan.26 Models made of impermanent materials were 
usually buried or immersed in water, while those con-
structed from durable materials were carefully stored 
and reused. In eighteenth-century South Asia, groups 
of various faiths often observed and participated in 
one another’s religious processions, and Sunni Mus-
lims and Hindus routinely took part in Twelver Shi{i 
mourning processions. The public practice of Twelver 

Shi{i ritual in the cultural milieu of eighteenth-cen-
tury North India was a departure from its longstand-
ing private presence in the Mughal empire, fueling a 
surge in Sunni-Shi{i polemical discourse among reli-
gious scholars and sporadic communal conflict. Even 
in Awadh, no ruler before Asaf al-Dawla had commis-
sioned architecture to support it; the Great Imam-
bara complex thus signaled the sharper definition of 
a public yet distinct community.

The Twelver Shi{a in Awadh never seem to have 
exceeded five percent of the population in the most 
populous cities such as Faizabad and Lucknow, and 
there were even fewer to be found elsewhere through-
out the province. Muslims as a whole, including the 
more established Sunnis, likely never surpassed four-
teen percent of Awadh’s total population, and most 
were concentrated in villages and cities. Awadh’s nobil-
ity was essentially a set of interconnected Twelver 
Shi{i families centered on the Nawwabs of Awadh, 
although select Hindus rose to the ranks of nobility, 
particularly under Asaf al-Dawla’s rule. In the area 
of Islamic religious scholarship, Sunni Muslim schol-
ars from Lucknow’s widely respected Farangi Mahal 
(Palace of the Foreigners [Europeans]: see below, 
note 50) were relied upon, prompting the Twelver 
Shi{i community to develop its own religious scholars 
versed in Twelver Shi{i scholarly discourse. Awadh’s 
Twelver Shi{i elite also relied heavily on Sunni Mus-
lims to man their armies and run their governmen-
tal institutions.27

CHAMBERS OF MOURNING

Certain key examples preceding the construction 
of the Great Imambara indicate the breadth of the 
phenomenon of Twelver Shi{i Muharram mourning 
ritual centers, which surfaced in the cities of Iran, the 
Deccan, and the provinces of Bengal, Shahjahanabad, 
and Awadh and date as far back as the late sixteenth 
century.28 The Badshahi {Ashura Khana, in the pres-
ent-day Deccani city of Hyderabad, was completed in 
1596 under the patronage of the Twelver Shi{i ruler 
Sultan Muhammad Quli Qutb Shahi V.29 Around 1642, 
during the rule of Prince Shuja{ over the Mughal 
province of Bengal in northeastern India, an individual 
named Sayyid Murad commissioned in the city of Dacca 
(Dhaka) the Husayni Dalan, a building that was used 
for Twelver Shi{i mourning assemblies.30 As part of 
his palace complex in Murshidabad the Twelver Shi{i 
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Nawwab of Bengal Siraj al-Dawla (d. 1757) erected 
a masonry and wood building called a madºna (the 
Arabic word for “city”) to accommodate mourning 
assemblies, but in 1842 and 1846 it caught fire and 
burned down. It was replaced with a vast masonry 
structure, which still stands. Im¸mb¸r¸s were operating 
in smaller Bengali centers as well: in 1774, for instance, 
one is recorded in the town of Naryanpur in the dis-
trict of Monghyr.31 Between 1737 and 1741, mourning 
rituals were conducted in the major market squares 
of Shahjahanabad, such as the Chowk of Sa{ad Allah 
Khan, the area between the Shahjahanabad Friday 
mosque and the Delhi Gate of the Royal Fort. Numer-
ous private mourning halls, termed {¸sh¢r¸ kh¸nas 
by a Deccani observer, were erected in the city.32 In 
the southern suburbs, a shrine center known as the 
Dargah-i Shahi Mardan, which housed an impression 
of the foot of Imam {Ali, was built in 1750–51 and 
incorporated a small hall to accommodate mourning 
assemblies.33 A ta{ziya (grieving) hall of a takya kh¸na 
(Sufi lodge) dated 1201 (1786) was also built in the 
Qajar-controlled Iranian city of Astarabad.34

Twelver Shi{i mourning facilities proliferated in the 
late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Studies by 
Tandan, Das, Siddiqi, and Abbas document several 
extant im¸mb¸r¸s in Awadh built in this period, par-
ticularly in Lucknow, which was thought to have had 
up to 2,000 im¸mb¸r¸s and 600 smaller ta{ziya kh¸nas.35 
The small Awadhi towns of Zaydpur and Tanda had 
seventeen and thirty-four im¸mb¸r¸s respectively, and 
Jaunpur and Salon too each had an im¸mb¸r¸.36 In 
the Bengal commercial port of Hughli, Hajee Muham-
mad Mohsin commissioned a structure completed in 
1806 called an im¸mb¸rhi, and its endowments were 
specified in an endowment document, or waqfn¸ma.37 
Some time after 1873, the Qajar ruler Nasir al-Din 
Shah (r. 1848–96), who was impressed by London’s 
Albert Hall, commissioned the monumental Takya 
Dawlat, a state mourning theater designed as a cylin-
drical brick amphitheater with a stage and a domi-
cal canvas roof.38 The facility marked the evolution 
of mourning rituals from the storytelling of Imam 
Husayn’s tragedy into a form of Anglo-European the-
ater performed by male actors, a practice introduced 
in Awadh but never accepted.39 Michael Bonine’s 
study of the Iranian region of Yazd, which may sug-
gest the early evolution of mourning facilities, shows 
that in various towns the term Ýusayniyya applied to 
public central town spaces that accommodated annual 

Muharram processions (not unlike those de scribed 
in mid-eighteenth-century Shahjahanabad); to rudi-
mentary storage shelters for Muharram procession 
ritual objects in the town spaces; and to more elabo-
rate Muharram facilities set off from the central town 
spaces.40 As provocative as these examples are, the 
genre of Twelver Shi{i Muharram ritual centers still 
awaits further study.

ISSUES OF PATRONAGE

Nawwab-Wazir Asaf al-Dawla was the patron of the 
Great Imambara, according to the historical text that 
is foundational for the study of his reign, the Taf¾º¥ 
al-Gh¸filºn. The author of the text, Abu Talib Isfahani, 
a disgruntled Awadh courtier employed by the British, 
discussed the entire Great Imambara complex as Asaf 
al-Dawla’s enterprise.41 After criticizing Asaf al-Dawla’s 
building mania, Isfahani described the complete com-
plex, leaving no doubt about the patron’s identity but 
providing little explanation for why the commission 
was undertaken. Set in historical context, it could 
be argued that the commission was Asaf al-Dawla’s 
primary response to two major developments: his 
resurgent political autonomy after a decade of crisis, 
and the formation of an agenda by two prominent 
Awadh men, Hasan Riza Khan and Sayyid Dildar {Ali, 
to institute Friday congregational prayers for Twelver 
Shi{i males in Awadh.

