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The magic of nature is the calling card for visitors to Niagara Falls. “Thunder of the waters” is
what the native Americans call it. The description fits these magnificent falls perfectly.
They rush down with an inexorable force, their spray rising to the skies
and mingling with the cottony clouds. A visit to the Niagara Falls—spectacular by
night and day—is a once-in-a-lifetime experience.
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The magic of nature is the calling card for visitors to Niagara Falls. “Thunder of the waters” is
what the native Americans call it. The description fits these magnificent falls perfectly
They rush down with an inexorable force, their spray rising lo the skies
and mingling with the cottony clouds. A visit to the Niagara Falls—spectacular by
night and day—is a once-in-a-lifetime experience
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visit to the Taj Mahal is a pilgrimage, as much

for its architectural beauty, as for an emperor's undying love and the
wondrous monument he raised to perpetuate’ it.

Verbal efforts generally fail to convey the incredible beauty, the romance
and the legend that shroud the Taj Mahal. Rabindranath Tagore called it a
teardrop glistening on the cheek of time. Edwin Arnold came equally close
when he remarked that it was “not a piece of architecture, as other buildings
are, but the proud passion of an emperor's love wrought in living stone.”

Shah Jahan, the fifth Mughal emperor built the Taj Mahal in 1631 as a
loving tribute to the memory of his second wife, Mumtaz Mahal. When she
extracted a promise from the emperor to build the world's most beautiful
mausoleum? in her memory, to keep the story of their love alive, perhaps
she intuitively knew that her end was near. Shortly after, she died in
Burhanpur while accompanying her husband on a military campaign, after
giving birth to their 14th child. It is said that Shah Jahan was inconsolable?
to the point of contemplating abdication in favour of his sons. It is also
claimed that the emperor was so devastated? that over the next few months

his hair became completely grey.
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Shortly after her burial in Burhanpur, it became obvious that the cost of
transporting the mind-boggling amount of marble stone to Burhanpur would be
prohibitively® high. Besides, the emperor's personal supervision would be
negligible if the monument was built so far away from the capital of the
empire. After great deliberation, the decision was taken to construct the
mausoleum in Agra on a large strip of land near the Yamuna. Six months
after her burial in Burhanpur, her body was exhumed® and reburied in a
temporary grave in Agra. After completion of the Taj, it was planned to
transfer the Empress' remains to the crypt of the new tomb. However, she lay

in her temporal grave for twenty two years, while the work on her tomb

continued.
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it for almost a quarter Bentury The tombas
fittings and furnishings, “including Tich Per
candlesticks. It is reliably reporte
to the entrance were looted«‘
sheet of pearls that covered :
Ali Khan in 1720. The monument is ~on a hi , ne plinth.
This is topped by an enormous white marble terrace. It is on this platform
that the edifice with the famous dome, flanked by four tapering minarets,
rests. The Makrana white marble of the Taj Mahal assumes subtle variations
of light, tint and tone at different times of the day. At dawn it takes on a soft
dreamy aspect; at noon, it appears a dazzling white, and in the moonlight the
dome looks like a huge iridescent pearl. Not surprisingly, then, the Taj is
today regarded world wide as a supreme labour of love. So remarkable is the
workmanship that the Taj has been described as having been designed by
giants and completed by accomplished jewellers. It is a unique example of
architectural balance, artistry and exquisite workmanship.

The emperor was deposed by his son Aurangzeb in 1658, and
imprisoned in the Agra Fort where he spent the last eight years of his life. He
was held captive in the Jasmine Tower, which he had built for his wife. It is
-an octagonal’ building and surmounts the largest bastion of the Agra Fort
and faces the river side, and a clear view of the Taj standing tall beside the
Yamuna river. During his incarceration, his only companion was his favourite
daughter Jahanara, who was elected to share her father's imprisonment. The
heartbroken former emperor's only solace® was perhaps to look eastwards
from his prison, with nostalgic yearning at the temple of love he had created
for his beloved Mumtaz.

