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Introduction  

 
Situated in the north-western part of the State of Uttar Pradesh along the banks of River 

Ganga, Aligarh district  is a place known for its rich and complicated history. Earlier known by 

the name óKoilô until the 18th century, this district lying in the Ganga Yamuna doab forms the 

southernmost portion of the Meerut division. Located 90 miles southeast of Delhi1, Aligarh 

district is divided into 12 administrative blocks namely Tappal, Chandaus, Jawan, Atrauli , 

Bijauli , Khair , Lodha, Gonda, Iglas, Akrabad , Dhanipur  and Gangiri.2 

 

 
Location of Aligarh in Uttar Pradesh on a map of India, Source: Wikimedia Commons 

 

 

 

 

 
1 (aligarh.nic.in)https://aligarh.nic.in/about -district/  
 
2 (Ali, 
2012)https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340096777_Urbanization_Literacy_and_Occupational_Stru
cture_of_Aligarh_District_A_Case_Study 
 

https://aligarh.nic.in/about-district/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340096777_Urbanization_Literacy_and_Occupational_Structure_of_Aligarh_District_A_Case_Study
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340096777_Urbanization_Literacy_and_Occupational_Structure_of_Aligarh_District_A_Case_Study
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Administrative Blocks of the District of Aligarh, Source: (Ali, 

2012)https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340096777_Urbanization_Literacy_and_Occupational_Structure_of_Aliga

rh_District_A_Case_Study 
 
 

 

 

This district is cut across by River Ganga and River Yamuna and their tributaries and other 

narrow channels making this district topographically a fertile riverine tract of land. The River 

Ganga separates this district from Budaun in the north east, while River Yamuna forms the 

dividing line between Aligarh and the district of Gurgaon in Haryana. Tributaries of Ganga like 

the Kali Nadi or the Kalindri, the Isan River and the tributaries of the Yamuna-Karwan and the 

Sengar rivers along with the presence of a well-planned canal and drainage system, make way 

for good cultivation of crops, thus making agriculture the mainstay of the economy.  

 

Apart from agriculture, Aligarh sees a good amount of commercial benefit from its famous lock 

industry.  Due to the easy availability of the necessary raw materials and good power supply, 

Aligarh has developed into an important hub of lock making industries, so much so that the locks 

made here are exported internationally giving Aligarh the name of óCity of Locksô.3 

 

 
3 (One District One Product: Uttar Pradesh),  http://odopup.in/en/article/district -profile -aligarh 
 
 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340096777_Urbanization_Literacy_and_Occupational_Structure_of_Aligarh_District_A_Case_Study
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340096777_Urbanization_Literacy_and_Occupational_Structure_of_Aligarh_District_A_Case_Study
http://odopup.in/en/article/district-profile-aligarh
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Source: District Census Handbook: Aligarh (2011) 
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History  

 

POPULAR LEGENDS AND THE ANCIENT ORIGINS OF 

ALIGARH  

 
Aligarh in its initial days was known by the name of óKolô or óKoilô until it got its present name 

in the 18th century. According to a popular legend, it is believed that this place was known as Kol 

after a demon (asura) of the same name was killed by the mythological hero Balarama, brother 

of Lord Krishna with the help of the Ahirs, who helped him take control over this tract of land.  

Another place in the district called Harduaganj is also known to have been built by Lord 

Balarama and is said to have been colonized by the Ahirs of his army.4 The Buddhist remains 

found in Balai Quila, now deposited at the Aligarh Institute, indicate that certain cities were 

inhabited in the Buddhist times and were centres of Buddhism. It is also believed that Aligarh 

was a part of the Gupta Empire and was also under the governance of the satraps of Muttra, as 

many coins have been found at Shahgarh.5 

 

 
Lord Balrama who is associated with origin story of Koil, Image Source: Wikipedia 

 
4 (Nevill, 1909, p. 161) 
5Ibid, p. 161 
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According to Edwin T. Atkinson, as per another legend, this place was inhabited by the 

Dor tribe of Rajputs in 372 CE who were the feudatories under the subordination of the 

Tomar clan. It is believed that this area came under the domain of Kali, brother of Vikrama 

Sen who held the neighbouring Baran in Bulandsahar district. Both are said to be the 

subjects of Raja Anang Pal of the Tomar clan; however the veracity of this is not clear 

since Anang Pal came at a later time in the 11th century CE. Nevertheless, Koil was under 

the suzerainty of a line of successors of Vikrama Sen. One of the descendants, Raja Budh 

Sen is believed to be the hero of another popular legend associated with this place. It is 

said that once, mounted on his horse, he was going to Delhi from Jalali, and stopped near a 

jhil  (a small water body). While he was waiting for his retinue to arrive, he was attacked by 

a fox, who persistently kept barking at him despite being wounded by the kingôs sword. 