Asaf al-Dawla’s ascension to power in the Awadh cap-
ital of Faizabad in the year 1775, following the death 
of his father, was initially marked by dissent. He had a 
reputation as an incapable prince, and along with the 
British some of Shuja{ al-Dawla’s courtiers schemed to 
place his half-brother Sa{adat {Ali Khan on the throne 
instead.42 Asaf al-Dawla’s abrupt seizure of power prior 
to the conclusion of his father’s funeral proceedings 
further diminished his reputation. In addition, his 
own mother, Bahu Begam, undermined his inherited 
authority by refusing to turn the Awadh treasury over 
to him.43 He subsequently relocated Awadh’s capital to 
Lucknow and, in collusion with the British, extorted 
funds from her in retaliation.44 The fractured relations 
meant that Faizabad became semiautonomous under 
Bahu Begam, who controlled a vast personal fortune, 
had extensive revenue-generating landholdings, and 
employed her own military forces. The acrimony took 
a decade to subside, but in 1786 Bahu Begam was in 
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Lucknow to attend the marriage of Asaf al-Dawla’s 
daughter, signaling not only a reconciliation between 
mother and son but also a consolidation of Asaf al-
Dawla’s authority in Awadh.45

During Asaf al-Dawla’s uncertain first decade of 
rule, Awadh’s debts to the British East India Com-
pany, largely for military services and weapons, esca-
lated to the point that John Bristow, the British Resi-
dent in Lucknow, boldly proposed that the Company 
seize control of Asaf al-Dawla’s household expenditures 
in the same way they controlled the expenses of the 
Nawwab of Bengal.46 But Asaf al-Dawla and his advis-
ers managed to circumvent Bristow by dealing directly 
with his Calcutta-based superior, Governor-General 
Warren Hastings (appointed 1773–84), accelerating 
their payments, and refinancing Awadh’s debt with 
the aid of Hindu bankers, all during a period of sus-
tained famine in Awadh and diminishing revenues.47 
Despite popular beliefs to the contrary, Asaf al-Dawla 
showed little concern for the impact of the famine on 
the people of Awadh and Lucknow and resented Brit-
ish admonitions.48 Fortunately, Bristow was recalled 
and the office of the British Resident of Lucknow was 
suspended, freeing Asaf al-Dawla from the intense scru-

tiny of the British East India Company.49

While Asaf al-Dawla was strengthening his position 
in Awadh, Hasan Riza Khan, a senior deputy who had 
also served under Asaf al-Dawla’s father, nourished a 
desire to develop a Twelver Shi{i ulema in Awadh in 
place of Lucknow’s entrenched Sunni ulema commu-
nity, known as the Farangi Mahal (Palace of the For-
eigners/Europeans), and to introduce Friday congre-
gational prayers for Twelver Shi{i men.50 Inspired by a 
1785 treatise extolling the virtues of Friday congrega-
tional prayer that was composed for and dedicated to 
him by Mulla Muhammad {Ali “Padshah” Kashmiri of 
Faizabad, Hasan Riza Khan invited the religious scholar 
Sayyid Dildar {Ali Nasirabadi to lead congregational 
prayers at his palace compound, which took place for 
the first time on 13 Rajab 1200 (May 12, 1786).51 Dil-
dar {Ali proclaimed himself a mujtahid (high-ranking 
Shi{i cleric) in the Usuli scholarly tradition, assum-
ing the right to make reasoned doctrinal judgments, 
and became an effective advocate for Friday prayers 
as well as an aggressive critic of Sufi and Sunni beliefs 
and practices. Both Hasan Riza Khan and Dildar {Ali 
generated momentum for transforming Twelver Shi{i 
religious practice, manufacturing a need for a monu-

Fig. 5. Eastern exterior facade of the Friday mosque. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, March 2002)
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mental Friday congregational mosque for the Twelver 
Shi{i male community. Their agenda was a curious one 
that encouraged conformity with Sunni ritual practice 
while advocating a more distinct separation between 
Shi{i and Sunni communities. Ultimately, they were so 
successful that Asaf al-Dawla commissioned a Twelver 
Shi{i Friday mosque as part of the Great Imambara 
complex (fig. 5). Sayyid Dildar {Ali was appointed its 
first prayer leader (pºshnam¸z).52

If preceding events help explain those that follow, 
then Asaf al-Dawla’s newfound political autonomy 
after a decade of rule, combined with the newly manu-
factured need for a Friday congregational mosque, 
explains to a large extent why the Imambara complex 
was commissioned and evolved the way it did. The 
development of the complex, with its immense scale 
and its Friday mosque, was simultaneously a monu-
mental visual affirmation of Lucknow as the capital of 
Awadh under Asaf al-Dawla’s unencumbered rule and 
an endorsement of the practice of Friday congregatio-
nal prayer. The two were somewhat consistent, since 
an integral part of Friday congregational prayers was 
the reading of the khu«ba (sermon), which generally 
incorporated a declaration of the ruler’s name. In a 

city filled with émigrés from chaotic Shahjahanabad 
(Delhi), the mosque evoked the majesty of imperial 
Mughal rule, a useful association for Asaf al-Dawla. In 
form rather than material, the Lucknow mosque most 
closely resembled the prayer hall of Shah Jahan’s Fri-
day mosque in Shahjahanabad, since both incorpo-
rated three widely spaced domes, tall engaged mina-
rets, and a facade of eleven cusped arches. Given the 
close proximity of the two cities and the ongoing com-
mercial, diplomatic, and cultural exchanges between 
them, the resemblance is not surprising. However, 
these explanations for Asaf al-Dawla’s patronage of 
the Great Imambara complex do little to account for 
the commission of the Great Imambara itself.

Given the absence of the Great Imambara from 
Hasan Riza Khan and Sayyid Dildar {Ali’s agenda, and 
Asaf al-Dawla’s subsequent intensive use of the faci-
lity, the building was arguably Asaf al-Dawla’s own ini-
tiative, stemming from his personal religious practice 
as well as one that augmented the Friday congrega-
tional prayer agenda. The annual Muharram proces-
sions, in which the veneration of ta{ziya predomina-
ted, were the preeminent form of Twelver Shi{i male 
congregational religious practice and had been part 

Fig. 6. The Stepwell Palace. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, March 2002)
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Fig. 7. Central hall of the Great Imambara, with the grave of Asaf al-Dawla in the center. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, 
March 2002)
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of Asaf al-Dawla’s early religious experience in Faiza-
bad, where his father actively participated in them.53 
After the Great Imambara complex was completed, 
Asaf al-Dawla’s court accounts portrayed him visiting 
the Great Imambara during the Muharram maj¸lis, lis-
tening to the day’s popular lamentation poetry (mar-
siya) there, and tending to the administration of the 
building.54 Furthermore, he enthusiastically collected 
ta{ziya to be stored there and ultimately chose to be 
buried there himself (fig. 7), reinforcing the notion 
that the Great Imambara was integral to his religious 
beliefs and practice in a way that the Friday mosque 
could never be.

