
How Did Sultanate Art and Culture Evolve?

Description

The arrival of Turkish rule in India in the 12th century marked a significant turning point in the
subcontinentâ??s cultural history. Beyond political conquests, this period initiated a profound process of
cultural interaction, leading to the development of new artistic forms and traditions. The Delhi Sultanate,
established in the early 13th century, became the crucible where diverse influences coalesced, giving
rise to what is broadly termed Indo-Islamic art and culture.

This era was not merely one of imposition but of dynamic synthesis and adaptation. Over the course of
approximately three centuries, a unique cultural identity emerged, distinct from both purely Indian and
purely Islamic traditions. The evolution of Sultanate art and culture can be observed most vividly in its
architecture, the blossoming of new musical instruments and genres, and the development of rich
literary traditions that laid the groundwork for future cultural expressions in India.

Foundations of Indo-Islamic Architecture

The genesis of Indo-Islamic architecture during the Sultanate period was characterised by a fascinating
blend of existing Indian architectural practices and the novel techniques and aesthetic preferences
introduced by the new rulers. When the early Turkish rulers began constructing buildings, they initially
relied heavily on local artisans and their established methods. This meant that the indigenous trabeate
system, involving the use of beams and pillars to support horizontal slabs, continued to be prominent.

However, alongside this, the arcuate system, which utilised arches, domes, and vaults, was introduced
from Islamic traditions. This system allowed for the creation of vast, open interior spaces, a hallmark of
mosques and tombs. The initial phase often saw the repurposing of materials from existing structures,
particularly Hindu and Jain temples. Stone pillars and lintels from these older buildings were frequently
integrated into new mosque complexes, sometimes with existing carvings defaced or plastered over.
This practical approach meant that early Sultanate architecture displayed a hybrid character, where
Islamic structural elements were often executed with an Indian aesthetic and craftsmanship.
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Distinct features brought by Islamic architecture included the minaret, the mihrab (prayer niche), and
the minbar (pulpit). A strong emphasis on geometric patterns, intricate floral designs, and calligraphic
inscriptions replaced the anthropomorphic and zoomorphic sculptures prevalent in Indian temple
architecture. The absence of human and animal figures, in line with Islamic aniconism, redirected
artistic energy towards abstract and decorative motifs. The use of mortar as a binding agent, along with
bricks and rubble, allowed for the construction of larger and more complex structures than previously
possible with dry masonry techniques. This period thus initiated a dialogue between two distinct
architectural vocabularies, leading to a unique architectural language.

Architectural Milestones of the Sultanate Period

The architectural journey of the Sultanate era showcases a progressive evolution from initial adaptation
to sophisticated synthesis, culminating in a distinctive style. Each major dynasty contributed to this
development, leaving behind structures that reflect their aesthetic and technical advancements.

Early Phase: Mamluk (Slave) Dynasty

The Mamluk dynasty, the first to rule from Delhi, laid the groundwork for Indo-Islamic architecture. The
Qutb Complex in Delhi is a prime example. The Quwwat-ul-Islam Mosque, commenced by
Qutbuddin Aibak, stands as one of the earliest mosques in India. Its construction involved the
dismantling of twenty-seven Hindu and Jain temples, the materials of which were incorporated into the
mosque. The pillared corridors, for instance, retain their original Indian carving style, while the mihrab
and arches introduced Islamic elements.

The Qutab Minar, a towering minaret, was started by Aibak and completed by his successor, Iltutmish.
It symbolises the victory of Islam in India. Constructed primarily from red and buff sandstone, and later
marble, its tapering cylindrical form, with its balconies supported by muqarnas (stalactite vaulting) and
intricately carved bands of Quranic verses, represents a fusion. While the structural form is Islamic, the
detailing and some decorative motifs show Indian influence. Iltutmish also added his own tomb to the
complex, which displays a rich interplay of carved ornamentation, though the original dome collapsed.

