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EDITORIAL NOTE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

With two exceptions, all the articles of  John Burton-Page in this volume 
are reproduced from the 2nd Edition of  Encyclopaedia of  Islam (EI; volume 
and page numbers indicated for each entry). The spellings have been 
slightly amended to accord with common Indian usage, especially for 
place names. Hijra and Christian Era dates, and diacritical marks for 
names and terms, have been retained as in the original entries.

Most of  Burton-Page’s contributions to EI were supplied with biblio-
graphies of  varying lengths, but there was inevitably considerable 
overlap. A composite bibliography has been compiled for this volume, 
covering all regions and sites, to which the editor has added a few 
recent works of  importance (indicated by an asterisk), published after 
Burton-Page authored his articles. A list of  abbreviations is appended. 
Architectural terms used in the various entries are explained in a 
glossary.

Only a few of  Burton-Page’s the articles were illustrated in EI, 
but the editor decided to include here a selection of  black and white 
photographs. Most of  these come from the archives of  the American 
Institute of  Indian Studies in Delhi. Other photographs were supplied 
by a number of  individuals who are credited in the photographic list. 
Unfortunately it was not possible to add maps and architectural plans, 
elevations and details for the various sites, but the availability of  such 
data may be traced to the relevant bibliographic entries.

The editor is grateful to Marg Publications in Mumbai for permission 
to reproduce Burton-Page’s article on Ahmadabad, and also for allowing 
reproduction of  photographs of  two monuments in Kashmir.

Throughout his work on the volume the editor has been much 
encouraged by Piers Burton-Page, eldest son of  John Burton-Page. At 
Brills, Patricia Radder has overseen the project with enthusiasm and 
attention to detail.

The author would like to express his thanks to all these individuals 
and institutions.

George Michell
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JOHN BURTON-PAGE: AN INTRODUCTION

George Michell

There is nothing in the early life of  John Garrard Burton-Page to give 
a hint of  his later fascination with India. Born in London on 19th 
December 1921, John was initially tempted to study medicine, but 
already as a teenager developed a passion for Western Classical music. 
In 1939 he enrolled at the Royal College of  Music, London, as a horn 
player, where his fellow student was Dennis Brain, destined to become 
the � nest English horn player of  the post-World War II period. At the 
end of  a single successful term of  musical studies John was called up 
for military service, and after of� cer training was sent to India, where he 
experienced the “hidden war” in Burma, ending up in 1945 as Captain 
in the 1st King George V’s Own Gurkha Ri� es. It was in India that 
John discovered both an attraction and aptitude for Oriental languages, 
becoming � uent in Hindi and Nepali, and partly in Urdu, within only 
a few years. At the same time he developed what was to become a 
lifelong curiosity in the land, peoples and architecture of  India. Act-
ing on this newly found interest, John return to England and instead 
of  returning to his musical career decided to study Sanskrit. On his 
demobilization in 1946 he matriculated and was accepted as a mature 
student in Sanskrit at Wadham College, Oxford. He graduated in 1950 
with a degree in Oriental Languages and a half-blue for fencing, as well 
as a wife, Audrey, and two small sons, Piers and Nicholas. John then 
went straight to the School of  Oriental and African Studies (S.O.A.S.) 
at the University of  London, where he was to remain for more than 
30 years. He began his career there as Temporary Lecturer in Nepali, 
and subsequently held appointments as Lecturer and Reader in Hindi. 
He also held the position there in 1968–72 of  Chairman of  the newly 
formed Centre of  South Asian Studies. Gradually John’s interest in 
Muslim culture prevailed, and he started to research and write on dif-
ferent aspects of  Indo-Islamic history and architecture. He took leave 
of  absence in 1958–9 to spend year in India together with his family, 
now augmented to three sons. From his base at the Deccan College 
of  Postgraduate Studies in Poona he, Audrey and the three boys made 
frequent visits to various Buddhist, Hindu and Muslim sites.
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After the retirement in 1966 of  K. de B. Codrington, Professor of  
Indian Archaeology at S.O.A.S. since 1948, John assumed responsi-
bility for teaching the subject, but only in 1971 was he con� rmed as 
Reader in the Art and Archaeology of  South Asia. The new position 
permitted John to better concentrate on his art historical pursuits and 
to make further study trips to India, where he investigated both famil-
iar and unfamiliar monuments at Sultanate and Mughal sites. John 
was an indefatigable and capable photographer, and his archives, now 
deposited at S.O.A.S., are among the most extensive ever compiled on 
the subject. Encouraging the company of  fellow travellers, he invited 
research students along, regaling them with impromptu talks in front 
of  mosques and shrines. He also occasionally accompanied British and 
American tourists for Swans Hellenic, one of  the � rst companies to 
offer ‘art treasure’ tours of  India. John always assumed a friendly and 
welcoming approach to the academic life, attempting whenever pos-
sible to forge a link between staff  and students. In the early 1970s he 
was instrumental in founding the Daniells’ Society. Named after the 
celebrated uncle and nephew team of  artists that travelled the length 
and breadth of  India in the last decade of  the eighteenth century, this 
Society met every few months at the London homes of  teachers and 
research students at S.O.A.S., where informal slide shows and dinners 
were enjoyed by all. On some of  these occasions John displayed his 
considerable culinary skills by preparing superb Indian banquets. These 
re� ected yet another of  the Subcontinent’s cultural delights that he had 
expertly trained himself  in. A further activity during these years was 
involvement with the Royal Asiatic Society. John served as Director of  
the Society in 1968–71, and continued as one of  the Vice Presidents 
up until 1975, as well as assisting on the editorial board of  the Society’s 
prestigious journal.