Seeing the courage of the fox, the followers of the king pointed out that there must be 

something in the air and soil of this place which made the fox stand strong against the king. 

Believing this to be true, Raja Budh Sen is said to have laid the foundation of this city and 

a fort known as the Dor fortress, which was then made his capital and remained so for 

successive generations. This narrative of the origin of Koil is again not verifiable by 

historical facts but is quite popular.6 

 

 

       ALIGARH DURING THE MEDIEVAL PERIOD  

 
It is believed that in 1194 CE, Qutubuddin Aibak under the aegis of Muhammad Ghori 

attacked this district and took control over Koil, which back in the day was one of the most 

celebrated fortresses in India according to Hasan Nizami.7 It is believed that a ruthless 

assault had ensued in which the Dors and the Bargujars were all exterminated, leaving this 

place in the hands of the Sultans of the Mamluk dynasty. After Qutubuddin Aibak, his son-

in-law Iltutmish held sway over this area. However, during the reign of his son 

Rukunuddin Firoz, who was incapable to manage the rebellion among the governors 

started by the Wazir, Nizamuddin Muhammad Junaidi, he was soon deposed. 8 

 

Following this, Koil was under the occupation of Nizamuddin Junaidi, who did not accept 

the suzerainty of Razia Sultana, so he treated this as his base and continued his rebellion. 

This region was then governed by a series of short-term governors or wazirs who fought 

among themselves out of avarice and the internal dissensions among them continued until 

1259, when Koil was united with Biana and Gwalior to form a single province under the 

 
6 (Nevill, 1909), p. 162 
7 (Atkinson, 1875, p. 485) 
8 (Nevill, 1909, p. 165) 
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charge of Malik Muhammad Sher Khan, nephew of the emperor, Ghiyasuddin Balban. 

Balban, who was engaged in multiple military activities here, had association with this 

district since 1242. To commemorate his unquestionable authority, he erected the great 

minar at Koil dedicated to his master Nasiruddin Mahmud. This was constructed on the 

high ground of Balai Qila, which was later demolished in 1862.9 

 

During the reign of the Khalji dynasty, the history of Aligarh sees sparse developments. 

We only find mention of this during the reign of Jalaluddin Firoz Khalji. Aligarh, then 

known as Koil, formed a part of his territory and was governed by Malik Kiki.10 In 1342, 

the famous Moroccan traveler Ibn Batuta is said to have travelled through this area on his 

way to China and in his account ñKitab-ur-Rehlaò, he records that this area was a fine town 

with mango groves which is why this place is also called óSabzabadô or the green city.11 

 

 
Ibn Battuta, who visited this district in the 14th century, Image Source: Google Arts and Culture  

 

When Muhammad bin Tughlaq was at throne of the Delhi Sultanate, this place faced 

severe repressions in the form of tax exactions, and famine conditions, adding to the 

misery of the people. Peace was however restored for a brief period but soon after he 

passed away, confusion and distress again prevailed in this area. In 1389 when Muhammad 

Shah was ousted from Delhi by Abu Bakr, he came to the doab region and established 

 
9 (Nevill, 1909, p. 165) 
10Ibid, p. 166 
11Ibid, p. 166 
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himself at Jalesar; Koil formed a part of his terrain. However, following his short reign, 

chaos prevailed in this area as many rebellions broke out and no competent ruler could 

succeed in bringing peace and tranquility until Bahlol Lodi ascended to the throne of Delhi, 

during whose reign Isa Khan Turkbacha managed the affairs in the doab region. Following 

Bahlol Lodi, his son and successor Sikandar Lodiôs reign didnôt mark any significant 

changes for Koil, present day Aligarh, except that he had given away this tract of land to 

Umar Khan, who was subsequently killed in a rebellion caused by the zamindars of 

Jartauli. So, later when Ibrahim Lodi succeeded, Koil was handed over to Umar Khanôs 

son Muhamad Khan, who had built a fort called Muhammadgarh in 1525 which was later 

renamed as Aligarh as recorded in an extant inscription.12 

 

After Ibrahim Lodi was defeated by Babur in the Battle of Panipat and the Mughal Empire 

had been established, Babur had rapidly taken possession of the doab land and he kept 

Kachak Ali Baig as the in charge of this place, whose hold over the district was faltering 

due to the rising rebellion among the Rajputs before the Battle of Khanwa. After Babur 

came out victorious, he overthrew any form of opposition and held strong sway over this 

terrain. Peace and tranquility prevailed in Koil during the reign of Humayun, and even 

when Sher Shah took over, Koil did not witness any significant events; even when his son 

Islam Shah took the reins of the empire in his hand.  

