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(1) Built on 400 acres of land, the Bangalore Palace was used by the Mysore Maharaja as his family summer palace. 

Inspired by the Windsor castle, this palace, was completed in 1944 after 82 years, incorporated Tudor and Gothic 

elements beautifully rendered in the windows, foiled windows, courtyard and arches. 

(2) The courtyard of the Bangalore Palace is doused in vibrant and eye-catching coloured tiles. 

(3) A blue-turbaned guardian god perches gracefully on his staff. The gopurams, or monumental towers decorated 

by sculptures of deities, at Kapaleeswara Temple, are a sight to behold. 

Heaven & Earth

TEXT LIM FONG WEI   PHOTO THE LEELA PALACE HOTELS AND GETTY IMAGES 
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In India, they take the words “royal treatment” 

seriously. When its finest hotels are called “palaces”, 

you expect to be surrounded by opulence fit for a king 

– and seldom come away disappointed. For many 

luxury travelers, the discovery of the country’s regal 

heritage begins at one of these fairy-tale abodes. 

Mine certainly did. I started my discovery of South 

India with the Leela Palace Chennai and the Leela 

Palace Bangalore. The former is the “palace” of choice 

for A. R. Rahman, the Oscar-winning music composer 

for Slumdog Millionaire, a Chennai resident who 

has thrown lavish private parties at its opulent event 

hall; the latter has served as entry points for the then 

French President Nicolas Sarkozy and his wife Carla 

Bruni, as well as celebrities such as Deepak Chopra 

and Tom Cruise. There are four Leela Palaces in India 

and two more are in the pipeline, all crown jewels of 

the Preferred Hotel Group, to which other respected 

members such as Singapore’s Fullerton Hotel and 

Fullerton Bay Hotel belong.

Authenticity was the first word that came to my 

mind when describing Indian luxury. More so than 

anywhere else, the delivery of luxury is so much a 

part of the Indians’ cultural DNA. As recent as up to 
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its independence in 1947, India was ruled by rajas 

and maharajas, the Sanskrit titles for great kings. It 

consisted of more than 600 princely states, some of 

whose legacy could be traced back to the 16th century, 

when the Mughal Maharaja of Persian and Mongolian 

descent (with an ancestry tracing back to Genghis 

Khan) invaded the Indian subcontinent and heralded 

the Mughal empire which lasted from 1570 to 1857. 

Today, while the maharajas’ royal descendants 

have lost their ruling powers, their wealth and lands 

have been a springboard to their ascent as business 

tycoons, and the legacy of their royal lifestyle can still 

be felt in the conduct of India’s five- and even six-star 

luxury hotels.

Luxury From Around The World

The Leela Palaces are not historically palaces, but 

they may as well be, since they are often built on the 

architectural principles unique to the palaces in their 

regions. The Leela Palace Chennai is even built on 

palatial grounds. From the back of the hotel, you can 

peek into the private palace of the former royal family 

which still owns the land. 

You can spend hours wandering in the guest areas 

of the palatial hotel, marveling at the intricacies of its 

interior and fittings. The hotel’s architecture and interior 

is richly inspired by the palatial elements from the 

Chettinad dynasty. The Chettiars are traditionally the 

elite mercantile and banking castes in South India often 

referred to as the spout from whence the rich south 

Indian culture springs. The Chettiars were well known 

for their mansions eclectically decorated by chandeliers 

from Italy, wall-to-wall mirrors from Belgium, European 

crystals, teak from Burma, and other precious goods 

obtained through trade.

A Chettinad courtyard house often showcased 

intricate inlaid parquet marble floors within the inner 

and outer verandas, as well as elaborate Burmese teak 

carvings around entrances. The hotel magnificently pays 

homage to these Chettinad traditions: its courtyard 

wall features a Tree of Life sculpture encrusted in blue 

gemstones overlooking a huge reflecting pool. The 

lobby’s beautiful vase-like teak pillars are unmistakably 

Chettinad. Its event halls and corridors are adorned 

with Thikrie mirror tiles, painstakingly hand-laid into 

traditional patterns by craftsmen. Antique tapestries 

are framed and placed in hallways and hotel guests 

can admire them in close proximity; 3m-tall chandeliers 

hang from the ceilings of event halls and in a private 

dining room within Jamavar, the hotel’s signature South 

Indian restaurant, the ceiling where these chandeliers 

hang from are adorned with a 18K gold and silver 

painting, which took a week to create. The plates that 

hold your bar of soap in the bathroom have mother-of-

pearl generously embedded in them. 