By the time John retired from S.O.A.S. at the end of  March 1982 
he and Audrey had moved out of  London to Church Knowle, a peace-
ful village in the rolling landscape of  Purbeck, in Dorset. There he 
enjoyed researching and writing, tending to his garden, doing the Times 
crosswords, listening to records, and cooking splendid Indian meals 
with which to treat guests—but abandoning them whenever cricket 
test matches were relayed on television! After Audrey’s unexpected 
early death in 1989 John continued to live in Dorset, with intermittent 
research trips to India, but he never truly recovered from the blow. In 
1994 he suffered a stroke and was con� ned to a local nursing home 
where, sadly, he was not well enough to continue working. There 
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almost eleven years later he died on 13th June 2005, and a few days 
later was buried next to Audrey in the lovely hillside cemetery above 
Church Knowle.

* * *

How exactly John made the seemingly arbitrary transition from the 
world of  European Classical music to Indian languages, and then to 
Indo-Islamic architecture, must remain something of  a mystery. He 
never discussed it and perhaps never re� ected upon it, but merely 
pursued the different trajectories of  his interests with natural facility 
and unbridled enthusiasm. Nonetheless, he maintained a love of  music 
throughout his life, sometimes even managing to bridge the gap between 
European music and India architecture, as in his � nal appraisal of  the 
Taj Mahal in Agra: “I have heard it described as having a Mozartean 
grace—but for me it is too predictable ever to approach the Mozartean 
heights; I would settle for Boccherini.” John instilled in all three sons a 
profound appreciation for music. Nicholas, the middle son, ful� lled his 
father’s original ambition by graduating in horn from the Royal Col-
lege of  Music, and then going on to become a specialist in Baroque 
music, teaching at the Conservatorium at Aubervilliers outside Paris. 
The eldest son, Piers, enjoyed a public career as a radio announcer and 
programmer on Radio 3, the Classical music station of  the B.B.C., while 
Tony, the youngest, was responsible for music among other subjects at 
a boys’ school in Dorset, composing choral settings for the choir and 
musicals for staff  and pupils alike.

Likewise, John never gave up his interest in lndian languages and 
the � ner points of  linguistics. His � rst articles, published in Bulletin of  the 

School of  Oriental and African Studies (hereafter BSOAS ) and Bulletin of  the 

Deccan College, teased out some of  the problematics of  Nepali and Hindi, 
while some of  his contributions to Encyclopaedia of  Islam (hereafter EI ) 
focused on the development of  Hindi at the Mughal court, and the 
use of  various letters of  the Arabic alphabet in Urdu, Sindhi and other 
South Asian languages. But it was a love of  Indo-Muslim history, culture 
and particularly architecture that ultimately won through. In this regard 
John was much encouraged by Sir Mortimer Wheeler, whom he prob-
ably � rst met when Wheeler was Director General of  Archaeology for 
the Government of  India in 1944–47. John contributed six chapters on 
Islamic monuments in India and Pakistan for an illustrated book edited 
by Wheeler that appeared in 1965. Thereafter, it was this subject that 
dominated much of  his research, travels and writings.
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As is obvious from his numerous articles on Indian Islamic architec-
ture, a selection of  which are reproduced in this volume, John manifested 
a remarkable sensitivity to indigenous constructional principles, as well 
as the nuances of  building form and style. Underpinned by a secure 
command of  Indian languages and history relevant to the Muslim 
period, his articles on Indian Islamic architecture may be considered 
de� nitive. John was a master of  concentrated prose, encapsulating the 
maximum amount of  data in the smallest possible space. Little won-
der that he was attracted to producing encyclopaedic articles, since 
these offered him an opportunity to display his ability to summarize a 
complex subject into a concisely written text. Perhaps it was this � air 
for condensation that prevented him from working up his unparalleled 
knowledge of  Indian Islamic architecture into a large-scale survey, 
though he certainly considered plans for exactly such a work. In addi-
tion to his capabilities as a researcher and author, John developed an 
uncanny ability as an observer. He was able to focus on an individual 
attribute of  a building that revealed its inherent technical or stylistic 
personality. Thus, for example, in his extended essay on the evolution 
of  Islamic architecture in Ahmadabad in Gujarat, reproduced in its 
entirety in this volume, John considers a large number of  mosques and 
tombs, assigning each a distinctive structural or stylistic feature. His 
architectural descriptions, though generously supplied with detail, are 
infused with insights and never become repetitive.