LUCKNOW BEFORE THE GREAT IMAMBARA 
COMPLEX: THE FIVE PALACES

In the early eighteenth century, Lucknow’s cityscape 
was dominated by a compact stone mosque, white-plas-
tered and three-domed, built on the highest ground of 
the city as part of a regional program by the Mughal 
emperor Awrangzib (fig. 4). Prior to the development 
of the adjoining Great Imambara complex, the Five 

Palaces complex was the largest building in the city. It 
was owned by the Sunni shaykhz¸das of Lucknow, who 
claimed to be descended from a shaykh named Abd 
al-Rahim.55 He had settled in the area during the reign 
of Akbar, after being granted Lucknow as a landhold-
ing (j¸gºr), and apparently built the first version of 
the Five Palaces, which consisted of five interlocking 
enclosed courts. Under the Nawwabs of Awadh, Shuja{ 
al-Dawla modified the complex, as did Asaf al-Dawla, 
who added the Stepwell Palace before construction 
on the Great Imambara complex began.56 At some 
point, probably during Asaf al-Dawla’s reign, the area 
including the mosque of Awrangzib, the Five Palaces, 
and the location of the Great Imambara complex was 
encompassed by contiguous fortifications (fig. 8).

The Five Palaces complex was described and drawn 
in the most detail by Anglo-European travelers visiting 
Lucknow in official and unofficial capacities. Joseph 
Tieffenthaler, a Jesuit missionary in the city in 1765, 
wrote about the Five Palaces resting upon a high ele-
vation with walls and high towers overlooking the 
Gomti River, which ran through the city, and noticed 
a large forecourt with a Drum House gateway.57 He 
also made diagrammatic drawings of Lucknow and 

Fig. 8. Detail of compilation map of Lucknow completed in 1896, based on 1862–63 and 1865–66 surveys by the British army. 
(After G. W. Forrest, A History of the Indian Mutiny: Reviewed and Illustrated from Original Documents, 2 vols. (Edinburgh and 
London: W. Blackwood, 1904–12) vol. 2, insert)
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the Five Palaces (fig. 9).58 The French traveler Louis 
Laurent de Féderbe (Comte de Modave) was unim-
pressed with the city in 1775 but described the Five 
Palaces as “a great building composed of many dif-
ferent parts without any order, which do not corre-
spond to each other.”59 In 1782, the British artist Wil-
liam Hodges visited and described the Five Palaces as 
incorporating large courts and an arcaded royal recep-
tion (darb¸r) hall with a gilt ceiling, in a flower gar-
den made up of square plots. He drew the complex 
from a high bank overlooking the Gomti River.60 The 
 Daniell brothers, also British artists, rendered the Five 
Palaces from across the Gomti River, as well as a gate-
way into the first forecourt.61 As informative as they 
are, these accounts at best provide only an impres-
sion of the Five Palaces when compared to a highly 
detailed textual description made in 1785 by a  British 
Orientalist scholar, Francis Gladwin.62

Gladwin noticed that the Five Palaces had five 
courts: The first had a Drum House (nawbat kh¸na), 
as Tieffenthaler had already mentioned, and was used 
by attendants for equipage. The second, the Stepwell 
(b¸olº) Court, was an arcaded enclosure surrounding 
a square garden and incorporating the Stepwell Pal-
ace on one end and an arcaded hall with fountains on 
the other. An adjacent third court included a flower 
garden and fountains, a small mosque, ladies’ swings, 
and, at the center on an expansive terrace, a large 
arcaded building called the Stone Hall (sangºd¸l¸n) 

surmounted by five copper-covered domes. The fourth 
court, the House of the Fish (machº bhawan), incor-
porated a garden and public offices.63 The fifth and 
final court—the Women’s or Palace Court (zan¸na 
or ma¥¸l sar¸y)—incorporated three buildings with 
high walls and latticed screens known as the Palace of 
Glass (shºsh ma¥¸l), the Palace of Color (rang ma¥¸l) 
and the Palace of the Lesser Wives (khurd ma¥¸l). A 
street separated these five interlocking courts from an 
enclosed flower garden named the Garden of Husayn 
(Ýusayn b¸gh) located on the banks of the Gomti 
River. It had bastions surmounted by pavilions with 
copper-covered domes; inside, there were fountains, 
baths, and dressing rooms.

The clearest documentation of the Five Palaces com-
plex—provided, ironically, by those who destroyed 
most of it—was made after the Great Imambara com-
plex was built. During the failed 1857 rebellion of Brit-
ish-employed Indian troops stationed at Lucknow (a 
historic precursor of the struggle for Indian indepen-
dence), the fortress of the House of the Fish, which 
included within it the Great Imambara and Five Pal-
aces complexes, had become a battle zone. In the 
aftermath, the British leveled most of the Five Pal-
aces and the surrounding fortifications with explo-
sives, but before doing so they surveyed and photo-
graphed the war-torn site in 1860 (figs. 8, 10–12). 
In the photographs, the Five Palaces gate, which the 
Daniell brothers had depicted, and the small mosque 

Fig. 9. Plan of Lucknow (“Laknao”) with the Five Palaces and the Awrangzib mosque at the center. Woodcut print, Joseph 
Tieffenthaler, ca. 1178/1765. (After Joseph Tieffenthaler, Description historique et géographique de l’Inde, vol. 1, pl. XV–1. By 
permission of the British Library, Oriental and India Office Collection, T 30613)
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of the Stone Hall court and the Stepwell Palace, noted 
by Gladwin, were all clearly visible, as were the for-
tifications that demarcated the fortress of the House 
of the Fish. A full reconciliation between texts and 
images awaits further study, but at present, they pro-
vide a clearer idea of the urban context in which the 
Great Imambara complex was erected. 

DATES OF CONSTRUCTION

Though 1784 is often cited as the year the Great 
Imambara was built as a famine relief project, and 
is tacitly assumed to be the date of other structures 
in the complex as well, this is highly questionable. 
There was indeed a famine in 1784, which Governor-
General Warren Hastings witnessed and wrote about, 
but Hastings, who also visited Lucknow in 1784 and 
resided in the Stepwell Palace, just meters away from 
where the Great Imambara complex was built, made 
no mention of any major construction activity.64 Fol-
lowing Hastings’s stay, Asaf al-Dawla’s mother, Bahu 
Begam, and grandmother, Sadr al-Nissa Begam, resided 
at the Five Palaces complex until 1786; Sadr al-Nissa 
Begam, who stayed at the Stepwell Palace, left on 27 
Rajab (May 26) of that year.65 The Friday mosque was 
not completed by 1784, since its impetus—Kashmiri’s 
trea tise advocating Friday prayers—was not completed 
until 1785; Gladwin, who visited the city in the same 
year, made no mention of it. Moreover, as mentioned 
above, on 13 Rajab 1200 (May 12, 1786), Sayyid Dildar 
{Ali, the future prayer leader of the Friday mosque, 
led prayers at Hasan Riza Khan’s palace compound, 
not at the new mosque, a clear indication that it was 
not yet complete.66

The only secure date for the complex is given by 
Abu Talib Isfahani in his history of Asaf al-Dawla’s 
reign; under the heading for the year 1205 (1790–91) 
he records, “In this year the Imambara was completed 
and ta{zias began to be deposited here.”67 Isfahani 
proceeds to describe the rest of the Great Imambara 
complex, including the r¢mº darw¸za and the Friday 
mosque, suggesting that the entire complex was com-
pleted at the same time. The complex, then, was most 
likely started in 1786 and completed in 1790–91, a 
short five years. The speed was probably facilitated by 
Asaf al-Dawla’s appropriation of construction materi-
als from demolished buildings. The rapid pace of con-
struction was consistent with that of other building 
projects in Awadh, since, according to a contempo-

rary witness, the Faizabad historian Muhammad Fayz-
bakhsh, a new tomb for Asaf al-Dawla’s father at Faiz-
abad’s Rose Fort (gul¸b b¸rº) was built between 1789 
and 1792–93, a mere three years. The tomb in Fai zabad 
was also commissioned by Asaf al-Dawla, but only at 
the urging of Hasan Riza Khan, who had been a loyal 
servant of Shuja{ al-Dawla.68 Assuming, as appears to 
be the case, that a larger work force was employed in 
Lucknow than in Faizabad, the pace of construction 
for the smaller Faizabad tomb was indicative of how 
fast building could proceed in Awadh. 