Far richer than these luxuries is the legacy of South 

India’s culture and history. 

I visited Kapaleeswara Temple, Chennai’s famous 

Shiva temple rebuilt 350 years ago in the Dravidian 

style, an epicentre around which Mylapore is built. 

It remains today a living place of worship. Typical to 

southern Indian temples, Kapaleeswara’s entrance and 

inner courtyard have two awe-inspiring gopurams, or 

monumental towers, that rise as high as 37m, each 

decorated by uncountable sculptures of deities. I could 

gaze at these beautifully life-like figures for hours and, 

like most visitors, enjoyed a little game of spotting my 

favourites. I particularly liked a blue-turbaned guardian 

god who perches himself on his staff. There is such 

gentle grace and regality even as he is taking a break 

from his task.

What I did not expect to find was an ancient 

basilica with a direct lineage to Jesus Christ. Today, it 

is a thriving Catholic cathedral. I witnessed a wedding 

mass at the San Thome Basilica built on top of the 

tomb of Saint Thomas (yes, the doubting one), one 

of Jesus’ apostles who was believed to have come 

to India in 52 AD and baptised several people who 

are ancestors to today’s Saint Thomas Christians 

or Nasranis. The evangelist died by the spears near 

Madras and was made a martyr in 72 AD. His relics 

had been moved out of India but he is known by Indian 

Christians as the patron saint of India. Hence, the 

basilica may appear relatively new as the British had 
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(4) Young women praying at Kapaleeswara Temple in 

Chennai. The famous Shiva temple, which was rebuilt 350 
years ago, remains today a thriving place of worships for 
Southern Indians. 

(5) San Thome Basilica, boasting direct lineage to Jesus 

Christ, stands as a living testament to Chennai’s 
religious and cultural richness. It is built on top of the 
tomb of Saint Thomas, Jesus’ famous doubting apostle, 
who was believed to have traveled to India in 52 AD, 
baptised several people and was killed by spears in 72 
AD. 

(6) The impressive Leela Palace Bangalore’s courtyard 
is a sight to behold. The hotel’s architecture and interior 
is inspired by the Mysore Palace. 

(7) Leela Palace Chennai’s interior is richly inspired by 
the palatial elements from the Chettinad dynasty. The 
Chettiars are traditionally the elite mercantile and 
banking castes in South India were well known for their 
eclectically decorated mansions. 

6 7

 Leela Palace Chennai 

 Adyar Seaface, M.R.C Nagar,

Raja Annamalai Puram, Chennai 60002

 Leela Palace Bangalore  

 23, Old Airport Road, Kodihalli,

Bangalore, Karnataka 560008

 Nalli Silks Sarees  

 AA-13, II Avenue, Annanagar, Chennai 600040

 San Thome Basilica  

 19/38, Santhome High Road,

Mylapore, Chennai 600004 

 Bangalore Palace  

 Vasant Nagar, Bangalore, Karnataka 560052 

rebuilt it in 1893, but its soul is as old as Christianity.

I made a stop at Nalli, one of Chennai’s oldest silk 

saris boutique. The 85-year-old six-level sari emporium 

near the Mambalam Railway Station is the purveyor 

of the finest and most ornate saris, hand-woven and 

made from fine gold threads, sequins and beadings. 

The staff unfurled a fuchsia sari before me and I was 

nearly blinded by the gold in the threads used to create 

its floral design. The sari weighs about 4kg and costs 

US$1,500 (S$1,900).

