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  The Reconstruction of the Text 

  aditya behl finished a draft of a text that he called  Shadows of Paradise  in 
2001; this was a greatly expanded revision of a text he had completed in 1995, 
his doctoral dissertation, “Rasa and Romance: The  Madhumālatī  of Shaikh 
Mañjhan Shattari.” But by 2001 he had extended it to include three more Sufi  
poems. He began with the  Madhumālatī , of which he had by then published 
a translation ( Madhumālatī: An Indian Sufi  Romance , translated by Aditya 
Behl and Simon Weightman; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). Then 
there was Qut " ban’s  Mirigāvatī , of which his translation was published post-
humously in 2011 ( The Magic Doe: Shaikh Qut " ban Suhravardī’s Mirigāvatī. A 
New Translation by Aditya Behl , edited by Wendy Doniger; New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2011). Next came Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī’s  Padmāvat , of 
which he had completed a partial translation at the time of his death, and, 
fi nally, Maulānā Dā’ūd’s  Cāndāyan . That 2001 version of the book consisted of 
ten chapters: three general chapters as well as one chapter each on  Cāndāyan  
and  Mirigāvatī  and two each on  Padmāvat  and  Madhumālatī . 

 He continued to work on the text, and in 2004–05 he delivered, at the 
École des Hautes Études in Paris, seven lectures, now renamed  Love’s Subtle 
Magic , consisting of revised versions of seven of the chapters of the 2001 text. 
Then, in 2008, at the School of Oriental and African Studies at the University 
of London he delivered four lectures, of which we have only one in a complete 
draft, “The Landscape of Paradise and the Embodied City” (a revision of one 
of the Paris lectures) and two in partial draft: “On Rupa: Form, Embodiment 
and Technique in the Hindavi Sufi  Romances” (which was published, posthu-
mously, in 2011, as the centerpiece of the introduction to his translation of the 
 Mirigāvatī ), and “The Seasons of Madhumālatī’s Separation” (a revision of one 
of the original 2001 chapters). He also made a new outline of the book he 
intended to fi nish, still devoting one chapter each to  Cāndāyan  and  Mirigāvatī  
and two each to  Padmāvat  and  Madhumālatī , now framing them with four 
general chapters, two introductory and two at the end. He died, in August 
2009, before he could fi nish revising that book. 



viii the reconstruc tion of the tex t

 In editing this book, my basic principle has been to follow his fi nal plan for 
the book and to include the latest available version of each of the ten chapters 
that he sketched in that plan. So I have taken six of the 2004–05 Paris lec-
tures as my basic text (Chapters 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, and 7) and added to that core the 
two unpublished 2008 London lectures, “The Landscape of Paradise and the 
Embodied City” (Chapter 5) and “The Seasons of Madhumalati’s Separation” 
(Chapter 8). Following Aditya’s intentions as expressed his fi nal draft of the 
introductory chapter and his fi nal outline, I constructed Chapters 9 and 10 out 
of portions of the 2004 draft of Chapters 4 and 2, respectively. 

 Because Aditya kept coming back to the book over the years and never 
edited the fi nal copy, there were a number of duplications, not only between 
diff erent versions but between chapters in a single version, and on the level 
of both phrases and whole paragraphs. In order to minimize such repetitions, 
I cut words, sentences, sometimes paragraphs, and to clarify the structure of 
the arguments within each chapter I moved paragraphs, sometimes sentences, 
sometimes words, sometimes whole sections. I added nothing but subhead-
ings and a few explanatory parenthetical paraphrases. How often I longed to 
ask Aditya what he meant by a certain puzzling phrase, and since he could not 
answer I usually left it in enigmatic form, hoping that other readers would be 
able to tease out the meaning better than I had; and rarely, when I thought I 
did know what he was getting at I rearranged clauses to clarify the passage. 

 The result is, as I am painfully aware, not the book he intended to write, 
but it is not a patchwork. Eight of the ten chapters are taken from one text 
(the 2004–05 Paris lectures), and the other two are from a draft made four 
years later. Moreover, the basic materials and ideas remained consistent in 
tone and substance between the earliest and latest versions; what he added 
were new interpretations and insights that enriched but did not cancel out his 
earlier understandings. 

 I think he would have gone on fi nding new meanings in these texts for 
years to come; the process was cut short only by his death. As I edited his text, 
I found myself falling under the spell of his perfectionist ghost, going over 
the chapters again and again to trim the excess, fi t the pieces together more 
snugly, smooth the transitions. It was hard to stop, in part because it was 
hard for me to end our collaborative eff ort, fi rst begun when Aditya was my 
student twenty years ago. The result is still unfi nished, imperfect. But what he 
was writing is a book of stunning originality, scholarly depth, and intellectual 
excitement, of great importance for our understanding of Sufi sm as well as of 
the relationship between Hindus and Muslims during a marvelously fruitful 
period of Indian history. It is his legacy to us, and a very precious one. 

 Wendy Doniger    
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book. For my part, I acknowledge, with gratitude, the generous and expert 
help of John Stratton Hawley, Philip Lutgendorf, Aradhna Behl, Ayesha Irani, 
A. Sean Pue, Francesca Orsini, Carl Ernst, Thibaut d’Hubert, and Vasudha 
Paramasivan in assembling and editing this text. Thanks to Katherine Ulrich 
for making the index. And I believe that Aditya would have wanted to dedicate 
this book to his parents, Colonel S. K. Behl and Mrs. Purnima Behl, to his 
sister, Aradhna, and his nephew, Anhad, and his niece and namesake, Aditi. 
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 Note on the Romanization of Sanskrit, Avadhi, 
Persian, Arabic, and Urdu 

 Aditya Behl wrote the chapters of this book at diff erent times, and often spelt 
the same word diff erently in diff erent languages; moreover, he transliterated 
Avadhi, Persian, Arabic, and Urdu in several diff erent ways. In romanizing 
Indic languages, we have not changed the transliteration of words within quoted 
material, which therefore still show a great range of systems of romanization, 
but we have tried to make the text as consistent as possible, while retaining 
Behl’s own preferences. We have followed his custom of leaving out the diacrit-
ics on words that are well known to English-speakers as well as on place names 
and clan names. We have kept his preferred spelling of “Mañjhan,” using the 
Avadhi rather than Persian (Manjhan) romanization, and we have honored his 
preference for spelling ‘Alāuddīn, ‘Abdul, ‘Abdullāh, and Sher Shāh as such 
rather than as ‘Alā’ al-dīn, ‘Abd al, ‘Abd Allāh, and Shīr Shāh.  

 For Sanskrit, we have used the International Alphabet of Sanskrit 
Transliteration. In order to avoid romanizing a single term diff erently across 
linguistic contexts, Sanskrit spelling has been preferred over Hindi, with a few 
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exceptions, including titles and proper names. For Hindi, the system followed 
is the one laid out in R. S. McGregor, The Oxford Hindi-English Dictionary 
(Delhi: OUP, 1993). 

Transliterated terms and names in Persian follow the transliteration scheme 
for the Arabo-Persian letters laid out in F. I. Steingass’ A Comprehensive 
Persian-English Dictionary (London: Routledge & K. Paul, 1892). In the case 
of consonants, we have made a few substitutions to refl ect Behl’s choices. 
For ث, where Steingass uses “s '”, we have used “s.” For غ, Steingass’ “gh,” we 
have used “ġh”, and for the letter و in its consonantal form, we have replaced 
Steingass’ “w” with “v.” For vowels and diphthongs, we have used a, ā, i, ī, 
u, ū, a´, o, e, ai, and au. For the sake of consistency, the transliteration of 
the occasional Arabic or Urdu name, book-title, term, and quotation also fol-
lows the same transliteration scheme for the Arabo-Persian letters laid out 
for Persian above. In the case of Urdu, e is used to indicate the fi nal � in 
words like banāe, and the letters common to Urdu and Hindi are romanized 
according to the conventions for Hindi. Throughout, we have retained Behl’s 
preference for the fi nal “h” in terms like silsilah. We have indicated elision of 
the Arabic defi nite article when preceded by a vowel. Iz�āfah is indicated, in 
Persian, Arabic, and Urdu, according to the Library of Congress’s conventions 
for each of these languages.



     Love’s Subtle Magic       



This page intentionally left blank 



     1 

 Studying the Sultanate Period   

   love’s subtle magic can change nature, and even tame that most intractable 
beast, human nature. This is the simple mystery ( sahaja bheda ) that the Sufi s 
(Islamic mystics) of sultanate India taught through their spiritual and worldly 
practice, the principle they illustrated through composition and recitation of 
their verse romances, written in Hindavī and sung in courts, salons, and Sufi  
shrines from the fourteenth century onward. Their challenge was to make 
their spiritual agenda comprehensible and appealing in an Indian cultural 
landscape, using local terms, symbols, concepts, techniques, and gods. The 
poets were members of the Persian-speaking courtly élite of the Delhi sultan-
ate and the regional kingdoms that followed in its wake, as well as disciples 
of the Sufi  masters who sanctifi ed the landscape of north India through their 
austerities. Written and performed in Delhi, Jaunpur, and the eastern prov-
inces of the Indo-Gangetic doab, the Hindavī Sufi  romances ( prema-kah  ā  n  ī , 
“love stories”) mark the inauguration of a new literary and devotional culture 
in a local language. The major romances of the genre date from the four-
teenth century till the middle of the sixteenth, when the Mughals took over 
the rulership of north India. This is a book about those fi ctional narratives 
and the cultures of performance and reception that produced them, aristocratic 
local courts and the hospices of Sufi  shaikhs.  

  The Cultural Landscape 
 The poems, recited in the evenings in elegant storytelling sessions or ritually per-
formed in Sufi  shrines to awaken the novice to spiritual realities, were entertain-
ing stories as well as suggestively erotic narratives about ascetic self-transformation. 
Although this powerful genre of Indian Islamic poetry inspired numerous retell-
ings in later centuries, it has remained enigmatic to modern interpretation. 

 Three linked historical processes—cultural assimilation and transformation, 
creation of new literary media and canons, and articulation of spiritual practice 
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using local terms and concepts—are central to understanding the Hindavī love 
stories. Although characterizations of the period emphasize the rhetoric of 
war, the Islamic conquest of northern India prompted a much subtler process 
of competitive cultural assimilation. No matter how strident the triumphalist 
rhetoric of conquest, the courts of the Delhi sultanate were situated in a land-
scape not entirely under their control, a contact zone of cultures and languages. 
Not only was desire frequently expressed over frontiers of war, but once the 
incomers were settled in India they reimagined community, polity, and reli-
gious belief and practice within an Indian landscape. Conquest also entails 
setting mutual terms of understanding, styles of accommodation that allow 
people to live together, interact, be transformed by one another. Encounters, 
battles, erotic desire, political rapprochements, and competitive expressions of 
cultural or religious supremacy are marks of such a diverse, contested, and 
multilingual world. The authors of this particular élite-sponsored Hindavī liter-
ary tradition were operating in a world in which many groups of people occu-
pied the same cultural landscape, in constant dialogue with one another and 
with their own perceived and real pasts and presents. 

 Creation of new literary languages has to be understood within this com-
plex cultural landscape, in which Persian, Arabic, and Sanskrit were the “clas-
sical” or cosmopolitan tongues that predefi ned generic and poetic expression 
in Hindustan in the fourteenth century. These languages were not the sole 
means of expression, however, and across the subcontinent a range of new 
literary languages and cultures were created in the fi rst part of what Sheldon 
Pollock has memorably termed “the vernacular millennium.”  1   By expressing 
themselves in these newly emergent media and thereby shaping them deci-
sively, Sufi s and aristocrats participated in the literary and linguistic transfor-
mation of their world. The poets of the genre created a sophisticated Indian 
Islamic literary tradition, a genre containing a set of  des  ī  or indigenous literary 
and religious terms, and a narrative universe to express the distinctive Sufi  
agenda within the local landscape in which the Chishtis and Shattaris worked 
hard to establish themselves. (The Chishtis were an order of Sufi s who came 
from Afghanistan to India in the twelfth century  c.e. ; the Shattaris, whose 
name means “lightning-fast,” were a Sufi  order that originated in Persia in the 
fi fteenth century but became codifi ed in India.) Explicating the Hindavī Sufi  
romances entails understanding the genre’s form and content, its place in the 
social relations and lived experience of a past time, the conditions of its recep-
tion and transmission, and its links to larger processes of linguistic choice and 
canon formation during the period of the Delhi sultanate. 

 Understanding these historical transformations, however, involves us in a 
host of conceptual and interpretative problems. On one side lies the philo-
logical direction of specifying how something new is created out of an older, 
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mixed repertory of literary and religious sources, breaking it down into its 
component parts: Sanskrit, Persian, and Arabic, as well as regional poetic 
forms and spoken languages. By doing this, one is refusing it the status of the 
new, showing that it is old after all and not distinctive and novel. Moreover, 
one falls into the trap of using the fragmentary remains of one of the least-
understood periods of Indian cultural history, the age of the Delhi sultanate 
and the regional Afghan and Turkish kingdoms that followed in its wake, to 
constitute philological objects fl oating free in time and space, the  ur -texts of 
classical Indology or Oriental studies. Even a genre of fantasy as seemingly 
liberated from everyday experience as the Sufi  romance betrays the marks of 
historical process, time, and place. One has to set even the most fantastic nar-
rative against the cultural horizons of its production. 

 The other tendency, into which cultural historians of the period have 
mostly fallen, is to list events, kings, battles, and literary and religious texts 
in chronological order, neatly divided into separate compartments such as 
Hindu and Muslim, subdivided in each case into art, architecture, languages, 
and history.  2   This compartmentalized history, based on the tendency to list, 
a  Listenwissenschaft  posing as cultural history, has made it diffi  cult to account 
for, or even to discern, larger cultural processes or smaller episodes of inter-
action and assimilation: creation of new literatures, growth of material culture 
and technology, the clearly joint production of what is now called Hindustani 
classical music, changes in cuisine and eating habits with the adoption of new 
foodstuff s, what constituted aesthetic pleasure, common stereotypes—in short, 
the everyday culture of the area Indian Muslims called Hindustan, the Indo-
Gangetic doab north of the Vindhyas.  3   A stage play of essentialisms substitutes 
for any understanding of the feel of cultural life in the period. 

 There are also real diffi  culties in drawing linguistic boundaries between the 
various dialects and languages prevalent in northern India. As Colin Masica 
has indicated in a discussion of the development of the new Indo-Aryan lan-
guages, the historical situation in South Asia is shaped diff erently from Europe 
and involves a slippery distinction between dialect and language:

  Lacking clearcut geographical units of the European type where dia-
lectical variants can crystallize in semi-isolation, or longstanding polit-
ical boundaries, the entire Indo-Aryan realm (except for Sinhalese) 
constitutes one enormous dialectal continuum, where continued con-
tact inhibits such crystallization, and diff erentiated dialects continue to 
infl uence one another. The speech of each village diff ers slightly from 
the next, without loss of mutual intelligibility, all the way from Assam 
to Afghanistan. Cumulatively the diff erences are very great, but where 
do we draw the dialect, let alone the language, boundaries?  4     
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 Linguists have addressed this situation through elaborate classifi catory schemes 
and studies of morphology, syntax, and linguistic change. Literary critics, how-
ever, do not have the advantage of a living laboratory; their materials for studying 
the historical transition into the new Indo-Aryan languages are shaped by generic 
conventions and the aesthetics created by poets in the new literary languages. 

 Understanding the genre involves also setting it within the political and 
social context of its inauguration. The Delhi sultanate, established by the invad-
ing armies of the Ghaznavids and later the independent Turkish and Afghan 
sultans, introduced a system of political appanages ( iqt " ā‘ ) and built massive 
forts to garrison the northern Indian countryside.  5   The generals and noblemen 
in charge of these provinces ( iqt " ā‘-d  ā  r s), dependent on their superior technology 
of warfare and the effi  cacy of their mounted cavalry, assessed the land under 
their control for revenue and sent regular tribute to the Sultan in Delhi. Sultans 
and generals also pushed what recent scholars have called the “moving frontier 
of Islamic expansion”  6   relentlessly forward to conquer new provinces, loot them 
for treasure, and set up new forts and garrisons. Once these provinces were 
acquired, however, their rulers remained a small élite that attempted to control 
local chiefs and rajas as well as local communities that did not give up their 
religious beliefs or cultural practices. The forts and their rulers were points 
in a landscape that was only gradually susceptible to ideological and religious 
change as well as cultural exchanges. Despite the self-projections of a new set 
of rulers, control over provinces held as  iqt " ā‘  remained uncertain, porous, and 
constantly subject to renegotiation. The role of Turkish slaves who gradually 
took over administrative and military control; the rise of local, converted noble-
men and pressure groups; and ethnic and tribal rivalries at the court in Delhi 
meant that dynastic and military control was also negotiable.  7   An overly centrist 
or dualistic perspective must therefore be avoided, particularly in examining the 
evidence of mutual assimilation and the rise of many local composite cultural 
forms. 

 The Indian Islamic literary tradition of the Hindavī Sufi  romances is part 
of this complex process of intermingling and territorial conquest, which gener-
ated new polities, created a set of new literary and devotional traditions, and 
transformed the subjectivities of both conquerors and conquered. Elucidating 
these processes involves exploring the thematic content and narratives of the 
Sufi  romances, as well as asking how they represent their contexts of produc-
tion and reception.  

  The Chishti Sufi s 
 The fi rst poets of these romances, the Chishti Sufi s, were powerful fi gures 
in the cultural and religious life of the Delhi sultanate. At the core of their 
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mystical activity and contemplation was the transcendental monotheism of 
belief in Allah, the invisible center, cause, and creator of the visible world. 
In order to achieve closeness to Allah, the Chishtis aimed at transforming 
themselves through ascetic practice, which involved a hard regimen of spiri-
tual exercises, fasting, and extra prayers performed at night. The objective of 
this ascetic self-mortifi cation was to view ordinary physical reality as imbued 
with divine presence and subject to manipulation by fi gures that were close to 
Allah, watched over by his invisible agents. 

 Whether at the level of the concrete landscape or the physical body, the 
Chishtis were in a sense trying to resolve the intractable dilemma posed 
by a transcendental monotheism within a material world. Put simply, the 
problem had to do with the nature of the transcendence of Allah: since 
this strictly monotheistic, invisible God created the physical, sensible world 
and yet stayed apart from it and was diff erent in essence from the world, 
how could a seeker have access to the presence of Allah? Muslims on that 
cultural scene had to grapple with similar problems and come up with their 
own solutions: What gave meaning to their lives? What was love? What 
was aesthetic pleasure? How were these notions linked with divine pres-
ence, with embodiment? In common with the other religious groups on 
the cultural landscape of northern India, the Sufi s emphasized surrender, 
the true spiritual meaning of  isl  ā  m  or “submission.” The term is matched 
by  prapatti  (“surrender”) among the Vai ṣṇ avas and similar notions among 
other devotional poets in India. The Chishti Sufi s tried to resolve their par-
ticular dilemmas through the cultural and spiritual means at their disposal: 
through sanctifi cation of the landscape, or through a bodily regimen of 
piety with which a special sense of Allah’s nearness could be cultivated, or 
through training the mind to read the world for signs of invisible spiritual 
processes, or, fi nally through listening to erotic poetry and letting it trans-
form their being. Attendant on the ritual performance of the Chishti  sam  ā‘  
or audition was opening up the self to the music and poetry that celebrated 
the erotics of the relationship to an impossibly distant beloved.  8   Other  silsi-
lah s (lineages of teachers) such as the Naqshbandis did not practice  sam  ā‘  
but had their own distinctive style of spiritual training that created aware-
ness in the trainee or novice. 

 The material and political sponsorship for these mystical agendas came 
from the sultans and aristocrats of the Delhi sultanate and the provinces 
ruled from Delhi in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Ever since 
K. A. Nizami’s pioneering study on Indian Sufi  thought,  Some Aspects 
of Religion and Politics in India During the Thirteenth Century , a separa-
tion between the realms of mysticism and politics has defi ned the fi eld. 
Citing the Chishti compendium of praxis and belief (Mu ḥ ammad Kirmānī’s 
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 Siyar-al-‘Auliy  ā  or “Biographies of the Saints”), Nizami underscores the 
Chishti abhorrence for court politics:

  Shaik ̣ h Nizām-ud-din ‘Auliyā of Delhi, who lived to see more than half a 
dozen rulers occupy the throne of Delhi, never visited the court of any 
Sultan. He even refused to grant interviews to them. . . . However great 
the Sultan may be and however insistent his requests, the Shaik  ̣h would 
never deviate from his principle. The Shaik  ̣h refused to see Sultan ‘Alā-ud-
din Khiljī and when he insisted, his reply was: “My house has two doors. 
If the Sultan enters by one, I shall make my exit by the other one.”  9     

 This attitude persisted as a prescriptive ideal in the Chishti  silsilah  until at least 
the seventeenth century and was prevalent among latter-day Sufi s. However, 
the relation of precept to practice is a diffi  cult one, and a number of scholars 
have suggested that over time the central organization of the Chishti  silsilah  
broke down into “a conglomerate of smaller and bigger autonomous principal-
ities.”  10   Many of the Chishti Sufi s accepted royal patronage and even expected 
sultans to provide tax-free land grants for them.  11   

 With these facts in mind, the insightful studies of another scholar of 
Indian Sufi sm, Simon Digby, have pointed the way to a diff erent sort of 
answer: that the sources mark a complex, contradictory relationship between 
kings and Sufi s. On the one hand the Sufi s admit their dependence on the 
structures of political authority; yet on the other, they assert a superior claim 
to authority because kings frequently gain their power from the blessings of a 
Sufi  shaikh.  12   The Chishti strategy of holding on to a public rhetoric of  tark-i 
duniy  ā  or abandonment of the world while accepting economic support and 
even playing at kingmaking embodies the social tension between political and 
spiritual claims to authority  13   that is apparent in the literature of the period. 

 The Sufi  shaikhs of Delhi and the provincial  vil  ā  yah s (territorial jurisdic-
tions) of Hindustan created a male-centered ascetic culture. Within the lands 
conquered by the armies of the Delhi sultanate, the great shaikhs of the Chishti 
 silsilah  were able to command a following and set up hospices where they gave 
spiritual instruction and trained disciples. Several aspects of the Chishti social 
and spiritual agenda are noteworthy: their relations with rulers and the fl ow of 
material gifts, their belief in cultivating consciousness of God and of the invis-
ible world of saints and adepts that surrounds the visible order of things, their 
regimen of ascesis and prayer, and their musical practice, which was aimed at 
transforming the novice into a man with a taste for things spiritual (  ẕ   auq ). 

 The fi rst of these aspects, their relation with rulers and the new landed aris-
tocracy, is intrinsically linked with the carving up of Hindustan into provinces by a 
class of Turkish military aristocrats. Sufi  shaikhs often pressed superior claims of 
spiritual authority over territory, using the idea of their divine jurisdiction over land 
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and reminding kings that they were on their thrones because of the blessing of a 
holy man.  14   Such holy men were special because they lived in two realms at once, 
the visible and the invisible, and could interpret signs from the invisible world 
for the select disciples and the throngs who frequented the Sufi   k  h  ā  naq  ā  h  (the 
Sufi  lodge, cloister, or hospice): “Above the authority of mundane rulers there is 
ordained a hierarchy of those with supernatural powers, perpetually watchful over 
the welfare of all regions of the world . . . such claims to the  wil  ā  yat  of a specifi c 
territory were actively and vigourously pursued by Shaikhs in Khurasan . . . and the 
concept is very common in fourteenth-century and later Indian Sufi  literature.”  15   

 This notion of territorial jurisdiction ( vil  ā  yah ), and the superior relationship 
of the shaikh to the world of material aff airs ( duniy  ā ), coexisted with a con-
tradictory notion. In order for the Sufi  hospices to function, they were depen-
dent on the economic largesse of rulers, in the form of tax-free land grants 
( madad-i ma‘āsh ), as well as on the regular fl ow of alms or  fut  ū   ḥ   ā  t . 

 The distinctive way in which the Chishtis handled this infl ow of mate-
rial goods was to insist on a spiritual principle of redistribution. Thus, for 
instance, Shaikh Niz " ām al-dīn Auliyā’ had the following to say about amassing 
and dispensing worldly goods: 

 “One must not collect worldly goods except that which is necessary, such as 
the cloak that resembles a woman’s veil. That much is legitimate, but no 
more than that. Everything else that one receives should be dispensed with 
rather than hoarded.” Then on his blessed lips came the following couplet: 
  Gold is there just for giving, my son. 
  For keeping, what’s the diff erence between gold and stone?  16     

 Spiritual merit is connected, in this system, only with giving up the goods 
and cash that fl ow into the  k  h  ā  naq  ā  h . The discourses of Chishti shaikhs 
are full of stories in which wealth proved an impediment to worship and 
spiritual practice. Any regular expectation of money was a hindrance in the 
sense that the Sufi  then expected to be paid for his mystical practice. Along 
with this explicit devaluation of material goods, the Chishtis took a distinc-
tive view of the concrete world: it was only an overlay for the invisible world, 
whose spiritual principles could be seen here at work in visible ways. 

 The invisible world and its hierarchy of adepts and saints was, for the Chishti 
shaikhs and their disciples, a source of guidance as well as an explanatory factor 
for concrete occurrences. For instance, there are numerous references to fi gures 
from the invisible world ( mard  ā  n-i   ġ  haib ) intervening in the visible world:

  The conversation turned to men of the invisible world, who, when they 
see someone is capable and of high resolve in acts of devotion and 
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striving, carry them off . The master then told the story of a young 
man named Nasir in Badayun. “I heard about him that he said that 
his father was united with God. One night they called him before the 
door of his house. He came out, and from inside I heard salutations 
and greetings, and then heard my father say, ‘I will just say farewell 
to my son and to the people of my house.’ They said, ‘The moment 
is passing.’ After that I knew nothing of them, nor where my father 
went!”  17     

 Stories such as these allowed the Chishtis to attach a spiritual signifi cance to 
material objects, acts of devotion or ascesis, or events such as the appearance 
and disappearance of people. The ability to appreciate the true signifi cance of 
the visible and the invisible worlds was what distinguished men of insight and 
discernment. The capacity of corporeal things or stories to exemplify or to alle-
gorize ( tams ̱   ī  l ) invisible or hidden spiritual principles is also of course a com-
mon theme in Sufi  literature in Persian and Arabic. Poets used it eff ectively to 
compose texts such as Farīd al-dīn ‘At " t " ār’s  Mant " iq al-    T"air  (“The Conference of the 
Birds”) and Jalāl al-dīn Rūmī’s  Mas  ̱nav  ī , both poems full of stories, exempla, and 
allegorical clues to the decipherment of mystical experiences and doctrines.  18   

 For the Chishtis, the key was to immerse oneself in Allah ( mash  ġ  h  ū  l  ī  -yi  
  ḥ   aqq ) to the exclusion of all other work and all other kinds of knowledge: 

 Conversation then turned to immersing oneself in God. That is the 
true work, and everything else not related to it is but an obstacle to 
that blessing. The master noted: “Once concerning those books that 
I had read and studied, a fear arose within me and I said to myself, 
‘What has become of me (from all that reading)?’” In this connection 
he told the following story: “Shaykh Abu Sa’id Abu’l-Khayr—may God 
have mercy on him—when he had reached a perfect spiritual state 
took all the books that he had read and put them in a corner. Others 
say that he washed them (i. e. the writing) away.” The master paused. 
“It is not correct to say that he washed them, but he did keep them 
in a particular place until one day he wanted to study something from 
one of those books. A voice from the Unseen declared: ‘O Abu Sa‘id, 
let us annul our pact, for you are immersing yourself in something 
else!’” The master, when he reached this point in the story, began to 
cry and these two lines of poetry came upon his blessed tongue:

O shadow of enmity, how can you ever be contained, in that place 
where even the thought of the Friend is a bother? 
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 That is to say, in a circumstance where even books on the Shaykhs, not 
to mention tomes on jurisprudence and legal statutes, become a veil, 
how can one make room for things other than them?  19     

 The intervention of the voice from the Unseen was only to exhort Abū Sa‘īd 
to throw away all his books, even the books about Sufi s of the past. As the 
Persian verse puts it, even thought is an obstacle to the direct experience of 
being constantly mindful of Allah, the divine presence with which the Sufi s 
sought to sanctify the landscape of Hindustan. 

 Such asceticism also involved transformation of all the physical drives such 
as sex and hunger. In this anecdote, which Nizami discusses as an example 
of the Chishti principle of living only for God, the attitude of the dervishes 
who are engrossed in God changes the physical experience of being in the 
world:  20    

  A saint lived on the bank of a river. One day this saint asked his 
wife to give food to a  darwesh  residing on the other side of the river. 
His wife protested that crossing the water would be diffi  cult. He 
said: “When you go to the bank of the river tell the water to pro-
vide a way for you due to respect for your husband who never slept 
with his wife.” His wife was perplexed at these words and said to 
herself: “How many children have I borne this man! Yet how can 
I challenge this directive from my husband?” She took the food to 
the bank of the river, spoke the message to the water, and the water 
gave way for her passage. Having crossed, she put food before the 
 darwesh , and the  darwesh  took it in her presence. After he had eaten, 
the woman asked, “How shall I recross the river?” “How did you 
come?” asked the  darwesh . The woman repeated the words of her 
husband. On hearing this, the  darwesh  said: “Go to the river and tell 
it to make way for you out of respect for the  darwesh  who never ate 
for thirty years.” The woman, bewildered at these words, came to the 
river, repeated the message, and the water again gave way for her 
passage. On returning home, the woman fell at her husband’s feet 
and implored him: “Tell me the secret of those directives which you 
and the other  darwesh  uttered.” “Look,” said the saint, “I never slept 
with you to satisfy the passions of my lower self. I slept with you 
only to provide you what was your due. In reality, I never slept with 
you, and similarly, that other man never ate for thirty years to satisfy 
his appetite or to fi ll his stomach. He ate only to have the strength 
to do God’s will.”  21      
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  The Problem of “Hindu” and “Muslim” 
 Where is one to place a single emergent literary genre in a regional language? 
Nineteenth-century colonial scholarship, which made available the Hindavī 
texts and the Persian materials on premodern Indian history and religion, rep-
resents them as examples of popular synthesis between “Hindu” and “Muslim” 
cultures. 

 Sir George Grierson, the scholar who discovered the Sufi  romances 
( prem  ā  khy  ā  n s), was the fi rst to place them within a chronological history of the 
formation of genres and to convert them from manuscripts written in Persian 
script into critical editions that represented this poetry as written in “the pur-
est vernacular of the time.”  22   Although Grierson accomplished the monumen-
tal  Linguistic Survey of India , he displayed less than his customary acuity in 
constructing the category of vernacular populism under which the Hindavī 
romances, sophisticated exemplars of a self-conscious literary tradition, have 
labored since his day. Grierson’s account of Sufi  universalism fi ts the poem 
into a populist stereotype of folk devotionalism and ignores the élite courtly 
patronage of the Hindavī Sufi  poets. 

 Grierson’s eff orts created the models of literary classifi cation and analysis 
for the nationalist Hindi critics who were to follow; he assumed that the past 
contained a single language called Hindi or Hindustani and fi tted the literary 
documents of the past into the development of this language.  23   In 1896, in 
collaboration with Pandit Sudhakar Dwivedi, he began to publish the text of 
the Sufi  poet Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī’s  Padm  ā  vat  (ca. 1540). Grierson’s work 
in converting into printed editions manuscripts taken from Sufi  shrines pro-
vided an infl uential model for later scholars: the drive to edit more and more 
 prem  ā  khy  ā  n s. His collaborator, Pandit Sudhakar Dwivedi, established another 
interpretive strategy for explicating the romances: he added to the printed text 
a line-by-line gloss of the poem, which he called the  Sudh  ā  kar-Candrik  ā  (“The 
Moon That Spreads the Nectar of Illumination”). These procedures wrenched 
the poetic text from its context of authorship and reception, the proper place 
for understanding why and how such a romance was written and received 
historically and socially. Instead, Grierson and Dwivedi concentrated scholarly 
attention on classifying and constructing complete, philologically accurate texts, 
a tendency that dominates Hindi scholarship on the tradition to this day. 

 Propagation of modern standard Hindi as the national language of India 
in the fi rst decades of the twentieth century was an enterprise that involved 
equipping Hindi with a literary history and a canon of masterpieces. Prominent 
in the struggle were organizations such as the Nagari Pracarini Sabha, which 
promoted the use of the Devanagari script and sponsored scholarly editions of 
literary texts.  24   Nationalist critics such as Ramchandra Shukla drew on colonial 
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models of literary history to classify the Hindi canon, placing the Hindavī Sufi  
romances within a teleological scheme of the evolution of modern standard 
Hindi. Shukla also edited Jāyasī’s texts but attacked Dwivedi’s gloss as spread-
ing darkness ( andhak  ā  r a) rather than the nectar of illumination. Shukla sub-
sumed the fi ve major literary languages  25   of premodern Hindi poetry into a 
new nationalist construction of the canon, and he collected and edited texts 
that would fi t within this canon. These nationalist critics invented modern 
standard Hindi on the model of the European nation-states with their own 
national languages and literary canons, classifying earlier literary and linguistic 
forms in conformity with primordialist notions of national identity. 

 When Shukla published his landmark  Hind  ī   S  ā  hitya k  ā   Itih  ā  s  in 1929, he 
prefaced his account of the Hindi canon by linking language, national con-
sciousness, and history in an evolutionary scheme: “If every nation’s literature 
is a collective refl ection of the consciousness of its people, then it is necessar-
ily true that as there are changes in the people’s consciousness, the form of 
their literature changes also.”  26   

 Although the spoken tongues that emerged as vehicles of literary expres-
sion after 1200 did develop into the various regional languages of South Asia, 
reading the newly constituted discourses of Hindu nationalism back to consti-
tute a unifi ed and linear history for modern standard Hindi creates a telos for 
the earlier languages that is unjustifi ed. Moreover, given the links between the 
movement for propagation of Hindi and Hindu revivalism, where do Muslim 
Sufi s fi t into an account of the development of modern standard Hindi? What 
is the precise relation of the literary traditions of Arabic and Persian to the for-
mulation of a Hindavī Sufi  poetics? If Hindi and Urdu were historically linked 
with the formation of separate “Hindu” and “Muslim” literary and social iden-
tities, how does one begin to understand a major body of premodern literature 
that is both “Muslim” and in “Hindi”? 

 This diffi  cult crux led Shukla to propose that the Hindavī Sufi  poetic tradi-
tion was derived from Persian  mas ̱ nav  ī s or verse narratives and was therefore 
“un-Indian” in inspiration and in the kind of love depicted in the stories. As a 
later critic, Ganapatichandra Gupta, put it  , “In Acharya Ramchandra Shukla’s 
opinion, the Indian tradition of love takes as its ideal the marital love of Rāma 
and Sītā, whereas in the  prem  ā  khy  ā  n s premarital, socially unstigmatized, spon-
taneous love is depicted. Therefore this [argument] cannot be accepted against 
the Indian tradition of love.”  27   

 The embarrassment with the Islamic identity of a major genre of Hindi 
poetry, as well as with its lush eroticism, led Shukla to ignore the specifi cs of the 
Sufi  romances. Although the Sufi  poets depicted the heroine’s body as a sensu-
ous shadow of divinity, Shukla chose to classify the  prem  ā  khy  ā  n s as narratives 
of love for an unqualifi ed or formless divine essence  ( nirguna-prema-m  ā  rga ). 
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These classifi catory confusions yielded an extraordinary dilemma for the Hindi 
critics following Shukla: Are the Hindavī Sufi  romances truly “Indian” or not? 
Shukla’s view is challenged by Ganapatichandra Gupta, who off ers numer-
ous examples of extramarital love from poetry dedicated to K  ṛṣṇ  a in Indian 
languages. Gupta traces a tradition of “spontaneous love” ( svacchanda prema ) 
back to the  Ṛgveda  and the  Mah  ā  bh  ā  rata , citing the love stories of U ṣ ā and 
Aniruddha, Nala and Damayantī, and so on. More ink than one would care to 
acknowledge has been spilled on the fruitless debate between partisans of the 
Indian and non-Indian factions. 

 Setting these richly suggestive and multivalent texts within the contexts of 
their production and reception is a diffi  cult proposition because of the models 
of cultural history that we have inherited from colonial and nationalist accounts 
of the Indian past. The diffi  culty is compounded by the near-exclusive focus 
on political history and chronicles of conquest and dynastic rule, with lack of 
attention to the discursive assumptions framing other sorts of narratives and 
texts.  28   The bias is apparent even in the founding moments of the academic 
study of the period, as in Sir Henry Myers Elliot’s 1849 preface to the eight-
volume sourcebook entitled  The History of India as Told by Its Own Historians :

  We have to lament the entire absence of literary history and biography, 
which in India is devoted only to saints and poets. Where fairy tales 
and fi ctions are included under the general name of history we can-
not expect to learn much respecting the character, pursuits, motives, 
and actions of historians. Even in Europe this defi ciency has been com-
plained of; how much more, then, is it likely to be a subject of regret, 
where despotism is triumphant. . . . [These chronicles] comprise, for the 
most part nothing but a mere dry narration of events, conducted with 
reference to chronological sequence, never grouped philosophically 
according to their relations. Without speculation on causes or eff ects; 
without a refl ection or suggestion which is not of the most puerile and 
contemptible kind; and without any observations calculated to interrupt 
the monotony of successive conspiracies, revolts, intrigues, murders, 
and fratricides, so common in Asiatic monarchies, and to which India 
unhappily forms no exception. . . . [they] will make our native subjects 
more sensible of the immense advantages accruing to them under the 
mildness and equity of our rule.  29     

 It is totally incorrect as well as highly objectionable to characterize the cultural 
landscape as a zone of Oriental despotism, battling essentialisms, and irratio-
nal prejudice. The assumptions made explicit in this severely biased indict-
ment of premodern “Oriental despotism” are a useful entry into the problems 
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that beset any attempt to shed light on what unfortunately still remains a 
“dark period” in Indian history. 

 To begin with, the colonial notion of the despotic rule that the British sought 
to displace in India  30   centered all eff ective power in the person of the tyran-
nical ruler. Removing him allowed the imperium to be reconstituted around 
the supposed “mildness and equity” of British rule rather than the savage and 
pointless actions of previous rulers. In addition to the untenable focus on élite 
history, there is another noteworthy assumption in Sir Henry Elliot’s words, 
representing a colonialist attitude that has generated much misunderstanding 
and politically motivated scholarship.  31   In the same preface, he anachronisti-
cally divides the populace into Hindu and Muslim nations, corresponding to 
nineteenth-century views of nationalism based on race, religion, and language:

  The few glimpses we have . . . of Hindus slain for disputing with 
Muhammadans, of general prohibitions against processions, worship, 
and ablutions, and of other intolerant measures, of idols mutilated, of 
temples razed, of forcible conversions and marriages, of proscriptions 
and confi scations, of murders and massacres, and of the sensuality and 
drunkenness of the tyrants who enjoined them show us that this pic-
ture is not overcharged . . . [T]hese defi ciencies are more to be lamented, 
where, as sometimes happens, a Hindu is the author. From one of that 
nation we might have expected to have learnt what were the feelings, 
hopes, faiths, fears, and yearnings, of his subject race . . . [T]here is noth-
ing to betray his religion or his nation. . . . He is so far wedded to the set 
phrases and infl ated language of his conquerors, that he speaks of “the 
light of Islam shedding its refulgence on the world,” of “the blessed 
Muharram,” and of “the illustrious Book.”  32     

 Two points are central here: the change in cultural forms and conventions 
after the change in polity, and the idea of Hindus and Muslims as two nations 
divided by race and religion. 

 The adoption of Persianate literary forms by a “Hindu” author is part of the 
same process of cultural assimilation and interaction that causes a “Muslim” 
author to use the conventions of a local Indian language to express his mes-
sage. In either case, the religious identity of the author serves as no guaran-
tor of ideological position. It is only when groups of people share the same 
cultural landscape that we have mixed or boundary-crossing literary and devo-
tional traditions of poetry. It is entirely congruent, on such a cultural scene, 
to have a range of competitive attitudes toward conquest, religion, and the 
politics of cultural change. The formation of creolized or mixed literary genres 
implies a world of conversion and confl ict, dialogue and intermingling. 
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 Moreover, the idea of Hindus and Muslims as two nations  33   sets up an over-
drawn opposition between religious communities in a history in which class, 
caste, occupation, language, and sectarian affi  liation have always also deter-
mined social position and attitude. As Gyanendra Pandey has noted about the 
colonialist construction of Hindu and Muslim communalism, it “captured for 
the colonialists what they had conceptualized as a basic feature of Indian soci-
ety—its religious bigotry and its fundamentally irrational character. . . . ‘History’ 
happens to these people; it can hardly be a process in which they play a con-
scious and signifi cant part.”  34   Pandey’s analysis is exemplary in that he distin-
guishes a range of colonialist positions, from the liberal or rationalistic to the 
more racist and essentialistic.  35   The colonialist construction of a communally 
divided past, as Pandey points out, shared many elements with subsequent 
nationalist critiques of colonialism. 

 Competing nationalist historians have taken these positions to the 
extreme, as for instance the distinguished Pakistani historian of the Delhi 
sultanate, Ishtiaq Husain Qureshi: “How could two people with such diver-
gence in their outlook, beliefs, mores, tastes, and inclinations be moulded 
into one [without sacrifi cing] something that had entered into the innermost 
recesses of their souls?”  36     According to this view, Indian history has been 
an armed struggle between Hindus and Muslims in the interests of their 
separate identities. On the other hand, secular Indian historians such as 
Tara Chand characterize the cultural life of premodern India as exemplify-
ing the modern Indian nation’s idea of religious harmony and unity: “The 
eff ort to seek a new life led to the development of a new culture which 
was neither exclusively Hindu nor purely Muslim. It was indeed a Muslim-
Hindu culture.”  37   This joint culture is often also characterized as hybrid or 
syncretistic, denoting an indiscriminate mingling of elements in new cul-
tural forms. 

 These visions of history have had a real impact on our understandings of 
the cultural monuments of the past and their links with polity and religion. 
Thus, Aziz Ahmad places his treatment of the premodern texts that deal with 
the Turkish conquest of northern India within a radically dualist view of the 
division between “Hindu” and “Muslim” literatures:

  Muslim impact and rule in India generated two literary growths: a 
Muslim epic of conquest, and a Hindu epic of resistance and of psycho-
logical rejection. The two literary growths were planted in two diff erent 
cultures; in two diff erent languages, Persian and Hindi; in two mutu-
ally exclusive religious, cultural and historical attitudes each confront-
ing the other in aggressive hostility. Each of these two literary growths 
developed in mutual ignorance of the other.  38     
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 This separatist view of genre and history, between groups of people who over-
lap signifi cantly in both cultural and physical space, simplifi es complex identi-
ties into a static, unchanging opposition. The highly questionable assumption 
of “mutual ignorance” leaves unasked all the questions about how people 
interact; how genre, history, and imaginative geography shape one another; 
and how emergent literary canons in the new Indo-Aryan languages are impli-
cated in this moment of transition in Indian history. 

 On the other hand, studies of the new literatures in the regional Indian 
languages commonly contrast Sufi s with narratives of Islamic conquest and 
military brutality and portray them as populists preaching universal love and 
brotherhood. For example, Annemarie Schimmel characterizes the users of 
 bh  ā  kh  ā , the spoken language of north India, as follows:

  The expansion of this newly emergent language was largely due to 
the activities of wandering preachers, both Muslim Sufi s and repre-
sentatives of Hindu  bhakti  mysticism. The fi rst great leaders of Sufi  
orders, like Mu‘īnuddin Ćiśtī and Bahā’uddīn Zakariyā, reached the 
subcontinent around 1200. They taught the love of God and man and 
stressed the equality of all human beings before God, and they advo-
cated religious tolerance: hence their appeal to members of a caste-
ridden society.  39     

 These characterizations of the Sufi s as tolerant “popular” fi gures are often 
linked with the Orientalist assumption of a division of society into élite and 
masses, which ignores the complex and often contradictory relations of Sufi  
groups with ruling groups and with audiences. Thus Asim Roy describes 
Bengali syncretic literature in the following manner: “This literature is char-
acterized by an anxiety to illumine the masses of Bengali Muslims, who were 
found ill-grounded in their religious traditions and steeped in pre-existing 
non-Muslim tradition. The root of this problem lay, in the agreed opinion 
of these writers, in the Bengali Muslims’ inability to follow the religious and 
other works in Arabic and Persian.”  40   

 The diffi  culty with such accounts is that they ignore the specifi c social rela-
tions that form the context of particular syncretistic formations and assume 
that those whom such texts addressed were equally ignorant of those factors. 
Rather than single statements of Islamic conquest or Indo-Islamic assimila-
tion, we need to understand the range or spectrum of discourses of antago-
nism or syncretism along with their underlying political, literary, and religious 
implications.  41   

 At stake here is the problem of “religious syncretism,” a category used to 
explain overlaps between the retrospectively defi ned categories of “Hindu” and 
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“Muslim” in premodern India. As Shantanu Phukan has perceptively noted 
about the  Padm  ā  vat ,  

   Padmavati  has been discussed by critics . . . as an example of a Hindu-
Muslim syncretism, or fusion. Also commonly placed in the category of 
“syncretic” are texts like Kabir’s  Bijak , the songs of such Sufi s as Abdul 
Latif of Bhit, and the scriptures of the Sikh tradition since all of these 
are perceived as sharing the common feature of straddling the boundary 
between the Hindu and the Islamic traditions. . . . Often the mere fact of 
co-existence in a contiguous space is held responsible for an inevitable 
seepage of infl uence from one tradition to another. . . . Such discussions 
off er inadequate analysis of literary works because they fail to contextu-
alize the relationship between a text, its author and its readers.  42     

 The Sufi  poets of the  prem  ā  khy  ā  n s do not fi t simply or easily into the schol-
arly stereotype of populist syncretic religion. In the small and select reading 
communities of court and  kh  ā  naq  ā  h , they redefi ned Indian notions of the 
sympathetic response to poetry ( rasa ) in order to translate Sufi  cosmology and 
metaphysics into narratives in a local language. The social implications of this 
act can best be understood within the formation and expansion of the Delhi 
sultanate, which generated romances as well as stories of conquest. This twin 
impulse, of subjugating the local population and eroticizing the landscape, 
poetry, and music of India, is apparent also among the Chishti Sufi s who were 
carving out their own territories of spiritual jurisdiction. The public rhetoric 
of these territorial takeovers tended to be dualistic, positing an ineradicable 
gap between the Turkish and Afghan Muslim élite and the local population. 
Such a public rhetoric of polity formation concealed a much subtler process of 
indigenization and cultural assimilation, exemplifi ed in the adaptation of local 
literary and artistic forms to express new poetic and religious agendas within 
a complex multilingualism of religious and symbolic vocabularies. 

 Since it was a composite or mixed world, culturally and linguistically, we 
should expect to fi nd connected records among the diff erent languages of the 
period. We fi nd, however, that scholars of Islamic India have focused largely 
on the Persian and Arabic historical and linguistic record. They have produced 
groundbreaking studies of the establishment and institutional history of Sufi  
 silsilah s, exploring the social and political roles of Sufi s in the conquest of new 
territories,  43   the institutional and historiographical traditions shaping transmis-
sion of Sufi  teachings,  44   the individual biographies of Sufi  holy men  45   and the 
Persian literature that they left.  46   But the writings of Sufi s in the emerging 
new Indo-Aryan languages have been little examined. The situation is com-
plicated by the refusal of the early Chishti Sufi s to write books, and it is not 
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until the fourteenth century that there is an explosion of Persian and new 
Indo-Aryan Chishti mystical literature.  47   Literary critics and historians such as 
Mahmud Shirani and Abdul Haqq  48   have been quick to list the genres and 
languages that the Sufi s used, but without explaining fully how they interacted 
with the political establishment of Turkish and Afghan sultanates in India and 
with preexisting literary and religious traditions. As Carl Ernst has pointed 
out, “the Indian environment was the world in which these Sufi s lived. From 
it they took attractive materials, whether  p  ā  n  leaves or poems, which in this 
way became ancillary to Sufi  teaching and practice.”  49   People living together 
within the same environment continually defi ne and redefi ne themselves and 
others, and these processes in turn reshape their larger social narratives and 
contexts. 

 But present-day Hindus and Muslims see themselves as separate religious 
communities, divided by nationality, religion, and language. In a groundbreak-
ing analysis of attitudes toward Hindu-Muslim diff erences, Cynthia Talbot 
points to the diffi  culty: “No one would deny that modernization has led to 
the sharper articulation of identities encompassing broad communities or 
that such identities have been ‘imagined’ and ‘invented’ to a large extent. Nor 
can we uncritically accept the primordialist view that postulates the inherent 
and natural roots of national and ethnic identity.”  50   Today’s public narratives 
are based on sources that have been twisted to meet a communalist constitu-
tion of India’s past and present. These biases also frame our readings of the 
sources and chronicles from the past that necessarily recognize religious dif-
ference and attempt to shape particular collective identities. Our attempt must 
be to disaggregate the unifi ed readings, the two-nation theory writ large on the 
Delhi sultanate, or the secular liberalism of Indian historians who wish away 
the oppositional others and expressions of prejudice, hostility, or disgust. 

 Modern scholars often employ primordialist notions of identity to explain 
the polities and symbolic forms of premodern India. In my view, any attempt 
to link particular genres to particular communities must refuse to begin with 
primordialist notions; it must take seriously the evidence of cultural mixing 
and interaction on the ground. In the case of the Hindavī Sufi  romances, 
written by local Muslim poets, this defi nitional issue is complicated by the 
fact that all the characters in every story are ostensibly “Hindu” in name and 
cultural and religious practice. These distinctive literary forms have been an 
awkward embarrassment because they do not fi t neatly into the little boxes 
of “Hindu” or “Muslim” tradition, or “Hindi” and “Urdu” defi ned as separate, 
standardized languages. As Phukan has pointed out, this fact has led scholars 
such as Aziz Ahmad, in his study of the  Padm  ā  vat , to ascribe to the poet 
Jāyasī a “rural lack of sophistication which inclined [Ahmad] to accept ‘in all 
simplicity, at a non-sectarian level, the bardic legends of Rajput heroism . . . ’”  51   
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It is only when one reads these sophisticated romances that one fi nds that, far 
from being nonsectarian, they use local mythologies, narratives, and religious 
practices to express their competitive and distinctive agenda of Sufi  love. But 
their presence in the world of Indian myth and ascetic practice leads them to 
use local imagery and aesthetics to express their own distinctive local tradition, 
in what was by then an Indian Islamic literature. 

 Interpreting the Hindavī Sufi  romances, therefore, is complicated by his-
toriographical perspectives that characterize the cultural world of sultanate 
India as divided between élite and masses or Hindus and Muslims, as well 
as perspectives that emphasize the syncretic or separatist tendencies of the 
Sufi s in order to create a genealogy for present-day nationalisms. Separating a 
particular historical moment from the overdetermined trajectory of the unfold-
ing of “Islam”  52   allows us to focus, as I have done in this book, on a local 
language and idiom of self-fashioning and cultural expression. In his discus-
sion of what he calls Indian Islamic traditions, Richard Eaton has given us 
this supple formulation:

  The traditions . . . were discursive traditions, in the sense that they were 
rooted in written or oral genres that had suffi  cient historical depth to 
lend them the weight of authority. And they were Islamic traditions 
inasmuch as they all related themselves in some way to the Qur’ān or 
the Traditions of the Prophet. Thus, when a writer of a compendium 
of Sufi  biographies sat down to do his work, there would already have 
existed in his mind an established model of what such a work should 
be like, and that model would in turn have had its roots in formula-
tions and explications of piety traceable to the foundational texts of the 
religion. The same was true of visual arts, such as miniature paintings, 
or mosque architecture, inasmuch as their creators, too, had inherited 
models for their endeavors, though of course there was always room 
for innovation within the framework of these models.  53     

 This formulation allows us to account for the wholesale introduction of Persian 
and Arabic symbolic and literary forms into India and their use as models and 
prototypes for various kinds of local cultural production. 

 The texts of this genre exemplify a process of double distancing, in which 
the Indianness of the Hindavī and the pleasures of the local tongue are cel-
ebrated over the classical literary traditions of Persian and Sanskrit. My subject 
is the distinctive new voice that emerges from this double distancing, reusing 
yet rejecting older languages in creating a new literary genre. Recent work has 
emphasized that classicism as an “oppositional discourse” in India contains 
within it many impulses—toward defi ning the mother tongue as “classical,” 
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as “Indian,” or even racially as “Turk” or “Hindu,” “Dravidian” or “Aryan.”  54   
Similarly, this classicizing Hindavī genre has multiple religious and liter-
ary valences and intersects with diff erent sets of locative maps: Hindustani, 
Muslim, Sufi , Indian poetic, and devotional culture. 

 The darkness that has surrounded the historiography of the sultanate period 
is, in part, a result of the Mughals shattering and reconstituting Afghan rule, 
a process parallel to the later conquest and retelling of history, culture, and 
narrative under British imperialism. In addition to the multiple competitive 
voices that clamor to be heard from the sources of the period, we have inher-
ited stereotypes and distortions about the Turkish and Afghan sultanates from 
both subsequent periods. The combination of all these unfortunate tendencies 
has clouded our vision. Cultural historians have wrenched earlier fi ctions out 
of their contexts of production and reception and made them into the bedrock 
of colonial and nationalist views of the Indian past. 

 Needless to say, the relations between Hindus and Muslims are a major 
concern in the partitioned subcontinent today. I have sought to enrich that 
debate not by hammering the issue on the head but by building a sense of 
a shared literary culture that was not monolithic, monolingual, or monoreli-
gious. Rather than the overdrawn crusades of conquest and resistance, or the 
stereotypes of harmonious coexistence, this shared culture was a result of col-
lisions, encounters, convergences, and interchanges between these seemingly 
incompatible traditions. Then, as now, we have a much more complex cultural 
and religious scene than the essentialistically conceived notions of “Hindu” 
and “Muslim” convey. Representations of religious diff erence or sameness are 
like the engines of war paraded ritually every few years in front of the ram-
parts of the Indian forts during the sultanate period. They are used as rhetor-
ical fi gures to make a point about identity or collective notions of honor, and 
therefore they cannot be taken innocently and at face value.  

  A New Literary Language and Tradition 
 The genre of the Hindavī Sufi  romance embodies an Indian Islamic literary 
tradition, the acculturation of a monotheistic faith and a literary model into 
a local landscape. Poets during the period drew on the three classical (or, in 
Sheldon Pollock’s term, “cosmopolitan”) languages of law, religion, and litera-
ture: Arabic, Persian, and Sanskrit. Each of these has complex hierarchies of 
generic forms that continued to predetermine literary and religious expression 
in the subcontinent and to circulate widely among the diff erent polities and 
linguistic communities formed during the period. There were in addition the 
particular regional literatures in Apabhra ṃ śa and the various Prakrits, elements 
from which were adapted by various poets in the new Indo-Aryan languages.  55   
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Through their use of generic conventions, the Hindavī Sufi  poets linked the 
genre to the Persian prototype of the  mas ̱ nav  ī , the long romantic, martial, or 
didactic poem in rhyming couplets. However, they also felt free to take con-
cepts, models of praxis, generic conventions, imagery, poetic techniques, and 
themes from local universes of discourse to create their  des  ī  Muslim literary 
tradition. The poetic universes of their romances had their own specifi c logics 
of use and understanding, distinct from their various literary sources. 

 But these genealogies do not begin to address other questions: How are 
texts linked with larger ideological formations that are not necessarily nation-
ally or even linguistically defi ned? How are literary genres formed at particular 
moments? How do they come to embody wider social concerns and attitudes? 
As Pollock notes, what is required is a situated study of the formation of liter-
ary language and its links with particular social and political forms: “To study 
vernacularization is to study not the emergence into history of primeval and 
natural communities and cultures, but rather the historical inauguration of 
their naturalization. For it was during the course of the vernacular millen-
nium (ca. 1000–2000) that cultures and communities were ideationally and 
discursively invented, or at least provided with a more self-conscious voice.”  56   
The discursive invention of community or literary culture is diffi  cult to under-
stand without clarifying the thematic and formal links of genres with particu-
lar places, languages, and social agendas. 

 As for the language of the Sufi  romances, modern linguists often classify it as 
Avadhi or eastern Hindavī, but we need to set the term within a larger dialectal con-
tinuum. Avadhi was spoken in the area around Ayodhya, Allahabad, and Jaunpur, 
and its features have been traced to Ardhamāgadhī, itself classifi ed as a point on a 
spectrum between Śaurasenī Prakrit and the Bihari dialects that developed out of 
Māgadhī.  57   However, in the usage of the poets of the sultanate period, Hindavī can 
be seen as an umbrella term that carries a broader range of associations:

  Hindī, Hinduī, and Hindavī were the terms used for the language of 
the country as against Persian during the rule of the Delhi Sultans and 
later in the Mughal period: thus the usage of the term by Amīr  Kh usrau 
(1253–1325) in the thirteenth century who is traditionally regarded as the 
fi rst writer of distinction in Hindi/Hindavī. . . . [Hindavī] was the collec-
tive designation for the indigenous group of northern Indian languages, 
and it was used to demarcate it from Persian. However, when its dis-
tinction from Sanskrit was to be emphasized, the poets who composed 
in the language spoke of it as bhā ṣ ā [the spoken tongue].  58     

 The Sufi  use of Hindavī as a literary language was thus a double inaugura-
tion: the defi nition of a particular colloquial or spoken literary idiom ( bh  ā  ṣ  ā  /
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bh  ā  kh  ā ) as opposed to Sanskrit, and the indigenization of ideas and themes 
taken from Persian narrative poetry but reused in the Indian language known 
as Hindavī. 

 Several assumptions are common to modern criticism on the genre: that 
these texts constitute a single coherent genre modeled on Persian  mas ̱ nav  ī s or 
verse romances, that they express a syncretic mingling of elements between 
Indian and Islamic poetic and religious traditions, and that they are somehow 
“allegorical” ( sa   ṅ    ket  ā  tmaka ) in equating human and divine love. Scholars have 
concentrated on classifying the genre within larger canons of Indian litera-
ture and fi nding some sort of schema to explain its spiritual meaning. Beyond 
these basic points, all agreement ends, and critics have adopted a number of 
schemata to explicate the surviving Hindavī Sufi  romances. These strategies 
include interpreting the texts as examples of vernacular populism,  59   of love for 
a formless divinity ( nirgu   ṇ   a-prema-m  ā  rga ) and simultaneously of “un-Indian” 
sensuality,  60   of premarital love,  61   of the indigenization of Persian romances,  62   
of adaptation of the Alexander romance into Indian literature,  63   of allegory 
understood as a point-for-point correspondence between two levels of mean-
ing,  64   of numerical symmetry,  65   of “image-ism” ( pratibimba-v  ā  da ),  66   of religious 
syncretism  67   or its opposite,  68   and of deployment of multiple metaphoric sys-
tems toward a moral and didactic purpose.  69   We cannot resolve these interpre-
tative confusions without understanding literary meaning as the poets of the 
genre defi ned and used it. 

 The various Sufi   silsilah s whose members composed Hindavī poetry in 
north India were part of a literary and devotional culture fully steeped in the 
conventions and symbolism of the various genres of Persian poetry, both lyric 
( ġ  hazal ) and narrative ( mas ̱ nav  ī ). That culture regarded the works of Persian 
poets as delicate, full, and richly suggestive poems, but lacking the graphic 
allure and frank eroticism of the  des  ī  Hindavī. The Hindavī poets celebrated 
the sweet, straightforward  des  ī  tongue, in which it was possible to express con-
cretely the particulars of life in the provinces of Avadh and Bihar. They were 
poets observant of nature, frequently using intensely local fl ora and fauna to 
create multiply suggestive imagery. One can imagine rural audiences listening 
spellbound to the romances as an evening’s entertainment in assemblies spon-
sored by sultans, nobles, and landed gentry, or accompanied by musicians, at 
the shrines of the Sufi  shaikhs who had taken over the spiritual jurisdiction 
of the various territories of Hindustan. The  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  of Maulānā Dā’ūd, the 
fi rst surviving Hindavī Sufi  romance (ca. 1379), even mentions a  b  ā  jir , a wan-
dering minstrel who sings the beauty of the seductively lovely heroine Cāndā 
through the kingdoms of the land. Audiences would have understood and 
enjoyed the sly and constant allusions and hints of spiritual and erotic mean-
ings, the scary demons and seductive women, the adventures and fi ghts, the 
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exotic landscapes, and the conventional set pieces like the head-to-foot descrip-
tion of the beloved and the song of the worldly heroine’s twelve months of 
separation from her Lord. 

 The historical agents who formed this Indian Islamic literary culture were 
not just courtiers and kings of the Delhi sultanate and the Afghan regional 
polities in the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries. They were also disciples in 
Sufi  orders, guided by shaikhs who set themselves up as commanding spiri-
tual jurisdiction ( vil  ā  yah ) over diff erent parts of the territory of Hindustan. The 
army of prayer ( lashkar-i du‘ā ’), as it is sometimes called, led by these shaikhs, 
formed one dominant cultural force during the period. Sufi  shaikhs played 
at being kingmakers and established themselves in hospices ( kh  ā  naq  ā  h s) at 
a calculated distance from royal courts. Here they trained disciples to attain 
nearness to Allah by teaching them spiritual exercises and cultivating their 
taste for things spiritual (  z–   auq ) through ritually controlled exposure to music 
and poetry. They recreated their own Persian and Arabic models of poetry and 
ascetic praxis in an eff ort to communicate within their Indian cultural context. 
They reimagined these models in terms of local religious and poetic practice, 
“going  des  ī”  by creating outwardly Hindu or Indian characters and narrative 
universes, yet maintaining a mystical interpretation in which the suggested 
referents of plot and character were distinctively and competitively linked to 
Sufi  asceticism. If the Chishtis or the other  silsilah s promoted a surface liberal-
ism of outlook, they also “asserted the fi nality and supremacy of their faith”  70   
vis-à-vis other ascetics and the various orders of Sufi s.  

  The Genre of the Hindavı̄ Romance 
 The Hindavī poets themselves belonged to diff erent  silsilah s, who were in com-
petition with each other and sought out areas and populations to which they 
could minister. But since there was no single or central institution, court or 
shrine, to which all the poets belonged, repetition of the same generic logic 
compels us to think of the romances as a common narrative and literary 
phenomenon. 

 In the generic formula, the fi rst encounter of the hero and the heroine is 
treated as a way of conveying allegorically the Sufi  concept of the fi rst meeting 
of the immortal spirit with divinity in the phenomenal world.  71   Erotic desire 
is aroused between the hero and the heroine in this initial encounter, but in 
order to transform it into love, the hero and the heroine have to pass through 
several trials or ordeals. They have helpers, who commonly exemplify spiri-
tual values such as mystical absorption ( sahaja ) or the abstract quality of love 
( pema/prema ). And there are demons to fi ght and trials of strength that the 
lovers must pass through in order to attain each other. The action is usually 
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set in fantastic and exotic landscapes, described through a sensuous erotic 
poetics. 

 All the plots have certain formulaic elements that allude to earlier canons 
or to common stereotypes about gender and culture that the Hindavī poets 
reshaped into a distinctive formula. These include the moment of the awaken-
ing of love through a vision, a dream, or a description of the heroine’s beauty 
as a divine manifestation, a convention common to both Persian and Indian 
romances. Description of the heroine’s body follows the order of the  sar  ā  p  ā , 
the head-to-foot description of the heroine in Persian poetry, but uses much of 
the imagery of the  nakha-  ś  ikha var   ṇ   ana , the toe-to-head description of human 
heroines in Sanskrit, Middle Indic, and new Indo-Aryan poetry. The necessary 
transformation of the hero into a yogi on an ascetic quest draws on the poetry 
of the Gorakhnāth  panth . The hero’s abandonment of a fi rst wife in order to 
consummate his love with the divine heroine is a motif that draws on the com-
mon sultanate cultural stereotype of the jealousy between co-wives ( sautana ) 
in a harem. The message that the deserted wife sends, describing her agony 
through the twelve months of the year, uses the convention of the  b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā , 
taken from oral songs in the various regional languages. The hero’s resolu-
tion of the strife between the co-wives, his death, and the burning of both his 
wives on his funeral pyre uses the stereotype of the self-immolation of the 
Indian  sat  ī  to signify mystical annihilation. 

 Each of the poets of the Hindavī romances used the elements of this 
generic formula diff erently. From the period of the Delhi sultanate and the 
Afghan kingdoms, works by four poets survive. The inauguration of the genre 
may be seen in the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  of Maulānā Dā’ūd, composed in 1379 at the pro-
vincial court of Dalmau in Avadh. It is followed by Qut " ban’s  Mirig  ā  vat  ī  (1503), 
composed under the patronage of Sultan  Ḥ usain Shāh Sharqī of Jaunpur. 
Although there are scattered references to two romances from the early six-
teenth century entitled the  Paiman  and the  Jot Nira  ñ  jan , these have not sur-
vived.  72   Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī emulated the model of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  and the 
 Mirig  ā  vat  ī  in several poems that are still extant, preeminently the  Padm  ā  vat  
(1540), which tells the story of King Ratansen of Chittaur and his quest for the 
princess Padmāvatī. Jāyasī also composed a version of the life of K ṛṣṇ a called 
the  Kanh  ā  vat , as well as a number of shorter poems, including the  Akhr  ā  vat  
(“Alphabet Poem”), an acrostic composed out of the beliefs of a millenarian 
group of Sufi s (the Mahdavis of Jaunpur), and the  Ā  khir  ī   Kal  ā  m  (“Discourse 
on the Last Day”), a foreshadowing of the events of doomsday. There is also 
the short poem  Citrarekh  ā , a romance between Prītam Ku ṉ var and Princess 
Citrarekhā, with a happy ending. Finally, there is the  Madhum  ā  lat  ī  (1545) of 
Mīr Sayyid Mañjhan Rājgīrī, a Shattari Sufi  who was attached to the court of 
Islām Shāh Sūrī  73   and was a member of the Shattari  silsilah . Although poets 
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continued to compose romances on this model until the early twentieth cen-
tury, they did not, by and large, reproduce the formula of the two heroines or 
the elaborate Sufi  ideology of the earlier works.  74   

 The main lines of the argument in this book are organized around the 
diff erent facets of a common generic logic. This logic, of the love triangle of 
the hero and his divine and earthly wives and the fi nal self-immolation of the 
three major characters, must have appealed to some cultural longing, some 
perceived tension of the day. An upper-class Muslim consciousness or subjec-
tivity for which this was important must have informed the mind of the ideal 
reader or listener, who would have been excited by the romances of the genre, 
alert to its nuances. Many critics have pointed to the tendency of romance 
genres to resolve larger social and ideological contradictions and oppositions, 
whether they personify these oppositions as denizens of superhuman and sub-
human worlds or as the principles of dialectical materialism.  75   Our sensibility 
inclines us to adopt a rigid dualistic division between the things of this world 
and the hereafter. But we can think of this general contrast between  d  ī  n  and 
 duniy  ā  as one among a series of rhetorical dualisms such as Turk and Hindu, 
conqueror and conquered that were important to the cultural world of sultan-
ate India. As in many situations created by acts of conquest, the poets used 
these dualisms as rhetorical fi gures to make a point about identity or collective 
notions of honor. 

 Since the Hindavī Sufi  romances are only fragments of the entertain-
ment, spiritual and literary, of a past age, the picture they give us is only 
a partial and slanted one. Trying to understand the sultanate world through 
these romances is like trying to understand contemporary India by watching 
Bombay fi lms, inspiring the curious spectator in a later century to ask, “But 
didn’t people do dance routines in the street, to the sound of playback music?” 
In some places the Hindavī documentation is thicker, as in the case of the 
Shattari materials that we will consider in Chapter 7. Here, we can discern 
not only the poetic form (the allegorical centerpiece of Madhumālatī’s body) 
but also the larger cosmological, political, and mystical world of the poem. 
We have to read the texts through categories of interpretation that would not 
have sounded strange to the historical agents who produced and enjoyed the 
Hindavī Sufi  romances. 

 Although the authors of the Sufi  romances used the infl ated rhetoric of the 
conquest narratives of Hindustan, they reimagined themselves as the “natives,” 
the Rajputs who defended their forts to the last and created narratives such as 
the fi ctive sacrifi ce of Padminī at Chittaur (see Chapter 6). In these stories 
of the sacrifi ce of Rajput women, the ultimate preservation of their women 
from the enemy functions as a palliative for their loss of symbolic honor after 
they were forced to admit the suzerainty of the Delhi sultans. It is remarkable 
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that within two centuries of the conquest the conquerors should take on the 
opposing viewpoint, that of the conquered, and use it to create their own local 
literary tradition. The victors were vanquished by the seductive charm of the 
languages and literatures of India, by the culture that contained exquisite 
 b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā s and folk songs as well as a cultivated Sanskrit aesthetics and nar-
rative poetics. These poets’ mixture of Persianate literary notions, Sufi  ideol-
ogy, and  des  ī  symbolic and literary forms fi ts well within the cosmopolitan 
and cultured literary world of sultanate India, a world that was predominantly 
rural but dotted with forts controlled by aristocrats and crisscrossed by fi ghting 
armies as well as by wandering Sufi s and minstrels. 

 The distinctive narrative logic of the Hindavī Sufi  romances linked bodily 
discipline to stereotypes of gender to express a male-centered mystical agenda 
as well as the resolution of uneasy political relationships with rulers and other 
religious communities. Gavin Hambly, the editor of a volume of essays on 
women in Islam, has remarked on “the stereotypical assumption that in tra-
ditional Islamic society women were somehow ‘invisible.’”  76   The diffi  culty of 
making women visible through fi ctional sources such as the ones analyzed in 
this book are evident. As Hambly remarks, the representation of women in lit-
erature “raises questions of great complexity: the extent to which fi ction refl ects 
some kind of reality; the authenticity of diff erent voices; and the imposition by 
male authors of a particular point of view.”  77   We have to set the élitist Indian 
Muslim male-authored narratives of the Sufi  romances against other narratives 
from the period, to see if we can begin to isolate a larger cultural logic of 
gender relations. One pattern that is distinctly observed is the general assump-
tion of male superiority to women, and of women’s complete subservience in 
some idealized domestic realm.  78   To what extent this is idealized, we cannot 
say, but what else can we expect from the fantasy literature of a male aristo-
cratic élite? Tentative and slanted as such a reconstruction may be, at least it 
helps us understand the authors’ assumptions about gender, understand deeper 
misogynies that run through the stories that people told during the sultanate 
period, and understand how eroticism is powerfully shaped socially and cultur-
ally, even in the moment of renouncing the world to become an ascetic. 