DESIGNERS, BUILDERS, AND SUPPLIERS

Lucknow’s historical lore often repeats the story that 
the architect of the Great Imambara and, by extension, 
of the entire complex, was one Kifayat Allah from 
Shahjahanabad, who proposed a winning design for 
the Imambara in a competitive process initiated by 
Asaf al-Dawla. Although this version has been circu-
lated widely by Keene’s guidebook to Lucknow, the 
existence of Kifayat Allah or a competitive process 
for architectural design finds no corroboration in 
the earliest and most reliable texts dealing with the 
Great Imambara complex, casting considerable doubt 
over the designer’s identity and the process of selec-
tion. Isfahani, for instance, makes no mention of the 
architect of the Great Imambara. Fayzbakhsh, in con-
trast, gives the names of the officials responsible for 
the Rose Fort tomb redevelopment. A more fruitful 
avenue of inquiry would be to examine the general, 
slow-changing building industry practices in Lucknow 
and North India.

In eighteenth-century North India, architectural 
design, project management, and financial accoun-
ting were all part of the roles of those responsible 
for large building projects, and the tasks of financial 
administration and master builder were highly inte-
grated. Shah Hidayat Allah, a former mºr {im¸rat (chief 
of building construction) whose clients defaulted on 
their payments, completed a treatise in Patna shortly 
before 1716–17, listing the ideal qualities of a mºr 
{im¸rat: familiarity with accounting practices, ability to 
estimate the amounts and costs of building materials 
for a project (quantity surveying), and knowledge of 
the market wages of builders and artisans.69 Financial 
skills were valued in Faizabad as well; a Hindu accoun-
tant and his son, Lala Hemraj Brahman and Bhawani 
Parshad, were asked by Hasan Riza Khan to oversee 
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the redevelopment of Shuja{ al-Dawla’s tomb com-
plex at the Rose Fort, which was reluctantly financed 
by Asaf al-Dawla.70

As for the technical planning of buildings, «ar¥, 
or grid-like plan drawings, initially sketched on era-
sable tracing boards and then transferred to paper, 
were employed by the Mughal, Rajput, and Persian 
Qajar courts, but their use in building practice in 
Awadh still needs to be demonstrated.71 Watercolor 
drawings were completed for personal enjoyment, as 
is demonstrated by the Gentil album, a collection that 
includes paintings apparently completed by an indi-
genous architect.72 Jean-Baptiste Gentil was a French 
military advisor and friend to Shuja{ al-Dawla who 
assembled the album to help convey his experiences 
back in France. He included elevation drawings of 
Shuja{ al-Dawla’s palace in Faizabad and other pala-
ces in Shahjahanabad, one of which is annotated in 
French as being drawn by an architect of Shuja{ al-
Dawla, a clear indication that Awadh architects were 
proficient in architectural drawing.

Under Shuja{ al-Dawla, Faizabad attracted people 
from diverse regions, causing Fayzbakhsh to comment, 

“Artisans and scholars flocked hither from Dhaka, 
Bengal, Gujrat, Malwah, Haidarabad, Shahjahanabad, 
Lahaur, Peshawar, Kabul, Kashmir, and Multan.”73 
As Lucknow prospered during Asaf al-Dawla’s reign, 
it not only inherited the talent concentrated in Faiz-
abad but saw a sophisticated building and supplies 
industry flourish. 

Large-scale construction in Awadh used broad, 
thin, fired bricks, layered with mortar and faced with 
directly applied stucco. Building project coordinators 
in Awadh relied upon a network of small-enterprise 
producers, specialized suppliers, skilled craftsmen, 
and laborers; all are separately described in an 1880 
survey of North India’s trades by William Hoey, who 
was also the translator of Isfahani’s history.74 Land 
up the Gomti River was rented to entrepreneurs who 
used laborers to excavate clay, which was transported 
by mule owners to brickfields and kilns where bricks 
were molded and fired. Other entrepreneurs speciali-
zed in lime excavation and refinement and the produc-
tion of quicklime wafers in kilns. Closer to Lucknow, 
suppliers created made-to-order batches of stucco of 
various grades by hydrating the quicklime wafers and 

Figs. 10–12. Section from a panorama of the fortress of the House of the Fish showing the Five Palaces. British Army, ca. 1860. 
(Photo: National Army Museum, London. Courtesy of the National Army Museum, Picture Library, 25249)
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mixing in various additives, such as crushed shells for 
smooth finishes or crushed brick for coarse ones. In 
addition to being newly manufactured, bricks were 
attained by demolishing existing buildings, according 
to Isfahani, who criticized Asaf al-Dawla for destroy-
ing people’s homes to sustain his building mania. It 
is worth noting that on many points regarding brick 
and lime manufacture, Hoey’s survey corresponds clo-
sely with Abu ’l-Fazl’s famous sixteenth-century sur-
vey of the Mughal emperor Akbar’s court, the @}ºn-i 
Akbarº, and with Hans Wulff’s detailed World War II-
era study of Iranian trades, demonstrating the geo-
graphical and chronological breadth of the techni-
ques being employed.75

THE CHANGING COMPLEX

The Great Imambara complex has been significantly 
altered since its original construction. While the most 
dramatic change was the British destruction of the 
adjoining Five Palaces complex following the Great 
Rebellion or Mutiny of 1857, which resulted in the 

fragmentation of the once-enclosed first forecourt of 
the Great Imambara complex, more significant altera-
tions would follow.

