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The spectacular yellow sandstone city Imer is loca-
ted in the heart of the T sthan, on the
western border of India. Rising out of the vast expanse of
sand which seems almost liquid in the blazing heas
mer i5 a mirage, glowing golden like 1 jewel, tex
by the sculptor's shisel and maller, There is nor a single
running stream in the 15,000 square miles of desert land
but, as the waters of the meagre monsoon drain down the
sand hills, they are dammed vo form lakes. Though ephe-
meral, they are the life source of the populace. The area
cansupportonly asparse population. On an av
are two to three families per square mile, living in
and villages scattered in an undularing landscape of ochre
sand.

Jaisalmer was established in the early twelfth century by
the Bharo king Jassal as the capital of his remitories char
lay vo the east of the river Indus and north of the Rann of
Kutch, The Bhawis were descendans of rulers who had buile
many glorious forts and cities in North India. But the r
ges of time had pushed the illustrious race into an obscu
comerof the Indian desers, with their capital ar the anci

mlers

ot

* Biographical note - see page 176,

ome twenty kilomerres

trade city of Lodors rom Jaisl
met. For reasons c ence, Jaisal sought o new location
for his capital. The myth associated with the loc 3
the citadel of Jaisalmer on the striple-peaked ma
to Krishna who is said to have blessed the site with freeh
water. The ancient water source
led, was the focus of the carly settlement on the mount.

i

Jaisal ordered the citizens of Lodorva to cvacuate the old

city and lay out their houses anew in the new capital of Jui-

e others buile
ve Morth and

royaley were settled within the citadel, w
ar the foot of the hill, extending
= East, berween the sand
From the time of its establis
A.D, Jaisalmerwent through a period of growth an
solidation. The city Mlourished largely because
uion on the trade roure berween Persia Central Indis,
The crown filled its coffe
of the city and passing caravans

The architecture and urban form of
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An elaborztely carved
fagade.

A street profile,

of theological origin ; they are the physical expression of
forces that affect the daily lives of people, representative
of their self-image, wealth and aspirations, Assimilarion
of the forces of social patterning, historical conciousness,
political and cultumlinfluences, religious habits and rirual,
symbolic associations, topography, geography, climarte, the
testicted availabilicy of materials, behavioural parterns,

functions, and most of all the insticurionalised craftsmans-
hip have led to the sichness, vasicty and vitally human qua-
lities of the built environment,

Growing out of the hill, moulded by the clements, the wall
of the citadel curves sinuously into bartlements. The inner
wall follows the curve of the outer wall and encloscs bet
ween them an area for the weapons of defence. In a pro-
tective ring along the inner wall are the Rajput (warrior)
houscholds, who were responsible for manning the bas-
tions. It issaid tharan underground passage connected the
basementsof the houses, forming a subtermanean street thar
was used to diseribute supplies of ammunition vo the bas-
tons during times of warand also provide the warions routes
of escape from the enemy.

The palace of the king is a part of the ring of Rajput hou-
ses, and controls the access into the Citade] through four
large gateways or pols. The stone path from the city below
winds its way upwards at a steep slope berween the mas-
sive stone walls of the prisons, puncruated by drcular warch
towers and colonnades for the senries, and leads into the
main square. The royal square does nor conform to rigid
architectural canans and has grown into its present form
through the centuries, guided by the changing relation-
ship of the king and his subjects. It accommodates in the
form of buildings his varied rolles, as the religious and cere-
monial head (remples and stepped platform), as the dis-
penser of justice (court), the protector and benefactor of
the city (granary and gateway), and the symbol of pamp
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and grandeur of the state (pleasure palace : guy wilas).
Although the buildings are placed informally, in relation
tor the street pattem, they are always at the focus of the cere-
monial axis of each activity. From the royal square, the inha-
birants of the citadel distribure themselves into their paras
through narmow sureets. The streets traverse through each
paraand broaden into showis from which narmower lanes
diverge to each house, The chowk is 2 community meet-
ing place. It is the locarion for a well or a temple. The sereers
are not mere passages but are a partof the hicrarchy of open
spaces that range from private to public, Their spatial
qualities invite activity and interaction. They are narrow
and shaded from the scorching sun, deep and winding
10 exclude the fury of the desert sandstorms, intimate
in scale as the architecronic elements occur at 2 pedestrian
pace.

The rerritory of each house is expressed on the street by a
raised platform. While lounging on these platforms, the
men of the houschold seek the company of their neigh-
bours, seated a few yards across, a few feet above, a few
feet below ot just walking by. From the platform, the entry
into the house is defined by an elaborately carved door,
guarded by the protective symbol of two horses flanking
the lintel. The private inner courtyard is never visible from
the front door. The floor steps over a threshold into the
front reom, Pirchers of cold water define the transition into
the courtyard, The ceneral courtyard is the care of the house,
lts functions are many, It isa light well, a ventilation shaft,
a play space for infants, a bathing and washing space. and
an arca for the activities from the adjoining rooms to spill
into. Directly off the courtyard isa dining verandah, which
extends around the comer eo form & kirchen. The women
in the kitchen arc screened from view by a falf, In the dark
depths of the house, behind the dining and cooking spa-
ces, are the store rooms and the prayer sanciuary, From a

Deetail of carving,

Steps and seairs.