 These fi ctional narratives demonstrate that alterity, desire, opposition, 
mutual understanding, material and symbolic competition, and sexual fan-
tasy were very much part of the historical interaction between ethnic and 
religious groups during the period of the Delhi sultanate. The genre exempli-
fi es the gradual transformation of conquerors and conquered as they met on 
the landscape of the soul, defi ning its pleasures and possibilities. The literary 
past of modern standard Hindi was a shared past, to which the Sufi s contrib-
uted a major literary tradition, reinventing themselves as  des  ī  Muslims in the 
process. 
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 Enigmatic texts conceal within them multiple layers of meaning and inten-
tion, as well as an architectonics of form that governs their use, allowing the 
producers and performers of the text to control access and understanding but 
confounding attempts to systematize or map them. Thus the pluralism of 
readings has also a limit condition, which is set by the makers of these texts. 
One can identify specifi c contexts and conditions of reception that show quite 
clearly how the contact between text and audience works in each case, trigger-
ing and shaping a spiritual process behind closed shrine doors and presenting 
lovely romantic narratives in musical salons, bazaars, courts, and the public or 
outer spaces of the shrines. In other words, one cannot just derive any ran-
dom meaning from the text, and it is the interplay between pluralism and its 
limiting that the genre allows us to explore.  

  The Chapters of This Book 
 The chapters focus on the four major sultanate romances. My main objective 
is to provide a reading of the major texts of this unjustly neglected literary 
tradition. 

 Chapter 2 examines the religious and political structures of address in the 
prologues of the Hindavī Sufi  romances, using a set of frames derived from 
Persian models and adapted into the new literary language Hindavī, as well 
as the schemes of meaning they invoke through their discussions of the ideal 
reading or listening subject. The Hindavī poets framed their literary eff orts 
through the prologues to their romances, which off er clues to place them 
socially, linguistically, and ideologically. The structures of address embodied in 
these prologues allow us to elucidate an indigenous Islamic theology and poet-
ics expressed in Hindavī, as well as a social place for the Sufi  romances. 

 The ensuing chapters present the texts, in chronological order, and their 
meanings. The fi rst presentation of each romance off ers a detailed reading of 
the narrative, intended to give the reader a basis for understanding the ensu-
ing hermeneutical discussion, in which I place textual particulars within larger 
frameworks of cultural and literary understanding. Thus Chapter 3 investigates 
the creation of a new genre in Maulānā Dā’ūd’s  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , reconstructing the 
sources for his narrative and delineating the generic formula that he created 
in his romance of Lorik, Cāndā, and Mainā. Dā’ūd’s use of  rasa  allows us to 
specify a Sufi  poetics of ordinate love. He links eroticism and ascetic transfor-
mation through the multiple meanings of the “juice” or “essence” ( rasa ) that 
runs through Indian notions of poetry and praxis, reimagining the Chishti 
theology of  ‘ishq  (love)  79   in richly suggestive language. Setting his use of  rasa  
and embodiment within a range of other Indian devotional poets allows us to 
see the distinctive Sufi  use of common literary and religious vocabulary. 
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 Dā’ūd’s text inaugurated a narrative formula that was important to later 
poets as they created their own literary fantasies. Chapter 4 is about the 
 Mirig  ā  vat  ī  of Qut " ban, written at the court-in-exile of Sultan  Ḥ usain Shāh 
Sharqiī of Jaunpur. Qut " ban combined the formula of the hero and his two 
wives with story motifs that are also found in the voyages of Sindbād the Sailor 
and other narrative traditions from around the Indian Ocean. These motifs 
have their own histories in local and global storytelling traditions. I trace the 
Sindbād stories back to a Sanskrit source, the Sānudāsa stories of the  B   ṛ   hat-
kath  ā , and place them within the cultural encounters of the trading world of 
the Indian Ocean. This enables us to see how the intensely local world of 
Qut " ban’s romance is part of wider global mercantile and cultural trajectories 
and the circulation and exchange of stories and trade goods. 

 The fi fth chapter uses several notions of landscape—interior, imagina-
tive, and concrete—to read the suggestive poetics of the fi rst half of Malik 
Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī’s  Padm  ā  vat . In narrating the ascetic quest of the hero 
Ratansen and his winning of the beautiful Padmāvatī, Jāyasī’s distinctive use 
of coded language creates a suggestive map of the body as a city within the 
paradisal isle of Singhala-dvīpa. On one level, the imagined landscapes of 
the embodied city of Ratansen’s quest can be interpreted as metaphors for the 
stages of an interior journey toward spiritual realization. On another level, they 
suggest the appropriation of the territory traversed by the hero into the spiri-
tual jurisdiction of Sufi  authority. Using aspects of Jāyasī’s spiritual lineage, I 
then set the text against facets of the Chishti ascetic regimen, especially the 
sanctifi cation of the north Indian landscape by Chishti Sufi  masters such as 
Shaikh Ashraf Jahāngīr Simnānī. Here I emphasize the competitive aspects 
of this spiritual ideology, especially as represented in encounters with local 
ascetics that end with their conversion and submission to Islam. The imagi-
nary landscapes of the romances are thus articulated within a concrete his-
torical space of transformation, the cultural landscape on which the  Padm  ā  vat  
was composed and disseminated enthusiastically through assemblies of eager 
listeners. 

 Chapter 6 examines this transformation of selves and others through 
the controversial ending of the  Padm  ā  vat , which thematizes the conquest of 
Chittaur by ‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī and the death of the lovely queen Padminī or 
Padmāvatī on a funeral pyre. Jāyasī brings his story to a conclusion by invok-
ing the stereotypic narratives of the Turkish conquest of Hindustan, yet he 
valorizes the Sufi s as the brave Rajput defenders of the land. In the confl ict of 
might versus right, the women are sacrifi ced on a funeral pyre, a symbol for 
mystical annihilation. I compare Jāyasī’s ending with prior narratives of the 
conquest of India: a story of the Scythian conquest of India popular among 
Jains in the sultanate period, a Persian verse romance by Amīr  Kh usrau, and 
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an Apabhra ṃ śa text from one of the Rajput kingdoms that fell to the superior 
cavalry and military might of the Turkish army of Delhi. These texts interweave 
conquest and romance, spelling out a wider cultural politics in which posses-
sion, rejection, or sacrifi ce of women marked the negotiations of opposed ide-
ologies and notions of male honor. 

 The next two chapters, 7 and 8, are about the  Madhum  ā  lat  ī  of the Shattari 
Sufi  Mīr Sayyid Mañjhan Rājgīrī, the fi nal text of the four romances under 
discussion. The seventh chapter presents a detailed reading of the allegorical 
centerpiece of the  Madhum  ā  lat  ī , the head-to-foot description of the heroine’s 
body as it unfolds in front of the enraptured gaze of the seeker. My aim is 
to understand the poetics of embodiment and erotic union in the context of 
Shattari cosmology, politics, and spiritual practice, which I reconstruct in this 
chapter from rare manuscript materials. I link the lush eroticism of the alle-
gorical set piece to the ascetic culture that produced it, the regimen of the 
author’s group of Sufi s, the Shattari  silsilah.  

 Chapter 8 turns this knowledge of the Shattari mystical context to an exe-
gesis of certain key passages in the romance, set within a complete reading of 
Mañjhan’s text. The  Madhum  ā  lat  ī  diff ers from the other romances of the genre 
in that the hero does not have two wives; nor is there a fi nal annihilation. 
Instead, Mañjhan structures his story around a double plot: two couples come 
together in the end, and the poetic description of marriage and the journey 
to the beloved’s land signifi es the ascent to a paradise of eternal love. There 
is a poetic play between the secret mysteries of divine presence and what can 
be publicly told. The hero and heroine swear a binding oath of silence, and 
Mañjhan exploits this to hint at the greatest mystery of all: the dissolution 
of boundaries between God and human beings at the higher levels of spiri-
tual perfection. My reading focuses on the way in which poetic personifi cation 
suggests spiritual mysteries, showing how the hero’s meeting with Pemā or 
“Love” in a dark forest evokes spiritual macrocosms and self-transformation. 
Love’s descent into this world from the paradisal mango grove of her father’s 
kingdom slyly hints at larger cosmologies, and the hero’s conquest of the evil 
demon who brought pemā there advances him on the quest for perfection. I 
also highlight the generic set piece of the  b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā , which is set here in the 
voice of the divine heroine rather than the worldly wife. 

 The ninth chapter reconstructs the contexts of reception and performance for 
these sensuous romances. Common understanding of the multiple meanings 
of poetry allowed the poems to be performed in both courtly and Sufi  circles, 
each with its own protocol of reception and interpretation. Not all readings are 
created equal, however, and in this chapter I attempt to isolate a hierarchy of 
response in which the Sufi  shaikhs were the most privileged interpreters of these 
poems. A discussion of the Chishti practice of audition or  sam  ā‘  shows how 
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ritual manipulation of the listening self was the most valued part of the reception 
of the Hindavī Sufi  romances, making the Sufi  novice under the guidance of a 
teaching shaikh the ideal reader of the romances. The fi nal chapter considers the 
sources of the stories in the wider culture of the Indian Ocean, their translations 
into Persian, and their subsequent impact on the wider world. 

 All in all, the various chapters delineate a number of aspects of the genre: 
formation of a Hindavī poetics of multiple meanings with a distinctive slant, 
creation of a generic formula, use of narrative motifs, use of landscape and 
coded language to denote interior and imaginative journeys, cultural and liter-
ary understandings of the Turkish conquest of Hindustan, gender stereotypes 
used to denote spiritual transformation as well as mystical love, the cosmo-
logical and ascetic context for the lush eroticism of the texts, and fi nally, the 
audiences for whom the pleasure of listening to narrative poetry was mediated 
by the Sufi  practice of audition and theological interpretation. 

 The poets of the Hindavī Sufi  romances commonly use the phrase “the 
shadow of paradise on earth” (  janu kabil  ā  sa utari bhui ch  ā  v  ā )  80   to describe ele-
ments of their fi ctional landscapes. These include golden cities gleaming in the 
sun or lush visions of paradisal islands with the fl ora and fauna of north India:

  And if anyone ever comes to that isle, 
 he seems to approach paradise: on every side 
 are planted thick mango-groves, 
 rising from the earth to meet the sky. . . .   81     

 The heroine’s body sometimes fl ashes with the light of divine revelation:

  Her body was wave upon wave of tenderness, 
 anointed with sandal and nutmeg mixed together. 
 She looked as if she truly came from paradise, 
 and was poised to fl y away there. . . .   82     

 And, when the heroes of these works run to catch these heavenly nymphs:

  “I ran to fall at her feet, but she saw me coming and fl ew away. 
 When she left, there was a shining of light and a tinkling of bells, 
 and I fainted dead away!”  83     

 These references to shadows of an elusive paradise are the hallmark of a genre 
of Sufi  romance that is assumed to put forward “the equation of human love 
and love for a divine being.”  84   In these shadows we will seek this great and 
wrongly neglected genre.     



     2 

 Inaugurating Hindavı̄   

   The Prologues of the Hindavı̄ Sufi  
Romances 

 This chapter presents a detailed reading of the prologues of the four major 
Hindavī Sufi  romances from the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries: Maulānā 
Dā’ūd’s  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  (1379), Shaikh Qut " ban Suhravard ī’ s  Mirig  ā  vat  ī  (1503), Malik 
Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī’s  Padm  ā  vat  (1540), and Shaikh Mīr Sayyid Mañjhan Shat " t " ārī 
Rājgīrī’s  Madhum  ā  lat  ī  (1545). Setting them against the backdrop of earlier 
Sanskrit and Persian models of poetic understanding emphasizes the Hindavī 
poets’ continuity with these earlier canons, as well as their distance from them. 
They signal their uniqueness and novelty by using the terms  Hindav  ī ,  Hinduk  ī , 
or  Bh  ā  kh  ā  (“the spoken tongue”) to describe their courtly and patterned verse. 
Since they represent  rasa  or the idea of sympathetic response as the corner-
stone of their aesthetic agenda, the prologues of these works are invaluable as 
a statement of aesthetic intention. 

 The following pages use the theological, political, and aesthetic frameworks 
set out in the Hindavī prologues to specify the particular generic conven-
tions drawn on and transformed by the poets and to connect these conven-
tions to various contexts of reception. First, I set out the convention borrowed 
from Persian verse narratives or didactic poems ( mas ̱ nav  ī s), which serve as 
the generic model for the Hindavī poet, examining the opening verses of the 
prologues to establish the metaphysics and distinctive Islamic religious vision 
of the Hindavī poets. Then I show how the convention was translated into 
Hindavī in the prologues of the four major romances. Finally, I look at the 
praise poems to the rulers and noblemen who sponsored the poets, showing 
how the genre creates the material circumstances for its production through 
the ideal forms of the panegyric. 

 Inaugurating any new genre of poetry is a complex phenomenon, often 
justifying itself in terms of earlier canons or celebrating its freshness and 
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novelty vis-à-vis scriptural or classical languages. Often, poetic inaugurations 
are signaled in framing statements that serve both to introduce the poetic 
text and to place it within a larger sociohistorical context. The Hindavī Sufi  
romances are a case in point, for they belong self-consciously to a single genre 
of poetry and open with elaborate prologues that create aesthetic and cultural 
frameworks for understanding them. The authors addressed the works both to 
their spiritual guides and to the rulers and noblemen who provided material 
support and an important audience. These prologues present us with a set of 
metaphysical, historical, and literary frameworks that allow us to gauge the 
sources, the aesthetics, the social place, the religious vision, and the ideologi-
cal constraints of the Sufi s who were composing this kind of poetry. 

  Rasa 

 Even while they were transcreating a Persian generic model in a local lan-
guage, however, the poets of these prologues also inaugurated a Hindavī 
poetics that established its distance from Persian romances by drawing on 
the Indian aesthetics of  rasa , the literary fl avor or juice of a poem or play, 
the mood or essence of a poetic or dramatic text in Indian poetics, the 
aesthetic taste of a literary text.  Rasa  was defi ned famously in Bharata’s 
eighth-century Sanskrit aesthetic treatise, the  N  ā   ṭ   ya-  Śā  stra , as the juice or 
fl avor of a poem arising from “the combination of the  vibh  ā  va s (sources 
of  rasa ), the  anubh  ā  va s (actions, experiential signs of  rasa ), and the transi-
tory emotions ( vyabhic  ā  ribh  ā  va s).”  1    Rasa  also meant the sap or semen that 
runs through the natural world and the human body and was the essence 
that Indian yogis sought to control through the channels of their subtle 
bodies. 

  Rasa  is “the poem’s capacity to elicit a deep response from a sensitive 
reader.”  2   The cultivated reader was the  sah   ṛ   daya , the “person with heart” who 
could open himself up to the meanings and nuances of poetry, music, and 
dance. The aim of reading or listening was to have an experience of the dom-
inant  rasa  that animates the poem, and the  sah   ṛ   daya  feels the emotions of the 
parted lovers in the poem. The  sah   ṛ   daya ’s response is shaped by the sources 
of  rasa  depicted by the poet. These include monsoon clouds indicating the 
season of love, the experiential signs of love such as bodies trembling and 
perspiring from desire, and the transitory emotions that attend the progress 
of the main emotional mood of a poem: apprehension, envy, contentment, 
shame, joy, and so on. A reader can approach the poet’s vision, the literal, 
fi gurative, and suggested meanings of the poetic imagery, and the feelings of 
the characters only because the ideal reader is a  rasika  or connoisseur of  rasa  
at heart. A reader or listener who was a  rasika  would understand the spiritual, 
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ascetic, and erotic dimensions of the poetry and appreciate the cunning inter-
weave of meaning and interlinguistic resonance in the Sufi  love stories in 
Hindavī. 

 The poets of the Hindavī romances used this concept in their own dis-
tinctive way and without the elaborate superstructure of Sanskrit literary crit-
icism. They used  rasa  to anchor a poetics of suggestion and secrecy, linking 
ascetic practice and eroticism in particular narrative patterns. These patterns, 
called  r  ū  pa s, “forms,” are the basis of an aesthetic practice in which form 
and beauty structure response to the poetry and imprint the consciousness 
of the listener with a sequential revelation of the emotional truths embodied 
in the narrative. Spectators and listeners in a poetic or dramatic performance 
understood the words, music, and movements through a transsubjective com-
munication of the  rasa  of a performed or recited piece. By using a spoken 
language, Hindavī, rather than Sanskrit, the poets distanced themselves from 
the classical literary language controlled by Brahmin ritual specialists. But 
at the same time, by appropriating aesthetic models and conventions from 
Sanskrit and Persian, they laid claim to literary and social prestige, classiciz-
ing Hindavī and transforming it from an everyday spoken vernacular into a 
courtly language. 

 Maulānā Dā’ūd, writing in 1379, uses the term  rasa  as the keystone of his 
narrative poetics, the pleasure that he expects his audiences to savor in his 
love story.   The full extent of Dā’ūd’s indebtedness to classical Sanskrit models 
of  rasa  or their Middle Indic approximations can be known only through the 
incomplete and damaged text of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , as we have hardly any contex-
tual information about the poet. There are verses in the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , however, 
indicating that the poet was familiar not only with  rasa  as the “meaning” or 
 ma‘ān  ī  of Hindavī music and poetry but also with a range of Sanskrit poetic 
techniques such as  dhvani  or suggestion.  3   

 Earlier theorists of meaning in Sanskrit distinguished  abhidh  ā , the denota-
tive power of a word, from the secondary or fi gurative meanings ( lak   ṣ   a   ṇ   ā ) that 
arose when the primary denotation was blocked.  4   The ninth-century Kashmiri 
critic Ānandavardhana clarifi ed the aesthetic eff ects of poetic utterance by 
developing a third linguistic function or meaning, the  dhvani , or suggested 
sense of the poem. As Edwin Gerow puts it, this third sense is bound up with 
“the emotional response to the work of art, the  rasa ”:

  The aff ective response is . . . linked with the non-denotative utterance: 
not accidentally, as an attribute of a content itself poetic, but essen-
tially, and simultaneously with the content that is apprehended through 
the other modes and thus is not (as such) poetic. The co-existence of 
poetic ( dhvani ) modes of apprehension with others ( abhidh  ā  etc.) thus 
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becomes not an obstacle to the theory, but a token of the complexity 
of the language and of the paradigmatic essential character of poetry 
itself.  5     

 In other words, aside from the literal meanings of a poetic text, there are vari-
eties of implied or suggested meanings that are simultaneously apprehended 
by the reader who is aware of the limits of denotative meaning in understand-
ing a poem. 

 In this kind of poetry, the expressed meaning ( abhidh  ā ) interacts with the 
suggested meaning ( vya  ṅ  gy  ā  rtha ) that resonates from the verse. An example of 
such a verse, attributed to king Vikramāditya and commented on by the critics 
Ānandavardhana and Abhinavagupta, would be:

  What a unique river of allurement is this, 
 where waterlilies fl oat together with the moon; 
 from which arise an elephant’s cranial lobes, 
 and where new trunks of plaintain trees 
 and stems of lotus fi ber grow.  6     

 In this Sanskrit verse, the luxuriant images used to describe the river are 
not completely coherent at the level of expressed meaning. Only the sensitive 
reader who thinks beyond the direct imagery can grasp the hidden suggestions 
of the limbs of a woman’s body: branches as arms, trunk as body, waterlil-
ies as eyes, elephant’s cranial lobes and fruit as breasts, plaintain trunks as 
thighs, and so on. The poet counts on the slow dawning of the implications 
of these images in the minds of sensitive readers or listeners to achieve his 
aesthetic eff ect. 

 At the heart of the Hindavī love stories is a Sufi  poetics of the notion of 
 rasa.  For, aside from being a literary category,  rasa  in Indic religious systems 
also serves to underpin yogic and Tantric ideas of spiritual practice  7   and the 
attainment of immortality. Within the musical and poetic culture of fourteenth-
century Delhi and the provinces under its rule, the Chishti Sufi s adapted to 
their own ends the imagery and sense of this mystical attainment. They used 
a Hindavī poetics of  rasa  to compose verse that was sung during the spiritual 
training and eventual transformation of novices through the practice of  sam  ā‘  
or musical audition. The poets of the genre exploited the multiple referential-
ity inherent in poetry to give desire and love an extra fi llip by their association 
with Sufi  love, linking the sensuous eroticism of their images with the rigor-
ous ascetic practice of the Sufi   silsilah s. 

 These poets produced self-conscious refl ections on language that empha-
sized its links with both the transitory world and the eternity of Allah. Images 
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can disappear in the twinkling of an eye, but the experience of mystical love 
lives beyond the play of forms. This complex use of language and its inher-
ently multiple meanings enabled the authors of this genre to straddle the two 
major institutional contexts of reading and sponsorship, court and Sufi  hos-
pice. The poems also circulated in contexts outside these interpretive com-
munities, for cultivated readers appreciated the Hindavī poets for their lush 
imagery and their ability to tell a good story. In the Sufi  shrine, however, the 
internal principle of the proliferation of endless meanings was limited by the 
logocentric bias of Sufi  commentators and their insistence on the training of 
the self toward a monotheistic godhead.  

  The Persian Conventions of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  

 Although we have no evidence documenting Dā’ūd’s sources for the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , 
the text demonstrates the complex reimagining of a Persian genre in terms 
taken from Indian poetry. The opening verses of Dā’ūd’s story of the love of 
Lorik and Cāndā, written in 1379 at the provincial court of Dalmau in Avadh, 
set up a model that is followed by later poets but is itself patterned self-
consciously on the Persian  mas ̱ nav  ī s or verse romances. The most famous of 
these form the  Khamsah  or “Quintet” of fi ve  mas ̱ nav  ī s by Niz"  āmī Ganjavī (1141–
1209), widely circulated and imitated throughout the Persian-speaking world.  8   
Niz " āmī’s romances ( Layl  ī   va Majn  ū  n ,  Khusrau va Sh  ī  r  ī  n ) are preceded by elabo-
rate prologues that sing the praises of Allah, the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad, and the 
ruling king. The terms in which these panegyrics are framed draw on Islamic 
theology, the traditions of the Prophet, and the literature of the “mirrors for 
princes”  9   that taught rulers how to be ideal and just kings. Dā’ūd and the Sufi  
poets of the Delhi sultanate used tropes from both Indian and Islamic theol-
ogy and theories of statecraft. The later poets, however, show both greater self-
consciousness of an Indian Islamic identity and an elaboration of a distinctive 
Hindavī poetics of  rasa . 

 Niz"āmī’s famous romance,  Khusrau va Sh  ī  r  ī  n  (KS, composed 1177–1181), 
opens with an intricate set of conventional panegyrics: a   ḥ   amd  or praise of 
Allah, a description of divine unity ( tau   ḥ   ī  d ), the poet’s prayer to Allah; a  na‘t  
or praise of the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad; a praise poem to the Saljuq rulers of 
Azerbaijan; and fi nally the poet’s reason for composing the book.  Mutatis 
mutandis , his other  mas ̱ nav  ī s follow the same pattern, except that they are 
dedicated to diff erent princely patrons. In addition, the prologue to  Laylī va 
Majn  ū  n  includes a description of the Prophet’s night journey ( mi‘r  ā  j ), while 
that of the  Haft Paikar  contains a discussion of poetic speech ( su  k    han ). Amīr 
 Kh usrau, who composed his own  Sh  ī  r  ī  n va Khusrau  (SK) in his  Khamsah  in 
response to the works of Niz"   āmī, follows a similar pattern in his prologues, 
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with one signifi cant diff erence. He always includes a section in praise of his 
spiritual guide, Shaikh Niz"   ām al-dīn Auliyā’ (d. 1325), pointing to the impor-
tance of the Sufi   silsilah s in the cultural and spiritual life of the military aris-
tocracy of the Delhi sultanate. 

 Each element in the model sketched out here presupposes an elaborate 
theology and ideology of rulership, as well as a sophisticated poetics. To begin 
with Niz"   āmī’s prologues, we see that his praise poems to Allah (  ḥ   amd ) ground 
the world in an Islamic metaphysics replete with Qur’ānic references. The 
 Layl  ī   va Majn  ū  n  (LM) opens with a long series of exhortations to Allah:

  O You, whose Name is the best at the beginning! 
 Without Your Name, how can I begin my story? 
 O You who make every task easy! 
 Your Name is the key to everything that is closed . . . 
 O knower of the secrets of the world of might! 
 The world is from you, both below and above. 
 O You, who are endowed with your attributes! 
 Your prohibition cancels out even a known command! 
 Your command pervades (everything) absolutely. 
 From your command, the universe is derived . . . 
 O You, on whose page the lesson of the days 
 is received from the beginning to the end! 
 You are the master, the others are slaves! 
 You are the Sultan, where are the others? [LM 1–2, 10–13, 15–16]  10     

 Here the divine Name functions as the key to all diffi  cult tasks and the anchor 
of the universe. Niz"   āmī uses the language of the divine attributes (  ṣ   if  ā  t ) to 
delineate the diff erent aspects of Allah’s might and majesty. Allah, in the 
metaphysic the poet sketches out, is the Keeper of the book of days. 

 In his  Sh  ī  r  ī  n va Khusrau , Amīr  Kh usrau begins each  mas ̱ nav  ī  with a simi-
lar series of exhortations, each calling on aspects of Allah’s power and praying 
to Allah to grant spiritual knowledge and grace. Thus, his prologue opens:

  O Master! Open the eyes of my heart! 
 Show me the way to my ascension of faith! 
 Through your compassion, open your treasury! 
 . . . Give me a heart full of praise for You, 
 and a tongue that stays far away from the praise of others! [SK 1–3]  11     

 Amīr  Kh usrau follows his initial prayer with a paean to divine unity ( tau   ḥ   ī  d ) 
and another long prayer ( mun  ā  j  ā  t ) following Niz"   āmī’s model. His other  mas  ̱nav  ī s 
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follow the same pattern. His  Deval R  ā  n  ī   Khi  z�    r Khān  (DRKK), a story about the 
love of Prince  Kh iz�  r  Kh ān and the Princess of Gujarat, opens with these lines:

  I place at the head of my story the name of that Lord God, 
 who gave to hearts their attachment to beauties. 
 He adorned the tablet of water and clay with love, 
 and in that life, he granted life to the heart. 
 From the letters  k  ā  f  and  n  ū  n , which are a diffi  cult mystery, 
 he brought out the single dot, which is the heart. 
 From dark locks of hair and cheeks, he gave to the idols night and day, 
 and from the sight of these fair ones, he brought pleasure into our lives.  12     

 Here the poet makes the   ḥ   amd  into an extended fi gure for the attachment of the 
human heart to divine beauty. The image for humanity, the “tablet of water and 
clay” ( lau   ḥ   -i   ā  b-va gil ), places the faculty of love at the center of God’s shaping 
of Adam in the Qur’ān, and the second couplet links that faculty with the heart 
of life. Rather than the diffi  cult mysteries of the letters  k  ā  f  and  n  ū  n , the poet 
focuses on the single eff ulgent dot ( nuqt  a h) that stands at the center of the let-
ter  n  ū  n  and contains divine love. Lovely women are here embodied as seductive 
idols ( but ), enchanting to the eyes, potentially leading one down the path to her-
esy, but ultimately part of Allah’s creation. Vision is the source of pleasure in life, 
yet it enables one to approach invisible divinity through the layers of materiality. 

 In his  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  (C), Maulānā Dā’ūd translates this model into the spoken 
language of Hindavī or Bhākhā and begins to develop an indigenous set of 
theological terms for Allah’s might and majesty:

  First I sing of the Creator, 
 who has made this country and this land. 
 He made the heavens and the earth, 
 the mountains Meru, Mandara, and Kailāsa. 
 He made the radiant sun and moon, 
 and all the necklaces of stars in heaven. 
 He made the shade, the cold, and the sunshine, 
 and all the forms and bodies there are. 
 He made the clouds, the wind, and the darkness. 
 He made the lightning that fl ashes forth. 
 I sing of the One who created the entire world. 
My heart is full and my mind rejoices; 
 no other comes to mind [C 1.1–6].  13     

 Dā’ūd takes a Hindavī term for the Creator,  sirjanh  ā  r  ū , the “one who emits 
or creates the world,” and uses it to describe Allah’s creative power. The 
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repeated verb  sirjasi  (“He made/created”) begins each line after the fi rst cou-
plet, approximating something of the repetitive power of the openings of the 
Persian  mas ̱ nav  ī s. In this and the following verses, Dā’ūd sings the praises of 
the Creator by making all the elements of creation dependent on their Maker 
to put them in place. 

 Dā’ūd adapts the rhymed couplets of the Persian  mas ̱ nav  ī  into the new 
form of the Hindavī  caup  āī  -doh  ā , each set of fi ve short rhymed couplets fol-
lowed by a longer summary couplet. Used before him in Jaina Apabhra ṃ śa 
works, the four-foot  caup  āī  -doh  ā  becomes after Dā’ūd the standard narrative 
form for Hindavī poetry.  14   He also introduces into the Persianate model of 
the praise poem many Indian mythological and cosmological elements: in 
the verse above, the Creator is responsible for creating the cosmic mountains 
Meru, Mandara, and Kailāsa. In the verses that follow, he realigns the indig-
enous cosmology around Allah:

  He created the earth and the nine continents. 
 He created the rivers, all three hundred and sixty. 
 He created the [seas] of water, milk, and salt. 
 He created oceans whose depth I know not. 
 He created hills and mountains and trees.    
  He created the forests and the lakes. 
 He created gems, precious metals, and pearls . . . 
 He created the entire world, and all the waters and lakes in it. 
He is the One whose place we cannot know, yet without him 

place would not exist [C 2.1–4, 6].   

 Dā’ūd fi ts the Sanskritic notion of the nine continents ( nava kha   ṇ ḍ  a ), as well 
as the seas of water, milk, and salt, into a string of elements of creation that 
build up to a fi nale in the  doh  ā , the couplet at the end. Dā’ūd makes clear to 
his audience that although he is sketching out the elements of place using 
commonly understood terms, his distinctive notion of divinity exists beyond 
place. Allah is  l  ā  -mak  ā  n , “placeless,” although he is the anchor of every place 
that the poet can name. 

 Dā’ūd also appropriates another convention from Persian poetry: the  na‘t  
or the praise of the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad. The second section of Niz"  āmī’s pro-
logue to the  Layl  ī   va Majn  ū  n  praises the seal of the prophets:

  O Seal of the messengers sent from on high! 
 O fi nal sweetness and fi rst salty beauty! 
 O fi rst fruit of the garden of primal power! 



love’s  subtle magic38

 O commander of the fi nal covenant! . . . 
 O chief enthroned in both the worlds! 
 Prayer arch of the earth and sky! [LM 2.2–3, 12]   

 Niz"   āmī uses the language of the Qur’ān to assert the primacy of Mu ḥ ammad in 
Allah’s creation. The imagery suggests that sending Mu ḥ ammad is Allah’s lat-
est act of mercy toward humankind (  ḥ   alv  ā  -yi pas  ī  n ), along with the fi rst fl ash 
of divine beauty in a humanly accessible form ( mal   ḥ   -i avval ). The reference is 
to the famous Sufi  tradition that God’s light was fi rst refracted in the form of 
Mu ḥ ammad, an idea continued in the image of the fi rst fruit. Earth and sky 
turn toward him when they wish to worship Allah. Niz"   āmī follows the  na‘t  with 
a long section in praise of the night-journey ( mi‘r  ā  j ) of the Prophet, a convention 
that is frequently used by Amīr  Kh usrau but not by the Hindavī Sufi  poets. 

 Amīr  Kh usrau’s response to Niz"   āmī uses the same grand language to con-
vey many of the same ideas, as in his prologue to the  Majn  ū  n va Layl  ī :

  O emperor of prophethood and healer sent from on high! 
 (You are) the latest sun and the fi rst light. 
 Companion of the lamp of vision, 
 equal to the lamp of creation. 
 Emperor of the heavenly throne, 
 read out from the secret tablet! (ML 2.1–3)   

 Amīr  Kh usrau also draws on the language of the fi rst and last things cre-
ated by Allah to praise the Prophet, and in the second line he echoes Niz"  āmī 
directly. Mu ḥ ammad is both the fi nal sun ( k    hursh  ī  d-i pas  ī  n ) and the fi rst eff ul-
gence of divine light ( n  ū  r-i avval ). The fi gure of the lamp ( chir  āġ  h ) plays on 
the Verse of Light from the Qur’ān (24:35): “Allah is the light of the heavens 
and the earth. The parable of his light is as if there were a Niche and within 
it a Lamp: the Lamp enclosed in Glass; the glass as it were a brilliant star, 
lit from a blessed tree.” The Prophet’s name is the secret message on Allah’s 
tablet, written there by the Creator and read out for humanity’s benefi t. In 
 Kh usrau’s  Deval R  ā  n  ī   Kh  i      z�r Khān , the  na‘t  on the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad praises 
him as the one to whom the angels pay homage, astonished at his perfection, 
and the stars are lovers of his perfect beauty (DRKK 8–9). Mu ḥ ammad’s night 
ascension to heaven ( mi‘r  ā  j ) is described as an extended planetary journey: the 
moon rends the veil of his sleep, Mercury carries him up on the dark night 
on which he witnesses divinity, the planet Venus is intoxicated with the divine 
mystery, and the sun yields its place to him out of respect (DRKK 11). 

 Dā’ūd adapts these conventions and ideas in a way that was to form the 
prototype for the Hindavī Sufi  romances. He takes the language of light and 
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divine eff ulgence, and reimagines it in characteristically Indian, intensely local 
imagery:

  He created a radiant man of light. 
 His name is Mu ḥ ammad, the beloved of the world. 
 For him the entire world was created, 
 and his name resounded throughout creation. 
 The one whose tongue doesn’t take his name 
 should cut off  his head and fl ing it into the fi re! 
 After him God created those people 
 to whom he spread the word and gave the true path [C 6.1–4].   

 Dā’ūd is shorter and pithier than the long praise poems of the Persian poets. 
For him Mu ḥ ammad embodies Allah’s command. According to the famous 
tradition, “If you had not been, I would not have created the heavens” ( laul  ā  ka 
m  ā   khalaqtu ’l-afl   ā  ka ), Allah created the world for Mu ḥ ammad. The verse fol-
lows Sufi  tradition in depicting the Prophet as the radiant light of the fi rst 
manifestation of God. In a phrase that recurs through the genre, the drum of 
Mu ḥ ammad’s name resounds throughout creation. Further, the name of the 
Prophet Mu ḥ ammad goes along with a faith and a true path ( sharī‘ah ) that 
Mu ḥ ammad declared and the community of believers must walk. 

 In the next verse, Dā’ūd introduces a new item, something not always 
found in the Persian  mas ̱ nav  ī s but certainly comprehensible within the arma-
ture that he inherits from them: the praise of the fi rst four caliphs, the righ-
teous rulers of the fi rst years after the death of the Prophet. Dā’ūd praises 
Abū Bakr ( r . 632–634), ‘Umar ibn al-Khat " t " āb ( r . 634–644), ‘Us ̱ mān ibn ‘Aff ān 
( r . 643–656), and fi nally ‘Alī, the son-in-law of the Prophet ( r . 656–661), as the 
four friends or “companions” of the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad:

  Four friends met and had one thought, 
 so that he gave them the true scripture. 
 Whatever they heard, they transmitted faithfully . . . 
 Count all four of them as one wise man ( pa   ṇ ḍ  ita ). 
 Do not admit any fi fth into their company. 
 Only he could read scripture whom they instructed, 
 and gain access to the true path . . . 
 Abū Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Us ̱ mān, and ‘Alī are the four lions . . . 
 who destroyed the enemies (of the faith?) [C 7.1–4, 6].   

 Although some of the readings of this verse are fragmentary, the general sense 
is clear. Dā’ūd uses a structure of scriptural authority comprehensible in local 
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terms as his way of conveying the importance of the four righteous Caliphs. 
They are the four friends to whom Mu ḥ ammad entrusted the scripture, for 
which Dā’ūd uses the Sanskrit term  beda pur  ā  na  (=  Veda Pur  ā   ṇ   a ), rather than 
the Arabic word  Qur’ān . By the process of instruction, the poet suggests, the 
four become collectively  pa   ṇ ḍ  ita s or learned men. Dā’ūd uses a biographical 
fact from the life of the third Caliph, ‘Us ̱mān, who commissioned the sec-
ond and fi nal version of the Qur’ān, and collapses it into the general sense 
of the four Caliphs imagined as a single entity, learned men controlling the 
only righteously authorized scripture. The community of believers, then, has 
access to the true path and true book only through the four “companions” of 
the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad.  

  The Prologue of the Mirigāvatı ̄ 

 The three other Hindavī poets whose romances survive follow Dā’ūd’s sequence 
of topoi fairly closely, using greater elaborations and a much more developed 
set of theological tropes and language but most of the same tropes and struc-
ture of praise. Throughout, the general sense is of a divinity and a prophet 
praised in terms comprehensible within the terminology of Indian devotional 
poetics yet embodying a distinctive Islamic monotheistic faith. Although the 
fi rst folios of all the available manuscripts of the second surviving Hindavī 
love-story, Qut " ban’s  Mirig  ā  vat  ī  (1503) (M), seem to be damaged, the edition by 
D. F. Plukker reconstructs the fi rst few lines of the prologue:

  Creator of the world, invisible God, 
 you pervade the world in the one sound ‘O ṃ ’! 
 Unseen, beyond qualities, you cannot be seen. 
 Whoever sees you in the form of light 
 forgets himself. Absolute God, 
 perfect one, highest divinity, 
 you do not take man’s form or woman’s. 
 God does not have mother, father, 
 or kinsmen. One alone, God has 
 no match or second [M 1.1–4].  15     

 The terms used here for the formless, ungendered, attributeless divinity 
translate Islamic theology eff ectively into Hindavī. The term  eko   ṃ   k  ā  ra , “the 
one sound of O ṃ ,” translates the Arabic word with which Allah began the 
creation of the universe, for in the Qur’ān’s account of creation Allah said 
“ kun! ” (“Be!”), and the world came into existence (“ fayakun ”). Absolute divinity 
( parama brahma ) on the highest plane does not take on a gendered form, and 
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Qut " ban transforms the Qur’ānic notions of Allah’s absolute divinity, unity, and 
peerlessness into a statement that Allah has no mother, father, or kinsmen 
( m  ā  t  ā   pit  ā   bandhu nahi ko  ī ). 

 The fi rst manifestation of divine essence is in the form of light ( joti sar  ū  pa/
n  ū  r ). In the fourth verse of his prologue, Qut " ban mentions the philosopher 
Ibn ‘Arabī’s  16   notion of the Mu ḥ ammadan light ( n  ū  r-i Mu   ḥ   ammad  ī ):

  First He created the light of Mu ḥ ammad, 
 then, afterwards, He made everything for his sake. 
 For his sake, He manifested himself, 
 and created Śiva and Śakti in two bodies. 
 The one whose tongue does not take his Name 
 will burn in the fl ame, never be liberated! 
 The one who recites the Name in his heart, 
 and calls out the profession of faith, is saved, 
 and gains the throne of Indra! [M 4.1–4]   

 Here Qut"  ban expresses Ibn ‘Arabī’s idea of the “reality of Mu ḥ ammad” 
(  ḥ   aq  ī  qat-i Mu   ḥ   ammadiyyah ), the fi rst refraction of light from the divine. The 
world is created because Allah is a “hidden treasure” who longs to be known, 
and this desire brings into existence fi rst the “reality” of Mu ḥ ammad and 
then all other things in their turn. The moving force within this metaphysic 
is desire, and in the phenomenal world Allah’s desire is echoed in created 
beings who wish to return to the source of their being. Śiva and Śakti are 
the two genders, a statement that shears the overtly Śaivite superstructure off  
an elaborate local mythology of godhead and refi ts it into an Indian Islamic 
literary framework. Similarly, Qut " ban makes the throne of Indra, king of the 
Hindu gods, the ultimate spiritual reward for reciting the words of Muslim 
faith, the  kalmah-yi shah  ā  dat . This proselytism is characteristic of the Hindavī 
Sufi  poets, who use Indian myth, religion, and literary and social convention 
freely, yet with a distinctive and sometimes missionary slant. 

 Like Dā’ūd, Qut " ban goes on to praise the four “companions” of the Prophet, 
the fi rst four righteous caliphs. Unlike Dā’ūd, he takes care to diff erentiate 
among their respective achievements:

  Listen to my account of the four friends: 
 Abū Bakr was known as an adept. 
 ‘Umar took the second place after him, 
 and his justice is renowned even now. 
 ‘Usm̱ān wrote down the word of God, 
 that he had learnt at the command of Mu ḥ ammad. 
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 ‘Alī, the lion, used his intelligence, 
 and conquered even the most diffi  cult forts [M 5.1–4].   

 ‘Abū Bakr is distinguished for his capacity of  siddhi  or spiritual perfection, 
‘Umar for his justice, ‘Us̱mān for rectifying and fi xing the text of the Qur’ān, 
and ‘Alī for his conquests ( fut  ū   ḥ  ). Thus Qut " ban brings into Hindavī some 
historical vestige of the biographies of the caliphs. In the concluding cou-
plet, however, he brings them all together by acclaiming them as wise men 
( pa   ṇ ḍ  ita ) who show the disciple the true path.  

  The Prologue of the  Padm ā vat  

 Qut " ban is elegantly brief in his treatment of the generic form. The third 
poet to take up the genre, Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī in his  Padm  ā  vat  
(P; 1540), carries his prologue to greater heights of complexity. He uses 
the  caup  āī  -doh  ā  form, but with seven short rhymed couplets and a longer 
rhymed  doh  ā  at the end. In ten elaborate verses, he praises the Creator 
as the Maker of all things that exist in the universe. Like Dā’ūd, he uses 
a repeated verb,  k  ī  nhesi , “he made,” to knit a string of created things 
together:

  In the beginning I remember the Creator, 
 Who gave us life and made the universe. 
 He made the fi rst light shine out. 
 For love of the Prophet, He made the heavens. 
 He made fi re, air, water and earth. 
 He made all the colors that are. 
 He made earth, heaven, and the nether world. 
 He made all the kinds of living beings. 
 He made the seven continents and the cosmos. 
 He made the fourteen divisions of creation. 
 He made the day and the sun, the night and the moon. 
 He made the constellations and their lines of stars. 
 He made the sunshine, the cold, and the shade. 
 He made the clouds and the lightning in them. 
 The One who made this entire creation, and whose sole glory it is: 
 Such a Name do I fi rst invoke, and then I start my tale [P 1.1–8].  17     

 All the elements declare the glory of the sole Creator. The next three verses 
go through the visible cosmos in the same manner, pointing out signs of the 
power and majesty of Allah. 
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 Then the poet turns to forging a set of terms within Hindavī to express the 
theology of Allah. Some of the tropes repeat Qut " ban’s prologue, but within a 
more elaborate framework:

  The Creator is invisible, without form or color. 
 He acts in all creatures, all act through him. 
 Manifest or hidden, he pervades all things. 
 The righteous recognize him, but not the sinful. 
 He has no son, no father, no mother, 
 no family nor any relations. 
 He was not born from anyone, 
 and no one was born from him. 
 All of creation is of his making [P 7.1–5].   

 Here a theology is being defi ned by translating the Arabic Names of Allah into 
Hindavī, stressing all the while God’s inability to be defi ned or represented in 
words. Describing divinity as  alakha ar  ū  pa abarana , invisible, formless, and color-
less, stresses Allah’s diff erence from the embodied and colorful local gods. We 
see here the invention of a set of Indian Islamic theological terms, using  des  ī  
Hindavī words. Nature presents a visible, manifest face to the senses but also has 
a hidden or secret side known only to God. As we shall see, the poets and audi-
ences of the Sufi  romances exploit this notion of hiddenness to go beyond the 
glittering surface of poetry in order to convey invisible and hidden meanings. 

 Jāyasī follows the remaining conventions much more briefl y, using single 
verses for the  na‘t  and the praise of the Prophet’s companions. He praises the 
Prophet as the  puru   ṣ   a nirmar  ā  or radiant man of light:

  He created a pure and spotless man, 
 whose name is Mu ḥ ammad, 
 a digit of the full moon. 
 God created his radiance fi rst, 
 and for love of him, He made the universe. 
 God lit a lamp to light the world. 
 Recognizing his luster, the world knew the path [P 11.1–3].   

 Here Jāyasī is drawing on the imagery of the  ā  yat al-n  ū  r , the “Light Verse” of 
the  Qur’ān , in which God’s radiance is compared to a lamp placed in a niche, 
to make Mu ḥ ammad the lamp of creation:

  Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The parable of His Light 
is as if there were a Niche and within it a Lamp: the Lamp enclosed 
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in Glass; the glass as it were a brilliant star: lit from a blessed Tree, an 
Olive, neither of the East nor of the West, whose Oil is well-nigh lumi-
nous, though fi re scarce touched it: Light upon Light! God doth guide 
whom He will to His Light: God doth set forth parables for men: and 
God doth know all things.  18     

 Jāyasī goes on to specify the ideal community of believers ( ummat ) and the 
teaching handed down from on high to the Prophet:

  In the second place, God has written his name. 
 Whoever listens to his teaching, becomes righteous. 
 God made him the path for the community. 
 Whoever takes his name, crosses both the worlds [P 11.5–6].   

 In these lines Jāyasī mixes terms freely, using the  des  ī  term  dharm  ī  for “righ-
teous,” and  des  ī  words to suggest the Arabic  sunnat , the way of Mu ḥ ammad, 
yet referring directly also to the  ummat  or community of believers. He implies 
that those who follow the path of Mu ḥ ammad are following the true  dharma , 
the true religion. His verse on the four “companions” of the Prophet is very 
similar to Qut " ban’s verse above. He praises the four caliphs for similar achieve-
ments, Abū Bakr for his sincerity and wisdom, ‘Umar for his justice, ‘Us-mān 
for fi xing the text of the  Qur’ān , and ‘Alī for being the brave warrior and lion 
of God (P 12.2–5). In conclusion, he upholds the  Qur’ān  as the only true scrip-
ture for the world (P 12.8).  

  The Prologue of the Madhumālatı̄

  The fourth and fi nal poet of the genre, Mīr Sayyid Mañjhan Rājgīrī, uses these 
by now well-established conventions with a deceptive simplicity in his poem 
 Madhum  ā  lat  ī  (MM; 1545). He does not attempt to go through the diverse ele-
ments of creation as Maulānā Dā’ūd and Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī did before 
him. Instead, he uses the Hindavī theological terms that the previous poets of 
the genre forged:

  God, giver of love, the treasure-house of joy 
 Creator of the two worlds in the one sound O ṃ , 
 my mind has no light worthy of you, 
 with which to sing your praise, O Lord! 
 King of the three worlds and the four ages, 
 the world glorifi es you from beginning to end. 
 Sages, the learned, thinkers on the Absolute, 
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 all have failed to laud you on earth. 
 How can I accomplish with a single tongue 
 what a thousand tongues could not in four ages? 
 Manifest in so many forms, in all three worlds, in every heart, 
 how can my senses glorify you with one tongue alone? [MM1.1–6]  19     

 Mañjhan’s praise of Allah links the Creator fi rst with “love, the treasure-house 
of joy” ( prema pr  ī  t  ī   sukhanidhi ), the central value of the love story. Then he 
sketches out the attributes of the ruler of the universe and the four ages  (juga ). 
As we have seen, the term  eko   ṃ   k  ā  ra , the one sound, refers to the Qur’ānic 
account of creation, in which God said “Be!” and “It was.” The Hindavī Sufi  
poets translate the divine command in Arabic ( kun fayakun ) into the local 
Hindavī word for the  n  ā  da  or sound that sets the universe in motion. 

 Mañjhan goes on to fi nd Hindavī approximations for the widespread Sufi  
theory of  va   ḥ   dat al-vuj  ū  d  or the unity of all existence, playing on the Lord’s 
unity ( va   ḥ   dat ) and his multiplicity ( kas ̱ rat ):

  In every state the Supreme Lord is One, 
 a single form in many guises. 
 In heaven, earth, and hell, wherever space extends, 
 the Lord rejoices in multiplicity of form. 
 The Maker makes the universe as He wills. 
 He came as Death, comes still, will always come. 
 Placeless, He is present everywhere. 
 Unqualifi ed, He is O ṃ , the singular sound. 
 Hidden, He is manifest everywhere. 
 Formless, He is the many-formed Lord. 
 One Light there is which shines alone, radiant in all the worlds. 
Countless are the forms that Light assumes, countless are its names 

[MM 2.1–6].   

 The verbal structure of this verse plays with the literal Arabic attributes of Allah 
and mimics them in Hindavī. Thus the fourth couplet invokes the Arabic  l  ā  -
mak  ā  n , the “placeless” one, and reproduces it as  b  ā  ju    ṭ   h  ā  n ̱   va  (also “placeless”). 
The concluding couplet brings up the “Light” verse as well as the Names of 
Allah. Here Mañjhan is referring to the  a‘y  ā  n al-s ̱   ā  bitah , the eternal hexeities 
or patterns, the divine Names, which Ibn ‘Arabī regarded as prototypes of all 
things in existence. Mañjhan’s use of this term has a special referent, however, 
because his Sufi  order, the Shattaris, formulated an elaborate system of letter 
mysticism and cosmology based on the Names of Allah, using them to incul-
cate divine qualities or attributes in the practitioner. 
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 Finally, Mañjhan uses the convention of the  na‘t  and the praise of the 
“companions” of the Prophet to suggest Mu ḥ ammad’s true nature:

  Mu ḥ ammad is the root, the whole world a branch, 
 the Lord has crowned him with a priceless crown. 
 He is the foremost, no other is his equal. 
 He is the substance and the world his shadow. 
 Everyone knows the Maker, the hidden mover, 
 but no one recognizes the manifest Mu ḥ ammad! 
 The Invisible One, whom no one can see, 
 has assumed the form of Mu ḥ ammad. 
 He has named this form Mu ḥ ammad, 
 but it has no meaning other than the One [MM 8.1–5].   

 Mañjhan uses the paradoxical logic of Ibn ‘Arabī’s theory of the refraction of 
divine light into the forms of this world to declare the sole substantial real-
ity of Mu ḥ ammad’s body ( sar  ī  ra ) and the shadowiness of the concrete, sen-
sible world: “He is the substance, and the world his shadow.” Further, he uses 
the Hindavī word  r  ū  pa  (“form, beauty”) to skirt, dangerously, the language of 
incarnation. Allah is  alakh , the invisible one, but the form that can be seen 
is that of Mu ḥ ammad, which suggests the divine presence. Signifi cantly,  r  ū  pa  
is also used extensively in the erotic encounter in the romance to refer to the 
divine and human aspects of the love that blossoms between the hero and 
heroine. Mañjhan ends his  na‘t  with the standard, simple words of praise for 
the fi rst four righteous caliphs. 

 Mañjhan’s Hindavī poem marks the end of a long process of competitive 
assimilation of the courtly culture of the Delhi sultanate and the Afghan 
kingdoms into an Indian landscape. Beginning with Dā’ūd’s  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , 
which created the paradigm for the literary tradition out of the romances 
of Niz

¨
  āmī Ganjavī and Amīr  Kh usrau, we can trace the elaboration of the 

model in the works of the later Hindavī poets. Dā’ūd took the   ḥ   amd  and 
 na‘t  of the Persian romance poets and used it to invent a Hindavī Islamic 
theology and terminology. Qut "  ban developed and embellished the formula 
in his  Mirig  ā  vat  ī , to be followed with greater degrees of skill and elabora-
tion by Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jayāsī and Mīr Sayyid Mañjhan R ā jg ī r ī . 

 But what of the politics and historical placement of these poets? Who were 
their audiences, and how were their poems understood and performed? To 
answer these questions, we must turn to the remainder of the prologue, pay-
ing attention to literary form, multiple linguistic and theoretical sources, and 
performance contexts.  
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  Protocols of Praise in the  C ā nd ā yan  

 The rest of the prologue of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  moves from praise of the Creator 
of the world and his Prophet to praise of earthly kings and their accomplish-
ments. Dā’ūd composed his poem in 1379 at the provincial court of Dalmau in 
Avadh, whose  iqt " ā‘-d  ā  r  (general or provincial governor) was tributary to Sultan 
Fīrūz Shāh Tuġhlaq at Delhi. The Tuġhlaq cultivation of Hindavī verse in the 
Delhi sultanate was one of a set of wider cultural changes taking place during 
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The rise of a new set of literary genres 
in the spoken languages was attendant on the conquest of north Indian terri-
tories by Turkish military and aristocratic élites, the consolidation of a political 
and revenue-collecting structure in which local landholders paid tribute to the 
generals of the Delhi sultans (the  iqt " ā‘  system), and the setting up of hospices 
and sanctifi cation of local landscapes and populations by Sufi  shaikhs of dif-
ferent lineages. 

 Maulānā Dā’ūd was a member of this Indian-born and Hindavī-speaking 
Turkish aristocracy, affi  liated with the ruling sultan and his ministers and 
with the shaikhs of the Chishti order. In a world in which such poems were 
promoted by royal patronage, qāz�īs (Muslim offi  cials who preach and preside 
over ceremonies) and more orthodox sorts of jurisconsults must have been 
kept in check by rulers, brought out to legitimate their rule when needed but 
not allowed to exercise much real control over military and administrative 
power.  20   Cultural value and pleasure were vested in the mystical and musical 
assemblies that convened in the cool of the north Indian evenings to listen 
to polished verse in Hindavī or Persian in these courts or within the Sufi  
hospices. Material patronage for these assemblies came from the rich and 
powerful nobles of the Delhi sultanate, who are praised in the panegyric sec-
tions of the prologue to Dā’ūd’s Hindavī poem. There was a saying popular in 
Delhi, reputed (almost certainly apocryphally) to be a tradition of the Prophet 
Mu ḥ ammad, which ran, “If there be no sultan, the people will devour each 
other.”  21   It is thus not diffi  cult to reconcile the political reading of the pan-
egyrics presented below with the populist ideology of the sultan’s benevolent 
paternalism and claim to just rule. 

 Adapting the language and conventions of the Persian  mas ̱ nav  ī  tradition 
into Hindavī, Dā’ūd places himself vis-à-vis the established order in his pane-
gyrics to political authorities. In his prologue, he praises the sultan Fīrūz Shāh 
Tuġhlaq, his minister the  Kh ān-i Jahān Junā Shāh, the nobleman in charge of 
the provincial court of Dalmau, Malik Mubārak, and the Chishti shaikh Zain 
al-dīn ‘Alī. The poetic prologues of Persian  mas ̱ nav  ī s themselves draw on the 
“mirrors for princes,” the manuals of statecraft and governance that set the 
tone for ideal rulership and political order during the period.  22   These include 
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such works as the famous  Q  ā  b  ū  s N  ā  mah  of Kai Kā’ūs bin Iskandar,  23   Ni z " ām 
al-Mulk Tūsī’s  Siy  ā  sat N  ā  mah ,  24   and numerous anonymous works such as the 
 Ba   ḥ   r al-Fav  ā’  id .  25   As Julie Meisami has noted in her distinguished study of 
Persian court poetry, “the proliferation of mirrors for princes during the period 
in which Persian romances fl ourished (from the advent of the Saljuqs to the 
Mongol invasion) testifi es to the widespread interest not only in establishing 
the practical ethics of kingly conduct, but in defi ning the nature of kingship 
and the qualifi cations of the ideal sovereign.”  26   In Meisami’s account of genres, 
panegyric poems are the ideal forms through which poets construct a prescrip-
tive poetic ethic designed to praise kings as well as to instruct them in their 
duties and responsibilities. But since it was commonly accepted during the 
period that poets were much given to lies, exaggeration, and hyperbole, what 
was the precise discursive and political status of this poetic ethic of kingship? 

 The panegyric was an ideal form that set the style and laid out the content 
of political authority but also created the material circumstances for its own 
production. The praise of kings and noblemen, and particularly of the military 
nobility of the period, gave poets access to the resources and sponsorship they 
needed to compose poetry within a courtly culture that patronized skilled lit-
erary fi gures, calligraphers, scholars, and artists. In return, the poet composed 
poetry that gave the patron pleasure and allowed him to establish his political 
authority through the symbolic forms and the cultural style of the period. 

 The concern with establishing political authority and defi ning cultural style 
grew especially acute as conquests of territory in the name of Islam ranged 
further and further from the spheres of the near-defunct ‘Abbasid caliphate 
and the Saljuqs. In his masterful history of the Delhi sultanate, Peter Jackson 
has commented incisively on the problem of political authority in the regional 
sultanates after the disintegration of ‘Abbasid rule from Baghdad. As Jackson 
notes:

  In the majority of caliphal territories power passed into the hands 
of semi-independent, hereditary governors. Such rulers, who initially 
bore no title higher than  am  ī  r  (literally “commander”), usually went 
through the formality of obtaining a patent of authority ( mansh  ū  r ), a 
robe ( khil‘at ), and a sonorous title ( laqab ) from the ‘Abbasid Caliph, in 
return for inserting his name in the public Friday sermon ( khu   ṭ   ba ) and, 
more notionally, remitting an annual tribute.  27     

 As the territories that were acquired in the name of the Caliph grew ever 
more far-fl ung, the problem of legitimacy became more acute, especially in 
view of the recently converted status of many provincial rulers. As Jackson 
comments,  



Inaugurating Hindavī 49

  To bolster their dubious legitimacy, the provincial amirs had to act (or 
pose) as champions of Sunnī Islam and its caliph against both the infi -
del and the heretic. These functions were exercised most successfully 
by rulers of Turkish origin. Most of the regional dynasts imitated the 
‘Abbasid Caliphs, and buttressed their own power, by maintaining regi-
ments of Turkish slave guards (Arabic sing.  ghul  ā  m ,  maml  ū  k ; Persian 
 banda ) from the pagan steppelands of Central Asia. Ghulam status, it 
must be emphasized, bore none of the degrading connotations associ-
ated with other kinds of slavery. The Turkish peoples enjoyed a par-
ticularly high reputation for martial skill and religious orthodoxy, and 
ghulams were highly prized by their masters, receiving both instruc-
tion in the Islamic faith and a rigorous military training. Nor was such 
confi dence misplaced . . . [T]he forging and preservation of an indepen-
dent Muslim power in India were to be in large measure the work of 
Turkish slave commanders and their own ghulams.  28     

 The gradual expansion of Ghaznavid rule into the Punjab and, after the thir-
teenth century, the establishment and consolidation of the Delhi sultanate was 
largely the work of such men. Fundamental to their system of political legit-
imation and their sense of ideological superiority were projections of the tri-
umph of Sunni Islam, to which they had recently converted, as well as the 
claim to just rule according to the numerous manuals of statecraft composed 
during this period. 

 It is against this backdrop that one has to set the infl ated claims and rheto-
ric of the prologues to both the Persian and the Hindavī romances. The pro-
logues of both sets of works draw on the elaborate language of polity to wax 
eloquent in praise of various courtly patrons. They praise the ruling sultan 
and his noblemen as generous sponsors, as well as guarantors of justice and 
stability. Their political ideology linked state, religious law, and military might 
in an institutional structure that draws revenue from its subjects and in return 
guarantees order and justice. The idea that the king’s justice provides the cri-
teria for determining right and wrong and for maintaining order in the land 
comes from Persian defi nitions of kingship such as the one found in Fak  hr 
al-dīn Rāzī’s  J  ā  mi‘ al-‘Ul  ū  m , cited and translated by Richard Eaton:

  The world is a garden, whose gardener is the state [ dawlat ]; 
 The state is the sultan whose guardian is the Law [ shar‘īa ]; 
 The Law is a policy, which is protected by the kingdom [ mulk ]; 
 The kingdom is a city, brought into being by the army [ lashkar ]; 
 The army is made secure by wealth [ m  ā  l ]; 
 Wealth is gathered from the subjects [ ra‘īyat ]; 
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 The subjects are made servants by justice [ ‘adl ]; 
 Justice is the axis of the prosperity of the world [ ‘ālam ].  29     

 The images here construct, as Eaton notes, a “unifi ed theory of a society’s 
moral, political, and economic basis—a worldview at once integrated, symmet-
rical, and closed.”  30   The perfect order of kingship invoked here is therefore an 
ideal that is part of the conventional set of expectations for a Muslim king’s 
authority. As Eaton demonstrates in his study of the consolidation of Turkish 
rule in Bengal, sultans initially used this Persian political symbolism to bol-
ster their authority. As the lineage of Raja Ga ṇ eśa demonstrates, however, the 
Bengal sultans were very much a mixed bag—some from outside Bengal, but 
others, such as Raja Ga ṇ eśa, converts to Islam. It should come as no surprise, 
then, that they adopted indigenous practices of royal legitimization (such as 
being crowned after bathing in Ganges water) and patronized artistic and liter-
ary endeavors in several languages—Arabic, Persian, Sanskrit, old Bengali—as 
part of their mixed Indian and Islamic ideal polity. 

 In the fi ve poems of his  Khamsah , Niz " āmī lavishly praises the powerful 
Saljuq sultans and their provincial governors of his native land of Azerbaijan, 
the Eldigüzids.  31   The Eldigüzids were  atabeg s, tutors (literally “father-command-
ers”) to the young Saljuq princes, and they exercised power through their sta-
tus as advisors and eff ective rulers of the extensive Saljuq domains. Thus, 
the  Khusrau va Sh  ī  r  ī  n  contains among its opening sections praises of Sultan 
Tuġhril III Arsalān-Shāh ( r . 1176–1190), his  atabeg  Jahān Pahlavān Abū Ja‘far 
Mu ḥ ammad Eldigüz ( fl  . 1175), and the tutor’s son Qizil Arsalān. In praise of 
the sultan, Niz "  āmī writes:

  Illuminator of the throne of the realm of meaning, 
 seizer of the territory of the kingdom of life, 
 King Tuġhril is the Darius of existence, 
 the fortune of the state and the ocean of generosity. 
 The refuge of his country is the emperor Tug· hril. 
 He is the master of the world and the just sultan [KS 7.2–4].  32     

 Whatever the real limits of his power, in Niz "  āmī’s idealized rhetoric Tuġhril 
Arsalān is the moral and political center of the state as well as a generous 
patron. 

 Niz "  āmī then praises the power and munifi cence of the tutor Jahān Pahlavān 
Abū Ja‘far Mu ḥ ammad Eldigüz and his son Qizil Arsalān:

  From that grace that has made mercy for all, 
 two masters of the name Mu ḥ ammad were created. 
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 One became the seal of prophecy in his essence, 
 the other the seal of worldly kings in his life. 
 One was the moon of the Arab heaven for eternity. 
 The other became the eternal ruler of ‘Ajam (Persia). 
 One freed the true religion ( d  ī  n ) from the darkness. 
 The other established the world with his justice [KS 8.9–12].   

 The poet draws on the dualism of  d  ī  n  and  duniy  ā , the true religion and the 
world, to suggest that Abū Ja‘far Mu ḥ ammad is the sun that illuminates the 
world, comparing his status in the political realm with that of the Prophet in 
the religious sphere. In light of the fact that Abū Ja‘far poisoned the Sultan’s 
father in 1176 to set the Sultan up as the new king, the line about “the seal of 
worldly kings” has a certain grimly ironic ring to it. The section is followed by 
the  k  hit"  ā  b-i zamīnb  ū  s  (“address of obeisance”) to the patron, in which he asks 
for his generous support and calls down blessings on him, as well as by a sec-
tion of praise dedicated to the  atabeg ’s son, Qizil Arsalān. 

 This pattern is fairly standard and varies only with the commissioning 
patron of the poet. Thus, in his  Haft Paikar  (HP, “The Seven Beauties”), 
Niz "  āmī waxes eloquent in the praise of ‘Alāuddīn Körp Arsalān ( fl  . 1170), the 
Ahmadili ruler of Maragha in southwestern Azerbaijan:

  Both land and sea his rule commands, 
 his praise sung by their denizens. 
 His noble nature soars to heights 
 unreachable by fl agging thoughts. 
 In greatness like an angel he, 
 the sphere’s twin in nobility. 
 Shroud-stitcher for his foes, his blade, 
 like lightning, sets their mail ablaze. 
 Before him conquest bows its head; 
 sedition drowns in his sword’s waves . . . 
 But when he opens bounty’s mine, 
 he gives great wealth, forgives great crime. 
 Sea-like, not grudging, ever true, 
 the whip and sword his ebb and fl ow [HP 5.20–4; 29–30].  33     

 The Ahmadilis were a minor dynasty who played a role in Saljuq politics from 
their power base in Maragha. Thus the generic conventions of praise extend 
to provincial nobility and lesser rulers, who either are placed in a political 
hierarchy with the sultan at its apex or mimic the imperial style as the central 
fi gures in their provincial courts. 
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 Amīr  Kh usrau’s prologues in his  Khamsah  in imitation of Niz " āmī similarly 
extol the Sultan’s authority. Since the poet was a courtier in Delhi, however, 
his panegyrics do not extend to the provincial nobility. His  Sh  ī  r  ī  n va Khusrau  
(SK) contains fulsome praises of Sultan ‘Alāuddīn Mu ḥ ammad  Kh aljī ( r . 1296–
1316). The section opens with the planet Mercury approaching the poet with a 
heavenly patent of authority ( mansh  ū  r ), which bestows on him the emperor-
ship of the realm of meaning ( mulk-i ma‘ān  ī ) and authorizes him to recognize 
‘Alāuddīn as the second Alexander and the shadow of divinity on earth:

  The exaltation of the world and of religion is he, the supreme 
emperor, 

 under his royal parasol he is the shadow of the Almighty . . . 
 With his sword he has adorned Islam, 
 and with his shield he has shaded the world [SK 251].   

 This passage brings to the fore ‘Alāuddīn’s military might and the image of 
the holy warrior, as well as the insignia of royalty and power that signal his 
might. Amīr  Kh usrau pushes this triumphalist rhetoric to unprecedented 
heights, particularly in his  mas ̱ nav  ī s that deal directly with conquest. Thus, in 
the  Deval R  ā  n  ī   Khi  z    r Khān , he extols the reign of ‘Alāuddīn as coterminous 
with the victorious rule of Islam:

  Happy is Hindustan, and the liveliness of its religion! 
 The  sharī‘ah  has here the perfection of majesty and glory. 
 From knowledge put into action, Delhi is now Bukhara, 
 and because of its emperors Islam has become manifest! 
 The entire country, because of the warlike sword, 
 is like a land of thorns rendered free of thorns by fi re. 
 Its land has been watered by the luster of the sword. 
 Now dust rests above, and infi delity to Allah below. 
 The powerful Hindus have been subdued and made compliant 
 [DRKK 46].   

 Here the king is the military power through whose prowess the  sharī‘ah  rules 
supreme. As we know from another source in the period,  jih  ā  d  or holy war 
was considered an obligation for a Muslim adult man,  34   irksome and poten-
tially dangerous, but necessary nevertheless to ensure regular fl ows of booty 
and revenue into the capital, Delhi. The images are militaristic and strong: 
the warlike sword puts all the infi del Hindus to rest below the dust. The poet 
represents the territory of India as  d  ā  r al-Isl  ā  m , a land of Islam. From the 
infl ated rhetoric, one would never guess that ‘Alāuddīn fought campaign after 
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campaign to subdue India, large parts of which would still remain  d  ā  r al-h �arb , 
the territory of war. 

 This generic model preshapes Dā’ūd’s panegyrics to Fīrūz Shāh Tuġhlaq, 
his minister Jūnā Shāh, and Malik Mubārak, their appointed  muqt "   a‘  or noble 
in Avadh. The Hindavī verses, though brief, establish the hierarchy that spon-
sored his poetic eff orts and therefore allow us to place the composition of the 
poem in the year 781/1379, at the provincial court of Dalmau:

  It was the year seven hundred and eighty-one, 
 when I proclaimed this poem endowed with  rasa . 
 Shah Fīrūz is the Sultan of Delhi, 
 and Jūnā Shāh is known as his chief minister. 
 Dalmau is built as a city of nine colors, 
 the fort above, the Gaṅgā fl ows below. 
 The people of the faith live here, fortunate, 
 and it is a famous town, one which appreciates virtues. 
 The son of Malik Bayān, steadfast in war, 
 is Malik Mubārak, the ruler here [C 17].   

 The verse situates the poem within an oral performance in court ( kabi sarasa 
ubh  ā  s  ī ), a point to which we shall return. It praises Dalmau on the Ganges as 
a provincial utopia, home to the people of the faith, a stronghold that is held 
securely despite rebels and large tracts of territory that were only tenuously 
controlled by its  iqt " ā‘-d  ā  r . 

 The personages mentioned in the verse require a brief historical aside. 
The scant information available about Dā’ūd from other sources indicates his 
closeness to the court and his involvement in the politics of Fīrūz Shāh’s suc-
cession to royal power. At the time of Sultan Mu ḥ ammad Tuġhlaq’s death in 
Sind, his minister  Kh vāja-i Jahān A ḥ mad bin Ayāz placed a pretender on the 
throne of Delhi. After his own accession to the throne, Fīrūz Shāh advanced 
on Delhi with an army at his back. The  Kh vāja-i Jahān sent four messengers 
including Maulānā Dā’ūd to reason with him. Fīrūz Shāh kept three of them 
in captivity and sent Dā’ūd back with a message saying the Sultan had no son 
(i.e., he did not recognize the claims of the pretender). Although the  Kh vāja-i 
Jahān opposed Fīrūz Shāh, the future Sultan was victorious with the help of 
a faction at court led by the deputy ( n  ā’  ib vaz  ī  r ) to the  Kh vāja-i Jahān, Malik 
Maqbūl,  35   who also patronized literature in Telugu and was a Brahmin convert 
to Islam. After Fīrūz Shāh’s accession in 1351, Maqbūl was rewarded with the 
chief ministership and given the title of  Kh an-ī Jahān, while A ḥ mad Ayāz was 
put in prison in Hansi.  36   At the time of Malik Maqbūl’s death in 1370, his son 
Jūnā Shāh succeeded to his father’s post.  37   Maulānā Dā’ūd was evidently part 
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of the winning faction in Delhi, since he is extravagant in his praises of Jūnā 
Shāh in the prologue to the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan . 