In the court of the Great Imambara and Friday 
mosque, the striking monumental staircase that cur-
rently joins the two was not part of the original design. 
Several paintings, drawings, and black-and-white pho-
tographs show that the two structures originally rested 
on separate platform foundations.76 For example, a 
ca. 1848 panorama of Lucknow’s major monuments 
by an anonymous painter shows that the masjid had 
an arcaded platform foundation with internal stairs, 
and that the Great Imambara had a broad staircase 
with an integrated ablutions tank (figs. 13–14). The 
accuracy of this representation of the Great Imam-
bara is corroborated by Isfahani, who noted, “In front 
of it [the Great Imambara] is a very broad terrace, 
and in the middle of it a reservoir.”77 The current 
con joining staircase minus the tank (see fig. 1) was 
apparently part of the restoration financed by the 
Husaynabad Trust in 1884, when the British ended 
the occupation of the site that had begun during the 
1857 Rebellion.78
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Like other paintings of the site, the panorama 
shows that the exterior finishes of the Great Imam-
bara complex and the Great Imambara interior were 
originally gleaming white, and that the small dome 
at the summit of the r¢mº darw¸za, the domes of the 
Friday mosque’s minarets, and the small domes of 
the Great Imambara were covered with copper. The 
interior of the Great Imambara, currently painted in 
blue-and-gold and green-and-white color schemes, was 
rendered as white around 1816 by an artist named 
Sita Ram, suggesting that the current color scheme 
was a later addition (fig. 15). Ram accompanied the 
newly appointed Governor-General, the Marquess of 
Hastings Francis Rawdon (appointed 1813–23) and 
documented his tour of the regions central to Bri-
tish interests, which included a visit to Lucknow in 

1816. No original inscrip tions have been found at the 
site of the complex, but according to Viscount Valen-
tia George Annesley, who visited the building shortly 
after Asaf al-Dawla’s death as part of a British mis-
sion in 1802, Qur}anic inscriptions then surrounded 
the ruler’s grave. Annesley also noted that the grave, 
which is now covered with stone fragments, was over-
grown with vegetation, as is illustrated by Sita Ram’s 
painting of the Great Imambara interior.79

There were significant changes to the original 
landscaping of the complex as well. One drawing by 
Henry Salt, made around 1803 and published by Cole, 
indicated that the court of the Great Imambara and 
Friday mosque was subdivided into square flowerbeds 
in the Persian and Mughal chah¸r b¸gh (four-part gar-
den) tradition, not unlike those that appear in vari-

Fig. 13. Section of a painted panorama of Lucknow, showing the Great Imambara with its original staircase. Anonymous, ca. 
1848. Watercolor and pencil on paper. (Photo: The British Library. By permission of the British Library, Prints and Drawings, 
India Office Select Materials, Oriental and India Office Collection, Add. Or. 739)
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Fig. 14. Section of a painted panorama of Lucknow, showing the Friday mosque with its original foundation facade. Anony-
mous, ca. 1848. Watercolor and pencil on paper. (Photo: The British Library. By permission of The British Library, Prints 
and Drawings, India Office Select Materials, Oriental and India Office Collection, Add. Or. 739)

ous near-contemporary Lucknow paintings.80 Given the 
prevalence of this style of landscaping, the striking cir-
cular lawn of the second forecourt was highly incon-
sistent and is more likely to have been implemented 
after the Mutiny than as part of the original design. 
The post-Mutiny introduction of a metaled (i.e., paved 
with broken stones) road through the first forecourt 
raised the ground level and transformed the site sig-
nificantly as well. 

ARCHITECTURAL VOCABULARY

The architectural vocabulary of the Great Imambara 
complex, like that of much architecture of the Islamic 
world, featured arcaded functional enclosures inter-

connected with arcaded gateways, creating hierarchies 
of access. The r¢mº darw¸za, with its arched exterior 
profile, marked a curious departure from the conven-
tional rectangular profiles used in the other gateways 
(fig. 3). Asaf al-Dawla’s Friday mosque bore greater 
resemblance to the older Shahjahanabad mosque than 
to Lucknow’s more recent Awrangzib-era mosque. With 
its elaborate open arched facade (d¸l¸n), long lateral 
rectangular chambers, and flanking rooms, the Great 
Imambara likely expanded upon domestic (havelº) 
architecture.

A well-planned and consistent ornamental program 
of recurring geometric and vegetal motifs molded 
and cut out of stucco was employed throughout the 
Great Imambara complex, and areas were empha-
sized with progressively denser ornament. Intricately 
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nested, smooth, pointed-and-lobed elliptical arches 
and features such as cypress-bodied baluster columns 
patterned after late Shah Jahan-era architecture were 
widely used. The complex differed from Mughal ante-
cedents, however in the extent to which smooth and 
lobed arches were nested and miniature ornamen-
tal domes used, and in the larger scale of the vegetal 
motifs employed, for instance, on the exterior of the 
r¢mº darw¸za, the exterior of the mosque domes, and 
the interior of the Great Imambara (fig. 16). In addi-
tion to the large acanthus leaf, which surmounted the 
apogee of most arches in the complex, the signature 
ornament of the complex was the fish (fig. 17), which 
was used in the spandrels of the principal arches in 
all gateways except the r¢mº darw¸za. Along with its 
astrological allusions to the sign of Pisces, the fish 
was symbolic of the rank of m¸hºmar¸tib (Honor of 
the Fish), or command over 7,000 troops (haft haz¸rº) 
within the Mughal imperial power structure, and in 
Awadh it was used to distinguish members of the rul-
ing class and their families.81 Princes and nobles typ-
ically distinguished their elephants with ensigns fea-

turing fish and balls.82 The extensive use of the fish 
undoubtedly played a part in the emergence of the 
term machº bhawan, which literally means “House of 
the Fish,” to refer to Great Imambara complex and 
the surrounding fortress.

The masonry structural systems used in the com-
plex consisted of well-integrated pillars, walls, pointed 
arches, and vaults. Double shell domes with turnip-
shaped exteriors and hemispherical interiors were used 
for the Friday mosque, single shell domes with non-
visible exteriors in the central flanking chambers of 
the Great Imambara, and sail vaults throughout the 
complex, including large-scale vaults in the forecham-
bers of the Friday mosque and, most dramatically, in 
the central chamber of the Great Imambara.

 THE SAIL VAULT OF THE GREAT IMAMBARA

The Great Imambara was planned as three parallel, 
interconnected, rectangular halls, each with flanking 
side chambers, totalling nine chambers in all (fig. 18). 

Fig. 15. Interior of the Great Imambara, from one of the Hastings albums. Identified as “The simple grave of Asaf al-Dawla under 
a canopy inside the Imambara.” Sita Ram, 1814–15. Watercolor on paper. (Photo: The British Library. By permission of the 
British Library, Prints and Drawings, India Office Select Materials, Oriental and India Office Collection, Add. Or. 4758)

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   238 10/18/2006   11:49:50 AM



the great imambara complex of lucknow 239

Fig. 16. Interior of the eastern side chamber of the central hall of the Great Imambara. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, March 
2002)
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Fig. 17. Detail of fish spandrel ornaments on the north facade of the gate leading to the court of the Great Imambara. (Photo: 
Hussein Keshani, March 2002)

Fig. 18. Plan of the Great Imambara. (Drawing: Hussein Keshani, March 2002, based on Fergusson, History of Indian and 
Eastern Architecture; Tandan, “Architecture of the Nawabs of Avadh between 1722 and 1865”; and Neeta Das, Architecture of 
Imambaras) 

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   240 10/18/2006   11:50:09 AM



the great imambara complex of lucknow 241

From the outside, three entrances led to the first hall, 
which gave way onto the central hall through seven 
archways. The third hall, termed the sh¸h nashºn (seat 
of honor: literally “the shah’s place”), was elevated 
and accessible through two arched stairways at the 
ends of the hall. The side chambers of the sh¸h nashºn 
hall were also elevated and, like those of the first 
hall, were rectangular, but the chambers at the ends 
of the central hall were square (figs. 16, 19). Large 
hemispherical domes visible only from the interior 
surmounted these chambers, but the rest were covered 
with sail vaults. A broad staircase was built on one 
end of the Great Imambara, leading to the roof and 
providing access along the way to a network of pas-
sageways and balconies integrated with the vaults. The 
central hall was designed with a low post-and-lattice 
balcony of red sandstone just below the large muqar-
nas cornice; together these surrounded the perimeter 
of the sail vault. 