Khalji Dynasty: Innovation in Structure

The Khalji dynasty introduced significant structural innovations. The Alai Darwaza, built by Alauddin
Khalji as the southern gateway to the Quwwat-ul-Islam Mosque, is a remarkable example of their
architectural prowess. This structure is celebrated for being one of the first buildings in India to employ
a â??scientificâ?• true arch and a true dome. Unlike the earlier corbelled arches, the true arch
distributes weight more effectively, allowing for larger spans. The dome of the Alai Darwaza is
considered a perfectly proportioned example of its kind, marking a maturity in the use of the arcuate
system. Its red sandstone and white marble ornamentation, featuring arabesques and geometric
patterns, further refined the aesthetic. The elegance and structural integrity of the Alai Darwaza signify
a move towards a more confident and sophisticated Indo-Islamic style.

Tughlaq Dynasty: Austerity and Strength
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The Tughlaq period saw a shift towards a more austere and robust architectural style, often
characterised by the use of grey sandstone and rubble masonry, often plastered. The emphasis was on
strength, simplicity, and functionality, perhaps reflecting the turbulent times. Tughlaqabad Fort, built by
Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq, exemplifies this. Its massive sloping walls, known as â??batter,â?? and
formidable bastions convey an impression of impregnability. This batter technique, unique to Tughlaq
architecture, gave the buildings a distinct, fortress-like appearance.

Tughlaq architects also experimented with a blend of the arch and beam methods. While arches and
domes continued to be used, there was a noticeable integration of lintel-and-beam features, sometimes
within the same structure. This pragmatic approach allowed for diverse constructions, from grand tombs
to irrigation works. The tomb of Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq, located within Tughlaqabad, is notable for its
batter walls and the use of a simple, sturdy dome.

Sayyid and Lodi Dynasties: Tombs and Double Domes

The architectural legacy of the Sayyid and Lodi dynasties is predominantly characterised by the
construction of impressive tombs. These tombs often featured distinct architectural forms, such as
square or octagonal plans, and were frequently set within enclosed garden complexes. A significant
innovation during this period was the introduction of the double dome. This technique involved
constructing two domes, one inner and one outer, with a space in between. The inner dome provided a
suitable ceiling height for the interior, while the outer dome created a more imposing and aesthetically
pleasing exterior profile. This structural advancement was crucial for the later development of Mughal
architecture.

Examples like the Tombs of the Sayyids and Lodis in Delhi, particularly in what is now known as Lodi
Garden, illustrate these developments. The tomb of Muhammad Shah Sayyid, with its octagonal plan,
and the Bara Gumbad, a large domed structure, showcase the distinctive features of this phase,
including elaborate decorative patterns carved into the stone and sometimes glazed tile work.

Evolution of Music and Literary Traditions

The Sultanate period was not only an era of architectural innovation but also witnessed a parallel
evolution in music and literature, driven by cultural exchange and royal patronage.

Music: A New Harmony

The arrival of Turks and Persians introduced new musical instruments, theories, and performance
styles to India. Instruments like the rabab (a stringed instrument, precursor to sarod) and the sarangi
(a bowed string instrument) became integrated into the Indian musical landscape. These instruments
brought different timbres and techniques, enriching the existing Indian classical traditions.

The most celebrated figure in the evolution of Sultanate music was Amir Khusrau (c. 1253â??1325). A
polymath of immense talent, Khusrau is often credited with inventing the sitar, a unique stringed
instrument believed to have evolved from a fusion of the Indian veena and the Persian tanbur. His
genius also lay in his ability to blend Persian musical concepts with Indian ragas, creating new ragas
such as Yaman, Ghaura, Sarparda, and Ushshaq. He also developed new musical forms, most notably
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qawwali, a devotional Sufi musical genre that combines Persian poetry with Indian melodic structures,
sung primarily in praise of Sufi saints. His contributions represent a pinnacle of musical synthesis,
demonstrating how diverse traditions could lead to novel and lasting forms.

Sultanate rulers, though not all equally, generally patronised musicians and performers, recognising the
role of music in courtly life and religious expression. The flourishing of Sufi orders also contributed
significantly to the development and spread of devotional music, fostering a shared musical heritage.

Literary Traditions: From Court to Common Tongue

The Sultanate period saw significant developments in literature, driven by royal patronage and the
linguistic diversity of the evolving society. Persian became the official court language and the language
of administration and high culture. A vast body of historical works, poetry, and religious texts was
produced in Persian during this era.