 Dā’ūd’s panegyrics include the address of obeisance ( k  hit "   ā  b-i zam  ī  nb  ū  s ) to 
these people, in particular the  Kh ān-i Jahān Jūnā Shāh and his appointee in 
Dalmau, Malik Mubārak, son of Malik Bayān:

  The  Kh ān-i Jahān is a steadfast pillar of the earth. 
 If God had not created him, the world would move 
 from its place. He is created as a ship 
 upon which the world climbs, and he 
 draws virtue over to the other side. 
 Hindus and Turks he treats equally, 
 and speaks the truth to both of them. 
 In his reign, the cow and the lion walk 
 on the same path, and drink at the same ghat [C14.1–4].   

 Jūnā Shāh is thus the guarantor of the circle of justice, the fair ruler who 
treats Hindus and Turks alike and upholds the truth. The trope of the cow 
and lion walking and drinking together, an ideal metaphor for his justice, is 
repeated in the terms of praise of the other Hindavī prologues. Other verses 
focus on the ruler’s bravery and the force of his sword (the military might that 
underwrites his just rule), as well as the courage and generosity of his  iqt " ā‘-d  ā  r  
Malik Mubārak.  

  Tropes of Praise in the Other Three Prologues 

 This literary pattern and the tropes of praise are repeated in the later romances 
of the genre, even though there were signifi cant political shifts in the Delhi 
sultanate after the invasion of the Mongol conqueror Timur in 1398 and the 
eclipse of Tuġhlaq power. The Sayyid and Lodī sultans of Delhi could not 
assume even a titular sovereignty over the rulers, landholders, and  iqt " a‘-d  ā  r s 
of the diff erent regions of northern, central, and eastern India. Preeminent 
among the sultanates of the east was the Sharqi kingdom of Jaunpur, founded 
in the 1390s by Malik Sarvar, a eunuch or  k    hv  ā  jah-sar  ā  in the service of Fīrūz 
Shāh Tuġhlaq. Appointed custodian of the town of Jaunpur, he played an 
important part in the succession disputes following Fīrūz Shāh’s death in 1388 
and eventually consolidated his own position as ruler of Jaunpur. His succes-
sors through an adoptive son strengthened the realm and ruled the region as 
independent sultans till the accession in 1458 of Ḥusain Shāh Sharqī, who 
involved himself in a protracted and ill-fated struggle to conquer Delhi from 
the Lodī sultans Bahlol (1451–1489) and Sikandar (1489–1517).  38   Ḥusain Shāh 
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was dethroned by Bahlol Lodī’s capture of Jaunpur in 1483 and fl ed to a small 
enclave in the town of Chunar in Bihar. The Bengali Sultan ‘Alāuddīn H. usain 
Shāh later gave him Kahalganv or Colgong in Bhagalpur district in Bihar, and 
he had coins bearing his name issued until his death in 1505.  39   

 In 1503, Qut " ban, a poet attached to Sultan Ḥusain Shāh’s court in exile, 
dedicated the  Mirig  ā  vat  ī  to him as an ideal patron and ruler. The dedication 
should be placed against the larger historical background of the establish-
ment of regional sultanates such as Malwa, Gujarat, Jaunpur, Bengal, and the 
Deccani states. These new polities employed the languages and courtly styles 
of the fourteenth-century Delhi sultans as well as local idioms and aesthetic 
media. Ḥusain Shāh Sharqī himself was a poet and a noted patron of the 
distinctive Sharqī style of architecture. He was also an accomplished musician, 
credited with creation of Rāga Jaunpurī, the various Syāms, and four versions 
of the morning Rāga Toḍī in north Indian or Hindustani classical music.  40   
The prologue to the  Mirig  ā  vat  ī  places him at the center of a multilingual and 
cultured court:

  Shāh Ḥusain is a great king. 
 The throne and parasol add to his luster. 
 He is a  pa   ṇ ḍ  ita , intelligent and wise. 
 He reads a book and understands all the meanings. 
 He is adorned by Yudhi ṣ  ṭ hira’s sense of duty. 
 He provides shade for our heads, 
 may he live as the world’s king! 
 He gives generously and does not count the cost, 
 Bali and Kar ṇ a cannot match him . . . 
 He is clever and wise, and speaks many languages. I have not 
 seen his equal. 
  Listen attentively, all of you in his assembly, then 
  I will tell you about him! [M 7.1–4, 6]   

 Here Ḥusain Shāh is the ideal patron and cultured listener, cognizant with 
languages and able to comprehend subtle points and multiple meanings. The 
mythological references from the  Mah  ā  bh  ā  rata  introduce an Indic ideal lan-
guage of kingly authority: Ḥusain Shāh is equal to Yudhi ṣ  ṭ hira, as a model 
of  dharma  or royal duty, and surpasses Kar ṇ a as an exemplar of generosity. 
As part of the context of oral performance, the poet addresses his audience 
directly as the  sabh  ā  or court of Ḥusain Shāh. 

 These conventions are also part of Jāyasī’s  Padm  ā  vat  ( circa  1540), addressed 
to Sher Shāh Sūrī, the Afghan king who forced Humāyūn to leave India in 
1540, and Mañjhan’s  Madhum  ā  lat  ī , written at the court of Sher Shāh’s son 
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Islām Shāh Sūrī in 1545. For both, the elements that go to build up an ideal 
polity are military might, a claim to just rule, and possession of great treasure. 
Jāyasī addresses Sher Shāh Sūrī in polished verse:

  Sher Shāh is the Sultan of Delhi. 
 He illuminates the four quarters like the sun. 
 The throne and parasol adorn him alone. 
 All the kings bow to the ground before him. 
 He is a Sūr by name and a hero by his sword. 
 He is intelligent and full of all the virtues. 
 He has humbled the heroes of the nine continents. 
 The earth with her seven islands bows before him [P 13.1–4].   

 Jāyasī plays on the multiple lexical meanings of  s  ū  ra  or “hero” in his panegyric 
to the Sūrī conqueror of north India, comparing him, in the following lines, 
to Alexander and to the subduer of jinns (genies), King Solomon. He wishes 
eternal rule for Sher Shāh in the couplet to this verse, and he praises his 
treasure and generosity, as well as his valor, in the following verses. Although 
critics have taken these to be purely formulaic, a glance at the career of Sher 
Shāh Sūrī and his constant jockeying to gain control of forts that contained 
treasure shows that these were indeed the elements on which he based his 
power and eff ectiveness as a military commander and ruler.  41   Jāyasī is also a 
poet with an unusually large range of allusions, all part of the same overlap-
ping set of discourses about the cultural symbolism of political authority in 
Hindavī, in which Allah is defi nitely on the side of the big battalions. 

 Might and right similarly coincide in Mañjhan’s  Madhum  ā  lat  ī , articulated 
within the charmed circle of an Afghan court and the poets it patronized. His 
romance is dedicated to Sher Shāh’s son Islām Shāh Sūrī. Mañjhan combines 
the language of praise with Persianate notions of the power of Islām Shāh’s 
army. He makes justice or  ‘adl  the moral basis of kingship:

  The fame of his justice resounds high and clear, 
 lamb and wolf graze together at peace. 
 I cannot describe his just rule, where the lion 
 plays with a cow’s tail in its paw. 
 Through his austerities, his kingdom is strong, 
 a garden come to fl ower without any thorns. 
 His policy in the world ensures 
 the strong cannot oppress the weak. 
 Right is known from wrong as milk from water. 
 The man who knocks on his door, fi nds it open. 
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 Joy and happiness, enthusiasm and delight: everyone 
 accepts these here. 
  Poverty, grief, oppression and fear have left the land 
  and fl ed away [MM 12.1–6].   

 Mañjhan uses the conventionalized tropes of the lion and cow playing together, 
of lamb and wolf grazing together in peace, and describes Islām Shāh’s state 
as a “garden without thorns,” echoing Fak  hr al-dīn Rāz  ī’s closed and integrated 
notion of kingship. The remaining verses repeat the mythological references 
to Yudhi ṣ  ṭ hira, Kar ṇ a, and the great King Bhoja of Ujjain. They also praise 
the Afghan nobleman and military commander  Kh iz	  r  Kh ān, who may have 
patronized the poet and supported him at his own court. 

 These four poets’ addresses to their patrons are not just a prescriptive ethic 
for kingship but a generic form that enables its own production through praise 
of discerning, cultivated, and rich patrons. Moreover, the kings and noblemen 
thus addressed were not just the material sponsors of the Hindavī poets but 
also the sympathetic patrons of a courtly culture that reveled in music, poetry, 
and art.   

  Conclusion 
 Our reading of the sources and structures of the prologues of the Hindavī 
romances has allowed us to specify the inauguration of a distinctive  des  ī  
Muslim aesthetics on the local landscape of Hindustan in the fourteenth, fi f-
teenth, and early sixteenth centuries, an Indian Islamic literary tradition. On 
the one hand, these poets referred to and used important ideas, generic con-
ventions, and techniques from the Sanskrit poetics of  rasa  and suggestion. But 
then, setting themselves against Sanskrit, they proclaimed the unique sweet-
ness of their  des  ī  spoken language. While applauding the delicately subtle 
imagery of the Persian, they were mesmerized by the colorful and erotic fl ora 
and fauna of their native Hindavī, the fl owering night jasmine and lotus for 
which they named their graphically described “divine” heroines. 

 The following chapters examine a number of aspects of the genre: the 
use of Sanskrit and Persian erotologies and story motifs from multiple tradi-
tions to create a distinctive narrative pattern, the structure and sources of their 
stories, the imaginary landscapes created in the romances, the links between 
themes of conquest and gender, and the spiritual transformation of the male 
seeker through the imagery of the erotic body of a woman. Whether in the rit-
ual context of Sufi   k    h  ā  naqāh s, in which audience response was controlled and 
texts were made to conform to metaphysical schemes of interpretation, or at 
royal courts where poets vied with one another to recite elegant and polished 
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poetry for their patrons, or among groups of cultivated people who met for an 
evening’s entertainment, savoring the royal  rasa  of love and the taste of things 
spiritual ( z ̱   auq ) meant understanding the multiple references of the poetry and 
training one’s heart to be open to the Sufi  message. All one had to do was to 
learn how to listen.  

   



     3 

 Creating a New Genre: 
The Cāndāyan   

   Manuscripts and Paintings 
 The openness of the possibilities, and the intractability of the fragmented 
remains of the text of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , the fi rst surviving Hindavī Sufi  romance, 
make the task of interpreting it as a model for an entire genre a peculiarly 
tentative and caution-inducing exercise in judgment. The extended fragments 
of a now-lost original serve almost as an allegory of the diffi  culties of expli-
cating the cultural history of the sultanate period. Reading the poem is like 
trying to make one’s way across a swiftly fl owing river, large parts of which 
remain shrouded in darkness and obscurity, on the stepping stones of a few 
secure textual fragments. The later Hindavī poets had the advantage over us in 
having complete texts of Maulānā Dā’ūd’s original Hindavī  prema-kah  ā  n  ī , writ-
ten and recited in Dalmau’s provincial court in 1379. Dā’ūd created an Indian 
narrative genre for cultivated people who already enjoyed the exquisite Persian 
romances of the great Niz '  āmī Ganjavī, with their subtly suggestive texture and 
imagery, as well as Indian music, poetry, and dance. The later Sufi  romances 
that followed Dā’ūd’s formula sought to emulate and surpass the popularity 
and allure of their predecessor. Within the sultanate court cultures of Turkish 
and Afghan nobles and the Sufi  hospices they frequented as disciples and nov-
ices ready to develop their spiritual taste ( z ̱   auq ), the generic formula of the 
 C  ā  nd  ā  yan  was to have a tremendous appeal and impact. 

 In addition to later poems modeled on the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , Dā’ūd’s rhymed 
Hindavī story inspired several courtly illuminated manuscript traditions, 
minimally exemplifi ed in the respective styles of the Bharat Kala Bhavan, 
Staatsbibliothek and Lahore-Chandigarh leaves of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , the Prince of 
Wales Museum manuscript in Bombay, and the John Rylands Library manu-
script in Manchester, England.  1   When confronted by this mass of fragmen-
tary evidence, none with a very clear provenance, and no extended account 
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describing any particular artistic culture, scholars have not been able to recon-
struct anything approaching a complete cultural picture of the romance or its 
context. General accounts of sultanate culture operate by listing thematically 
elements of food, dress, custom, and so on.  2   A discussion of the various illu-
minated manuscript traditions, none of them complete, and their relation to 
the printed editions of the text is outside the scope of this chapter,  3   which 
reads the fragments put together in the printed editions to reconstruct the 
distinctive narrative pattern of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan . 

 However, the intermingled presence of painting and poetry in the fi rst frag-
ments of the genre may be an occasion that warrants refl ection on the shape 
and form of the books that embodied the Sufi  romances. Rulers not only 
patronized authors, musicians, and dancers but also sponsored production of 
illuminated and beautifully calligraphed copies of texts such as the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan . 
Books circulated as handwritten manuscripts that were read out loud in select 
Sufi  gatherings, recited in poetic assemblies, or enjoyed as luxurious illus-
trated objects at royal courts. One approach has been to examine the Persian 
historical chronicles in conjunction with the painted and built remains.  4   For 
instance, from B. N. Goswamy’s incisive study of a particular illustrated man-
uscript, the so-called Jainesque  Sh  ā  h N  ā  mah , we learn that Dā’ūd’s patron’s 
overlord, Sultan Fīrūz Shāh Tuġhlaq (whom we have already noted as a patron 
of music, poetry, and astrology) was hostile to painting:

  There is little in painting that is fi rmly associated with the important 
Delhi Sultanate, possibly because of the orthodox attitude in the Islamic 
world towards the art of painting: something that a ruler like Feroze 
Tughlaq (1351–1388) upheld when he had traces of all fi gurative paint-
ings removed from the walls of his palace. He showed marked hostility 
towards all painting, for instance by having a Brahmin who was carry-
ing around a portable painted device—obviously a ‘picture showman’—
burned alive for his crime. However, in the other Sultanates the rulers 
of which were not burdened with carrying the fl ag of Islamic orthodoxy 
with the same zeal as the Sultan of Delhi, the attitude towards paint-
ing seems to have been far more tolerant as is evidenced by surviving 
examples of Sultanate work.  5     

 Despite these isolated instances, the larger aristocratic culture knew, 
enjoyed, and sponsored the arts of painting, music, poetry, and manuscript 
illumination. Whatever the individual attitudes of rulers who projected an 
image as protectors of an anti-iconic Islam, there is evidence of the cultiva-
tion of painting on walls and paper within the ruling aristocratic culture of 
the day. 



Creating a New Genre: The Cāndāyan 61

 Indeed, as Simon Digby has pointed out:

  The literary evidence indicates that a tradition of mural painting was 
transmitted from the court of Ghazna to the Delhi Sultanate; this prob-
ably included the representation of amorous scenes on the walls of the 
inner apartments of the Sultans, and of ceremonially accoutred ser-
vants and warriors on those of the public halls of audience. Persian 
script manuscript illustration existed . . . [and] . . . a lively Hindu tradition 
of wall-painting depicting scenes of the epics and of popular folktales 
survived and was familiar to Muslims.  6     

 As with other arts, a technique from Central Asia that was already known in the 
subcontinent was transmitted to local artisans, who interpreted and recreated it 
according to their native iconography and conventions. Courtly patrons were thus 
responsible for the creative minglings and reformulations that fl ourished in the 
arts of poetry, wall painting, music, architecture, and manuscript illumination. 

 When not interrupted by the exigencies of war, invasion, and the struggle 
to keep one’s place at the court in Delhi, local aristocrats sponsored a richly 
mixed set of regional artistic, spiritual, and literary cultures. There were also 
related artistic and narrative traditions such as the various Jain sects and their 
illustrated  Kalpa-s  ū  tra s and other doctrinal texts, of which more later.  7   There 
are many works in Apabhra ṃ śa and the developing literary traditions of the 
regional spoken languages, exemplifi ed in the repertory and abilities of the 
bards and professional poets who fl ocked to the courts of the dynasties that 
called themselves Rajputs, dynasties that commissioned retrospective genealo-
gies for themselves hailing to the sun and the moon.  8   

 Within this diverse and fragmentary set of textual and manuscript tradi-
tions, shattered fragments of a world now irretrievably lost, stands the text of 
the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan . The illuminated courtly manuscript traditions that surround it, 
incomplete as they are (and the manuscripts of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  are all damaged), 
illustrate at least two processes of artistic composition: the courtly and sophisti-
cated mingling of Persian models and Indian painting techniques exemplifi ed in 
the Prince of Wales Museum and John Rylands Library manuscripts, and the use 
of indigenous painting conventions to illustrate Persian texts. The text was cop-
ied and disseminated among people who were multiliterate and multicultural.  

  Persian and Hindavı̄: Composite Texts 
 There were also two partial translations of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  into Persian, for the 
Indian-born Persian speaking aristocratic élite of the Delhi sultanate. The dis-
courses of a later Chishti shaikh, ‘Abdul Quddūs Gangohī (1456–1537), attests 
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to the popularity of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  in the fi fteenth century. According to the 
account given in  Lat "   ā’  if-i Qudd  ū  s  ī  (“Quddūsī’s Graces/Subtleties”), written by 
his son Rukn al-dīn Quddūsī, the shaikh began a translation of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  
into Persian verse couplets in his youth and completed a substantial portion of 
it.  9   A partial motivation for the translation was that Dā’ūd’s Hindavī  mas ̱ nav  ī  
included an account of the Prophet’s ascension to heaven ( mi‘r  ā  j ), which the 
Persian  mas ̱ nav  ī  prologues lacked. The verses quoted in the  Lat"    ā’  if-i Qudd  ū  s  ī  
come from this section of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , as do three Persian couplets translat-
ing the following Hindavī lines:

  I saw a great tree, its fruits in the sky, 
 no hopes of plucking them with one’s hands. 
 Tell me, who is powerful enough 
 to stretch out his arms around it? 
 Who can encompass the branches of that tree? 
 Night and day, guards keep watch, 
 and whoever sets eyes on it, is killed [C 57].   

 The verse is modeled on Sanskrit verses allegorizing the power of suggestion,  10   
and ‘Abdul Quddūs Gangohī reproduces it with a fairly close literal transla-
tion into Persian. The handwritten manuscript of the translation was destroyed 
in the military campaigns and countercampaigns of Bahlol Lodī and  Ḥ usain 
Shāh Sharqī over Jaunpur. In addition, regional songs from Avadh, central 
India, and Bihar used the  ‘Iṣmat N  ā  mah  or “Account of Chastity,”  11   a Persian 
translation of the  b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā  section of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , to illustrate the suff er-
ings of Mainā Satvantī, the “chaste Mainā” of that romance. 

 Explaining the logic of the generic formula through the social and cultural 
logics of Dā’ūd’s day is an approach not without its dangers. On the one hand, 
one runs the risk of taking the part for the whole, of imagining that what 
one can say about the distinctive Indian Islamic literary tradition of the Sufi  
 prema-kah  ā  n  ī s will go for the period as well, a simple homology between text 
and context. On the other hand, one does not want merely a formalist account 
of the text as a fl oating isolated object within a larger world that one cannot 
explicate. The answer must lie in integrating genre and history, in understand-
ing the social and cultural themes of Dā’ūd’s Hindavī  mas ̱ nav  ī  not just as lit-
erary conventions but as new canons of literary and devotional poetry in an 
Indian language. Dā’ūd expresses a Sufi  mystical ideology through a Hindavī 
devotional aesthetics. 

 We can trace the rough outlines of the distinctive generic formula of the 
poem through the model that was complete for the composers of the later 
Hindavī romances, and in that way we can delineate its component parts and 
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themes, its address to various contexts of reception. This formalist analysis 
must take into account the necessarily mixed or composite nature of the con-
ventions and tropes Dā’ūd used. 

 In the words of M. M. Bakhtin, “Utterances are not indiff erent to one 
another, and are not self-suffi  cient; they are aware of and mutually refl ect one 
another.”  12   In the Sufi  romances, the Chishtis and other Sufi  groups are com-
peting in two ways: externally, with other religious groups who also produced 
powerful and appealing poetry, such as the  bhakta s or votaries of incarnationist 
( sagu   ṇ   a ) deities K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a and Rāma and the devotees of the attributeless ( nirgu   ṇ   a ) 
absolute; and internally, with other Indian-born or émigré Muslims in the form 
of materially and militarily potent rulers or other Sufi   silsilah s. There was also 
signifi cant internal competition in claims to sovereignty between Sufi  shaikhs 
and the political rulers of northern India. 

 Love, in Dā’ūd’s formula, reverberates with the concerns of this world and 
the hereafter,  duniy  ā  and  d  ī  n , or the claims of kings and Sufi s to symbolic 
and real authority. Dā’ūd creates a complex narrative within which he places 
generic set pieces from diverse sources, such as the  b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā  or the descrip-
tion of the twelve months of separation from one’s lord and lover, and the 
 sar  ā  p  ā  or the head-to-foot description of the beloved, a set piece that goes back 
in Persian to the works of Niz"āmī, Amīr Khusrau, Mas‘ūd Sa‘d Salmān, and 
Abū’ l-Faraj Rūnī, and is continued in Urdu in the works of Mīr Taqī Mīr, 
Qalandar Bak  hsh Jur’at, and a host of others.  13   These pieces are both assimila-
tive and competitive. On the one hand, Dā’ūd uses the terminology of  rasa  and 
love, like the other groups operating in Hindustan at the time. On the other, 
he uses these terms and concepts in a very particular way, creating a distinc-
tive Sufi  poetics of  prema-rasa,  a  des  ī  Islam, in which narrative, the pleasure 
of telling and listening to a good story, employs Indian aesthetics and erotol-
ogy. And they are both internally and externally competitive. Externally, Dā’ūd 
takes elements from the local groups the Chishtis encountered in north India, 
an interaction in which we can put together only one side of the encounter 
through the generic form of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan . Internally, the formula of the two 
wives works out the somewhat tense relationship between Sufi  teachers and 
aristocratic élites in the Delhi sultanate. Thus Dā’ūd gives the totalizing claims 
of religious rhetoric a local habitation and a name.  

  The Sufi  Poetics of  Prema-Rasa  
 The distinctiveness and power of Dā’ūd’s poetics of  prema-rasa  emerges when 
we defi ne his poetics of the  rasa  or juice of love, compare it to other visions 
of  prema-rasa , and demonstrate the connections of his aesthetics with Chishti 
mystical ideology. 
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 Sanskrit and new Indo-Aryan poetry to K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a contemporary with the 
 C  ā  nd  ā  yan  contains a fully worked out range of theologies and aesthetics. But 
in the incarnationist theology of the Vai ṣ  ṇ ava poets, the seeker or devotee 
transforms his subjectivity by imagining himself in a relationship with an 
embodied divinity. By contrast, Kabīr and the  nirgu   ṇ   a  poets imagine a form-
less godhead, and self-recognition through the meditative practice of the divine 
Name. The Hindavī Sufi  poets fall somewhere in between these two poles. In 
their poems, the erotic body of the heroine signifi es divinity in a temporary 
revelation that is intended to draw the seeker out of himself and on to the 
ascetic path. Their metaphysics assumes a transcendent principle that cannot 
be embodied. And since the Chishtis believed in a notion of ordinate love, in 
which each object of desire is loved for the sake of the one higher to it, their 
poetry requires narrative stages in which the seeker advances toward the high-
est object through a series of ordeals. 

 Although there are no poetic treatises in Hindavī that describe Indian Sufi  
aesthetics, Maulānā Dā’ūd off ers his audience his own defi nition of  rasa  through 
an exchange between two characters in the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan . At one point in the story, 
the heroine Cāndā (“the Moon”) is sorely affl  icted by separation from the hero, 
a brave warrior named Lorik whom she has seen recently. Lorik has routed 
the wicked King Rūpcand, who besieged the city of Govar to satisfy his lust 
for Cāndā, and has saved her from submitting to Rūpcand. She appeals to her 
nurse, Biraspati (the planet Jupiter), to assuage the physiological eff ects of desire 
(Hind.  k  ā  ma /Ar.  shauq ) on her body by telling her a diverting tale of love:

  Cāndā called Biraspati to her, 
 “Come and tell me a tale of love, 
 full of love’s savor, its taste, 
 that I may forget my mind’s insipid state, 
 and light the lamp of  rasa  in my heart’s niche. 
 Give me the food of  rasa , do not tire, 
 only  rasa  can put out the fl ames of separation. 
 I have tried many medicines and powders, 
 now tell me a story full of fl avor and juice. 
 In its  rasa , the night will pass quickly, 
 and sweet sleep will come to my eyes. 
 O Biraspati, speak sweet words of  rasa , sweeten my bitter mind— 
  divert me with an hour of  rasa , that this pain, this burning 
  and agitation, may go!” [C 172]   

 Cāndā’s appeal invokes  rasa  in two senses: as a term adapted from Indian aes-
thetics into the poetics of a new genre in Hindavī, and, in conjunction with 
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the word  prema  (“love”), as the remedy for the existential condition of  viraha  or 
separation. Just as savoring the  rasa  or juice of a story is what gives a reader 
pleasure in a text, so savoring the  rasa  of love removes the burning and pain of 
separation between lovers. In these two senses,  rasa  signifi es an aesthetic rela-
tion between reader and text as well as between lovers, a relation that marks 
both the circulation and reception of the text among sensitive readers and the 
consummation of desire between characters in a love story. In Dā’ūd’s text, 
however,  prema-rasa  signifi es not just human love but also Chishti Sufi  notions 
of love for God. For instance, in Cāndā’s words to Biraspati, she uses the image 
of lighting the lamp of  rasa  in the heart’s niche. The image suggests the verse 
of the Qur’an (24:35) in which God’s radiance ( n  ū  r ) is likened to a lamp placed 
in a niche ( mishk  ā  t ), illuminating the heavens and the earth.  14   

 This third sense of  rasa , the relationship between the invisible Allah and the 
visible world, is put forward more clearly in Biraspati’s response. She plays further 
on the word, using the rural mixture of jaggery and ghee (unrefi ned sugar and 
clarifi ed butter) as the especially sweet  des  ī  combination or taste of  prema-rasa :

  “What do you know of taste or tastelessness? 
 It’s only  rasa  when you wet it with love, 
 sweet like ghee in sugar-cane molasses, 
 sweet like moon-nectar you could taste, Cāndā! 
 You may avoid  rasa , push it away, 
 but the world is sunk only in love’s savor! 
 Deep and dark is the lake of  rasa  into which 
your yogi has fallen—he will die sinking in 
 its waters. Cāndā, stretch out your arm and pull 
 him out!” [C 173]   

 The nurse proposes the theological sense in which  rasa  signifi es in the 
 prem  ā  khy  ā  n  texts: it is the mark of the circulation of desire between Allah and 
the world. As the famous tradition (  ḥ   adīs "  quds "   ī ) has it, Allah created the world 
as a mirror for divine beauty ( jam  ā  l ). It is Allah’s longing that is refl ected in 
human desires, just as it is Allah’s radiance that spreads from the niche in 
which it is placed into the heavens and the earth. The nurse’s response to 
Cāndā also contains the following observation:

  To the one burnt by  rasa , food and water are distasteful. 
 If you relish this savor, bring along its remedy. 
 If this taste is truly established in your heart, 
 never would you know an insipid hour! [C 173]   
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 The taste for  rasa , then, allows the reader or listener to pass many instruc-
tive and delightful hours interpreting individual lines and sets of images for 
their suggestive resonances. The genre redefi nes  rasa  as the relation of desire 
between characters and transforms it into  ‘ishq  or love. 

  Sacred and Profane Attitudes Toward  Rasa  and Devotion 

 The poetics of the day linked the valence and use of  rasa  to notions of embodi-
ment. The Sanskrit poetry to K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a famously sets the tone for the merging of 
sacred and profane modalities of love in the period. In Līlāśuka Bilvama ṅ gala’s 
 K   ṛ  ṣ  ṇ   akar   ṇ   ā  m   ṛ   ta   15   and Jayadeva’s twelfth-century  G  ī  tagovinda ,  16   the lyrics work 
on two levels at once. The poet holds in suspension the question of whether 
the love play of K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a is sacred or profane, and the reader/devotee approaches 
the embodiment of God through a sacralized human love. As Lee Siegel has 
remarked in his study of the  G  ī  tagovinda , “within the K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a-cults a love-mysti-
cism, a love-symbolism, developed. The human and the divine became inextri-
cably intertwined in love, in  bhakti , no longer  bhakti  simply as ‘devotion,’ but 
 bhakti  as fervent, passionate love.”  17   A poetic delight in the multiple resonances 
of embodiment marks verses that celebrate the handsome dark god:

  With a bright peacock plume hair ornament and a 
 face as if dipped in sweet tenderness, 
 The Light takes life in that budding youth found 
 where the nectar of full fl ute sounds swell 
 and, on all sides, the milkmaids of the full bud-like 
 breasts adore (him). 
 The Light is the one wonder and the one delight of 
 the world; let it shine in our heart.  18     

 Here Līlāśuka simultaneously delineates a scene of the beloved K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a and 
his adoring  gop  ī s or milkmaids and an incarnationist theology. Although the 
sacred biography of K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a in the tenth chapter of the  Bh  ā  gavata Pur  ā   ṇ   a  cre-
ated a basic narrative, model, and proof text for what Friedhelm Hardy has 
called the “emotional  bhakti ” of the K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a sects,  19   much of the poetry devoted 
to K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a is not in the form of long narratives. Rather, as in the  G  ī  tagovinda , 
the poems describe and celebrate a succession of moments in the passion-
ate love play of K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a and the strong and elemental village girls who fetched 
water and milked cows and drove herds of cattle for grazing:

  When he quickens all things 
 to create bliss in the world, 
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 his soft black sinuous lotus limbs 
 begin the festival of love 
 and beautiful cowherd girls wildly 
 wind him in their bodies. 
 Friend, in spring young Hari plays 
 like erotic mood incarnate.  20     

 Jayadeva suggests that the Lord in his love play is the embodiment ( m  ū  rti ) of 
the erotic mood in poetics,  ś   ṛ  ṅ   g  ā  ra . In this he turns the classical aesthetics 
of  ś   ṛ  ṅ   g  ā  ra  toward  prema , the pure transformative love of the  gop  ī s for K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a. 
In Jayadeva’s imagery, as Siegel puts it,  prema  is gold: “the ‘night manifests 
[itself ] as a touchstone for the gold which is love for him’ (XI.12). The correla-
tion  prema  = gold and  k  ā  ma  = lead, suggests the alchemical process—the goal 
of the Vai ṣ  ṇ avas was the transmutation of the baser emotion into the pure 
emotion.”  21   

 The Sanskrit poetry of Līlāśuka and Jayadeva and the  pada s or lyric poems 
to K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a in the regional languages created a new aesthetics of  bhakti , based on 
a revaluation of the literary category of  rasa .  22   They elaborated the vocabulary 
of  k  ā  ma  and  prema ; the mythology of Kāma-deva, god of love, with his bow 
and arrows; and the celebration of moments of passion and separation in love, 
and creatively mingled that erotic love with devotion, as in this poem to K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a 
(Dāmodara) by the fi fteenth-century Maithili poet Vidyāpati:

  Who would go so far away from me? 
 Thousands of co-wives live in Mathura, city of sweetness. 
 The treasure comes by itself into my hands. 
 The prayers I have recited for ages are fulfi lled today. 
 A good thing has happened, the bad days are over; 
 the moon and the waterlily have seen each at last. 
 Where is the god Dāmodara, the lord of the forest, 
 and where am I, a rustic cow-herding girl? 
 Today, all at once, our glances have met. 
 Destiny has favored us completely. 
 Vidyāpati says: “Listen, O excellent woman, 
 the bad times stay only for a few days.”  23     

 Here the jealous co-wives ( sautana ) are imagined in a structure diff erent from 
that of Dā’ūd’s formula of warring wives. K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a satisfi es all sixteen thousand 
wives in his love play in the paradise of Mathura, as the lovelorn  gop  ī  attests. 
Her time has come after eons of prayers ( japa ). The god Dāmodara and she 
have glanced at each other, and that fi rst moment of vision granted her the 
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grace of the Lord. She has attained  siddhi  or fulfi llment (both spiritual and 
physical). The symbolism of glances, of the water lily opening to the moon’s 
rays, and the love play that will ensue all underscore the way that classical 
erotics have here been transformed into the  rasa  of devotion to K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a. 

 The concept of  rasa , as Siegel has indicated, links the “psychological and 
physiological aspects of love— rasa  is both the emotional pleasure of love and 
the biological manifestation of that pleasure, i. e. semen.”  24   The diff erent sects 
that sought to use  rasa  in their lyrics and to execute a direct and concrete 
erotico-mystical practice invoked the sexual, aesthetic, spiritual, and psycho-
logical aspects of  rasa  simultaneously. As Edward C. Dimock has pointed out 
about the Sahajiyā Vai ṣ  ṇ avas of Bengal:

  To the Sahajiyās, the body is full of rasa, of the bliss of union, or, speak-
ing purely physiologically, of semen. The place of rasa at the beginning 
of  s  ā  dhana  is in the lowest lotus, the seat of sexual passion. By  s  ā  dhana , 
rasa is raised from lotus to lotus along the spinal column, until it unites 
with the thousand-petalled lotus in the head; there, in pure experience 
and pure consciousness of Rādhā and K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a in union . . . is full and eter-
nal realization of their bliss. Here there is no longer even the seem-
ing distinction of human and divine; here man knows completely the 
divine  ā  nanda  within himself.  25     

 Here we begin to see the practical implications of the Vai ṣ  ṇ ava  rasa  theory, as 
human and divine collapse into each other at the level of  ā  nanda  or bliss. 

 The sects devoted to K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a used these notions diff erently, creating inter-
pretive schemes and theological commentaries around the various songs to 
K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a and the sacred biography contained in the  Bh  ā  gavata Pur  ā   ṇ   a . Although 
the Sahajiyās practiced a form of Tantric mysticism, the Rādhā Vallabha sect 
followed nine stages of devotion to K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a: listening to the deeds of K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a 
( ś  rava   ṇ   a ), singing his names ( k  ī  rtana ), remembering the Lord ( smara   ṇ   a ), wor-
shipping the feet ( p  ā  da-sevana ), worshipping ( arcana ) and paying homage 
( vandana ) to the image ( svar  ū  pa ) of K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a, servitude to K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a ( d  ā  sya ), com-
panionship with K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a ( sākhya ), and fi nally, dedicating oneself completely to 
K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a ( ā  tma-nivedana ).  26   Devotees sang various  pada s or songs to K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a as 
part of this nine-step program, designed to help the devotee transform his 
soul ( j  ī  va ) into a loving worshipper of K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a. The  Subodhin  ī , Vallabhācārya’s 
elaborate sixteenth-century commentary on the  Bh  ā  gavata Pur  ā   ṇ   a , supplies the 
theological superstructure for this regimen of worship.  27   Vallabhācārya inter-
prets the love games of K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a as transcendent in their very physicality, and 
makes K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a the summation of all the aesthetic moods and concepts found in 
classical  rasa  theory. 
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 Other forms of devotional poetry emphasize the inability of language or 
form to capture the transcendent. Preeminent among these is the fi fteenth-
century poet Kabīr, with whom the Sufi s also share a certain amount of 
the technical vocabulary of devotion.  28   Like the Sufi s, Kabīr uses negative 
terminology to name the highest level of reality: Alakhā (the invisible one), 
Nirañjanā (the untainted one), Nirākārā (the formless one). He also takes 
terms for practice from the Gorakhnāthī yogis (the followers of Gorakh, the 
thirteenth-century leader of the Nāth yogis) and the Tantric adepts ( siddha s): 
Śabda (the Word), Anāhadā (the unstruck sound), Sahajā (the state of pure 
spontaneity), and Śūnya (the void). Kabīr’s verses subvert the outward forms 
of ascetic practice to express his devotion to the worship of Rām, the abso-
lute divinity:

  Kabīr, that path is diffi  cult, 
 no one can follow it: 
 Those who went never came back 
 none ever came back to tell about it! 
 Kabīr’s house is on the top, 
 where the path is slippery: 
 An ant cannot hold its footing 
 and they go with loaded bullocks! 
  . . . In that Forest where no lion roars, 
 where no bird takes to fl ight, 
 where there is neither day nor night, 
 there dwells Kabīr, entranced. 
  . . . Between Gangā and Yamunā, 
 on the  gh  a   t   of ‘Absorption’ [ Sahaj-  śū  nya ], 
 There Kabīr has built his hermitage 
 while the Sages search for a path!  29     

 The image of Kabīr building his house above worldly distinctions, in the  śū  nya-
ma   ṇ  ḍ   ala  or “circle of emptiness,” expresses the diffi  cult path of absorption in 
the void. In the symbolic geography of the body, this circle lies between the 
eyes and on top of the  cakras  along the spinal column. 

 Kabīr negates exterior forms of religion and places meditation on Rām’s 
name at the center of his esoteric practice:

  Kabīr, why are you afraid? 
 Why let your soul be shaken? 
 Drink the nectar of Rām’s Name, 
 of Him who is the Lord of all joy.  30     
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 The love of Rām is the simple love in Kabīr’s devotional practice, and the 
devotee repeats Rām’s Name while practicing breath control to attain the state 
of absorption ( sahaja ). 

 Like the Sufi s, Kabīr frequently uses the tropes of a bridal mysticism to 
express his passionate love ( prema ) for the attributeless ( nirgu   ṇ   a ) Rām. In a 
song strikingly reminiscent of the divine heroine Cāndā’s longing for a lover, 
Kabīr uses the tropes and conventions surrounding the practice of child mar-
riage. In this widespread Indian practice, it was usual for the bride to remain 
with her parents after her fi rst wedding ceremony until she reached the age 
of puberty. After this there was a second ceremony, the  gavana  or “going,” in 
which all good-byes were said and she set out for her husband’s home after 
the ritual of consummation as a sexually mature woman.  31   Union itself, as in 
other mystical literatures, is described in terms of both mystical marriage and 
sexual union:

  To my Father-in-law’s house, 
 as a new bride I came, 
 But I couldn’t unite with my Lord 
 and my youth passed in vain! 
 The Five erected the wedding-canopy, 
 the three fi xed the marriage’s date, 
 my girl-friends sang the wedding songs 
 and smeared my brow with the turmeric of Joy and Sorrow. 
 Clad in motley array, I circled the sacred Fire, 
 the knot was tied, true to my father’s pledge: 
 Without a Bridegroom, I entered wedlock— 
 on the marriage-square I stood as a widow by my Lord’s side! 
 My husband’s face, I’ve never seen, 
 yet people urge me to be the perfect wife. 
 Says Kabīr, I’ll raise a pyre and I’ll die on it: 
 clinging to my Spouse, I’ll cross over, playing the trumpet of Victory!  32     

 Here all the signs and symbols of an Indian wedding are turned toward the 
practice of absorption in the invisible Lord. The bride acquires a father-in-
law’s house ( sasur  ā  l a) as a new bride, but cannot consecrate her marriage 
until she has come of age. The fi ve senses erect the canopy, while the three 
strands that make up all creation ( gu   ṇ   a s) bring the couple to the fated date 
( muh  ū  rata ). But the groom remains invisible, and she circles the fi re without 
him. In the end the bride sacrifi ces herself on a funeral pyre to “cross over” 
to the other side of this world of separation, union with the Beloved in the 
next world.  
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  Dā’ūd’s Use of Islamic and Sanskritic Erotologies 

 Dā’ūd constructs an erotics of asceticism in which both verbal description and 
vision excite desire in the anxious suitors of the divine heroine, and both lover 
and beloved display conventional signs of love such as fainting and lovesick-
ness. He uses yogic imagery to suggest the Chishti novice’s ascetic quest to 
savor the  rasa  of love. But his poetic version of desire and fulfi llment draws 
upon the Islamic and Sanskritic erotologies that determined the cultural and 
literary representation of love and sexuality in his day. 

 The earliest works on love in Arabic, such as al-Jā ḥ iz "   ’s ninth-century trea-
tise the  Ris  ā  lah fī ’l-‘Ishq va ‘l-Nisā‘  (“Essay on Love and Women”), speak of the 
excessive nature of love:

   ‘Ishq  is the name for what exceeds that which is called   ḥ   ubb  (aff ection) 
and every   ḥ   ubb  is not called  ‘ishq , for  ‘ishq  is the name for what exceeds 
that degree, just as  saraf  (prodigality) is the name for that degree which 
is more than that which is called  j  ū  d  (liberality) and  bukhl  (stinginess) 
is the name for what falls short of the level of  iqti   ṣ   ā  d  (economy) and 
 jubn  (cowardice) is the name for what falls short of the quality which is 
termed  shaj  ā‘  a  (courage).  33     

 This excessive and violent emotion, exceeding ordinary attachment, is often 
described as invisible to the eye: “It is too sublime to be seen and it is hidden 
from the eyes of mortals, for it is concealed in the breast like the latent fi re 
in a fl int, which when struck produces fi re, this fi re remaining hidden as long 
as it is left alone.”  34   

 Further, Persian and Arabic sources defi ne  ‘ishq  as comprising a number 
of feelings, both sacred and profane, and a complex of emotions centering on 
madness and violent obsession:

  And in the  Kit  ā  b al-Mutayyamin  of al-Marzubānī: Someone said to Zubair 
al-Madini, “What is  ‘ishq ?” He said, “Madness and submissiveness, and 
it is the malady of refi ned people ( ahl az-zarf ).” And he (al-Marzubānī, 
probably) said, “A person ardently in love looked at his beloved and vio-
lent emotion overcame him and he fainted, so someone present asked a 
learned man, ‘What happened to him?’ He said, ‘He looked at the one he 
loved and his heart dilated greatly and then the body was agitated by the 
great dilatation of the heart.’ So someone said to him, ‘We love our chil-
dren and our spouses and nothing like that happens to us.’ He answered 
‘That is the love that comes from the mind ( mu   ḥ   abbat al-‘aql ), but this is 
the love that comes from the soul ( mu   ḥ   abbat ar-r  ū   ḥ  , or spirited love).’”  35     
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 This “love that comes from the soul” must be distinguished from ordinary 
attachment and also from lust ( hav  ā ), which is connected with the lower soul 
( nafs ), an important distinction among Sufi s, who tried to promote the former 
at the expense of the latter. 

 This defi nition of  ‘ishq  as excessive love or an excess of feeling, with 
an exclusive character, was among the common topoi used to describe love. 
Other themes that recur in Islamic theories of love are the characterization 
of love as a divine madness that is neither fair nor foul, the ennobling power 
of love, love as progressive apprehension of the stages of beauty, and the 
concept of ordinate love in which each object except the last is loved for the 
sake of another higher than itself. The classical Greek philosophical ques-
tion of whether the happy and self-suffi  cient man needs friends was adapted 
in the Islamicate cultural context into the question of whether God as self-
suffi  cient can be described as loving. The corollary to the self-suffi  ciency of 
God was denial of love between God and man, or the contrary assertion, 
that love is the means of all intercourse between God and man. Factors that 
were held to excite love included contemplation of beautiful faces, especially 
those of beardless boys and women at whom it is not lawful to look. As J. 
N. Bell points out, these topoi were brought into Arabic through translation 
of the classical Greek sources on love.  36   Moreover, as Annemarie Schimmel 
indicates,  

  The discussions on mystical love became more complicated in Baghdad 
circles around 900, with the introduction of the notion of   ḥ   ubb ‘udhr  ī , 
“platonic love.” Jamīl, a noted poet from the tribe of ‘Udhrā in the late 
seventh century, had sung of his chaste love for Buthayna in delicate 
verses that almost foreshadow the love lyrics of French and Spanish 
troubadours; and soon a   ḥ   ad  ī  th  was coined, according to which the 
Prophet had said: “Whoever loves and remains chaste, and dies, dies 
as a martyr.” It was Mu ḥ ammad ibn Dā’ūd, the son of the founder of 
the Zahirite law school, who composed, in  Ḥ allāj’s day, a book on the 
ideal chaste love, containing one hundred chapters of poetry about   ḥ   ubb 
‘udhr  ī  and stressing the necessity of the “martyrdom of chastity.” He 
and his followers denied the possibility of mutual love between man 
and God and excluded every human object from mystical love.  37     

 Later writers on love often discussed Mu ḥ ammad ibn Dā’ūd’s  Kit  ā  b al-Zahra , 
exemplifying the concept of the martyrdom that attended chaste love. They 
drew incessantly on systematic and unsystematic anthologies of maxims, anec-
dotes, and verses about love such as the  Ma   ṣ   ā  ri al-‘Ushsh  ā  q  of Abū Mu ḥ ammad 
Ja‘far ibn A ḥ mad al-Sarrāj.  38   Manuals on the subject treated the physical signs 
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and terminology of love, as well as the progress of love aff airs, and often 
described desperate lovers dying of unconsummated love.  39   

 Dā’ūd’s poem draws on these texts and on this tradition of mystical love, 
as we shall see, and also on the Sanskrit tradition exemplifi ed by Vātsyāyana’s 
 K  ā  ma-s  ū  tra  and the enormous literature on erotics in Sanskrit and Prakrit.  40   
As the  K  ā  ma-s  ū  tra  tells us, erotic desire ( k  ā  ma ) “consists in engaging the ear, 
skin, eye, tongue, and nose each in its own appropriate sensation, all under 
the control of the mind and heart driven by the conscious self.”  41   In general, 
however, poets and critics frowned on explicit descriptions of lovemaking in 
Sanskrit poetry:

  In dealing with love, both physical and emotional, the Sanskrit poet 
sought always to avoid vulgarity. This conscious eff ort at refi nement 
appears in the poet’s choice of individual words, in the speech and 
gestures of the lovers he portrays, and in the selection he makes of 
fact from actual sexual experience. Words that refer to bodily functions 
are avoided unless they are to be used metaphorically. Clouds may spit 
lightning but when humans spit the poet must turn away.  42     

 By and large, Dā’ūd follows this prohibition against describing the actual phys-
ical details of sex in his own poem. He models his imagery on the poetry 
of  ś   ṛ  ṅ   g  ā  ra , both love-in-enjoyment ( sa   ṃ   bhoga-  ś   ṛ  ṅ   g  ā  ra ) and love-in-separation 
( vipralambha-  ś   ṛ  ṅ   g  ā  ra ). 

 Dā’ūd’s use of Indian erotics to express a Sufi  message was thus based on 
a key distinction in Sanskrit poetry. Actual sexual practice, the  ars amandi  laid 
out in the  K  ā  ma-s  ū  tra , the  Koka-  śā  stra , and related texts, is separate from its 
emotional and aesthetic representation in poetry:

  The Sanskrit poet was chiefl y interested in the sentimental or emo-
tional development of sex. But he recognized that the basis of all sexual 
emotion lies in sight and touch and regularly describes suffi  cient physi-
cal details to form a base for the non-physical development . . . [C]ertain 
words may not be used, e. g.,  ka   ṭ   i  for hip, certain parts of the body may 
be mentioned only by euphemisms (e. g.,  n  ā  bhim  ū  la  “base of the navel,” 
 ū  rum  ū  la , “base of the thigh”), while the sexual organs themselves may 
not be mentioned even indirectly. More to the point, the actions and 
occurrences that are mentioned are chosen because they reveal an abid-
ing sentiment. The poet is not interested in the simple copulation of 
humans any more than of animals, but in an event which aff ects the 
personality of those engaged in it. Hence the constant mention of the 
sweating and horripilation of the lovers, symptoms which seem to a 



love’s  subtle magic74

European far from poetic. To the Indian they were signifi cant. Sweating 
and bristling of the skin are involuntary actions . . . They cannot be sim-
ulated; they are criteria of the true state of the aff ections.  43     

 Even though a fourteenth-century Chishti disciple, Z�iyā’ al-dīn Nak  hshabī, 
translated the  Koka-  śā  stra  into Persian as the  La  z ̱ z ̱   ā  t al-Nis  ā  (“The Delights 
of Women”),  44   the art of love is not Dā’ūd’s central purpose in the  Cand  ā  yan . 
Dā’ūd uses the conventions of  ś   ṛ  ṅ   g  ā  ra-rasa  with their elaborate classifi catory 
schemes and exquisitely detailed descriptions of an idealized love, but goes 
a step further in his Hindavī poem: he transforms  ś   ṛ  ṅ   g  ā  ra  into the emotion 
of  prema , emphasizing the emotions and sentiments surrounding the erotic 
experience, rather than its physical details. He does not follow the rules of 
propriety ( aucitya ) so carefully laid out by the Sanskrit critics but uses the 
Perso-Arabic theory of  ‘ishq  and the Sanskrit poetics of  ś   ṛ  ṅ   g  ā  ra-rasa  to express 
his own Hindavī poetics of love and separation, which has its own signs and 
stages of love, its own erotology. 

 The eleventh-century  Kashf al-Mah	j  ū  b  of ‘Alī Usmān al-Hujvīrī attests to the 
several valences of passionate love in Indian Sufi  contexts. The author restricts 
the relation between Allah and humans to  ma   ḥ   abbhah  (love or aff ection) but 
does not allow  ‘ishq  (passionate love) between a subject and object who are so 
unlike each other:

  You must know that the term “love” ( ma   ḥ   abbhah ) is used by theolo-
gians in three senses. Firstly, as meaning restless passion for the object 
of love, and inclination and passion, in which sense it refers only to 
created beings and their mutual aff ection towards one another, but can-
not be applied to God, who is exalted far above anything of the sort. 
Secondly, as meaning God’s benefi cence and His conferment of special 
privileges on those whom He chooses and causes to attain the perfec-
tion of saintship and peculiarly distinguishes by diverse kinds of His 
miraculous grace. Thirdly, as meaning praise which God bestows on 
man for a good action.  45     

 Much of al-Hujvīrī’s chapter on love is a collection of sayings about love 
from the great Sufi s and theorists of his day. Only occasionally does he allow 
the notion of  ‘ishq  to be applied to Allah, whose essence is generally held 
to be imperceptible and unattainable and therefore far above passionate love 
( ma   ḥ   abbhah ).  46   By the fourteenth century, however, the Chishti Sufi s had col-
lapsed the distinction between the two terms, seeing them as sequential rather 
than radically diff erent. The chapter on love in the  Siyar al-Auliy  ā’  begins its 
section on  ‘ishq  by quoting Niz " ām al-dīn Auliyā’ on the relationship between 
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the two: “ ‘Ishq  is the last of the stages of  mu   ḥ   abbat , and  mu   ḥ   abbat  is the fi rst 
of the stages of  ‘ishq .”  47   

 What is also clear from the  Siyar al-Auliy  ā’  is that love was valued for its 
utility in Chishti mystical practice. Mu ḥ ammad Kirmānī skillfully deploys the 
idea of ordinate love:

  It is necessary for the practitioner to be a lover, and passionate, and 
in love with the beauty of the  vil  ā  yah  of his pir, so that little by little, 
with practice and with the exercise (or abundance) of his neediness ( ba-
andak ‘amal  ī   va kas ̱ rat-i niy  ā  z ) he may reach more quickly the original 
goal which the seekers of this road have reached. . . . He must strive in 
the work of Almighty God for many years. He must burn his lower 
soul ( nafs ) with fasting and observance, and worship and eff ort . . . [and] 
be sincere towards that Beloved so that the light of that [other] world 
may illuminate him.  48     

 The seeker’s path leads fi rst to an engagement with his teacher’s  vil  ā  yah  or 
 val  ā  yah , a word that encompasses both the notion of spiritual jurisdiction and 
the friendship of Allah, the power to dispose and to command.  49   Little by lit-
tle, by applying the Chishti regimen of worship and fasting, he approaches 
the real beloved, God. Finally, the invisible world is illuminated to him, and 
the ways of divine providence. Though there is no exact allegorical scheme 
of the stages of love that can be mapped on to Dā’ūd’s poem, the events in 
his story resonate with the Chishti formulations of mystical love and ascetic 
practice. These events draw the reader into the hero’s erotic/ascetic quest for 
the invisible divinity that is temporarily revealed in the beautiful form of the 
heroine Cāndā. 

 A fantastic story in  Ḥ amīd Qalandar’s  Khair al-Maj  ā  lis  demonstrates the 
ideological link between this ascetic regimen and Hindavī and Persian poetry. 
This text contains the collected discourses of Shaikh Nas�īr al-dīn Mu  ḥ  mūd 
Chirāġh-i Dihlī (“The Lamp of Delhi”), the spiritual preceptor of Dā’ūd’s 
guide Shaikh Zain al-dīn. Even though the shaikh was known to be gener-
ally opposed to poetry and music,  50   he recounted in one of his discourses the 
parable of a young man who died from unrequited love. After his death an 
autopsy was carried out, and a stone was extracted from his stomach. The 
emperor who had ordered the autopsy had two rings made from the stone, 
one to wear and the other to keep in his treasury. Once, while listening to 
singers in  sam  ā‘  (ritual audition),  51   the ring on his fi nger melted and turned 
to blood. His clothes were all stained red with blood. Puzzled, the emperor 
summoned wise men, who told him that the young man had been in love. 
If  sam  ā‘  had been performed for him, they opined, he would have become 
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well. For demonstration, the other ring was fetched from the treasury, and it 
too melted in front of the singers and became blood. The moral of the story 
is that to the people of  sam  ā‘ ,  sam  ā‘  is the medicine for all ills.  52   The medico-
moral discourse of the Chishtis on  ‘ishq  represents love as both physical and 
emotional, a congealed substance in the body that can be melted by the power 
of music and then directed toward Allah. 

 How does this Chishti mystical agenda translate into Hindavī poetic con-
ventions in Dā’ūd’s poem? At this point it may be helpful to read another pas-
sage from the romance, in which a wandering singer has just seen Cāndā’s 
dazzlingly lovely body at a window of her palace and has fainted in response to 
it. The singer’s response to Cāndā’s revelatory beauty is widely known both in 
Islamic and Sanskritic theories of love; this was how one scholar analyzed it:

  The  Ma   ṣ   ā  ri‘ al-‘Ushsh  ā  q  of Abū Mu ḥ ammad Ja‘far b. A ḥ mad as-Sarrāj 
probably did more than any Arabic book to popularize the theme of 
tragic, passionate love. The word  ma   ṣ   ra‘ , verbal noun of the root  s�-r-‘ , 
comes from a root which has the connotation of “throwing down to the 
ground.” From this derive the meanings “to fall down in an epileptic 
fi t,” “to go mad,” or “to be killed in battle.” The word is particularly 
appropriate in the title of this book, for it embraces almost all the affl  ic-
tions described in its pages: the lovers faint, fall down in a spasm of 
rapture or painful longing, never to regain consciousness, or they go 
mad.  53     

 Similarly, both the aesthetic theory of the  N  ā   ṭ   ya-  Śā  stra  and the practical pre-
scriptions of the  K  ā  ma-s  ū  tra  include fainting ( ja   ḍ   at  ā  or  m  ū  rchh  ā ) as the pen-
ultimate stage of  k  ā  ma , to be followed, if the desire is unfulfi lled, by death 
( mara   ṇ   a ).  54   Fainting as a response to a vision occurs frequently in the Hindavī 
Sufi  romances; lovers fall to the ground in rapture or agony, and they recover 
only after they attain the object of their desire.  

  The  Sar ā p ā or Head-to-Foot Description 

 Desire is aroused, in Dā’ūd’s poem as well as in older schemes of erotics, 
through descriptions and visions of the beloved. Dā’ūd uses the convention of 
 ad   ṛ  ṣ  ṭ   a-k  ā  ma  or “love without seeing” the object of desire. The wandering singer 
knows that he is not of the correct social status to marry Cāndā. The only way 
he can communicate his desire is by singing the beauty of Cāndā far and wide. 
He leaves Govar and enters Candragiri, a town ruled by King Rūpcand. Here 
he sings all night, in hauntingly beautiful words, about the supernatural beauty 
he has just seen. Nobody in the town is able to sleep, and in the morning 
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the king summons him to his court. In response to the king’s questions, he 
replies that he has seen a vision of exquisite beauty. A restless desire ( ca   ṭ   pa   ṭ   ī ) 
is aroused in the king’s heart, and he orders him to continue. The musician 
depicts Cāndā in the generic set piece of the head-to-foot description:

  “Let me fi rst tell of her blessed parting, 
 from whose red color, the world plays Holi. 
 Her parting is full of vermillion, 
 creeping along on her head like a centipede. 
 Or, like a lamp’s radiance in the dark night, 
 it shines like a jewel in the blackness. . . .” [C 64]   

 Here begins a description of Cāndā’s attributes (  ṣ   if  ā  t ), which, as we know 
from the Chishti interpretive principle of verbal transfer ( ta   ḥ   m  ī  l-i alfāz '   ī ), was 
understood as referring to the attributes or Names of God ( asmā’-yi il  ā  h  ī ). The 
Divine Names, which form the prototypes of all things in existence, are divided 
into His wrathful and destructive attributes (  ṣ   if  ā  t-i jal  ā  l  ī ) and his gentle and 
comforting ones (  ṣ   if  ā  t-i jam  ā  l  ī ). The poetic images employed here to describe 
the various parts of Cāndā’s embodied form fl uctuate between the fi erce and 
gentle aspects of her beauty.  55   At the festival of Holi, revelers would throw red 
powder and red water on one another. 

 Next he describes her fl owing black locks, which are like stinging black 
serpents guarding a treasure of nectar:

  “Then I saw her hair, the color of black bees, 
 or poisonous serpents rolling about on a treasure. 
 Her long black locks reached from her head to her feet, 
 like vicious cobras stained red with vermillion. 
 Her black braid hung down so dangerously, 
 that those who saw it rolled about in agony. 
 The poison rushed up to their foreheads. 
 When she opened her dark knot of hair, 
 day shaded over into black night” [C 65].   

 The indication that these are fi erce,  jal  ā  l  ī  attributes comes from the account of 
their eff ect upon King Rūpcand:

  The king was stung viciously, the poison mounted, 
 and he writhed about in agony. 
 As he heard the singer’s words, the venom rose; 
 what could the snake-bite charmer do? [C 65]   
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 According to Sufi  metaphysics, God yearns to be known and loved, and human 
desire is only a mirror of divine desire ( shauq ). The agony of desire in which 
the king fi nds himself signifi es the interaction of divine revelation with human 
vision, the seductive appearance of divinity to attract human love. A later Sufi  
gloss on the Hindavī images for feminine beauty, the   Ḥ   aq  ā’  iq-i Hind  ī  of Mīr 
‘Abdul Vā ḥ id Bilgrāmī, indicates that the beloved’s dark locks can also signify 
the dark night of sin. The lover has to escape from the night in order to follow 
the mystical path, which is often represented as the shining white parting in 
the hair of the beloved.  56   

 The next part of Cāndā’s body described is her forehead, which suggests 
the radiant divine manifestation in the form of light:

  “Her forehead shone like the moon 
 on the second night of the month, 
 or purest gold, tested and refi ned. 
 The drops of moisture on her forehead, 
 were like stars shining on the moon. 
 It could not be looked at directly, 
 like the fl ame of a lamp, 
 or the blinding sun at noontide.” [C 66].   

 The poison that had rushed through the king’s arteries is arrested by this 
sight, and he recovers himself:

  When this sun rose in the sky, the venom subsided, 
 and the king rolled over. 
  As he heard about her forehead, he sat up and 
  rewarded the singer with purest gold [C 66].   

 The eff ect of her beautiful form on the king suggests the circulation of 
desire between God, who wants to be seen, and the created being who sees in 
beauty the refl ection of divinity. On another level, the singer’s verses indicate 
what can happen to readers or listeners in the context of reception of such 
mystical poetry, if the listeners are able to appreciate the  rasa  of the poem. 

 The singer continues to describe Cāndā’s beautiful body, and the king’s 
reactions fl uctuate with the verses. Her teeth fl ash lightning, like glittering dia-
monds, and are full of juice ( rasa ) and perfectly formed as pomegranate seeds. 
If her speech is sweet, it is because she has drunk much of the  rasa  of fruits. 
Indeed, her mouth is described as a pool full of nectar. In response the King 
cries out, “Catch her! Catch her!” But she remains elusive. Her ears shine 
like golden lamps, and fl ashes of light from her jeweled ear studs illuminate 
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the heavens. The king revives and sits up, but then he sees the mole on her 
face:

  “Between her eye and her ear lay a mole, 
 a spot of blackest ink, 
 as if put there by separation incarnate! 
 Her face was fortunate, in bliss from that mole, 
 which looked like a bee on a lotus fl ower. 
 He sat there drunk on the blossom’s scent . . . 
 I think I’m going to die, scorched 
 by separation’s blaze, bloodless, burnt to a cinder!” 
 When that arrow had struck the singer, he lay stunned, tossed 
 to one side. 
  And the king burnt with a terrible fl ame, a fi re that none could 
  extinguish [C 74].   

 The Persian title for this verse is “  ṣ ifah-i   k    h  ā  l-i b  ī  mis ̱   ā  l ,” a “description of the 
incomparable mole.” The mole is without a  mi    s ̱ ā  l , an allegory, exemplum, or 
likeness, a word that was commonly used to suggest the process of abstrac-
tion in the literature of the period. The images the poet uses to describe the 
mole suggest the sexual encounter of the male black bee and the female lotus 
that the bee penetrates, intoxicated by its scent. This cruel image has a double 
impact: on the singer, who lies stunned, and the king, who burns in the ter-
rible fl ames of separation. The singer moves on to describe Cāndā’s peerless 
throat, which looks as if it has been perfectly shaped on a potter’s wheel, and 
is so beautiful that all the gods have declared the impossibility of embracing 
it. The king immediately declares he will embrace her lovely neck, even if he 
has to conquer Govar to do so. 

 Throughout this entire passage, in which the poet has heightened the  rasa  
to suggest the multiple allegorical resonances of Cāndā’s beauty, the reader/
listener is never sure of the status of Cāndā’s embodiment. Dā’ūd’s skillful use 
of imagery allows a logic of embodiment and a transcendent formless absolute 
to work together in the imagery of the female body.  57   The  sar  ā  p  ā  draws to a 
close with a verse that sums up Cāndā’s beauty by describing the heavenly 
grace of her body, balancing her corporeal ( sagu   ṇ   a ) and transcendent ( nirgu   ṇ   a ) 
aspects:

  “Her body was wave upon wave of tenderness, 
 anointed with oil of sandal and nutmeg. 
 She looked as if she had come down from paradise, 
 and was poised to fl y away there any moment. 
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 She was as if cut from a grove of swaying bamboo, 
 graceful as a heavenly nymph standing there. 
 The fl ower-scent of her beautiful body 
 made spring break out in all four directions” [C 82].   

 She is an allegory and mirror of the transcendent divinity, which is momen-
tarily refl ected in her body: she looks as if she has come down from para-
dise, but is also poised to fl y away at any moment. Dā’ūd’s imagery skirts 
the Islamic prohibition against the embodiment of Allah, instead describing 
Cāndā’s body as refl ecting fl ashes of divine essence. The singer’s description 
has the eff ect of triggering an invasion by Rūpcand, who is violently (and ulti-
mately unsuccessfully) off ered to Cāndā to transform her desire into  prema  
and to savor the  rasa  of a mutually fulfi lling love.  

  The Chishti Ideology of Love 

 The notion of the reciprocal relationship of desire between God and man, 
as well as its corollary, the interchangeability of lover and beloved, was well 
known in Chishti circles. The  Lav  ā’  i   ḥ   (“The Lights”) of Qāz�ī  Ḥ amīd al-dīn 
Nāgaurī (d. 1244), one of the successors of Haz 	 	  rat Mu‘īn al-dīn Ajmerī, 
provides valuable glimpses into the Chishti ideology of love. As Bruce 
B. Lawrence notes in a pathbreaking article, the work survives only as a 
fragment quoted in the larger  Ma‘ārij al-Vil  ā  yah  of G· hulām Mu‘īn al-dīn 
‘Abdullāh  Kh vīshgī Qus �ūrī.  58   In Lawrence’s translation of the excerpt, one 
of the key passages is the play of coquetry and dalliance between Creator 
and created being:

  The coquetry and dalliance of the Beloved reach the lover, whom He 
has created because the lover, before he came into existence, did not 
wish for the Beloved. But the Beloved, before the existence of the lover, 
was himself a lover. God wanted someone to want Him.    

  Without a lover and love, the labor of the Beloved is lost. 
 While there is no lover, where is the coquetry of the Beloved?  59      

  And again they say: when the Beloved preens himself and dallies before 
the eye of the lover, He produces commotion and anxiety in the lover. 
Yet for the Beloved, there is pleasure in that exchange. And when the 
lover in the presence of the Beloved appears weak and submissive and 
destitute, there appears world after world of delight for the Beloved, 
and therein lies the happiness of the lover.  60     
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 The passage puts forward as the very reason for man’s existence his role of 
lover ( ‘āshiq ) of God as beloved ( ma‘sh  ū  q ). The narratives of the Hindavī love 
stories are centered on awakening and transforming this basic human desire 
or  shauq  (translated into Hindavī as  k  ā  ma ) into divine love. 

 The fragment of the  Lav  ā’  i   ḥ   illuminates also the hidden causes for the aris-
ing of love in man:

  Love appears in connection with man for two reasons. One reason is 
manifest. Man is dominated by passions and desires. The seeker of 
Truth, by nature, tries to hold these tendencies in check, just as he 
tries to curb his hunger for bread and his thirst for water, but he suc-
ceeds only by inclining to excess toward the Possessor of all beauty. The 
second reason for the appearance of love in man is hidden. It exists as 
a secret in the very nature of man. It is a divine secret, expressed in 
the   ḥ   ad  ī  s ̱ quds  ī :    

   al-ins  ā  n sirr  ī   va an  ā   sirrahu  
 Man is my secret, and I am his secret.    

  Neither verbal expression nor written commentary can unravel that 
mystery. Related to it is the   ḥ   ad  ī  s ̱  from the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad:    

   k    halaqa all  ā  h   ā  dam ilá   s �  ū  ratahu  
 God created man in his own image.    

  For this reason the soul of man hastens with a thousand steps toward 
that other world in order to acquire a scent of its aroma.  61     

 Women, in this misogynistic formulation, are beside the point; they are good 
for marriage and procreation, or seductively arrayed to excite the ascetic on 
his mystical quest for the juice of love. Although the literal application of the 
traditions that  Ḥ amīd al-dīn Nāgaurī quotes here skirts the limits of heresy, 
 rasa ’s capacity to refer to invisible emotional realities allows poets of this 
genre to suggest the secret identity of lover and divine beloved. The seeker’s 
need to die to all else on the mystical quest constitutes the central symbolic 
value of  prema-rasa . 

 The necessary journey of self-transformation points strongly to the central-
ity and importance of storytelling and narrative elaboration in Hindavī Sufi  
poetry. Dā’ūd’s Sufi  vision requires the long narrative, the constant deferment 
of desire in order to draw the seeker into the process of self-realization. This 
lures the reader or listener into the narrative, working to arouse his desire so 
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that a spiritual mentor may guide him appropriately to transform his subjec-
tivity. Hence the emphasis in Dā’ūd’s text on  viraha , the constant and nag-
ging feeling of longing for and separation from the beloved. As S. M. Pandey 
points out:

  Philosophical interpretations have been given to this pain of separation 
in Sufi  literature. In Hindi what is called  virah , is called  fi r  ā  q  or  jud  ā’ī  
in Persian-Arabic literature. This  virah  or  fi r  ā  q  takes place as soon as 
the soul separates from God. The soul strives to reunite with God and 
its separation is painful. . . . In fact  virah  (separation) and  prem  (love) in 
the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  are one. All the Hindi Sūfī poets who succeeded Maulānā 
Dāūd describe  virah  more profoundly than love. Maulānā Dāūd declares 
that birds, beasts, earth and sky all can burn through the fi re of 
 virah .  62     

 Dā’ūd expresses the theology of devotion by introducing the fi gure of the love-
lorn yogi, Lorik, who became an ascetic for the sake of his beloved. Lorik must 
be pulled out of the deep, dark waters into which he has fallen, and union 
with Cāndā should be the fruit of his austerities. 

 The religious and poetic vision of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  is not of a fully embodied 
divinity with whom a personal relationship is imagined by the author and his 
audience, like the vision of the poets who used  rasa  poetics to compose lyrics 
in praise of K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a. Dā’ūd’s poem does not try to realize the Sahajīya Vai ṣ  ṇ ava 
union of Rādhā and K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a within the seeker, or, as in Kabīr, to awaken the 
formless divine within man through breath control and constant repetition of 
the name of Rām. The Sufi  poetics of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  are in the narrative, the 
pleasure of telling and listening to a story, through which the audience real-
izes  prema rasa . 

 Narrative is important in this composite poetics because the Chishtis 
do not believe in an absolute union between devotee and Allah, as do the 
other devotional poets who use  prema-rasa , but in the notion of ordinate 
love. The desire of the novice is fi rst for a beautiful woman or man as an 
object of longing, then for the shaikh, and then on through stages until 
Allah. The stages follow no set schema, as each poet invents ordeals for 
his laboring and lovelorn yogi prince; there is only the necessity of narra-
tive elaboration, deferment, and invention. There is no absolute meeting 
with Allah; rather, there are stages of desire and longing that are eventually 
consummated in union with the divine heroine, who has then to be bal-
anced with the worldly wife. The Chishti notion of ordinate love requires 
narrative elaboration.   
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  Lorik, Cāndā, and Mainā 
  Sources of the Tale 

 The  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  contains motifs and conventions from Persian and Apabhra ṃ śa 
poetry, the imagery of the Gorakhnāth yogis, a plot taken from a story orally 
extant among the Ahīr group of cowherders in Avadh and central India, lyric 
genres such as the regional songs of the twelve months of separation ( b  ā  rah-
m  ā  s  ā ), and cultural stereotypes about gender relations from the period. To read 
the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  as the textual record of a historical interaction with various social 
groups on the scene, we fi rst compare his plot to the oral poetic versions of 
the love of Lorik, Cāndā, and Mainā; then see how Dā’ūd creates a distinctive 
Sufi  poem out of diff erent sources and poetic conventions; and fi nally set his 
story within the larger cultural logics implied by the themes of his poem. 