The architectural historian Fergusson justifiably 

assessed the massive pillarless sail vault covering the 
central hall of the Great Imambara as an unparalleled 
work of preindustrial engineering, and it was truly 
one of the most significant achievements in Islamic 
architecture as well as the architecture of South Asia. 
Despite the apparent flatness of the roof’s interior, 
the geometry of the vault can better be described as 
three-dimensional translations of two perpendicular 
elliptical sections, resulting in a shape similar to a bil-
lowing sail; hence the applicability of the term “sail 
vault.” The double curvature of the Great Imambara 
vault made it possible for it to bear significant com-
pression loads, and its low rise meant that minimal 
building materials were needed. For the form of the 
sail vault, indigenous building vocabulary employed 
the term bangl¸, after the northeast region where the 
roofs of vernacular buildings were similarly shaped, 
although commonly made from reed and straw. The 
form was rendered in stone or brick in Shah Jahan-
era and late Mughal architecture, but never on the 

Fig. 19. Interior of the western side chamber of the central hall of the Great Imambara. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, March 
2002)
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monumental scale of the Great Imambara. 
The tomb of Asaf al-Dawla’s grandfather Safdar 

Jang, in the southern suburbs of Shahjahanabad, pro-
vides good examples of small-scale, shallow sail vaults, 
since they were used in the perimeter chambers of 
the platform foundation. The deteriorating stucco 
has now exposed the underlying brickwork, in which 
bricks bound by mortar were oriented perpendicular 
to the ground on their thin edges and laid in an ellip-
tical-spiral helical pattern. Exposed patches of brick-
work on the interior and exterior of the Great Imam-
bara central vault, and especially on the interior of 
the sh¸h nashºn side chamber (fig. 20), confirm that 
similar methods were used, but precisely how the sail 
vault was built remains unclear.

Alois Führer, the Orientalist philologist who worked 
for the Archaeological Survey of India in the late nine-
teenth century, was in a position to observe residual 
building practices. He held the opinion that a cen-
tering mold of mud and bricks in the negative shape 

of the roof was first made, and that over this several 
feet of rubble or coarse concrete were poured and 
allowed to set for one to two years.83 The idea that 
interlocking bricks were used in the vault has also 
gained popular currency, but there is no evidence to 
support this, and the structure was achievable with-
out this technique.

Encompassing the exterior of the sail vault and 
the two flanking domes is a network of groin-vaulted 
and arched passageways that give access to the inte-
rior balconies of the vaults and create curious acous-
tic effects. Though these passageways are now pop-
ularly regarded as a maze and are part of the Great 
Imambara’s appeal to tourists, there is a clear order 
to them, and they probably allowed servants to access 
the vault balconies in order to place lighted torches 
for illuminating the spaces below. The passageways 
also help to form a structurally sound surface over the 
curved vaults, creating large, flat, usable open spaces 
on the roof of the Great Imambara.84

Fig. 20. Brickwork detail on the interior of the sail vault of the western side chamber of the shah nashºn hall. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, 
March 2002) 
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COSTS OF CONSTRUCTION

Documents detailing the cost of the entire Great Imam-
bara complex may not have survived, but given that 
the project accountant of the Great Imambara and 
congregational mosque, if not of the whole complex, 
reportedly put its cost at twenty million rupees, the 
annual costs over five years would have been rou-
ghly four million rupees a year.85 In 1784–85 Awadh’s 
annual revenue was 20,098,263 rupees and in 1801 it 
was 13,523,474 rupees. Accordingly, the construction 
costs of the complex were roughly thirty percent of the 
annual gross revenue the Nawwab-Wazir received from 
Awadh, a considerable but still plausible amount.86

Along with the large expenditures on buildings, 
considerable sums were spent on public celebrations 
and processions on occasions like the Hindu festi-
val of Holi, the Nawwab-Wazir’s carnival, marriages, 
and Muharram. Isfahani thought that over one mil-
lion rupees were spent on such events each year and 
even more on the maintenance of the Awadh court, 
which employed thousands.86 The annual expenses 
for the decorations for the Great Imambara alone, 
which included the costly lamp oil for illuminating 
the building, were estimated to be at least 400,000 
rupees. Asaf al-Dawla went as far as to order two glass 
chandeliers from England, at a total cost of 100,000 
rupees, to enhance the building’s splendor.87

ENDOWMENT PROVISIONS AND GIFTS

The historian Henry Keene was under the impression 
that no provisions for the operations of the Great 
Imambara had been made, which would have been 
highly unusual. In various Islamic societies, patrons 
typically ensured the maintenance and operations of 
the public religious institutions they built by endow-
ing cash or revenue-generating properties, which 
were specified in legal documents. In Arabic, these 
religious endowments are termed waqf. 88 It would 
be surprising if no provisions had been made for the 
vast Great Imambara complex, and this was clearly 
not the case. 

Annesley, who stayed in Lucknow from March 21 
to July 25, 1802, noticed that Asaf al-Dawla’s half-
brother and successor, Sa{adat {Ali Khan, had redu-
ced the number of appointed Qur}an readers tending 
to Asaf al-Dawla’s grave from forty to ten.89 More con-
crete evidence surfaces in the form of a petition sub-

mitted in 1860 to the British government in Lucknow 
by a group who had once held hereditary, salaried 
posi tions at the Great Imambara complex, funded by 
the rents of the shops in the first forecourt. When the 
shops and forecourt were ravaged by battle during the 
Rebellion of 1857, they became destitute.90 The shops 
were appropriated by the British following the rebel-
lion and given over to Sehat al-Dawla, a wealthy land-
owner and opportunist, who soon failed to continue 
paying the salaries, thus prompting the petition.

The petition lists the names of at least thirty for-
mer employees, their duties, and their salaries. Among 
them were a kit¸b khw¸n (30 rupees per month), a 
marsiya singer (30.12 rupees per month), a marsiya 
khw¸n (10.12 rupees per month), a f¸ti¥a khw¸n (20 
rupees per month), ten Qur}an expositors (9–9.12 
rupees per month)—a number that agrees with Annes-
ley’s account—a muezzin (5.12 rupees per month), 
a perfume bearer (15.12 rupees per month), four 
oil bearers (7.12 rupees per month), and a chande-
lier lighter (4.12 rupees per month). The functions 
of the other employees are not clearly ascribed but 
probably included administration, cleaning, and more 
lamplighting. Given that only ten Qur}an readers were 
mentioned in the petition, in contrast to the original 
forty employed by Asaf al-Dawla, the list of employees 
most likely represents a scaled-down number of the 
original employees affiliated with the site.

