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SPECIAL FEATURES

Entry to
the Palace

Marriage Pavilion
This lavish hall used for royal weddings features themes of 
Christianity, Hindu and Islam in its design. The highlight is the 
octagonal painted glass ceiling featuring peacock motifs, the 
bronze chandelier and the colonnaded turquoise pillars.

Public Durbar Hall
The open-air hall contains a priceless collection of paintings 
by Raja Ravi Varma and opens into an expansive balcony 
supported by massive pillars with an ornate painted ceiling of 
10 incarnations of Vishnu. 

Doll’s Pavilion
The  rst exhibit, the Doll’s Pavilion, displays the gift collection 
of 19th- and early-20th-century dolls, statues and Hindu idols 
that were given to the maharaja by dignitaries from around 
the world.

Elephant Gate
Next to the Doll’s Pavilion, this brass gate has four bronze 
elephants inlaid at the bottom, an intricate double-headed 
eagle up the top and a hybrid lion-elephant creature (the state 
emblem of Karnataka) in the centre.
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Private Durbar Hall
Rosewood doors lead into this hall, which is richly decorated 
with stained-glass ceilings, steel grill work and chandeliers. It 
houses the Golden Throne, only on display to the public during 
Dasara.
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Golden Howdah
At the far end of the Doll’s Pavilion, a wooden elephant howdah 
decorated with 80kg of gold was used to carry the maharaja 
in the Dasara festival. It now carries the idol of goddess 
Chamundeswari.
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Mysore Palace
The interior of Mysore Palace houses 
opulent halls, royal paintings, intricate 
decorative details, as well as sculptures 
and ceremonial objects. There is a lot of 
hidden detail and much to take in, so be 
sure to allow yourself at least a few hours 
for the experience. A guide can also be 
invaluable.

After entering the palace the  rst exhibit 
is the Doll’s Pavilion  , which showcases 
the maharaja’s  ne collection of traditional 
dolls and sculptures acquired from around 
the world. Opposite the Elephant Gate  
you’ll see the seven cannons that were used 
for special occasions, such as the birthdays 
of the maharajas. Today the cannons are 
still  red as part of Dasara festivities.

At the end of the Doll’s Pavilion you’ll 
 nd the Golden Howdah  . Note the 
 y whisks on either side; the bristles are 
made from  ne ivory.

Make sure you check out the paintings 
depicting the Dasara procession in the 
halls on your way to the Marriage 
Pavilion  and look into the courtyard 
to see what was once the wrestling arena. 
It’s now used during Dasara only. In the 
Marriage Pavilion, take a few minutes 
to scan the entire space. You can see the 
in uence of three religions in the design 
of the hall: the glass ceiling represents 
Christianity, stone carvings along the 
hallway ceilings are Hindu design and 
the top- oor balcony roof (the traditional 
ladies’ gallery) has Islamic-style arches.

When you move through to the Private 
Durbar Hall  , take note of the intricate 
ivory inlay motifs depicting Krishna in 
the rosewood doors. The Public Durbar 
Hall  is usually the last stop where you 
can admire the panoramic views of the 
gardens through the Islamic arches.
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Start your Keralan adventure in the capital, Thiruvananthapuram (Trivandrum). 
Spend a day visiting the zoological gardens and the nearby museums before making the 
half-hour hop to the beach at the well-developed resort of Kovalam. Backpackers might 
prefer to head further north to Varkala, a holy town thanks to its Janardhana Temple 
and alluring for its dizzying clifftop guesthouse and restaurant enclave. Chill out here 
with some yoga or surfing for a few days before continuing north to Kollam (Quilon), 
where you can take a canoe tour through the canals and backwaters around Munroe 
Island. Ditch the bus or train and take the full-day tourist cruise through the canals to 
Alappuzha (Alleppey) with an overnight stop at the Matha Amrithanandamayi Mis­
sion (p287), the pink ashram of ‘The Hugging Mother’. Moving on to Alleppey, you’re 
in houseboat central. Scout out for a houseboat or canoe operator and discover what the 
sublime backwaters are all about. Continuing north on the rail line to Kochi (Cochin), 
take the short ferry ride to Fort Cochin, Kerala’s former colonial outpost. Aromatic sea-
food barbecues, wonderfully warm homestays, colonial-era mansions, Kathakali shows 
and the intriguing Jewish quarter at Mattancherry make this a fascinating place to 
while away a few days.