 The heroine Cāndā is off ered several options for fulfi llment of her own 
longing. As R. S. McGregor notes, the symbolism of casting the lover and 
beloved as the sun and the moon resonates with the Nāth-yogic practice of 
the raising of the “sun” toward the “moon” in the symbolic geography of the 
yogic body. In the circulation of desire between lover and beloved, the rais-
ing of the sun/Lorik works along with the descent of the moon/Cāndā, which 
imitates in poetic form the descent of the divine absolute into the world of 
concrete forms.  63   Lorik has to bring Cāndā, the moon, down into the world 
in order to consummate his love for her. Playing on the double meaning of 
 s  ū  ra , “sun” and “hero,” Dā’ūd uses the symbolism of light and the physical 
structure of Cāndā’s shining white palace ( dhaul  ā  giri ) to portray Lorik’s ascent 
to Cāndā’s bedroom as a Sufi  journey linking the twin themes of love and 
self-annihilation through ascesis. Before this journey can happen, the poet cre-
ates a complicated narrative that functions through interplay among the three 
types of love off ered to Cāndā: marriage to a dirty impotent dwarf, submission 
to the lustful Rajput King Rūpcand, or a mutually fulfi lling love with the brave 
warrior Lorik. Lorik is also married to another woman, Mainā, whom he aban-
dons in order to elope with Cāndā. 

 If the relation between Lorik and Cāndā is the relation between the Sufi  
and Allah, then the relation between Lorik and Mainā is the relation between 
the Sufi  and the world. The later poets of the genre repeat this triangular 
relationship of the hero and his two wives, and the Sufi  reading communities 
and even the larger culture explained this triangle as the hero’s reconcilia-
tion of this world and the next.  64   This love triangle assumes a social arrange-
ment in which women were seen as the symbolic repository of honor ( ‘izz    at ) 
and are contained within the  zan  ā  na  or women’s quarters, where they must 
compete for their lord’s attention and love. Co-wives within the harem were 
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stereotypically inimical and hostile to one another, and reconciling them was 
as diffi  cult for the Sufi  as was the reconciliation of this world and the next. 
In the masculinist poetics of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , women were simultaneously ide-
alized and subordinated. The male élite reader identifi es with the hero, the 
seeker who is lured into becoming a yogi and reaching the distant “divine” 
heroine, then bringing her back and reconciling her with the world. In the 
contemporary cultural logic of gender relations, he has become transformed 
through ascetic mortifi cation into the master of his two wives and of this 
world and the hereafter. 

 Maulānā Dā’ūd adapts a number of generic conventions from Persian and 
Indic traditions into this masculinist narrative pattern. As we saw in Chapter 2, 
he opens his story with a prologue that follows the model of the Persian 
 masnav  ī s. He also employs Indic literary conventions such as descriptions of 
cities and landscapes ( nagara-var   ṇ   ana ) and descriptions of the twelve months 
of the year ( b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā ), the head-to-foot description of the heroine’s beauty 
( sar  ā  p  ā ), the description of her palace as paradise (the locus of divine rev-
elation), and Mainā’s account of her painful separation through the twelve 
months of the year, which moves Lorik to come back to her along with Cāndā. 
In addition, he draws on preceding Apabhra ṃ śa poetic works that contained 
a rich and highly developed set of narrative conventions for describing all the 
stages of action in a plot as well as common motifs such as description of 
towns, lakes, gardens, pavilions, and markets.  65   Finally, he uses meters, fi g-
ures of speech, and topoi that the local Indian traditions of  k  ā  vya  or poetry 
considered suitable. The story is set in four-foot Apabhra ṃ śa meter, in  caup  āī s 
to which are added  doh  ā s or longer couplets, a form that remains standard for 
narrative verse in Avadhi.  66   

 The transfer of these forms into Hindavī before the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  is attested 
by an early-fourteenth-century poetic manual in Maithili or eastern Hindavī, 
the  Var   ṇ   a-Ratn  ā  kara  (“Ocean of Descriptions”).  67   The Sanskrit author 
Kaviśekharācarya Jyotirīśvara Ṭhakkura composed the  Var   ṇ   a-Ratn  ā  kara  at the 
court of the Raja of Tirhut in northern Bihar. The text, a poet’s manual in 
which Jyotirīśvara translates into Maithili the Sanskrit conventions for writing 
poetry, is organized in eight chapters called  kallola s or waves, each dealing 
with the fi gures of speech and words appropriate to particular poetic topoi: 
describing cities ( nagara-var   ṇ   ana ), heroes and heroines ( n  ā  yaka-n  ā  yik  ā ), palaces 
and royal courts ( ā  sth  ā  na ), the seasons (  ṛ   tu ), military campaigns ( pray  ā  naka ), 
poets ( bha   ṭ  ṭ   a ), and cremation grounds ( ś  ma  śā  na ). In each chapter Jyotirīśvara 
gives many other topoi, such as how to describe a lake, a garden, the compan-
ions of the heroine, morning, afternoon, evening, the sleeping quarters of the 
princess, a rainy night, darkness, the moon, and so on. As the only critical text 
in eastern literary Hindavī available to us, the  Var   ṇ   a-Ratn  ā  kara  is a valuable 
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indication of the adaptation of Sanskrit and Apabhra ṃ śa poetic categories into 
the spoken language of the fourteenth century. 

 The  Var   ṇ   a-Ratn  ā  kara  also includes, as part of the description of the noise 
of a town, the singing of ballads about the adventures of Lorik,  68   so the tale 
must have been widely known even at that time and considered suitable mat-
ter for versifi cation and public performance. The text mentions the dance of 
Lorik, “ Lorika n  ā  co ,” which indicates that the ballad was also performed as a 
play with dancing and singing. Dā’ūd’s  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  can be seen as a response 
to this local performance tradition, albeit with a distinctive slant of his own. 
He elevates this local performance tradition of Lorik and Cāndā into a courtly 
poem using the established “classical” literary conventions of the day, both 
Sanskrit and Persian. 

 The  Var   ṇ   a-ratn  ā  kara  is a revealing analogue to this classicizing process, 
reproducing a “high” literary tradition in a local language through use of classi-
cal forms and conventions. It is a useful manual through which to understand 
the horizons of poetic convention for a fourteenth-century poet at a regional 
court in Hindustan. Jyotirīśvara devotes the sixth chapter to the ideal qualities 
and education of a poet: he had to know prosody, rhetoric, works on erotics, 
literary appreciation ( rasa  and  dhvani ), and the classics of Sanskrit and Prakrit 
literature. The ideal poet was also a boon companion to the king, as well as a 
genealogist and bard. Dā’ūd draws on many of these ideas and conventions, 
as we shall see, and must have been, at least temporarily, a “poet-in-residence” 
at Malik Mubārak’s court in the fort of Dalmau on the Jamuna. Even when he 
does not use the exact imagery Jyotirīśvara prescribes, Dā’ūd does use many of 
the topoi listed in the  Var   ṇ   a-Ratn  ā  kara  to embellish his narrative.  

  The Plot 

 To begin with the plot itself, Dā’ūd based the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  on the Ahir story of 
Lorik and Canvā, available in many versions throughout northern and central 
India  69   as well as Bengal.  70   Oral renditions of the story are still widely recited 
in public. As S. M. Pandey, the veteran collector of extant sung versions, has 
pointed out, “the oral epic  Loriki  or  Candaini  is sung by the Ahir singers of 
Northern India in the Avadhi, Bhojpuri, Maithili, Magahi, and Chattisgarhi 
dialects of Hindi . . . The singers are mostly Ahirs, who are either milkmen or 
farmers. They are called  Gvala s, i. e., cowherds, as they keep cows. All these 
singers are male and hardly any of them can read or write. Women are gener-
ally not permitted to sing the epic.”  71   The question of the continuity and shape 
of the narrative is a diffi  cult one, and Pandey has demonstrated, through 
detailed comparison, the many points of diff erence between the oral poem and 
Dā’ūd’s text.  72   McGregor has suggested that an earlier folk tale may underlie 
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both the literary Sufi  romance and the oral versions: “The folk character of this 
story, which served as the basis for a sūfī romance, is . . . evident. . . . [T]his story 
must (to judge from modern versions) have diff ered considerably in style and 
substance from the tales underlying the sixteenth-century sūfī romances. . . . A 
comparison of the narrative of Candāyan with that of the modern story sug-
gests an early folk tale.”  73   Without further information, it is impossible to spec-
ify the hypothetical ancestor of written and oral versions. 

 Although we do not have access to the folk tale on which Dā’ūd must have 
based his courtly poem, we can identify two major extant oral performance tra-
ditions that have many elements in common with Dā’ūd’s plot, one from east-
ern Uttar Pradesh or Avadh and the other from the central Indian region of 
Chhattisgarh.  74   The modern Ahir versions are elaborate and episodic, since this is 
an orally transmitted tale that can be adapted to many performance conditions. 

 The basic story  75   in the two local dialects of modern standard Hindi, 
Bhojpuri and the far older Avadhi, centers around the exploits of the hero 
Lorik of Gaura and his step-brother Savarū, a devotee of Durgā. One day Lorik 
goes to play Holi in the neighboring village of Kusumapur. He sprays colored 
water on Canvā, the daughter of King Sahadeva. The angry Canvā taunts him, 
“Fool, you do not know the tradition. Go and get your brother married. He is 
getting old and nobody comes to him with a proposal of marriage. You can 
then play Holi with your sister-in-law.” Lorik fi nds a bride for Savarū in the 
person of Satiyā, daughter of Bamarī. But the father of the bride is opposed 
and there is a great battle in which Lorik and his friend Ajai take on the forces 
of Bamarī. After a series of battles, they win the bride and take her home. 

 In another section of the story, Lorik himself marries Majarī, the daughter 
of an Ahir named Mahar who lives in the realm of a tyrant king Molagat. 
Molagat demands the sexual services of all the girls of his kingdom, but when 
it is Majarī’s turn she appeals to Lorik to save her honor. Lorik dispatches 
Molagat and his army with his powerful sword. As Joyce Flueckiger notes,  76   
this episode occurs in the Bhojpuri version of the story, but not the Avadhi. 
In the latter, Majarī’s father loses her in gambling to a non-Ahir Thakur war-
rior, and Lorik has to save her from an out-of-caste marriage by defeating 
the Thakur in armed combat. What is common to both versions is the over-
whelming concern for the woman’s honor ( ‘izz  at ) and the honor of the Ahir 
subcaste, an ideological valence of the modern story that diff ers from Dā’ūd’s 
Sufi  tale. The next episode of the story describes Lorik’s happy life in Gaura 
with Majarī, until the day he meets Canvā again. She has been married to an 
impotent Ahir named Sivadhar, whom she rejects. She returns home, but on 
her way home she is harassed by Bātha, who tries to violate her; she cleverly 
tricks him, but Bātha will not leave her alone, and she appeals to Lorik, who 
beats Bātha to death. 
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 Lorik and Canvā are overcome with desire for each other and begin meet-
ing in secret. She becomes pregnant and they run away together to the neigh-
boring kingdom of Haldī. On their way to Haldī, Canvā’s husband Sivadhar 
comes to fi ght Lorik, but Lorik defeats him. A snake stings Canvā, but Lorik 
prays for help and she is saved. They arrive in Haldī and Lorik distinguishes 
himself by his invincible strength and bravery in freeing the soldiers of the 
king from their enemies. In the meantime, Lorik’s mother, Khoilanī, and his 
wife, Majarī, are persecuted by the village and reduced to extreme poverty. 
They send a desperate appeal to Lorik. He returns secretly to Boha, a place 
near Gaura, and announces that he wants to buy milk and curds at a very 
high price. All the Ahir women go to him, including Majarī. On her way to 
Boha, Majarī crosses a river by ferry; the boatman tries to violate her. She 
invokes the goddess of chastity and prays to her: “O Goddess, if I am a chaste 
and truthful woman, make this river dry up.” The river dries up. The boat-
man falls at her feet and begs for his livelihood back. She forgives him and 
proceeds to Boha. Lorik recognizes her, and they are reunited. He returns to 
Gaura and regains his wealth and land by fi ghting his enemies. In the fi ght-
ing, he discovers he has lost his former strength. He gives all his wealth to his 
two sons and burns himself to death in Gaura.  

  The Deeper Meaning 

 The Chhattisgarhi versions of the story mute the martial aspects of Lorik’s 
fi ght for honor in order to emphasize the loving relationship of Lorik and 
Candaini and the powers of the heroine Candaini as an initiator of action.  77   In 
her ethnographic study of the performance and reception of the Laur-Cāndā 
cycle, Flueckiger notes the shift in emphasis as well as the use of the story by 
other castes:

  In Chhattisgarh,  candain  ī  is the love/elopement story of the hero Lorik 
and heroine Candaini, both from the Raut cowherding caste. The hero 
and heroine are each married to other partners, but Candaini leaves her 
husband when she learns that he has been cursed by the goddess to 
be impotent for twelve years. On her way back to her maternal village, 
Candaini is accosted in the jungle by the untouchable Bathua. She clev-
erly escapes his evil intentions, but he chases after her and terrorizes 
the inhabitants and cattle of the village. In desperation, the villagers 
ask Lorik to rescue them; ultimately he defeats Bathua through non-
martial (and, I might add, rather dishonest) means. During this con-
test, Candaini fi rst lays eyes on the hero, falls in love, and proceeds 
to seduce him. After some delays, primarily due to Lorik’s hesitancy 
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and cowardice in decision making, the hero leaves his wife Majari, and 
he and Candaini elope to Hardi Garh. In Chhattisgarh,  candain  ī  per-
formances center on and elaborate various adventures from this elope-
ment journey ( ur   ḥ   āī ; literally, fl ight).  78     

 Although this Chhattisgarh version retains most of the narrative elements 
recounted in other versions, the slant of the story shifts. It is likely, given 
the emphasis on love and elopement in this version, that Dā’ūd’s source was 
closer to the Chattisgarhi narrative tradition than to the Avadhi. 

 The plot of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  retains some elements of these diff erent Ahir 
versions, but presents the reader with a story in which the literary aesthetics 
of  prema-rasa  is paramount. Dā’ūd’s poem, recited and sung in court and Sufi  
hospice, has the martial and erotic elements of the local original, as well as 
a new emphasis on asceticism and mystical love. The narrative tension of the 
poem, as we shall see, comes from the transformation of awakened desire 
into love through the vicissitudes of battle and lust. Lorik abandons his other 
wife, Mainā, in order to elope with Cāndā, but in the end he does come back 
to Mainā, who is famously tested for her chastity as Majarī is in the Ahir tale. 
The episode, versifi ed as the  Maina Satvanti  (“The Chaste Mainā”) in some 
regional songs, was later also translated into Persian as the  ‘Is�mat N  ā  mah  or 
“Account of Chastity.”  79   

 The story begins with a topos taken from the conventions of  k  ā  vya  that 
are set up in the  Var   ṇ   a-Ratn  ā  kara : the description of the town ( nagara-
var   ṇ   ana ) of Govar, home of the Princess Cāndā. The poet describes the 
town’s gardens with their shady trees blossoming with many fruits and fl ow-
ers. There are birds crying out in many languages in the trees, and shining 
lakes where beautiful women come to draw water (C 21). All of the social 
groups who inhabit the town—Brahmins, Khatris, Agravals, traders, Cauhans, 
and Rajputs—are described in terms of their distinct  j  ā  ti s (subcastes), and 
are shown plying their business in the town’s markets, gardens, and squares. 
Within all this urban order and activity, surrounded by doorways guarded by 
fi erce stone lions, stands the shining white royal palace, painted with red lead 
dye ( ī  ngur ). 

 The birth of Cāndā in this royal palace suggests the metaphysical mani-
festation, the  jalvah  or  ma  z "   har , of the divine absolute into the world of con-
crete forms, and the poetic imagery depends on the lexical meaning of her 
name. The Pleiades attend her, and the planets and constellations all serve 
her and pay her homage; Rāhū and Ketu, the two demons of eclipse, hover 
about her. Like the heroine of the later  Padm  ā  vat , Cāndā is a Padminī or 
“lotus-woman,” the best kind of woman according to Sanskrit erotic theory 
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and the new Indo-Aryan devotional poetry. Since she is as radiant as the 
moon, the world experiences two nights when she assumes a body and 
comes into existence:

  In the house of Sahadev, the moon became incarnate, 
 earth and heaven were radiant with moonlight. 
 Since she was born in the fi rst watch, 
 two moons adorned the world’s two nights. 
 The seven Pleiades shone in the parting of her hair. 
 Her limbs shone with the radiance of the sun. 
 She was the full moon of the fourteenth night, 
 Cāndā, the princess, a Padminī among women. 
 Rāhū and Ketu served her diligently. 
 Venus and Saturn were at her beck and call. 
 All the constellations were present at her doorstep to pay homage. 
 Her beauty stunned all passers-by; the entire world was full 
  of light [C 32].   

 The verbal phrase “ c  ā  nda avat  ā  r  ā”  (“the moon became incarnate”) in the fi rst 
half-line ( ardh  ā  l  ī ) of the  caup  āī  indicates the adaptation into Hindavī of the 
Islamic theological term for manifestation ( z '  uh  ū  r ). Cāndā’s supernatural beauty 
is distinctive because it is endowed with form ( sagu   ṇ   a ), but the revelatory 
fl ashing of light that attends it suggests a divinity that cannot be contained 
in physical form ( nirgu   ṇ   a ). Dā’ūd’s use of form or beauty ( r  ū  pa ) is expressed 
through a language of incarnation but leads ultimately to the folding back of 
this form into the formless. 

 This local revelation of stunning beauty quickly becomes known to all 
the regional sultanates. Dvārasamudra, Tirhut, Avadh, Malabar, Gujarat, and 
Badayun all hear of her beauty, and marriage off ers begin to pour in. The 
key criterion for her potential husbands is status: her father, King Sahadev, 
does not count anyone as his equal. The astrologers who cast her horoscope 
predict that she will go to her death in the prime of her life, but her beauty 
will be so incandescent that kings and warriors will fl ock to her like moths 
to a fl ame. The fi rst type of love for Cāndā is presented to her father in the 
form of a marriage off er from a neighboring king, Jaita. There are astrological 
diffi  culties with the off er, foreshadowing a troubled marital future. In the end, 
however, King Jaita’s emissaries prevail and Candā is married to Bāvan, King 
Jaita’s son. 

 Bāvan (Sanskrit  v  ā  mana , “dwarf”) is one-eyed and impotent, a dwarf 
who never washes and never comes near her even when she comes of age. 
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Although desire moves through her body, her husband completely ignores her 
and she is frustrated and angry:

  And though she had been married a year and a day, 
 this moon had never been looked at by the sun. 
 She thought, “The woman whose man is elsewhere, 
 is always unhappy in bed at night. 
 Bāvan never even talks to me— 
 I don’t even know whether he’s black or red! 
  . . . I should just go back home, 
 anything is better than this ridicule.” [C 44].   

 Her sister-in-law hears her complaining and reports the matter to her mother. 
What ensues is the stereotypical  s  ā  s bah  ū   k  ā   jhag   ṛ   ā  (the fi ght between the 
mother-in-law and the daughter-in-law), which Dā’ūd portrays skillfully as a 
family quarrel:

  When she heard this, the Queen came to Cāndā, 
 “Daughter-in-law, why are you angry? 
  . . . You are ignorant and don’t know men. 
 How can you make barley-water without water? 
 You can put on gold and silver and roam about 
 every day with a freshly-washed sari on— 
 but until my Bāvan is of age, 
 you’ll have to satisfy yourself with fruits and fl owers.” [C 45].   

 Their dispute revolves around Cāndā’s desire, with the bride saying that she 
needs to be satisfi ed sexually, and the mother-in-law that she is an evil wanton 
who would seduce her innocent son ( d  ū  dha kī pho  ī ):

  “I knew what was on your mind 
 when you were shameless enough to talk to me like this. 
 You want a godling as a husband, 
 but can you ever get butter without churning curds? 
 My Bāvan is still a pap washed in milk, 
 how can he sleep with you? 
 I’ve never seen such an upstart bride, 
 but then, a horse can’t be controlled without a rein!” [C 47]   

 In its cultural logic, the fi ght refl ects a world in which mothers and wives 
fi ght over the favors of men, who are the ideological guarantors and providers 
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of security for women. The theme is elaborated later on in the poem through 
the misogynistic gender politics of polygamy, in which the male has the power 
of choice between jealous co-wives. 

 Finally, her mother-in-law drives Cāndā out of her husband’s house, and 
a message is sent for her brother to come and fetch her. In the internal nar-
rative logic of the plot, one attempt to transform Cāndā’s desire into love has 
failed, and the ordinary structure of marriage has disintegrated. Yet the moon 
requires a sun to love her, a lover who can consummate her desire. This mutual 
fulfi llment, the true  prema-rasa , cannot be attained by those unworthy of love, 
and Cāndā returns home in disappointment. After this, the second type of 
love in the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  is brought to life when one day Cāndā leans out of her 
balcony in all her radiant beauty. A wandering musician ( b  ā  jir ) who is passing 
by happens to look up and is transfi xed. A glimpse of the supernatural beauty 
of Cāndā makes him faint with desire and fall to the ground in what seems to 
be an epileptic fi t or an episode of snakebite. As we have seen, the wandering 
singer uses the set piece of the  sar  ā  p  ā  to excite desire in King Rūpcand for 
Cāndā without his ever having seen her ( ad   ṛ  ṣ  ṭ   a-k  ā  ma ). Dā’ūd uses the tropes 
of love through description rather than direct vision and the convention of 
head-to-foot descriptions to suggest the divine revelation that is temporarily 
embodied in Cāndā. The singer’s description triggers the second option that is 
off ered to Cāndā for the transformation of her desire into  prema . 

 King Rūpcand starts crying, calls Bān ṭ h, his chief minister, and orders him 
to muster the army so that he can conquer Govar and obtain Cāndā’s hand 
in marriage by force. Rūpcand’s grand and imposing army sets out to besiege 
Govar. There are bad omens on the way: a crow cries out, a jackal howls in the 
direction of the rising sun, and the path of the advancing army appears red 
with blood. When they camp outside the city of Govar, they go on a rampage, 
cutting down all the mango groves that make the city a paradise and destroying 
all the sacred temples. There is panic in King Sahadev’s realm, and he sends 
emissaries to ask what Rūpcand wants. He asks for Cāndā. The emissary asks 
him not to lust after another man’s daughter (i.e., a respectable maiden); he 
responds by threatening to cut off  the emissary’s head and feed his fl esh to 
the dogs. The emissary’s response emphasizes Cāndā’s inaccessibility:

  “Govar is a sea, deep, unfathomable— 
 You could drown in it, O King, 
 and never reach the bottom. 
 Even if you climb up to the sky, 
 you would not fi nd even a trace 
 of the dust of Cāndā! The very stars 
 circle the moon at night, looking on her. . . .  
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 Even if you go to heaven and search, O King! You would 
 not see her. 
 You’ll sink in and die, but will never 
  plumb the depths of this sea.” [C 98].   

 But Rūpcand persists in his intentions of forcing Cāndā to satisfy his lust, 
and vows that Govar is a heaven he will destroy. His army begins to fi ght 
Sahadev’s army, and his best warriors carry the day for him by killing Govar’s 
best fi ghters. 

 Once the situation is desperate, the people of Govar go to the heroic Lorik, 
who lives with his mother, Kholin (called Khoilanī in the Avadhi version), and 
his wife, Mainā. At fi rst his wife and mother will not let him go. Kholin argues 
that since he does not hold his land in tenancy from the king or share his 
crops with any landlord, why should he put his life at risk? But the demands 
of the town are insistent, and Lorik girds himself for combat. His fi rst guide 
in the tricks of fi ghting is a fellow warrior called Ajay (the “Invincible”), who 
shams sickness but gives Lorik instructions on shielding his body. Ajay is like 
a Sufi   p  ī  r  who guides the hero along on the path of spiritual perfection ( sid-
dhi ). Here Dā’ūd introduces a motif that becomes characteristic of the later 
formulaic genre: allegorically named emblematic helpers such as nurses and 
companions, who aid in resolving problematic situations. 

 Ajay teaches Lorik how to keep his guard up in battle. As the hero, Lorik has 
to fi ght and vanquish illicit desire in order to gain the love of Cāndā. When he 
comes into the fi eld, he is likened to the sun that has come to save the moon. 
Ranged against him is the very best warrior on Rūpcand’s side, the formidable 
chief minister Bān ṭ h. Lorik is accompanied by his band of armored warriors, and 
Bān ṭ h leads Rūpcand’s army. Vultures gather and call their kin for a feast, kites 
fl y overhead, and jackals invite their entire species ( j  ā  ti ) for the ritual feed that 
will propitiate their dead ancestors ( pit   ṛ   pak   ṣ   a ). Single combat to the death ensues 
between various warriors. Lorik goes after Rūpcand and brings his sword down 
on his head, splitting his helmet in two. The cowardly Rūpcand runs away, and 
eventually Bān ṭ h and Lorik face off  against one another. The fi ght is close and 
intense. Lorik strikes blow after blow, cuts off  Bān ṭ h’s arm, and fi nally defeats 
and kills him. Rūpcand’s army is routed and fl ees along with its king. 

 Brute armed force, the second option for winning  prema-rasa  within the 
narrative logic of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , is here defeated. Cāndā cannot be won by any-
one unworthy of her, or by violence. She needs a worthy lover who will win 
her through the right means. Here the fi nal narrative option for obtaining the 
“love that comes from the soul” ( ma   ḥ   abbah al-r  ū   ḥ  ) is activated, as is Dā’ūd’s 
own erotology, his description of the ideal love aff air and its mystic resonances. 
The ideal love aff air, whether aroused through words or a dream or a vision, 
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sends the lover into a spasm or fainting fi t, then into a prolonged and obses-
sive period of lovesickness in which he can think only of the beloved. These 
are common symptoms in both Islamic and Sanskrit erotologies, where they 
occur at diff erent moments but are part of the cultural vocabulary for how 
love is experienced. But Dā’ūd takes the conventional signs of love and links 
them to ascetic practice and to the rigors of a climb up to heaven to meet the 
divine heroine. 

 After Lorik’s victory, there is jubilation in Govar. Lorik, the hero of the day, 
is paraded around town in procession on an elephant. Cāndā appears like the 
moon on the balcony of the royal palace:

  Cāndā appeared above, on the shining white palace, 
 with her nurse Biraspati at her side. 
 Evening was falling and the world grew dark, 
 but the moon illumined all with her radiance. 
 She asked Biraspati, “Where is that hero 
 who killed an army for my sake? 
 Where is the lion who vanquished that elephant? 
 Blessed is the mother who gave birth to him. 
 Nurse, listen to me, tell me just one thing: 
 where is Lorik in this throng? 
  What does he look like, and where is his house? Tell me, 
  O Biraspati! 
  Sister, I am dying for Lorik, please show me where he is!” 

 Biraspati said, “Dear Cāndā, 
 Lorik is the sun’s radiance. 
 His earrings glisten with elephant-pearls. 
 His forehead appears with the moon shining on it, 
 and the fl ash of his smiling teeth is entrancing. 
 Lovely locks fl ow down from his head. 
 His waist is like a lion’s, and cannot be grasped. 
 His eyes are limpid and clear, 
 like bowls of shining white milk, 
 his pupils are black bees on their surface. 
 His body is lustrous with golden color. 
 He shines like an image of Kāmadeva, 
 clear of the dust that is fl ying about. 
 Red silk is stretched across the back of his howdah, he sits 
 on an elephant. 
  He has a dashing turban on his head, and his scimitar gleams 
  handsomely on him.” 
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 Cāndā looked down and saw him. 
 She lost her senses and fainted, 
 her eyes burning, her face withering. 
 Food or water were useless, 
 for the moon had fainted for love of the sun. 
 Biraspati came and sprinkled water on her . . . [C 136–38]   

 The passage gives us a  sar  ā  p  ā  of Lorik in miniature, and reverses the earlier 
situation in which Cāndā’s body was the object of the lustful singer’s gaze. 
The vision of Lorik’s handsome form arouses a burning desire in Cāndā, who 
insists that her nurse arrange a meeting for them. The nurse suggests a ruse: 
she tells Cāndā to ask her father to give a feast celebrating the great victory, 
and makes sure that Lorik is invited as the guest of honor. When the day of 
the feast dawns, the entire town comes to the royal palace to be fed in grand 
fashion. 

  The Otherworldliness of Cāndā 
 Cāndā decks herself out in splendid jewels and a beautiful sari, and appears 
on the balcony and looks down at the rows of feasting people. Her action 
suggests God’s appearing in splendor to seduce man. Lorik looks up at the 
balcony and is struck senseless with desire. He exclaims that she is an  apsaras  
or nymph from heaven, and falls over. He has to be carried out on a stretcher, 
and when he reaches home Mainā and Kholin put him to bed. He lies in bed 
weeping, and no doctor or physician can cure him. 

 This is a common theme in Islamic and Sanskritic theories of love: “Every 
lover who is sincere in his aff ection, if he be barred from union with his 
beloved either through separation or as the result of a breaking off , or because 
for some reason or another he has to conceal his attachment, must necessar-
ily fall in consequence into sickness, wasting away, and emaciation; not infre-
quently he is obliged to take to his bed.”  80   As we know from Sanskrit poetry, 
lovesickness is a dangerous affl  iction. The stages of love laid out in the classical 
Indian sources begin with longing for the beloved, which is then heightened 
to anxiety ( cint  ā ), recollection ( anusm   ṛ   ti ), and an enumeration of the beloved’s 
virtues ( gu   ṇ   ak  ī  rtana ). After this the lover feels distress ( udvega ) and laments his 
lot ( vil  ā  pa ). Then insanity ( unm  ā  da ) descends on him, then sickness ( vy  ā  dhi ), 
then stupor ( ja   ḍ   at  ā ) and fi nally, if love is not satisfi ed, death.  81   These are not 
far removed from Persian and Arabic lists of the stages of love, which go from 
attachment ( ulfah ) to excitation of the heart ( mavaddah ) and an obsessive focus 
on the beloved ( fi kr-i ma   ḥ   b  ū  b ) to passionate desire for him or her ( hav  ā ). Later 
stages include violent aff ection ( sha  ġ  h  a  f ), exclusive attachment ( k    hullah ), and 
then aff ection ( ma   ḥ   abbhah ) leading to passionate love ( ‘ishq ). Finally, the lover 
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is totally enslaved by love, falls into bewilderment and madness, and destroys 
himself utterly out of unrequited love.  82   

 Now that desire has been awakened on both sides, the burning pain of 
separation is mutual. Lorik and Cāndā are still in the early stages of love, 
where they have seen each other and conceived a passionate attachment to 
each other. They will have to suff er the pangs of longing and burn in agony 
until they are able to meet in bed as lovers. 

 Biraspati the nurse visits Lorik and recognizes that he is suff ering from 
the malady of desire. She speaks to him in secret, here acting as the spiritual 
guide who can unite the lover and the beloved. Much like the Chishti shaikhs 
instructing their disciples, she will prescribe a period of asceticism and mind-
fulness, a channeling of Lorik’s desire through a regimen of bodily mortifi ca-
tion. The knowledge about love she is about to impart has to remain secret, 
like the mysterious Chishti Sufi  ideology. If Lorik speaks out in public it will 
cause their death, since Cāndā is the royal princess:

  “Listen to me, Lorik, and I will teach you wisdom. 
 Go to the temple and serve there faithfully, 
 and I will bring her there to worship the gods. 
 Become an ascetic and sit there, ashes rubbed on your frame. 
 When you are granted a vision of her, you can 
  sate your eyes” [C 161].   

 Lorik becomes a yogi, puts a basil-bead necklace around his neck, and dresses 
in the saff ron robes of the followers of Gorakhnāth. He serves at the temple 
for one whole year, concentrating faithfully on the image of Cāndā. 

 The Hindavī Sufi  poets use the yogic disguise of the hero to structure the 
stages of a mystical journey. In using the local language of asceticism,  83   they 
create a narrative motif that is instantly recognizable and comprehensible to 
audiences in Hindustan in the fourteenth century and afterward, yet slanted 
toward expressing the Sufi  ethic of practice. There are numerous instances 
in the Persian hagiographic literature about competition between Sufi s and 
yogis.  84   In the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , the motif also suggests identifi cation of the hero 
with the spiritual seeker:

  Lorik put on the garb of a yogi. 
 He took up the steel circle and the patched cloak, 
 and on his feet he wore the wooden sandals 
 of the followers of Gorakhnāth. 
 He rubbed ashes on his face, and picked up 
 the wooden crutch to support his yoga. 
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 He sat on a deerskin in ascetic pose. 
 Accompanied by stick and horn whistle, 
 he sang the song of love and burned. 
 He played the stringed  ki   ṅ   gar  ī  at the same time, 
 fi xing in his mind the image of Cāndā’s face [C 164].   

 Lorik’s ascetic practice has a diff erent valence from that of the wandering  s  ā  dh  ū s 
of the Indian countryside. Although he has assumed the external signs of asceti-
cism, his song is about the burning pain of  ‘ishq . He meditates on the image of 
Cāndā’s face instead of a god or goddess. The poet goes on to say that he eats 
nothing but fruits and leaves from the forest, and Cāndā’s name is his “ tat s  ā  ra ” 
or essence of essences, the essential element or  tattva  on which ascetics medi-
tate. Thus the poet uses the highest spiritual value in yogic language to suggest 
a Persian mystical concept, reimagining Islamic ideology in Indian dress. 

 Dā’ūd turns this symbolic vocabulary away from the Nāth-panth and uses it to 
express the Sufi  mortifi cation of self. Peter Gaeff ke has pointed out that the Sufi  
adaptation of the motif of the Gorakhnāthī yogi runs counter to Indian traditions 
of renunciation because it shows the renunciant reentering the world after gaining 
his object.  85   But Dā’ūd reuses elements from local traditions in his  mas  ̱nav  ī , some-
times without great regard to accuracy. Thus he combines repetition of Cāndā’s 
name with the technique of visualization so common among yogis. Lorik’s song 
is a lover’s song, and he must go through a year of asceticism to purify himself 
and burn off  the impurities of his carnal or lower self ( nafs-i amm  ā  rah ), so often 
mentioned in Sufi  thought and practice. As Lois Anita Giff ten has noted: 

 (al-Ghazali said:) “Everyone who gives himself wholly to God ( tadjarrada 
lillahi ) in the war against his own desires ( nafs ), is a martyr when he 
meets death going forward without turning his back. So the holy war-
rior is he who makes war against his desires as it has been explained 
by the Apostle of God. And the ‘greater war’ is war against one’s own 
desires, as the Companions said: We have returned from the lesser war 
unto the greater one, meaning thereby war against their own desires.” 
  Long before Ghazali, however, Hasan al-Basri (d. 110/728) is supposed 
to have voiced a similar opinion. According to Ibn Qayyim al-Jauziya, 
a man asked Hasan, “O Abu Sa’id, which  jihad  is most meritorious?” 
He said, “Your battling against your  hawa .” Ibn al-Qayyim adds that 
Ibn Taimiya said, “Fighting against your lower nature ( nafs ) and against 
 hawa  is fundamental to (or takes precedence over) the fi ghting of infi -
dels and ‘the hypocrites,’ for a man cannot fi ght them until he fi rst 
fi ghts his  nafs  and its  hawa  (lusts). Then he may go out and wage war 
against them.”  86     
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 The Chishti  silsilah  vigorously championed the idea of this kind of  jihād . 
 The events that ensue distinguish this ethic of asceticism from the Nāth 

system of mortifi cation. On the festival of Divali, Biraspati brings Cāndā and 
her friends and maids to worship at the temple with off erings of rice and fl ow-
ers. Cāndā’s necklace of lustrous pearls breaks, and she is in a panic because 
she cannot go home without them. The girls and Biraspati advise sheltering in 
the temple while they gather the pearls. They go in to the handsome yogi:

  “O moon,” said the stars, “come and have a vision of the sun. 
 Gazing upon such beauty burns away all your sins!” [C 167]   

 Cāndā descends from heaven—the royal palace—,enters the temple where 
embodied forms are worshipped, and salutes the ascetic. Here Cāndā is not 
equivalent to the fully incarnated deity, but rather suggests a superior principle 
of divinity that is only temporarily and blindingly visible to the seer. The hand-
some Lorik faints dead away. 

 Cāndā herself is disturbed but cannot understand why the ascetic fainted 
because she does not know him. She leaves the temple and goes home but 
remains perplexed and upset. When Lorik comes to, he asks the image in the 
temple what happened: “Was it a dream I saw, or something real?” The god 
replies:

  “Lorik, listen to this marvel 
 which was real even in your dream! 
 A throng of heavenly nymphs came down, 
 and you could not look at them. 
 When you saw them you fainted, 
 and I became rapt in the vision of their beauty. 
 There was a magic jingling of bells, 
 and nature fl ashed with golden light! 
 They stayed to play but for a moment.. . .” [C 171]   

 The heavenly manifestation ended, the temple is empty again except for the 
meditative Lorik and the image of the god. The exchange with the animated 
image shows the local deity acknowledging the superiority of the new Islamic 
religious vision that is embodied in the fl ashingly beautiful form of Cāndā. At 
a later point in the story, when Cāndā enters the temple again, the images run 
away in terror from the splendor of her revelation. 

 Meanwhile, Cāndā sits at home burning in the fl ames of separation. She 
asks Biraspati for a story full of  rasa  to assuage her pain, and the nurse 
responds by telling her to pull out the ascetic who is sinking in a pool of  rasa  
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for her sake. Cāndā asks her nurse to bring her and Lorik together. Biraspati 
goes to Lorik, who has been in the temple chanting “I die! I die!” since Cāndā’s 
departure. The nurse tells him that his ascetic practice, his battle for internal 
purifi cation, has been successful. She advises him to throw off  the clothes of 
a yogi, to come to the palace at night, and to climb up to Cāndā’s bedchamber 
if he wishes to consummate his love. 

 The poet uses the imagery of the path to heaven ( sarag-panth ) to indicate 
the spiritual direction of Lorik’s quest. In the words of Biraspati:

  “When you climb up to the sky, O Lorik, you could put a noose 
 around your neck, 
 or you could enjoy the moon herself; either way, you will be 
 in heaven!” [C 185]   

 The nurse’s words suggest that Lorik’s quest will involve  fan  ā , the Sufi  practice 
of dying to the lower self and turning toward God:

  Man should recover the state he had on the Day of the Primordial 
Covenant, when he became existentialized, endowed with individual 
existence by God, which, however, involved a separation from God 
by the veil of createdness. . . . The Sufi  experiences the return to the 
moment when God was, and there was nothing else.  87     

 The Chishti seeker “must strive in the work of Almighty God for many 
years . . . (and) . . . burn his lower soul ( nafs ) with fasting and observance, and 
worship and eff ort.”  88   Lorik sets out on a dark and rainy night, armed with an 
intricately woven rope ladder, to scale the steep height of the royal palace. The 
rain pours down thick and heavy, and frogs and birds call out. A fl ash of light-
ning illumines the palace, and Lorik throws the iron grappling hook of his 
rope ladder up. When it catches, Cāndā wakes up, and she laughingly undoes 
the grappling hook and throws it back at him, testing his patience and endur-
ance. Her teasing echoes the coquetry and dalliance of the divine beloved, but 
she relents when he becomes discouraged, and lets him climb up. 

 The palace is a wondrous structure with glittering lamps and jewel-encrusted 
surfaces. These images are prescribed in the  Var   ṇ   a-Ratn  ā  kara  as appropriate 
to the bedroom of a princess, which should be a  citra  śā  l  ī  or painted room 
similar to the house of the king of the gods ( devar  ā  jag   ṛ   ha tatsam  ā  na ).  89   When 
Lorik reaches the top, Cāndā is in bed feigning sleep:

  Lorik hid behind a pillar, and peeped out: 
 he saw that which cannot be seen. 
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 Sixty lamps burned on nine pillars, 
 and gems and gold glittered all over. 
 Around her neck a precious necklace gleamed, 
 and her beautiful maids slept around her 
 like stars in heaven, or lustrous pearls. 
 The maids on watch were sleeping 
 like the Pleiades around the moon [C 192].   

 When his vision shifts to the bed and he sees her sleeping there with her 
black locks in seductive disarray, he faints again. She wakes up, grabs his hair, 
and yells, “Thief! Thief!” When Lorik protests that he is merely enamored of 
her beauty, she responds, “If you set one foot on my bed, you’ll lose your life!” 
Lorik responds by saying he has already died in order to climb up to heaven. 

 The Persian title for this section in manuscript sources is “ tam    s ̱ ī  l d  ā  dan-i 
Lorik ,” i.e., “Lorik’s allegory” or explanation of hidden meanings. This fram-
ing word indicates the importance of the notion of  tams ̱   ī  l  or exemplifi cation, 
the shorter allegorical segments that were part of a larger narrative centered 
around  rasa . The poets of the genre could show off  their skill through these 
short allegorical segments and hint at invisible spiritual realities to deepen 
the audience’s understanding of the nuances of love. Thus, Cāndā contin-
ues to test Lorik by accusing him of betraying his valor, his caste, and his 
lord master the king ( sv  ā  mi-droha ), but Lorik insists that the love he seeks 
is higher than any structure of rulership. Finally she agrees to consummate 
their love, but only if it is true ( satya ). The proof of the “true” or divinely 
sanctioned love is that the seeker has to die to the world and to his self. 
Thus Cāndā’s demands, and Lorik’s responses, seal a pact of  fan  ā  or annihi-
lation of self between them. But before Lorik can possess his heart’s desire, 
Cāndā’s pearl necklace breaks again and they have to gather all the pearls. 
Dawn breaks, and Lorik has to hide under the bed all day, keeping absolutely 
silent for fear of discovery. 

 On the second night after his ordeal, he and Cāndā consummate their 
desire:

  The day that God created me, Cāndā, 
 I have been steeped in your color! 

  . . . Separation from your color has come to dwell in my heart. 
 Its leaves are in the sky, roots in the earth; if my life goes now, 
 it goes! [C 210]   

 Lorik and Cāndā feel a kinship that has existed between them since the 
beginning of time, and the fi gure of speech of the great tree pulls together 
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heaven and earth, love and death. Cāndā off ers herself to him, and they 
make love:

  She bit half the betel leaf and gave it to Lorik, 
 and snatched up half with her own two lips. 
 Sometimes he would lay down his head on her, 
 or pull her into his arms and kiss her. 
 Sometimes she would turn her back, annoyed, 
 and he would laugh and loosen her locks.. . . 
 In an excess of  rasa  the  rasika  roamed the bed, and gave Cāndā 
 her nuptials [C 216].   

 Vision and the gaze are central to the circulation of desire in Dā’ūd’s scheme, 
but the lovers do more than look at each other. In this moment of lovemaking, 
the poet links the  rasika ’s taste of the essence or juice of love with the erotics 
of eating  p  ā  n  or betel and with the exchange of saliva between lovers. Saliva 
or the red  p  ā  n  juice was also sometimes passed from the mouth of a shaikh 
to the mouth of a disciple to incite a mystical vision. When morning dawns, 
however, Lorik goes away down his ladder. Cāndā is left with the traditional 
Indian poetic signs of love on her body: nail marks and love bites. Her serving 
maids notice that she has enjoyed a secret lover, although she protests that she 
was mauled by a neighbor’s cat. When people come to visit her, they adduce 
two reasons for her shame: she has left her lawfully wedded husband, and 
now she has taken a lover in secret.  

  The Worldliness of Mainā 
 Now the poet uses the misogynistic cultural stereotype of the two wives of 
a man battling it out for his aff ections to suggest the struggle that a Sufi  
has to undergo in order to balance the concerns of this world and the next. 
Sociological information about gender relations in the period is somewhat lim-
ited,  90   but such poetry indicates a deep cultural misogyny in which women’s 
erotic bodies draw the seeker out of himself and on to the path to God, while 
the women themselves are ultimately sacrifi ced in the annihilation of the nar-
rative universe. One popular source of advice on bringing up children from 
the period, Yūsuf Gadā’s  Tu   ḥ   fah-i Na   ṣ   ā’  i   ḥ  , asserts that when women are mar-
ried, they are completely subject to the will of their masters and husbands, “an 
ideal of almost total male dominance and female subservience.”  91   

 In a Sufi  sense, however, the two wives of the hero are made to signify, on 
the one hand, the connection of the  nafs-i amm  ā  rah  or lower or carnal soul with 
this world, the perishable world of reprehensible pleasures ( duniy  ā  -i murd  ā  r ); 
and, on the other hand, the  r  ū   ḥ   or immortal soul’s link with the next world 
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and with the more permanent spiritual quest of ascetics and Sufi s.  92   As Shaikh 
Nas�īr al-dīn Chirāġh-i Dihlī, the spiritual preceptor of Dā’ūd’s guide Shaikh Zain 
al-dīn, put it, “one must not love this perishable world in one’s heart. Whatever 
one receives on the path of truth/God (  ḥ   aqq ), one should give it away.”  93   This 
attitude is part of a larger pattern of thought among the Chishti Sufi  shaikhs 
of the Delhi sultanate in which claims to authority over the holders of worldly 
power and material goods were advanced on the basis of spiritual prowess:

  In this period there was an unavoidable confl ict between professed aims 
and necessary practice in the pursuit of the role of a great Shaikh. . . . The 
Chishtī Shaikhs were committed to a lifestyle of personal austerities, 
poverty or even deliberate indebtedness, inaccessibility, avoidance of 
cities and of contact with worldly people—and especially of avoidance 
of contact with the rich and the powerful, and to the concealment of 
 kar  ā  m  ā  t  (miraculous powers). Their charisma largely derived from the 
widespread conviction that they possessed these qualities, but for this 
charisma to be recognized they had often to proceed in exactly the 
opposite way. Prestige also depended on the ability to construct, extend, 
and organize a  Kh  ā  nq  ā  h ; to feed, accommodate and attend to the mate-
rial and spiritual needs of disciples and often numerous dependants; 
and to accommodate travellers according to Muslim precept and the 
expectations of hospitality. The principal means to support such nec-
essarily expensive establishments were likely to be off erings from the 
wealthy and powerful, sometimes by a system of monasterial labour.  94     

 For the Sufi   k    h  ā  naq  ā  h s to function, therefore, they were dependent on the eco-
nomic largesse of rulers, in the form of tax-free land grants or  madad-i ma‘āsh , 
as well as on the fl ow of alms or  fut  ū   ḥ   ā  t . Thus the Sufi s were dependent on 
courts in practice even when their rhetoric was vigorously oriented toward pov-
erty and avoidance of worldly rulers. 

 The Chishti strategy of holding on to a public rhetoric of  tark-i duniy  ā  or 
abandonment of the world while accepting economic support and even play-
ing at kingmaking embodies the social tension between political and spiri-
tual claims to authority  95   that is apparent in the literature of the period. For 
instance, there was a story extant about the Slave King Shams al-dīn Iltutmish 
( r . 1211–36), who lived in straitened circumstances in Baghdad in his youth. 
Every night, he would serve a group of ecstatic dervishes headed by Qāz � ī 
 Ḥ amīd al-dīn Nāgaurī and weep during the assemblies of  sam  ā‘ :

  As the service of Malik Iltutmish pleased the dervishes, they cast a 
(kindly) glance ( naz '  ar ) on him. Due to the spiritual power ( barakat ) of 
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that glance, Almighty God, the Exalted, raised him to the rank of Sultan 
(of Delhi). After an age, when he sat on the throne of empire in the 
country of Hindustān, and Qāz�  ī  Ḥ amīd al-dīn Nāgaurī was engaged in 
instructing seekers after truth in Delhi, the dervishes always sang and 
danced in his assembly.  96     

 Challenged about the legality of this practice, Qāz �    ī  Ḥ amīd al-dīn Nāgaurī justi-
fi ed it by saying it was illegal for men who were rationalistic ( ahl-i q  ā  l ), but 
legal for men of spiritual emotion ( ahl-i    ḥ   āl ). He then reminded the Sultan 
of the true source of his power: “It would be in the auspicious recollection of 
your Majesty, that one night dervishes and men of emotional experience were 
engaged in spiritual exercises, and you . . . served the people in that meeting, 
and wept in the exaltation of your feelings. The dervishes cast a glance on 
you, and you have reached your present high rank on account of the spiritual 
power of that glance.”  97   All mundane power, within this mystical ideology, lies 
in the spiritual gift of holy men. Kings and the visible world are therefore sub-
ordinate to the spiritual dictates of the invisible world of the Sufi s. 

 Dā’ūd carries this tension over into the narrative logic of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , 
using it to color the triangular relationship among the hero and his two wives. 
His triangle refl ects a masculinist fantasy in which one cannot think about the 
politics and praxis of asceticism without using women as vehicles for ideology 
and ultimately sacrifi cing them. He is interested not in actual sexual practice, 
but in emotional manipulation of sexuality toward the élite Indian Muslim 
male seeker’s progress on the ascetic path. 

 Evidence from Sufi  glosses of Hindavī poetry indicates that they interpreted 
the jealous co-wives vying for the hero’s love as representative of the claims of 
this world and the next.  98   

 All of Govar is gossiping about Lorik’s love of the princess, and Mainā 
burns with jealousy. Any resolution of the love between Lorik and Cāndā has 
to include Mainā. A festival day dawns and all the women of the town go to 
the grand temple of Somnath to off er prayers. Dā’ūd reimagines the temple 
of Somnath—sacked by the armies of ‘Alāuddīn Khaljī, and a symbol of the 
religious strife between the Turkish invaders and the Indian defenders they 
encountered—as the place where Cāndā and Mainā fi ght. Cāndā decks herself 
out and goes to worship in a splendid palanquin. She is so beautiful that even 
the images in the temple fall in love with her. She prays that she may get her 
man. Mainā comes up to the temple just as Cāndā is leaving, and accuses her 
of being a whore ( chin  ā  l ) while she herself is a chaste woman ( sat ī). Cāndā 
claims that she is the divine beauty who can entrance the world, while Mainā 
responds by asserting that at least she is legally married to the man she sleeps 
with. They descend to fi sticuff s, and Lorik has to separate the two. Mainā goes 
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back home and tells Lorik’s mother, Kholin, about the incident at the temple. 
Kholin sends a message to the king complaining about his daughter’s behav-
ior. Cāndā threatens to take poison and kill herself if Lorik does not help her 
to run away from Govar and escape the wrath of the king and Lorik’s fam-
ily. She sends Biraspati with a message to Lorik, and Lorik prepares for the 
elopement. 

 He goes to a Brahmin astrologer, who calculates an auspicious time for 
him to run away, safe from Śukra (the planet Venus, the dwarf), and predicts 
that he will gain  siddhi  (spiritual power and perfection) abroad. Lorik plans 
and executes a midnight raid on the heavenly palace to steal the moon. The 
sun and the moon escape by cover of night wearing black clothes and baskets 
on their heads. The news that another man has eloped with his wife reaches 
the dwarf Bāvan, and he follows them in hot pursuit. The fl eeing couple come 
to a river, snatch the ferryman’s boat, and ferry it across. Bāvan threatens 
them angrily from the other side and shoots arrows at them. He has three 
arrows in his quiver; the fi rst one shatters Lorik’s shield, shield strap, and 
arm, the second blows away the mango tree under which Lorik and Cāndā are 
sheltering. The third arrow goes wide, and Cāndā taunts him: “Venus has set, 
the sun has risen, and all the world knows it!” (C 294) The dwarf responds 
by lamenting that he has lost them, and drowns himself in the river Gangā. 
Before dying, he curses them: “You will rule the kingdom of death, Lorik, and 
Cāndā will be stung by a deadly snake!” (C 296) 

 In another reference to the original Ahīr story, Dā’ūd has Lorik and Cāndā 
fl ee to a place called Haldī Pā ṭ an. Here, the city suggests a realm of the heart 
where the lovers can stay and satisfy their love for each other. They intend to pass 
the spring season in the city. On the way they make a night halt and camp:

  On a moonlit night, in the light of the full moon, on a bed 
 of fl owers they slept. 
 A snake, attracted by the scent of the fl owers, came up and 
 stung Cāndā. 
 When it stung her, the moon darkened, 
 she fell down senseless, and the snake fl ed, 
 hissing and spreading its deadly hood. 
 Lorik heard, and ran to avenge her [C 308–9].   

 Lorik kills the snake just as it is about to go into its hole, and then begins 
to grieve over Cāndā as she lies there senseless. Desperate, he loosens all her 
clothes and ornaments and begins to lament her death. He starts to build 
a pyre of sandalwood for her, but then a  gu   ṇ   ī  or skilled healer appears and 
restores her to life. 
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 They continue on their journey and camp in a forest underneath a fi g 
tree. At the crack of dawn, another snake stings her, and she succumbs to the 
deadly venom.  99   All she can say before she falls senseless is, “I sinned when I 
attached myself to you” (C 313). By the Sufi  logic of transformation, she must 
purify herself of this sin ( kukarma ) by passing through her own near-death 
ordeal before she can enjoy the love of Lorik freely. He is desolate, and again 
builds a pyre of sandalwood and prepares to cremate her. Since his life and 
soul have left his body with the death of Cāndā, he prepares to burn himself 
alive to expiate the sin of sleeping with another man’s wife. The transforma-
tion of desire into love is not possible without holding to the notion of truth 
(  ḥ   aq  ī  qat , or in its Hindavī translation,  sat ):

  “I am not her husband, and I’ve left aside truth, harmed 
 my family’s good name. 
 To be brave, I have to bring this love of another’s wife 
 to its ultimate end [C 317].   

 He prepares the pyre, and is just about to climb on it, when another  g  ā  ru   ḍ   ī  
or snake venom specialist appears and restores Cāndā to life again. And so 
perhaps the only male who attempts to become a  sat  ī  in the history of Indian 
literature is prevented from doing so. 

 The incident marks both the purifi cation of Cāndā through her passage 
into death and the willingness of Lorik to sacrifi ce his all on the path of true 
love, about which Lorik says:

  Love is a blaze which, with a single spark from a single ember, 
 can burn heaven, earth and hell to ashes in an instant [C 323].   

 Clearly, Dā’ūd’s text is centered around both  fan  ā  or destruction (of the self, 
of sins, of the ego) and the ability to valorize  prema-rasa  above all ordinary 
conventions of society and the world. 

 Transforming desire into this kind of love can also involve absolute chastity, 
as Mainā’s experiences make clear. She suff ers terribly from Lorik’s absence 
and his elopement with Cāndā. She sits at home, not going anywhere, not 
eating properly, and not adorning herself. She spends the nights crying in bed 
and her days staring at the road that will bring her beloved Lorik back home. 
Kholin, her mother-in-law, is desperately worried about her and at a loss for 
what to do. She knows that Lorik and Cāndā are in Haldī Pā ṭ an, but she does 
not know how to reach them. A caravan of traders comes through town, on 
their way to Haldī Pā ṭ an. Kholin invites Surjan, the caravan leader, home and 
begs him to take a message to Lorik from Mainā.  
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  The Suff erings of the Twelve Months ( B  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā ) 
 Here Dā’ūd embellishes his poem with another generic set piece popular with 
the regional literatures of north India, depiction of the suff erings of the deserted 
wife through the twelve months of the year ( b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā ). Mainā describes how 
she passed the long days and nights of separation in each season that passed 
on the earth. The  b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā  brings up the other side of  prema  or  ‘ishq :  viraha  
or, in Persian,  hijr , the radical, ineradicable diff erence between the Creator and 
created beings, between lover and beloved. In Chishtī metaphysics, Allah and 
creatures share in the same essence, but are not the same being. The divine 
essence ( z ̱   ā  t-i il  ā  h  ī ) is refracted through the layers of manifestation, but the 
essence itself is unknowable and radically other from human beings. 

 Dā’ūd’s  b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā  is not based on the description of the six seasons 
(  ṣ   a   ḍ  ṛ   tu-var   ṇ   ana ) so common in Sanskrit poetry and described in detail in the 
 Var   ṇ   a-Ratn  ā  kara  as one of the conventions a poet was expected to master.  100   
Instead, in an innovation, he draws on the sung poetry that became part of so 
many Apabhra ṃ śa and regional literary genres. The  b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā  reconfi gures 
the yearly cycle of time in order to represent the deserted wife’s separation. 
The imagery of the female body meshes with the cycle of nature. 

 Thus, in the month of Sāvan, the rains come and invade Mainā’s eyes, so 
that she weeps incessantly like the clouds in the sky. In Bhādon ̱ , her heart 
breaks as the lightning fl ashes in the pitch darkness of the night, and her 
empty house eats away at her. In the month of Kun ̱ vār, the rains stop and 
cranes and wagtails appear, but no lover comes to assuage her loneliness. 
Kārtik comes with its silvery moonlight, and passionate women spread beds 
outside to sleep with their lovers. For Mainā, however, the moonlight only 
burns her already suff ering body. Winter begins with the month of Aghan, 
and her body wastes away pining in the cold. In Pūs, quilts are taken out and 
beds arranged for warm comfort with lovers, but nothing suits Mainā. In the 
month of Māgh, she shrivels up like a lotus without the sun to warm her, 
since the moon has stolen away her sun. In the happy month of Phālgun, all 
the young women adorn themselves and dance, but she is desolate. She cries 
tears of blood till her blouse is all wet and stained. When spring comes, and 
the month of Caita, she has no lover—and what is spring without a lover? In 
Baisākh, her body blooms like a mango orchard, but her husband is not there 
to sample the juice. The hot summer sun of Je ṭ h burns her, and neither san-
dal paste nor cool water can calm the fi re in her body. In Ā ṣ ā ḍ h, dark clouds 
gather but no relief is at hand, for her Lorik is not nearby. 

 Mainā asks Surjan to take this message to Lorik in Haldī Pā ṭ an, and to tell 
him to leave the wicked Cāndā and return to her. The caravan leader accepts 
the commission, which the poet describes as “a cargo of burning desire,” and 
sets off  for Pā ṭ an. On his way, from the sheer intensity of Mainā’s sorrow, 
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the deer he passes become smoke-colored, and the birds are burnt as black 
as coal. The sea he crosses burns up, along with all its fi sh, and his boat and 
oars along with it. The sky incinerates spontaneously, and the clouds that form 
above are represented as the smoke from the fi re. Nevertheless, he perseveres. 
He enters Pā ṭ an and seeks Lorik.  

  The End of the Story 
 Surjan presents himself to Lorik in the guise of a Brahmin astrologer. 
Appropriately enough, in a tale where much of the imagery hinges on astro-
logical symbolism, the resolution of the impasse among Lorik, Cāndā, and 
Mainā is triggered by a horoscope. Surjan casts Lorik’s horoscope and gives 
the following reading:

  “The Moon is in Aries, your birth sign, 
 And the Sun is in your third house. 
 Mars dwells in the seventh house, 
 and Jupiter shines in the ninth mansion. 
  The astrologer counts four constellations in the southern direction. 
  Mars and Mercury, Jupiter and the Moon especially mark your birth. 
 Mercury in your fourth house signifi es happiness, 
 and you will rule in glory like Jupiter. 
 In the second, Mars will make you gain your object, 
 make you leave the path of sin and return to the truth. 
 Saturn’s presence in the sixth house 
 will bring lost wealth back into your hands. 
 Rāhu and Ketu will make you wander about, 
 but then you will return home and meet your family. 
 I would stake my life if this not be so, 
 if my calculations are false, I’ll tear up my almanacs! 
 You have been sucking on a sour lemon, but now you should 
 eat sweet  dr  ā  k   ṣ   a  fruit. 
  Lorik , leave this pool of sin, and bathe in the pure, good 
 Gangā! [C 367–68]   

 Surjan’s conclusions from the planetary positions refl ect, of course, the mes-
sage he has been sent to give to Lorik, but they seem astrologically accurate.  101   
The seventh house is the house of marriage, and the evil aspect of Mars  102   
has caused a disruption in Lorik’s marriage. Now the astrologer begs him to 
return to his wife, and by implication, to the path of truth. He ends by exhort-
ing him to leave the pool of sin in which he has been bathing and to return 
to the pure Gangā. Lorik is stricken with remorse. He takes his leave of the 
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King of Haldī Pā ṭ an. Lorik and Cāndā set out, accompanied by a huge escort 
and laden with gifts given to them by the king. 

 When this unknown army reaches Govar, there is some alarm, but Mainā 
has a dream in which she sees her husband returning to her. The women of 
Govar go out to the camp to sell milk to them. Mainā goes along with the 
other women, and Lorik, disguised, devises a test for her. He asks Cāndā, 
who is buying the milk, to reward the women of Govar by putting vermillion 
( sind  ū  ra ) and sandal on them. The entire row of women receives this honor 
happily, but Mainā refuses, saying:

  “Only the woman whose man is by her, 
 can adorn her hair with  sind  ū  r . 
 My master has gone to Haldī Pā ṭ an. 
 While he is away from home, 
 how can I make myself beautiful without him? 
 Day and night, I cry tears of sorrow.. . .” [C 388]   

 Through her chastity, Mainā proves herself worthy of the love of Lorik and 
completes the transformation of her desire into a transcendentalized Sufi   ‘ishq . 
Lorik is happy with her fi delity and reveals himself, and the two women also 
recognize each other. They begin to fi ght, but Lorik calms them down by 
assuring them that he loves both of them. They all go home to Govar happily, 
and he proves his love and his masculinity by sleeping with both of them and 
recognizing them as his two wives. 

 Unfortunately, all the manuscripts of the text are incomplete, and none tells 
us what happens next in Dā’ūd’s version. As the editor M. P. Gupta notes, in 
some folk versions Lorik engages in a fi ght with another warrior and is killed. 
He is then cremated and his wives become  sat  ī s by burning themselves to 
death on his pyre. In other versions, Lorik wins the battle but goes to Benares 
as an ascetic and immolates himself.  103   Both of these possible endings under-
score the connection of  prema-rasa  with the ultimate annihilation ( fan  ā ) of the 
seeker and this world and their absorption back into God. 

 Whatever the ending Maulānā Dā’ūd may have chosen for his poem, the 
 C  ā  nd  ā  yan  sets a model for one of the major literary traditions of the subcon-
tinent. Incomplete and gap-ridden as it is, Dā’ūd’s text does create a generic 
formula that the later poets follow in greater or lesser degrees of elaboration. 
The fragments of narrative and the lines of the larger story sketched out here 
proved formative for the genre. Dā’ūd used the rules of propriety creatively 
to invent a new  rasa , one that demonstrates the Muslim internalization of an 
Indian theory of poetic response, expressing the new Sufi  message in terms 
of the  des  ī   prema-rasa . 
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 There is no single allegorical scheme for Sufi  practice that directly maps 
on to the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  or on to the later texts of the genre. The multiple reso-
nances of each  sa-rasa  line of poetry are also tied to the Sufi s’ internal compe-
tition with the military and aristocratic élites who sponsored their eff orts and 
created the material circumstances for them to write their poems of love in 
Hindavī. In Dā’ūd’s distinctive formula of the two wives, the Sufi s express a 
claim to superior symbolic authority and hegemony over cultural and literary 
production in north India. Dā’ūd himself was able to maintain his dual roles 
as a poet at a provincial court and a Sufi  and follower of the Chishti Shaikh 
Zain al-dīn, as a Persian-speaking Turkish Muslim with a Central Asian ances-
try and a  des  ī  speaker of Hindavī and eager enthusiast of local poetry. The fan-
tasy of Lorik’s reconciliation of his two wives, like the Chishti  silsilah ’s claims 
of independence, is part of a negotiation of social tensions between Sufi s and 
rulers, between Indian and Islamic identities. 

 Composed at a time when the centralized Turkish sultanate controlled 
various provinces from Delhi, the poem constructs a social order containing 
many local kingdoms with ruling aristocracies. Dā’ūd is part of a new ruling 
group that establishes a power base among the kingdoms and people of this 
Hindustani landscape. The poem he wrote not only redefi nes the local lan-
guage and traditions by translating the Perso-Arabic theory of  ‘ishq  into the 
eastern Hindavī or Avadhi  prema-rasa , but also contains a temporary embodi-
ment of Sufi  divinity in the form of Cāndā, who is depicted as more powerful 
than all the idols in the temples. The  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  marks the historical transfor-
mation of the canons of Indian poetry through sponsorship of an aristocratic 
class that is itself being transformed by Indian culture, a far cry from the nar-
ratives of military conquest associated with the earlier phases of the Muslim 
presence in India. 

 The chapters that follow trace four aspects of Dā’ūd’s formula through the 
later romances of the genre and their contexts of articulation: the use of narra-
tive motifs, notions of landscape and technical language, the system of gender 
relations implied by the genre and by comparable narratives from the period, 
and the role of vision and embodiment in the self-transformation of the hero/
reader of the romance.    

   



     4 

 Oceans and Stories: 
The Mirigāvatı̄    

   The Structure of Fantasy 
 Succeeding generations of poets put the narrative formula of Maulānā Dā’ūd’s 
 C  ā  nd  ā  yan  to complex uses. The next surviving Avadhi Sufi  romance, Shaikh 
Qut " ban Suhravardī’s  Mirig  ā  vat  ī  (ca. 1503), recreates the formulaic pattern of the 
 C  ā  nd  ā  yan . The text, embodied as a fi fteenth-century illuminated manuscript 
now held in the Bharat Kala Bhavan in Benares, is probably from some east-
ern provincial town with a musical and poetic culture like that of Kahalganv, 
the Bihari court in exile of the talented musician and patron of the arts, Sultan 
 Ḥ usain Shāh Sharqī. In reading the  Mirig  ā  vat  ī , we have to come to terms 
with the conventionality, the multiple origins, and the range of responses to 
the fantastic universes created by the poets of eastern Hindavī.   The Avadhi 
 prem  ā  khy  ā  n s circulated among a variety of audiences and used narrative for-
mulae and terminology that were commonly recognizable and had a wide 
appeal. This chapter investigates Qut " ban’s formulaic construction of the fan-
tasy world in his tale of the love between the handsome Prince of Candragiri 
and the beautiful Mirigāvatī, the magic Doe-woman. 

 Although very little is certain about Qut " ban, we know that he dedicated his 
romance to his cultivated patron  Ḥ usain Shāh Sharqī (1458–1505), the ousted 
ruler of the regional sultanate of Jaunpur, north of Benares on the Gomatī 
river, and the center of a refi ned court-in-exile in Bihar. The local world in 
which he lived was dominated by the political and military struggle between 
 Ḥ usain Shāh Sharqī and the Lodi sultans of Delhi for control over Avadh and 
Jaunpur.  1   Nothing of this struggle appears in Qut " ban’s literary fantasy. Yet 
Qut " ban goes a long way from the cowherding origins of the Ahīr story of 
Lorik and his two wives in mythological and literary sophistication. He cre-
ates an aristocratic social world, in which all the ritual, social, and emotional 
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discussions between characters display a nice understanding of social distinc-
tion and the commonly understood valences of élite society. 

As we shall see in the fi rst section of this chapter, the quest for the elu-
sive object of desire is structured through contrasted and contradictory nar-
rative options.   The repetition of the pattern of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  in the later Sufi  
Hindavī romances suggests the existence of a generic formula, a set of narrative 
expectations that such romances had to fulfi ll in order to please their audiences. 
An entire court and hospice-sponsored regional literary culture must have sur-
rounded the dissemination and performance of these poems. For the audiences 
who gathered in the scented cool of the summer nights of Avadh to listen to 
poetry in Hindavī and Persian, this was one of the options for entertainment 
with or without using intoxicants of various kinds or engaging in a fashionable 
and potentially spiritually transformative practice of opening up the self to erotic 
mysticism and poetry. But these Sufi stically charged stories about seductive hero-
ines, evil demons, good nymphs, and handsome princes-turned-yogis were not 
the only literary fantasies or devotional verse available. There were many kinds 
of erotic and mystical poetry, many shrines and hospices competing for audi-
ences and followers, many groups of pilgrims and devotees within many lin-
eages, many languages encoding their crisscrossing and separating religious and 
poetic visions. 

 Within these fi ctional universes, characters are frequently emblematic types, 
exemplifying abstract qualities such as love, wisdom, mystical absorption, and 
spiritual guidance. Ordinate love requires stringing together narrative motifs into 
an organized story. There is no set schema the stages have to follow, as each poet 
invents ordeals for his lovelorn yogi prince; there is only the necessity of narra-
tive elaboration, deferment, and invention. And even though the primary purpose 
of the poet who creates an imaginary universe may not be to represent historical 
events, poetic uses of individual motifs and larger narrative sequences are linked 
with wider historical processes and have a history of their own. Stories are part 
of larger historical worlds with their own struggles and interactions. The balanc-
ing act might refl ect the necessary psychological confl ict between the received 
genealogy of conquest and migration and the feeling of rootedness in the soil of 
Hindustān. The formulaic narrative positing of dualism, repeated again and again 
in the later romances, lines itself up against the other perceived dualisms of the 
age: the world and religion,  duniy  ā  and  d  ī  n , women and men, Turk and Hindu, 
foreign and native, fair and dark, exotic and familiar. Rather than taking these 
oppositions at face value, we must see them as rhetorical dualisms, wheeled out 
like ritual siege engines whenever enmity is to be portrayed on stage. The ten-
dency toward oppositional thought dominates also the narrative universes of the 
Hindavī Sufi  romances: good and bad love, love by consent or violence, ups and 
downs, demons and helpers, always a good choice and an evil one.  2   
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 These narrative options or choices between progress and regress on the 
ascetic path are propelled along in the consistent narrative drive toward the 
consummation of desire aroused in an initial dream, vision, or encounter. First, 
inspired by Persian  mas ̱ nav  ī s, they relate the story of a spiritual quest that pro-
ceeds through the deferment of desire and the enticement of the hero/reader 
further and further on the journey of self-transformation. There are many nar-
rative motifs that are not precisely allegorical or symbolic, but are nevertheless 
integrally part of the narrative design. Characters and places can also personify 
abstract states of being, or sometimes stock types,  3   but without being locked 
into a rigid allegorical scheme. The notion of  tams ̱   ī  l , allegory or exemplifi ca-
tion, and the emblematic characters that exemplify general Sufi  values reveal 
the Sufi  meanings of the shorter allegorical or suggestive segments.  

  The Plot of the  Mirig  ā  vatı̄     
 Let us turn now to the story of the  Mirig  ā  vat  ī  to illustrate these narrative pro-
cesses through the plot and the principles of its advancement. 