Some of the most highly paid staff were employed 
primarily to implement the Twelver Shi{i mourning 
majlis ritual in the Great Imambara during the first ten 
days of Muharram. The kit¸b khw¸n’s principal duty 
was to read the fifteenth-century Raw¤at al-Shuhad¸} 
(Paradise of the Martyrs), by Husayn Wa{iz al-Kashifi 
(d. 1505), which had become the canonical text used 
in Twelver Shi{i Muharram maj¸lis. Each of the first 
ten days of Muharram was marked by episodes lead-
ing up to the tragic execution of Imam Husayn on 
the tenth day, known as {¸sh¢r¸. Muharram maj¸lis 
also featured marsiya singers and reciters, experts in 
the new genre of Urdu poetic elegies on the martyr-
dom of Husayn known as marsiyas.91 Since principal 
maj¸lis were held at night, there was a great need 
for interior lighting, which had to be tended by oil 
bearers and lamplighters. Lighting was undoubtedly 
the most significant operating expense of the Imam-
bara, if not of the whole complex.

The largest contingent of employees listed in the 
petition was associated with the grave of Asaf al-Dawla, 
which was located in the center of the Great Imam-
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bara hall. The f¸ti¥a khw¸n was responsible for reci-
ting the opening chapter of the Qur}an for visitors 
paying homage to Asaf al-Dawla’s grave. The exposi-
tors were responsible for sustained whispered readings 
of the Qur}an to ensure Asaf al-Dawla’s peace in the 
afterlife. Few employees were specifically attached to 
the mosque, since only the muezzin, who was respon-
sible for issuing the call to prayer, was listed on the 
petition. But the oil bearers and lamplighters would 
have serviced any lighting needs of the mosque, the 
gateways, and other places in the complex.

A glimpse of the employees at the Great Imambara 
was provided by Sita Ram around 1816 (fig. 15). In 
this earliest known image of the interior of the central 
hall of the Great Imambara, a kit¸b khw¸n sits atop an 
ornamented minbar and eight Qur}an readers sit on 
a sheet near Asaf al-Dawla’s grave performing their 
duties. Men seated and standing on the right and left 
look on. Rather than depicting an actual scene, the 
image seems to be an assemblage of various activities 
occurring at the site at different times.

Ram’s painting documents the extensive use of illu-
mination in the Great Imambara and the need for 
oil bearers and lamplighters. The central chamber is 
shown ablaze in light, with red and green niche-lamps 
around the ceiling perimeter accessed by the red sand-
stone balcony, as well as suspended glass chandeliers 
and freestanding candelabras on the floor. The mul-
tiple iron rings still embedded in the Great Imamba-
ra’s interior ceiling testify to the numerous chande-
liers that were once suspended there (fig. 7). Several 
of the chandeliers are preserved in Lucknow’s Hus-
seinabad and Shah Najaf im¸mb¸r¸s, which were built 
after the Great Imambara complex.

Annesley, just over a decade before Ram made his 
painting, commented on the illumination: 

The [Imambara] itself is built on an elevated terrace, 
which on this occasion gave still more splendour to the 
innumerable lights placed upon it; yet even these could 
not diminish the effect of the thousands of girandoles, 
filled with wax-candles, which were suspended from the 
roof at different heights, and were reflected by the dif-
ferent coloured cut glass, which composed them. The 
floor was covered with candles likewise in glass branches, 
leaving only sufficient space for the crowd to pass.92

What amazed Annesley annoyed Abu Talib Isfahani, 
who complained about the lavish expenditure on light-
ing fixtures, which among other things crowded the 
floor and inconvenienced the public: 

The number of glass chandeliers, with and without glass 
shades, plain and coloured, and candelabra of gold and 
silver and glass, with drum-shaped and bell-shaped shades, 
which are purchased defies computation. The halls, large 
as they are, have their floors and ceilings filled with them, 
so that the care-takers can with difficulty perform their 
duty [...] So the public look on from a distance sitting 
on the roofless terrace.93

In addition to endowing the site with shop revenue 
and perhaps other revenue streams that are not in 
the historical record, Asaf al-Dawla bestowed on the 
Great Imambara expensive gifts called ta{ziyas, which 
generally referred to the miniature models of tombs 
imagined to be replicas of the tombs of Imams Hasan 
and Husayn.

As with the illuminations, Isfahani complained that 
Asaf al-Dawla used the building to collect “hundreds 
of [ta{ziyas], big and small, … made of gold and sil-
ver …” and that the main floor was cluttered with 
them.94 Asaf al-Dawla’s court records showed that on 
the evening of the first of Muharram 1210 (July 18, 
1795), gold and silver ta{ziyas were installed in the 
Great Imambara.95 Annesley described the sh¸h nashºn 
area filled with ta{ziyas. He wrote, 

The third apartment was filled from one end to the other 
with a range of silver temples or cenotaphs, raised on 
platforms about three feet from the ground, in which were 
placed the supposed tombs of the two brothers [Hasan 
and Husayn]. These were brilliantly illuminated from 
the ceiling, and by candles placed around in branches. I 
think they were at least twenty in number and were worth 
from 50,000 to a [lakh (100,000)] of rupees each.96

However, Sita Ram’s painting of the interior of the 
Great Imambara shows no ta{ziyas in the archways of 
the sh¸h nashºn. Instead, one large gold and seem-
ingly immovable ta{ziya is shown in the main hall. 
Tall and narrow, it consists of a series of successively 
smaller square segments stacked upon each other and 
surmounted with a lotus-bud dome common in late 
Mughal architecture. At some point, fourteen tombs 
of silver, representing each of the twelve Imams, the 
Prophet, and Fatima, were installed in the Great Imam-
bara, and it appears that Sa{adat {Ali Khan melted 
down some of Asaf al-Dawla’s ta{ziyas made of preci-
ous metal.97 The earliest interior photograph of the 
Great Imambara, taken in the early 1900s, shows two 
smaller, canopy-covered ta{ziyas in the main hall, as 
well as suspended glass chandeliers (fig. 21).

The ta{ziyas transformed Asaf al-Dawla’s chamber 
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of light into a chamber of tombs and a center of per-
petual grief and giving. It was custom to visit a ta{ziya 
as though one were visiting the actual tomb of Imam 
Husayn and to make cash donations as expressions of 
piety and charity. When encountering the ta{ziyas of 
his noblemen, his wives, or the poor in their respec-
tive homes or in the streets, Asaf al-Dawla would make 
donations ranging from one hundred to five hundred 
rupees, and presumably visitors to the ta{ziya of the 
Great Imambara did so as well.98 

THE GREAT IMAMBARA COMPLEX IN 
OPERATION

During Asaf al-Dawla’s lifetime, the complex as a 
whole evolved from being a nexus of administrative 
power centered on the residence of the ruler to one 
centered on Twelver Shi{i religious institutions and 
monuments, and the site was transformed into a semi-

private campus for governance and communal reli-
gious practice.