 

When Akbar ascended on the Mughal throne, Koil was reduced to the position of a mere 

capital of a sarkar13 that saw some significant administrative changes in revenue 

assessment, signifying that this area was very fertile and yielded a major chunk of the 

revenue of the Mughal Empire.14 For a long time we donôt see any significant 

developments in this region, except the rise of the Jats. One Turkoman governor, Sabit 

Khan rose to prominence during the time of the Mughal emperors Farrukhsiyar and 

Muhammad Shah whose reign marked a brief interregnum. He is said to have 

commissioned the construction of the dargah of Ilah Baksh in 1728 and revamped the fort 

of Muhammadgarh and renamed it to Sabitgarh.   

 

After Sabit Khan passed away, Maratha and Jat incursions followed. Safdar Jung, Nawab 

wazir of Awadh had sought for support from the Jats against his campaign against the 

Bangash Pathans. In the process Suraj Mal the leader of the Jats established control over 

Koil and subsequently took over the fort of Koil in 1745.15 He changed the name of the fort 

to Ramgarh, which was briefly taken under siege by Ahmad Shah Abdali in 1759 when he 

invaded India and was made the Afghan headquarters.16Soon after he left, the Jats retreated 

 
12 (Nevill, 1909), p. 168 
13 (Nevill, 1909, p. 168) 
14Ibid, p. 169 
15Ibid, p. 170 
16 (Atkinson, 1875, p. 489) 
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only to face stiff opposition from the Rohillas under Najib-ud-Daula. However, the Jats 

maintained their supremacy over Aligarh until 1773 when finally they were ousted by 

Najaf Khan, who is known to have revamped the fort of Ramgarh and finally gave the 

name of Aligarh , the name by which the district is known today.17 

 

 
Aligarh Fort, Image Source: Hello travel 

 

After Najaf Khan had passed away, his successor Afrasayab Khan who became the amir-

ul-umra, inherited his possessions and holdings. However soon, all this was seized by 

Mahadji Sindhia who established the Maratha rule over Aligarh marked by a brief 

interregnum when Ghulam Kadir Khan had besieged the fort for a short while in 1788, 

but the Marathas were successful in driving them out and held sway over Aligarh till 

1803.18 

 

ALIGARH DURING THE MODERN PERIOD  
 

The Marathas under Mahadji Sindhia had developed a battalion in European fashion with 

the aid of De Boigne, the French commandant. He also formed a large cantonment here. 

Later he was succeeded by Perron. Aligarh was brought under the administration of 

Captain Perron, who held the supreme command here. However, the brewing 

factionalism between the Peshwas and the Holkars became a bone of contention between 

the Peshwas and the Sindhias, which led to the alliance between the Peshwas and the 

British. This led to the formation of clans in which the regional kingdoms sided with the 

foreign powers that later changed the political scenario in the years to come. The triple 

 
17 (Atkinson, 1875), p. 490 
18 Ibid, p. 491 
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alliance of the Holkar, Sindhia and the Raja of Nagpur against the British, Nizam and the 

Peshwa, led to a tussle that ended up in the treaty of 1802 by the terms of which the 

British extended their frontiers in Aligarh.19 This later resulted in the watershed event of 

the Siege of Aligarh in 1803. On 29th August, the British under the command of Lord 

Lake advanced and met the Perron with his artillery and forces and what followed was a 

violent battle that led to the loss of lives on both sides. The British under Lord Lake 

emerged successful, and the fort was taken over. This event marked the commencement 

of British rule over Aligarh. 

 

 
MahadjiSindhia, Image Source: Wikipedia 

 

However, conditions of chaos and anarchy persisted in the district among the taluqdars 

and the revenue farmers. Meanwhile the Holkars had declared war in 1804 along with 

Nahar Ali Khan and his nephew Dunde Khan and Lalkhanis of the neighbouring 

Bulandshahr district as well as the plunders carried out by the Pinadris under the leader 

Amir Khan aggravated the situation.20 However the mighty and the organized British 

forces managed to expel them.  