 Perhaps as a result of the war between his patron  Ḥ usain Shāh and the Lodī 
sultans, Qut " ban’s narrative does not open with the traditional topos of the  nagara-
var   ṇ   ana , a description of the idyllic town where the poet is nurtured in a political 
utopia by his princely patron. Instead, the Prince of Candragiri, Rāj Kun  ̱var, sees 
a seven-colored magic doe while out hunting in the forest, and he wants her. 
When he follows her he sees her sink deep into a lake and disappear. The poet 
describes this lake as the site of the fl ash of divine manifestation ( tajall  ī ), where 
Mirigāvatī and her band of heavenly nymphs come to play. Episode after episode 
describes the near-death experiences of the prince in his eff ort to convert into love 
the desire ( k  ā  ma / shauq ) that has been aroused in him by his vision of Mirigāvatī. 

 For the prince, Mirigāvatī represents the seductive temporary revelation of 
divine presence:

  He said, “That cannot possibly be a doe, 
 born with a skin so marvellous! 
 All the ornaments she wears are of gold 
 and she walks like a beautiful woman.” 
 Seeing the astonishing marvel in the distance, the prince 
 spurred on his horse. 
  He thought, “Should I kill it with an arrow? 
  Or dismount and capture it by force?” 

 When he saw her heavenly form, 
 love seized his heart. He dismounted 
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 and followed her on foot, thinking, 
 “If only I could approach and capture her! 
 I’ll die if I cannot get that beautiful doe. 
 I’ll come at her from the front and catch her.” 
 But the doe skipped away and evaded him. 
 He rubbed his hands in disappointment, 
 began to rue in his heart the spell she had cast. 
 He mounted up again and followed her close, 
 but the saff ron-colored doe ran away again. 
  He followed her for seven  yojan  ā s, all alone and apart 
  from the company. 
   The nobles and followers thought he was hunting, but the prince 
   went on alone. 

 The prince and the doe were alone in the forest. 
 No third person was around there with them. 
 The prince was enraptured, in love with the doe, 
 his intelligence forgotten, all sense fl ed his body. 
 He saw a great green tree in the forest, 
 with a clear pure lake fl owing beneath it. 
 As the prince approached, the doe grew skittish. 
 She sank into the waters of the Mānasarodaka. 
 She hid herself completely in the pure water. 
 She wouldn’t come out again, but was absorbed. 
 The prince tied his horse to the tree, disrobed and put his 
 clothes on the shore. 
  He jumped into the pure lake quickly, hoping to fi nd the vision 
  he had seen [M 19–21].   

 Desire for the magic doe with the heavenly form ( r  ū  pa ) is an external force 
that seizes him in its cruel grip. Characteristically, it is entwined with the Sufi  
notion of annihilating the carnal soul, then the self itself,  fan  ā : the prince 
exclaims that he will die if he does not gain the doe. When he searches for the 
beautiful shimmering form he has seen, however, he cannot fi nd it:

  He searched the lake and did not fi nd his desire. 
 He forgot everything but his mind’s longing, 
 “Since the doe has escaped me utterly, 
 I shall not die, nor live, just stay at this spot!” 
 His senses left him and his intelligence was forgotten. 
 The story of love had seized his mind. 
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 He could not forget the picture in his thoughts, 
 it was etched there in lines in stone. 
 Minute by minute, love engulfed his mind, 
 for that spotless moon of the second of the month. 
 He longed for her deeply, but could not fi nd her, came 
 out and stood on the shore. 
  He cried tears upon tears of sorrow and grief, his body 
  bereft of sense [M 22].   

 Although the prince jumps into the lake to fi nd her, she disappears completely 
and he is left lamenting. The poet uses a visual technique reminiscent of min-
iature painting to depict the prince’s sense-numbing grief:

  He longed and looked only for his love. 
 The prince leant against the green tree and wept. 
 He cried like a spring cloud in Bhādon ̱  
 and the world was fi lled with his liquid tears. 
 Clouds came massing out in the sky, 
 great and small, and fi lled the heavens. 
 The world clouded over with the rain of his tears. 
 His eyes rained more and more, never lessening. 
 He prayed, “God, give me wings, 
 that I may fl y wherever I hear she lives.” 
 Burning with longing, he stood up and sat down, unable 
 to think of anything at all. 
  He renounced his home, his family and other people, began 
  to forget the world [M 23].   

 Playing with poetic opposites, the poet describes the prince as burning with 
longing, yet bringing on a monsoon fl ood in the world through his tears. His 
companions fi nd him under a tree that glitters like a royal canopy. The shim-
mering lake by which he sits is the purifi er of sins and of those who drink 
from it, and many lush images are used to describe it: black bees hover over 
its white lotuses, drunk with love, and lovely fragrances pervade the atmo-
sphere from its camphor- and khus-scented water. The prince will not return to 
court with them, and sits by the lake meditating on the vision he has seen. 

 When the company returns to court and informs the prince’s father, the 
entire town comes out to the forest to reason with the prince. The prince will 
not return and instead wants a boon. He asks his father the king to build 
him a seven-story red and gold palace around the shining lake. The king 
assents, and craftsmen, painters, architects, and goldsmiths arrive to construct 
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the fantastic gold-encrusted palace that will encompass within its painted and 
sculpted form the formless absolute that has fl ashed in the prince’s eyes. The 
palace has seven levels, with four-colored steps on all four sides. Over them 
stretches a gold and red  caukha   ṇ  ḍ   ī  or four-cornered pavilion that is painted 
with scenes from the  R  ā  m  ā  ya   ṇ   a  and the  Mah  ā  bh  ā  rata . The decoration of the 
pavilion, with its depictions of scenes from the epics such as Bhīma’s slaying 
of Kīcaka, is indicative of the familiarity of the Hindavī poets with the range 
of local mythology and custom.  4   Interlaced through these mythological scenes 
are depictions of the golden doe, which the prince keeps looking at and weep-
ing. His nurse ( dh  āī ), performing the function of a Sufi   p  ī  r  or guide as usual 
in these narratives, comes to him to ask what is wrong. 

 Although at fi rst he cannot respond to his nurse because his mind and 
heart are concentrated on the golden doe, he describes his sorrow through 
the seasons of the year in an abbreviated form of the  b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā . In the 
dark nights of the season of the rains, he cannot sleep because of the light-
ning fl ashing in his eyes, an elusive fl ickering of divine essence that he 
cannot catch. In the winter, the fi re of separation ( viraha agni ) keeps him 
wailing with its intensity all night. The prince’s fi re sears winter itself, the 
personifi cation of cold, and covers the season with ashes. The cold retreats 
to a distance of twenty  kosa s from the prince, and the earth becomes green 
again. Summer comes, and the month of Je ṭ h, but the fi re burning in the 
prince’s body does not subside. He burns constantly, like a smoldering 
ember, and sandal paste does not cool his agony. He stays on by the lake-
side, ignoring all human company, oblivious to all but the desire that has 
him in its grip. 

 After a year, seven heavenly nymphs come to play in the magic lake, all 
of them perfect in their beauty, each like the full moon on the fourteenth 
night. Fairest among them is Mirigāvatī, and they play about in the lake like 
the moon and all the constellations come down to earth. Mirigāvatī notices 
that there is a new palace there, and they are all amazed because not even 
the shadow of a human has ever fallen on the place. The prince is struck 
dumb with their beauty, losing his fair color and turning to a blackened cin-
der. When he rushes forward to catch Mirigāvatī, the entire group of lotus-
faced nymphs fl ies away to heaven. He lies stricken by the lakeside, with no 
one intelligent enough to give him what he needs to alleviate his condition, 
“words full of  rasa , a love story that would awaken him” (M 48). His nurse 
comes again to him, revives him with nectar ( am   ṛ   ta ), and makes him sit up 
in her arms. She is like a mother to him, since she eases his transformation 
and rebirth into a life with love. To her he confi des the vision that has fl ashed 
in his eyes like lightning. 
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 The prince uses both the generic set piece of the  sar  ā  p  ā  or head-to-foot 
description and the language of analogy to describe, through poetic imagery, 
the unrepresentable divine essence in bodily form:

  “I saw that which cannot be spoken, 
 and desire burnt my mind from within .. . . 
 The sun rose blinding in the east, 
 and I could not distinguish her features. 
 Lightning fl ashed in my eyes, and I broke all controls and restraints! 
  Let me describe that beauty: the parting in her hair, her breasts, 
  and her hands and feet [M 49].   

 From the parting in Mirigāvatī’s hair, described as a line of cranes against a 
dark monsoon cloud, to her cruel black-tipped breasts and her golden limbs 
dusted with vermillion, love’s inventory describes the fi erce ( jal  ā  l  ī ) and gentle 
( jam  ā  l  ī ) attributes of her body and its physiological eff ects on the prince. The 
nurse is sympathetic to the severe eff ects of this revelation on the prince, and 
advises him how to go about obtaining the golden doe. 

 She is confi dent that the nymphs will return to the lake for the religious 
observance of breaking their fast on  nirjal  ā   ek  ā  da  śī , the eleventh day of the 
hot Indian summer month of Je ṭ h. On that occasion, she tells him, he must 
steal Mirigāvatī’s sari, and she will be in his power. Here Qut"  ban employs 
a motif that occurs frequently in folk and fairy tales, the story of the Swan 
Maiden who can be overpowered by robbing her of her swan coat.  5   This nar-
rative motif, which occurs in Indian folk tales as the seduction or wooing of 
a bathing girl by stealing her clothes, is found in stories from Kashmir to the 
south and in the Assam hills,  6   as well as in the mythology of K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a and the 
bathing cowgirls. Qut " ban’s use of it serves to show what Vladimir Propp called 
the capacity for transformation inherent in such formulaic tales: “If our obser-
vations about the exceptionally close morphological kinship of tales are correct, 
it follows that no single theme of a given genus of tales may be studied either 
morphologically or genetically without reference to others. One theme changes 
into another by means of the substitution of elements according to its forms.”  7   
For the use of formulaic sequences of action makes us insist on their comple-
tion, just as the prince whose mind and heart have been captivated by the 
magic doe waits faithfully for her return by the lakeside. 

 When the eleventh day of Je ṭ h dawns, Mirigāvatī is drawn irresistibly to the 
lake in the forest. She persuades her fellow nymphs to fl y there with her. They 
do so, and the prince is again dazzled by the play of lights. Like Purūravas 
with Urvaśī, the prince runs away with Mirigāvatī’s sari while she is in the 
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water. She cannot now return with her friends. He brings her to the palace 
and lives with her, feasting his eyes on her beauty but unable to consummate 
his desire. 

 Even though he has captured her and they live in the painted palace by the 
magic lake, they do not make love, for Mirigāvatī defi nes the  rasa  of love in 
an interesting new way:

  Rejoicing, the prince entered his palace, 
 and sat down on his golden throne. 
 He said to his nurse, “Look! 
 This is that very one whose love 
 has overshadowed my heart and mind.” 
 The couple sat on the golden throne, revelling in each other’s company. 
  Till the prince reached out his hand through her necklaces to touch 
  Mirigāvatī’s breasts. 

 Mirigāvatī said, “O prince, control yourself, 
 and follow what I tell you. 
 You are a king’s son, and desire me, 
 but I am of noble birth myself. 
 Stop, I tell you, listen to me, 
 just let my girlfriends arrive. 
 Force does not count; only through  rasa  
 can you enjoy the savor of love 
 within this world and the hereafter. 
  Rasa  cannot be enjoyed through violence, 
 it is a savor which only comes through  rasa . 
 If you talk of enjoying  rasa , I have told you what  rasa  means. 
  Only those who are colored with  rasa  can savor it now or 
  hereafter” [M 85–86].   

 Mirigāvatī’s description of  rasa  not only stays the prince’s hand but also defi nes 
the transformation of desire into love, through  yoga  (asceticism) or  bhoga  (sen-
sual enjoyment through divine grace). 

 One day the prince’s father, who dotes on the prince and has given many 
gifts to Mirigāvatī as her father-in-law, sends a message to the prince asking 
him to visit the royal court. Despite adverse omens, the prince rides out, and 
in his absence the nurse is left to look after Mirigāvatī. Mirigāvatī confuses the 
nurse by telling her far-fetched stories and sagas, and then sends her on an 
errand. Mirigāvatī then fi nds her magic sari and puts it on. When the nurse 
returns, she cannot see the nymph anywhere. Finally she happens to look up 
and sees Mirigāvatī perched on a roofbeam outside the palace. Before fl ying 
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off , Mirigāvatī tells the nurse that the prince will have to work hard to earn 
what he has so far enjoyed through tricking and constraining the doe. The 
town over which her father rules is Kancanpur, and she instructs the nurse to 
tell the prince that he can fi nd her there. Love does not work through force or 
violence, but through cultivation of a sympathetic understanding among lov-
ers, Sufi s, and listeners. 

 The larger narrative design for the structure of the story entailed by the 
generic model of Dā’ūd’s  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  involves the hero’s accomplishment of his 
quest by leaving the world as a  yogi  and the confl ict between the two wives 
who represent this world and the hereafter. Here Qut " ban does not disappoint 
his audiences. When the prince returns to the magic lake, he is devastated, and 
he and his nurse consider the future together. At this time, the poet tells us,  

  In his worried state, the method of  yoga  
 came to the prince and attached itself to him. 
  Bhoga  ran away, hearing of the onset 
 of ascetic rigor. . . . [M 105]   

 The prince’s period of closeness to the object of his desire is over, and now 
he must work his way toward the golden city, Kancanpur. He puts on a yogi’s 
guise, with all the accouterments of the Gorakhnāth  panth : the matted locks, 
the basil-bead rosary, the stick, the begging bowl, and the deerskin on which 
to meditate. He sets off  singing of his pain in separation from his love, accom-
panying himself with his stringed  kingar  ī . 

 On his quest he comes to a grove with mangoes sweet as nectar hang-
ing from its trees and a matchless palace built within their shade. When the 
prince goes up to the palace, he discovers in it a lovely young woman, as 
beautiful as a half-opened lotus, crying like a spring cloud. The young wom-
an’s name is Rūpminī, and she tells him she is held there in captivity by 
an evil demon who has terrorized the town over which her father rules. The 
demon demanded the sacrifi ce of the young princess, and her parents agreed 
in order to save the town. Rūpminī is terrifi ed that the demon will eat her up, 
but the prince tells her not to worry. He promises to save her with “a pure 
mind.” Suddenly the ferocious demon appears, with fourteen arms and seven 
heads, ready to fi ght. He attacks the prince, who shoots his  cakra  or steel ring 
at him seven times, decapitating a head at each throw, and the demon falls 
dead. Rūpminī guesses that he is no yogi but a king or prince in disguise, and 
she extracts the story of his love for Mirigāvatī from him. 

 The prince tells her all and escorts her home, but refuses to marry her 
or to touch her in a carnal way. Rūpminī’s father, however, is delighted at the 
eligible bridegroom who seems to have appeared from heaven and off ers him 



love’s  subtle magic118

his daughter’s hand in marriage and half his kingdom. The prince refuses, for 
he is a yogi and has no desire for earthly things. He informs the king that he 
has given up the path of  bhoga  or sensual pleasure. The king is enraged and 
puts him in prison, promising him freedom on the condition that he marry 
Rūpminī. Against his will, he agrees, but does not consummate the marriage 
because he wishes to keep his love chaste and spiritual. Although Rūpminī is 
burning with desire for him, he whiles away the nights with her in making 
sweet excuses, keeping himself pure. He has a guesthouse built for wandering 
ascetics and  s  ā  dh  ū s, and asks all who pass if they know the way to Kancanpur. 
A great company of ascetics comes in, bound for the banks of the Godāvarī 
river, and they inform him that Kancanpur is not far from there. 

 The prince’s quest and his journey to Kancanpur are the subject of detailed 
analysis in the next section of this chapter. Once there, he gains the love of 
Mirigāvatī and lives there happily with her. In part, this represents consumma-
tion of the characters’ passion, but it is only a partial solution to the problem 
of the relation of story and history. A more productive line of inquiry is sug-
gested by the next move that Qut " ban makes in his narrative, weaving smaller 
formulaic motifs into the larger narrative design of the plot. 

 One day Mirigāvatī is called to the wedding of a friend of hers, and she 
leaves the prince in her palace with the warning that he can go everywhere 
in the palace except for one room. In an episode that is strikingly reminis-
cent of Bluebeard’s castle  8   with gender roles reversed, the prince is unable to 
resist the temptation. Inside the room is a large wooden chest, within which 
there is a  d  ā  nava , a fi erce evil ogre. He pleads with the prince to set him free, 
promising that he will serve him faithfully. The prince does so, but the ogre 
once released carries the prince off  and dashes him into a great gulf of the 
sea in order to kill him. When Mirigāvatī returns she is distraught, and does 
not know where the ogre can have cast him down. Now the roles of seeker 
and sought on this quest are reversed, suggesting the Sufi  interchangeability 
of lover and beloved, God and man. Mirigāvatī sets out in search of the prince. 
By a fortuitous chance, the wind acts as a messenger between the two. It fi nds 
the prince clinging precariously to life and informs Mirigāvatī, who rushes to 
him and rescues him. The two are compared to a bee and a lotus fi nally com-
ing together. 

 Formulaic fi ctions set up narrative patterns that form the generic expecta-
tions of their audiences and limit the innovations possible within the form. 
The formula that Qut " ban has chosen to use is Dā’ūd’s pattern of the hero with 
his two wives. Accordingly, he has to bring the plot to a close with a resolution 
of the prince’s unconsummated marriage with Rūpminī. In his absence, she 
burns with the pain of separation, and spends her time on the ramparts of her 
palace looking for her lost love in the distance. She sees instead a caravan of 



Oceans and Stories: The Mirigāvatī 119

traders, and sends a tearful message in the form of a  b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā  through the 
leader of the caravan. 

 The prince is full of remorse, and with Mirigāvatī and one of his two sons 
by her he retraces his path to his father’s kingdom. They leave the other son 
in charge of the kingdom. Finally they are reunited with Rūpminī, and the 
three of them return to Candragiri where the prince’s father is king. The two 
wives fi ght, as in the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan , but the prince separates them and calms them 
down, sleeping with both of them in turn to satisfy their jealous desire. This 
happy romantic resolution, however, contains an unusual twist at the end. One 
day, the prince goes out hunting in the forest, and gets into a fi ght with a 
tiger. Although he wounds the tiger, the fi erce beast is enraged and kills him 
in its own death agony. The prince dies, and the whole universe is saddened 
by his death. The entire kingdom mourns, and both Mirigāvatī and Rūpminī 
fl ing themselves in anguish on his funeral pyre. The three of them burn to 
ashes, with love consummated, desire satisfi ed, and the narrative options of 
 yoga  and  bhoga  transformed into the  rasa  of love. 

 The traditional plot of the  prem  ā  khy  ā  n s is static in its repetition of the 
formula of the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan . Without becoming an ascetic, no prince or king can 
attain the divine heroine of the story; the hero has to have two warring wives 
between whom he has to make peace. Within this larger narrative design, 
however, Qut " ban’s plot in the  Mirig  ā  vat  ī  shows a great deal of inventiveness in 
reinterpreting the formula. Fantasy worlds are also linked to particular histori-
cal circumstances. Qut "  ban’s restaging of the dynamics of the confl ict between 
Sufi s and kings raises the question of the relevance of the social order to the 
order of events in the narrative. There is no single key that would allow us to 
posit a homology between narrative and social form. In the Sufi  logic of the 
story, the Sufi ’s relation with God and with the world has been resolved in 
this utopian ending in which two hostile co-wives have been brought into an 
amicable truce and the Sufi  seeker has united with his God.  

  Homer in the Indian Ocean 
 Qu t ' ban also reinscribed the Arabic genre of the marvels of India in the adven-
tures of the  des  ī  hero of the  Mirig  ā  vat  ī . Along with exchanges of gems, cloth, 
spices, and other merchandise through the sea lanes of the Indian Ocean, 
there was an ongoing and global exchange of narrative motifs between Indian 
and Islamic traditions of storytelling. Multiple uses of the same set of motifs 
demonstrate the links of fi ction with the global historical processes of trade 
and cultural encounter. 

 R. S. McGregor has remarked on how “Qut "  ban’s work appears as the prod-
uct of a composite culture in which Muslim and Islamic elements have been 
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Indianised.”  9   The Arabic genre of the marvels that travelers encountered in 
India was reinscribed in the adventures of the hero of the  Mirig  ā  vat  ī . Like the 
beast fables and mirrors for princes that traveled from India to Europe, so too 
these sailors’ yarns about the marvels of the Indies circulated in the Islamicate 
and pre-Islamicate world of the Indian Ocean. 

 But the prince’s quest and his successive ordeals are also modeled on the 
seven valleys of spiritual quest in ‘At " t " ār’s famous Persian poem  The Conference 
of the Birds .  10   Each of the prince’s ordeals is designed to test him in some 
particular Sufi  virtue such as chastity, trust in God, or the power of rigorous 
meditation. On his travels, the fi rst place he comes to is a kingdom whose 
king is so deeply moved by the  yog  i’ s song and the power of the prince’s 
words that he loses consciousness, and the audience is entranced. When the 
king recovers, he wants to reward the singing yogi with great wealth and a 
beautiful wife, but the prince wants only news of Kancanpur. Even though the 
king protests that it is a diffi  cult path, full of dark forests haunted by ghouls 
and man-eating demons, impassable oceans, and inaccessible roads, the prince 
is not daunted. If he dies on the diffi  cult path of asceticism, he says, he will 
attain spiritual perfection ( siddhi ). He has no life to lose, because  prema  has 
taken his life away. So they lead him to a dark seashore with a boat moored at 
it, which is the only way to Kancanpur. Here he has to remember the Names 
of Allah (the Sufi   z ̱   ikr ) and rid himself of fear. Only if he proves himself abso-
lutely fearless will he reach the farther shore. As he climbs in and begins to 
row, the sea’s waves begin to rock the boat more and more furiously. All at 
once he is in the grip of a fi erce whirlpool. The boat is about to sink, but the 
prince concentrates his attention and prays to Allah to release him from the 
whirlpool. A huge wave rears up and washes him ashore, saving his life. 

 On the shore he notices a great mountain, and two men come to greet 
him. They are bound on the same path as the prince, but the mountain in the 
distance has no  gh  a   t   or landing place at which to dock a boat. They inform 
him that the shore they are on is the lair of a vicious serpent who comes daily 
in search of a man to eat. The prince is afraid and begins to weep, but then 
remembers Mirigāvatī and her sorrow should he be killed. He recovers himself 
and begins to pray to Allah, and while he is doing this the serpent appears. 
The prince feels happy to die for love, but by the grace of the supreme One 
another serpent appears and begins to fi ght with the fi rst one. While they are 
locked in combat, another great wave sweeps the two out to sea, and carries 
the prince on his boat to the mountain. Saved from death for the second time, 
the prince leaves his boat on the mountainside and heads on to Kancanpur. 

 On his way, he meets the fair Rūpminī, rescues her from the demon, and 
marries her while remaining chaste. He has now conquered fear and lust, but 
does not know the way to Kancanpur. He has a guesthouse built, and asks all 
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who pass if they have ever heard of Mirigāvatī’s kingdom. One of a band of 
wandering adepts advises him:

  “Kancanpur is not far from where we’re bound. 
 Between us and that city, there lies 
 a deep ocean and a dark forest, 
 like a blind well with no way out. 
 If you walk steadily you’ll gain the path, but only if you walk in truth. 
  If you are true, truth will be your friend, and the lions and tigers will 
  not eat you” [M 158].   

 He takes from the adept his yogic garb, and seizes his chance to escape from 
his marriage while on a hunt outside the bounds of the town. He abandons 
his horse and princely attire, and puts on the adept’s clothes. He walks away 
from his virgin wife and into that dark forest of death. He wanders round 
and round, seeking a path out of the forest. But fi rst he must acquire another 
spiritual value, the ability to keep to the path of truth (  ḥ   aq  ī  qat/sat ). His steps 
falter in the dense shades of the trees, and he walks a long way, constantly 
meditating on his love. When he fi nally gives up all and trusts to God (the 
Sufi  quality of  tavakkul ), he reaches the end of the forest and sees before him 
the slopes of a sunlit country. 

 He sees fl ocks of goats and sheep grazing on the grassy slopes before 
him, and thanks God because he has come to an inhabited land. A herdsman 
grazing his fl ock comes up and off ers hospitality to the  yog  i . The herdsman 
leads him to the cave that is his home, and the prince follows unsuspectingly. 
Once the prince is inside, the herdsman rolls a huge rock across the entrance 
and traps him inside, just as Polyphemos does to the wandering Odysseus in 
Homer’s  Odyssey .  11   The prince looks around him and sees a number of other 
prisoners in the cave. They are all extremely fat, so fat that they cannot walk, 
or even crawl. On questioning them he fi nds that they have all been fed a 
druglike herb by the herdsman, which has made them so fat as to incapacitate 
them. They warn him that the herdsman is a cannibal, and that the prince 
should not accept the drug from him if he wishes to stay alive. The prince is 
distressed, but realizes that losing his life on the path of truth will gain him 
spiritual perfection. He prays and mentions the name of truth in his Sufi   vird  
or  z ̱   ikr , trusting to God to release him from the herdsman’s cave. 

 Just then the herdsman comes in, catches one of the imprisoned men, 
and bangs his body against the cave fl oor to kill him. He roasts the man 
and eats him up, chewing up even the hard parts of his body. The prince is 
terrifi ed. The herdsman belches contentedly after his meal and goes to sleep. 
The prince puts a pointed pair of metal tongs in the fi re to heat them. When 
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the tongs are red hot, he takes them out and puts them into the herdsman’s 
eyes, blinding him instantly. The herdsman screams in agony, but since he 
is blind he cannot catch the prince. He vows revenge, however, and sits by 
the mouth of the cave to prevent the prince’s escape, like the Cyclops in the 
Greek epic. The deadlock continues for three days, but fi nally the prince 
thinks of a stratagem. He kills one of the largest he-goats in the herd, skins 
it, and dries the skin. Then he puts it on, and, when the cannibal herds-
man releases his herd for grazing, the prince slips out among the goats and 
sheep. The herdsman feels the back of each animal to make sure it is not 
a man, but does not feel underneath. When he comes to the prince he is 
suspicious, but the prince runs out before he can stop him. He continues 
on his way, vowing not to trust anyone but God, and praying to God to unite 
him with his beloved. 

 How is one to read the appearance of this Homeric narrative motif in a 
sixteenth-century Indian romance? Does the explanation lie in the deep struc-
ture of the unconscious, or the archetypal patterns of folklore? 

 In the Arabic literature of the marvelous, the sense of astonishment over 
events and things with unknown reasons or causes ( sabab ) is encoded within 
an ideological framework in which visible marvels fi t into the ultimate reality of 
the invisible divine creator. This totalizing frame, however, allows a very wide 
latitude for the construction of fi ctive and geographical accounts that depend 
on astonishment for their eff ect on the reader. Shahrāzād’s nightly revelations 
of ever-more astonishing marvels to create suspense are a good example of the 
variety and complexity of the uses of astonishment, as well as the containment 
of such marvels within a compendious framework.  12   To return to our Homeric 
motifs in Hindavī, we can begin to explain their presence in two ways: fi rst, by 
tracing the motifs to see if we can establish a historical genealogy; and second, 
by examining their uses and the ideological frames within which they occur in 
each place. I apologize to the reader in advance; the remainder of this chap-
ter involves a considerable amount of storytelling, all extremely pertinent and 
vitally important to the larger discussion. 

  Sindbād in Arabic 

 Qut " ban’s narrative of the ascetic quest of the Prince of Candragiri draws on 
motifs found also in the voyages of Sindbād the Sailor.  13   The adventure of the 
giant serpents, the boat that drifts about, and fi nally the cannibalistic herdsman 
who traps people in his cave and is blinded by the hero before he can make 
his escape—these ordeals appear also in that rambling and copious collection 
of stories, the Arabic  Kit  ā  b Alf Lailah va Lailah  (“The Book of the Thousand 
Nights and a Night,” widely known as the  Arabian Nights ) in the travels of the 
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intrepid Sindbād. In his third voyage, Sindbād is washed up on an unknown 
island shore with his shipmates: 

 [W]e saw a stately mansion situated in the middle of the island. We 
found it to be a strong castle, with high walls and a gate of ebony, with 
two leaves, both of which were open. We entered and found inside a 
large courtyard, around which there were many high doors, and at the 
upper end of which there was a large, high bench on which rested 
stoves and copper cooking pots hanging above. Around the bench lay 
many scattered bones. But we saw no one and were very much sur-
prised. Then we sat down and soon fell asleep and slept from mid-
morning till sundown when suddenly we felt the earth trembling under 
us, heard a rumbling noise in the air, and saw descending on us from 
the top of the castle a huge fi gure in the likeness of a man, black in 
color and tall in stature, as if he were a huge palm-tree, with eyes like 
torches. . . . When we saw him, we fainted, like men stricken dead with 
anxiety and terror. 
  When he descended, he sat on the bench for a while, then he got 
up and coming to us, grabbed my hand . . . and lifting me up in the air, 
turned me over, as I dangled from his hand like a little morsel, and 
felt my body as a butcher feels a sheep for the slaughter. But fi nding 
me feeble from grief, lean from the toil of the journey, and without 
much meat, he let me go and picked up one of my companions . . . he 
kept turning us over and feeling us, one by one, until he came to the 
captain of our ship, who was a fat, stout, and broad-shouldered man. 
He was pleased by the captain and he seized him . . . and throwing him 
on the ground, set his foot on his neck and broke it. Then he fetched 
a long spit and thrust it through the captain’s mouth until it came out 
through his posterior. Then he lit a big fi re and set over it the spit on 
which the captain was spitted, turning it over the coal, until the fl esh 
was roasted. Then he took the spit off  the fi re and, placing the body 
in front of him, separated the joints, as one separates the joints of a 
chicken . . . and devoured all the fl esh and gnawed the bones, and noth-
ing was left of the captain except some bones, which he threw on one 
side. Then he sat on the bench for a while and fell asleep, snoring like 
a slaughtered sheep or cow, and slept till morning, when he got up and 
went on his way.  14     

 Sindbād and his companions are terrifi ed, especially since the giant cannibal 
repeats his gruesome actions on the next day. They try to escape, but there is 
no place to hide from the giant anywhere on the island. 
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 Mia Gerhardt has noted that the voyages of Sindbād are structured around 
an initial calamity, followed by an adventure or adventures, the description of a 
wonder, and a fi nal return.  15   Ferial Ghazoul has faulted her analysis for doing 
violence to the text and setting up a rigid pattern that is not borne out by all 
seven voyages. She prefers instead to draw parallels between structure and 
psychological process in the Sindbād cycle and the frame-tale of Shahrāzād’s 
nocturnal storytelling sessions.  16   In the story at hand, however, what is at issue 
is the very survival of the mercantile culture that Peter Molan has perceptively 
identifi ed as the context of the production and reception of these narratives.  17   
Signifi cantly, the shipwrecked sailors’ motivation in their crisis is to make the 
place safe for other Muslim merchants and travelers who might pass by the 
island on their own voyages. One of them says, “Listen to me! Let us fi nd a 
way to kill him and rid ourselves of this affl  iction and relieve all Muslims of 
his aggression and tyranny.”  18   Guided by Sindbād, they come up with a plan to 
save themselves and Muslim shipping. They will try to kill the giant, but fi rst 
they need to build a raft so that they can escape from the island and secure 
passage with any ship that goes by. 

 In their response to a hostile situation, Sindbād and his companions tem-
per their astonishment ( ta‘ajjub ) with skillful action and trust in God ( tavak-
kul ).  19   They begin to carry wood out of the castle, build a raft, and tie it to the 
island shore. After putting some food on it, they return to the castle:

  When it was evening, the earth trembled under us, and in came the 
black creature, like a raging dog. He proceeded to turn us over and to 
feel us, one after one, until he picked one of us and did to him what 
he had done to his predecessors. Then he ate him and lay to sleep on 
the bench, snoring like thunder. We got up, took two of the iron spits of 
those set up there, and put them in the blazing fi re until they became 
red-hot, like burning coals. Then, gripping the spits tightly, we went to 
the black creature, who was fast asleep, snoring, and, pushing the spits 
with all our united strength and determination, thrust them deep into his 
eyes. He uttered a great, terrifying cry. Then he got up resolutely from 
the bench and began to search for us, while we fl ed from him to the 
right and left, in unspeakable terror, sure of destruction and despairing 
of escape. But being blind, he was unable to see us, and he groped his 
way to the door and went out. When he went out, we followed him, as 
he went searching for us. Then he returned with a female, even bigger 
than he and more hideous in appearance . . . [W]e were in utmost terror. 
When the female saw us, we hurried to the raft, untied it, and, embark-
ing on it, pushed it into the sea. The two stood, throwing big rocks on 
us until most of us died, except for three, I and two companions.  20     
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 Dodging the rocks that the giants throw at them, they fl oat to another island. 
Here, when it is night, they fall asleep. They are barely asleep, however, before 
they are aroused by an enormous serpent with a wide belly. It surrounds them, 
and, approaching one of them, swallows him to his shoulders, then engulfs the 
rest of him until they can hear his ribs crack in the serpent’s belly. The next night, 
the same thing happens to Sindbād’s only remaining companion. Sindbād is able 
to escape only by tying long pieces of wood to his limbs so that the giant snake is 
unable to swallow him, and by hailing a passing ship to carry him to safety. 

 Scholars of Arabic literature have long known that the Sindbād cycle in 
the  Alf Lailah va Lailah  is derived from Arab mariners’ tales of the wonders 
of India. The earliest available manuscript of the  Nights , which Muhsin Mahdi 
reconstructed from a fourteenth-century Syrian version, is one of many no 
longer extant written and oral texts from which later storytellers, writers, and 
redactors drew.  21   As Hussain Haddawy, the translator of this version, notes, 
the story of Sindbād’s voyages is not found here and constitutes a later addi-
tion to the  Nights .  22   The cycle of the voyages can be traced back, instead, to a 
specifi c genre of Arabic literature: books of the wonders and marvels of the 
world ( ‘aj  ā’  ib ), which drew on classical Greek and Roman geographers such 
as Pliny and Diodorus Siculus, as well as the sailors’ yarns told around the 
coff eehouses and taverns of Basra and Baghdad in the ninth and tenth centu-
ries. Increasing Arab involvement in the profi table Indian Ocean trade meant 
that sailors visited India and the islands beyond with greater frequency, and 
brought back tales of the wonders they found there. In this account of travel-
ers’ tales, and tales that travel through the Indian Ocean, it is entirely fi tting 
that one should fi nd a common source for the Sindbād cycle and the ordeals 
of the ascetic prince of the  Mirig  ā  vat  ī  in the stories of a frequent traveler. 

 Buzurg bin Shahryār, a sea captain and merchant, was based in the port of 
Ramhormuz in the Persian Gulf in the tenth century. We know almost nothing 
about the good captain, except that his father came from the Persian province 
of Khuzistan. He did, however, leave a work entitled the  Kit  ā  b ‘Aj  ā’  ib al-Hind , 
“The Book of the Wonders of India.” Reconstructed from a unique manuscript 
in the Aya Sophia mosque in Istanbul, the book contains stories and anec-
dotes of varying lengths, many of which are to be found as adventures in the 
voyages of Sindbād. The mercantile interests of both texts are repeatedly sig-
naled by constant references to the products of each island or country visited: 
tin, diamonds, spices, coconuts, slaves, and so on. We have the following story 
in the  Kit  ā  b ‘Aj  ā’  ib al-Hind , about a giant shepherd encountered by a sailor: 

 I heard a Basra man, who lived in the middle of the Street of the 
Quraysh, say he left Basra for Zabaj or some nearby place, [and was 
shipwrecked]. He escaped, and was thrown up on to an island. 
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  I landed, he said, and climbed a large tree, and spent the night there. 
In the morning I saw a fl ock of about 200 sheep arrive. They were 
large as horned cattle. They were driven by an extraordinary looking 
man. He was fat, tall, and had a horrible face. He had a stick in his 
hand, with which he drove the sheep. . . . He wore nothing but a leaf, 
like a banana leaf, but larger. He had it round his waist like a loincloth. 
Then he went up to a sheep, held it by its hind legs, took its udder 
in his mouth, and sucked it dry. He did the same with several others. 
Then he lay down in the shade of a tree. While he was looking at the 
tree, a bird settled on the one where I was. The man took a heavy 
stone, and threw it at the bird. He did not miss, and the bird fell from 
branch to branch, and stopped just beside me. He [saw me and] made 
me a sign to come down. I was so afraid that I hurried. I trembled all 
over, half dead with fear and hunger. He took the bird and threw it on 
the ground. I reckon it weighed about 100  ratl . He plucked it while it 
was still living. Then he took a stone that weighed a good twenty  ratl , 
hit it on the head, and killed it. He went on hitting until it was in bits, 
and then began to bite it with his teeth, like a wild beast devouring its 
prey. He ate everything, and left only the bones.
   When the sun began to go down, he got up, took his stick, drove his 
sheep in front of him and shouted [at them]. He took me with him. 
The sheep gathered in one place. He led them to a sweet-water stream 
that there is on this island, watered them, and drank himself. I drank 
too, although my death seemed certain to me. Then he drove again, 
to a sort of wooden enclosure, with a kind of door. I went in with the 
sheep. In the middle was a kind of log hut, of the type weavers use, 
about twenty cubits high. His fi rst act was to take one of the smallest 
and thinnest sheep, and hit it on the head with a stone. Then he lit a 
fi re, and dismembered it with his hands and teeth, like a wild beast. 
He threw the pieces into the fi re, still covered with skin and the wool. 
He ate the entrails raw. Then he went from sheep to sheep, drinking 
their milk. Then he took one of the largest ewes in the fl ock, seized her 
around the waist, and took his pleasure with her. The ewe cried out. 
He did the same with another. Then he took something to drink, and 
fi nally fell asleep, and snored like a bull.  23     

 In the sailor’s account, Zabaj is a reference to the island of Java. The sailor’s 
most immediate reaction in this tale of cultural encounter is of shock at the 
dietary and sexual habits of the man he meets. Both tend toward bestiality, 
and are very far from the norms of Islamic law and diet that are familiar to 
him. Moreover, the islander has other habits that seemed far from civilization 
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as the sailor knew it: “I noticed that he gathered the fruit of certain trees 
that grew on the island, steeped them in water, strained them, and drank the 
liquor. After that he was drunk all night, and lost consciousness.”  24   

 How were the sailor and the islander to communicate across this ideolog-
ical divide, this scene of cultural encounter that could not progress beyond a 
few gestures and a marveling at the other’s strange ways? They tried to speak 
to each other in Arabic and the islander’s language, but with little success. 
After two months, the sailor climbed up on some overhanging branches and 
escaped from the enclosure. He walked as far and as fast as he could, and 
came to a grassy plain that was frequented by large birds. Like Sindbād with 
the giant roc, he caught one of them and fl ew over the sea to a mountain by 
attaching himself to the bird’s claw. Then, he tells us: 

 I went down from the mountain, and climbed a tree and hid. 
  Next morning I saw smoke. I knew there is no smoke without people, 
and went down towards it. I had not gone far when a group of men 
came to meet me. They took hold of me, saying words I did not under-
stand. They led me to a village. There they shut me up in a house, where 
they were already eight prisoners. These asked me about myself. I told 
them, and asked them about themselves. They told me they had been on 
board a certain ship, going from Sanf or Zabaj. They had suff ered a gale, 
and twenty of them escaped in a boat, and arrived at this island. The 
natives had seized them, had drawn lots for them, and had already eaten 
several of them. Considering that, I realised I was in greater danger than 
I had been with the giant shepherd. It was some consolation to have 
companions in misery. If I had to be eaten, death seemed nothing to me. 
We consoled ourselves that we had hard luck in common. 
  Next day they brought us some sesame, or some grain that looked like 
it, as well as bananas,  samn  (clarifi ed butter,  gh  ī ) and honey. They put it 
all in front of us.
   There, the prisoners said to me, this has been our food since we fell 
into their hands. 
  Each one ate some of it to support himself. Then the cannibals came, 
and looked at us one by one, and chose the one that seemed to them to 
be plumpest. We said good-bye; we had already made our fi nal farewells 
to each other. They dragged him into the middle of the house, anointed 
him with  samn  from head to foot, and made him sit in the sun for two 
hours. Then they gathered round him, cut his throat, cut him to pieces 
in front of us, roasted him, and ate him. Part of him was made into a 
stew, another part was eaten raw, with salt. After the meal they drank a 
drink which made them drunk, and went to sleep.



love’s  subtle magic128

   Come on now, I said to my companions in misfortune; come, let us kill 
them while they are drunk. Then we can walk away. If we escape, glory to 
God! If we die, better to die than to remain in our present misery. If the 
local people recapture us, we cannot die more than once.

  My words could not decide them, and night fell without anyone leaving. 
Our masters brought us food as usual. One day, two days, three days, four 
days dragged on by without there being any change in our state. On the 
fi fth day they took one of us, and treated him as before. This time, when 
they were drunk and asleep, we went and cut their throats. Each of us pro-
vided himself with a knife, some honey, some  samn  and some sesame, and, 
when night shrouded the earth in darkness, we escaped from the house.  25     

 Some time later, they came across a shipwreck. They caulked the boat, made a 
mast from a tree, laid in a stock of coconuts and sweet water, and escaped to 
an inhabited island and thence to Basra. 

 Motifs in these two stories have been combined to create the composite fi g-
ure of the cannibalistic shepherd and the enclosed house, cave, or compound 
that is the scene of the cannibalistic countdown. Buzurg bin Shahryār lived in 
a world in which Arab traders repeatedly crossed the Indian Ocean and sailed 
the China seas in search of exotic merchandise, jewels, spices, and articles of 
trade that would fetch high prices in the lands of the west. Cultural contact 
called up wonder in the presence of radical diff erence. It is not surprising that 
these sailors’ yarns of the strange encounters they had with the peoples and 
marvels of the Indies should circulate through encyclopedias of marvels and 
travelers’ tales. They were also used by the authors of sophisticated literary 
works such as the  Mirig  ā  vat  ī  to create a sense of wonder and mystery, a fan-
tastic landscape against which a heroic Sufi  quest could be played out. 

 The particular tale at issue here, Sindbād’s encounter with the cannibalis-
tic herdsman, has been a subject of scholarly debate for some time. Antoine 
Galland, the fi rst eighteenth-century translator of the  Nights  into French, 
noticed the similarities between the story and the episode in the  Odyssey , and 
since then scholars have tried to show that the Arabs knew Homer and the 
Greek epics well. Indeed, the popularity of the  Nights  in the eighteenth cen-
tury was also a measure of the wholesale adaptation of this markedly “foreign” 
material into the concerns of the age. The English essayist Joseph Addison, for 
instance, was an advocate of anything that was popular:

  In his capacity as prolifi c essayist and popularizer, Addison considered 
popularity a sign of worthiness and, accordingly, he found himself com-
mitted to digest the new genre and to pamper his audience’s suscep-
tibility by reproducing as many of Scheherazade’s pieces as possible. 
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It is true that Addison retold “The Story of the Graecian King and the 
Physician Douban” and the story of al-Naschar’s daydreams to lecture 
his readers upon the usefulness of bodily exercise and the vanity of 
extravagant hopes; yet, the real signifi cance of these and numerous 
other contributions lies in the fact that he lent the tremendous prestige 
of the  Spectator  to fi ction in this mode.  26     

 It is the ubiquity and inventiveness of this kind of fi ctive production that I wish 
to emphasize. Thus the fi rst fi ctional universe of the Hindavī Sufi  romances, 
the story of Lorik and Cāndā, was partially Ahīr in composition, partly drawn 
from the poetry and practice of the Gorakhnāth  panth , and partly from song 
genres in regional dialects and local translations of Sanskrit literary theory. 
This rich mix enhanced its popularity in Hindavī and the popularity of the 
Persian  ‘Is�mat N  ā  mah  or “Account of Chastity” that described Mainā’s suff er-
ings throughout the Persian-speaking world, in elegantly rhymed couplets. 

 To return to the voyages of Sindbād: G. E. von Grunebaum declared mag-
isterially in his  Medieval Islam  that  

  instances . . . culled from the fi rst four  Voyages  of the adventurous mari-
ner can with certainty be assigned a Western, that is, a Greek source, at 
the very least in the sense that the motives, whatever the region of their 
invention, made their literary debut in Greek and were taken up and 
developed by the oriental narrator from the form they had been given 
by the classical author.  27     

 Robert Irwin has contradicted this by invoking the survey made by the tenth-
century bookseller and cataloguer Mu ḥ ammad Ibn Is ḥ āq al-Nadīm in his com-
prehensive list of literature in Arabic, the  Fihrist :

  The ninth-century translator, Hunayn ibn Ishaq, was able to recite sec-
tions of Homer by heart, presumably in Greek, yet he never translated 
him into Arabic. Although there are indications in the  Nights  and in 
the writings of al-Biruni, al-Shahrastani and others that the contents 
of Homer’s epics were known to some, Homer was only a name to 
the cataloguer Ibn al-Nadim, and neither the  Iliad  nor the  Odyssey  was 
translated into Arabic until the present century.  28     

 The question is not as simple as these contrasted views make out, however, 
and entails a brief excursus into the exceedingly complicated history of the 
 Arabian Nights , the  Alf Lailah va Lailah .  29   

 The work is fi rst noticed in  Mur  ū  j al-Zahab  (“Meadows of Gold”), by the 
geographer al-Mas‘ūdī (896–956), who mentions that there  
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  are collections of stories that have been passed on to us translated from 
the Persian, Hindu, and Greek languages. We have discussed how these 
were composed, for example the  Haz  ā  r Afs  ā  neh . The Arabic translation 
is  Alf Khurafa  (“A Thousand Entertaining Tales”). . . . This book is gen-
erally referred to as  Alf Layla  (“A Thousand Nights’). It is the story of 
a king, a vizier, the daughter of the vizier and the slave of the latter. 
These last two are called Shirazad and Dinazad. There are also similar 
works such as  The Book of Ferzeh and Simas  which contains anecdotes 
about the kings of India and their viziers. There is also  The Book of 
Sindibad  and other collections of the same type.  30     

 Al-Nadīm’s  Fihrist  also mentions The  Nights , and gives a slightly longer syn-
opsis of the frame-story of the Persian  Haz  ā  r Afs  ā  nah .  31   His account is an 
early version of the familiar frame-story, in which a king named Shahryār, 
much disenchanted by the faithlessness of women, marries a fresh virgin 
every night and has her beheaded in the morning. Once his marriage is 
arranged to an intelligent woman named Shahrāzād, who has a helper or sis-
ter in the palace called Dīnārzād or Dunyāzād, she begins the cycle of telling 
him a tale every night and breaking it off  before morning. The basic narrative 
anticipation on which the frame-story is built propels the reader along with 
the king, in expectation of the more astonishing entertainment the next night 
will bring. 

 The last of the books that al-Mas‘ūdī mentions,  The Book of Sindb  ā  d , is 
not the cycle of tales that concerns our familiar sailor. It is, rather, a cycle of 
stories about the wicked wiles of women, and is available to us in multiple 
versions. In the words of W. A. Clouston:

  The leading story of the ‘Book of Sindibád,’ or the ‘Seven Wise Masters,’ 
is briefl y as follows: A young prince having resisted the importunities of 
one of his father’s favourite women—his stepmother in the European 
versions—like the wife of Potiphar with Joseph, she accuses him to the 
king of having attempted her chastity. The king condemns his son to 
death; but the seven vazírs (or wise men) of the king, believing the 
prince to be innocent, and knowing that he is compelled by the threat-
ening aspect of his horoscope to remain silent for seven days, resolve 
to save him till the expiry of that period, by each in turn relating to 
the king stories showing the depravity of women, and the danger of 
acting upon their unsupported assertions. This they do accordingly, but 
the woman each night counteracts the eff ect of their tales, by relat-
ing stories of the deceitful disposition of men; and so each day the 
king alternately condemns and reprieves his son, until the end of the 
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seventh day, when the prince is free to speak again, and the woman’s 
guilt being discovered, she is duly punished.  32     

 Exhaustive analyses of the migrations and transformations of this story, as well 
as its origins in Indian stories, have been based on the accounts of al-Mas‘ūdī 
and al-Nadīm and on its extant versions.  33   The frame-story of the entire  Haz  ā  r 
Afs  ā  nah  has also been demonstrated to have been put together from two or 
three Indian frame-stories.  34   However, not much attention has been paid to the 
other Sindbād cycle, which concerns the adventures of the sailor and merchant 
of Baghdad.  

  Sindbād in Sanskrit 

 Could both versions of the Sindbād cycle have been translated from Sanskrit?  35   
Al-Nadīm’s  Fihrist  contains a tantalizing textual ambiguity about translat-
ing Sindbād’s story into Arabic from Indian sources: “There was the book 
 Sindb  ā  dh al-   Ḥ   ak  ī  m  (‘Sindbād the Wise’) which is in two transcriptions, one 
long and one short. They disagreed about it, too, just as they disagreed about 
the  Kal  ī  lah wa-Dimnah . What is most probable and the closest to the truth is 
that the Indians composed it.”  36   The word used in Arabic for the two forms of 
the book, the larger ( al-kab  ī  rah ) and the smaller ( al-  s�  a  ġ  h  ī  rah ), is  nus  k    hah . This 
word can have a range of lexical meanings: an edition, a copy, a manuscript, 
an example or exemplar, a transcription, and so on. Therefore one cannot say 
whether two books, each named after the main character Sindbād, were extant 
in ninth-century Baghdad, or merely two forms of the story of the seven wise 
masters and Sindbād. Perry states in exasperation: “It is impossible to say with 
any certainty what was meant by these terms, or whether either of the two 
editions to which they refer can be identifi ed with any extant version of the 
book.” 

 If we turn to an earlier set of stories, we get some important, hitherto unno-
ticed clues to the story of Sindbād and his marvelous adventures. To follow the 
trail of Sindbād before he appears in the Islamicate world of the Indian Ocean, 
we must look to the history of transmission of another great compendium of 
stories, the eleventh-century Somadeva Bha ṭ  ṭ a’s  Kath  ā  -sarit-s  ā  gara  (“Ocean of 
the Streams of Story”), a recasting of an earlier lost original called the  B   ṛ   hat-
kath  ā  or “Great Story.”  37   Composed by Gu ṇ ā ḍ hya between the fi rst and the 
fourth century, it was redone twice in Kashmir, once by Somadeva Bha ṭ  ṭ a and 
once by K ṣ emendra in his  B   ṛ   hat-kath  ā  -ma  ñ  jar  ī  (“A Bouquet from the  B   ṛ   hat-
kath  ā ,”  circa  1037). No one resembling Sindbād appears in these collections, 
but there is also a little-known Nepali Sanskrit recension of an abridgement 
of the  B   ṛ   hat-kath  ā  called the  B   ṛ   hat-kath  ā  -  ś  loka-sa   ṃ   graha  (“Collection of Verses 
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from the  B   ṛ   hat-kath  ā” ), which contains extensive accounts of the seafaring 
world of India and the islands of the eastern seas ( dv  ī  p  ā  ntara ). The date of 
the text, the identity of its author, Budhasvāmin, and his religion (Buddhist 
or non-Buddhist) are matters of some controversy. His summary of the lost 
 B   ṛ   hat-kath  ā  of Gu ṇ ā ḍ hya could have been composed any time between the 
fi fth and eighth centuries.  38   

 The  B   ṛ   hat-kath  ā  -  ś  loka-sa   ṃ   graha  tells the story of the many voyages of a fi g-
ure called Sānudāsa the Merchant, who travels around the Indian Ocean to 
many lands, sees many marvels, loves many women, and brings back cargoes 
of costly goods from dangerous and exotic places. As in the frame-story in 
Sindbād’s narrative of his seven voyages, the setting for Sānudāsa’s story is 
an evening’s entertainment at his own home where he tells his guests about 
a beautiful and mysterious woman named Gandharvadattā. One of his guests 
has won her in a musical competition, and Sānudāsa narrates his travels to 
explain how he found her. He is the son of the rich merchant Mitravarman 
and lives in the ancient Indian city of Campā. He seems initially to lead a 
charmed existence, until his dissolute friends play a trick on him. First they 
make him drunk on lotus mead. Then they hire a prostitute named Ga ṅ gā to 
seduce him and to convince him that she is a nymph from heaven. Slowly, he 
becomes more and more enmeshed in her love, and squanders his entire fam-
ily fortune on her. The procuress who manages the bawdy house where Ga ṅ gā 
lives eventually throws him out on his ear. He is forced to abandon his wid-
owed, destitute mother and go on multiple sea voyages to restore his fortune. 
The general ethos of mercantile exploration and adventure, as well as many 
motifs and the frame-story, appear as they do in the Sindbād cycle: giant birds 
that carry sailors around and across the ocean, islands where ships anchor that 
turn out to be giant fi sh, and the many frightening and strange ordeals and 
experiences that are encountered in the islands of the Indian Ocean. 

 Sānudāsa’s travels, set within the three oceans ( trisamudra ) of the Bay 
of Bengal, the Arabian Sea, and the sea between the islands, contain many 
details of the maritime trade of India. Voyages of groups of merchants in a 
profi t-sharing venture are common, often bound for Suvar n abhumi, the Land 
of Gold (mainland Southeast Asia), or the islands beyond. The commodities 
they trade in include pearls, gems, gold, textiles, and spices. The historical 
processes that form the backdrop for these exchanges are the Indian Ocean 
trade along maritime networks that stretched from Rome to China,  39   the 
Indianization of the mainland and islands of Southeast Asia, and the establish-
ment of Buddhist and Hindu kingdoms there, with the help of ritual special-
ists from India.  40   The trade and settlement of these lands are the context for 
Sānudāsa’s diffi  cult journeys, in which our hero has to use all available modes 
of transport. These include what the Sanskrit grammarian Pā ṇ ini classifi ed as 
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 aja-patha , a path so steep and inaccessible that it can be negotiated only with 
the aid of a goat. (Other kinds of paths are those that can be negotiated with 
the aid of birds, the gods, and so on.)  41   Coming to such a crux on one journey 
led by the caravan leader Acera, Sānudāsa faces, on a narrow mountain pass, 
a traveler coming from the other side on his goat. Unfortunately there is only 
room for one of them to pass. 

 Here the larger cultural frames of the encounter are brought into play. In a 
sermon as long as the  Bhagavadg  ī  t  ā , the caravan leader Acera urges Sānudāsa 
to an act of cruelty, just as K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a did with Arjuna. Sānudāsa is reluctant to kill 
another man, but in the end he strikes the other man’s goat lightly across the 
legs and both man and goat sink into the dark mountain precipice. When the 
caravan reaches the other side, they come to a river and rest. The story, nar-
rated by Sānudāsa, continues: 

 When the leader woke us up, our eyes were still heavy from too little 
sleep. “These goats,” he said, “have to be killed. We shall eat the meat; 
the skins we turn inside out and sew up to form sacks. Then we wrap 
ourselves in these sacks—no room for squeamishness here, it will only 
delay us!—in such a way that the bloody inside is turned outside. There 
are birds here as large as the winged mountains of legend, with beaks 
wide as caverns. They come here from the Gold Country. They will 
mistake us for lumps of meat and carry us in their beaks through the 
sky all the way to the Gold Country. That is what we must do.” 
  I said, “It is true what people say, ‘Throw this gold away that cuts 
your ears!’ How could I be so cruel as to kill my goat, this good spirit 
that has saved me from peril as virtue saves a man from hell? I am 
done with money and done with living if I have to kill my best friend 
to save the life he gave me.”

  Acera said to the travelers, “Everyone kill his own goat. And take 
Sānudāsa’s goat out of the way.” One of the traders took my goat some-
where and came back with a goatskin hanging from his stick.  42     

 The adventure that follows is played out in the Arabic Sindbād cycle with 
giant birds, lumps of meat, and diamonds. Sānudāsa’s objective, however, is 
the Land of Gold: 

  . . . Soon all the heavens were fi lled with huge gray birds thunder-
ing ominously like autumn clouds. Under the wind of their wings 
the heavy tree trunks on the mountain were crushed to the ground 
as though they were the mountain’s wings being cut by the blades 
of Indra’s arrows. Seven birds swooped down and carried the seven 
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of us, each with his heart in his throat, to the sky. One bird was left 
without its share, and, cheated out of its expectations, it started to tear 
me violently away from the bird that had got me. This started a grue-
some fi ght between the two vultures, each greedy for its own share. . . . I 
was torn between the two birds, passing from beak to beak and some-
times rolling over the ground. I prayed to Śiva. Their pointed beaks 
and claws, hard as diamonds, ripped the skin until it was worn like a 
sieve. I was dragged from the torn skin bag and tumbled into a pond 
of astonishing beauty. 
  I rubbed my bloodsmeared body with lotuses and bathed. Next I 
made a thanksgiving off ering to the gods and the fathers, and only 
then tasted the nectar of the pond. I sank down on the shore and lay 
until I was rested. My eyes wandered over the woods that had been the 
scene of prodigious adventures and forgot the anxieties of the battle 
between the giant birds, forgot them like a man who has escaped from 
the Hell of the Swordblades to stroll in Paradise. There was not a tree 
with a withered or faded leaf; not one was burned by lightning and 
brushfi re or empty of bloom and fruit.  43     

 After traveling through this and many other marvelous adventures, Sānudāsa 
eventually comes back home a rich man, like Sindbād. He fi nds that his ordeals 
have been planned by his family in order to teach him about the ups and downs 
of life in the world, or, one might say, the Indianized world system of the mari-
time trade among India, Rome, and the islands of Southeast Asia. Within his 
immediate cultural context, there are numerous other tales of cosmopolitan trav-
elers that share some of the motifs and structure of Sānudāsa’s journeys, such 
as the voyages of the merchant Cārudatta in the Jain Prakrit  Vāsudeva-hi   ṇ  ḍ   ī .  44   
As a narrative about coming of age, the travels of the dashing and well-traveled 
Sānudāsa the Merchant have affi  nities with stories about the education of the 
main character, analogues of which are found as far away from fi fth-century 
India as the modern  Bildungsroman  and the European chivalric romance.  

  The Goddess of Maritime Trade 

 But what of the wonder, the astonishment at the marvelous others that sail-
ors and merchants encounter? Is it all domesticated into the narrative of 
Sānudāsa’s coming to maturity? If the trading world of the Indian Ocean pro-
duces stories like those of Sindbād and Sānudāsa out of maritime adventures, 
surely encounters with radical otherness must occur in other places in the 
literature of the region. Indeed, given the subcontinent’s propensity toward 
deifi cation, is there not a goddess of maritime trade? 
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 In the adventures of a courtesan’s daughter of a philosophical bent, the 
Tamil  Ma   ṇ   imekhalai , written by the merchant-prince Shāttan in the fi fth cen-
tury, we fi nd another set of analogues to the ordeals suff ered by the hero of 
Qut " ban’s  Mirig  ā  vat  ī . The heroine, Ma ṇ imekhalai (“Girdle of Gems”), is named 
after a goddess who also appears in a few of the Buddhist Jātakas or stories of 
the Buddha’s former births. In the words of Sylvain Lévi,  

  Ma ṇ imekhalā is the name of the heroine, but it is also the name of a 
deity who is her guardian angel. The young girl is the issue of a tragic 
love aff air between a merchant and a dancing girl. She is the ideal of 
chastity, charity, and faith. She lives at Puhār, also called Kāverīpa ṭ  ṭ anam, 
the port of Kāverī, situated at the mouth of the this river, which was 
one of the great markets between India and the Far East since the time 
of Ptolemy at the end of the second century  a.d . . . . The beauty of the 
young girl kindles love in the heart of prince Udaya who pursues her 
and intends to take her away during the joyful tumult of the festival of 
Indra. Her tutelary deity Ma ṇ imekhalā descends from the heavens to 
protect her. She carries her away over the seas to a sacred island called 
Ma ṇ ipallavam.  45     

 The adventures of Ma ṇ imekhalai, who discovers an inexhaustible magic 
bowl on the island and escapes from Prince Udaya’s clutches to travel to 
Java, off er fascinating glimpses of the maritime networks that criss-cross the 
Indian Ocean and reaffi  rm the importance of the sea trade in the prosper-
ity of the region. Presiding over the sea as guardian divinity was the god-
dess Ma ṇ imekhalai, whose worship was celebrated in the Tamil port cities of 
South India. 

 One episode from the text, which portrays Ma ṇ imekhalai’s gradual prog-
ress toward spiritual realization and the truths encoded in the eightfold path 
of the Buddha, is particularly striking. It occurs not in Ma ṇ imekhalai’s story, 
but in one of the subsidiary or “branch” stories that form the components of 
the larger narrative.  46   A merchant, Sāduvan, sells his wife’s jewels to fi nance 
his aff air with a dancing girl, is ruined, and goes to sea to seek his fortune. 
He is shipwrecked on a desert isle, where he encounters a people whom he 
labels Nāgas, subterranean serpents, or half-serpents (from the waist down; 
anthropomorphic above), a diff erent species of humans in Indic schemes of 
classifi cation: 

 On reaching the island, Sāduvan was exhausted after struggling so long 
in the sea where the clouds come to draw their water. He painfully 
climbed along the sheer side of a mountain which plunged into the 
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sea, and, reaching a tree hanging to a rock, he fell deep asleep. The 
cruel inhabitants of the country, who live naked without clothes and 
are known for their ferociousness, discovered him and woke him with 
their shouts of joy. They said, “This man has come here alone, with no 
companion. His well-covered body will make us an excellent meal.” 
  During his journeys, Sāduvan had had the chance to learn their dia-
lect. Forthwith he spoke a few words. Surprised at hearing their tongue 
spoken, the savages kept at a distance without harming him and spoke 
warily.  “Noble lord of rare strength, hear us! Our chief lives nearby. It is 
better that you go and present yourself to him.” Accepting their invita-
tion, Sāduvan followed them to the Nāgas’ guru, whose dwelling was a 
cave. He found him seated naked on a bed of boards, with his wife at 
his side, as naked as he. They could have been a bear and his compan-
ion. They were surrounded by small vessels in which palm-wine was 
fermenting. Other pots contained morsels of tainted meat. Whitened 
bones were scattered on the ground, spreading a fetid smell. Speaking 
to the chief in his own tongue, Sāduvan managed to impress him 
favorably. The chief invited him to sit next to him in the shade of a 
tree with dense foliage and questioned him as to why he had come.
   Sāduvan explained that he had come from the sea with its mighty tides.
   The chief then said, “This worthy man has undergone great tribula-
tion without food, in the midst of the sea. He is weary and deserves 
our pity. Tribesmen! Give him a girl for his pleasure, some of our 
strongest palm-wine, and as much meat as he desires.” Overwhelmed 
by the barbarous customs of his host, Sāduvan refused his benevolent 
off er. “Your words,” he said, “hurt my ears. I can accept nothing of 
what you off er.”  47     

 What is signifi cant in this episode is that Sāduvan is able to communicate 
with the others, since he speaks their language. He recognizes in their cus-
toms a social order and an uncivilized way of being. To him, their life is 
clearly based on eating human fl esh, drinking palm toddy, and practicing free 
love. Yet there are hierarchies there, both the masculinist one in which girls 
are used for male pleasure, as well as the one based on the authority of the 
chief, who is their leader as well as their guru. 

 Despite the ease of communication, however, Sāduvan is horrifi ed by the 
whitened bones and the fetid smell of rotting food and drink. Like the Arab 
sailors stranded on these distant isles, he is revolted by the dietary and sexual 
habits of the people he encounters. The common set of narrative motifs is 
here put to a diff erent use as the interaction with the chief continues. The 
chief is furious at his refusal of the generous hospitality off ered him, and 
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asks what he desires aside from sex, fl esh, and intoxicating liquor. Sāduvan 
explains:

  The sages who have attained a higher vision of things do not use ine-
briating drink and avoid destroying life. In this world, we can see that 
everything that is born has to die and whatever dies is born again. Life 
and death are phenomena similar to the states of sleeping and wak-
ing. Those who have accomplished meritorious acts are reborn in a bet-
ter world and sometimes know the delights of earthly paradises, while 
those that committed evil deeds descend into the infernal world where 
they undergo unspeakable tortures. Such is reality, and this is why wise 
men give up intoxicating liquor and refuse to feed on the fl esh of living 
beings. These are the facts you should consider.  48     

 The Nāga chief is not convinced, but Sāduvan goes on to explain the 
Buddhist doctrine of reincarnation to him, showing him how it is necessary 
to practice nonviolence ( ahi   ṃ   s  ā ) in order not to incur harmful  karma . In a 
technique common to most preachers who seek to popularize their religious 
doctrines ( dharma ), he explains how they can modify the  dharma  to suit their 
ways. They are not to kill travelers who are washed up on their shores, or 
to eat them. Even Sāduvan recognizes the futility of preaching vegetarianism 
to cannibals, however, so he allows them to eat animals that have died of 
old age. 

 In a fi nal dialogue, the now-converted cannibal chief acknowledges the 
appropriateness of the virtuous path that Sāduvan has taught them, and off ers 
him in exchange cargoes of aloes and sandalwood, bales of cloth, and precious 
gold and gems looted from wrecked ships. The language of value and exchange 
permeates this last moment of encounter. In the words of the chief,  

  “We will follow this virtuous path that is appropriate for us here, and 
you take these precious things that are appropriate for you there. Often 
in the past we have eaten shipwrecked people. We got all these valuable 
things from them. Take these fragrant woods, soft clothes, piles of trea-
sure, and other things.”  49     

 This moment of barter, the true  dharma  for cargoes of gold and precious goods, 
encapsulates both the supposed naïveté of the peoples that Indian merchants 
and Buddhist monks encountered throughout the islands of the eastern seas, 
and the Indian hegemonic drive to civilize the “savages.” Sāduvan’s encounter 
with the Nāgas is part of the larger narrative of Ma ṇ imekhalai’s realization of 
the ultimate value of spiritual renunciation.  50   Any sense of wonder is tamed 



love’s  subtle magic138

by the grand scheme of Buddhist philosophy, and by the practical prescriptions 
left behind by Sāduvan. The tale fi ts well into the larger historical process 
by which Indianized rulers and states tamed the jungles and peoples of the 
Southeast Asian mainland and islands in order to build kingdoms based on 
rice cultivation and grand schemes of irrigation, as well as splendid temple 
complexes and palaces such as Angkor Wat and Borobudur.  

  Fantastic Exchanges 

 Before we return to the marvels of the  Mirig  ā  vat  ī , one fi nal question: Did these 
cross-cultural encounters and exchanges always end in the victory of the civi-
lizers? Were the indigenous people and the marvels encountered by travelers 
always subordinated to various schemes of literary representation or religious 
doctrine? Were the Indian travelers and merchants ever overwhelmed by radical 
cultural diff erence? A last example, one fi nal story, from the Buddhist  J  ā  taka s 
in Pali, a set of texts that precede both the  B   ṛ   hatkath  ā  -  ś  loka-sam�graha  and the 
 Ma   ṇ   imekhalai , should demonstrate that the exchange was not always favorable 
for the traveling merchants. In the “Valāhassa-Jātaka,” the Buddha relates a 
story that is ostensibly about the magical powers of women to tempt practitio-
ners away from the path laid down by Buddhist doctrine. The story is about 
the she-devils ( yakkhin  ī s) that inhabit a certain town on the island of La n ka. 
They command powers of illusion through which they can make shipwrecked 
merchants imagine they are seeing a prosperous city of human beings, with 
peasants tending fi elds and herds of cattle grazing peacefully. Whenever a ship 
is wrecked on their shore, they go up to the merchants carrying food, with 
their children on their hips. They make them believe that their husbands have 
all gone away to sea and they have long since despaired of their return home. 

 Once the merchants are under their spell, they make them believe that 
they would make good wives, and they take them home. The Buddha relates 
the experiences of a group of fi ve hundred merchants:

  The she-devils came up to them, and enticed them, till they brought 
them to their city; those whom they had caught before, they bound 
with magic chains and cast into the house of torment ( k  ā  ra   ṇ   aghare ). 
Then the chief she-devil took the chief man, and the others took the 
rest, till fi ve hundred had the fi ve hundred traders; and they made 
the men their husbands. Then in the night time, when her man was 
asleep, the chief she-devil rose up, and made her way to the house of 
death, slew some of the men, and ate them. The others did the same. 
When the eldest she-devil returned from eating men’s fl esh, her body 
was cold. The eldest merchant embraced her, and perceived that she 
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was a she-devil. “All the fi ve hundred must be she-devils!” he thought 
to himself: “we must make our escape!”  51     

 He is able to convince only half of the merchants of the necessity of fl ight, 
and 250 traders elect to stay back on the island. Since their ship is in pieces, 
however, the others cannot make their escape until a magic fl ying white horse 
appears, who is the Bodhisattva or Buddha-to-be in a previous birth. As the 
horse fl ies through the air, he calls out repeatedly, “Who wants to go home?” 
Two hundred fi fty merchants climb up on his back and lay hold of his tail and 
mane, and by his power he carries them to their home. The merchants who 
are left on the island are devoured by the she-devils. 

 This text gives the story motif of the encounter with the cannibal islanders 
a gendered slant, and the only possible salvation is through the supernatural 
intercession of the Bodhisattva. This tale of gendered terror refracts a set of 
experiences common in the trading world of the Indian Ocean: meeting with 
strange groups of people on distant isles. The Buddha uses this incident only 
to point out the nature of  m  ā  y  ā  or illusion, and the salvifi c power of his own 
intervention. What is remarkable is that the merchants here have no power to 
transform or civilize the cannibals, or even kill them; they have only the capac-
ity to escape if they can recognize the true nature of the women they have 
encountered. In our own long trajectory of tales of cross-cultural encounters 
and marvels, it is fi tting to stop at a place where the would-be civilizers have 
to fl ee in order to keep from being eaten, to preserve their lives. 

 In all these cross-cultural encounters, similar sets of narrative motifs are put to 
complex uses in the service of a religious, mercantile, or literary agenda. Fantasy 
and the fantastic are still inscribed in the metaphysics of the real and the imagi-
nary, what Todorov called the “bad conscience of the positivist era.” What is it that 
causes astonishment ( ‘ajab ) within diff erent historical limits? For many cultures, 
fantasy does not mean hesitation between the real world and the imaginary one. 
The fantastic voyages of Sindbād, for whose marvels scholars have even tried to 
fi nd “real” scientifi c and geographical analogues,  52   are a useful indicator of how 
mercantile and ideological purposes can be mixed with the experience of wonder. 