Nowhere is John’s command of  the subject and writing skills bet-
ter revealed than in the numerous pieces that he wrote for successive 
volumes of  EI that appeared between 1960 and 1995. They include 
discussions of  particular Islamic building typologies, such as mosques 
(Masjid), public places of  prayer (Namazgarh), funerary structures 
(Makbara), wells (Baoli), forti� cation towers (Burdj), canals (Naht) and 
ornamental water channels and fountains (Ma�). There are also sepa-
rate treatments of  individual architectural features, like mosque-pulpits 
(Minbar), minarets (Manara) and parasol-like pavilions, or chhatris 
(Mirzalla), as well as a consideration of  the role of  Arabic and Persian 
inscriptions on building facades and interiors (Kitabat). In yet another 
article John focused on the Star of  Solomon (Sitara-i Sulayman), a 
decorative motif  that is found in early Mughal architecture (chapter 
in the multiple author work edited by C.E. Bosworth).

It is, however, in his articles for EI on sites of  historical and architec-
tural importance that John best displays his powers of  observation and 
analysis, backed by personal visits and photo documentation. Among 
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the capitals associated with the Sultanate and Mughal rulers there is a 
detailed treatment of  Delhi (Dilhi) throughout all phases of  its history, 
spanning some 500 years, as well as more condensed entries on Bidar, 
Champaner (Campaner), Gulbarga, Hyderabad (Hayderabad) and 
Jaunpur (Djawnpur). (To these must be added the extensive article on 
Ahmadabad that appeared in a Marg monograph, reproduced in this 
volume.) Entries on the history and architecture of  cities that served 
as headquarters for provincial governors during Sultanate and Mughal 
times include Baroach (Bharoc), Bidar, Chanderi (Canderi), Daulatabad 
(Dawlatabad), Dhar, Hansi, Idar and Nagore (Nagawr). Lesser centres 
with evidence of  building activity are also covered, such as Jalor (Djalor), 
Etawa (Itawa), Kalpi, Kanauj (Kanawdj), Maner and Narnaul (Nar-
nawl). And then there are remotely located and rarely visited citadels 
with structural remains, like Gawligarh, Kalyani, Kandahar, Mahur, 
Naldrug and Narnala, for which John wrote what must be considered 
pioneering descriptions. Another little known site that John investigated 
is Thalner, headquarters of  the early Faruqi sultans on the Tapti river; 
his � eld report is published here for the � rst time.

This series of  articles is accompanied by others in EI that concentrate 
on Indian Islamic dynasties, such as the Bahmanis, Barid Shahis, Lodis 
and Mughals; the last of  these is a multi-author entry, for which John 
contributed extended sections on history and numismatics. Then there 
are treatments of  particular regions, giving the politico-geographical 
backgrounds to local architectural styles: thus Bihar, Gujarat (Gudjarat), 
Hyderabad (Haydarabad) state, Karnatak, Khandesh, Mewar and 
Mirath (Meerut). The most wide-ranging of  these pieces is the multi-
author introductory entry on India (Hind), for which John wrote the 
sections on languages and on Muslim architecture (the latter reproduced 
in this volume). John was also responsible for separate pieces on the 
Yamuna (Djamna) and Ganga rivers.