 

Following this nothing significant happened under the British administration until the 

outbreak of the revolt of 1857. Aligarh being located on the main highway of the doab 

 
19 (Atkinson, 1875, p. 492) 
20 (Nevill, 1909, p. 179) 
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saw the movement of the sepoys and that of the British forces at their heels.21 When the 

news of the mutiny at Meerut reached Aligarh, a period of uncertainty and confusion 

prevailed among the sepoys of the 9th Native Infantry under Major Eld. On 20th May it is 

believed that after a Brahman named Narayan instigated a resident, the sepoys rose in 

rebellion against the British regime. The officers and civilians escaped, and the station 

was occupied by rebel troops. Courts were plundered and burned down, and jails were 

broken releasing the prisoners, the treasury was looted.22Anything that symbolized the 

British government was broken and disrupted by the rebel sepoys. The civil population 

took part equally in the rebellion with their domestic weapons. It is believed that the local 

farmers even had set fire to the indigo factories.23 

 

Initially the position of the British was very precarious; they had made the military 

factory at Madrak the base. From 2nd July to 24th August 1857, the Rebels had completely 

disrupted the British administration and established what is in colonial parlance known as 

the ñrebel governmentò. It was in mid-August that the British managed to regain their 

position after they attacked the rebels under the leader Ghaus Khan and maulvi Abdul 

Jalil.24 Slowly and steadily they re-established themselves in all the parganas of the 

district. 

 

The subsequent developments post the Revolt of 1857, however, have not been recorded 

anywhere.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
21 (Nevill, 1909), p. 181 
22 (Atkinson, 1875, p. 490) 
23Ibid, p. 503 
24 (Atkinson, 1875, p. 502) 
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Art and  Crafts  

 

Aligarh is one of the leading centres of Uttar Pradesh known for a wide range of art and crafts 

that are unique to this region. Aligarh has huge repertoire of small industries that make products 

of materials locally available and contribute immensely to the revenue and the livelihood of the 

local population especially the women who form a strong section of the artisans as most of these 

art and craft works are carried out at homes, within the precincts of the household. Thus, by 

virtue of these small cottage industries, they get a financial impetus and are enriching the 

traditional art works of the district. 

 

Some of the local handicraft works that are made here on a small scale are wood carvings, 

carpets and dhurries, moonj basketry. There are some prominent ones as well like the appliqué 

work, Plaster of Paris statue-making, brass statues and the most famous of them all which has 

given Aligarh an identity of its own, the making of locks. However, unlike other art and craft 

work, lock making forms an industry and is mostly manufactured in big clusters where a large 

section of the work force is engaged. 

  

Aligarh is one of the many places in Uttar Pradesh that is known for wood carving, ranging from 

brass and copper wire and sheet inlay in sheesham wood known as tarkashi work as well as 

carving on sheesham, ebony, neem and sal wood. The intricate carving done on wood can be 

seen mostly on furniture as well as jaali and fret worked lattice screens and panels.25 

 

As per the district gazetteer, a good deal of calico printing on hand made cloth is done by the 

chippis.26 

 

A major portion of the artisans in Aligarh are the Muslim weavers or the julahas. Both men and 

women are extensively involved in most of these cottage industries. One such involves the carpet 

and the dhurries industry. Panja dhurries or the jainamuz (the ones used to sit on while offering 

prayers), the ones with plain striped designs; are woven in plain weaving technique using the 

well-faced tapestry technique.27 Sometimes they are decorated by Arabic sentences or 

monograms. Dhurrie weaving of Aligarh is usually more of a coarse kind and at times they also 

use camelôs hair.28 Dhurrie or craft weaving which is essentially a domestic craft has found a 

thriving international market.  

 

 
25 (Ranjan & Ranjan, p. 134) 
26 (Nevill, 1909, p. 61) 
27 (Ranjan & Ranjan), p. 161 
28 Ibid, p.161 
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Aligarh also sees in somewhat small scale the making of moonj-baskets. Moonj and rara are 

certain kind of wild grasses that grow abundantly in this region of the state out of which baskets 

or mauni are made.29 

 

In the section below, a detailed description of the major art forms ; lock making, brass statues, 

Plaster of Paris idols, decorative dolls and the most prominent of all appliqué work are given:  

 

LOCK MAKING INDUSTRY  
 

One of the leading industries of Aligarh is the lock making industry. Aligarh sees a good 

amount of commercial benefit from its famous lock industry.  Due to the easy availability of the 

necessary raw materials and good power supply, Aligarh has developed into an important hub of 

lock making, so much so that the locks made here are exported internationally giving Aligarh the 

name of óCity of Locksô.30 

 

Back in the medieval times, the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb had built a garrison here, which 

later developed into a cluster for locksmiths. In 1890, local entrepreneurs started the production 

of locks on a small scale and this venture has now grown on a large scale. Johnson and Co. was 

the first English locks firm that was set up. According to the district gazetteer, there are now 

2000 lock manufacturing artisan units currently in Aligarh employing over more than 200,000 

employees.31The city has seen a burgeoning of many manufacturers, exporters and suppliers who 

are now actively involved in the brass, bronze, iron, and aluminum industries. The different 

processes of lock-making are carried out in different units.32There are around three thousand 

units currently that are involved in handcrafting brass locks.33 A wide range of locks are 

manufactured here; padlocks, door locks, multi slot, bicycle locks, multipurpose locks, etc. 