 Sindbād’s voyages were probably put together with a frame-story inspired by 
the travels of Sānudāsa the Merchant and embellished by many narrative motifs 
and marvels taken from diverse sources and collected in encyclopaedic books of 
the wonders of the cosmos. The fi nal adventure of the hero of the  Mirig  ā  vat  ī , 
which involves ingenious mechanical devices, or automata, is evidence of the 
reinscription of these marvels or  ‘aj  ā’  ib  in the regional literary traditions of India. 
The prince comes to a place of enchantment and great danger, a moonlit pal-
ace built by magic, where he sees a wondrous sight. Four doves appear in the 
palace, twisting about and then turning into four beautiful women. They speak 
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a mantra, and beds appear and walk up to them. The beds are made ready for 
sleep without any human hands. Another mantra is spoken, and four dancing 
peacocks appear. They turn into men and sit on the beds with the women, laugh-
ing and fl irting and spending the night in pleasure. After four watches of the 
night have gone by, a runner appears to them and reports that the herdsman has 
been blinded. The prince realizes that they are connected with the evil cannibal, 
and fl ees in terror. He runs as far and as fast as he can. Finally he reaches a 
shady tree, and sits under it considering what to do next. He has passed through 
fi ve near-death experiences, and proved himself as a seeker by purifying himself 
of fear and lust and holding to the path of truth and trust in God ( tavakkul ). 

 Sindbād’s voyages and the travels of the Prince as a yogi appear in many 
unlikely and unexpected places, from Homer’s  Odyssey  to the nineteenth-cen-
tury versions of the  Arabian Nights , from sailors’ yarns told in the coff eehouses 
of Basra and Baghdad to the ancient Indian tales of Sānudāsa the Merchant. 
This suggests not (or not just), as Roland Barthes puts it, that “narrative is 
everywhere, like life itself,” but that the travels of narrative motifs mark the 
many ongoing interactions between the peoples and languages along the rim 
of the Indian Ocean, the global economy of the Islamicate world system. 
People exchange stories as easily as trade goods, technology, food and spices, 
music, craft techniques. In a global economy where there is constant move-
ment between sultanates and kingdoms, it is no surprise that we can locate 
the ordeals of the Prince of Candragiri, told in a  des  ī  Hindavī romance, within 
these narrative exchanges of wonder, hostility, negotiation, alterity, desire. 

 In examining how the formulaic fantasies of the Sufi  romances are struc-
tured, and where the narrative motifs come from, my concern has not been 
a merely antiquarian dissection of sources. These stories have both a motor 
and an aesthetic purpose. Rather than a large schematic allegory, shorter sec-
tions of the text like the Prince’s quest are allegorically suggestive of particular 
Sufi  values. Narrative in the Hindavī Sufi  romances comes out of and adds 
to deep and long-standing storytelling traditions. The intensely local world of 
the Jaunpur and Delhi sultanates and the literary genre of the eastern Hindavī 
romances are thus part of the larger global pattern of exchange and cultural 
encounter that characterizes the world of the Indian Ocean. The fi ctive, even 
when constructed within an anti-mimetic poetics, indicates the historical expe-
rience of the encounters with radical otherness that characterize a world with 
plural cultures, languages, and religions. The poets of the Hindavī romances 
reinscribe the Arab sense of the marvelous into a concrete historical agenda as 
well as a genre grounded in a transcendentalized aesthetics. The fantastic in 
the Hindavī romances makes the reader hesitate between the illusory domain 
of visible events and the palpable reality of Allah as the mysterious and invis-
ible essence of the world of phenomena.      



     5 

 The Landscape of Paradise 
and the Embodied City: 
The  Padm  a ̄  vat , Part 1   

   Landscapes of Conquest and Piety 
 Narrative requires a spatial expansion, a spreading out of consecution over 
place. The Hindavī Sufi  poets constructed distinctive fantasy landscapes on 
which the quest of the hero is played out. The poets of the Delhi sultanate and 
the regional Afghan kingdoms represented Hindustan as a stage for trium-
phal narratives of conquest, a landscape to be conquered as well as eroticized. 
Moreover, the  prem  ā  khy  ā  n  poets lived in the mental maps of their imaginary 
homelands in Central Asia, Arabia, and Persia—homelands that grew more 
imaginary with every succeeding generation in India. How was their sense of 
the world as landscape, their space of fantasy and their fantasy of space, pro-
duced, and what did they try to achieve through it? 

 How is the Sufi  poets’ vision of the  ‘ālam-i   ġ  haib  or “unseen world” linked 
to the visible, historical world? What was the goal of their “production of 
space” (to use Henri Lefebvre’s phrase  1  )? In his daring and insightful attempt 
to found a unifi ed theory of space, Lefebvre approaches the problem of the 
relationship between language and space through a threefold conceptualiza-
tion. Distinguishing among spatial practices, representations of space, and rep-
resentational spaces, Lefebvre analyzes the role of space in the formation of 
subjectivity as a triad: space perceived, conceived, and lived.  2   Living involves 
interacting with representational systems, systems of symbolism and signi-
fi cation that are built into social and architectural space. The “naturalness” 
of space is represented through linguistic systems: “Perhaps what have to be 
uncovered are the as-yet concealed relations between space and language: per-
haps the ‘logicalness’ intrinsic to articulated language operated from the start 



142 love’s  subtle magic

as a spatiality capable of bringing order to the qualitative chaos presented by 
the perception of things.”  3   

 Lefebvre grounds this call for disarticulation, for opening up the “natu-
ral” landscapes presented to us in texts and other forms of social representa-
tion, and provides a thorough analysis of the material and ideological process 
of producing spatiality. His analysis, however, stops short at premodern and 
non-Western societies because of the diffi  culty of working out the relationship 
between representations of space and systems of ideology in these societies. 

 The problem involves historical agency, the formation of subjects within 
spatial or representational worlds. Studies of the religious and social orders 
represented in premodern landscapes have tended to focus on centered loca-
tive maps of the world. As Jonathan Z. Smith points out in his groundbreak-
ing essay, “Map Is Not Territory”:

  I would term [such a] cosmology a locative map of the world and the 
organizer of such a world, an imperial fi gure. It is a map of the world 
which guarantees meaning and value through structures of congru-
ity and conformity. Students of religion have been most successful in 
describing and interpreting this locative, imperial map of the world. . . . In 
most cases, one cannot escape the suspicion that, in the locative map 
of the world, we are encountering a self-serving ideology which ought 
not to be generalized into the universal pattern of religious experience 
and expression.  4     

 Although I share Smith’s suspicion of the cosmological systems that are so 
frequently held to be homologous with the entire structure of a society, it is 
not a simple matter to open up political or religious cosmologies to include 
the incongruous or the out-of-place. Where there are signifi cant overlaps 
between the symbolic vocabularies and discursive worlds of diff erent religious 
groups, how is one to intuit the confl ictual process of subject formation and 
social dialogue? Approaching this problem often requires reading the avail-
able map through a diff erent optic, at an angle to the expressed purpose of 
the author. 

 Defying simple notions of religious purity and syncretism, overlaps between 
the symbolic systems of diff erent communities and religious groups pres-
ent the complexity of particular historical situations. In his study of a South 
Asian urban landscape and its contested representations through time, James 
Duncan remarks: “The translation of cultural beliefs into the visible motifs of 
landscape exteriorizes that which was hitherto internal vision and thus helps to 
shape, control, and reinforce the internalization of vision. It is through tropes 
such as these . . . that landscapes do much of their ideological work.”  5   
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 The most thoughtful and excellent studies of sultanate India, such as 
those of Richard Eaton and André Wink, use the trope of “the moving 
frontier of Islamic expansion” to characterize the cultural history of the 
period. But the sultans who led armies in the name of Islam into India 
and acquired province after province viewed the world not as a frontier but 
as territory, to be conquered and assessed for revenue. Their eff orts were 
authorized by the public rhetoric of Islamic conquest and the activities of 
Sufi  shaikhs who set up hospices and sanctifi ed the terrain of northern 
India. Yet this was not, as in other situations of colonization,  terra nulla  
or empty land. It was an inhabited landscape with cultural, religious, and 
linguistic parameters that the incoming adventurers, soldiers, and mission-
aries had to negotiate. The dualistic rhetoric of conquest concealed a much 
subtler process of cultural and linguistic assimilation and internalization, 
as well as intermarriage and conversion to Islam on the part of local popu-
lations. It should come as no surprise, then, that the literary universes 
of the Hindavī romances should betray a concern with negotiating a local 
landscape, not as a frontier of conquest but rather as a contact zone, a 
place where many maps overlap. 

  The Sufi  Landscape 

 The Chishtis and the other  silsilah s of sultanate India sanctifi ed the landscape 
by taking over particular areas as their  vil  ā  yah s or spiritual territories, the spir-
itual jurisdiction of particular shaikhs over particular areas. Patronized by local 
landholders and aristocrats as well as sultans, these  vil  ā  yah s made the physical 
landscape an object and vehicle of Sufi  ideology and testify to the independent 
yet interlinked claims to authority of kings and Sufi s. The notion of  vil  ā  yah  
was famously defi ned in the eleventh-century manual of Sufi sm, the  Kashf al-
Mah. j  ū  b  of Shaik  h ‘Alī al-Hujvīrī:

  You must know that the principle and foundation of Súfi sm and knowl-
edge of God rests on saintship, the reality of which is unanimously 
affi  rmed by all the Shaykhs . . . .  Wal  á  yat  means, etymologically, “power 
to dispose” ( ta   ṣ   arruf ) and  wil  á  yat  means “possession of command” 
( im  á  rat ) . . . God has saints ( awliy  á ) whom He has specially distinguished 
by His friendship . . . . He has made the Saints the governors of the uni-
verse; they have become entirely devoted to His business, and have 
ceased to follow their sensual aff ections. Through the blessing of their 
advent the rain falls from heaven, and through the purity of their lives 
the plants spring up from the earth, and through their spiritual infl u-

ence the Moslems gain victories over the unbelievers.  6     
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 As Simon Digby has perceptively remarked about this notion of divine 
“friendship”:

  Above the authority of mundane rulers there is ordained a hierarchy 
of those with supernatural powers, perpetually watchful over the wel-
fare of all the regions of the world . . . . [S]uch claims to the  wil  ā  yat  of 
a specifi c territory were actively and vigorously pursued by Shaikhs in 
Khurasan in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and the concept is very 
common in fourteenth century and later Indian Sufi  literature . . . . [W]ith 
this concept of territorial jurisdiction, it was diffi  cult for a locally estab-
lished Shaikh to tolerate the presence of another Shaikh of powerful 

charisma in his vicinity.  7     

 Moreover, going to the provinces or territories conquered in  iqt " ā‘  entailed carving 
out a  vil  ā  yah  for oneself in parallel with the armed conquest of Hindustan. 

 One of the ways in which Sufi  holy men interacted with their Indian environ-
ment emerges from an episode in the life of Shaikh A ḥ mad Khattū Maġhribī, the 
charismatic Chishti Sufi  who was one of the four Ahmads famous for transform-
ing the Gujarati city of Asawal into Ahmadabad. The slave general whom Sultan 
Fīrūz Shāh Tuġhlaq deputed there invited Shaikh A ḥ mad to Gujarat. The shaikh 
meditated with some companions for some time in the mosque of  Kh ān-i Jahān 
in Delhi. Ordinarily, Shaikh A ḥ mad fasted all day, but his companions pressed 
him to make arrangements for food. He replied, according to his own account:

  “I am a guest of the holy Prophet (peace be upon him!) here, therefore 
I do not need to make any arrangements for food. Be responsible for 
yourselves.” Therefore those people went to the bazaar, ate some food, 
and came back. We all read the night prayer together, and those people 
went to sleep. I washed my hands and began counting off  my rosary 
beads. Suddenly, somebody called out, “Who is the guest of the holy 
Prophet?” I thought perhaps some other person was being called, so I 
remained silent. The voice came a second and third time, so I thought 
I was myself the guest of the holy Prophet, so I stood up in my place 
and went to the man who had called out. He was standing there with 
a platter in his hand. He said to me, “The holy Prophet has sent me 
to you.” I spread out the skirt of my gown, and he dropped some dates 
from the platter into my lap, emptying the platter, and went back. 
When I ate those dates, they were so sweet that their sweetness and 
taste cannot be expressed in words. After that I also went to sleep. The 
dream I saw near dawn was the same dream which came to my three 
companions. The dream was this: The holy Prophet was present in a 
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well-lit and well-ventilated place, and his magnifi cent companions were 
standing around him. A beautiful woman, well-dressed, perfumed, and 
loaded with jewelry, was in front of the holy Prophet. The Prophet said, 
“Accept this woman.” I said, “Even my father did not accept her.” The 
holy prophet gestured and said, “But your father is here, behind you.” I 
turned around and saw ‘Alī, may the kindness of God be on him, was 
standing there astonished with his fi nger in his mouth and he said, 
“Bābā Aḥ  mad gives you to her, accept her.” I accepted the woman, and 
immediately the thought came to mind, “This woman is in actuality 
the world, and that all-powerful Allah, through the kindness of his holy 
Prophet, has opened the doors of the world to me.”  8     

 This premonitory dream, after which Shaik  h A ḥ mad did go on to Gujarat 
and become the leading Sufi  of the province, points to a deep connection 
between land, sex, and territorial authority. Shaik  h A ḥ mad, a Sufi  who con-
sciously rejects the world, is off ered control over the world in the form of an 
alluring woman. His control over the world is likened implicitly to his erotic 
ownership of the woman off ered, and the whole episode occurs on the eve 
of his departure for a new territory. He has an invitation from Z"afar  Kh ān, 
who owes his rule to the conquest of the kingdom of Anhilwā ṛ ā Pa ṭ  ṭ an in 
1296 by the armies of Sultan ‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī. Territorial jurisdiction and 
spiritual authority over the land are brought together as two linked facets 
of the Islamic presence; the spiritual and political conquest eroticizes the 
land or the world, and Allah gives it to the Sufi  in the material form of a 
bejeweled bride. As Chapter 6 will make clear, in the narratives of contes-
tation and hostility that laid claim to the land of Hindustan in the sultan-
ate period, political and religious discontinuities were negotiated through 
exchanging women, tokens of symbolic honor, between opposing sides.  

  The Landscape of the  Padmā  vat  

 Several contextual and interpretative maps impinge on the landscape of par-
adise in the  Padm  ā  vat  of Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī (c. 1540). The  Padm  ā  vat  
off ers us at fi rst glance a grand mystical progress through a fantasy landscape 
and an interior landscape of the self. The technical poetic language of the fi rst 
half of the  Padm  ā  vat  does much more than create a fantasy landscape; in the 
opening verses, Jāyasī praises Allah in terms that are fully engaged with and 
rooted in his local environment:

  He made the agallochum, musk, and vetiver. 
 He made both camphors, Bhīmasenī and Chinese. 
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 He made the snake, in whose mouth lives venom, 
 and also the charm that relieves a serpent’s sting. 
 He made the nectar of immortality, which gives eternal life, 
 and also the poison that kills the eater. 
 He made the sugarcane, sweet and juicy, 
 and the bitter gourd, a creeper with many fruit. 
 He made honey, which the bee brings and stores, 
 as well as blackbees, moths, and winged creatures. 
 He made the fox, the mouse, and the ant, 
 and all those who dig and burrow in the earth. 
 He made demons, haunters, and ghosts. 
 He made ghouls, Devas and Daityas. 
 He made eighteen thousand kinds and species, all diff erent in their 
 genus. 
  After he had adorned all of creation, he bestowed food and provender 

  to all [P 4.1–8].   

 This is a local, Hindustani landscape, and its use of words in dialect intrinsi-
cally reproduces the view from a small provincial center in Avadh or Bihar, in 
this case the town of Jais. It is a crowded landscape, full of the denizens of 
the Indian countryside, both natural and supernatural. The oppositional imag-
ery can be appreciated only by an inhabitant of Hindustan who has tasted 
both raw juicy sugarcane and the  karel  ā  or bitter gourd that children hate to 
this day. The supernatural and natural beings are all local ones; if Islamic 
referents are intended they are reimagined and presented in Hindavī, hence 
transformed into locally comprehensible beings. There is a larger transforma-
tion of subjectivity indicated here, in which a “foreign” religion is reimagined 
in purely local terms. 

 As a practicing Sufi  of both the Chishti and Mahdavi orders, Jāyasī tries, 
as Thomas de Bruijn notes, to convey his “vision of the unseen world.”  9   
His major strategy is to use words and imagery with multiple resonances to 
express the  rasa  of his story:

  The poet, the bard, and the lotus full of  rasa — 
 those who are near them are really far away, 
 and the distant are very close to them. 
 Too close, they are thorns with the fl ower. 
 From afar, they are drawn to them 
 like greedy ants to brown sugar. 
 The bee comes from the forest to smell the fragrance of the lotus. 

  The frogs will never get it, though they live next to the fl ower [P 24.6–8].   
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 The poet uses the image of the lotus full of  rasa  to represent the poetic per-
sona as a purveyor of the subtle fragrance of meaning. Aesthetic pleasure is 
connected with the scent of the unseen world, the  ‘ālam-i   ġ  haib , which can 
only be hinted at through suggestion. Those who are too close to the fl ower 
see only its literal surface, while the fragrance of the invisible world spreads 
far and wide to connoisseurs who can appreciate it. 

 Jāyasī’s own aesthetic purpose, his use of the Sufi  poetics of  rasa  and 
 dhvani  (suggestion), fi ts well within the literary tradition of the Hindavī Sufi  
romances. How a work as a whole can suggest a  rasa —the formation of an 
appropriate plot, the creative freedom to change a narrative pattern in accor-
dance with the  rasa , the creation of plot segments to enhance the  rasa , intensi-
fying and relaxing the  rasa  at appropriate moments, and using suitable fi gures 
of speech to enhance the  rasa   10  —are all part of Jāyasī’s poetic repertory. His 
use of many local symbolic vocabularies has often been read as a mark of his 
vernacular populism, or, even worse, his religious tolerance, a sign that he 
was, in A. G. Shirreff ’s phrase, the “prophet of unity.”  11   Reading the text within 
the Sufi  arrogation of the actual physical landscape demonstrates that Jāyasī 
was a competitor within a diverse religious and literary scene, not an apostle 
of religious unity. If his combination of elements constitutes a “syncretism,” it 
is a competitive syncretism rather than a peaceful one. 

 Jāyasī’s poem can also be understood within both Persian and Arabic sys-
tems of literary understanding. But there are other, more fantastic mappings 
in the  Padm  ā  vat , for Jāyasī creates a paradisal landscape on the faraway island 
of Singhala-dīpa as the locus of the action. This imaginary landscape conceals 
many levels of signifi cation, since Jāyasī uses coded tantric, yogic, and  bhakti  
devotional terms to suggest that the imaginary landscape on which Ratansen 
advances to attain Padmāvatī is also an interior landscape,  12   within which 
Ratansen crosses stages in the symbolic geography of the body (imagined as a 
city) to reach the Sufi  goal. 

 Jāyasī has also an acute sense of social position, of power and the politics 
of social interaction in Hindustan. Of the status-ridden, male-centered, and 
martial world of the Indian Muslim élite, he has this to say in his prologue, 
in the section in praise of Allah:

  He made man, and gave him dominion. 
 He made grain for food and provender for him. 
 He made the king who enjoys his realm. 
 He made elephants and horses and their trappings. 
 He made for him many pleasures. 
 He made some lords, and the others slaves. 
 He made wealth, from which comes pride. 
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 He made longings, which none can satisfy. 
 He made life, which all desire always. 
 He made death, from which none escape. 
 He made happiness, and delight and pleasure. 
 He made sorrow and anxiety and doubt. 
 He made some wealthy and others beggars. 
 He made property, and adversity, and wealth. 
 He made some powerless, and others lords of strength and might. 
  From ashes did He create them all, and to ashes did He return 

  them all [P 3.1–8].   

 This self-confi dent and dominant mapping of the cosmos and world intricately 
interweaves the metaphysics of Allah, the supreme lord of the universe, with 
the feel of inequality and social mastery. The verse weaves together motions 
and power structures to comment on social inequality while subordinating 
all to the monotheistic Creator; in other words, there is an established social 
order, in which kings and men are on top, and that is the will of Allah. No 
prophet of unity, our poet, but a man deeply conscious of social distinction 
and struggling to make the  Padm  ā  vat  the most ornately poetic and elaborate 
Sufi  romance in Hindavī, even through his protestations of modesty in the 

prologue.  

  Jāyası’̄s Lineage 

 A heated controversy rages around Jāyasī’s precise Sufi  affi  liation. In the elab-
orate set of spiritual lineages in his prologue, he praises the Chishti Shaikh 
Ashraf Jahāngīr Simnānī (d. 840  a.h./ 1436–37  a.d. ) as a radiant man of light 
who illuminated his heart with the light of love and divine knowledge. But the 
lifetime of this famous and peripatetic Sufi  shaikh is separated from Jāyasī’s 
own by several decades.  13   Sayyid Ashraf eventually settled down in Jaunpur after 
wandering through most of north India and Bengal. His legendary biography 
has a bearing on the  Padm  ā  vat , for there are episodes in this hagiography con-
cerning the Chishti takeover of the physical landscape of Jaunpur as well as 
describing life inside the hospices that the poet Jāyasī frequented as a disciple. 

 Ashraf Jahāngīr’s guide was Shaikh ‘Alā’ al- Ḥ aqq, among whose disciples 
was Shaikh Nūr Qut " b-i ‘Ālam of Pandua.  14   Three disciples of Ashraf Jahāngīr 
are mentioned in the prologue to the  Padm  ā  vat , a certain Hājī Shaikh, called a 
“fl awless jewel,” and Shaikh Mubārak and Shaikh Kamāl, referred to as “shin-
ing lamps” (P 17). The hagiographical literature provides details of a Kamāl 
Jogī, who becomes Shaikh Kamāl al-dīn; his tomb is outside Jais, and Jāyasī 
names him as one of his spiritual ancestors. Shirreff  notes that “the tomb 
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of Shaikh Kamāl, one of Jaisi’s spiritual ancestors, on the outskirts of Jais, is 
locally known as Pandit Kamal’s tomb.”  15   

 We know quite a bit about the identity and activities of this Pandit Kamāl 
or Shaikh Kamāl of the lineage descending from Ashraf Jahāngīr. Digby has 
traced, from Niz ' ām Yamanī’s  Lat "   ā’  if-i Ashraf  ī  (the “Subtleties of Ashraf,” an 
early-fi fteenth-century hagiographic collection about Ashraf Jahāngīr), a Kamāl 
Jogī who was tamed by the shaikh and converted to Islam. The episode under-
scores the competition between religious beliefs as well as the importance of 
establishing authority over particularly charged symbolic sites: 

 Before Ashraf Jahāngīr took fi nal leave of his  p  ī  r , Shaikh ‘Alāuddīn 
‘Ganj-i Nabāt’ Chishtī (“Treasury of Sugar”) of Pandwa in Bengal, the 
latter showed him in a vision where his tomb would lie . . . [W]hen 
Ashraf Jahāngīr arrived in Jaunpur, the local landholder Malik Ma ḥ mūd 
welcomed him and accompanied] him on his search for the place which 
he had seen in his vision. There then came into view a circular tank, 
upon seeing which the Shaikh said that this was the place that his  p  ī  r  
had revealed to him. [Malik Ma ḥ mūd] suggested that there was a diffi  -
culty, in that a Jogi resided there, and the Shaikh could only settle there 
if he had the power to confront him. The Shaikh said, “The Truth came 
and falsehood perished: lo, falsehood perishes! What is diffi  cult about 
driving out a body of unbelievers?” 

 [When the Shaikh sent for his servitor Jamāl al-dīn Rāvat, he was reluc-
tant to face the Jogi.] The Shaikh called him close to him and took some 
 p  ā  n  (betel) from his own mouth and put it in Jamāl al-dīn’s mouth with 
his own hand. As Jamāl al-dīn ate the  p  ā  n  he was overcome by a strange 
exaltation, and he bravely set out for the battle. He went to the Jogi and 
said, “We do not think it becoming to display miracles ( kar  ā  m  ā  t ), but we 
will give an answer to each of the powers ( istidr  ā  j ) which you display.” 
  The fi rst trick that the Jogi displayed was that from every direction 
swarms of black ants advanced towards Jamāluddīn; but they vanished 
when Jamāl-aldīn looked resolutely at them. After which an army of tigers 
appeared, but Jamāluddīn only said: “What harm can a tiger do to me?”

  At this all the tigers fl ed. After various other tricks the Jogi threw his 
staff  into the air. Jamāluddīn then asked for the staff  of the Shaikh and 
sent it up after it. The Shaikh’s staff  beat down that of the Jogi until it 
was brought to the ground. When the Jogi had exhausted all his tricks, 

he said, “Take me to the Shaikh! I will become a believer!”  16     

 The text further refers to the newly converted ‘Shaikh’ Kamāl as a  j  ā  mi‘-i riyāz.at-i 
shad  ī  dah va   s    .ā   ḥ   ib-i mu‘āmalah-i jad  ī  dah , which can be translated as “a combiner 
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of severe disciplines and possessor of a new enterprise.” As Digby indicates, 
these unusual epithets probably refer to the novel combination of “a previous 
mastery of Yogic techniques to which had been added progress on the Sufi  
path.”  17   Shaikh Kamāl was given the spiritual charge of the town of Jais, and 
may have been the source of Jāyasī’s use of yogic concepts and cosmology. 

 In addition to the spiritual descendants of Shaikh Ashraf Jahāngīr, a 
second Sufi  genealogy is given in the prologue in the person of a Shaikh 
named Burhān, mentioned as the actual  p  ī  r  of Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī. 
Shirreff  traced Shaikh Burhān’s spiritual lineage back to Shaikh ‘Alā’ al- Ḥ aqq, 
Shaikh Ashraf Jahāngīr’s  p  ī  r , via the alternative Bengali Chishti line descend-
ing through Shaikh Nūr Qut " b-i ‘Ālam, Shaikh Husām al-dīn Mānikpurī, Rāja 
 Ḥ āmid Shāh, Shaikh Dāniyāl, Sayyad Mu ḥ ammad, and Shaikh Allahdād. In a 
brilliant rereading of the lines of the prologue which refer to Shaikh Burhān, 
John Millis has established that Shaikh Burhān was a Mahdavi. He belonged 
to the millenarian movement started by Sayyid Mu ḥ ammad Jaunpurī, who 
declared himself the Mahdī or “divinely guided one” in 1495.  18   The Mahdavi 
affi  liation explains also the mystical content and ideas expressed in Jāyāsī’s 
shorter poems such as the  Akhr  ā  vat  (“Alphabet Poem”), an acrostic composed 
out of the elements of Mahdavi ideology, and the  Ā  khir  ī   Kal  ā  m  (“Discourse on 
the Last Day”), a foreshadowing of the events of doomsday and an expression 
of Jāyasī’s millenarian faith. 

 Millis has persuasively suggested that Jāyasī’s double affi  liation was part 
of the common phenomenon of multiple initiation into  silsilah s, and he links 
Shaikh Burhān to the historical Shaikh Burhān al-dīn An ṣ ārī of Kalpi:

  Jāyasī’s Shaikh “Burhānū” was the historical Sufi  saint Burhān ud-dīn 
Ansārī (usually called Shaikh Burhān) of Kalpi. He was quite famous; al-
Badaoni has mentioned him in  Munta  k ̣   habu-t-taw  ā  r  ī  k ̣   h , as has Abu-l Faz ' l 
in the  Ā’ī  n-i Akbar  ī . A fact which has been neglected by scholars studying 
Jāyasī is that Shaikh Burhān was quite likely Jāyasī’s instructor or at least 
his inspiration for writing  prem  ā  khy  ā  n s and for using Awadhi . . . . Jāyasī 
wrote that it was through Shaikh Burhān’s help that he “found his tal-
ent,” that his tongue was freed, and he began to compose “love poetry” 
( prema kabi ). The possibility of Shaikh Burhān instructing Jāyasī on 
such literary matters is confi rmed by what is known about the Shaikh. 
According to al-Badaoni Shaikh Burhān was not schooled in Arabic, but 
he did write beautiful poetry in Hindi on mystical topics . . . [S]uch verses 

in Awadhi by him have been found in old manuscripts.  19     

 Shaikh Burhān al-dīn lived, in al-Badāyūnī’s words, in a small, dark cell 
( ḥujrah-yi tang va t  ā  r  ī  k ), and was famous for his interest in Hindavī poetry 
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and his skill in versifying and reciting it. He was also the author of the  Fir  ā  q 
N  ā  mah  (“Account of Separation”), a Hindavī work that has not survived. The 
qualities for which his verse was prized were, according to al-Badāyūnī, “exhor-
tation, admonition, mysticism ( ta   ṣ   avvuf ), the longing of the human soul for 
God ( z ̱   auq ), the Unity of God ( tau   ḥ   ī  d ), and withdrawal from the world.”  20   

 Jāyasī composed the  Padm  ā  vat  under instruction from and among these teach-
ers and shaikhs who were sanctifying the lush physical landscape of northern India 
and using Hindavī and other local languages to express their Sufi  message. For the 
slow cultural transformation entailed in this process, both of the conquerors and of 
the conquered, we would do well to remember what Peter Brown has remarked on 
in another context, the Christianization of the late antique pagan world:

  [M]any . . . fourth-century persons lived in a universe bustling with the 
presence of many divine beings. In that universe, Christians, even the 
power of Christ and his servants, the martyrs, had come to stay. But they 
appear in a perspective to which our modern eyes take some time to 

adjust—they are set in an ancient, pre-Christian spiritual landscape.  21     

 Within such a crowded landscape of beliefs as Hindustan as their stage, it is 
no wonder that the Sufi s who traced their lineages and sources of authority 
back to Central Asia should also fi ght to establish themselves in an Indian 
landscape, squabbling over local holy places that were normally inhabited by 
yogis or ritual specialists of various descriptions, and who had to be conquered 

in order to sanctify Hindustan.  

  Cats, Yogis, and Conversions 

 Episodes of contest and conversion are common in the hagiographic literature 
of the Delhi sultanate,  22   and they point to two important features of Sufi  ideol-
ogy: the need to sanctify the physical landscape by establishing the  vil  ā  yah  or 
spiritual authority of the  p  ī  r , and the competition with yogis and other itiner-
ant holy men who laid claim to the same sites. This literature also off ers an 
account of the transmission of spiritual authority through the takeover of the 
physical landscape with the collaboration of the local landholder. This site is 
the very one inhabited by a yogi, who has to be tamed and converted by the 
Sufi  who intends to establish his hospice. Taking over a site meant that the 
previous inhabitants of the site had to accept the authority of the shaikh, a 
process that is often characterized as accepting or converting to Islam ( Isl  ā  m 
qub  ū  l kardan ). As we shall see, the term conceals a wide variety of positions 
and beliefs, putting into question any rigid notions of mutually exclusive reli-
gious worlds. 
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 These patterns of interaction with the Indian landscape—the competi-
tive production and marking of space in order to legitimate Chishti spiritual 
claims—continued beyond the period of the six great Chishti shaikhs who 
established the order in India. After this period, which ended with the death 
of Shaikh Nas	  īr al-dīn Ma ḥ mūd Chirāgh-i Dihlī in 1356, Chishti networks of 
authority and allegiance were dispersed throughout the subcontinent via the 
successors and disciples of the order. In the words of I. A. Zilli, the Chishtis 
were not  

  an integrated and centralized empire but a conglomeration of smaller 
and bigger autonomous principalities. When a disciple was raised to 
the status of a  khalifa  (successor), he was entitled to enroll disciples in 
his own right and organize his aff airs according to his own judgement; 
he was not at all answerable to anyone except his own  pir , bonds of 

love and aff ection notwithstanding.  23     

 Chishti networks of spiritual authority were changed further during the estab-
lishment of local regional sultanates such as Jaunpur in the fi fteenth century 
and challenged by the consolidation of other Sufi   silsilah s such as the Mahdavis, 
the Naqshbandis, the Shattaris, and the Suhravardis.  24   In 1540, when Jāyasī 
was composing his romance, the Chishtis were still well established in Delhi 
and much of northern India, though they were only one of the many groups 
competing for disciples. 

 The Chishti pattern of interaction with the physical landscape and its 
human and animal denizens continues to invest these living objects with 
supernatural causality. As Chishti holy men and their followers in competi-
tion with other groups construct hospices and tombs, even animals get drawn 
into this sanctifi cation of the physical landscape, as the  Lat "   ā’  if-i Ashraf  ī  makes 
clear in its account of the activities of Kamāl Jogi’s pet cat in Shaikh Ashraf 
Jahāngīr’s hospice:

  It had occurred to a disciple of Shaikh Ashraf Jahāngīr . . . that in former 
times there were Shaikhs whose glance had power over animals and 
birds; but he did not know whether such people existed at the present 
day. The Shaikh when he heard of this smiled and said: “Perhaps!” 
Now Kamāl the Jogī had a cat that sometimes used to pass in front 
of the Shaikh. The Shaikh ordered the cat to be brought into his pres-
ence and began a discourse on a holy topic. The Shaikh’s face gradually 
assumed such an expression that all present were struck with fear. The 
cat also listened to the discourse and was so aff ected that it fell down 
unconscious. When it came to its senses again, it began to rub the 
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feet of the Shaikh and then those of its other companions. After this it 
became a habit that when the Shaikh was talking upon divine myster-

ies, the cat never left the holy gathering.  25     

 From this account, which places the cat’s spiritual perspicacity within the ped-
agogical practice of the shaikh, we learn that an animal may be a more devout 
believer than hypocritical human beings, and that the shaikh’s power extends 
beyond the hearts and minds of human beings to the animal and heavenly 
worlds. This story echoes the famous couplets by the poet  Ḥ āfi z '  about the 
abilities of the cat of his rival ‘Imād-i Faqīh, an animal that the jurisconsult 
had trained to follow him in all his actions when he said his prayers: “The 
Sufi  lays his snare and opens his box of tricks; he inaugurates his deceits with 
the juggling heavens. O graceful partridge, who walks so proudly and prettily, 
don’t be deceived because the ascetic’s cat has said its prayers!”  26   The trium-
phant “conversion” of this yogi, and the sanctity and perspicacity of his pet 
cat, are emblematic of a larger process of spiritual conquest that includes the 
sanctifi cation of the animals as well as the people in the local landscape. 

 Further anecdotes about the power of Kamāl Jogī, and of his cat, illustrate 
the ongoing work of training disciples and converting unbelievers: 

 When travellers were about to arrive at the  k ̣   h  ā  naq  ā  h , the cat used 
to indicate their numbers by mewing. From this the servitors of the 
 k ̣   h  ā  naq  ā  h  would know for how many guests to lay the cloth for a meal. 
At the time when the food was served, the cat also was given a portion 
equal those of the others who were present, and sometimes it was sent 
to bring members of the company who had been summoned. It would 
go to the cell of the person who had been called, and by mewing insis-
tently or banging against the door would make him understand that the 
Shaikh had summoned him. 
  One day a party of dervishes had arrived at the  k ̣   h  ā  naq  ā  h . The cat 
mewed as usual, but when the food was brought it appeared to be short 
by one portion. The Shaikh turned to the cat and said, “Why have you 
made a mistake today?” 
  The cat immediately went around and began to sniff  at each of the 
dervishes of the party. When it came to the head of the band, it jumped 
on his knee and pissed. When the Shaikh saw what had happened, he 
said, “The poor cat has done nothing wrong: this man is a stranger [an 
unbeliever]!” 
  The head of the band immediately cast himself at the feet of the 
Shaikh and said: “I am a  Dahriyya  [materialist]. For twelve years I have 
travelled through the world wearing the garments of Islam. It was my 
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intention that if it should so befall that some Sufi  recognized me, I 
would accept Islam. Till now none has known my secret, but that cat 
has revealed it. Today I accept Islam!” The Shaikh taught him the words 
of faith, made him his disciple, and gave him austerities and spiritual 
exercises to perform. Some time afterwards, when it appeared that his 
interior self had been cleansed, the Shaikh honoured him with his  ij  ā  zat  
[license] and  k ̣   hil  ā  fat  [succession], and entrusted to him the spiritual 

guidance of Istanbul [ sic! ].  27     

 This fascinating and somewhat fanciful episode has several important implications. 
First, historical agents are capable of multiple religious affi  liations. Changes from 
one system to another do not necessarily involve renunciation of all the beliefs 
previously held. Rather, the convert recasts the old beliefs and practices into a new 
framework, overtly Sufi  and Islamic but containing important elements of other 
religious systems. As Richard Eaton has demonstrated, old-fashioned theories of 
force, political patronage, or the social liberation off ered by Islam are simply inad-
equate to describe the mass conversions that took place.  28   Instead, we have to look 
at the evidence of slow growth and mutual assimilation, of generational patterns 
of change that span anachronistically imagined religious divides. 

 Second, once converted, disciples were routinely entrusted with the task 
of establishing the beliefs and spiritual practices of their s ilsilah  in ever-more-
far-fl ung territories. Aside from establishing the living presence of the  silsilah  
in new lands and marking them as the spiritual territory of the  p  ī  r  ( vil  ā  yah ), 
Sufi s were buried in tombs that became the focus of devotional cults for local 
populations. These concrete remains of holiness were perceived as reservoirs 
of spiritual power or  barakah  to be tapped by petitioners in any exigency. All 
who were associated with the cultus of the shaikh were drawn into these tomb 
cults, as the account of the martyrdom of Shaikh Kamāl’s holy cat indicates:

  The cat remained alive until after the death of the Shaikh. One day the 
 sajj  ā  dah-nash  ī  n  [successor] of the Shaikh had put a pot of milk upon 
the fi re in order to cook  sh  ī  r-birinj  [rice-pudding], and it chanced that a 
snake fell into the pot. The cat saw this and prowled around the pot. 
It would not budge from the place and it mewed several times, but the 
cook did not understand and drove it out of the kitchen. When the cat 
saw that there was no way of making the cook understand, it leapt into 
the pot and surrendered its life. The rice then had to be thrown away, 
and in it the black snake was discovered. The  sajj  ā  dah-nash  ī  n  remarked 
that the cat had sacrifi ced its own life for the sake of dervishes, and 
a tomb should be built for it. So the cat was buried near the tomb of 
Sayyid Ashraf Jahāngīr, and a structure was erected over its grave.  29     
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 Along with the tombs of Shaikh Ashraf Jahāngīr and Shaikh Kamāl, the cat’s 
tomb too was presumably the object of veneration for devotees. It is not known 
whether the tiny structure still survives, but the account is a perfect cap for the 
dynamic of contest, conversion, and the marking of spiritual territory. A similar 
impulse may be seen in the drive to build aristocratic tombs near the dargahs 
of Sufi  shaikhs in Delhi, the medieval necropolis  par excellence . Jāyasī as a his-
torical fi gure can be set within these larger impulses toward the competitive 
arrogation of Avadh and Bihar, the eastern extremities of the local landscape of 
Hindustan, and the production of a distinctive regional literary and devotional 
culture. This competitive cultural landscape and its politics are an essential part 

of the mystical progress of the hero in the narrative of the  Padm  ā  vat .   

  Language and Landscape: The Island 
of Singhala-dıp̄a 

 In the fi rst half of the  Padm  ā  vat , the poet uses charged language—tantric, 
yogic, and  bhakti  devotional terminology—and symbolic vocabularies for spiri-
tual progress and romantic fantasy, in order to map the paradisal landscape of 
Singhala-dīpa. Jāyasī begins by invoking the Sufi  theology of manifestation in 
an elaborate formulaic prologue. God is the Creator,  Kart  ā  or  al-Khāliq , who 
has two aspects, Manifest ( Praka   ṭ   a  =  al-Z"     ā  hir ) and Hidden ( Guputa  =  al-Bāt " in ), 
which pervade all reality. Nature thus presents a visible, manifest face to the 
senses, but also has a hidden or secret side known only to God. Using an 
impassioned Hindavī phrase, Jāyasī calls Allah the  nirmala n  ā  n  ̱  v a, the “spotless 
name” (P 8.7). The term is common to many north Indian devotional poets, 
but in the literary tradition of the  prem  ā  khy  ā  n s this divine absolute is repre-
sented as the heroine of the love story, who is born in a paradisal landscape. 

 The story opens with a landscape of paradise, the fabulous Singhala-dīpa, 
where the heroine Padmāvatī will be born, a shadow of the Qur’ānic  jannah  
on earth. The seeker has to cross many shifting stages within this symbolic 
geography, which makes use of whatever materials come to hand. In this case, 
since their closest contacts, competitors, and collaborators were the yogis, it is 
yogic symbolism that is deployed to express the distinctive Sufi  agenda. Jāyasī’s 
opening verse maps onto a woman’s body the classical Indic cosmology of 
the seven islands or continents of the world. The reference to “description” 
( barana ) as a refl ecting mirror signals the momentary glimmering of the “true 
form” ( r  ū  pa ) in its shining surface:

  Now I shall sing a tale of Singhala-dīpa, 
 and describe for you the beauty of Padminī. 
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 Description is a mirror, that is its specialty. 
 It shows whatever exists in its true form. 
 Blessed is that land, where the women are lamps, 
 and where God made Padminī incarnate. 
 Everyone describes the seven islands, 
 but not one comes close to rivaling that one. 
 The isle of lamps is not as radiant. 
 Serendib, the isle of gold, doesn’t compare. 
 The isle of Jambu, the rose-apple tree, 
 does not come close to it, I tell you. 
 The isle of La ṅ kā cannot match this refl ection. 
 Kumbha, the island of pitchers, fl ed to the forest. 

 And the honeyed isle of Madhu destroyed man [P 25.1–7].   

 Jāyasī here uses the technique of resonance or suggestion as it is found in 
Sanskrit poetry. The parts of a woman’s body sparkle like lamps in the mirror 
of suggestion: the lamps on the isle of lamps,  diy  ā  -d  ī  pa  (itself a pun on lamp 
and island,  d  ī  pa ), could be eyes, while Serendib can also mean the island of 
ears, and the black rose-apple in its epithet signifi es a woman’s raven hair. 
La ṅ kā or  la   ṅ   ka  is also waist, while Kumbha-dvīpa or “pitcher-isle” suggests 
breasts. The fi nal image of the destruction of man lays the blame on the island 
of Mahu-sthala or Madhu-sthala, the secret parts of a woman. The fi gures used 
to refl ect both form and landscape in the mirror ( darpana ) of Jāyasī’s poem 
give the reader clues to multiple meanings. The best island of all is the home 
of the heroine Padmāvatī. 

 The ensuing description of the island approximates in poetic terms the 
Qur’ānic notion of paradise as a garden.  30   Here Jayasī creates an imaginary 
landscape, a lush garden with lakes, mango orchards, sandalwood trees, and 
beautiful pavilions set among colorful fl owerbeds:

  And if anyone ever comes to that isle, 
 he seems to approach paradise: on every side 
 are planted thick mango-groves, 
 rising from the earth to meet the sky. 
 Everywhere there are fragrant sandalwood trees, 
 world-shadowing, they make day into night. 
 Scented breezes blow in their pleasant shade 
 and even the hot month of Je ṭ h feels wintry. 
 Their dark shade is so much like night 
 that the blue sky seems green under them. 
 When a traveler comes there, faint from sun, 
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 he forgets his troubles, rests at ease. 
 Whoever fi nds this perfect shade, 
 never goes out to face the sun’s rays. 
 Those dense mango groves, impossible to describe, are endless. 
  They blossom and bear fruit all year long, in an eternal 

  springtime [P 27.1–8].   

 The language here reimagines into an Indian landscape the garden described in 
the Qur’ān. As Sūrah 77, verses 41–42, makes clear, the true believers shall enjoy 
the afterlife: “As to the righteous, they shall be amidst (cool) shades and foun-
tains, and (they shall have) fruits, all they desire.” The fi rst couplet in this passage 
of Jāyasī’s text, however, indirectly suggests  jannah  or paradise: “And if anyone 
ever comes to that isle, he seems to approach paradise” (P 27.1).  31   He uses the 
Avadhi term  kabil  ā  sa  (Sanskrit Kailāsa, Śiva’s heaven) to suggest the Qur’ānic  jan-
nat , and reimagines the heavenly shade and fountains and fruits as shady mango 
orchards ( amar  āī ) blossoming and bearing fruit “in an eternal springtime.” 

 Jāyasī goes on to recast into Hindavī the widespread Sufi  convention that 
the birds of the world praise their Creator in their diff erent tongues. The 
theme is already well known in Persian poetry, as for instance in  Ḥ akīm 
Sanā’ī’s “Litany of the Birds,”  32   in which every bird has its own way of praising 
Allah. Similarly, Jāyasī uses Indian birds and their special calls to suggest that 
the new garden that praises Allah is in Avadh:

  Birds live there, singing in many tongues, 
 joyous whenever they see the branches. 
 At dawn, the honey-suckers pipe up, 
 and doves cry out, “One alone, only You.” 
 Mynahs and parrots play about chirping, 
 and pigeons coo in their own voice. 
 “My love, my love!” cries the  pap  ī  h  ā , 
 and the warbler sings, “Just You, just You!” 
 The cuckoo coos “Ku-hu, ku-hu!” 
 while blackbirds speak in many tongues. 
 “I burn, I burn!” says the  mahar  ī , 
 the green pigeon, plaintive, cries his woe. 
 The peacock shrills pleasantly, 
 and the crows caw noisily. 
 In the whole garden, all the birds of the world sit 
  praising the Creator, each in his own tongue [P 29.1–8].   

 The doves’ cry of “One alone, only You!” and the songs of the warblers and 
 pap  ī  h  ā s fi t the Qur’ānic attestation that “everything was created in order to 
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worship God. Everything praises God with its own voice.”  33   Even when the 
tongue is silent or lacking, the  lis  ā  n al-   ḥ   ā  l  or “tongue of one’s state” comes into 
play, a nonverbal language through which everything involuntarily and con-
stantly praises God, by means of the “state” in which He created it. Peacocks 
and cuckoos, whose calls ordinarily signify the monsoons and the summer, 
here join a chorus of birds proclaiming the message of Islamic monotheism. 

 Jāyasī goes on to place his imaginary Sufi  landscape within a full range of 
Indian religious renunciants, the competitors of the Chishti Sufi s. The passage 
that follows harnesses the cartographic impulse in Indian religions, which rei-
magines place in terms of pilgrimage sites ( t  ī  rtha s), to demonstrate the supe-
riority of the holy landscape of Singhala-dīpa:

  At every step, there are wells and step-wells, 
 built fi ne with seats and broad steps. 
 Everywhere there are beautiful lakes, 
 named for all the fords of pilgrimage. 
 Around them are well-adorned temples and pavilions, 
 with yogis and ascetics all sitting in meditation. 
 Some are sages, some are renunciants, 
 some are focussed on Rāma, others stay for a month.  34   
 Some are on the path of celibacy, 
 and some are Digambaras, who remain naked. 
 Śaivas and wanderers and mendicants are there, 
 and those who are disappointed in the path of love. 
 Some cover themselves with ashes like Śiva, 
 others go everywhere as mendicants. 
 Some try left and right paths to the Goddess, Śakti. 
 White-clad  s  ā  dh  ū s, Jains, and forest-dwellers, adepts, seekers 
 and  avadh  ū  ta s, 
  all sit there solemnly in meditation, burning their mortal bodies 

  to ash [P 30.1–8].   

 The variety and all-inclusiveness of Jāyasī’s list spans the religious spectrum 
from naked Jains to devotees of the god Rāma, Nāth panthī yogis, wandering 
mendicants, tantric worshippers of the goddess Śakti, and all manner of holy 
men. All of them come to Singhala-dīpa in order to pray and mortify them-
selves at its holy sites, hoping to gain salvation at its fords and step wells. 

 Jāyasī next represents the spiritual center of Singhala as a holy lake, the 
Mānasarodaka or Mānasarovara. In Sanskrit poetic convention, the Mānasa 
lake near Śiva’s mountain home Kailāsa is the true home of the soul, to which 
it fl ies from the toils and travails of this mortal world. The human soul is 
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imagined as a migratory  ha   ṃ   sa  bird or goose who longs to return home. But 
the Mānasarovara is also an internal station in the yogic body, just below the 
tenth door or  dasam dv  ā  ra  (the secret opening):

  How can one look at Mānasarodaka, the holy lake? 
 It is fuller than the ocean, and fathomless. 
 Its water is pure and lustrous as pearls— 
 nectar does not equal that camphor-scented water. 
 They took rare lapis lazuli from Lanka 
 to make the broad ghats around the lake, 
 and set winding stairs on all its sides 
 for people to climb up and down. 
 Crimson lotuses fl ower there, 
 and each bloom has a thousand petals. 
 When a shell opens up to yield a pearl, 
 beautiful geese peck it up and play, 
 golden birds swimming on the water, 
 like pictures etched in gold. 
 Trees with ambrosial fruit grow on all its four banks. 

  Whoever sees that beautiful lake feels no hunger or thirst [P 31.1–8].   

 The geese playing on the lake, suggesting human souls in paradise, are “pictures 
etched in gold” among the crimson lotuses. The fl owering lotuses with a thousand 
petals refer to the thousand-petaled lotus ( sahasra-dala kamala ) of the yogic body 
where the ascetic can taste the rain of nectar through controlling and redirecting 
spiritual energies. The easing of hunger and thirst is a reference to the frequently 
expressed Qur’ānic idea that believers in heaven will get ample food and drink 
and all their needs will be satisfi ed in the garden of delights (38:49–52, 79:41). 

 Jāyasī uses words that are loaded with resonances of the religious systems 
with which his audiences were familiar. He uses technical terms freely at various 
junctures to suggest invisible spiritual meanings. The birds warble the Names of 
Allah, and complain of their burning desire and their separation from their loves. 
All the fl owers of India—the fragrant screwpine ( kev  ṟ  ā ), the golden magnolia 
( campaka ), jasmines of various kinds,  kadamba , marigold, dog-roses,  maulasiri s, 
and citrons—add their color and fragrance to the enchanting island paradise and 
excite both the audience and the characters in the story to anticipate the erotic 
 rasa  ( ś   ṛ  ṅ   g  ā  ra ), here recast into Jāyasī’s central aesthetic of  prema-rasa . 

 Within this imaginary landscape of paradise, Jāyasī now invokes another 
symbolic plane: the interior landscape of the ascetic’s body, imagined in terms 
borrowed from tantric, alchemical, and yogic practice. The most important of 
these symbolic vocabularies derives from the songs of the Buddhist and tantric 
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Siddhas, as exemplifi ed in the  C  ā  ry  ā  -g  ī  ti-ko  ś  a  and the poems of Kāh ṇ ipā and 
other adepts of the ninth and tenth centuries.  35   David White has noted the 
coincidence of these systems in the later literature of the Nāths, stating that 
“the language of . . .  ha   ṭ   ha yoga  is often nothing other than a projection of 
alchemical discourse upon the human body. The human body is an alchemi-
cal body.”  36   Jāyasī evokes the sense of alchemical and spiritual transformation 
as he describes the island of Singhala-dīpa as an imaginary and an interior 
landscape. The  Padm  ā  vat  is part of the historical formation of diff erent sets of 
new Indo-Aryan poetic traditions out of the ascetic terminology and praxis of 
the Gorakhnāthī yogis, using Nāth  panth  ī  as well as Islamic terms. 

 Jāyasī’s spatialization of the subtle body through the technical language of 
yoga and tantra creates the eff ect of internalizing vision through the tropes of 
a built and embodied landscape. His idea of the body as a city can be traced 
back to the songs of Kāh ṇ ipā:

  Kāh ṇ a, the  k  ā  p  ā  l  ī  ascetic, entered into ascetic practice. 

 He wanders in the city of the body in non-dual form.  37     

 The  Gorakhb  ā  n  ī  greatly elaborates on the “city of the body” ( deha-nagar  ī ,  k  ā  y  ā  
 nagara ), the symbolic body of the practitioner, who must master breath control 
to enter within:

  Adept, such is our city, look there at its door! 
 Gorakh declares this after much thought: 
 the traffi  c in its market is inhalation and exhalation! 
 Nine doors appear plainly to the sight, 
 but the tenth door cannot be seen. 
 Eighteen kinds of wood crown the fort, 
 built up in countless chambers. 
 Over the nine doors, chains are set and engines spin 

 so that the fortress cannot be conquered.   38     

 The nine gates are the nine openings of the body, the mouth, eyes, ears, nos-
trils, and the organs of excretion and reproduction. The tenth door is the secret 
opening ( brahma-randhra ) between and above the eyes in the subtle body, 
through which the practitioner can enter the microcosmic universe within. 

 Similarly, Jāyasī’s description of the city of Singhala represents both the 
yogic body and a lofty fortress:

  The sun and the moon cannot fl y over it. 
 They hold themselves back and circle that high fort, 
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 else their chariots would crash into dust. 
 Nine gates it has, made of adamant, 
 with a thousand soldiers at each. 
 Five captains of the guard make their circuit, 
 and the gates shake at the tread of their feet. 
  . . . Golden slabs inlaid with blue lapis 
 are set as the stairways of the sparkling fort. 
 The nine stories have nine gates, each with its doors of adamant. 
  Four days it takes to climb to the top, if one climbs on the path 

  of truth [P 41.1–3, 7–8].   

 The fi ve captains suggest the fi ve senses that guard the body. The four days 
suggest obliquely the four stages of the Sufi  path,  sharī‘ah  (following the law), 
 ṭ.ar  ī  qah  (the Sufi  way),  ma‘rifah  (gnosis), and   ḥ   aq  ī  qah  (realizing the truth). 
Alternatively, they could be a reference to the four states of existence,  n  ā  s  ū  t  
(the human world),  malak  ū  t  (the angelic world),  jabar  ū  t  (the heavenly realm), 
and  l  ā  h  ū  t  (absolute divinity).  39   

 The next verse continues to map onto the paradisal city all of these esoteric 
Sufi  terms for practices. The seeker has to climb up above the nine gates of 
the city/body to the secret or hidden tenth door, the  brahma-randhra , through 
which he can escape into the  brahm  ā   ṇ  ḍ   a  (the mundane egg = the cosmos) 
within:

  Above the nine stories is the tenth door, 
 where the royal clock strikes. 
 When each hour is over, the clock is struck, 

 and so it continues through the watches [P 42.1–2].   

 The royal clock or clepsydra marks time for the fort/body. In the  Gorakhb  ā  n  ī , 
too, the clock marks the unstruck or mystic sound within:

  The clock of the unstruck sound reverberates, 

 and the two lamps of the primal light stay burning.  40     

 Jāyasī uses these elements in new ways. In his text, as Millis notes, the clock’s 
regular chimes suggest the regulation of the  bindu , semen or nectar in the 
yogi’s symbolic body, which the yogi must control in order to arrest time and 
mortal decay.  41   

 In consonance with the absence of a consistent “allegorical” scheme, the 
next verse refers ambiguously to two rivers that fl ow in the fort. These could 
refer to the Qur’ānic rivers of milk, water, wine, and honey (47: 15) at the 
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center of the garden of paradise, which believers enjoy in the afterlife: “In 
it are rivers of water incorruptible; rivers of milk of which the taste never 
changes; rivers of wine, a joy to those who drink; and rivers of honey pure 
and clear.” Jāyasī’s verse reads:

  At the fort there are two rivers, 
 that fl ow perpetually with milk and water, 
 never-ending, like Draupadī’s platter. 
 And there is a lake of crushed pearls, 
 its water like nectar, camphor its clay. 
 Only the King drinks its water, 

 and never grows old as long as he lives [P 43.1–3].   

 The lake of crushed pearls suggests the yogic  am   ṛ   ta-ku   ṇ  ḍ   a  or pool of nectar 
that is located between the eyes in the symbolic geography of the yogic body.  42   
As Charlotte Vaudeville has noted,  

  Potions of Immortality play a great part in Tantric theories.  Am   ṛ   t  
(ambrosia) is conceived as a Liquor fl owing from the Moon, i. e. the 
 sahasradal  formed by a thousand petals. The Nāth-yogīs believe that, 
from the  sahasradal , fl ows a wonderful Liquor: by the blockade of the 
breath, the Yogī forces the liquor along the  su   ṣ   umn  ā  -n  ā  d  ī  into the 
 sahasradal , where it is drunk by the  j  ī  v  ā  tm  ā , the living Soul which then 

obtains Immortality.  43     

 Jāyasī’s rivers and the pool of nectar also resonate with this symbolism of the left, 
right, and central mystical channels ( n  ā   ḍ   ī s) in the subtle body, the  I   ḍ   ā ,  Pi   ṅ   gal  ā , 
and  Su   ṣ   umn  ā . The goal of yogic and tantric practice is to channel vital fl uid 
( rasa  or semen), breath, and heat and to move it up the central channel until 
it reaches the thousand-petaled lotus between the eyes. In the words of David 
White, “It is this nectar that gradually fi lls out the moon in the cranial vault 
such that, at the conclusion of this process, the lunar orb, now brimming with 
nectar, is possessed of its full complement of sixteen digits . . . [T]his transforma-
tion of semen into nectar wholly transforms the body, rendering it immortal.”  44   

 If the body is a fort, its ruler the king is the soul ( r  ū   ḥ  ), who can be trans-
formed through the appropriate spiritual practices. The symbolism is again trace-
able to the  Gorakhb  ā  n  ī , in which the allegorical references are made explicit:

  Hari, emperor of the vital breath, is its lord, 
 thought is the  qadi , and the fi ve senses are ministers. 
 The mind and the breath are horse and elephant, 
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 and knowledge is its inexhaustible treasure. 
 Call our body a city, and the mind is its minister. 
 Awareness is the captain on guard there— 
 no thief can even peep through the door! 
  . . . Gorakh, grandson of Ādināth and son of Matsyendra, 

 has established this city of the body.  45     

 In Jāyasī’s text, the King is well established in his city, with vassals who are 
lords of horses, elephants, forts, and men. The interlinear Persian gloss of 
the Rampur manuscript interprets these as the equivalents of the four chief 
Islamic angels: Jibrīl, Mikā’īl, Isrāfīl, and ‘Azrā’īl.  46   

 Jāyasī uses this vision of orderly rule in his own symbolic geography of the 
body, adding elements to the basic image. At the holy lake, the Mānasarodaka, 
fl owers a golden tree:

  Near the lake is a golden tree, 
 like the wishing-tree from Indra’s heaven. 
 Its roots go down to the nether world, 
 and its branches up to heaven. 
 The vine of immortality grows on the tree, 
 who can attain that immortal creeper? 
 The moon is its fruit and the stars its leaves 
 and its radiance spreads till the limits of the city. 
 Only the one who does many austerities, 

 can taste its fruit, become a youth from an old man [P 43.4–7].   

 The celestial tree suggests the  sidrat al-muntah  á  or lote tree of the furthest 
extremity, the magical tree that is radiant with God’s light and is the point 
of demarcation between the manifest world and the unseen. The tree is 
here translated into Hindavī as the  kalpataru  or wishing tree of Indra’s 
heaven, where the creeper of immortality ( amarabeli ) grows. The slender 
creeper suggests also the personifi cation of ṭ. ū  bá , the tree of blessedness 
in the  Qur’ān  (13:29): “parallel to the  sidra  tree . . . the wonderful tree in 
Paradise, more slender and elegant than a cypress, and conveying shade to 
those who draw near to it.”  47   Only the Sufi  who can mortify himself can 
realize truth, harvest the creeper on the golden tree. Diff erent audiences 
would understand this polysemous poetic symbol either as Indra’s wishing 
tree or as the Qur’ānic lote tree. 

 Jāyasī adapts elements from Nāth  panth  ī  notions of the body, from the 
Qur’ānic idea of Paradise, and from Indian mythologies of heaven into a Sufi  
ascetic body that has its own logic of transformation into immortality. As 
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Annemarie Schimmel notes, “notwithstanding its enormous spatial extension, 
Paradise seems rather an enclosed garden, as were the gardens in the East: 
surrounded by God’s greatness, the garden becomes . . . in mystical interpreta-
tion the  Weltinnenraum , the inner aspect of creation.”  48   Thus the landscape of 
paradise can refer simultaneously to Singhala, a fabled island, to the Qur’ānic 
idea of heaven, to the interior geography of the symbolic body, and to Jāyasī’s 
distinctive embodied city. 

  The Parrot as Sufi  Spiritual Guide 

 Within the landscape of paradise with its many resonances, the beautiful 
Padmāvatī is born, stunningly lovely and a refl ection of the divine light:

  Singhala is called a  d  ī  pa , an island, 
 because such a lamp,  d  ī  pa , shone in that place. 
 First that light was created in the heavens, 
 then shone as a jewel on her father’s forehead. 
 That light descended into her mother’s body, 
 and in her womb it received great honor. 
 As the months of pregnancy were fulfi lled, 
 she became more radiant day by day. 
 Like a clay lamp shaded by a thin veil, 

 just so her heart was shining with light [P 50.3–7].   

 Here the poet suggests God’s light, which is incarnated in Padmāvatī, yet sepa-
rate from her as a lamp is separate from the cloth that screens it ( jasa a  ñ  cala 
jh  ī  ne manh diyā/ tasa ujiy  ā  ra dekh  ā  vai hiy  ā ). The verse also hints at the  mishk  ā  t 
al-anv  ā  r , the niche for lamps in the famous Light verse of the  Qur’ān  (24:35).  49   
Rather than a brilliant star, however, the poet goes on to compare Padmāvatī to 
the moon in its splendor on the second day of the month (when there are no 
marks on it), for the moon functions as a mystical symbol.  50   

 The princess is a  padmin  ī  or lotus woman in terms of Sanskrit erotic the-
ory, the best of the four classes of women. She personifi es the ideal of beauty 
described, for instance, in the  Rati-ma  ñ  jar  ī  or “Bouquet of Passion”: “she is 
lotus-eyed, with small nostrils, with a pair of breasts close together, with nice 
hair and a slender frame; she speaks soft words and is cultured, steeped in 
songs and [knowledge of ] musical instruments, dressed well on her entire 
body, the lotus-woman, the lotus-scented one.”  51   The poet constantly plays 
on the similarity between Padminī and Padmāvatī, using both names for his 
heroine and frequently inventing ingenious imagery connected with lotuses. 
Her father, King Gandharvasen, keeps her in a seven-storied tower, where the 
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golden parrot Hīrāman tutors her in all the traditional arts and sciences. He is 
the Brahmin among all the birds, wise beyond compare. Gandharvasen does 
not consider anyone equal to his daughter in status, and so will not accept any 
marriage proposals for her. As she grows older she begins to be tormented 
by longing, by desire for a lover worthy of her. Hīrāman off ers to fl y over all 
the lands of the earth for her, to fi nd her an acceptable husband. The king 
hears of the dangerous knowledge that the parrot is imparting and threatens 
to have him killed. But the princess protects him by protesting to her father 
that he is but a bird who repeats what he hears others say, having no reason-
ing intelligence of his own. For the moment, Hīrāman is safe, but his days in 
Singhala-dīpa are numbered. 

 One day the princess and her friends go to play at the fabulous lake, the 
Mānasarodaka. The virgin girls are like innocent souls in paradise, and their 
play suggests the divine fl ashes of manifestation upon the beautiful surface of 
the lake. One of the games that they play is to dive for pebbles in the lake. 
Unfortunately, one of the women loses her jeweled necklace, but the lake gen-
erously gives it back. Jāyasī’s description animates the landscape and makes 
the lake speak out to the players as a character who has been purifi ed by a 
touch of divine beauty:

  Said the lake, “I have gained what I desired. 
 Beauty, the philosopher’s stone, has touched me. 
 I have become pure at the touch of their feet. 
 Seeing their beauty, I have become beautiful. 
 A sandal-scented breeze came from her body. 
 I have become cool, my burning anguish is gone. 
 I don’t know who brought this fragrant breeze here, 
 but my state is now pure, all my sins are lost.” 
 Instantly, he gave up the necklace. 

 Her friends picked it up, and the moon smiled . . . . [P 65.1–5]   

 Beauty ( r  ū  pa  or the Sufi  quality of  jam  ā  l ) functions as a philosopher’s stone, 
turning lead into gold, mud into pure water, human beings into spiritually 
realized beings. Padmāvatī’s participation, in consonance with the imagery 
describing her birth and incarnation, suggests the unfolding of divine essence 
into the world of phenomena. The sight of her beauty is enough to cause anx-
ious lovers to swoon and lakes to bloom with lotuses. 

 But all is not well at the palace, for Hīrāman the parrot sees a large, fero-
cious cat on the prowl. He fl ees from his cage in terror and fl ies away to the 
forest, where he lives happily in the trees with the other parrots. Padmāvatī is 
informed, and mourns the empty cage Hīrāman has left behind. She and her 
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friends think he is dead. Meanwhile Hīrāman is trapped by a fowler who walks 
around in the forest to catch birds with a decoy tree whose foliage artfully conceals 
forks smeared with birdlime. The parrot is sold to a Brahmin merchant who has 
arrived from Chittaur, where King Ratansen rules. The Brahmin sells Hīrāman to 
King Ratansen for a hundred thousand rupees, and the King makes the parrot his 
favored counselor in all matters. One day, when the King is out hunting, Queen 
Nāgmatī comes to the parrot and asks him who is the fairer, she or the fabled 
Padmāvatī who lives in Singhala-dīpa. The parrot laughs at her and tells her that 
she is like the night compared to Padmāvatī’s day. Nāgmatī is enraged, and fearful 
that the parrot may excite desire for Padmāvatī in the king’s mind. She sends her 
maid to kill him, but the maid puts Hīrāman in a place of safety. 

 When Ratansen returns from the hunt, Nāgmatī tells him a cat has car-
ried off  the parrot, and he is distraught. He threatens Nāgmatī with death and 
commands her to produce the bird. Nāgmatī goes to her maid in desperation. 
Playing on the similarity between the words  rasa  and  risa  (anger), the maid tells 
her that anger produces discord and is the enemy of love. She has, however, 
saved the bird’s life, and brings Hīrāman back. The king questions the parrot, 
and Hīrāman tells him about the path of truth ( sat ) and love. As Thomas de 
Bruijn notes, Jāyasī’s use of  sat  or truth (  ḥ   aqq ) in connection with love ( prema ) 
draws on the Sanskrit words  sattva  (essence) and  satya  (truth, goodness), to 
suggest “the divine essence” within all human beings.  52   Moreover, the use of 
this Hindavī equivalent for   ḥ   aqq  (truth) suggests that the true meaning of the 
journey to Singhala-dīpa is the voyage of self-discovery.  

  Hīrāman begins the process of instructing Ratansen: 
 “O King, how can I tell you about it? 
 The isle of Singhala-dīpa is like Paradise. 
 Whoever goes there is entranced 
 and cannot return, though aeons pass. 
 In every house there are Padminīs 
 of all the thirty-six castes. 
 Every day is springtime, day and night. 
 All the fl owers of the world 
 blossom there as fragrant maidens. 
 Gandharvasen is the mighty King, 
 like Indra among his  apsar  ā s. 
 Padmāvatī is his daughter. 

 and she is the most radiant of all lamps . . . . ” [P 95.1–6]   

 King Ratansen is immediately excited to hear of her, and asks the parrot to 
describe the beauty of Padmāvatī, and what he means by love, since his heart 
is now afl ame with desire. 
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 Hīrāman goes on to indicate that the path of true love is a path on which 
one has to annihilate oneself, a reference to the Sufi  value of  fan  ā  or dying to 
one’s lower self. He defi nes the connection between love and death:

  “Listen, O King, and don’t forget: 
 love is diffi  cult, and one has to die, 
 to give one’s head for it. 
 If one falls into love’s noose, 
 the noose will not break, 

 though many have given up their lives” [P 97.1–2].   

 The king protests, and says that he is willing to brave all sorrows to gain the 
honey of love. He heaves a deep sigh and responds to the parrot’s instruction:

  “Do not speak these hopeless words! 
 Even though love is so hard and diffi  cult, 
 whoever plays this game safely traverses 

 both this world and the hereafter . . . . ” [P 98.1–2]   

 He demands that the wise parrot describe Padmāvatī’s matchless beauty to 
him from head to foot. Hīrāman launches into an elaborate description of her 
charms, proceeding, in the manner of the  sar  ā  p  ā , from the dark fragrant locks 
on the top of her head to the jingling anklets on her feet. 

 The king faints away, overcome with passion, and when he comes back to 
consciousness, he wants Padmāvatī. The parrot advises him that the path of love 
is a diffi  cult one, and in order to gain his desire he will have to renounce the 
world. Singhala-dīpa, says Hīrāman, functioning as his spiritual guide, cannot be 
gained by force or conquest; Ratansen will have to become a yogi and conquer it 
by austerities. Despite the protestations of his wife and mother, Ratansen sets out 
on the long and diffi  cult voyage to Singhala-dīpa, along with a company of men 
of his kingdom who also become yogis. To gain the lovely Padmāvatī, they will 
have to pass through wild tracts and sail across the ocean. Jāyasī describes a path 
from the desert fastness of Chittaur through the jungles of central India to the 
kingdom of the Gajapatis of Orissa, keeping the kingdom of Vijayanagara to the 
south. There the company of ascetics meets King Gajapati, the lord of elephants, 

who off ers to outfi t them with ships for their sea voyage to Singhala-dīpa.  

  The Oceans of the Spiritual Voyage 

 To describe the voyage out from Jambudvīpa or India, Jāyasī uses the ancient 
Indian geographical convention of the seven continents ( dv  ī  pa ), which are 
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traditionally depicted as islands, each surrounded by a sea of a particular fl uid. 
Thus, Jambūdvīpa has the sea of Lavana (salt), Plak ṣ advīpa the sea of Ik ṣ u 
(sugarcane juice), Śālmalidvīpa the sea of Surā or Madya (liquor), Kuśadvīpa 
the sea of Gh ṛ ta (clarifi ed butter), Krauñcadvīpa the sea of Dadhi (curds), 
Śakadvīpa the sea of Dugdha (milk), and Pu ṣ karadvīpa the sea of Jala (fresh 
water).  53   Jambūdvīpa, the island of the rose-apple tree,  54   lies in the center of 
all the continents and the golden mountain Meru stands in the middle of it. 
These are all internal stations in the yogic subtle body. David Cashin has also 
noted that the Bengali Sufi  poetry imagined these oceans as lying within the 
human body:

  There are salt, milk, and marshy ( jala ) rivers, these three oceans 
ever abide in the body. At the base of the tongue is a sweet river, 
the ocean/jewel ( ratn  ā  k  ā  ra ) [sic] in the eye, much is written in the 
Sind (concerning) the milk ocean. The milk ocean of semen fl ows 
forth through the penis, the salt river as urine fl ows with great 
force . . . . Consider now . . . the matter of the moons ( ma   ṇ   i ), the moon 
( candra ) is called  ma   ṇ   i  in Arabic. These moons, menstrual blood and 
semen, are water. The same moons are spoken of in many languages. 
The body, color, passion, strength and mantra are derived from the 
moons, as is the length of life, as everyone knows. The lord has said, 
you will fi nd it in the Quran, “I drink the fl uid lest this blessing be 
poured out.” The one who expends the moons by making love, his 
body becomes weak and powerless. The moons, as you know, are 
an ocean, a sea of nectar, when one drinks the nectar he becomes 

immortal, indestructible.  55     

 Stressing the continuity of Indian Tantric practice with the  Qur’ān  (!) through 
an apocryphal quote, this author emphasizes the physicality of  rasa  and its 
links with the four elements that make up the human body. Certain Bengali 
Sufi   silsilah s ingested these bodily substances ritually, very much in continuity 
with ordinary Bengali Tantric practice. 