It is night as I stand at the window of my hotel room, within two
kilometres of the mausoleum. The October full moon slides out from behind a
thin veil of clouds, in a silver grey sky. From this distance, the pure white
marble shimmers in ethereal beauty, and fills the heart and eyes to abundance,
to silence, to prayer. However, despite the brilliance of its stone, the tomb

appears shrouded in melancholy in the cold light. T get the impression that it
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radiates an eternal sorrow, perhaps because it is such a perfect creation in an
impossibly imperfect world. Even though this is my fifth visit to the Taj, I
stand transfixed, spellbound, and deeply touched by all that it symbolises.
Here, in these stones lies the quintessence of a rare and lasting beauty,
created by an emperor's burning passion to perpetuate the memory of his lost

love.
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perpetuate [pa(:)'petjueit] vt. 1# 4k 4 1R A

mausoleum [moa:sa'liam] n. [k &

inconsolable[.inkan'saulabl] adj. 14 & %k % 44

devastate ['devesteit] vt. %3 ;devastated ady 933784, E 1764, B4 69
prohibitive[pra'hibitiv, prau-] adj. 2.k 44, 394 64

prohibitively adv. 5t #F % AL H , 42 FELIEAF 3

exhume [eks'hju:m] vt. 3 4

. octagonal [ok'teeganl] adj. /\ fi

8. solace ['solas] n. %4t
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m n the way to Machu Picchu, T was happy for this decision. There were
only very few tourists to go to the major sight of the country. In the

afternoon, I discovered that all visitors to the ruins had disappeared to catch

the train back to Cuzco, so I was left all alone on that high spot in the
Andes—it seemed that the ruins were for me alone. I truly enjoyed this
opportunity. The clouds rolled in and this made us feel like I were in heaven.
As the sun rose I began to see the light strike the different areas of the rock
sculpted city. It was so peaceful and beautiful.

The ruins of Machu Picchu are one of the most beautiful and
enigmatic’ ancient sites in the world. Legends and myths indicate that
Machu Picchu (meaning “Old Peak™) was revered as a sacred place from a
far earlier time. Whatever its origins, the Inca turned the site into a small (5
square miles) but extraordinary city.
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into three areas — agricultural, mbaﬂ, and religious. A The structures are
arranged so that the function of the buildings matches the form of their
surroundings. The agricultural terracing and aqueducts take advantage of the
natural slopes; the lower areas contain buildings occupied by farmers and
teachers, and the most important religious areas are located at the crest of the
hill, overlooking the lush Urabamba Valley thousands of feet below.

The buildings are thought to have been planned and built under the
supervision of professional Inca architects. Most of the structures are built of
granite blocks cut with bronze or stone tools, and smoothed with sand. It is a
miracle that the blocks fit together perfectly without mortar?, although none
of the blocks are the same size and have many faces. The joints are so tight
that even the thinnest of knife blades can't be forced between the stones.

Another unique thing about Machu Picchu is the integration of the
architecture into the landscape. Existing stone formations were used in the
construction of structures, sculptures are carved into the rock, water flows
through cisterns and stone channels, and temples hang on steep precipices®.

The houses had steep thatched roofs and trapezoidal doors; windows
were unusual. Some of the houses were two stories tall; the second story was
probably reached by ladder, which likely was made of rope since there
weren't many trees at Machu Picchu's altitude®. The houses, in groups of up
to ten gathered around a communal courtyard, or aligned on narrow terraces,
were connected by narrow alleys.

One of the most important things found at Machu Picchu is the intihu-
atana, which is a column of stone rising from a block of stone the size of a
grand piano. Intihuatana literally means *“for tying the sun”, although it is
usually translated as “hitching post of the sun”. As the winter solstice ap-
proached, when the sun seemed to disappear more each day, a priest would
hold a ceremony to tie the sun to the stone to prevent the sun from disap-

pearing altogether.
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