John’s entries for EI also embrace a number of  miniature biographi-
cal pieces, demonstrating his wide interest in the Muslim period. Here 
we � nd accounts of  the lives of  royal � gures such as Humayun Shah 
Bahmani of  Bidar, Ahmad Nizam Shah and Husayn Nizam Shah of  
Amadnagar, Hushang Shah Ghuri of  Mandu and Ibrahim Shah Sharki 
of  Jaunpur. Then there are the careers of  the Princes Mirza �Askari, the 
third son of  Babur, and Daniyal, the youngest son of  Akbar, and Mirza 
Aziz ‘Koka’, his foster-brother. Among military � gures that John writes 
about are Jalal al-Din Ahasan, one of  Muhammad bin Tughluq’s com-
manders, destined to become the � rst independent sultan of  Madura(i); 
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and Raja Man Singh, the outstanding general of  the Mughal forces 
under Akbar. John’s interests also encompassed the religious life of  
Muslim India and his commissions for EI include biographies of  Jafar 
Sharif, author of  Kanan-i Islam, a work that describes the beliefs and 
practices of  South Indian Muslims; Ahmad Hanswari, a Su�  mystic of  
the Chisthi order; and Ni�mat Allah and his family, who introduced the 
teachings of  the Persian Ni�mat Allahiyya order to the Bahmani court. 
In other articles John discusses particular communities in India: thus 
Jains, and their relationship with the Mughal emperors; Habshis, the 
African slaves who rose to prominence at the various sultanate courts; 
and Hindus, as seen from the point of  view of  Muslim writers and 
geographers, as well as by Akbar himself.

John was fascinated by religious practices of  Muslim India and wrote 
two pieces in EI on the auspicious viewing of  a deity or human � gure 
(Darshan), as adopted by Akbar and other Mughal emperors, and wor-
ship of  footprints and other relics of  the Prophet (Kadam Sharif), and 
the shrines built expressly for this purpose. The entry on war (Harb), 
co-authored with S.A.A. Rizvi, covers the choice of  battle grounds, 
order of  battle, strategy and tactics, and tricks and stratagems. There 
are also articles on Mawalkib, or processions, such as wedding ceremo-
nies, courtly pageants, royal hunts and the parades of  Muharram; on 
Marasim, the ceremonial etiquette at the Muslim courts, especially the 
practice of  darbar; on Nithar, the distribution of  largesse by scatter-
ing coins, much beloved by Muslim rulers and their subjects; and on 
royal kitchens and cuisine (Matbakh). Courtly titles are considered in 
entries on Khaja-i Jahan (Khadja-i Djahan), used for various sorts of  
dignitaries; Mir (from amir) and Mirza, adopted by nobles in both the 
Sultanate and Mughal administrations; Mushrif, an overseer, supervi-
sor or accountant general; and Nakib, an of� cial responsible for royal 
proclamations, but who often assumed a military role. John also wrote 
entries on the mint (Dar al Darb), in which he discusses coinage in 
Sultanate and Mughal India, and on tax (Dariba), where he deals with 
land revenues and cash salaries; measures of  length and area used for 
land assessments are described in Misala. In his imaginative article on 
the balance (al-Mizan) John considers pictorial representations of  the 
Mughal emperors seated in metal pans, weighed against coins and 
precious stones.

In addition to these diverse encyclopaedic entries John was a consci-
entious book reviewer, regularly supplying contribution to BSOAS over 
a period of  more than 20 years. Here too can be seen John’s overall 
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shift in interest from studies on linguistics relevant to South Asian lan-
guages to works on Indian Islamic history, culture and architecture. Two 
reviews may be singled out, since they provided John with opportunities 
for broad ranging discussions. An extended article in BSOAS focusing 
on Sidney Toy’s Strongholds of  India (“A study of  forti� cation . . .”) gave 
John an excuse to comment on the inadequate state of  knowledge of  
the subject, and lament the lack of  reliable maps for even the most 
important forti� ed cities and hilltop citadels of  Muslim India. His 
comments on Z.A. Desai’s Indo-Islamic architecture in Art and Archaeology 

Research Papers drew attention to several well-entrenched, but nonethe-
less uncertain identi� cations and datings. John much admired Desai’s 
broad introductory approach to the subject, and doubtless hoped that 
one day he might supplement this work with a volume of  his own.

* * *

This somewhat cursory listing of  John’s entries in EI and various 
journals and multi-author works, together with a brief  mention of  his 
book reviews, can hardly do justice to John’s command of  virtually all 
aspects of  Indian Muslim history, culture and architecture. Hopefully 
these notices will serve to supplement the articles on building typologies 
and historical sites that are reproduced in full here, for in the end it is 
John’s writings on Indian Islamic architecture that form the most coher-
ent body of  work. Though John was never able to realize his ambition 
of  authoring a comprehensive survey of  Indo-Islamic architecture, his 
articles, when assembled together, as in this volume, give the best pos-
sible idea of  what he probably intended to do. Occasionally out of  date 
from the point of  view of  recent research and bibliographic references, 
they are nonetheless brimming with essential data that should bene� t 
scholars, students and travellers alike.
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