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INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING
THE MUGHAL
EMPIRE THROUGH
ITS MAPS

The  Mughal  Empire,
which  ruled  over  the
Indian  subcontinent
from the early 16th to
the  mid-19th  century,
was  one  of  the  most
powerful and influential
e m p i r e s  i n  w o r l d
h i s t o r y .  I t s  v a s t
territory stretched from
t h e  b o r d e r s  o f
Afghanistan  in  the
n o r t h w e s t  t o  t h e
Deccan Plateau in the
south,  and  from  the

Indus River basin in the
west  to  the  Bay  of
Bengal in the east. To
truly  appreciate  the
scale,  administration,
a n d  g e o p o l i t i c a l
significance  of  the
Mughal state, one must
study the map of the
Mughal  Empire .  A
map  is  not  merely  a
geographic tool; it is a
w i n d o w  i n t o  t h e
empire 's  pol i t ica l
boundar ies,  t rade
networks,  cultural
centers,  and  military
strategies.  This  article
p r o v i d e s  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e ,
naturally  flowing  guide
to the Mughal Empire's
cartographic  heritage,
t h e  r e g i o n s  i t
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encompassed, and the
e v o l u t i o n  o f  i t s
m a p p i n g  o v e r
centuries.

THE HISTORICAL
CONTEXT OF
MUGHAL
TERRITORIAL
EXPANSION

The  Mughal  Empire
was founded by Babur
i n  1 5 2 6  a f t e r  h i s
victory at the Battle of
Panipat.  However,  the
empire 's  greatest
territorial  expansion
occurred  under  Akbar
the Great (1556–1605),
who  consolidated  and
extended  Mughal  rule
across  northern  and
central  India.  Later,
under  Aurangzeb
(1658–1707) ,  the
empire  reached  its
largest  geographic
extent, covering nearly
the  en t i r e  I nd ian
s u b c o n t i n e n t .
Understanding  the
Mughal  territorial

e x t e n t  r e q u i r e s
examining  both  the
core  heartlands  and
the  frontier  regions
that  shifted with each
reign.

Key
Regions
Depicted
on a
Mughal
Empire
Map
A detailed map of the
M u g h a l  E m p i r e
typically highlights the
f o l l o w i n g  m a j o r
regions:

Kabul and the
Northwest
Frontier: The
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gateway to
Central Asia and
a crucial buffer
zone against
Persian and
Uzbek incursions.
Punjab: A fertile
agricultural
region and the
cultural
homeland of the
empire’s early
rulers, with
Lahore as a key
administrative
center.
Delhi and Agra:
The political
heartland,
housing the
imperial capital
(Agra under
Akbar,
Shahjahanabad
under Shah
Jahan).
Bengal and
Bihar: Wealthy
eastern
provinces known
for their textiles,
rice production,

and maritime
trade through
the port of
Chittagong.
Gujarat: A major
commercial
region with ports
like Surat that
connected the
empire to global
trade routes.
Deccan
Plateau: The
southern frontier
annexed
gradually,
including the
Sultanates of
Ahmadnagar,
Bijapur, and
Golconda.
Kashmir and
the Himalayan
Foothills:
Valued for their
climate,
agriculture, and
strategic passes.

THE EVOLUTION
OF MUGHAL
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CARTOGRAPHY

Maps  of  the  Mughal
Empire were not static.
They  evolved  from
simple  administrative
sketches  in  Persian
chronicles  to  more
s o p h i s t i c a t e d
cartographic  works
influenced by European
and  Islamic  traditions.
The  te rm  Mughal
c a r t o g r a p h y
encompasses  both
imperial  court  maps
and  regional  journeys
recorded  by  travelers
and governors.

Early
Maps:
The
Akbarna

ma and
the Ain-i-
Akbari
One  of  the  earl iest
systematic  depictions
of the Mughal Empire is
found  in  the  Ain- i -
Akbari,  part  of  Abul
Fazl’s  encyclopedic
work  Akbarnama.  This
text  describes  the
empire’s  provinces
(subas),  their  districts
( s a r k a r s ) ,  a n d
parganas with detailed
tax records. While the
Ain-i-Akbari  does  not
c o n t a i n  m o d e r n -
l o o k i n g  m a p s ,  i t
includes  geographic
descriptions that allow
later  histor ians  to
reconstruct  a  map of
the  Mughal  Empire
under  Akbar .  The
r e g i o n s  w e r e
m e t i c u l o u s l y
categorized,  and  the
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tex t  se rved  as  an
administrative atlas.