The eexture of the city as

seen from the roof-top of 2

haveli
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corner of the courtyard, the staircase rises steeply to the
upper floars. The rooms on the first floor are essentially
uscd for sleeping. If the family is  large one, the houses
go up to three, even four floors.

On the upper floors, the rooms extend into terraces and
munya.i. bathed by the warmth of the welcome winter
sun, but cooled on summer cvenings and nights by the
desert breeze, Balconies and carved screens perforate the
walls of the upper rooms to funnel in the lightest brecze
and to provide a point of visual contact with the street or
courtyard helow, The delicate scrcens allow the women of
the household to peep down into the street, The termces
are treated as rooms open to the sky and enclosed by para-
pet walls, Punttutfd into the parap ings and

seem to occur very casually. As the courses of stone rise to
the level of the lintel, brackets emerge out of the walls. The
bracket, in its most rudimentary form, consists of two ot
three courses of stone corbelled successively fusrther out of
a wall or column to suppor a lintel, balcony, a shelf, or
asloped awning above it, In the architecture of Jaisalmer,
this elementary device, common to most traditions of stone
masonry construction, has however undergone a process
of evolution into @ highly decorative, intricately embellis-
hed visual element. Asa means of reducing the span of
openings, the corbelled bracket cousses evolved into three-
pointed and five-pointed arch forms, eliminaring the lin-
tel altogether. As a supporting element for rhcialmy.

are op 4
erforations which allow the breeze to flow thraugh ar the
evel of the floor. From the vantage point of the termces,
the urban mass is seen as aseries of open spaces atdifferent
levels. As the floors and baleonies step out, they shade the
streets below, Sometimes, they even bridge across the nar-
tow strects and help amiculate the boundares of 2
communiry.
The city of Jaisalmer is densely formed with thousands of
such courryard houses packed closely together. Some of the
houses are large, some small, some simple, some elabo-
rate, bur all follow the same basic principles of organisa-
tion and construction. When the citizens of Lodorva moved
to Jaisalmer, they carried with them the exquisitely carved
Dbrsckets, columns, lintel boards, prayer niches, pampets
and screens as part of their treasured belongings, These buil-
ding elemcnts were carved out of the yellow sandstone avail-
able at quarrics on the outskirts of Lodorva, The peaple
built their new houses of the same matcrial, incorporating
their carved pieces wherever possible. It was almast as if
their old houses were dismantled and reassembled again,
chiselled and trimmed to fie the new location. The wadi-
tion continued in the later buildings, which also follow the
established system of construction, weaving the city into
one visual fabric. The construction was a highly sophisti-
cated system of assembly in stone, which offered ample
scope to the owner and the builder wo express their indivi-
duality and crtat‘rvig in the rendering and placing of the
numerous pre-carved building elements, while maintain-
ing at the same time a very strict order in the grammar of
design. Thick walls of solid stone laid dry, or in lime or
‘moiar, rise from the ground and enclose a basement.
The roof of the basement is expressed at the ground level
as a high plinth, aniculared with a earved border of
inverced lotus petals. Steps and stairs lkeading to the high
tforms are infcninusly improvised to suit the
b requirements of cach house.
thick stone wall i P :! wid:v:ryf:wape-
nings on to the street, Within the house they break into
columns, piersand pilasters ar the _gmund level. Carcfully
bonded into the are shelves, niches, lampstands, small
ions for light and ventilation, a figurinc of a deity,
ks for drapes and wooden pegs for hangings. Each cle-
ment is formed wq.linmctitgépurpou - 1o store clothes,
books, utensils, jars, grain, condimenits or water pots. Their
locations and shapes are prederermined, and yet they
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fharoka, and floor projections, the bracket evolved intoan
intricately carved Ided el which enhanced
and chanacterised the typical street profile of the city.
The roafs are made of layers of timber logs. a topping of
packed earth, and sometimes a finishing layer of stone. In
the havelis, the roofs arc often made of large stone slabs
spanning across the width of the rooms. The public halls
in the house of the rich are decorated spectacularly with
ceilings of timber, inlaid with ivory, embossed mother-of-
pearl and gilded floral pawerns in paint or lime plaser.
As the first floor steps out from the heavy stone walls on
elaborarcly carved brackets, the walls dramarically trans-
form in character into thin pancls that cool quickly in the
evening breeze. The facades break up into little balconies,
E]mwctcd by stone awnings or cupolas, filigreed pancls,
liated pampet walls between slendercolumns, from whose
capitals spring brackets thar are often shaped into varied
forms, Atirregularintervals, prominent water spouts thrust
out horizoncally. Inside the pavilions of filtered light, the
stone floor rises at the edges into window scats and ben.
ches overlooking the streetsor inner courtyards. Asthe buil-
dings risc higher, the facades become more playful. But
at the rooftops, the strong order of the building system is
presscd again by the reviculate wrellis of milings and balus-
wrades. The rectilinear balustrades terminate bulbously into
lotus buds and point sk s. Form, parcern and line are
?y in light and shade, creating thythms on the streets
the city,