A large part of India’s richness lies in the length 

and breadth of its complex dichotomy. Back at the Leela 

Palace Chennai, which is built facing Chennai’s 13km 

Marina Beach, the suites offer magnificent urban ocean 

views. But turn your gaze just slightly and a fishermen’s 

slum comes into view. Outside the cossetted comfort of 

the hotel lies the chaos and poverty of Chennai. Such is 

the stark reality and spectrum of India, where one can 

go from palace to slum, heaven to earth in an instant. 

Blown Back To The Past

Bangalore, my next stop, offers me respite from 

Chennai’s chaos and humidity. Though the cosmopolitan 

city immersed in an IT boom boasts of cool temperate 

weather, the Silicon Valley of India is not well known as 

a tourist hub. The real deal is Mysore Palace, that does 

not quite sit in Bangalore’s vicinity. The second most-

visited site in India next to the Taj Mahal, it is more than a 

three-hour ride away from the city. 

Intriguingly, the many foreign dignitaries and CEOs 

who visit Bangalore for business are still greeted by the 

striking likeness of the famous palace. The Leela Palace 

Bangalore is a literal representation of the Mysore 

Palace, which is a blend of Muslim, Hindu, Rajput and 

western Gothic styles. The hotel walkways and interiors 

are decorated by breathtaking and ornate archways and 

massive gothic pillars. The hotel courtyard incorporates 

ancient architectural wisdom which creates a natural 

wind tunnel. On most mornings, guests can stand 

near the ornate courtyard and feel transported by the 

breezes to the country’s ancient past. Its iconic Islamic 

domes are lit up by countless bulbs at night, just like 

the Mysore Palace. 

Bangalore Palace, the palatial site that lies closest 

to the southern Indian city, is really a 1944 Tudor-

style mansion often mistaken to be a replica of the 

Windsor Castle in England. Built as a summer palace 

and currently owned by the scion of the Mysore royal 

family, the quaint palace still appears regal despite the 

wear on its edges. As we navigate through the palace, 

which the prince still inhabits in wings closed off to 

the public, some stairwells are lined with oil paintings 

of erotic nudes, while others are filled with images of 

past rajas and the royal family. 

To scratch beneath the surface of Bangalore, 

I joined a walking tour conducted by Arun Pai, an 

engaging storyteller who specialises in offering 

foreign CEOs a snapshot of India’s cultures and 

history outside the walls of their hotels. You do not 

come to Bangalore to see a building, you come to 

experience 1,000 years of history all within four miles 

of the Leela, says Arun. “We live across different 

centuries all at the same time,” he adds like a time-

travelling sage.

Beyond the new Hyatt hotel, which serves 

as a watershed point between the haves and the 

have-nots, our guide prepared us mentally for the 

change in scenery ahead in what turned out to be my 

favourite experience of Bangalore. 

Fresh vegetable and fruit stands lined the 

streets, while cows grazed in sheds or in front of 

homes, as the smell of home cooking lifted by the 

fragrance of ghee filled the air, interspersed with the 

stench of rotting rubbish and cow dung. Curious 

kids tailed us, happy to just have their photos taken, 

maybe because it brings them closest to the tech 

toys that are otherwise elusive to them. 

During that walk, a barefoot child followed our 

group shyly, content to have his photos taken and 

made no demands. I stooped down to show him 

the photo I had taken of him, of what he looked like 

through my eyes. His genuine sweet smile upon 

seeing his images is a priceless memory for me. 

Through his eyes, I thought I had caught a glimpse of 

a little prince that roams this royal land.
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 The Black Pearl Residence 
Out of the Blue Capsis Elite 

Resort

Agia Pelagia, Crete, Greece

 +30-281-0811112

www.capsis.com

 Nikko Bali Resort & Spa 
 Jalan Terompong Peminge

Benoa Badung, Nusa Dua, Bali 

 +62-361-773377

 www.nikkobali.com

 Banyan Tree
Chongqing Beibei

 101 Hot Spring Road

Chengjiang, Beibei District 

Chongqing

 +86-023-60305555

 reservations-chongqingbei-

bei@banyantree.com


