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Abstract

Mughal art, renowned for its fusion of Persian, Central Asian, and Indian aesthetics, has left a profound
and enduring mark on India’s visual and material culture—particularly in the realm of fashion. The
elaborate ornamentation, signature motifs, luxurious textiles, and elegant silhouettes rooted in the Mughal
period continue to inspire contemporary fashion designers. Miniature paintings from the Mughal era depict
scenes from court life, mythological tales, and intricate floral motifs, all of which find resonance in modern
attire.This paper explores the sustained relevance of Mughal art in Indian fashion, tracing its origins,
colonial disruptions, revivalist movements post-independence, and its contemporary reimagining by
modern designers. Through visual and cultural analysis, case studies, and documentation of heritage craft
clusters, this research underscores the importance of preserving Mughal influence as both a creative
reservoir and a cultural identity marker. The study also advocates for its inclusion in design education and
its positioning within sustainable fashion frameworks.
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1. Introduction

The Mughal Empire (1526-1857) not only shaped India’s political history but also transformed its cultural
landscape. Known for their patronage of art, architecture, and craftsmanship, the Mughals introduced an
aesthetic that merged Islamic design traditions with indigenous Indian artistry. This synthesis created a
visual language that continues to resonate, particularly in clothing and textiles.

Fashion in the Mughal court was much more than personal adornment—it was a reflection of hierarchy,
identity, and artistry. Clothing conveyed social standing, religious beliefs, and regional affiliations. Rich
fabrics, distinctive cuts, and intricate handwork were central to this era, and they laid the groundwork for
many of India’s traditional crafts. Today, these elements are not only preserved in museums and
manuscripts but are actively revived and reinterpreted by Indian fashion designers, making Mughal art a
timeless influence in the industry.
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This paper delves into how Mughal aesthetics transitioned from royal ateliers to contemporary design
studios and bridal ateliers, shaping trends and techniques across centuries.

2. Historical Foundations of Mughal Fashion Aesthetics
2.1 The Aesthetic Vision of the Mughals

Mughal aesthetics were deeply rooted in symmetry, botanical harmony, and spiritual geometry. Inspired
by Persian gardens, Islamic calligraphy, and indigenous artistic traditions, Mughal design emphasized unity
and elegance. These ideals seamlessly extended into fashion. Garments were designed with precise
layering, coordinated motifs, and a harmonious blend of color, texture, and form.

2.2 Fashion and Textile Practices During the Mughal Era

Historical texts and paintings from the reigns of emperors such as Akbar, Jahangir, and Shah Jahan offer
rich insights into the sartorial culture of the time. Their wardrobes featured:

« Fabrics: Exquisite textiles such as fine muslin from Bengal, silk from Kashmir, brocades from
Banaras, and velvets from Gujarat were commonly used.

o Silhouettes: Iconic garments like the Jama, Angarkha, Sherwani, Churidar, and flowing Dupatta
defined Mughal fashion.

o Embroidery: Techniques like zardozi, aari, gota-patti, badla, and resham were used to embellish
garments, adding opulence and detail.

These garments were not just markers of royalty but also set the foundation for regional textile crafts that
remain significant to this day.

3. Mughal Art as an Ongoing Source of Fashion Inspiration
3.1 Miniature Paintings as Style Archives

Mughal miniature paintings offer valuable references for the fashion of that era. Manuscripts such as the
Akbarnama and Padshahnama depict detailed representations of court attire, turban styles, footwear,
jewelry, and textiles. These visuals provide contemporary designers with authentic historical references to
reinterpret for today’s consumers.

3.2 Motifs and Design Elements
Several motifs popularized during the Mughal period have persisted through centuries:

o Floral sprigs inspired by Persian gardens.

o Paisleys, signifying fertility and eternity.

« Butis and jaals (grid-like patterns) that enhanced surface decoration.

e Architectural motifs, such as arches, domes, and jali work, translated into embroidery layouts and
garment paneling.

These motifs hold symbolic as well as aesthetic significance, especially in bridal and ceremonial attire,
where tradition and storytelling converge.
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3.3 Evolution of Embroidery Traditions
The Mughal period saw the birth and refinement of India’s most celebrated embroidery styles:

e Zardozi, once exclusive to royalty, is now a staple of Indian bridal couture.

e Chikankari, introduced by Empress Nur Jahan, continues to define the elegant, understated charm
of Lucknowi fashion.

e Aari and Sozni are prevalent in Kashmir, while gota-patti and badla embellishments flourish in
Rajasthan and Gujarat.

These embroidery techniques are still practiced widely and contribute significantly to rural employment
and heritage preservation.

4. Contemporary Reinterpretations of Mughal Aesthetics
4.1 Fashion Designers as Cultural Interpreters

Modern Indian designers frequently draw on Mughal references to create culturally resonant and globally
appealing collections:

« Ritu Kumar pioneered the revival of ancient weaving and printing techniques and brought Mughal-
style brocades and kalamkaris into contemporary fashion.

« Sabyasachi Mukherjee merges regal Mughal aesthetics with modern bridal wear using antique
zardozi, muted gold tones, and vintage silhouettes.

« Rohit Bal and JJ Valaya incorporate Mughal symbols such as the lotus, deer, and peacock in their
couture lines.

e Tarun Tabhiliani blends Mughal layering with contemporary silhouettes, balancing East and West
with finesse.

Sabyasachi Mukherjee's bridal collections often feature hand-painted motifs inspired by Mughal
miniatures. His creations evoke the grandeur of Mughal courts, with intricate detailing and opulent
fabrics that pay homage to this rich artistic tradition.

Picture Courtesy: weddingwire.in

Mughal embroideries, renowned for their intricate designs and meticulous craftsmanship, continue to
adorn contemporary Indian fashion. Techniques such as zardozi, aari, and Chikankari embroidery are
reminiscent of the opulent embellishments seen on Mughal attire.