Locks manufactured here are exported all over the world, thus making locks and hardware 

production a major cottage industry.  

 

Locks in Aligarh are manufactured not just as a commodity catering to safety and security needs, 

but it is also one of the major craft traditions. Exquisite locks with intricate and beautiful designs 

are made of brass with triple locking mechanism. They have unique designs ranging from fish 

hanging from a rod, a camel to an owl with big eyes that do not just fulfill decorative needs but 

are also sturdy and durable. 

 

 
29 (Ranjan & Ranjan), p. 164 
30 (One District One Product: Uttar Pradesh)  http://odopup.in/en/article/district -profile -aligarh 
31 (Ahmed, 2012) 
32 (One District One Product: Uttar Pradesh)http://odopup.in/en/article/district -profile -aligarh 
33 (Ranjan & Ranjan, p. 141) 

http://odopup.in/en/article/district-profile-aligarh
http://odopup.in/en/article/district-profile-aligarh
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The base material of these handmade locks is brass, and the moulds used are also made of brass, 

which is used in the sand-casting process. The object is then filed; after which buffing machines 

are then used for polishing, varying from antique, copper finish to normal brass, and the product 

is then ready for use. The entire production process is more of an assembly line method where 

each craftsman focuses on each step of the process. On an average 30 to 40 locks and their 

respective keys are also manufactured in a day.34 

 

However, in the present times the sale of such hand-made intricately designed locks, have gone 

down drastically.  Now, they are used as antique items mainly for exhibitions or are occasionally 

bought by art connoisseurs. The tradition of hand-made locks is slowly dying out, merely having 

an ornamental value.35 

 

In an excerpt of an interview of ñThe Hinduò with Javed Hussain, a locksmith of Aligarh said 

that now he and his brother ñmake locks on machines, a majority of which are ordinary. Their 

handmade locks are either curio items made when they participate in fairs. They have workers 

who are skilled in this craft. Since the automatic lock and key system are preferred today and the 

handmade locks have no demandò.36 

 

In the face of reduction in demand, these days it is seen that the hand-made locks are facing 

competition from the cheaply priced and easily available Chinese locks, thus jeopardizing this art 

form. It is because of these reasons that many locksmiths are now slowly taking to making 

decorative brass wares.37 

 

 

 

 
34 (Balasubramaniam, 2017)https://www.thehindu.com/society/history -and-culture/locks -as-antique-
pieces/article19801677.ece 
 
35 (Balasubramaniam, 2017)https://www.thehindu.com/society/history -and-culture/locks -as-antique-
pieces/article19801677.ece 
 
36 (Balasubramaniam, 2017)https://www.thehindu.com/society/history -and-culture/locks -as-antique-
pieces/article19801677.ece 
 
37 (Ranjan & Ranjan),  p. 141 

https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece
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Locksmiths of Aligarh making locks. Image Source: One District One Product: Uttar Pradesh 

http://odopup.in/en/article/district-profile-aligarh 

 

 

 
Worker at a lock making unit of Aligarh manufacturing keys. Image Source: One District One Product: Uttar 

Pradesh 

http://odopup.in/en/article/district-profile-aligarh 

 

 

http://odopup.in/en/article/district-profile-aligarh
http://odopup.in/en/article/district-profile-aligarh
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Decorative Locks with intricate designs, Image Source: The Hindu (https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-

culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece) 

 

 
Image Source: The Hindu (https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-

pieces/article19801677.ece) 

https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece
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Image Source: The Hindu (https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-

pieces/article19801677.ece) 

 

 
Lock making cluster, Aligarh 

 

Image Source: The Thaat (YouTube Channel)  

 

 

https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/society/history-and-culture/locks-as-antique-pieces/article19801677.ece
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A worker at the lock manufacturing cluster 

 

Image Source: The Thaat (YouTube Channel)  

 

 

 
 

Image Source: The Thaat (YouTube Channel) 
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Image Source: The Thaat (YouTube Channel) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BRASS STATUES 

 