 Other eastern Sufi s chose to adopt and reimagine local terms such as  rasa  
for their practice. One approach was to consider  prema-rasa  as a psychological 
process, a “means for transforming the attitude of the worshipper from sepa-
rate to being in union with the divine”:

  Of the many diff erent  rasa s in the three worlds the actor of love ( premer 
n  ā  gara ) is the essence of them all. By enjoying various  rasa s one dies, 
(having had) an unfulfi lled life, dying having enjoyed the  prema rasa  is 
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the goal of a  s  ā  dhu . The one who has a beginning in this rule, such a 

 s  ā  dhu  is highest, enjoying the lord’s love (he) merges (with him).  56     

 In these forms of Sufi  practice, the adept eschews the physical consump-
tion of bodily fl uids: “Yogis do not consume the physical  rasa s. One does not 
gain perfection by the physical essences of the  cakra s. The precious fl ower of 
wisdom is entrapped by the consumption of  rasa , this is why yogis do not 
eat them.”  57   This is similar to the sublimation suggested by the Hindavī Sufi  
poets, who represented  prema-rasa  as a process for abstracting an emotional 
state and directing the soul toward God. 

 Jāyasī uses the ancient Indian spatial scheme of seven oceans to sug-
gest seven stages through which the seeker must pass in order to reach the 
Mānasa lake, the true home of the soul. Jāyasī changes one of these oceans 
to what he calls the Kilkila, a sea thirty thousand  kosa s wide, spanned by a 
narrow bridge fi ne as a sword blade. To negotiate this dangerous bridge (a 
suggestive reference to the Pūl-i Sirāt "  across which the souls of the dead are 
said to cross the abyss to paradise), one needs a guide with whom one can 
travel in the path of truth. The company of saff ron-clad ascetics fi nally lands 
at Singhala-dīpa after crossing the seventh ocean, their journey fulfi lled by 
the glimpse of their true home, the Mānasa lake blossoming with lotuses. 
Hīrāman describes this lake, alluding to the fragrance of the lotus that has 
reached the bee, Ratansen:

  In the lake of the sky, the lotus is the moon, and stars blossom 
 like night-lotuses. 
  You, O sun, have risen up as a bee—the breeze has brought 

  you its fragrance [P 160.8].   

 The scent of the invisible world, the fragrance of Padmāvatī, has reached 
Ratansen, who has come from afar like a bee to the lotus. The imagery recalls 
Jāyasī’s characterizations of his own suggestive poetics, grasping the invisible 
scent of the lotus. 

 Hīrāman advises the king to meditate at the temple of Śiva while he goes 
to tell Padmāvatī about the sun he has brought to illumine her life:

  O my queen, you are the moon, the golden bud, 

 and he is the spotless sun, the gem [P180.1].   

 The sun, moon, and lotus suggest the yogic practice of drawing down the 
moon, semen, and nectar or lunar energy through the ascetic heat of the sun. 
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In order to make the thousand-petaled lotus blossom, Padmāvatī must open 
herself to the newly arrived sun. 

 The king consults the deity in the temple, Mahādeva or Śiva, who tells him 
of the Sufi  path of love ( prema ) and devoted service ( sev  ā ). The god proclaims 
the superiority of Jāyasī’s aesthetics of the  rasa  of love:

  Humans dwell in paradise through love. 
 Otherwise, what are they? A handful of ashes. 
 Love is permeated by the  rasa  of separation, 
 just as the ambrosial honey dwells 

 within the waxen honeycomb [P 166.2–3].   

 The deity then redefi nes  prema ,  rasa , and  viraha  for Ratansen; only through 
service can the seeker become a true inhabitant of the landscape of paradise 
( baiku   ṇ  ṭ   h  ī ) and taste the joys of love and separation. This involves constant 
breath control and diffi  cult self-mortifi cation; Ratansen practices austerities, 
and Padmāvatī’s passion increases under the force of his  yoga . 

 Padmāvatī comes to worship at Śiva’s temple on the day of the spring 
festival, and wishes for a suitable bridegroom. Ratansen, meditating in one 
corner of the temple, swoons away at the approach of the heavenly maidens. 
She puts sandal paste on him and writes in magic letters over his heart that 
he fell asleep at the wrong moment; now he will have to satisfy his desire by 
climbing up, like the sun, across seven heavens to gain the moon. When he 
wakes up, he is distraught to fi nd that the object of his desire has left, and 
in his desperation he builds a fl aming pyre and is about to fl ing himself on 
it. The monkey god Hanumān takes the news of his impending death to Śiva 
and Pārvatī in heaven, and even the gods are astonished at his persistence. 
Jāyasī’s characteristic strategy of using the symbolic vocabularies and even the 
gods of diff erent religious systems in his own fantasy landscape is much in 
evidence. 

 Ratansen realizes the importance of a guide at the critical juncture he is 
in, referring to the  p  ī  r  as Gorakhnāth:

  Without a guru, one cannot fi nd the way, whoever disregards 
 this is lost. 
 The  jog  ī  becomes a perfected  siddha  only when he meets 

 Gorakhnāth [P 212.8].   

 When Ratansen is in need of a guide to explain the intricacies of spiritual per-
fection, the god Śiva appears to him and imparts the true esoteric knowledge 
of the high citadel of Singhala that he will have to capture in order to gain his 



Landscape of Paradise and the Embodied City 171

love. Śiva uses the coded word “crooked” ( ba   ṅ   ka ) to refer to a “curved duct” 
( ba   ṅ   ka n  ā  la )  58   within the yogic body along which energy ( ku   ṇ  ḍ   alin  ī ) fl ows:

  The fortress is as crooked as your body. 
 Examine it and see: you are its very refl ection. 
 One cannot gain it through fi ghting and obstinacy. 
 Only he wins it that knows himself. 
 There are nine gates within that fortress. 
 Five guards roam all around it. 
 There is a tenth door, a secret vantage point. 
 Its ascent is diffi  cult, its way is crooked. 
 Only he who can penetrate the secret 
 can breach the fort and climb through like an ant. 
 Beneath the fort there is a passage 
 and a fathomless pool, within which is the path 

 of which I speak now to you [P 215.1–6].   

 Śiva thus explains the symbolism of the nine doors of the embodied city 
through coded words that refer to the yogic subtle body and the practices for 
transforming it. The poet characterizes Śiva’s instruction as the  siddhi-gu   ṭ   ik  ā , 
the magic pill of the Nāth  panth  ī s that transforms the seeker and gives him 
the eight powers or  siddhi s. 

 Śiva tells the king the method of restraining his breath and his mind in order 
to get through the tenth door and reach the secret pool of nectar, the  am   ṛ   ta-
ku   ṇ  ḍ   a  that is within him. Śiva’s instruction also reveals that the Chishti Sufi s are 
not actually becoming yogis. They adapt some of the concepts and practices of 
yoga, but the verse goes on to fi t the yogic practices within the framework of the 
Sufi  destruction of the ego and purifi cation of the lower soul ( nafs ):

  The tenth door is like a palm tree. 
 Only he who reverses his vision can see it. 
  . . . Suppress your breath and control your mind. 
 If you are to die, destroy yourself fi rst! 
 Speak outwardly of worldly things, 
 but secretly, fi x your mind on love. 
 Everyone is drunk saying, “I, I!” 
 But when there is no “you,” there is only God. 
 For the man who has once died, 
 what is death? Who can kill him? 
 He is himself the guru and the disciple, 

 he is everyone, yet all alone [P 216.1, 2–7].   
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 To progress on this mystical path, the king-turned-ascetic must destroy 
egotism and fi x his mind on the beloved even while conducting the aff airs of 
the world. As Śiva puts it, “When there is no ‘you,’ there is only God.” The 
king is enlightened by Śiva’s instruction, and although his body has wasted 
away, Padmāvatī and Hīrāman feed him a magic herb (“Sanjīvanī”) to bring 
him back to life from his ascetic mortifi cation. 

  Ratansen Reaches Padmāvatī 
 Once enlightened and revived, the king breaks into the fortress with his 
 yog  i s. Padmāvatī’s father is outraged and has them bound and brought into 
the city to be burnt at the stake. But Ratansen is not disturbed by the death 
sentence and does not swerve from his meditation on Padmāvatī. The prin-
cess, like Ratansen, is affl  icted with  viraha , and through the force of medita-
tion her desire for him increases to an unbearable heat. Her handmaidens 
bring her news of her hero, and she is ecstatic at the prospect of meeting 
her lover at last:

  The lotus blossomed when he named the “sun,” 
 and the bee returned to enjoy its nectar and scent. 
 Her face shone forth like the autumn moon. 
 Her eyes, like wagtails on the wing, 
 began to play about seductively. 
 Her separation did not let her speak. 
 She died, but then her soul cried out. 
 Her heart trembled at separation’s forest-fi re, 

 but she could not reveal her hidden sorrow [P 251.1–4].   

 She is afraid that Ratansen might die, and sends her old nurse to summon 
the wise parrot Hīrāman to counsel her. Hīrāman tells her about the funeral 
pyre that is being built. He reminds her that she and Ratansen are bound in 
a reciprocal relationship of true love: now the yogi is the body and she is his 
soul. Death cannot touch him now, since he has annihilated himself in the 
being of his guide ( fan  ā   fi  ’l-shai  k    h ). 

 Throughout, Jāyasī refers to multiple religious systems; although Hīrāman 
has been Ratansen’s guide, here the parrot calls Padmāvatī the guru:

  “Why, Princess, you are his guide, 
 and he is your disciple. 
  . . .  
 You are in his body, he is in you. 
 Where can death fi nd even his shadow? 
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 That yogi has now become immortal, through entering 
 into another’s body. 
  If death comes it will see the guru in his body, salute 

  him, and return” [P 258.1, 7–8].   

 Guru and disciple, lover and beloved, share the same refracted light. The iden-
tity of Padmāvatī with Ratansen thus conceals references to many layers of 
mystical ideology. 

 Ratansen is about to be impaled when Śiva appears in the form of a singer 
and intercedes for him to King Gandharvasen, Padmāvatī’s father. He reveals 
the truth to the angry king, and tells him that Ratansen is a prince from Jambu-
dvīpa or India, not a yogi at all. The king relents. Ratansen throws off  his 
ascetic garb and puts on the clothes of a Rajput king. The wedding is carried 
out with great pomp and fanfare. When they come together on their wedding 
night, Jāyasī uses the language of alchemy or  ras  ā  ya   ṇ   a  to describe their union:

  My body of mica was made vermillion, 
 but you have put it in the fi re again. 
 When one meets the beloved and parts, one burns with separation. 
  Either I will meet her and put out the fi re, or die and thus fi nd 

  peace [P 294.7–8].   

 Fortunately, no such exigencies are needed. She responds by saying:

  When I saw your beautiful form, 
 O yogi, you cast a spell on me. 
 You took control of my vision 
 with your magic pill of immortality. 
 You mixed the mercury and silver, 

 and enthroned your beauty in my eyes [P 314.4–5].   

 The  siddhi gu   ṭ   ik  ā  or pill of immortality is, in alchemical systems, treated mer-
cury mixed with silver. Eating it reverses the fl ow of time, makes the body 
hard and immortal. They consummate their marriage in ecstatic union:

  When they had revealed their true feelings 
 they embraced, just as gold mixes with borax. 
 The  jog  ī  was an expert in the eighty-four positions, 

 a taster of the six tastes, clever and accomplished [P 316.1–2].   

 They play the game of love, the poet says, like two besotted Sarus cranes, 
or the sun and moon becoming one in the heavens. In this manner they enjoy 
themselves through a whole year, an entire cycle of six seasons. 
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 Jāyasī recounts their love play in verse full of puns, double entendres, and 
cunning allusions, employing vocabularies from diff erent areas of social life. 
When Padmāvatī is fl irting with Ratansen on their wedding night, she coyly 
refuses to believe that he is a prince at all. She uses the imagery of  causar  or 
 caupar , a game of dice played on a cross-shaped board like  pacc  ī  s  ī :

  “Not so will I believe you are a prince. 
 Take up the long dice and the round pieces— 
 play with me and I will acknowledge you. 
 When you throw a  kacc  ā  twelve points, 
 you will wander round and round. 
 Throw a  pucca  twelve and you won’t stop. 
  . . . The one who plays seven/the truth 
 is a true player. Whoever throws eleven 
 cannot be killed by anyone. In your mind 
 you have fi xed on the deuce, and so 
 you wish to touch my two round pieces!” [P 312.1–2, 4–5]   

 Here Padmāvatī uses the several throws of the dice game to suggest the game 
that is unfolding between the lovers. A  kacc  ā  or “raw” twelve is a simple throw 
adding up to twelve, but a “ pucca ” twelve is a throw of six, six, and one. This 
enables the player to move two pieces forward six spaces and one piece for-
ward by an additional two spaces, a signifi cant move in the game of love, 
while a  kacc  ā  twelve can improve the position of only a single playing piece, 
only one step further in the erotic advance. She puns further on the word  sat , 
which generally refers to the true path but here refers to the throw of seven. 
Finally, paired pieces cannot be killed, so it is advantageous to keep pieces 
together by throwing the same number on more than one die. Padmāvatī, of 
course, is also suggesting that he wishes to touch her breasts, and the prince 
responds using the same vocabulary and protesting that he has already lost the 
game to her. In the lovers’ fi nal union, Jāyasī evokes the symbolic vocabular-
ies of yoga, alchemy, tantric sexual practice, and Ratansen’s quest through the 

geography of Singhala-dīpa as well as through the terrain of his own body.  

  The Return to Chittaur 
 Meanwhile, back in Chittaur, Nāgmatī is suff ering from separation ( viraha ) 
and cannot bear her husband’s absence. Burning fl ames of separation con-
sume her body and let her know no peace. She cries out her agony through 
the twelve months of the year, recounting the torments that the changing 
cycle of seasons occasions her—a set piece of the genre, the  b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā .  59   
Her  b  ā  rah-m  ā  s  ā  is so intense in its aff ective power that she can fi nd no 
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messenger to take it to Singhala-dīpa. Finally, one night bird accepts the 
commission and blazes a great trail of fi re as she fl ies to the distant isle in 
the south. Ratansen is in despair when he hears her, as he remembers his 
wife and the land of Chittaur. He has to return to earth, as fantasy has to 
contend with the reality of worldly life. He respectfully begs leave of King 
Gandharvasen. When Padmāvatī hears of it she is unhappy, because she does 
not wish to leave paradise to come down to earth, yet if her lover compels 
her she is helpless. 

 The couple set off  for Chittaur with a cavalcade of horses and elephants 
laden with much wealth. On the way, during the sea journey, an evil demon 
attacks their ships and breaks them into pieces. Their lives are in danger, but 
a magical roc ( r  ā  japankh  ī ) rises up and kills the demon so that they can con-
tinue. Padmāvatī fl oats away on a plank and is washed up half-conscious on 
an unknown shore. Ratansen draws his sword to take his own life, but the 
Ocean appears to him in the form of a Brahmin adorned with all the twelve 
auspicious marks and begs him not to commit this grave sin. Instead, he 
off ers to take him to the shore where Padmāvatī is languishing and gives him 
fi ve miraculous gifts: a gem impregnated with ambrosia for curing snakebite, 
a swan that can pick up pearls from water, a bird that surpasses all hunting 
falcons in its voice and vision, a philosopher’s stone to transmute base metals 
into gold, and a valiant tiger cub for hunting. 

 They reach the shore, but before Ratansen can meet his wife the proverbi-
ally fi ckle goddess of fortune, Lak ṣ mī, appears to him as Padmāvatī and tests 
him by asking him to come to her. He recognizes that she is not his wife, and 
Lak ṣ mī is pleased with his faithfulness and reunites them. Padmāvatī is over-
joyed and revives; the verse describing this suggests her descent from paradise 
and her embodiment in human form:

  When Padmāvatī obtained her beloved, 
 it was as if the spirit returned to her body, 
 and a dead body was given back life. 
 She saluted him and off ered herself up, 
 body and mind at her love’s feet. 
 She said, “God has given me a new birth today, 

 from ashes I am restored to human form.”  60     

 Padmāvatī has come down to the human realm, compelled by her lover. Now 
that they are in the earthly world, her stunning beauty will have its eff ect on 
humans. When they reach Chittaur, Nāgmatī is overjoyed to see her husband 
again. But Padmāvatī is insanely jealous of Nāgmatī, and the two women fi ght 
bitterly over Ratansen’s aff ections. He calms them down by sleeping with both 
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of them in turn, and they are persuaded to live together in peace; fi guratively 
speaking, the demands of this world and the next are fulfi lled. 

 Ratansen does not become a yogi; he only adopts the guise of a yogi. The 
poet uses an “as-if” logic. When Ratansen takes off  the yogic disguise, the 
poet tells us that his earrings were only attached with wax, not hung from 
pierced lobes as was the custom of the “pierced-ears” (Kānphaṭa) Nāth yogis. 
And although his austerities can be understood as if they were the yogic prac-
tices familiar to audiences within a northern Indian context, they suggest 
Sufi  ascetic exercises intended, like the night prayers and fasts undertaken by 
Chishtis, to awaken the consciousness of the seeker to spiritual reality. The 
characters in the story, and by implication the Sufi s, are not exactly yogis; they 
are like yogis, only better, as they can use yogic practices and language framed 
within a Sufi  romantic poetics. Through this seeming logic Jāyasī spells out 
the Chishti Sufi  claim to superiority within a local religious landscape. 

 The use of various symbolic vocabularies, physical and imaginative, tem-
pered by their place within the Sufi s’ arrogation of the physical landscape of 
Hindustan, allows us a glimpse into the transformation of literary and reli-
gious categories in sixteenth-century India. The fanciful stories of cats, tombs, 
and rice pudding and the revelation of unbelievers are entertaining, but they 
also point to a larger process of religious competition. This  des  ī  Islamic tradi-
tion represents Islam in local dress, “as-if” imagined through local gods and 
goddesses, a thorough integration of a monotheistic faith into a polytheistic 
cultural landscape. 

 Tropes of landscape within the text narrativize place. The imaginary par-
adise of Singhala-dīpa and the subjective terrain along which Ratansen pro-
gresses to self-realization constitute an ideologically charged space. Those in 
the know could interpret Jāyasī’s spatialization of internal vision through the 
loaded vocabularies that expressed hidden referents, the scent of the invisible 
world. Religious worlds can overlap, and agents themselves can assert notions 
of selfhood and self-realization through the shared language of competing sys-
tems and through literary suggestion, the subjects’ own theory of meaning. 
This phenomenon becomes even clearer in the second part of the romance, 
when Jāyasī uses the motifs and themes of the Rajput martial literature and 
the narratives of the Islamic conquest of Hindustan to bring his own tale to 
a powerfully tragic conclusion. But that, as all storytellers say, is a story for 
another day . . . .     

   



     6 

 The Conquest of Chittaur: 
The  Padm  ā  vat , Part 2   

   Padminı̄/Padmāvatı̄: Myth and History 
 The fall of the fortress of Chittaur, ruled over by King Ratansen and his lovely 
Queen Padminī or Padmāvatī, has inspired many contesting accounts since 
the Sultan of Delhi, ‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī, sacked it in 1303. Chittaur’s doomed 
siege, its heroic defenders, and the queen’s fi nal act of self-sacrifi ce ( jauhar , 
more precisely a Hindu woman’s action of throwing herself alive on a funeral 
pyre so as not to be taken alive and desecrated by the Muslims) have become 
commonplaces in our thinking about the sultanate period. Amīr  Kh usrau, 
who accompanied the sultan on the historical campaign, describes it in his 
 Khaz  ā’  in al-Fut  ū   ḥ   (“The Treasures of Victories”), a panegryical account of the 
 Kh aljī campaigns that subjugated northern India.  1    Kh usrau does not mention 
any actual Padmāvatī or Padminī in Chittaur, although he refers to ‘Alāuddīn 
 Kh aljī as Solomon and himself as the  hudhud  (hoopoe) who brought news of 
the beautiful Queen of Sheba to the fabled king. 

  Kh usrau does insist, however, that King Ratansen’s person and family were 
spared once the fort was taken and ‘Alāuddīn’s son  Kh iz 
 r  Kh ān was made the 
governor of the newly renamed Khizrabad. Contemporary chroniclers such as 
Baranī and ‘I ṣ āmī are silent about Padminī  2   and instead recount that Chittaur 
continued under the military governors and garrison set there by ‘Alāuddīn 
 Kh aljī, who went back to Delhi after forgiving Ratansen and his family for their 
resistance against him. The historical Padminī/Padmāvatī, if she ever existed, 
never sacrifi ced herself at the fall of Chittaur but continued to rule as the queen 
of a vassal lord. The question then becomes: Why do so many people need 
to invent stories about her fi ctive sacrifi ce? What are these stories enacting in 
their own contexts of articulation? Do they have a common ancestor? 

 These are complex and diffi  cult questions, since they have a bearing on 
one’s stance vis-à-vis the current-day nationalisms that infl ect the politics of 
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the subcontinent. The major source of the retrospective creation of Rajput 
chivalry and the ideological construction of the Rajputs as the last “Hindu” 
bastion of resistance against the invading Turkish armies, James Tod’s  Annals 
and Antiquities of Rajasthan , waxes eloquent about the lovely, if fi ctive, Queen 
Padminī and the tragic resistance of the defenders of Chittaur.  3   As Ramya 
Sreenivasan has made clear, Tod’s work was  

   . . . governed by a fundamental desire to justify British intervention in 
the princely states of Rajputana, in its representation of late eighteenth-
century Rajasthan as bordering on chaos, and of British intervention as 
bringing in immediate and sharp improvement. It was still enormously 
infl uential, however, not only in providing the intellectual basis for 
British intervention in Rajasthan, but also in the other task it achieved—
systematically compiling all the accounts available to its author about the 
past and present socio-cultural life of the region, and fi tting these into a 
structured understanding of Rajput society, even if it was fundamentally 
wrong in omitting all mention of Mughal suzerainty and therefore see-

ing all Rajput history as Hindu defence against Muslim invasion.  4     

 Sreenivasan, in tracing the afterlife of Tod’s work, as well as the reception 
and afterlife of the poem in its various translations and recreations, notes that 
although the story was not centrally taken up in Rajasthan, it became a stock 
narrative in late-nineteenth-century Bengali nationalist accounts. It fi t well into 
the wider Hindu nationalist attempt to fi nd past narratives of heroic resistance 
to imperial domination:

  It has been suggested that writers in nineteenth century Bengal were una-
ble to directly criticize the imperial domination of the British, and that they 
therefore substituted another set of invaders. . . . This substitution also fi tted 
in neatly with the emergence of communalism with its consistent inter-
pretation of all Indian history as perennial Hindu-Muslim confl ict . . . [T]he 
story of the heroic queen committing jauhar also assumed signifi cance in 
the context of the prolonged and intense debates about widow-immolation, 
in which gender was reconstituted as a key component of the intersecting 
debates on colonialism, nationalism, and social reform.  5     

 The implications of this skewed and prominent later recasting of Queen 
Padminī’s ritual sacrifi ce or  jauhar  are not hard to grasp. Tod’s views imply 
that historians would do well to divide up the past into a dualistic battlefi eld 
between Hindus and Muslims, crusaders of brutal Islam against the brave chi-
valric indigenous defenders of the land. 
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 Similarly, Aziz Ahmad, in his account of the “epics and counter-epics” 
of conquest, posits a fundamental disjuncture between the consciousness of 
Hindus and Muslims:

  Muslim impact and rule in India generated two literary growths: a 
Muslim epic of conquest, and a Hindu epic of resistance and of psycho-
logical rejection. The two literary growths were planted in two diff erent 
cultures; in two diff erent languages, Persian and Hindi; in two mutu-
ally exclusive religious, cultural and historical attitudes each confront-
ing the other in aggressive hostility. Each of these two literary growths 
developed in mutual ignorance of the other; and with the exception of 
eclectic intellectuals like Abu’l Fazl in the 16th century, or the 17th cen-
tury Urdu poets of the Southern courts of Bijāpūr and Golconda, the 
relationship hardly ever converged. The Muslim and the Hindu-epics of 
Medieval India can therefore hardly be described as “epic” and “counter-
epic” in the context of a direct relationship of challenge and response. 
Yet one of them was rooted in the challenge asserting the glory of 
Muslim presence, and the other in the response repudiating it.  6     

 This radically dualist view of genre and history, between groups of people who 
overlap signifi cantly in both cultural and physical space, simplifi es complex 
identities into a static, unchanging opposition. It leaves unasked all the ques-
tions about how people interact; how genre, history, and imaginative geography 
shape each other; and how emergent literary canons in the new Indo-Aryan 
languages are implicated in wider transitions in Indian history. 

 A further irony is that Jāyasī’s poem is the earliest extant narrative of the 
last stand of Padmāvatī and Ratansen. He based the fi rst part of the story on 
the Rajput bardic narratives of the  P   ṛ   thiv  ī  r  ā  ja R  ā  sāu  ascribed to Cand Bardai, a 
complex text that comes down to us in four variant manuscript traditions that 
diff er radically in length. Although the  R  ā  sau  relates events ostensibly from 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, none of the manuscripts predates the 
reign of Akbar (1556–1605), so that analyzing and dating the  R  ā  sau ’s language 
and component parts is a daunting task. The episode of Padmāvatī, called the 
“Padmāvatī Samaya,” does not occur in the shortest versions. In outline, the 
brief episode relates how Padmāvatī falls in love with P ṛ thivirāja Cauhān, King 
of Delhi, because her talking parrot describes him to her. When Padmāvatī’s 
father arranges her marriage, she sends a letter through her pet parrot to 
P ṛ thivirāja, who arrives with an army at his back to win his bride. After propi-
tiating Śiva and Pārvatī, he elopes with her on his horse. On his way back to 
Delhi he has to face a Turkish army from Ghazni, which he defeats. He enters 
Delhi triumphantly, marries Padmāvatī, and lives happily with her. In form, 
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the episode seems to repeat the narrative logic of P ṛ thivīrāja’s much more 
famous elopement with Sa ṃ yogitā, the daughter of King Jaicand of Kannauj.  7   

 Jāyasī may have had a bardic Rajput source (possibly a Jain one) for the 
second part of the story, the conquest of Chittaur, but that is now lost. Later 
versions such as the Bengali Sufi  poet Ālāol’s romance  Padm  ā  vat  ī  and the ref-
erence to the fall of Padminī and Chittaur in the seventeenth-century verse 
chronicle, the  Muhta Nai   ṇ   s  ī   r  ī   Khy  ā  t , are based on Jāyasī’s popular and widely 
circulated version of the Padmāvatī story.  8   If we accept the evidence that the 
story was fi rst constituted in textual form by Jāyasī, we may ask: What is a 
Chishti Sufi  poet doing inventing, or at least retelling, one of the key historical 
fi ctions of later Hindu nationalism? To answer this complex question, we need 
to consider how Jāyasī brings his tale to a conclusion through his elaborate 
reuse of the themes and motifs of the Rajput martial literature, and take into 
account the wider contextual resonances of his narrative resolution. In eff ect, 
Jāyasī takes up what was formulated as a literature of Rajput defeat and conso-
lation for the loss of power and adapts it into a generic form created within the 
context of the consolidation of the power of the Turkish sultanate of Delhi. 

 Rajput martial literature is constructed around the notion of symbolic 
honor ( m  ā  na ), in part as a palliative for the loss of power and for the necessity 
of accepting Turkish overlordship and living within the new social and political 
arrangements. This symbolic honor is invested in the women of the lineage, 
and possession or exchange of these women becomes a key trope in the nar-
ratives of the fall of various Rajput forts to the invading armies. For Jāyasī to 
express this notion through the generic form of the Hindavī romance implies 
that he is taking the symbolics of defeat and reimagining them through a 
formula of success, performing a balancing act between Sufi  concerns and the 
self-image and cultural sponsorship of the new aristocracy in the forts and gar-
risons of the Delhi sultanate. 

 The indigenization of this aristocracy, the Sufi  sanctifi cation of their new 
landscape, and their successful reframing and adaptation of local elements 
into new literary frameworks have been the subjects of previous chapters. But 
if the genre of the Hindavī Sufi  romance implies a spiritually justifi ed Turkish 
victory, what does the invention of a story of defeat by a poet writing for the 
Afghan inheritors of the Turkish imperium imply? At the level of the narra-
tive that Jāyasī puts together, he uses the death of Padmāvati and Nāgmatī 
and the  jauhar  of all the women of the fort to suggest the supremacy of the 
Sufi  values of self-annihilation (   fan  ā ), love, and asceticism. Jāyasī appends to 
the formulaic narrative of the hero and his two wives an account of Sultan 
‘Alāuddīn Khaljī’s conquest of Chittaur, the city to which King Ratansen takes 
his Padminī after winning her in Singhala-dīpa. To the “matter” of a Rajput 
king’s quest for Padmāvatī, princess of the fabled island of Singhala-dīpa, 
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drawn from the bardic narratives of the  P   ṛ   thiv  ī  r  ā  ja R  ā  sau , Jāyasī adds the 
themes of the Rajput martial literature surrounding the  Hamm  ī  ra Mah  ā  k  ā  vya , 
the  K  ā  nha   ḍ   ade Prabandha , and other poems that treat the resistance of various 
Rajput Ranas to the Muslim invaders.  9   

 By using Sultan ‘Alāuddīn Khaljī and his lust for Padmāvatī as the cause for 
the siege of Chittaur, the second part of the  Padm  ā  vat  takes up the sultanate nar-
rative of the conquest and eroticization of northern India. Scholarly readings of 
this part of the text have been marked by an innocent acceptance of the dualisms 
of the public rhetoric of the Turkish conquest and its reversal by Jāyasī. To get 
around this we must isolate a broader cultural logic within which these represen-
tations of war make sense. Accordingly, in the fi rst part of this chapter I lay out 
three other narratives from the period that treat various conquests of India and 
link war with the “traffi  c in women.” The fi rst is the Jain  K  ā  lak  ā  c  ā  rya-kath  ā , the 
story of Kālakācārya, the monk whose sister Sarasvatī was carried off  by the King 
of Ujjain and who in response invited the Scythians or Śakas to invade India. 
Two other narratives from the period concern the erotic liaisons of the children of 
‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī: Amīr  Kh usrau’s  Deval R  ā  n  ī   Khi  z �   r Khān  and Padmanābha’s ret-
rospective account of the fall of the Rajput kingdom of Jalor. A reading of these 
narratives concludes the fi rst section of the chapter, setting the stage for Jāyasī’s 
elaborate reworking of these themes. The fi nal part of this chapter presents a 
reading of the war over Chittaur and the ending of the  Padm  ā  vat , highlighting the 
multiple meanings of Sufi  self-identifi cation with the brave Rajput warriors against 
the wicked Turks. At issue is the Chishti Sufi  claim to symbolic dominance over 
political rulers, as well as the ability of the Sufi  poet and his readers to adopt the 
personae of Rajputs, yogis, and all the fi gures and concepts of the Indian cultural 
landscape. Conquering a landscape may be represented as an expression of dom-
inance over a subject population, but eventually the conquerors fi nd themselves 

transformed beyond recognition by the landscape they have taken over.  

  Three Contemporary Narratives of 
“Traffi c in Women” 

 The theme of the lustful seizure of another’s woman as  casus belli , under-
standing the cause of conquest as the abduction of a woman, points to one 
dominant trope in all three narratives of conquest that were told and retold 
in Hindustan during the period, in Apabhra ṃ śa, Persian, and Sanskrit. The 
stories, composed and recited within communities of interpretation as diverse 
as monastic orders, Sufi  shrines, and aristocratic courts, focus on the cul-
tural logic of exchanging women. The texts objectify women as counters of 
exchange between opposing sides and embodiments of symbolic honor, to 
be fought over to the death. Political and religious discontinuities, within the 
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cultural landscape of Hindustan, are negotiated through the taking and retak-
ing of women, of images, of sites charged with religious meaning. How did 
this “traffi  c in women” infl ect the poetics and politics of the Sufi  romances? 
Did control over women and control over territory intersect on the ideal plane 
of the romance world? Women become poetic embodiments or symbols of 
divinity in the Sufi  romances; seeing them arouses the desire for ascetic 
self-mortifi cation in the hero’s heart.  10   Viewed against the larger culture of 
Hindustan, this embodied image is the symbol through which the poet can 
evoke and address other social tensions, between conquerors and conquered, 
Sufi s and kings. Such a negotiation of larger social meanings is possible only 
in a world in which women were understood as vehicles of ideology, a cultural 
logic whose misogynistic outlines these three narratives help us to delineate. 

  Kālakācārya, the King of Ujjain, 
and the Magic She-Ass 

 In our consideration of narratives leading up to the “absent origin” of the fi c-
tive  jauhar  of the Queen of Chittaur, it is fi tting to begin with the  K  ā  lak  ā  c  ā  rya-
kath  ā , itself endowed with the complex history of oral and literary renditions 
that W. Norman Brown has treated in his critical edition and translation. As 
Brown says, “It seems impossible to ascribe all the known versions of the 
Kālaka cycle to a single written source, whether that source should be one of 
these versions or some other lost original.”  11   The story of Kālaka, who is sup-
posed to have lived in 78  a.d .,  12   was put together before the tenth century and 
circulated widely in the sultanate period, in at least seventeen versions and 
redactions in Sanskrit and Jain Mahārā ṣ  ṭ rī Prakrit.  13   The story, which formed 
the ninth chapter of the larger  Kalpa-s  ū  tra ,  14   was recited at the Paryu ṣ a ṇ ā fes-
tival in the month of Bhādrapada as part of a Jain ascetic regimen of moral 
instruction. Frequently illustrated and recopied in Sanskrit and Prakrit in the 
pre-Mughal period and later in Gujarati, the text allows us to see how an 
ancient set of concerns and narrative motifs is told and retold. 

 The  K  ā  lak  ā  c  ā  rya-kath  ā  is divided into four episodic segments:

  In the fi rst, we have Kālaka’s conversion and initiation under [his pre-
ceptor] Gu ṇ ākara and the dealings with Gardabhilla, the wicked king 
of Ujjayinī, whose overthrow Kālaka eff ects with the help of the Sāhis 
(Sanskritized as Śākhis [Scythians/Śakas]). In the second we have the 
events at the city of Kings Balamitra and Bhānumitra, and the alteration 
of the date of the Paryu ṣ a ṇ ā festival; in the third we read of Kālaka’s 
reproof to his vainglorious spiritual grandson Sāgaradatta; in the fourth 

Kālaka expounds the Nigoda doctrine to Śakra.  15     
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 Brown has convincingly demonstrated that the later anecdotes are about two 
latter-day Kālakas, whom he dubs Kālaka II and Kālaka III, and that they were 
melded together with the episode of the Scythian conquest sometime before 
the tenth century  c.e.  The episode of conquest has always been an embarrass-
ment for Jains because of its overt condoning of violence, so much against the 
Jain ethic of  ahi   ṃ   s  ā  or nonviolence. 

 Our Kālaka, as he appears in the “Long Anonymous Version” (earliest 
mss. copied ca. 1278 and 1279) that Brown deemed authoritative, is a young 
prince of the city of Dharāvāsa (Dhar).  16   Riding in the forest, he encounters a 
saintly Jain Ācārya named Gu ṇ ākara with his following of monks. Gu ṇ ākara 
teaches the young prince all the Jain moral teachings on right knowledge and 
right action. As if anticipating the necessary violence that will be the result of 
Kālaka’s actions, Gu ṇ ākara’s moral framework prohibits causes of sin such as 
the taking of life and emphasizes control over mind, speech, and body. The 
prince renounces the world. Gu ṇ ākara trains him and initiates him as a Jain 
Suri. Kālaka the Suri goes to Ujjain to preach Jain moral principles, and his 
group of monks is soon joined by a group of nuns that includes his younger 
sister Sarasvatī. One day King Gardabhilla spots her going to the latrine and 
forcibly abducts her into his harem ( anteura , from Sanskrit  anta ḥ -pura , inner 
quarters). 

 Kālaka tries to teach the king the right path and urges him strongly not to 
besmirch his family and good name. Violating the wife of another is “forbid-
den like fl esh of the body.” But the lustful and infatuated king will not listen, 
and Kālaka swears a mighty oath to uproot him violently from his kingdom. 
He goes to the “Scythian shore” ( Ś  aka-k  ū  la ) of the River Indus and mobilizes a 
group of ninety-six disaff ected Śaka nobles to follow him south to the land of 
Hinduka. He then advises them to take Ujjain, the “key to the splendid land 
of Mālava.” They invade the city, but on the eighth day the ramparts fall silent. 
Kālaka knows the secret: he reveals that the king is conjuring up a Magic 
She-Ass. Asses or donkeys are notorious for their lewd nature, and the king 
is also signifi cantly named Gardabhilla or “Donkey,” from the word  gardabha  
(donkey). The Magic She-Ass he conjures up has “a mighty bray, and every 
biped or quadruped belonging to a hostile army that shall hear it will without 
fail fall down upon the ground vomiting blood from its mouth.”  17   

 Kālaka has a military solution to neutralize the Magic She-Ass, however. 
He instructs everyone in the army to retreat beyond the reach of the bray-
ing, a distance of two leagues, except for 108 sharpshooting archers. These he 
instructs to shoot as soon as they see the She-Ass open her mouth to bray, 
thereby preventing her from making a sound. They do so, and by her magic 
art the She-Ass now turns upon the man who raised her by sorcery, King 
Gardabhilla. She rained “urine and ordure upon the conjuror himself, kicked 
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him, and straightway left.” Kālaka attempts to follow the rout of Gardabhilla 
with a sermon on the evils of lust and violence, not to mention destroying a 
nun’s virtue, but the king is so hedged about with painful  karma  that he will 
not listen and leaves the kingdom to wander in exile. 

 Among the Jain communities of interpretation that recited and recopied 
this story, it is easy to see that this tale would be immediately susceptible to 
allegorical interpretation. King Donkey can signify lust, his Magic She-Ass the 
world of sensory illusion, and the 108 archers can refer to the 108 precepts 
or rules with which delusion can be defeated. In the fi nal exchange between 
Kālaka and the recalcitrant king, the monk curses him in punning language: 
“You are free on the spot. Go now, you, exiled from your land.” The other 
meaning of this utterance is, “You are saved on the spot. Go now, you, no 
longer attached to the objects of the senses.”  18   The story can thus be made to 
fi t into a Jain moral framework of nonviolence and the overcoming of delusion 
through right perception and right action, despite the narrative of the brother 
who invites violent conquest because his younger sister, herself a chaste Jain 
nun, has been abducted and violated by a conqueror. Similar tales of the sei-
zure or capture of women form the etiology of many other narratives from the 
sultanate period. The Jain tale therefore fi ts into a larger cultural universe in 
this period in which women are objects of exchange, trophies of war, or tokens 
of symbolic honor, a stereotypic logic of gender relations in which the erotics 
of sexual conquest coincide with martial conquest.  

  The Children of Sultan ‘Alāuddı ̄n Khaljı ̄ 

 The fi rst accounts of Islamic conquests in northern India have two remark-
able features: detailed descriptions of military warfare and the articulation 
of romantic desire between opposing sides. In the years following ‘Alāuddīn 
 Kh aljī’s accession to the throne of Delhi in 1296, the sultan repulsed a number 
of Mongol invasions into Sind and Punjab  19   and undertook a series of cam-
paigns designed to expand his rule into the Indian provinces south of Delhi. 
In 1297, after defeating an incursion of Mongols into Sind, the sultan dis-
patched the generals Uluġh  Kh ān and Nu ṣ rat  Kh ān to Gujarat. They captured 
and looted the great capital at Anhilvā ṛ ā Pa ṭ  ṭ an, also called Pā ṭ an, as well as 
the trading port of Khambāyat or Cambay. The temple at Somnath, famously 
sacked by Ma ḥ mūd Ġhaznavī, was again taken by the generals and its images 
smashed. Among the spoils of Gujarat were a handsome slave, Malik Mānik, 
later called Malik Kāfūr Hazārdīnārī; and Kan ̱ valā Devī, the wife of Raja Kar ṇ a 
of Anhilvā ṛ ā Pa ṭ  ṭ an. Sultan ‘Alāuddīn was infatuated with Malik Kāfūr, who 
became one of his leading generals and favorites, and he took Queen Kan ̱ valā 
Devī into his harem. Both were assimilated into the booty of conquest, taken 
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as prizes to the victor’s capital to be his property, mementos of the acquisition 
of a province. 

 These military victories sent shock waves through the Indian kingdoms that 
were easy targets for the superior cavalry and arms of the Turkish armies.  20   
The chroniclers and poets of the Rajput kings took up the task of making sense 
of the conquerors and the conquests, casting their poetic eff orts in the form of 
Sanskritic  prabandha-k  ā  vya s (court poems) and other Indic genres. Their dom-
inant concern in these texts was to preserve a sense of Rajput symbolic honor, 
especially in the face of recurrent defeat. They did this through narratives in 
which control over Rajput women was the key factor in the preservation of 
honor. In text after text, the Rajput men go into battle to fi ght to the death 
when the situation is beyond retrieval, and the women commit  jauhar  or ritual 
suicide rather than fall into the hands of the Turkish armies. In both Rajput 
and Persian representations, then, women were crucial as markers of victory 
or signs of preserved honor in defeat. Amīr  Kh usrau recounted these con-
quests and other victories in Bengal, Malwa, Telengana, and Dvara-samudra 
in his  Khaz  ā’  in al-Fut  ū   ḥ  , a prose history of ‘Alāuddīn’s campaigns framed by 
elaborate panegyrics ( mad   ḥ  ) to the sultan and written in an ornately fi gurative 
style.  21   His  Deval R  ā  n  ī   Khi  z �   r Khān  explicitly linked the motif of conquest with 
romance, creating a fantasy where conqueror and conquered approach each 
other on the territory of the imagination as lover and beloved rather than as 
the spoils of war. 

 Two narratives from the period treat of the erotic liaisons of the chil-
dren of the sultan ‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī, who came to the throne of Delhi 
after brutally murdering his uncle Jalāluddīn in 1296 and was one of the 
major fi gures in the military struggle over northern India that ensued after 
Ma ḥ mūd Ġhaznavī’s invasions into India. The prolifi c Amīr  Kh usrau, who 
was ‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī’s court poet, composed a series of prose and verse nar-
ratives commemorating his patron’s advances.  22   Among ‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī’s 
opponents were the Rajput kings of Jalor, Ranthambhor, Chittaur, and the 
rulers of Gujarāt and Warangal. The bards ( bh  ā   ṭ  s) of these rulers and their 
descendants also composed their versions of the Muslim conquests, including 
poems such as the  K  ā  nha   ḍ   ade Prabandha  of Padmanābha, Nayacandra Suri’s 
 Hamm  ī  ra-mah  ā  k  ā  vya ,  23   Nai ṇ sī’s  Chit  ā  i V  ā  rt  ā , and the cycle of the  Prithvir  ā  j 
R  ā  sau  and related tales. 

 ‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī appears as a character in some of the Rajput poems in 
which the topos of romance is directly linked with the wars he fought against 
the Rajputs and other Indian kings. His children’s romantic entanglements, 
intertwined with military confl icts over territory, are the subjects of two other 
texts from the period that we are about to consider: Amīr  Kh usrau’s  Deval 
R  ā  n  ī   Khi  z �   r Khān  (1316) and Padmanābha’s  K  ā  nha   ḍ   ade Prabandha  (1455). 
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  Prince  Kh iz  � r  Kh ān and Deval Rānī 
 To begin with the view from the conqueror’s court, Amīr  Kh usrau’s  Deval 
R  ā  n  ī  is a Persian historical  mas ̱nav  ī  or verse narrative, which  Kh usrau intro-
duces with the usual panegyrics. The story begins when Prince  Kh iz 
 r  Kh ān, 
the son of ‘Alāuddīn, asks the poet to compose a verse narrative of his pas-
sionate love for Devaldī or Deval Rānī. The poet sets the plot in motion by 
mentioning the triumphs of ‘Alāuddīn at Devgir and Sind, and then tells how 
‘Alāuddīn sent Uluġh  Kh ān to Gujarāt. Rivers of blood fl ow as the region 
is brought to heel and Uluġh  Kh ān destroys Somnath and the other cities 
of Gujarat (DRKK 64ff ). The victorious army heads home through Jhain 
and Ranthambhor, bringing Kan ̱ valā Devī home as a prize to the harem of 
‘Alāuddīn. As booty, she is a symbolic marker of the military triumph of 
Islam over Gujarat. But the queen is lonely in the new harem. She longs for 
her daughter Deval Rānī, who is just eight years old and her only surviving 
child. 

 Deval Rānī is sent for from her father, Raja Kar ṇ a, in Gujarat, and love 
begins to grow between the young Prince  Kh iz 
 r  Kh ān and the princess. The 
poet describes the progress of their love through a set of generic interruptions 
to the narrative fl ow of the  mas ̱ nav  ī . The prince and princess send lyric poems 
to each other,  ġ  hazal s in Persian in the same meter and rhyme as the rest of 
the  mas ̱ nav  ī  ( hazaj ma   ḥ z ̱   ū  f   ). The prince spends sleepless nights pining for 
the princess, and the courtship proceeds through  ġ  hazal s that implore her to 
come to him:

  What radiant face is this that illumines my eyes? 
 What fragrance makes this gathering a rose-garden? 
 The moon in the sky does not have such a face, 
 nor the highest heaven any fragrance such as this. 
 I look at your face, which gives life to my life, 
 but sends to my heart the news of its imprisonment! [DRKK 88]   

 He receives a curt reply from the princess: “Look at the age we live in, how 
can I do this? How can I open the doors of happiness to you?” (DRKK 89) 

 But passion is excited in Deval Rānī when her own youth begins to 
blossom. The poet describes this as a form of madness, in which love is 
expressed sometimes through the curve of an eyebrow, sometimes through 
the reproachful eyelashes of the beloved. Everyone in the palace notices 
the progress of the love aff air as the two exchange  ġ  hazal s through con-
fi dants, some of whom inform the prince’s mother, the Malikah-i Jahān  . 
Once she suspects the truth, she disapproves, and moves swiftly to separate 
the two passionate lovers by persuading the sultan to send Deval Rānī to 
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the Kūshk-i La‘l, the Red Palace. Deval Rānī herself, playing on the simi-
larity of the Persian words for a tongue ( zab  ā  n ) and fi re-ball ( zab  ā  nah ), 
wonders:

  It is necessary for the grass to burn in the fi re . . . 
 but whose tongue has rained fi re on me? 

 Should one call it a tongue or a ball of fi re? [DRKK 142]   

 The prince’s mother arranges his marriage with the daughter of her brother 
Alp  Kh ān. The marriage is celebrated with great pomp and ceremony, 
with splendid fi reworks, music, and dancing. But the two lovers are not 
happy apart from each other, and  Kh iz 
 r  Kh ān cannot forget his childhood 
sweetheart. 

 Finally, some well-wishers persuade the queen not to sacrifi ce her son’s 
happiness, and she allows the lovers to be married quietly. They are happy 
at last. The story, set in the context of conquest and war between ‘Alāuddīn 
and various Hindu kings and based on historical personages, works through a 
simple narrative pattern of love followed by separation, resolved by love trium-
phant.  24   Even though  Kh usrau could have exploited the common oppositional 
trope of Turk and Hindu  25   eff ectively to refer to the historical context of the 
 mas ̱ nav  ī , he focuses instead on the simplicity and tenderness of longing and 
love within a political context of war and conquest. 

 But the happy couple’s idyll is not destined to last. Amīr  Kh usrau origi-
nally ended his  mas ̱ nav  ī  with the triumph of love and presented it to the 
prince in that form, but subsequent events compelled the poet to compose a 
historical epilogue bringing the story to a close. For Sultan ‘Alāuddīn fell sick 
in 1315, and as he neared the end of his life he looked for a successor in his 
son. In  Kh usrau’s narrative, the prince, rather than expressing any interest in 
generalship or statecraft after his marriage, spends his days happily with his 
beloved Deval Rānī. In these circumstances, the inevitable battle for succes-
sion begins between ‘Alāuddīn’s generals. One of them, the powerful Malik 
Nā’ib (the title of Malik Kāfūr, the handsome slave captured from Gujarat 
with Kanvalā Devī), falsely implicates  Kh iz 
 r  Kh ān in a conspiracy against the 
sultan and has him imprisoned in Gwalior fort. He passes his time there 
tenderly with Deval Rānī, exchanging with her verses of  ġ  hazal  poetry such 
as these:

  O friend who is in my heart, come and sit by me for an instant . . ..  
 If my days make me a prisoner, I would be happy 

 to be imprisoned in the chains of your black locks [DRKK 254].   
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 In 1316, soon after the happy couple are imprisoned, Sultan ‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī 
dies. Mohammad Habib has summarized the ensuing events in Amīr  Kh usrau’s 
narrative:

  Alauddin died soon after and the Malik Naib placed Shihabuddin ‘Umar, 
the Sultan’s youngest son, on the throne. At the same time he sent one, 
Sumbul, to blind Khizr Khan at Gwalior. The ex-heir-apparent . . . accepted 
his fate with a pious resignation. “He sat smiling calmly at the decree 
of fate instead of attempting to run away from it like a fool. ‘Maybe, 
the Emperor is dead,’ he remarked when Sumbul and his men, covered 
with the dust of the road, appeared before him . . . ‘But why this hurry 
with which you have come to do me honor in my prison?’ His eyes, 
which were soon to be blinded, were moist with tears. ‘I have no hope 
of regaining my freedom, for who will place his enemy on the throne? 
But if you have an order for depriving me of my life or my eyesight, I 
am ready.’ Sumbul pleaded that he was a mere instrument in the hands 
of others . . . The prince willingly off ered his eyes to Sumbul. They laid 
him on the ground; and when his eyes were pierced by the needle, the 
sockets were fi lled with blood like a wine-glass.” Sumbul rushed to Delhi 
in haste to win the rewards promised for his deed, . . . [but] . . . within forty 
days of Sultan Alauddin’s death, the Malik Naib was assassinated by 
the guards of the Palace, who elevated Mubarak Shah, a son of the late 
Sultan, to the Regency and, later on, to the throne.  26     

 After his gruesome blinding, the prince lives on with Deval Rānī in the fort at 
Gwalior. Malik Kāfūr Hazārdīnārī, though powerful and a favorite of ‘Alāuddīn, 
does not outlive him by more than forty days. 

 Mubārak Shāh consolidates his power against his rivals and rules from 
Delhi, until another palace conspiracy makes him determined to wipe out all 
potential opposition. He sends a message to  Kh iz 
 r  Kh ān asking him to send 
Deval Rānī to his court, off ering the prince his freedom in return. In the inter-
change between Mubārak Shāh and  Kh iz 
 r  Kh ān, Deval Rānī becomes a pawn 
between the two men: she embodies  Kh iz 
 r  Kh ān’s life, love, and honor. Mubārak 
Shāh knows that  Kh iz 
 r  Kh ān cannot let her go, and the prince’s angry refusal 
gives Mubārak Shāh the excuse to order the prince’s fi nal execution. In the last 
scenes, the offi  cers dispatched to kill the doomed prince chase him around his 
room, and then a low-born Indian attendant fi nally stabs him. The story comes 
to an end with the prince’s burial in a tower in Gwalior fort, while Kanvalā 
Devi and Deval Rānī spend the rest of their days there together quietly. 

 In this symbolic resolution, the woman who comes as the spoils of war 
becomes the embodiment of tender love and the honor of a powerless and 
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defeated prince. The love between the two, though it does not use the common 
imagery setting the fair Turk against the dark Hindu, is nevertheless articu-
lated within the disputes over territory between Islamic and Indian rulers in 
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Thus conquest does not simply mean 
brute appropriation of the spoils of war;  Kh usrau uses the generic logic of the 
 mas ̱ nav  ī  to play out the desire between social and religious others, setting up 
a cultural model for thinking about men exchanging women as they exchange 
kingdoms or provinces. Since the Persian text is spoken from the perspective 
of the victors, the subordinated woman is linked with the assimilation of new 
territory by conquest. As Kanwar Muhammad Ashraf notes, the “victor had a 
perfectly valid right of marrying the wives of the deposed Sultān, and there are 
records of such marriages against the express wishes of the wife or mistress 
in question.”  27   Deval Rānī is taken as a prize that signals the public triumph 
of the  Kh aljī rule, a rule that Amīr  Kh usrau’s ideal representation of kingship 
connects with the victory of Islam over unbelief. The woman is objectifi ed as 
property, changing hands with the political transfer of power, but she is also 
the underpinning of the militaristic system of confl ict over territory and booty. 
Discontinuities between political territories are thus transacted over the body 

of a woman, here represented as a focus of romantic desire.  

  Princess Furūzān and Prince Vīramade of Jalor 
 Such a fantasy about the intersection of geography, desire, and the body is also 
evident from a fi ctive romantic liaison between another of ‘Alāuddīn’s children, 
the Princess Furūzān, and an Indian ruler, Prince Vīramade of Jalor, set within 
the history of the siege and conquest of Jalor and expressed in verse by a Rajput 
poet. The  K  ā  nha   ḍ   ade Prabandha  (KP) of Padmanābha, composed in 1455 in a 
western dialect of Apabhra ṃ śa, recounts events that occurred almost a century 
and a half before the poet’s time. Padmanābha was a Nāgar Brahmin attached to 
the court of Akhairāja, the Chauhan Rajput king of Visalnagar. Although infor-
mation about both the poet and his patron is limited, it seems from the text 
that they were living in the small town of Visalnagar after the treacherous cap-
ture of Jalor by the Lohani Afghans in 1394. Akhairāja was descended, through 
the Princes Vīramade, Megalde, Ambarāja, and Khetsi, from Rāval Kānha ḍ ade, 
the king of Jalor whom ‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī defeated in 1311. In form, the poem 
is a  prabandha-k  ā  vya , the name for a courtly ornate poem in Sanskrit, Prakrit, 
or Apabhra ṃ śa recounting the life and deeds of a king or hero.  28   Genealogy, 
political memory, and loss are invoked in this ideal biography as Padmanābha 
remembers the events that led to the passing of Jalor into Turkish hands and 
the death of Rāval Kānha ḍ ade, the heroic ancestor of his patron, Akhairāja.  29   

 The text begins with an invocation to Ga ṇ eśa, the elephant-headed god 
who removes obstacles, and Sarasvatī, the goddess of learning. The poet, 
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Padmanābha Pa ṇ  ḍ ita, asks them to grant him a clear intellect so that he may 
recount the heroic story of Rāval Kānha ḍ ade (KP 1). He praises the Sonagiri 
Chauhan lineage and their capital as the city of gold ( ka   ṇ   ay  ā  cala ), named after 
the local yellow rock that forms the hill and from which the fortress of Jalor is 
hewn. Then he moves into a narrative of the events of 1296, when ‘Alāuddīn 
 Kh aljī ascended the throne of Delhi after his conquest of Gujarat, and the poet 
begins his story with the cause of that war. According to him, the Baghela 
king of Gujarat one day insults Mādhava, his favorite minister, and Mādhava 
swears vengeance upon his former master. He goes to Delhi, where ‘Alāuddīn 
interrogates him about conditions in Gujarat, to which he responds:

  “The  kshatriya dharma  has vanished from there. Rāo Kar ṇ ade has 
become insane and has developed an infatuation for the pleasures of 
the body. Every day he takes the aphrodisiac Vachhanāga, and struts 
about with an unsheathed sword in his hand! . . . The Rāi fi rst humili-
ated me. Then he killed my brother Keśava, and even took away his 
wife and kept her in his palace. Such a provocation is beyond toler-
ation! I will wage war against Gujarat and pray you to send an army 
with me for the purpose. I will attack the Hindūs, drive them into jun-
gles, killing them and enslaving them! . . . Either I will conquer Gujarat 

by force or perish” [KP 3].   

 In this Indian view of polity, what Mādhava is advocating is the sultan’s use 
of a feud in a neighboring king’s realm as an occasion to invade his kingdom. 
Further, the ideology that is invoked to condemn Kar ṇ adeva is his deviation 
from the  dharma  of a warrior or  k   ṣ   atriya , which would involve his protect-
ing the wives of other men rather than preying on them. In the poetics of 
this non-Persian text, the  casus belli  is a woman, specifi cally the woman of his 
brother Keśava. By killing Keśava, Kar ṇ adeva has insulted his family’s honor, 
which Mādhava will avenge. Moreover, in the classical Indian system of polity 
to which Padmanābha refers, the king’s relationship to the land is that of a 
 pati  or husband to the country, which is represented as the submissive female 
awaiting domination. 

 ‘Alāuddīn enthusiastically agrees to Mādhava’s plan and sends envoys to ask 
safe conduct from all of the Rajput kings through whose territory his army would 
pass on its way to Gujarat. Kānha ḍ ade of Jalor alone refuses, on the grounds that 
allowing the Muslim army to pass would contravene the  dharma  of a warrior:

  “This is contrary to our  dharma ! Kings do not give passage when by 
doing so villages are devastated, people are enslaved, ears of women torn 

(for their ornaments), and cows and Brāhma ṇ as are tortured” [KP 4].   
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 Kānha ḍ ade is thus made into the good king, the one who is a protector of 
right religion, cows and Brahmins, as well as the honor and safety of the 
women of his realm. The confl ict between him and the forces of Islam is thus 
set up at the very beginning in terms of narrative causality; the cause of the 
historical quarrel will be the confl ict between religious truth and evil conduct 
rather than the political exigencies of control over territory. This single narra-
tive cause simultaneously legitimates rulership and introduces the events from 
which the story fl ows. 

 The grand army of cavalry, elephants, and foot soldiers, equipped with 
the latest technology of war—siege towers and catapults for fl inging naphtha 
over fortress walls—marches through Rajput territory. On his way to Gujarat, 
Uluġh  Kh ān destroys in a brutal battle the only Rajput who off ers him any 
resistance, the brave chief Bata ḍ a of Mo ḍ āsā. When he reaches the city of 
Anhilvā ṛ ā Pa ṭ  ṭ an, the Baghela capital, King Kar ṇ a fl ees the fort in the dead of 
night. The fort is destroyed, its temples torn down and made into mosques, 
and the rule of Sultan ‘Alāuddīn proclaimed everywhere. Uluġh  Kh ān goes on 
to Somnath and sacks the town, emptying the prosperous and fertile land in 
the wake of his marauding army. When the Muslims come to the temple of 
Śiva in the center of the town, all the priests give up their lives to defend the 
image of God. The stone  lingam  is dispatched to Delhi to be smashed as an 
object lesson in the ideological superiority of Islam. Meanwhile, in Jalor, Śiva 
and Pārvatī appear to Kānha ḍ ade in a dream and tell him that God is being 
taken from Somnath through his territory ( de  ś  a ). He must rescue the image. 

 On his way back to Delhi, Uluġh  Kh ān has the fi rst of several military 
encounters with the Chauhan Rajputs of Jalor. Rāval Kānha ḍ ade sends his 
nobles as envoys to spy out the camp at Gujarat, which is described as one 
of the grandest military assemblages. With the army of Gujarat are hundreds 
of thousands of lamenting Hindu prisoners, being taken to Delhi as slaves. 
The Rajputs muster all the Rais and Ra n as from the neighboring principali-
ties and prepare to attack Uluġh  Kh ān’s army, who are described as  asura s or 
demons. The goddess of the Gujarat fort, Āsāpurī Devī, gives her blessing, and 
Kānha ḍ ade and his brother Māladeo rout the Muslims. They take alive two 
prominent nobles, Sa‘dullāh  Kh ān and Sih Malik, and recover the  Ś  iva-lingam  
from Uluġh  Kh ān’s clutches. The poet adds a commentary on the eff ects of 
 pu   ṇ   ya , meritorious action:

  Indeed, the Chauhan clan has unmeasured  pu   ṇ   ya  to its credit. It is on 
account of  pu   ṇ   ya  that Rāval Kānha ḍ ade destroyed the Mlecchas (a derog-
atory name for Muslims). It is indeed due to  pu   ṇ   ya , the merit earned for 
good and virtuous acts, that people enjoy rich food and drinks, wealth 
grows in the house, and one marries a lady of good lineage . . .. Those 
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without  pu   ṇ   ya  roam about confused and confounded . . . It is by virtue of 
 pu   ṇ   ya  that grain and provisions in one’s house are never exhausted. It 
is due to  pu   ṇ   ya  that one is blessed with a son. Again, it is on account of 
 pu   ṇ   ya  that the king gives honor and the Pradhāns (noblemen) become 
favorable . . .. At the house of a  pu   ṇ   yavanta , all the three times of the 
day—morning, noon, and evening—one hundred and eight auspicious 

rituals and ceremonies are performed [KP 25–26ff ].   

 The meritorious action of the king underpins an entire ritual economy of vir-
tue and right behavior. It is only through good actions that merit can be gath-
ered, but once one has it, then all sorts of natural and human bounty fl ow 
from it: the kingdom works perfectly, one’s house is never empty of food, a 
son is born who can perform the funeral rites that let his parents cross over 
to the further shore, and the proper order or  dharma  of the universe is main-
tained through the 108 rituals performed daily at the house of a person who 
possesses merit. 

 At the center of this ritual economy is God, who is embodied in the stone 
image seized by the Muslims from Somnath. Rāval Kānha ḍ ade, the god of 
fl esh who keeps the ritual order working, goes to the camp and brings the 
 lingam  into Jalor with all due reverence. He bathes it with his own hands and 
adorns it with sandal paste, fl owers, and vermillion. Pieces carved out of the 
 lingam  then bless the entire territory ( de  ś  a ) with embodiments of God:

  Five images were carved out of the Ekalingam, which saves one from 
falling into hell and from dire troubles and affl  ictions; there is no sixth 
one like them. One of these was ceremoniously installed at Sora ṭ ha and 
another at Lohasing in Vāga ḍ a. One was sent to a pleasant spot on Ābū 
hill for consecration, while one was installed at Jalor where the Rāi 
built a temple and one was sent to Saivā ḍ ī. At all these fi ve places, wor-

ship of Lord Śiva is performed [KP 28–29].   

 These multiple ritual centers consecrate the kingdom, making the God Śiva 
present throughout Kānha ḍ ade’s realm. In Padmanābha’s imaginative geogra-
phy, Jalor is the land where the concrete embodiments of Śiva anchor the 
ritual economy that it is Kānha ḍ ade’s responsibility to run. The move not only 
legitimates the Rajput ruler but also establishes proper order throughout the 
king’s territory and marks the land as his. Ritual and political sovereignty rein-
force each other through this politics of embodied religious devotion. 

 The Turkish armies return to Delhi in disarray, where ‘Alāuddīn, incensed 
at the actions of the Rāval, sends the renowned Nāhar Malik and Bhoja to 
lay siege to the fort of Sivānā or Sāmiyā ṇ ā in Kānha ḍ ade’s kingdom. The fort 
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is held by Sātala, the Sutal Dev of Amīr  Kh usrau’s  mas ̱ nav  ī . Unfortunately 
for ‘Alāuddīn’s generals, however, Sātala’s forces defeat them utterly and kill 
Nāhar Malik and Bhoja. When the sultan hears the terrible news, he decides 
to besiege Sivānā himself. The poet again describes in great detail the grand 
army of ‘Alāuddīn and the fearsome siege they undertook. The end of the 
protracted campaign comes one night when the Goddess Āsāpurī appears to 
Sātala in a dream and shows him around the enemy camp. There the Rajput 
prince sees the Turkish emperor as a form of Rudra-Śiva:

  The Bhūpa (ruler) at that time was fast asleep. Sātala saw Śiva’s three 
eyes, and fi ve faces, and large brown matted locks. The Lord wore a 
necklace of skulls and had in his hands an alms-bowl. Sātala also saw 
the Lord’s ample forehead. He saw the Ganges in the crown of the locks 
of Lord Śiva, ashes smeared on his body, a tiger skin as a mattress, and 
also his trident. Sātala was wonder-struck. He thought for a moment, 
happy to obtain a vision of Lord Śiva, and bowed reverently . . .. “The 
Sultān has appeared in the form of Rudra! How can I strike a blow 

against him?” he thought, and decided to retrace his steps [KP 42].   

 Supernatural agency is made into the narrative cause for a historical event, 
enabling Padmanābha to explain why Sātala lost the fort of Sivānā to ‘Alāuddīn. 
Indeed, events did progress badly for the Rajputs, and fi nally the women were 
forced to commit  jauhar . Meanwhile the men rode out on a suicidal raid from 
which they did not return, in the customary Rajput last stand. Here again, 
investing the women with the Rajputs’ symbolic honor ( m  ā  na ) meant that they 
could not be captured alive but had to sacrifi ce themselves. 

 To return to the narrative, which has so far been an exclusively martial 
and religious poem staking the Rajputs’ claim to their land, we now come 
to the story of love intertwined with these political and religious battles. A 
skirmish leads to further bloodshed, and the sultan is angry enough to wish 
to march directly on to the fort of Jalor. But his daughter Furūzān, variously 
called Piroja and Sītāi, comes to him and pleads with him against another 
expedition:

  “By virtue of remembering past lives, I know the science of divination. 
Now I shall take the omens for your campaign . . .. The God Vi ṣ  ṇ u took 
bodily form in nine diff erent incarnations, one after the other, each 
time destroying the  asura s. The tenth time, the Ādi Puru ṣ a has been 
incarnated in the Chauhan clan. You know, honored Sir, when a moth 
jumps into a fl ame, it burns its wings and body. In the same way, if 

you march to Jalor, Kānha ḍ ade will certainly take your life” [KP 56].   
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 Here, the narrative circle of God, territory, and rulership is closed with 
Kānha ḍ ade identifi ed as the tenth incarnation of Vi ṣ  ṇ u, the primal person or 
Ādi Puru ṣ a for the current age. He literally becomes, in the religious causal-
ity behind events in the story, a god of fl esh who cannot be attacked. Further, 
the poet uses a mythic referent to represent social and religious alterity: the 
reference to  asura s or demons implies that the Muslims are the demons of the 
historical age of Kānha ḍ ade. 

 Furūzān expresses her desire to be married to the handsome Vīramade, the 
crown prince of Jalor. Sultan ‘Alāuddīn answers: “Good daughter, do not be mad 
and talk like that. You are mistaken in your aff ection for him. You know well 
that marriage between a Hindū and a Turk cannot take place. In Yogininagar 
(Delhi) there are Muslim princes and distinguished Khāns. Whomsoever you 
like amongst them, I will call him and you may marry him” (KP 56). But the 
princess swears that she cannot marry anyone but Vīramade: “There is a great 
diff erence between the Hindūs and Turks: Hindūs alone know how to enjoy 
the good things of life, like Indra . . . I have no desire to wed a Turk . . .. Either, 
my dear father, I will marry Vīramade, or else I shall end my life!” (KP 56–57). 
The sultan sends an envoy to Kānha ḍ ade with an off er of marriage and a 
grand dowry: the wealthy province of Gujarat and fi fty-six crores of gold and 
silver. Land, woman, and money come wrapped up in the same package—the 
matrimonial proposal, in which these are the articles of exchange. 

 Vīramade, however, laughs to himself and spurns the Sultan’s off er 
indignantly:

  The Emperor has now thought of a new strategy to bring Jalor under 
his sway. He has such a large army! But is this the way to conquer 
countries, without any fi ghting? I cannot agree to this off er of mar-
riage and thereby incur dishonor! I will never unite with a Turkish 
woman in wedlock. Even if the pinnacles of Mount Meru were to crash 
down, Chauhan Vīramade will not sit at the sacred fi re to marry the 
Sultan’s daughter, nor clasp her hand in the  hathlev  ā  ceremony, or 
dine in the marriage pavilion! . . . By such an act, all the thirty-six Rājpūt 
clans will be shamed and the luster of all twenty-one Rājpūt kings will 
be dimmed . . .. Our great ancestor, Chāchigadeva Chauhan, will be dis-
graced . . .. Such a thing has never happened in the past, nor shall it ever 

happen in the future! [KP 57–58]   

 In rejecting the Sultan’s off er, the prince invokes his mythicized ancestor, the 
honor of the thirty-six Rajput clans, and the twenty-one dynasties of the king-
doms of Rajputana. The contours of power in Vīramade’s understanding are 
signifi cantly diff erent from the model of the Islamic state that Amīr  Kh usrau 
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described. Here, the bonds of kinship, marriage, and relations between lords 
and vassals link together a loosely knit confederacy of feuding rulers, who 
sometimes come together against a common enemy.  30   Further, the prince con-
structs a great religious divide that can never be bridged by marriage or alli-
ance; it seems war is the only course open to Jalor. 

 But the princess will not have it so. When the envoy returns with news 
of Vīramade’s refusal, ‘Alāuddīn at fi rst orders another raid into Jalor. In the 
course of the raid, ‘Alāuddīn for the fi rst time sees the golden city of Jalor. By 
Kānha ḍ ade’s orders, the city has been adorned especially to show the sultan 
the grandeur and might of the Chauhan kingdom:

  Broad woven silk sheets of the color of the clouds were hung up, two 
on each bastion, and so also were  chandov  ā s (canopies) studded with 
jewels, with pendants of pearls dangling from them. The golden triple 
spires on the towers shone brightly. The earthen lamps on the battle-
ments looked like so many stars, shimmering tremulously, their light 
mingling with that of the stars. A variety of minstrelsy ( g  ī  tag  ā  na ), sung 
in melodious tunes, could be heard. On the bastions, dances and plays 
were enacted. No one knew with what to compare these spectacles! 
Indeed, the fort looked like Indra’s  vim  ā  na  (fl ying chariot), or like Lankā 
perched on the Triku ṭ ā mountain, so it seemed to the Ġhorī Sultan 
(‘Alāuddīn). Delicate gold images studded with jewels were dangling 
here and there . . .. The royal palaces and temples were whitewashed 
and had here and there beautiful wall paintings . . . Kānha ḍ ade’s fort had 
many bastions on which rows of lighted earthen lamps shed golden 
light around, while  ch  ā  mara s (yak-tail fl y whisks) were being waved 

over the Chauhan ruler’s head, the protector of the clan [KP 59–60].   