We have seen the veteran designer Ritu Kumar incorporating zardozi embroidery into her collections,
creating bridal ensembles that exude luxury and elegance. Her creations feature intricate thread work
and embellishments, capturing the timeless allure of Mughal craftsmanship.
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Picture Courtesy: https://www.vogue.in

Mughal Fabrics: Luxurious Textiles Resurrected:

Luxurious fabrics favoured by the Mughal emperors, such as silk, velvet, and brocade, continue to
inspire contemporary Indian fashion. These fabrics, known for their rich textures and intricate weaves,
add a sense of regal splendour to modern silhouettes.

Manish Malhotra’s recently showcased collection at Ghats of Ganga , featured Banarasi silk, a fabric
synonymous with Mughal grandeur. His creations resurrected traditional motifs and weaving
techniques, reimagined in contemporary designs that honour India's textile heritage.

Picture Courtesy: News18.com

Furthermore, Mughal jewellery, characterized by its intricate designs and use of precious gemstones,
remains a symbol of prestige and luxury in the current Indian fashion too. Ornate necklaces, earrings,
chandbalis, passas, jhumars and bracelets adorned with pearls, dlamonds and emeralds evoke the

grandeur in modern day weddings

The jewellery designs of Amrapali draw inspiration from Mughal aesthetics, featuring intricate filigree
work and gemstone embellishments. Their collections pay homage to the rich tradition of Mughal
jewellery, with pieces that exude timeless elegance and sophistication.

Picture Courtesy:AmrapaliJewels

These designers not only keep Mughal influences alive but also evolve them to suit modern tastes and
market demands.
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4.2 Bollywood’s Role in Revival

Cinema has played a vital role in bringing Mughal aesthetics to mainstream consciousness:

e Mughal-e-Azam (1960) introduced the iconic anarkali silhouette.

« Jodhaa Akbar (2008) revived Rajput-Mughal bridal styles with richly embroidered lehengas and
ornate jewelry.

o Padmaavat (2018) showcased jewel tones, kalidar kurtas, and traditional hair and draping styles.

o Heera mandi (2024) showcased opulent , rich fabrics with heavy embroideries with mughal
inspired jewellery and won awards for it

Picture Courtesy: weddingwire.in

These visual narratives have a lasting impact on consumer behavior and bridal fashion trends.

5. Craft Clusters as Custodians of Mughal Heritage
Several regional clusters continue to uphold Mughal-inspired textile arts:

e Banaras: Famous for brocades with gold and silver threads in Mughal patterns.

Picture Courtesy: Crafts of India and Cottage Industries, UBS Publishers

o Lucknow: Home to the intricate white-on-white chikankari embroidery.

[N Rttt

Picture Courtesy: Crafts of India and Cottage Industries, UBS Publishers
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o Kashmir: Known for sozni, tilla work, and embroidered shawls.

Picture Courtesy: Crafts of India and Cottage Industries, UBS Publishers

« Rajasthan: Practitioners of gota-patti, bandhej, and Mughal-influenced mirror work.

Picture Courtesy: Crafts of India and Cottage Industries, UBS Publishers

Other such clusters are increasingly recognized through design interventions and Gl tagging, which helps
in preserving craftsmanship and ensuring artisan livelihoods.

Picture Courtesy: Crafts of India and Cottage Industries, UBS Publishers

6. Challenges to Preserving Mughal Fashion Heritage

6.1 Commercial Imitation and Craft Dilution

The growing demand for Mughal-inspired aesthetics has led to widespread imitation. Mass production
often sacrifices the integrity and quality of traditional techniques, leading to a loss of authenticity and
devaluation of artisan labor.

6.2 Weak Intellectual Property Protection

Despite the historical and cultural uniqueness of many Mughal-influenced crafts, very few have legal

protection. Gl tags for Banarasi and Lucknowi textiles are exceptions, not the norm. There is a pressing
need for a stronger framework to recognize and protect indigenous craftsmanship.
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6.3 Limited Design Education Exposure

Design education in India rarely includes in-depth modules on historical Indian art. As a result, young
designers may lack the contextual understanding necessary to innovate meaningfully with traditional
aesthetics.

7. Recommendations and Future Directions
7.1 Integrate Mughal Art into Design Education

Fashion schools should offer dedicated courses on Indian art history with practical applications. Exposure
to Mughal architecture, textiles, and miniatures would enrich student perspectives and nurture culturally
rooted design thinking.

7.2 Promote Sustainable Craft Practices

Encouraging slow fashion using handwoven, hand-embroidered Mughal-style techniques aligns with
global sustainability goals. Government schemes, private enterprises, and NGOs should collaborate to
ensure these practices are economically viable.

7.3 Build Archival Resources

Creating digital and physical archives of Mughal fashion elements, motifs, and embroidery technigues can
help researchers, designers, and educators access valuable references for future innovation.

7.4 Strengthen Global Branding

By promoting Mughal-influenced fashion as a distinctive cultural asset, India can enhance its position in
global couture markets. Storytelling, craft provenance, and unique heritage aesthetics can become India’s
fashion signature.

8. Conclusion

Mughal art continues to resonate in India's fashion ecosystem, not as a relic of the past but as a dynamic
source of beauty, identity, and inspiration. Its legacy lives on through embroidery, fabric, silhouette, and
symbol. As the fashion world leans increasingly toward cultural authenticity and slow fashion, Mughal
aesthetics offer both heritage and innovation.

To ensure this tradition thrives, stakeholders across education, policy, design, and industry must
collaborate. Only then can India harness the full potential of its artistic legacy and set new standards for
globally inspired yet locally rooted fashion.
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