European
Contributi
ons to
Mughal
Mapping
From the 16th century
onward,  European
traders,  missionaries,
and  envoys  produced
the i r  own  maps  of
India,  often  based  on
Mughal  sources.  The
Portuguese,  Dutch,
English,  and  French
c a r t o g r a p h e r s
integrated  Mughal
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e
b o u n d a r i e s  w i t h
c o a s t a l  s u r v e y s .
Notable  examples
include  the  maps  of
J an  Huygen  van
Linschoten  (1596)

and  William  Baffin
(1619),  which  include
detailed outlines of the
Mughal territory. These
European  maps  often
o v e r l a p p e d  w i t h
indigenous  knowledge,
c r e a t i n g  h y b r i d
c a r t o g r a p h i c
representations  of  the
empire.

Indigenou
s Mughal
Mapmaki
ng
Traditions
Mugha l  emperors
employed  professional
mapmakers  known  as
naqsh-band  or  taswir-
kash.  These  artists
created  illuminated
maps  (taswir)  that
inc luded  not  on ly
geographic  features
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but  a lso  symbol ic
representations  of
power,  such  as  the
emperor’s court at the
c e n t e r .  S o m e
manuscripts,  like  the
Padshahnama,  contain
miniature  paintings
t h a t  s h o w  t h e
l a n d s c a p e
s c h e m a t i c a l l y .
However ,  most  o f
t h e s e  m a p s  w e r e
intended  for  imperial
eyes  only  and  were
rarely  circulated.  The
s u r v i v a l  o f  a  f e w
o r i g i n a l  Mugha l
E m p i r e  m a p
documents,  such  as
t h e  M u g h a l  A t l a s
attributed to the reign
of Shah Jahan, provides
invaluable insights into
how Mughals perceived
their realm.

INTERPRETING A
MAP OF THE
MUGHAL EMPIRE:
KEY FEATURES

When studying a map

o f  t h e  M u g h a l
Empire ,  one  must
cons ide r  seve ra l
l a y e r s :  p o l i t i c a l
boundaries,  economic
z o n e s ,  m i l i t a r y
frontiers,  and  cultural
landmarks.  Below  are
the main elements that
define such maps.

Provincial
Boundari
es and
Administr
ative
Subdivisi
ons
The  Mughal  Empire
w a s  d i v i d e d  i n t o
approximately 15 to 21
provinces (subas) at its
peak.  Each  suba  was



Map Of The Mughal Empire 7

7

further  divided  into
sarkars  (districts)  and
parganas  (blocks).
M a j o r  p r o v i n c e s
include:

Kabul (including1.
parts of modern
Afghanistan)
Lahore (Punjab)2.
Multan3.
(southern Punjab
and Sindh)
Delhi (the4.
central region)
Agra (imperial5.
capital province)
Awadh (modern6.
Uttar Pradesh)
Allahabad7.
(central Gangetic
plain)
Bengal (the8.
eastern delta)
Bihar (eastern9.
India)
Gujarat10.
(western coast)
Malwa (central11.
India)
Khandesh12.
(Deccan
gateway)

Berar (southern13.
Deccan)
Ahmadnagar14.
(western Deccan)
Bijapur15.
(southwest
Deccan)
Golconda16.
(southeast
Deccan)
Ajmer17.
(Rajasthan
region)
Thatta (Sindh)18.
Kashmir19.
(mountainous
north)
Orissa (eastern20.
coastal province)

Major
Cities and
Capitals
N o  m a p  o f  t h e
Mughal  Empire  is
complete  wi thout
marking  its  eminent
cities.  The  political
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capitals  shifted  over
time: Agra under Akbar
and Jahangir, Fatehpur
Sikri  briefly,
Shahjahanabad  (Old
Delhi )  under  Shah
J a h a n ,  a n d  l a t e r
Aurangabad  in  the
D e c c a n  u n d e r
Aurangzeb.  Other
i m p o r t a n t  c i t i e s
i n c l u d e d  L a h o r e
(cultural center), Surat
( m a j o r  p o r t ) ,
Ahmedabad  (textile
hub),  Patna  (riverine
trade), and Hyderabad
(Deccan capital). These
cities  were  connected
by  the  imperial  road
network,  notably  the
Grand Trunk Road from
Bengal to Kabul.