Aligarh is one of the prime centres of Uttar Pradesh where thousands of artisans are 

involved in making statues and monuments made of brass hardware. Uttar Pradesh is one 

of the largest brass and copper making states in India. Obtained from melting minerals or 

old scrap, the raw material is then either given shape while heating it or by pouring the 

metal in a mould of sand. Mostly brass, copper and zinc are used as they are light and 

usually non-corrosive. They are heated and when they reach the red hot molten stage, 

they are poured in the mould so that the body of the statue is ready. The heads of the 

statues are made and cut out separately and then it is polished to amplify the lustre effect 

on the idols.38 

 

 
38 (Baral, S., & Lija, Brass Work - Aligarh, p. 2) 
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Brass Statue of Buddha, Image Source 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

Some of the raw materials and equipment used in the process are hammer, used to 

give shape to the metal when it is molten hot; blacksmith Tongs (chimti) used for 

holding the work piece firmly; cast iron container (Chani) for filtering the fine sand, 

mesh; wood stick used to crush the mixture of sand to make it smooth in texture, 

Charcoal is used as fuel in furnace for smelting, chalk powder used to prevent molding sand 

from sticking, casting frames or iron frames used for casting the product, roller for 

rolling the sand mixture evenly after stamping with the feet, soldering machine for 

joining the two parts of the metal surface, chisels to get the required design patterns on 

the casted metal surface, files, to cut, shape the surface of metal piece in the required 

sizes, sandpaper used for making the surface smooth, brush, used for cleaning purpose, 

crucible, to hold the brass metal for melting, tongs, for lifting and holding the heated 

crucible, hand crank blower, used for melting brass metal, brass material or the raw 

material for the molten metal, thin sheet of metal (like knife) for scrapping out the extra 

sand mixture material, sheet type of metal piece to mix thoroughly the molten metal, 

resin/ waste sugarcane juice for making the sand mixture paste.39 

 

 
39 (Baral & and, Brass Work - Aligarh, p. 6) 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
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Raw materials and equipment needed in making Brass Statues, Image Source (Baral & and, Brass Work - Aligarh) 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

 

 

Method 

 

The first step includes the making of casts by melting the metal and then casting them 

into different shapes and forms as per the need and shape of the statues. 

This step is followed by sand making. In this process sand is collected and filtered and 

then waste sugarcane juice is added to that with a wooden piece, which is also used to fill 

the same mixture inside the frame of the metal cast. Craftsmen usually fill in the sand 

mixture by stamping through their feet to level out and the rest is then removed. 

The other half of the sand mixture dark in colour is then used for the outer parts of the 

surface. 

 

After the mould is made, hollow capacity is made and is usually made in two parts: the 

top part or the cope and the lower part or the drag. Then chalk powder is spread on the 

sand mixture that helps it to stay in place.  

 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
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Clay is beaten with wooden mallet to convert them into powder, Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

 

 
The powder is filtered to get the fine mixture of clay, Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh


22 
 

 
Sand and sugarcane waste is added to clay and mixed well, Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

 
The mixture is filled in the metal frame, Image Source: Dôsource  

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

 
It is beaten it with rod to settle evenly, Image Source: Dôsource https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
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Brass articles are placed so that it leaves the impression on the sand for casting. Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

 

 
Chalk powder is sprinkled on the mold, Image Source: Dôsource  

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

 
Clay mixture is filled in the frame. Image Source: Dôsourcehttps://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
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After the articles leave an impression, a small metal rod hole is made to make way for the metal flow. Image Source: 

Dôsource https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

After that the brass is melted with the help of a blower that helps in regulation the 

temperature and it is then poured into the mould. It is then left for a while for the metal to 

cool down and attain the shape. 

 

Open parts in the material are then soldered by melting with brass rod dipped in the white 

mixture or the solder flux. Then with the help of chisels, different engravings are made 

on it. Post that it is rolled on a bed of saw dust and wiped and then dipped and washed in 

a series of liquid solutions; made of water, Sodium and Sulphur which is locally called 

Gandag to give it a smooth and shining finish.  The absolute final stage consists of 

immersing it in borax solution and then drying it after which if there are any protruding 

or uneven edges, they are filed and rubbed either by using a rag or in machine to give it 

the finishing touch.  

 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
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Brass being heated in a furnace, Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

 
Molten material is poured in the molds. Image Source: Dôsource  

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
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After the moulds are cooled down, the casted metal is scooped out. Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

 
 

The mould is then broken, and the casted articles are removed, Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
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Separate parts of the idol are then soldered together, Image Source: Dôsource https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-

work-aligarh 

 

 

 
The details are then carved using chisels, Image Source: Dôsource https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-

aligarh 

 

 

 
Idols are buffed to smoothen the surface and bring out the shine. Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
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The idols are rubbed in wood husk to give a lustrous effect. Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

 

 
The statues are then washed in borax solutions, Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
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Mostly, the artisans who are involved in this craft make statues of Buddha of different 

shapes and sizes according to the beliefs in the different schools of Buddhism. But they 

also make brass statues of other idols and Gods and Goddesses as well as that of animals. 