Asaf al-Dawla’s father, Shuja{ al-Dawla, had enlarged 
the Five Palaces complex to include an administra-
tive center referred to as the machº bhawan (House 
of the Fish), a name that later came to be used to 
refer to the entire fortress in which the Five Pala-
ces and Great Imambara complexes were located.99 
During Asaf al-Dawla’s reign, the Awadh court’s admi-
nistrative functions were also located in the Five Pala-
ces complex. Courts of law were newly established in 
1782–83.100 Petitioners would enter the complex to 
have their complaints heard at the hall of justice, and 
among other facilities the police office was located 
there. When the British Resident Bristow requested 
facilities in which to base his office, Asaf al-Dawla 
decided to place him in this portion of the palace 
complex, show ing that he regarded the office of the 
British Resident as a department within his adminis-
tration.101 Asaf al-Dawla constructed the Great Imam-

Fig. 21. Oldest interior photograph of the central hall of the Great Imambara. Joseph Sheffield, early 1900s. Stereoscopic negative on a 
4½" x 6½" glass plate (shown as a positive image). (Photo: The British Library. By permission of the British Library, India Office Select 
Materials, Oriental and India Office Collection, Photo 262/2 [20]) 
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bara complex mainly over this administrative section 
of the Five Palaces complex, and, according to Isfa-
hani, the large forecourts accommodated offices, a 
hospital, and rest houses.102

Asaf al-Dawla used the Great Imambara for diplo-
matic, court, and religious purposes. He twice received 
the British Resident of the East India Company, Mr. 
Cherry, there to satisfy his curiosity and impress him. 
Asaf al-Dawla’s visits to the Great Imambara, usually 
during Muharram, were prefaced with elaborate pro-
cessions and attended by his most valued courtiers, 
creating altogether conspicuous displays of religiosity. 
At the Great Imambara, gifts of ta{ziya ornaments as 
well as robes signifying rank, turbans, and jewels were 
exchanged, and people of lower rank remained out-
side on the broad platform in front of the Great Imam-
bara. Inside, Asaf al-Dawla would inspect the ta{ziya, 
conducting himself as though he were visiting a grave, 
circumambulating the ta{ziya and reciting the open-
ing chapter of the Qur}an and, on some occasions, 
ritual greetings (dur¢d).103 He also listened to martyr-
dom narratives and marsiya recitals, and performed 
ritual self-flogging (m¸tam). On the tenth of Muhar-
ram, when it was time to take impermanent ta{ziyas 
from Lucknow’s im¸mb¸r¸s in large, mournful proces-
sions to burial grounds known as karbal¸s and to per-
form burial rites on them, Asaf al-Dawla would join in, 
accompanying the ta{ziyas held in the Great Imambara 
to a nearby karbal¸. Following Asaf al-Dawla’s death 
in 1797 he was buried, apparently without much fore-
thought, in the Great Imambara, extending the fune-
rary character of the building. While Asaf al-Dawla 
used the complex to buttress his authority and for 
personal religious practice, Sayyid Dildar {Ali, the Fri-
day prayer advocate, became the site’s custodian of 
religious practice, ensuring the candles of the Great 
Imambara were lit every night at dusk and conducting 
the congregational prayers every Friday.

CONCLUSION

Until now, the Great Imambara complex has been 
viewed in a number of ways: as a fragmented series of 
buildings; as a reflection of the moral, aesthetic, and 
political decline of Asaf al-Dawla’s reign; as a famine-
relief measure completed in 1784; as a competition-
winning design of Kifayat Allah; as an exorbitantly 
costly endeavor without the provision of financial 
endowments; or as a project peripheral to the central 

events of the day. All these views are questionable if 
not provably false. 

Contemporary sources indicate that Asaf al-Daw-
la’s ambitious vision was built from 1786 to 1790–
91 at a cost of 20,000,000 rupees, but the identity of 
the architect still remains unknown. Clearly the Great 
Imambara’s purpose and operations were interwo-
ven with the adjacent Friday mosque, the forecourts 
(especially the outermost court with shops generating 
rental revenue for the Imambara), and the Five Pal-
aces, Awadh’s formal royal residence and administra-
tive center. Far from being an indication of political 
decline, the complex marked the highest point of Asaf 
al-Dawla’s autonomy. Not simply a charitable or pious 
endeavour, it was a part of Asaf al-Dawla’s successful 
bid to assert his authority while under the shadow 
of his mother and British Indian imperialism and in 
reply to the agenda of introducing Friday prayers to 
Awadh’s Twelver Shi{i male community. 

The Great Imambara complex was both a response 
to a political crisis and an effective instrument in 
transforming public perception to make Asaf al-Dawla 
appear more autonomous. It was also an independent 
response to a religious agenda and a means of ampli-
fying forms of religious practice like congregational 
prayer and the Muharram maj¸lis. The complex was 
part of an attempt to establish the Usuli Twelver Shi{i 
tradition as normative Islamic practice in place of the 
Akhbari, Sunni, and Sufi traditions.

In form, the site was steeped in imperial Mughal 
architectural metaphor, complementing Asaf al-Daw-
la’s ambitions while exhibiting indigenous tastes for 
profuse vegetal motifs and the ability to erect bold 
structures. Local aesthetics were discounted by ear-
lier, influential Anglo-European writers, with their 
enigmatic cultural perspectives and politicized views 
on the merits of South Asian culture. As a result, they 
underestimated the system and rigor of the complex’s 
ornamental program and the sophistication of archi-
tectural thought required to build it. This explains in 
part the absence of the complex from the canon of 
Islamic architecture, even though, as Fergusson noted 
years ago, the sail vault of the Great Imambara was 
no ordinary accomplishment, and by any measure it 
was a major technological achievement.

The complex and the Great Imambara in particu-
lar also mark a high point in the still-unstudied genre 
of Muharram ritual centers. As the Great Imambara 
shows, such a center could innovatively combine mul-
tiple architectural traditions—domestic, funerary, pala-
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tial, and religious—and function as a royal monument, 
a sacred storehouse, a religious assembly hall, a con-
cert hall, a private ritual center, or a tomb, but never 
simply one of these. Purpose-built buildings mark an 
important step in the evolution of Muharram ritual 
practices, a crystallization of religious practice with 
strong symbolic resonance. The Great Imambara was 
more than a center of ritual practice. It was, in some 
respects, a monumental throne hall for innumera-
ble ta{ziya—a hall that helped transform Lucknow’s 
cityscape and that served as a continuous reminder of 
the spirit and authority of Imam Husayn, the deeply felt 
tragedy of his martyrdom, and the vitality of Twelver 
Shi{i tradition in Awadh.
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1. For example: Bara Imambargah, Kharadar, in Karachi, Paki-

stan; Dar es Salaam Jamaat Imambara in Dar es Salaam, Tan-
zania; Mohamadi Imambara KSIMC in Paris, France; Hujjat 
Islamic Centre (Imambara), in Stanmore, Middlesex, Lon-
don; the Huseini Imambara in Los Angeles, California; Az-
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