Trade
Routes

and
Economic
Corridors
The  Mughal  economy
thrived on internal and
e x t e r n a l  t r a d e .
Mapping  the  trade
routes helps historians
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
empire’s  wealth.  Key
corridors  included:

The Grand
Trunk Road
linking Bengal,
Delhi, Lahore,
and Kabul.
The Silk Route
branches
through Kashmir
and Central Asia.
Gujarat coastal
trade to the
Middle East and
Africa via Surat.
Bengal
maritime trade
with Southeast
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Asia and Europe
via Chittagong
and Hooghly.
Deccan
overland
routes
connecting the
diamond mines
of Golconda to
northern
markets.

THE DECLINE AND
LEGACY OF
MUGHAL MAPPING

After  Aurangzeb’s
death  in  1707,  the
M u g h a l  E m p i r e
f r a g m e n t e d  i n t o
regional  successor
states,  including  the
Marathas,  Nawabs  of
Bengal, and the British
East  India  Company.
T h e  m a p  o f  t h e
M u g h a l  E m p i r e
gradually shrank to the
Delhi  region  by  the
19th century. However,
the  ca r tog raph i c
legacy endured. British
surveyors,  such  as

those  involved  in  the
Great  Trigonometrical
Survey  of  India,  often
r e l i e d  o n  e a r l i e r
Mughal  records  when
m a p p i n g  t h e
subcontinent.  The
Persian  and  Arabic
place  names  used  in
Mughal maps persist in
m o d e r n  I n d i a n
geography.

Modern
Represen
tations of
the
Mughal
Empire
Today,  historians  and
students  commonly
refer  to  historical
maps of the Mughal
E m p i r e  f o u n d  i n
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textbooks,  academic
publ icat ions ,  and
digital atlases. Modern
c a r t o g r a p h e r s
r e c o n s t r u c t  t h e
empire’s  boundaries
based  on  pr imary
sources  like  the  Ain-i-
Akbari, European travel
a c c o u n t s ,  a n d
a r c h a e o l o g i c a l
evidence.  Interactive
digital  maps  al low
users  to  explore  the
empire’s  changing
frontiers  over  time,
showing the expansion
unde r  Akba r ,  t he
stability  under  Shah
Jahan,  and  the  peak
under  Aurangzeb.
T h e s e  t o o l s  h e l p
contextual ize  the
empire’s  history  for
e d u c a t o r s  a n d
enthusiasts  al ike.

WHY STUDYING
THE MAP OF THE
MUGHAL EMPIRE
MATTERS TODAY

A  solid  grasp  of  the

Mughal Empire map
e n r i c h e s  o u r
understanding of South
Asian history. It reveals
h o w  g e o g r a p h y
influenced  imperial
policies—such  as  the
need  to  control  the
K h y b e r  P a s s  f o r
s e c u r i t y  o r  t h e
strategic importance of
t h e  D e c c a n  f o r
economic  resources.
Maps  also  show  the
multicultural  nature of
t h e  e m p i r e ,  w i t h
Buddhist,  Hindu,  Sikh,
J a i n ,  a n d  M u s l i m
communities  living
across  its  expanse.
Fur thermore ,  the
boundaries  of  modern
I n d i a ,  P a k i s t a n ,
B a n g l a d e s h ,  a n d
Afghanistan  partially
e c h o  M u g h a l
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e
d i v i s i o n s ,
demonstrating  the
las t ing  impac t  o f
Mughal  geography  on
contemporary  nation-
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states.

CONCLUSION

A map of the Mughal
Empire  is  far  more
t h a n  a  s t a t i c
illustration of territory.
It is a dynamic record
o f  c o n q u e s t ,
administration, culture,
and  economy  that
evolved  over  nearly
three  centuries.  From
t h e  s c h e m a t i c
descriptions in the Ain-
i-Akbari to the detailed
E u r o p e a n  a n d
indigenous maps of the
1 7 t h  a n d  1 8 t h

c e n t u r i e s ,  t h e
cartographic  heritage
o f  t h e  M u g h a l s
continues  to  inform
historical  research.
Today,  these  maps
serve as essential tools
for  anyone seeking to
understand  the  scale
and  legacy  of  one  of
the  world’s  greatest
empires.  By  studying
them, we gain not only
geographic  knowledge
but  a l so  a  deeper
appreciation  for  the
c o m p l e x i t y  a n d
interconnectedness  of
the  Mughal  world.