Classic Kerala
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Begin in cosmopolitan Mumbai (Bombay), the beating heart of Bollywood and site of 
some of the nation’s best shopping, eating and drinking opportunities. Take a sunset 
stroll along Marine Dr, a curvaceous oceanside promenade dubbed the ‘Queen’s Neck-
lace’ because of its sparkling night lights, finishing with a plate of bhelpuri (fried rounds 
of dough with rice, lentils and chutney) and a neck massage on Chowpatty Beach. Catch 
a ferry to Elephanta Island from Mumbai’s historic Gateway of India to marvel at its 
stunning rock-cut temples and impressive triple-faced sculpture of Lord Shiva. Next, 
head northeast to explore the ancient cave art at Ajanta and Ellora. Located within 
100km of each other, the incredible frescoed Buddhist caves of Ajanta are clustered 
along a horseshoe-shaped gorge, while the rock-cut caves of Ellora – which contain a 
mix of Hindu, Jain and Buddhist shrines – are situated on a 2km-long escarpment near 
Aurangabad. After soaking up cave culture, journey southwest to Pune, Maharashtra’s 
IT hub, and its excellent museums, bars and the infamous Osho International Meditation 
Resort. Next stop is the tropical beach haven of Goa for some soul-reviving sandcastle 
therapy. Wander through a lush spice plantation, visit Portuguese-era cathedrals at Old 
Goa, shop at Anjuna’s colourful flea market and take your pick from dozens of fabulous 
beach resorts before travelling east to the traveller hotspot of Hampi in neighbouring 
Karnataka. Ramble around Hampi’s enigmatic boulder-strewn landscape and imagine 
what life here was like when it was a centre of the mighty Vijayanagar empire. Make the 
long trip down to Mysore to explore the Maharaja’s Palace, one of India’s grandest royal 
buildings, and shop for silk and sandalwood in its colourful markets. From Mysore it’s 
an exciting bus ride into the Western Ghats and across the Keralan border to Wayanad 
Wildlife Sanctuary, a pristine forest and jungle reserve and one of the best places in 
the south to spot wild elephants. Finally, take the hair-raising road down to the coast 
and make your way to Kochi, Kerala’s intriguing colonial city where a blend of Portu-
guese, Dutch and English history combines with wonderful homestays and a buzzing 
traveller scene.
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2 
WEEKS

Start in Hyderabad, capital of Andhra 
Pradesh and a wealth of centuries-old 
Islamic monuments. Don’t miss the im-
pressive 16th-century Golconda Fort, then 
make the long trip south to Bengaluru 
(Bangalore), where you can spend a few 
days indulging in culinary and shopping 
delights. For a taste of the city’s royal past 
visit the 18th-century Tipu Sultan’s Palace 
and whimsical Bengaluru Palace. Next 
stop is the royal city of Mysore. Gawp 
at the Maharaja’s Palace, an uber-grand 
complex topped with rhubarb-red and 
chalky-white domes. Put on your hiking 
boots now and head for the hills, south 
to Tamil Nadu’s wonderful Mudumalai 
Tiger Park, where you can spot wild 
elephants on jeep safaris or trek through 
pristine jungle. Next stop is the cool hill 
town of Ooty (Udhagamandalam), one of 
South India’s most-loved summer holiday 
retreats. Take the toy train down to Coim-
batore, then cross the border into Kerala 
and the emerald-green tea-covered hills 
of Munnar, with some fine hiking and 
secluded accommodation in the surround-
ing forests. Finish with some optimistic 
tiger spotting and jungle trekking at pretty 
Periyar Wildlife Sanctuary.

Tamil Nadu’s 
Temples

1 
WEEK

If temples are your thing, Tamil Nadu is 
the place to be. Delve into the rich his-
tory of Chennai (Madras) with a wander 
around the Government Museum before 
visiting the ancient Shiva Kapaleeshwarar 
Temple, San Thome Cathedral, and the 
military memorabilia at Fort St George 
museum. Travel south to beachside 
Mamallapuram (Mahabalipuram) to 
explore the superb rock-cut shrines that 
hark back to the Pallava dynasty. Time 
to move on to Tiruvannamalai to see 
the Arunachaleshwar Temple, one of the 
country’s largest sacred complexes. Take 
a break from Hindu temples at Pudu­
cherry (Pondicherry) to feast your eyes on 
the faded buildings of the French Quarter 
and the 18th-century Church of Our Lady 
of the Immaculate Conception. For more 
spiritual sustenance head to Trichy 
(Tiruchirappalli), site of the memorable 
hilltop Rock Fort Temple and a gaggle of 
important Hindu shrines. Head south to 
Madurai to savour the incredible Meen-
akshi Amman Temple, considered by many 
to be the pinnacle of South Indian temple 
architecture. Finally, head to the southern 
tip of India at Kanyakumari, home to the 
Kumari Amman temple.
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