Brass statues made in Aligarh are one of the major items of export of this district. 

 

 
Final product after the brass statue is manufactured and ready to be sent to market. A Buddha statue in 

dharmachakra mudra, Image Source: Dôsource https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/brass-work-aligarh
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IDOL MAKING  

 
Aligarh is a significant commercial centre of Uttar Pradesh, where many artisans are 

extensively involved in making idols of Gods and Goddesses out of Plaster of Paris 

(POP). Plaster of Paris is a white powder made of Calcium-Sulfate and Gypsum. These 

idols have a huge demand especially during the festive season. A lot of these idols are 

also bought by local customers for home decoration purpose. Most of these idols are 

made in the traditional and classical style. Once made, these sculptures are hand painted 

and are adorned with jewellery. The meticulous and the precise finish that is given to 

these idols by the local craftsmen bring life to the sculptures. Many of the sculptures are 

secular, made solely for art and decorative purpose; while some are deities of a particular 

faith or religion with diverse postures and symbols.40 

 

 
Plaster of Paris statues; Idols of Lord Ganesha, Image Source: Dôsource 

 

 

The raw materials and things needed to make Plaster of Paris idols are: Plaster of Paris 

used primarily as the base material by making a paste by mixing water into it, water as 

solvent, used to dissolve plaster of Paris to make the paste, oil  for applying on the surface 

to give a shining or lustrous effect, rubber mould/ fiber m ould that gives support to the 

material, coir/ jute support , used for tying and holding the rubber mould firmly, tire 

tube/rubber strip  or tape also for tying the mold firmly, paint brushes used for 

 
40 (Baral, S., & M.G., Idol Making - Aligarh, p. 2) 
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applying water as well as paint on the idol, enamel paints for giving glossy finish on the 

surface of idol, sparkles or glitter  used for decoration.41 

 

 
Plaster of Paris, Paint Brushes, Rubber Mould, Paints used in idol making, Image Source: (Baral, S., & 

M.G., Idol Making - Aligarh) https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol -making-aligarh 

 

 

 

Method 

 

First the rubber moulds are given the required design or pattern based on the Plaster of 

Paste idol that is to be made. The sheets of rubber are then punched through the technique 

of engraving. After it is done, the sheets of the rubber mould are tied with the help of coir 

or jute to keep it in place and are then tied with black rubber tapes to prevent the 

overflow of excess amount of Plaster of Paris paste when poured. 

 

 
41 (Baral, S., & M.G., Idol Making - Aligarh), p. 5 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh
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Plaster of Paris solution is first made by mixing it with water, Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh 

 

 

 
Rubber moulds are taken and washed in water, Image source: Dôsource https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-

making-aligarh 

 

 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh
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Rubber mould is placed between the Plaster of Paris moulds and then tied together, Image source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh 

 

 
Plaster of Paris solution is then poured into the mold, Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh
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Once, the mould is tied firmly, the Plaster of Paris paste is poured. The paste however has 

to be made in the right consistency and poured at the right time inside the cavity of the 

mould so it gets the desired shape. In this step proper caution is taken so that the Plaster 

of Paris is poured within the allotted time otherwise it gets solidified. This solution is 

then properly and evenly spread and wobbled so that it reaches every corner, and it is 

then left to dry. After the idols have dried, they are washed properly with water.  The 

stands or the base of the idols are made separately in fibre moulds in the same way as 

above. After it is made, oil is applied on it to give it a shine.42 

 

 
After Plaster of Paris is dried up, it is taken out of the mould, Image source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh 

 

 

 
42 (Baral, S., & M.G., Idol Making - Aligarh, p. 7) 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh
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The Plaster of Paris idols once taken out of the mould are then brushed clean and painted, Image source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh 

 

 
The idols are painted with enamel paints and decorated with glitter, Image source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh 

 

In the final stage, the idols are painted with enamel colour paint. They are then decorated 

with colourful jewellery and glitter, which enhances the beauty and the look of these 

sculptures.43 

 

 
43 (Baral, S., & M.G., Idol Making - Aligarh), p. 8 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh


36 
 

One of the major reasons why Plaster of Paris idols are bought in large numbers is 

because it doesnôt soften or dissolve easily in water, which on the contrary is not very 

environment friendly especially when such idols are immersed in the water after any 

festival. Nevertheless, these idols are in high demand, and they are exported and 

distributed all across India. The size of the idols varies from 1 foot to 7 feet in length and 

the cost varies between Rs 50 to Rs 250. During festivals like Shivaratri, Ganesh 