Sultanate rulers actively patronised scholars, historians, and poets. Prominent figures like Amir
Khusrau wrote extensively in Persian, producing poetry, ghazals, and historical accounts, earning him
the title â??Parrot of Indiaâ?? for his mastery of both Persian and Hindavi. His linguistic versatility
allowed him to bridge cultural divides.

Other notable scholars include Ziauddin Barani, a historian who penned the â??Tarikh-i-Firoz
Shahi,â?? a comprehensive history of the Delhi Sultanate up to Firoz Shah Tughlaqâ??s reign, and
â??Fatwa-i-Jahandari,â?? a treatise on statecraft. Minhaj-us-Siraj, another significant historian, wrote
â??Tabaqat-i-Nasiri,â?? a history of the Islamic world, including a section on the early Sultanate rulers.
These works provide invaluable insights into the political, social, and cultural aspects of the period.

Beyond Persian, a groundbreaking linguistic development was the emergence of Urdu. Originating in
the military camps and marketplaces, Urdu developed as a new language from the interaction of
Persian, Arabic, and Turkish with local Indian dialects, particularly Hindavi. It literally means
â??language of the camp.â?• Urdu adopted the Persian script (Nastaliq) but incorporated Indian
grammatical structures and a rich vocabulary drawn from diverse sources. Its birth represents a
powerful example of linguistic synthesis, catering to the communication needs of a multicultural society.

Simultaneously, regional languages also experienced significant growth and development. Influenced
by the Bhakti and Sufi saints, who preached in the vernacular to connect with common people,
languages like Bengali, Gujarati, Marathi, Punjabi, Tamil, and Telugu saw the creation of extensive
devotional literature. This period thus marked a broadening of literary expression, moving beyond
courtly Persian to embrace and elevate regional tongues.

Understanding Cultural Synthesis and Adaptation

The evolution of Sultanate art and culture is best understood as a process of continuous cultural
synthesis and adaptation rather than a simple imposition of one culture over another. This period was
characterised by a dynamic interaction between indigenous Indian traditions and the Central Asian and
Persian influences brought by the Turkish rulers.
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In architecture, synthesis was evident in the blending of structural techniques and decorative
elements. While the arcuate form (arches, domes) was Islamic, Indian masons and artisans, skilled in
trabeate construction, adapted their techniques to execute these new forms. This often resulted in a
unique ornamentation, where Indian motifs like the lotus or kalasha (pot) could be found alongside
Islamic geometric patterns and calligraphy. The pragmatic use of existing materials and skilled local
labour meant that the â??Indo-Islamicâ?? style was inherently a collaborative creation. One issue
becomes clear: the new rulers often absorbed and Indianised elements to connect with the local
populace and available resources.

In music, the fusion was equally profound. Indian classical music, with its sophisticated raga system,
absorbed new instruments and melodic ideas from Persia and Central Asia. The invention of the sitar
by Amir Khusrau perfectly symbolises this integration, creating an instrument that harmonised disparate
influences. The development of qawwali demonstrated how spiritual and artistic expressions could
transcend linguistic and cultural barriers, fostering a shared musical idiom. This point needs attention:
the synthesis here was not just superficial but went to the core of musical theory and performance.

Literary and linguistic synthesis culminated in the birth of Urdu. This language became a powerful
symbol of cultural interaction, reflecting the daily lives and communication needs of a multicultural
populace. While Persian remained the language of the elite, Urdu facilitated communication between
different communities and eventually blossomed into a rich literary language. The growth of regional
literature, propelled by the Bhakti and Sufi movements, further cemented the idea that cultural evolution
was a multi-faceted process, occurring at both imperial and local levels. This process ensured that a
diverse range of voices found expression.

The administrative patronage of the arts, although varying among rulers, played a crucial role in
fostering this synthesis. By supporting scholars, architects, and musicians from diverse backgrounds,
the Sultanate court became a hub of cultural exchange. The resultant Indo-Islamic cultural identity was
therefore not static, but a living, breathing entity that continuously absorbed, transformed, and adapted,
laying critical foundations for the subsequent flourishing of Mughal art and culture.