Chaturthi, idols of Lord Shiva, Ganesh, Krishna idols are sold out. Craftsmen here also 

make decorative items like flower vases as well as other showpieces.44 

 

 
Apart from statues of Gods and Goddess, decorative pieces are also made from Plaster of Paris, Image Source: 

Dôsource https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh 

 

 

 
44 (Baral, S., & M.G., Idol Making - Aligarh, p. 14) 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh
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A craftswoman with an idol of Lord Ganesh, Image Source: Dôsource  

https://www.dsource.in/resource/idol-making-aligarh 
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DECORATIVE DOLLS  

 

Not just sculptures of Plaster of Paris, but also dolls of gods and goddesses in small sizes 

are an integral art form from Aligarh. These dolls are made from cloth and waste 

materials. Dolls are also made of deities popular in the local folk culture and belief 

systems. These decorative dolls are commonly made by the women in villages with 

locally available materials in small groups.45 Usually from dehusked coconut, formica 

sheets, velvet cloth, decorative laces and silver coated foam sheets.46 

 

 
Decorative Doll of Lord Krishna in embellished and laced fabric, Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh 

 

Raw materials and equipment used in the making of dolls are a dehusked coconut used 

to make the head portion of the idol, fiber fill  which is used as a stuffing inside the velvet 

cloth, foam sheet used in making the parts of the idol, thermocol used as a base for 

providing support, adhesive used for sticking accessories on the idol, a measuring tape 

for measuring length of the cloth, sparkles for making the designs and to obtain a shiny 

look, hammer and nails used to secure everything, lace for decorating purposes, velvet 

cloth is used as an outline material for the body parts, sewing needle and thread for 

stitching the ends of velvet cloth, scissors, ball pins for fastening the decorative beads 

 
45 (Baral, S., & Lija, Decorative Idols - Aligarh, p. 1) 
46Ibid, p. 1 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh
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with the cloth firmly, newspapers used for wrapping coconut shells, beads and stones 

used for decorating the handmade idols, cotton threads for tying the parts firmly.47 

 

 
 

Raw Materials needed for making decorative dolls, Image Source: (Baral, S., & Lija, Decorative Idols - Aligarh) 
https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh 

 

Method 

 

The decorative dolls that are made in local clusters in Aligarh in villages have a its 

traditional importance, but among them mostly dolls of Hindu gods like Lord Krishna 

and Lord Ganesha are predominant and are sold in large numbers. 

 

The body of Krishna dolls is made from dehusked coconut which is then wrapped with a 

cloth. These two things are secured with the help of a thread and are then fixed on a 

thermocol base. Post this step, this entire edifice is then wrapped with a thick layer of 

newspapers around it. The head of the doll is made separately out of clay, which is later 

attached with the body made of coconut. After that the doll is dressed up with velvet 

cloth. Hands of the doll made of plastic are then nailed to the body.48 

 

 
47 (Baral, S., & Lija, Decorative Idols - Aligarh, p. 8) 
48 (Baral, S., & Lija, Decorative Idols - Aligarh, p. 17) 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh
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The head and the body of decorative dolls of Lord Krishna being made, Image source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh 

 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh
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When all the parts of the doll are assembled, hair made of black woolen thread is glued to 

the head, eyes and mouth are drawn with paint brushes and the doll is decorated and 

embellished with colourful beads, laces, and the headgear of Lord Krishna adorned with 

peacock feathers. 

 

 
 

The doll is then dressed, and hair is attached with laced fabric and wool, Image Source: Dôsource 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh 

 

 

 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh
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The Decorative doll of Krishna is then decorated with jewellery and by putting other accessories, Image source: 

Dôsourcehttps://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh 

 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh
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For making dolls of Lord Ganesha, first the platform or the base is made. Formica sheet 

made of wood is cut out and then covered with shaneel cloth which is made of material 

like that of velvet. After that with the reference of paper cut outs of the trunk and the 

limbs, fabric is cut out this is then stuffed with cotton or any other filler material.49 

 

 
First the body of Lord Ganesha is made, Image source: Dôsource https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-

aligarh 

 

 
49 (Baral, S., & Lija, Decorative Idols - Aligarh), p. 31 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh
https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh
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In the next step, the limbs and the trunk are made and attached with the body of Lord Ganesha, Image source: 

Dôsourcehttps://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh 

https://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh
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The doll of Lord Ganesh is then decorated with embellishments, Image Source: 

Dôsourcehttps://www.dsource.in/resource/decorative-idols-aligarh 
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