UPSC Perspective

The Sultanate periodâ??s art and culture holds significant importance for the Union Public Service
Commission examinations. Candidates need to approach this topic with a dual focus: both for factual
recall and analytical understanding. For Prelims, the emphasis is on concrete details, requiring the
identification of specific examples and their associated characteristics or patrons. For Mains, the
examination shifts towards a deeper analysis of the processes, impacts, and broader implications of
these cultural developments.

Prelims focus: Identifying specific buildings, architects, literary works, authors, musical
instruments, and key features.
Mains focus: Analyzing the nature of cultural synthesis, impact on society, and administrative
patronage of arts.

Common Student Confusion
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Students often mistakenly believe that Islamic architectural techniques completely replaced indigenous
Indian styles during the Sultanate period. However, the reality was a dynamic process of adaptation
and fusion. Indian artisans, accustomed to trabeate construction (post and lintel), applied their skills to
arcuate forms (arches and domes). This resulted in a unique Indo-Islamic style that blended elements
rather than replacing them entirely. Early structures often repurposed materials from Hindu temples,
and later designs incorporated local motifs alongside Islamic geometry, creating a distinct architectural
language that was genuinely hybrid.

Short Revision Points

Indo-Islamic architecture merged trabeate and arcuate forms; early phase used existing structures
by repurposing existing materials.
Key architectural developments under Iltutmish (completion of Qutab Minar), Khaljis (Alai
Darwaza, scientific dome, true arch), Tughlaqs (Tughlaqabad, batter walls, arch-beam blend).
New musical instruments like rabab and sarangi were introduced; Amir Khusrau invented sitar
and new ragas, further enriching musical forms.
Sultanate rulers patronised scholars; Amir Khusrau, Barani, and Minhaj-us-Siraj were prominent
figures contributing extensively to literature and history.
Urdu developed as a new language from a synthesis of Persian, Arabic, Turkish, and local Indian
dialects; regional languages also grew, significantly influenced by Bhakti saints.

FAQs

1. What were the key architectural differences between indigenous and Islamic styles during
the Sultanate period?
Indigenous styles primarily used the trabeate system (post-and-lintel), featured elaborate
sculptural ornamentation, often depicting deities and human figures, and typically used corbelling
for spanning. Islamic styles introduced the arcuate system (arches, domes, vaults), emphasised
geometric patterns and calligraphy, strictly avoided human/animal figures, and used mortar for
construction. The Sultanate period saw a fusion of these distinct approaches.

2. Which Sultanate rulers patronised music and what new instruments were introduced?
Several Sultanate rulers, including figures like Alauddin Khalji and Muhammad bin Tughlaq,
patronised music and musicians. New instruments like the rabab and sarangi were introduced.
Amir Khusrau, a pivotal figure during this era, is notably credited with inventing the sitar and
pioneering new ragas.

3. How did the Urdu language originate and what were its defining characteristics?
Urdu originated through the interaction of Persian, Arabic, Turkish, and local Indian dialects
(Hindavi), primarily in the military camps and marketplaces of the Sultanate era. Its defining
characteristics include a strong Persian and Arabic vocabulary, Persian script (Nastaliq), but with
a largely Indian grammatical structure, making it a unique linguistic synthesis.
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The evolution of Sultanate art and culture represents a significant chapter in Indiaâ??s cultural
narrative. It was a period of dynamic transformation where diverse traditions did not merely coexist but
actively interacted, assimilated, and innovated. From the monumental architecture that blended
indigenous craftsmanship with Islamic structural principles, to the syncretic musical forms and the
emergence of a new language like Urdu, the Sultanate era laid down the essential cultural bedrock for
future developments. This complex process of evolution shaped a unique Indo-Islamic cultural identity,
underscoring the rich adaptive capacity of Indian civilisation to new influences. For those aspiring to
understand these intricate historical processes and excel in the civil services examination, dedicated
study and conceptual clarity are paramount, and institutions like SHRI RAM IAS are regarded as the
best ias coaching in delhi for providing such guidance.
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