 The Sultan marvels at this heavenly city, which is lavishly described in the 
fashion of the  nagara-var   ṇ   ana  (description of a city) of Sanskritic  k  ā  vya s. The 
poet uses the convention eff ectively to show the Rajput resistance to ‘Alāuddīn, 
constructing a golden utopia of song, dance, architecture, painting, and, at the 
center of it all, the fi gure of the ideal king. 

 The Rajputs then attack a Turkish encampment and carry off  Shams 
Khān and his  begam  (queen). To prevent a military raid, the princess again 
approaches her father: 

 “My beloved father! I pray you listen to my request. Vīramade was my 
husband in my previous birth. They have captured my sister and her 
husband and taken them to Jalor. By telling them all the signs and 
proofs of our past births, I will surely obtain their release.” 
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  The Emperor asked: “How could Vīrama be your husband?” 
  . . . “Long ago, he was Bāpal’s son, known as Singharāja, while I was 
born as Surjande, the daughter of Jai Chand. We entered into wedlock, 
full of ardent love for each other, in Yogininagar (Delhi). On his death, I 
entered fi re in Antaraveda (Doāb), a beautiful country, and thus upheld 
the true traditions of  sat  ī   dharma  . . .. The second time, Vīramade was 
born as Kelha ṇ a in the house of the Kāśī ruler while I was Ajaipāla’s 
daughter . . . I again entered fi re following my consort’s death . . .. [Details 
of three more births, formulaically recounted] Again, the sixth time, . . . he 
was born as P ṛ thivīrāja while I appeared as Padmāvatī. In that life I com-
mitted a grave sin. I had a cow killed and conjured magical incantations 
on the fetus to charm my lord and make him subservient to my wishes. 
This deranged his mind, and we indulged in amorous dalliance night 
and day, throwing all propriety to the winds. I had the Pradhāns mur-
dered and usurped power. Later, Sultan Shihāb al-dīn killed the Rāi on 
the banks of the Ghaggar, so I heard . . .. I ascended the pyre in Ayodhyā, 
which brings immeasurable  pu   ṇ   ya , and it was for this reason that I was 
born in a royal family. But because I had committed the two great sins, 
I was born in the house of a Turk” [KP 64].   

 The seventh time is the princess’s present birth, in which she feels she has to 
join her husband again. This extraordinary account of reincarnation provides 
the beginnings of the narrative resolution of the story, as well as a fascinating 
reshaping of historical causality. The love that Prince Vīramade and the prin-
cess have felt for one another during their last six births must be continued 
in this one, but her sins—killing a pregnant cow and usurping power—have 
led her to be born as a Turk. Here the princess is being assimilated into the 
structure of death and reincarnation, which explains her current political situ-
ation through  karma . 

 Although the princess goes on an embassy in Kānha ḍ ade’s realm and is 
received with great respect, courtesy, and royal hospitality, Prince Vīramade 
refuses even to look at her. He spurns her again, and she accepts her fate for 
the sake of the sins she has committed. She does, however, secure the release 
of all the prisoners and returns to her father, having done the job of an envoy. 
After this, preparations begin for the fi nal assault on Jalor, which is taken by 
treachery in 1311. The illustrious Kānha ḍ ade falls to the forces of the sultan, 
and all the women of the fort commit  jauhar . The princess had, however, sent 
her nurse Dādā Sanāvar with the army, with instructions to save Vīramade if 
she could. If she could not, she was to bring back his head to the princess. 
The nurse searches through the rubble of the fallen city and comes upon the 
body of Vīramade. She puts his head tenderly into a basket of fl owers and 
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bears it to Delhi. When the head is presented to the princess on a platter, she 
addresses it: 

 “Earlier, the Chauhan had vowed that he would never look at my face. 
Now, at least today, he will have to break his word!” 
  Those who are brave and of good lineage do not give up their 
plighted word even after death. The moment the princess came in front 

of Vīramade’s face, it turned away! [KP 101–2]   

 The princess weeps sadly over the loss of her brave and resolute love, then 
goes to enter a funeral pyre on the banks of the Yamuna, holding the head 
of Vīramade in her lap. The story comes to an end with the genealogy of the 
rulers who follow in the line of Vīramade. 

 Padmanābha and Amīr  Kh usrau thus set within opposing narrative frames 
the historical transition of the period, the carving out of political territories 
from which a new Islamic polity with its capital at Delhi could collect revenue. 
Unlike the earlier Jain tale with its moral philosophy, these later romances are 
framed in terms of Islamicate and classical Indian notions of the ideal polity.  31   
In Amīr  Kh usrau’s poems about Sultan ‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī, the achievement of 
the sultan is precisely that he has managed to make India into an Islamic 
land ( d  ā  r al-Isl  ā  m ). Padmanābha’s  K  ā  nha   ḍ   ade Prabandha  sets the Rajput ruler 
within a ritual economy of kingship in which political rule and legitimacy is 
intrinsically bound up with saving the images of Śiva that are being smashed 
by the iconoclastic Turks.  32   In this tragic romance, where political and military 
enmity is never bridged, the Turkish princess becomes the active go-between 
who negotiates between the two sides, mediating between two systems that, 
although rooted in diff ering religious ideologies, share a symbolic investment 
in land and women. 

 Although the generic forms and the provenances of the Jain Mahārā ṣ  ṭ rī 
Prakrit tale, the Apabhra ṃ śa  prabandha-k  ā  vya , and the Persian  mas ̱ nav  ī  are 
quite diff erent, together they imply a common understanding. Exchanging 
women can redress political and social imbalances; it can make important 
social statements about alliance or hostility, about ascetic values and symbolic 
honor. Prince  Kh iz 
 r  Kh ān makes a sacrifi ce for male honor, while Vīramade 
refuses to give up the machismo of Rajput honor even after death. Both poets 
use the fi gure of crossing over to the other side in a fantasy in which true 
but tragic love transcends confl icts over political borders. The images that 
Persian poetry praised as infi del seductresses ( but-i k  ā  fi r ) had to be smashed in 
the iconoclastic logic of the conquest narratives, but this did not lessen their 
allure and fascination. The stories of the children of ‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī fetishize 
the woman belonging to the enemy, who becomes the repository of symbolic 
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honor for her own side and the object of romantic desire and fascination for 
the other side. 

 It is here that we begin to glimpse the wider political and cultural context 
of Sufi  attitudes toward territory and sexuality. Bruce Lawrence has empha-
sized in an important article the dual role of women for Sufi s of the Delhi 
sultanate, as obstacles to spiritual progress through their embodiment of the 
baser instincts of the lower soul ( nafs-i amm  ā  rah ) and as helpers to mysti-
cal perfection through their own saintliness.  33   The Persian sources give us 
only partial answers to questions about Sufi  self-mortifi cation and its links 
with eroticism and sexuality. But the elaborate Sufi  romances in Hindavī and 
the other Indo-Aryan languages reveal the degree to which the Indian Sufi s 
subscribed to common cultural understandings of society and sexuality. For 
the Sufi  poets of the Hindavī,  prem  ā  khy  ā  n s created the fi ctional image of 
an Indian landscape with the eroticized body of an Indian woman as its 
centerpiece. And as we shall see presently, this fi gure becomes a symbol of 
mystical annihilation in her fi nal (and fi ctive) sacrifi ce on a fl aming pyre in 

Chittaur.    

  The Erotics of War 
 In telling the story of Ratansen’s journey to Singhala-dīpa and his triumphant 
return to Chittaur with Padmāvatī in the fi rst part of his poem, Jāyasī follows 
the generic pattern of the other Hindavī Sufi  romances such as the  C  ā  nd  ā  yan  
and the  Mirig  ā  vat  ī , at the same time reshaping the Padmāvatī episode from 
the tale cycle of the  P   ṛ   thv  i  r  ā  ja R  ā  sau . In the second part, he again draws on 
the Rajput narratives of the Turkish conquest of northern India such as the 
 K  ā  nha   ḍ   ade Prabandha  and the Hammīr cycle.  34   But rather than adopting the 
Turko-Afghan stance of the victory of Islam over unbelief, he instead portrays 
Sultan ‘Alāuddīn Khaljī, the emblem of military power, leading the wicked 
and treacherous Turks to the destruction of Chittaur. Read in the context of 
Sufi  sanctifi cation of the physical landscape of Avadh and projections of the 
imagined and interior landscapes that we considered in Chapter 5, the nega-
tive treatment of ‘Alāuddīn Khaljī makes sense as a political statement and an 
assertion of symbolic independence from the ruling élites of early-sixteenth-
century India. The dualistic rhetoric of conquest, so important to the narratives 
of polity formation articulated during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, 
is here reimagined from the Rajput side and subverted by Jāyasī’s valorization 
of the defenders of Chittaur. Within the internal logic of the transformation of 
subjectivity, self and other merge into each other on some imagined and real 
landscape of interaction. 
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 In an article about the numerous “epics” and “counter-epics” of conquest 
between Hindus and Muslims, Aziz Ahmad notes that:

  This allegorical epic of Rājpūt chivalry, written by a Muslim, ends with 
an anti-Islamic fi nale: “and Chitore became Islam.” As the author is 
a Muslim, the array and might of the Turks is not belittled, though 
his sympathy lies with the Rājpūts. He makes an open reference to 
Hammīr, sees in the Rājpūt struggle something of the epic grandeur 
of the Mahābhārata and quotes without contradiction Gorā and Bādal’s 
version of the inherent treachery of the Turks. Much more remarkable 
is his complete self-identifi cation with the sense of tragic intent in a 
Rājpūt epic-theme, and its view of his own culture and religion; for 
the outwardly simple phrase “Chitore became Islam” signifi es, in its 

allegorical equation, the unsubstantial victory of illusion.  35     

 I would like to consider more carefully what this “self-identifi cation” with 
the Rajputs implies in the narrative and context of the  Padm  ā  vat , as well as 
the fi nal “unsubstantial victory of illusion” over the citadel of Chittaur. Since 
Jāyasī’s poem does not present an essentialized “Hindu” view of “Islam,” a 
presentist and communalist reading of the poem fails to do justice to the com-
plex aesthetics and politics of the text. Instead, Jāyasī’s poem is a mystically 
suggestive romance that uses themes of conquest to make a claim to Chishti 
superiority in a local context and to undermine subtly the political power of its 
sponsoring patrons  36   and all competing religious groups. 

 Ahmad’s discussion of the poem has two basic thrusts. First, he takes at 
face value the allegorical verse from the envoi to the poem, the key or  ku  ñ  j  ī  
to the narrative formula, which Mataprasad Gupta and the tradition of mod-
ern Hindi scholarship have proved to be a later interpolation. Second, Ahmad 
draws on the Urdu scholarship of Kalb-i Mus  tafa to consider events contempo-
rary with Jāyasī that resonate with motifs in the story:

  Ratan Sen (1527–1532), the Rana of Chitore, was a contemporary not of 
‘Alā al-dīn  Kh aljī, but of Jāisī himself and of  Sh er  Sh āh Sūrī. The ruse of 
warriors entering an enemy fort in women’s palanquins, though a motif 
paralleled in epic and romance, had also some historical basis as it was 
used by  Sh er  Sh āh to capture the fort of Rohtās. In 1531, nine years 
before the composition of  Padm  ā  vat , a case of mass  sat  ī  had occurred 
in a Rājpūt fort sacked by Sultan Bahādur of Gujarat to avenge the dis-
honor of two hundred and fi fty Muslim women held captive in that 
fort. There might have been a conscious or unconscious confounding 
in Jāisī’s mind of ‘Alā al-dīn  Kh aljī with  Gh iyā th  al-dīn  Kh aljī of Mālwa 
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(1469–1500) who had a roving eye, and is reported to have undertaken 
the quest of Padminī, not a particular Rājpūt princess, but the ideal type 
of woman according to Hindu erotology.  Gh iyā th  al-dīn  Kh aljī, according 
to a Hindu inscription in the Udaipur area, was defeated in battle in 

1488 by a Rājpūt chieftain Bādal-Gorā, multiplied by Jāisī into twins.  37     

 Ahmad’s eff ort to historicize the  Padm  ā  vat  rightly refers to events that are 
matched by narrative motifs in the text. But the approach is problematic 
because Ahmad explains in a directly referential way a narrative pattern that 
has its roots in the generic tradition of the Hindavī romances, confusing literal 
and literary truths. As we shall see, the ending of the poem has more to do 
with the pattern set up in Qut " ban’s  Mirig  ā  vat  ī  than with any “actual”  jauhar  or 
 sat  ī , and the motifs that Jāyasī uses are drawn from the Rajput martial litera-
ture. Finally, the idea of any putative “confounding in Jāisī’s mind” of the two 
very diff erent  Kh aljī sultans must surely be discounted. 

 The sacking of the fort of Raisen in 1532 by Sultan Bahādur Shāh (1526–
1537) and the  jauhar  of the Rajput women are, however, highly relevant to the 
second half of the  Padm  ā  vat  in one respect. In a discussion of Bahādur Shāh’s 
sack of Raisen, Dirk Kolff  has emphasized the role of women as embodi-
ments of symbolic honor and the role of Rajput warlords as power brokers 
in the world of the Afghan sultanates. The presence of Muslim women as an 
accepted part of Purbiya Rajput households causes theologians and ulema in 
Bahādur Shāh’s realm to pester him for vengeance. Even though Silhadi, the 
lord of Raisen, has converted to Islam and, after protracted negotiations, is 
off ered a fi ef as the  muqt  ' a‘  of Baroda, his mother Queen Durgāvatī and the 
women of Raisen commit  jauhar  rather than give up the very real political 
independence the family enjoyed in northern Malwa. Kolff  points out that  

  the events leading up to the holocaust of Raisen are related by Persian 
historians of the age of Akbar as a contest between muslim orthodoxy 
and Rajput honor. Yet it would be anachronistic to suggest that the 
episodes . . . attest to the fundamental irreconcilability of two ideologies. 
Rather, they tell a story of Rajputs groping about for terms that would 
allow them to preserve their identity as exuberant and conspicuously liv-
ing warriors while at the same time enabling them to be associated with 

the unchallenged power of the day, an assertive Muslim sultanate.  38     

 Well worked-out strategies of accommodation and patronage enabled Afghans 
and Rajputs in sultanate India to live and to fi ght side by side, appealing to 
the dualistic rhetoric derived from conquest narratives only in extreme cases 

such as Raisen.  
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  The End of the  Padm  a ̄  vat  
  The Offended Brahmin Counselor and the 

Padminı ̄ Woman 

 Jāyasī puts these notions to eff ective use by combining them with another 
motif that is also found in Padmanābha’s  K  ā  nha   ḍ   ade Prabandha  and the 
Hammīr story, the treachery of the off ended Brahmin counselor of a good 
Rajput king. One of King Ratansen’s counselors, a Brahmin called Rāghav 
Chetan, is wise and learned beyond compare. On a certain new-moon day, the 
king happens to ask his assembled counselors, “When will the second day of 
the month fall?” (P 447) From Rāghav’s mouth unthinkingly comes, “Today,” 
but the other pandits say, “Tomorrow.” But such is Rāghav Chetan’s arrogance 
that he refuses to take back his words. Instead of admitting he is wrong, he 
propitiates a  yak   ṣ   in  ī  by black magic and makes the moon of the second night 
of the month appear in the sky by illusion. The other Brahmins are not con-
vinced, and when on the next night the moon of the second night appears 
again, they inform the king that Rāghav is a black magician who uses spells 
to cheat and to trick people. The king condemns Rāghav Chetan as a sorcerer 
and sentences him to banishment from his kingdom of Chittaur. 

 But Padmāvatī is worried that Rāghav will cause some mischief by his black 
magic, and summons him to a tower in the palace, ostensibly to have him 
accept an off ering on the occasion of a solar eclipse. When Padmāvatī comes 
to the window lattice, her radiant beauty stuns Rāghav out of his senses:

  At that moment Rāghav blessed her. 
 He was like a  cakora  bird 
 who had seen the face of the moon. 
 The moon wore a necklace of stars. 
 Earth and heaven were radiant with her light. 
 She wore on her hands a pair of bracelets, 
 on which each gem was worth nine crores. 
 She took off  a bracelet and threw it down, 
 and her necklace broke and fell with it. 
 Along with the stars, the moon was falling. 

 A stream of death was loosed from heaven [P 451.2–6].   

 Rāghav falls down on the ground, and passers-by wonder whether he is an 
epileptic, or possessed, or poisoned by some drug. He remains senseless, and 
it is only with much diffi  culty that he awakens. When he comes to, he curses 
the cruel beauty who has robbed him of his senses and resolves to destroy 
the kingdom. He goes to Delhi with the intention of getting Sultan ‘Alāuddīn 
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Khalji, famous as a conqueror and subjugator of resistant provinces, to attack 
Ratansen with all his might. He leaves, taking with him the jewel-encrusted 
bracelet, and he arrives in Delhi as a mendicant wearing the glittering band 
on his arm. 

 When Rāghav arrives at the sultan’s court in Delhi, he comes to a grand 
imperial center. The emperor is the lord of all he surveys, with an awesome 
machinery of information and rule at his command. Thirty thousand elephants 
and hundreds of thousands of Turkish horsemen, the cavalry that was a sign 
of military superiority in sultanate India, attend him. He greets Rāghav as a 
beggar, but laughs at his account of getting the bracelet from the lotus prin-
cess of Singhala-dīpa:

  “When a beggar fi nds a piece of glass, 
 he raises it to Mount Sumeru as gold. 
 You are a beggar so your tongue has been spared. 
 Now control yourself and speak the truth. 
 Where is there a woman above the world, 
 whom the sun and moon cannot match? 
 If there is a Padminī, she is in my palace, 
 where all the seven continents dance attendance. 
 I have picked them out of all seven continents. 

 I have sixteen hundred queens in my harem” [P 461.2–6].   

 The emperor is referring here to the best type of woman in the Indian sys-
tems of erotic classifi cation, the Padminī or lotus woman. Rāghav responds by 
asserting that all the other types of women in the world pale in comparison 
with Padmāvatī of Chittaur: “Where is the Padminī, so like a lotus, around 
whom the bees hover?” (P 462.8) 

 After recounting for the sultan all the erotic types of women, Rāghav 
describes Padmāvatī as a woman beyond all others. He describes her beauty 
in a second  sar  ā  p  ā  or head-to-foot description, in which Jāyasī projects a lush 
sensuality:

  She opens her braid and shakes out her tresses. 
 Night falls, lamps are lit throughout the world. 
 Her locks fall to the ground from her head. 
 Darkness descends on the whole country. 
 Her locks roll about like poisonous snakes, 
 imbued with the fragrance of her sandal limbs. 
 They ripple and wave like snakes full of venom, 

 fl owing about, very fragrant and jet black [P 470.1–4].   
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 Jāyasī uses the imagery of snakes on the sandalwood trees of the Malabar 
coast to portray her black tresses on her soft golden limbs. He goes on:

  Her lips, brightly colored, are delicate 
 as betel leaves. They are red 
 and moist with the  rasa  of nectar. 
 Dyed and wet with betel juice, 

 her lips sparkle like  gul  ā  l  when she smiles [P 476.1–2].   

 Padmāvatī’s shining lips suggest the sparkling  gul  ā  l  powder that is mixed with 
mica and thrown in red clouds at the festival of Holi. Rāghav takes his inven-
tory only down to her waist, for, as he coyly suggests to the sultan, he has 
seen her only at her window lattice ( jharokh  ā ). His description works well to 
arouse the sultan’s lust, in contrast with Hīrāman’s exhortations to the seeker 
Ratansen in the fi rst part of the romance. In the mystical quest, Ratansen is 
excited to gain Padmāvatī through ascetic mortifi cation; in the evil version of 
mystical  sar  ā  p  ā  and arousal, the wicked sultan hopes to capture her by force of 
arms. The militaristic language of lust and conquest, Jāyasī will begin to sug-
gest, is another way of trying to gain the joys of  prema-rasa ; its inadequacies 
will become clearer in the ensuing narrative. 

 The aroused sultan sends a letter to Ratansen demanding his wife and the 
treasures of Chittaur on threat of siege. “No one demands the wife of another 
man!” Ratansen thunders, and continues:

  “If the lady of the house leaves, 
 what remains of the house? 
 What is Chittaur and the realm of Chanderi? 
 Why should anyone despoil a man’s house 
 while he is still alive? Only a yogi leaves his house. 
 Am I Hammīr, the lord of Ranthambhor, 
 who cut off  his head and gave up his body? 
 I am Ratansen, a man of power! 
 I pierced the fi sh and gained Sairandhri. 
 I have borne a mountain, just like Hanumān. 
 I have bridged the ocean like King Rāma . . ..  
 He can seize my treasure and I would accept it, serve him as his slave. 
  but if he wants a lotus woman, let him go to Singhala-dīpa himself!” 

  [P 491.1–5, 7]   

 Padmāvatī is the one inalienable object for whom Ratansen would fi ght 
to the death. Unlike Hammīra, he will not cut off  his head in defeat. He 
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compares himself to Arjuna, who pierced the eye of a fi sh with a single 
arrow even though he was blindfolded, and to other legendary heroes. 
Even though his counselors remind him of the capture of Princess Chhitāī 
from Devagiri  39   and Hammīr’s death at Ranthambhor, he will not agree to 
give up Padmāvatī. Boiling with anger, Ratansen sends back a peremptory 
refusal. 

 But the sultan, the powerful lord of the world, is resolved to gain by 
brute force what Ratansen earned through asceticism. The Turkish army 
that is mustered in response is fi erce and mighty. There are horses of every 
breed, mighty elephants, and siege engines, and all the sultan’s vassals 
join in the muster. The forts of the Rajput  Rai s and  Rana s that surround 
Delhi tremble at the sultan’s approach: Junagarh and Champaner, Mandu, 
Chanderi, Kalinjar and Gwalior all quake with fear like leaves in the wind. 
But ‘Alāuddīn Khaljī’s intention is to subjugate Chittaur and gain the beauti-
ful Padmāvatī.  

  The Battle for Padmāvatı ̄ 

 These themes resonate within the dualistic rhetoric and narrative motifs of 
the earlier conquest narratives. As the sultan’s army comes to camp below the 
walls of Chittaur, all the military might of the Delhi sultanate is on display. In 
response, Jāyasī tells us, all the Rajput lineages and clans gather:

  Ratansen was equipped in Chittaur. 
 Accompanied by music, all the kings 
 came to join him in the fort. 
 Tomars, Bais, and Panvārs came, 
 and Gahlots, their heads bowed in reverence. 
 Here were Khatris and Panchbāns, 
 Agarvāls, Chauhans, and Chandelas . . ..  
 Ḍhārẖīs stood in front, making music. 

 At the back, the death-fl ags were on display [P 503.1–3, 5].   

 The noisy and grand spectacle of the Rajput lineages mustering matches the 
Turkish army’s show of strength. Many of the lineages that Jāyasī mentions, 
such as the Gahlots and the Panvars, were signifi cant power brokers in the fi f-
teenth and sixteenth centuries rather than at the time of the siege of Chittaur. 
Jāyasī retrospectively fi ts them into the topos of the muster of the armies 
before the grand battle outside a Rajput fort. 

 Moreover, he lavishes attention on description of the martial combat and 
the sultan’s cannons as they advance and are trained against the fortress walls. 
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Jāyasī begins to suggest that the cannons are devastatingly beautiful women, 
ready to cause destruction wherever they go:

  I will tell of their adornments as if they were women. 
 Easily intoxicated, they drink powder like wine. 
 When they breathe out, they breathe fi re. 
 No one stays with them out of fear. 
 Fire stains the tops of their heads, like vermillion. 
 Their wheels are their earrings, fl ashing as they go. 
 Their breasts are the cannon balls, 
 that stay in pairs close to their hearts. 
 Their fl ags wave out like veils in the breeze. 
 Although they have no tongues, 
 they keep their mouths open. 
 And when they speak, La ṅ kā burns. 
 Their tresses are the chains that wind 
 all about their necks, and the elephants 
 that drag them forward, break their shoulders. 
 The erotic  rasa  and the martial are both one here. 
 The cannons’ names are “Foe-bane” and “Fort-breaker.” 
 The beauty-spot on their forehead is the fuse, and their teeth 
 are adamantine darts. 
  Wherever they look, they cause a tumult; if they laugh out loud, 

  who can withstand them? [P 507.1–8]   

 Punning on  d  ā  r  ū , the word for wine and gunpowder, Jāyasī carries his extended 
metaphor through the parts of the cannon. The double imagery eroticizes bat-
tle and the machinery of battle in terms of the Sanskrit system of aesthetics, 
when Jāyasī says that cannons embody the erotic and the martial  rasa s in their 
elaborately decorated forms. 

 Jāyasī does something quite diff erent in the rest of the conclusion to the 
 Padm  ā  vat,  where the grand battle between the Turks and Rajputs signifi es the 
contest between the narrative options of love by force and love earned through 
Sufi  practice. The sultan’s attempt to taste the joys of  prema-rasa  is in stark 
contrast to the approved mystical quest narrative of the genre. These warring 
sides signify much more than ethnic or religious groups; they embody might 
versus right on the battlefi eld:

  Here the king gathered his army. 
 From the other side, the Shāh approached. 
 The vanguard advanced rapidly forward, 
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 while the rearguard stayed ten leagues behind. 
 The Shāh came and attacked the fortress, 
 twenty thousand elephants in his train. 
 Both armies came down thundering. 
 Hindus and Turks faced each other in battle. 
 Both were oceans, like the seas of milk and curd, 
 or mountains, like Meru and Ki ṣ kindhā. 
 Enraged, the warriors fought each other. 
 Elephants faced their enemy elephants. 
 Their goads glittered like lightning. 
 The elephants roared like dark clouds thundering. 
 Heaven and earth fought each other, army upon army, 
 regiment on regiment. 
  Neither force could move the other, as if they were masses 

  of adamant [P 516.1–8].   

 The armies of Chittaur, defending the rightful and honorable Ratansen, are 
not able to withstand the onslaught of the sultan’s vast army and his machin-
ery of war. Jāyasī compares the sultan to the sun, in front of whom the moon 
(Ratansen) is eclipsed and withdraws into his high fortress. The sultan’s forces 
advance inexorably through the passes surrounding Chittaur, leaving countless 
dead behind. His archers let loose crores of arrows against the fort, thick as 
constellations of stars in the sky. 

 Finally, the sultan’s forces are camped all around Chittaur with catapults 
and siege engines at the ready, and they have dug underground mines and 
tunnels to take the fort. Although it seems that Ratansen will be defeated, he 
does not give up in his heart. In defi ance, he orders a dance performance to 
be held on the ramparts of the fort. The sequence of events that follows is 
taken directly from the Rajput poetic accounts of the siege of Ranthambhor 
as exemplifi ed in texts such as Nayacandra suri’s  Hamm  ī  ra Mah  ā  k  ā  vya . The 
 Hamm  ī  ra Mah  ā  k  ā  vya ’s retelling of ‘Alāuddīn Khaljī’s siege of Ranthambhor 
contains the episode of the dancing girl Rādhā Devī,  40   who performs for 
Hammīr on the ramparts of Ranthambhor and turns her back on the sultan as 
a planned insult. Enraged, the sultan has one of his archers shoot her down. 
Jāyasī introduces the motif with fi ve dancing girls performing at Chittaur and 
an elaborate typology of melodies and instruments. Then:

  When the Shāh was watching the performance, 
 a dancer whirled and turned her back to him. 
 When he saw this, he thundered from his throne, 
 “How long shall the moon enjoy the doe? 
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 My men will shoot their arrows and climb up. 
 The head of pride should always stay low.” 
 As he spoke, a hundred thousand arrows shot up. 
 Some reached the ramparts, some only to its gates. 
 Malik Jahāngīr was the lord of Kannauj, 
 and his was the arrow that shot down the dancer. 
 The arrow hit home and her leg moved as if dancing. 
 Her spirit went to heaven, and the mould fell to earth. 
 When the dancer died, the dance also ceased. 

 The Turks were delighted, and clapped their hands [P 529.1–7].   

 In both these narratives, shooting down the dancing girl functions as part of 
the etiology of the confl ict and siege, one of the causes for the emperor’s ire 
against the Rajputs. It is not found in the Persian accounts of the conquests of 
Ranthambhor or Chittaur, but within the cultural logic of the Rajput texts it is 
one way to explain the conquest. Jāyasī accepts this causation and reuses the 

motif in his depiction of the confl ict between right and might.  

  The Negotiations 

 Now it truly appears as if Chittaur’s cause is lost, and Ratansen and his men 
prepare for a suicidal last stand. They build pyres of sandalwood and aloes, 
and the women make ready for  jauhar  in the king’s harem. The men anoint 
themselves for the fi nal battle. But before this can happen, Jāyasī introduces 
another classic motif from the Rajput narratives: cessation of hostilities for 
negotiations. The lustful and treacherous sultan thinks to win over Ratansen 
by friendship and somehow gain his aim by trickery. So he sends an envoy to 
Ratansen giving up his demand for Padmāvatī and presenting conditions for 
a truce. In exchange for lifting the siege, he asks for the fi ve objects that the 
Ocean gave to Ratansen, the treasures of Chittaur: the hunting tiger and bird, 
the swan, the philosopher’s stone, and the ambrosial gem that cures snake 
bite. Ratansen’s response is still defi ant and ready for an extended siege or the 
ultimate sacrifi ce:

  “We have foodgrains that will last for sixty years. 
 The hill gushes with water without our asking. 
 Moreover, even if the fort were to be breached, 

 the truth of a man of might will not falter” [P 535.3–4].   

 But his counselors prevail on him and he agrees to treat with the sultan. He 
has the swan brought from its golden cage, as well as the ambrosial jewel, the 
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philosopher’s stone, the golden bird on a golden perch, and the hunting tiger 
in a silver cage. Envoys bring all these to the sultan’s camp, and ‘Alāuddīn 
accepts them as marks of a vassal’s homage. He sends a message to Ratansen 
to tell him that he will come on the morrow to meet him in friendship and 
to inspect the fort. 

 Here Jāyasī introduces another motif familiar to us from another Rajput 
conquest narrative, Padmanābha’s  K  ā  nha   ḍ   ade Prabandha : entertaining enemy 
royalty within the fort. Just as Padmanābha recounted the lavish entertainment 
and feast that was prepared for Princess Furūzān in Jalor, Jāyasī devotes a long 
section to the grand preparations for the emperor’s banquet in Chittaur. Fish 
are caught, every sort of viand and vegetable is gathered, and fruits and sweets 
of all kinds are made ready. The emperor inspects the paradisal fort before the 
banquet, looking at all the lush orchards, lakes, and jewel-encrusted palaces 
carefully. He remarks on the beauty of Padmāvatī’s heavenly mansion: “How 
lovely must be the queen who lives in such a beautiful palace!” (P 555.8) They 
sit down to eat, but all the while the sultan thinks only of Padmāvatī and how 
he can make her his own. Two warriors of King Ratansen, Gorā and Bādal, 
warn the king: “Do not make friends with the Turk, for in the end he will turn 
out to be treacherous!” (P 558.4) But the king does not listen, for he believes 
that friendship drives out baseness and that he can bring the Turk around 
from evil to good by doing good himself. 

 At the banquet, dancing girls as beautiful as heavenly  apsara ses perform for 
them. But the sultan is deaf and blind to all other women, and asks Rāghav: 
“Where is the lotus lady among all these?” (P 560.8). When he is told that she 
is not among them, he knows no peace. He cannot enjoy the feast, for his mind 
is lost in thoughts of Padmāvatī. After the feast is over, he thinks of a stratagem. 
He speaks sweetly to the king and off ers him betel as a mark of friendship. He 
then suggests a game of chess ( shatranj , Sanskrit  catura   ṅ   ga ). The sultan has a 
mirror affi  xed to the wall so that he may look at Padmāvatī whenever she comes 
to her lattice to look down at the court. They sit down to play chess together. The 
poet puns on the moves that are unfolding in the game to gain Padmāvatī:

  The intoxicated lover moves like a pawn: 
 he takes a step forward, but kills sideways. 
 The shāh moved his knight and threatened the queen. 
 He had the pieces exactly as he wanted them. 
 The king advanced his elephant and called check, 
 so the shāh moved his knight back again. 
 Castle threatened castle, both locked tusks like enraged elephants. 
  The king wished for a stalemate, but the shāh was hoping for 

  checkmate [P 567.4–8].   
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 The stalemate between the two is, however, fi guratively broken by Padmāvatī. 
Her serving maids tell her that the Sultan of Delhi has appeared in court, and 
that he is handsome and resplendent beyond all the assembled kings and war-
riors. When Padmāvatī goes to her lattice to look at him, she appears in the 
mirror in the shah’s line of vision. This is Jāyasī’s textual mirror of description, 
which refl ects the true form or symbol of divinity. The shah falls down uncon-
scious, blinded by the divine beauty that has granted him a fl eeting vision. 

 Even though the sultan represents lust and brute force, his sighting of 
Padmāvatī suggests a divine revelation, a temporary drawing aside of the veils 
of human vision for readers and listeners who can catch the implicit sugges-
tions in his words. This is consistent throughout the genre and is as common 
as, say, the wet sari scene in contemporary Bombay fi lms. The love-struck 
‘Alāuddīn calls for Rāghav Chetan and describes to him what he has seen, 
using poetic suggestion to communicate the ineff able mystery of revelation 
that is embodied in Padmāvatī:

  “I have seen an amazing sight. 
 It was behind a veil, yet there was no veil. 
 I saw a lake that contained water, 
 yet there was nothing to drink in it. 
 Heaven came down to earth as a shadow. 
 It was earth, yet not a part of the earth. 
 It seemed there was a lofty pavilion within, 
 within one’s reach, yet inaccessible. 
 I saw an image within that temple, 
 without body and without life, 
 yet made unlike any others in spirit. 
 It glowed radiantly like the full moon, 
 revealing itself like the philosopher’s stone, 
 and then it was hidden from sight. 
 Now my life is with that full moon. 
 How can the sun gain her during the new moon? 
 The lotus blossomed in the heavens, and fl ashed like lightning 
 in the night. 

 Here too the sun went into eclipse. Believe this, Rāghav, 
 in your mind! 

 I saw her standing there, marvelously strange. 
 She etched her picture in my mind 
 and robbed me of my life. 
 A lion’s waist, two elephants’ temples, 



love’s  subtle magic210

 a snake as goad and a peacock as mahout. 
 Over these a lotus was blossoming. 
 The fl ying bee took in the fragrance 
 of the  rasa  of the fl ower. 
 A parrot sat between the two wagtails. 
 The moon of the second night of the month 
 rose along with its bows. 
 A doe revealed herself, then departed. 
 The moon became a serpent, the sun a lamp. 
 As I gazed, she rose higher and higher. 

 I could not grasp her; I saw her, and she left” [P 571, 572.1–7].   

 The constant assertion and denial of physical form—earth, yet not a part of 
earth—is a characteristic strategy of the poets of the genre. Padmāvatī is like 
an image in a temple, but without the sense of immediate presence that is so 
much a part of image worship. Her essence is elusive, the poet suggests, a 
marvelously strange body composed of hyperbolic elements, not just a token 
of material exchange. In his response, Rāghav explains each of the parts: her 
breasts are elephants’ temples, her tress is a serpent, and her neck has the 
grace of a peacock. The lotus is her face, and its scent is the scent of her body. 
The wagtails are her lively eyes, and the parrot (whose beak often suggests a 
sharply etched nose) is her nose. The crescent moon is her forehead, its bows 
her eyebrows. As she revealed herself like a doe, the serpent was her braid 
and the lamp was the sultan’s thought. Since he saw her image in the mirror, 
this was the image in which there was no life. Now the sultan must think of 
a ruse so that he may taste the  rasa  of Padmāvatī’s lips. 

 The sultan leaves, and keeps up a warm friendship with Ratansen. He 
invites him to his own palace and lavishes gifts and kindnesses on him. Giving 
him gems and fi efs of land, ‘Alāuddīn Khaljī lures him deeper and deeper in. 
Then he treacherously has him chained and fettered and thrown into a dark 
dungeon. An Abyssinian slave is Ratansen’s jailor, and he uses all the machin-
ery of torture to break Ratansen. Ratansen is asked to render loyal service to the 
sultan as his vassal, but he refuses. Finally, the surrender of Padmāvatī is made 
the condition of his freedom. Meanwhile, back home in Chittaur, Padmāvatī 
and Nāgmatī lament and suff er greatly due to their separation from Ratansen. 
Ratansen’s neighbor, King Devapāl of Kumbhalner, nurses a vendetta ( baira ) 
against Ratansen. He decides to take advantage of Ratansen’s absence to cap-
ture Padmāvatī. Jāyasī comments, using the cultural logic of the time, that:

  The long-nursed hatred in an enemy’s heart, 

 is satisfi ed if the foe’s wife comes to his house [P 584.3].   
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 Devapāl asks Kumudini, an old messenger woman ( d  ū  t  ī ) in his house, if she 
can bring the fabled Padmāvatī to his house. The old woman compares her-
self to a famous witch, Lonā Chamārin, and prepares her tricks and incanta-
tions. She takes all manner of foods, sweets, and wheat cakes and savories, 
and crosses over the border to Chittaur. She enters the women’s quarters of 
the palace by using her charms and spells. Once inside, she insinuates herself 
into Padmāvatī’s confi dence by alleging that she was present at her birth in 
Gandharvasen’s palace. Kumudini claims to be the daughter of Gandharvasen’s 
family priest, Benī Dube. Padmāvatī welcomes her as a person from her own 
natal home ( naihar ), embraces her, and tearfully tells her about Ratansen’s 
imprisonment in Delhi. She cannot even touch any of the sweets and savories 
that Kumudini has brought as gifts to cozen her, since she is so aff ected by 
separation from her lord. 

 Kumudini craftily begins to suggest to her that youth is fl eeting and that 
she should enjoy herself while she can. Artfully she compares her to a drooping 
lotus that has enjoyed the attentions of only one bee. If Padmāvatī will consent, 
she could bring another bee to her, namely Prince Devapāl of Kumbhalner. 
Padmāvatī angrily repudiates her as a whore and tells her to go back to her 
husband’s enemy. In her eyes, no one can compare with her beloved husband 
Ratansen. Following her angry eviction of Kumudini, Padmāvatī establishes a 
charitable house for wandering ascetics ( dharma  śā  l  ā ). She hopes to hear news 
of her captive husband from travelers, as well as to earn merit to release him 
from captivity. Back in Delhi, ‘Alāuddīn hears of this and engages a harlot to 
disguise herself as a wandering ascetic and to bring Padmāvatī to him. This 
whore comes to Chittaur in the guise of a  yogin  ī , a female ascetic, completely 
equipped with the external marks of Gorakhnāth’s path: the horn whistle, the 
begging bowl, the yogi’s crutch ( ādh  ā  r  ī ), and the ascetic’s viol ( ki   ṅ   gar  ī ). She 
tells the queen of Ratansen’s grievous imprisonment and torture, hoping to 
entice her to come back to Delhi with her. Padmāvatī is ready to become the 
 yogin  ī’ s disciple and set out on a quest for her lord, but her companions dis-
suade her. They dismiss the  yogin  ī  and advise the queen to seek the help of 
her husband’s preeminent warriors, Gorā and Bādal. 

 In desperation, Padmāvatī goes to the house of Gorā and Bādal. The war-
riors are amazed that the queen has deigned to come from her palace to 
their house. Jāyasī makes much of the beautiful Padmāvatī’s descent to earth, 
and Gorā and Bādal set her on a golden throne and attend her with the yak-
tail chowries due to royalty. They repeat their warning about the perfi dy and 
treachery of the Turks, and advise her not to become a  yogin  ī  herself. Instead, 
they off er to obtain Ratansen’s release by going to Delhi and fi ghting with the 
Turks themselves. Together, they think of a way to get Ratansen released from 
the sultan’s dungeons. 
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 They use a trick that we fi nd also in sources contemporary with Jāyasī 
or later, such as the historian Firishtah’s account of the fall of Chittaur. 
Firishtah makes Padmāvatī the clever daughter of King Ratansen, and relates 
that she used the stratagem of visiting the king accompanied by armed war-
riors concealed in the women’s palanquins. Once inside the fort, the war-
riors jumped out and overpowered the guards, allowing the king to make 
his escape.  41   As Aziz Ahmad has also noted, Sher Shāh Sūr used the same 
trick during his military struggle against Humāyūn. When Humāyūn seized 
the strong fort of Chunar in 1538, Sher Shāh got his men into the fortress of 
Rohtas in Bihar by asking the Raja for shelter for the women of his harem 
and smuggling warriors into the fort in palanquins.  42   It is very probably this 
contemporary event that Jāyasī recasts into a moving episode in which Gorā 
and Bādal reassure the distressed Queen Padmāvatī and use the trick against 
‘Alāuddīn Khalji. 

 Even though Bādal’s beautiful new bride has just arrived with her wed-
ding train, he goes to war rather than consummate his new marriage. 
The two warriors make their way to Delhi with sixteen hundred women’s 
litters. Young armed warriors are seated in all of them, ready to do battle 
once they are inside the sultan’s palace. When they arrive in Delhi, Gorā 
and Bādal bribe the jailor to inform the shah that Padmāvatī will make 
herself and the keys of Chittaur over to him if she is allowed half an hour 
alone with her husband. Jāyasī’s presentation of these events, in common 
with several of the Rajput and Persian narratives, shows that Rajputs, 
Turks, and Afghans understood in common the mechanisms for negoti-
ation, hostage taking, entertainment of enemy envoys, safe conducts, and 
in general mutual accommodation, the whole code of warfare, siege, nego-
tiation, and parley. Despite frequent campaigns and jockeying for advan-
tage, these parties had worked out the arrangements for power sharing, 
communication, tribute, and the everyday business of life in shared space. 
Thus the message of Gorā and Bādal is immediately understood and acted 
on; they are allowed to meet Ratansen in his dungeon. Once inside, they 
overpower his jailors and escape from the palace before anyone realizes 

what is going on.  

  The Final Battle 

 As they fl ee Delhi, the sultan’s army swoops down on them and a melee 
like the  Mah  ā  bh  ā  rata  war ensues. Gorā and a thousand brave youths make 
a last stand, fi ghting a rearguard action so that the others may get away. The 
sultan’s forces kill them, but Bādal and the king escape and make their way 
back to Chittaur. Bādal is reunited with his newly wedded wife. Padmāvatī is 
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delighted to see her true love again, and tells him of Devapāl’s attempt against 
her virtue:

  “My lord, your boat fell into a whirlpool. 
 But now listen to the sorrows of your lotus love. 
 You went and left me in the lake, 
 and the lake dried up around me without you. 
 The goose that used to play there fl ew away, 
 and the friendly sun became my enemy . . ..  
 Above all this, how can I tell you 
 of the blows that struck me—a heavy grief 
 fell on me like a rugged mountain. 
 Devapāl sent a woman messenger to me. 
 She put on the guise of a Brahmin woman 
 and tried her utmost to deceive me. 
 She told me she was my friend from long ago. 
 She off ered to take me, the clinging vine, 
 to where the black bee awaited. 
 Then I realized, truly, that her words 

 were steeped in poison” [P 643.1–3, 644.1–4].   

 Ratansen is enraged, and his response brings up again the imagery of the bee, 
the frog, and the lotus that Jāyasī has already used to indicate the mystical 
signifi cance of his poetics of  rasa :

  “When has the frog ever looked at the lotus? 
 The bat never sees the face of the sun. 
 The peacock dances in his own color, 
 but can the rooster copy him successfully? 
 Before the Turks come to attack the fort, 

 I will seize him, else I am not a king!” [P645.2–4]   

 Ratansen evokes the symbolism of the fragrance of the lotus that only the true 
lover or connoisseur (the bee) can grasp. Like the bee, he traversed a long 
distance to Singhala-dīpa to win Padmāvatī, the lotus lady. Devapāl is merely 
a frog, who lives next to the lotus but cannot appreciate the subtle scent that 
wafts through the earth because of Padmāvatī’s revelatory beauty. He is just 
a common rooster trying to imitate the peacock’s dance. The angry Ratansen 
attacks Devapāl’s fortress of Kumbhalner, and the two kings engage in single 
combat. During the fi ght, Devapāl treacherously uses a poisoned spear and 
wounds Ratansen. And although Ratansen captures Devapāl and beheads him 
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for the insult he has off ered his wife, he is fatally wounded. On his way back 
to Chittaur, he breathes his last and is carried home on a litter. 

 Padmāvatī and Nāgmatī, lamenting and wailing, put on fi ne silken clothes 
and ascend his pyre, sacrifi cing themselves as  sat  ī s. Love consummated, in the 
generic logic of the  prem  ā  khy  ā  n s, leads to a fi nal annihilation and a return to 
the divine realm. Here the stereotype of what is due from an obedient Hindu 
wife, becoming a  sat  ī  for the sake of the dominant male, is yoked to the 
mystical value of  fan  ā  or the destruction of self. Padmāvatī and Nāgmatī are 
 mah  ā  sat  ī s, faithful wives of great loyalty. As they mount the pyre they say:

  “Today the sun has set in the day, and the moon is sinking at night. 
 Today let us give up our lives dancing for joy; today the fi re for us is cool.” 

 They prepared the funeral pyre 
 and gave generously in alms and charity. 
 Seven times they circled the pyre. 
 “There was one kind of circle at our wedding; 
 now there is another as we go with you. 
 In life, beloved, you embraced us. 
 We will not leave your embrace in death. 
 And the knot that you, our lover, tied, 
 let it never be untied from beginning to end. 
 What is this world but non-being in being? 
 We and you, lord, will be together in both worlds.” 
 They embraced him and lit the Holi fi re. 
 They were burnt to ashes, but did not fl inch. 
 They left this world, steeped in their love, and heaven glowed ruby red. 
  Whoever had arisen, had now set; no one remained in the world 

  of the living [P 649.8–650].   

 The real violence of the act is obliterated like the bodies of the women, and 
a symbolic edifi ce is created on the ashes. In a sense, the Sufi  poets of the 
romances use the misogynistic poetic symbol of the  sat  ī  to assert their spirit-
ual superiority over the material and political dominance of their élite patrons. 
The speech Jāyasī puts in the mouths of the burning wives, characteristically, 
makes them happy to burn themselves alive for love. In dying on the pyre, 
they reaffi  rm the ultimate value and eternity of mystical love ( prema ) over the 
transience of this world. The knot of faith and love endures from the beginning 
to the end of existence. Indeed, the speech asserts that though the world is 
eventually folded back into nonbeing, love lasts forever. In a generically consist-
ent ending, all the major characters disappear from this world, demonstrating 
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the interconnection of love and death, the path of Sufi  mysticism and fi nal 
annihilation. 

 The emperor, who has laid siege to the fortress again, enters the city walls 
to fi nd nothing but useless cinders. He demolishes the fort, and Chittaur is 
converted to Islam. Violence is of no avail, and all that remains for the wicked 
sultan in the end is ashes:

  When they had departed, going with their lord, 
 the sultan came and attacked the fortress. 
 By then, the occasion had passed already. 
 Rāma and Sītā had vanished away. 
 The shah came into the assembly hall . . ..  
 He picked up a handful of ashes 
 and threw it in the air, declaring 
 “Earth is vanity! Until ashes fall on it, 
 Desire for the world cannot be extinguished!” 
 His whole army raised earth, 
 and built causeways over the fort’s passes. 
 They attacked, and there was a confused battle. 
 Bādal came to the gate and died fi ghting. 
 All the women committed  jauhar , and all the men died in the battle. 

  The Emperor demolished the fortress, Chittaur became Islam [P 651].   

 The fi nal  fan  ā , in which all of Chittaur is consumed and “becomes” Islam, 
signifi es the Sufi  martyrdom of a fi gure such as al-H	allāj, as well as the nos-
talgic identifi cation with the Rajputs who fought bravely and sacrifi ced every-
thing. By implication, only seekers on the path who give up even their lives 
can achieve the symbolic goal of spiritual love. But the famous last words also 
contain a pun on the word Chittaur, which can be broken down into its com-
ponent parts of  citta  and  ura , mind and breast, or by implication, heart.  43   

 As Shantanu Phukan has pointed out, these last words imply “the theo-
logical concept of the complete surrender of the human heart and mind to 
the will of God ( islam ).”  44   Moreover, placing this assertion of the “true” mean-
ing of Islam as submission within the imaginative and interior landscapes of 
self-transformation implies that lovers and mystics who have tasted  prema-rasa  
survive beyond the destruction of the world, that is, they go beyond  fan  ā  (anni-
hilation of self) to  baq  ā ’, subsistence in God. As Padmāvatī and Nāgmatī cry 
out on the funeral pyre, the knot that they have tied with Ratansen will last 
beyond the beginning and end of all things. As for the sultan, he embodies a 
“false” Islam. Although he has triumphed over Ratansen and the Rajput army, 
all he gets for his trouble is ashes. The spiritually justifi ed victory belongs to 
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the Rajputs, who gave their all for love. The subjectivity of the conquerors is 
here transformed so that they assume the roles of the defenders of the land, 
an interesting contrast to the fourteenth-century narratives of the victory of 
an idealized and militaristic Islam. Thus Jāyasī valorizes defeat as a spiritual 
value. Externally, Chittaur has “become Islam,” but the internal victory belongs 
to the martyrs of love. 

 Jāyasī’s depiction of the tragic fall of Chittaur implies a complex sort of 
indigenization of the Chishti and Mahdavi Sufi  circles among whom he com-
posed his poem. The hero Ratansen puts on a yogi’s guise before he goes 
on his quest, only to shed the saff ron robe and the earrings attached with 
wax when he wins Padmāvatī. Ratansen is a Sufi  seeker, and though he has 
become just like a yogi in his appearance ( bhesa ), he is actually better than 
a yogi because he can use yogic and alchemical language and techniques to 
gain a superior goal: union with the divine Padmāvatī. The “as if” logic of 
this operation implies that Jāyasī is using the generic formula established by 
Maulānā Dā’ūd and Qut " ban to bring local tales of the fabled Serendib and sto-
ries of Rajput resistance to the Turks into the formulaic narrative of the hero 
and his two wives and the diff erent sorts of love. But this is only a fi ctional 
image. The Sufi  reinscription of themselves as indigenous fi gures implies an 
elaborate masquerade of going  des  ī . 

 Jāyasī takes up all the classic tropes and motifs of Rajput martial literature 
(the off ended Brahmin minister, the impudent Turkish demand for a woman 
who embodies symbolic honor [ m  ā  na ], its furious rejection, woman as  casus 
belli , the overwhelming military superiority of the Turks, and the evil sultan 
in Delhi who subordinates small regional kingdoms to satisfy his greed and 
his lust) but reads them within the Chishti arrogation of the physical land-
scape of Avadh. His poem can therefore also be read as a critique of political 
power: although political élites proclaimed their dominance through the spon-
sorship of art and literature, the Hindavī Sufi  romances concealed within them 
a covert Sufi  claim to spiritual superiority over the kings who supported them. 
The contest between love rightfully gained and love wrested through violence 
sends a clear message to political élites about the symbolic independence of 
Sufi   silsilah s despite their reliance on those same élites for patronage. The 
relationship was one of mutual dependence, for Sufi s played important roles 
as guarantors of the spiritual legitimacy of rule during the period of the Delhi 
sultanate and the regional Afghan kingdoms. 

 Padmāvatī represents a Sufi  courtly poet’s erotic fetishization of India, 
while the hero in his yogic disguise signifi es the courtly élite “going native.” 
Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī used all the tropes and fi gures native to India to cre-
ate a “false” or seemingly native image of an Indian romance, which is only 
a front for the “true” Sufi  message of the poem. And although the historical 
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Padmāvatī did not ascend the fl aming pyre, and her  jauhar  is a historical fi c-
tion, and the fi nal martyrdom uses the theme of Rajput resistance to Turkish 
invaders to convey the message of the spiritual struggle to taste  prema-rasa , the 
larger confl ation of erotic fetishization and military subjugation makes the text 
a powerful statement of the actual cultural logic of its period. 

 The story caught the imagination of audiences, poets, patrons, and imitators, 
and became an emblem of the successful and tragic conquest of Hindustan. 
Padmāvatī meant many things to many people in the centuries that followed. 
For the Rajput chroniclers following Jāyasī, she was the lovely queen who died 
rather than submit to the wicked Sultan ‘Alāuddīn Khaljī, thus preserving the 
symbolic honor of a defeated people. For the Afghan and, later, the Mughal 
courts, she was an erotic object and the centerpiece of an Indian landscape, 
the crystallization of the beauty and allure of a subjugated people. Ironically, 
for the nationalists she was the emblem of a heroic resistance to foreign impe-
rialism, a key fi gure in the narrative of the recuperation of “Hindu” honor 
despite the tragic fall of the Rajput states to the sultans of Delhi.   

   



     7 

 Bodies That Signify: 
The  Madhumālatı̄ , Part 1   

   Erotic/Ascetic Sufi  Narratives 
 Erotic union, failed or fulfi lled, is at the heart of any romantic text. But the 
reception of sophisticated mystical poems to the accompaniment of music in 
courtly settings as well as in the  k  hānaqāh s of Sufi  shaikhs raises questions. 
How did these various audiences—and how should we ourselves—understand 
the complex linking of asceticism and eroticism implied by the passages of 
love play in these romances? We have already noted the coincidence between 
the imaginary landscape and the eroticized female body that is its center-
piece, as well as the yogic dress adopted by the seeker to progress on his 
ascetic quest. In the only published treatment of the sexuality of South Asian 
Sufi s in the period of the Delhi sultanate, Bruce Lawrence has remarked on 
the contradictions inherent in attitudes toward women in Sufi  thought and 
practice:

  Women are the topical focus for expressing attitudes on sexuality, not 
only in Shaykh Nizam ad-din Awliya’s case but also in the case of 
other South Asian Sufi  masters. There is at once delight in women’s 
beauty and fear of their power, yet there is no sense of enjoyment in 
the physical dalliance or consummation of the love relationship. For 
the South Asian Sufi  masters, and for South Asian society as a whole, 
we fi nd scant evidence of the pleasure principle applying to or deriv-
ing from sexual experience. Sexuality therefore means something other 
than coitus in our evidence. It would be more apt to say that sexuality 
becomes the achievement of social expression through gender interac-
tion, while asceticism is at once the recognition of the role of sexuality 
in society . . . and its partial curtailment, or . . . its outright rejection, on 

the part of holy minded individuals.  1     
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 Lawrence sets this judgment within a nuanced reading of the discourses of 
Shaikh Niz ' ām al-dīn Auliyā’ and his expressed attitudes toward women as 
facilitators of chastity and true repentance for wayward men. He cites the 
shaikh’s atypical renunciation of sex and marriage and his respectful attitude 
toward a certain holy woman in Delhi, Bībī Fātimah Sām, making him “a 
celibate male feminist of pre-Mughal Indian Islam.”  2   But Shaikh Niz ' ām al-dīn 
was unique; most Sufi s were married and had families, exemplifying the tradi-
tion of the Prophet: “there is no monkery in Islam.” 

 As Lawrence maintains, “sexuality . . . means something other than coitus in 
our evidence.” How did sexuality fi gure in the ideas of married Indian Sufi s, 
the largest part of our sample population? The Persian Sufi  sources from the 
sultanate period list several saintly women whom the various Chishti shaikhs 
venerated; some of these are the pious mothers of the shaikhs themselves,  3   
others female exemplars of piety such as Rābi‘ah of Basra.  4   The Hindavī Sufi  
romances of the period must be included alongside the Persian and Arabic 
discourses and manuals of practice. For these elaborate vernacular fi ctive nar-
ratives express cultural stereotypes about gender and asceticism as they were 
thematized in the imagination of poets and their audiences at courts and 
 khānaqāh s. The erotic encounters and poetic description of love play between 
heroes and heroines in the Hindavī Sufi  romances contain many suggestive 
clues and coy references to theology and Sufi  mysticism. And certain cultural 
stereotypes were commonly understood and cut across religious lines. 

 For instance, in the Hindavī form of  prema , ordinary marriage and procre-
ation were simply social structures that were beside the point. In a represen-
tative anecdote, Shaikh Rizqullāh Mushtāqī, a contemporary Shattari disciple, 
relates the story of a dervish and a newlywed bride who were obsessed with 
each other:

  In Jaunpur, a certain person got married and took his bride to his 
house in Zafarabad. He stopped the palanquin under a tree outside the 
city for rest and for eating a meal. He took his seat near the palanquin 
and the bride put aside the curtain to look around… . A recluse who 
was resting under the same tree cast his eye on the beautiful face of 
the girl and was completely captivated. He fi xed his eyes on her face. 
Every time the girl looked at him she found him as if in a trance and 
constantly staring at her face. She guessed his condition and was sur-
prised. She inquired from the nurse: “When shall we return to this 
place?” She said: “We shall come back after four days . . . . ” After four 
days, the recluse continued to wait for her the whole day. At . . . sunset, 
he got disappointed and began to sigh: ‘“Ah, ah, she has not come 
back,” and passed away in this state. When the Muslims found him 
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dead, they buried him after performing religious rites. The palanquin of 
the girl arrived in the evening just after his burial… . They told her that 
he suddenly died, and pointed to his grave at a little distance… . They 
said: “He only repeated, ‘Ah, ah, she has not come,’ and at last passed 
away” . . . [D]eeply moved, she said to the nurse: “[S]how me the grave 
of the recluse, so that I may visit and off er the  Fātihā  prayer for the 
departed soul.” People created a curtain of sheets on all sides, so that 
she might visit the grave without exposing her face to people. When 
she visited the grave, she placed her head upon it. After some time, 
the nurse thought to call her back. When she looked for her inside the 
sheets, she did not fi nd her there. She told people about it and every 
one of them was surprised; they considered it a miracle of  ‘ishq . They 
unearthed the grave and found to their surprise the dead body of the 
recluse, wrapped with the embroidered garments of the bride, and his 

hands and feet dyed with henna. But there was no sign of the bride.  5     

 The disappearance of the bride into the spiritual remains of the dervish points 
both to the evanescence of  ‘ishq  (love  6  ) and the fact that the erotic body of the 
woman is part of the whole complex of male asceticism and sexuality. Bodily 
disappearance signifi es sublimation of the erotic to theology, unifi cation with 
the divine. Obsessive passion or ideal love ( ‘ishq ), leading even to death, is 
the most valued part of sexual and ascetic experience. It is the incitement of 
this obsessive emotion within the seeker that allows him to progress on the 
spiritual path and the narrative quest, putting  ‘ishq  (or, in the poetics of the 
Hindavī romances,  prema-rasa ) at the pinnacle of theology, the goal of the nar-

rative, and the core of Sufi  experience.  

  The  Madhumālatı̄ , Part 1 
 Nowhere is this better illustrated than in Shaikh Mīr Sayyid Mañjhan Shat " t " ārī 
Rājgīrī’s  Madhumālatī , a romance completed at the Afghan court of Islām Shāh 
Sūrī within fi ve years of Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī’s  Padmāvat . Both Iqtidar 
Husain Siddiqui and S. C. R. Weightman have demonstrated that the poet 
Mañjhan has been confused with the Shaikh Mañjhan, whom the  Gulzār-i 
Abrār  mentions as the  qāẓī  of the town of Chunar.  7   As Weightman has noted, 
the poet Mañjhan (the “middle” son) was the maternal grandson of Shāh 
‘Abdullāh Shat "t "ār’s  k  halīfah , Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Qāz ̣ in ‘Alā’:

  Manjhan’s mother was Bibi Khunja Daulat, the daughter of the 
renowned Shaikh Muhammad Qāzin ‘Alā who, although reared in 
both the Madārī and Chishtī traditions, later proved to be one of the 
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principal exponents and propagators of the Shattāriyya order in Bihar. 
Manjhan’s father was Sayyid Muhammad ‘Alī Manjhan Danishmand, 

the son of Sayyid Muhammad Chakkan of Jaunpur.  8     

 Regrettably, very little else is known about the poet Mañjhan, except what he 
himself tells us in the prologue to the  Madhumālatī . We do know that he 
was attached to the Shattari Sufi  master Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus ̱  Gvāliyārī 
(d. 1562), and received instruction from the charismatic shaikh in Gwalior. The 
mystical culture of the Shattaris is an intrinsic part of the  Madhumālatī . 

 The heroine of the fi rst part of the poem is a princess of the mystical 
city of Mahāras, the “great  rasa .” Heavenly  apsara ses (“nymphs” or peris) 
transport Manohar, Prince of Kanaigiri, to the bedroom of the sleeping 
Madhumālatī. The vision of beauty before him stuns him. The poet uses 
the generic set piece of the head-to foot description ( sarāpā ) to detail what 
Manohar sees, portraying the body of Madhumālatī as the unfolding of 
divine revelation before Manohar’s eyes. The Princess awakes and they fall 
instantly, completely, in love. Promising eternal love, they exchange their 
rings as signs of their oath to be true to one another. Manohar falls asleep, 
only to wake up in his own city of Kanaigiri. His nurse Sahajā (“absorption 
in the inborn reality”) counsels him to become an ascetic to win the beau-
tiful Madhumālatī, and he sets out in the garb of a yogi to attain the love 
that his vision of Madhumālatī promised him. The logic of embodiment that 
runs through Mañjhan’s poetic images matches male ascetic body to female 
erotic object and echoes in the various contexts of cosmology, ascetic prac-
tice, politics, and poetic literature. 

 Shattari cosmology hierarchically orders the stages of emergence from and 
return to Allah ( mabda’ va ma‘ād ) in concentric circles, fi tted within the larger 
circular structure of emergence and return. These circles within circles are 
elaborated as the stages of mystical ascent and descent for the Shattari novice. 
Citing the  Gulzār-i Abrār , an important Shattari hagiographical collection com-
pleted in 1612, S. A. A. Rizvi indicates that the shape of religious practice for 
the Shattaris was circular:

  According to the Shattāriyya technique, the neophyte at the very begin-
ning of his training is required to consider himself at the very  ‘ain  
[essence] of the Being and then descend step by step from the realm of 
the self-manifestation of the Absolute to the phenomenal world. Then 
step by step he re-ascends and reaches the Divine sphere, eff acing all 
traces of the stages of descent. In contrast to this method, the other 
Sufi s direct their disciples to ascend step by step from the realm of 
humanity to the realm of  Wahdat al-Wajūd .  9     
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 In a pioneering article, Weightman has pointed out the similarity between this 
religious practice and the plot of the  Madhumālatī . The disciple’s initial state 
of absorption or  jaz ̱ bah  is represented as the fi rst meeting of the hero and 
heroine, Manohar and Madhumālatī. The neophyte must work his way back 
to the realm of the Absolute Divine, just as Manohar’s progress describes a 
circular movement from the initial moment back to the point when the lovers 
can be united again. 

 At the fi rst meeting of the lovers, the hero is required to fi x “within his 
deepest awareness the image of God and of Divine Beauty (Madhumālatī)”:

  The neophyte has then to descend step by step from the realm of self-
manifestation of the Absolute to the phenomenal world. This process 
is paralleled in Manohar setting out, being shipwrecked and cast up on 
an unknown shore alone “save for the pain of his suff ering in separa-
tion and the mercy of God.” Then he discovers love, Pemā, portrayed 
as young, innocent and unawakened, but imprisoned by a demon. 
Manohar kills the demon by destroying the source of its powers of 
renewal, suggesting that a very radical transformation of the disciple’s 
nature is here signifi ed . . . [he] is able to have a second meeting with 
[Madhumālatī]. This point can be taken as the beginning of the ascent 

back to the Divine sphere.  10     

 Mañjhan’s text is loosely suggestive of such a circular movement, although ele-
ments of the narrative fall outside a strictly “allegorical” explanation. Thus, for 
instance, at one point Madhumālatī’s angry mother bewitches Manohar and 
sends him back home, an event that violates the easy progression of mystical 
stages set out in the Shattari practical manuals. Simultaneously, Madhumālatī 
is separated from Manohar and becomes the seeker, wandering the world in 
the shape of a bird in search of her mate. In this form she sends him a 
message using the generic set piece of the  bārah-māsā  (the description of the 
twelve months of separation), which impels him to come back to her.  11   

 The ascetic body that is the site for self-transformation in this formulaic 
text is anchored in a system of belief and religious invocation. Shattari uses 
of the body are relevant both to their way of remaking themselves and to 
the larger cultural dynamics of Sufi  practice. In accordance with the generic 
pattern of the Hindavī romances, the hero’s path to spiritual attainment is 
through the awakening of love through a dream, vision, or poetic description. 
In a sense, the male subject can be transformed only by using the woman’s 
body as the erotic and aesthetic impetus to draw him out of himself. Similarly, 
the description of Madhumālatī’s body, in which the poet itemizes the limbs 
of her body and describes their eff ects on the seeker, is a formal requirement 
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of the genre of the Hindavī Sufi  romance. Both bodies signify, and are part 
of the process of, concretizing an invisible Sufi  spiritual cosmos. The Shattari 
manuscripts take up cosmological and bodily structures, elaborate them, and 
fi t them to particular needs: interior practice or the Hindavī poetics of love. 
As Pierre Bourdieu and other anthropologists remind us, practice involves a 
dynamic intermeshing of structure and agency.  12   Cosmology is not an essen-
tialist form that endures through the ages, but a changing structure that dif-
ferent people use diff erently, that they internalize and live through varying 
structures of habitus, whether it is court ritual or the poetics of obsessive love 
or Sufi  ascetic discipline. 

 In the Hindavī romances, the woman as erotic object is part of the politics 
of conquest of an Indian landscape, but she is also the carrier of theologi-
cal and spiritual meanings. What makes the Hindavī Sufi  romances diff er-
ent from, say, European colonialism and its fetishizations of native objects are 
the complex interminglings of theology and politics, indigenous and foreign, 
implicit in the yogic garb of the Sufi  seeker and his sensuous meeting with 
the divinely beautiful heroine. This chapter considers the logic of embodi-
ment in Shattari poetics, politics, and practice through a reading of the alle-
gorical centerpiece of the romance, the head-to-foot description of the heroine 
Madhumālatī. It will then analyze the elaborate Shattari macrocosm and the 
order’s ideology in the context of their involvement with court politics and 
ascetic practices. 

  Madhumālatı̄ Described 

 The allegorically suggestive description of Madhumālatī’s body, a formal 
requirement of the genre of the Hindavī Sufi   premākhyān , works simultane-
ously as a Hindavī head-to-foot description ( śikha-nakha var ṇ ana ) and a site for 
divine self-disclosure, making visible an invisible Sufi  spiritual cosmos. In the 
logic of the Shattari worldview, hidden nature is more real (  ḥ aqīqī ) than the 
forms (  ṣ ūrat ) that are apparent to the senses. This distinction between   ḥ aqīqat  
and   ṣ ūrat  or reality and appearance, neo-Platonic in origin, enables the Sufi s 
to interpret sensible forms literally as well as spiritually. The theory of repre-
sentation that makes possible this move is contained in the term  tams ̱ īl , which 
may mean allegory, exemplifi cation, or embodiment, depending on its context. 
The plain text ( ‘ibārah ) may contain a reference ( ishārah ) or an exemplifi cation 
of an abstract concept ( tams ̱ īl ). 

 These principles of reading for multiple signifi cation are signaled right at 
the beginning of the story with the birth of Manohar, prince of Kanaigiri, the 
Mountain of Gold. Prince Manohar is born to the childless Sūrajbhānu, king 
of Kanaigiri, as the result of an ascetic’s boon. The prince is the apple of his 
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father’s eye. The king summons a pandit to educate him in all the classical 
texts. Included in his education are the principles of interpreting texts for mul-
tiple meanings:

  The pandit taught the prince well 
 that each word had several meanings. 
 He taught him yoga and the science of sex, 
 drew pictures and explained their meanings. 
 Soon the prince became so clever 

 he could explain many levels of mystery in scripture [MM 57].   

 In this passage, Mañjhan introduces a view of language basic to the poly-
semy of the text. Each word ( bacana ) has multiple meanings ( artha ), which 
the prince learns to read. The prince learns the explication of many levels of 
mystery in scriptural texts as a basic interpretive strategy. This vernacular  ‘ilm-i 
bāt " in , or knowledge of the inner secrets of divinity, is fundamental to the poly-
semic Sufi  poetics of the  Madhumālatī . 

 The pandit teaches Manohar all the classical sources, introducing another 
useful notion: 

 He taught him the true meanings 
 of the  Yogasūtra  and the  Amarako ṣ a , 
 poetics and prosody and the  Koka-śāstra .  13   
 Who could match the prince 
 in grammar, astrology or the  Gītā , 

 in the arts of meaning, poetry or song? [MM 57]   

 Here Mañjhan uses the term  sat-bhāva  (“true meaning/essence”), which 
anchors the poetic practice of referring to double or multiple meanings in 
the text. The literal events of the narrative of the  Madhumālatī  have true or 
  ḥ aqīqī  meanings that the poet obliquely suggests. The Shattari idea that the 
cosmos is only a veil for the secrets of the divine is thus the sanction for the 
text’s poetics of oblique reference. Reading becomes a process of unveiling 
the secrets locked in concrete forms. These passages on the young prince’s 
education refer self-refl exively to how reading is understood within the poetic 
culture of the Afghan courts and Sufi   k  hānaqāh s of the sixteenth century. 

 Once the prince’s education is complete, he takes over the kingdom from 
his father, Sūrajbhānu. One night, Manohar is fast asleep in his bedroom after 
watching an entrancing dance performance in court. Some celestial  apsara-
 ses (nymphs) who are fl ying about catch sight of him and are struck by his 
beauty. They decide that he is a suitable match for the beautiful Madhumālatī, 
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the princess of the city of Mahāras. So they pick up his bed and carry it to 
Madhumālatī’s bedroom. Their purpose is to compare the beauty of both to 
determine which is better. They are confounded when they discover that the 
prince and princess are a perfectly matched pair. At this point they refer to the 
allegorical signifi cance of the meeting through a series of analogies:

  “If God should let them come together, 
 the three worlds would echo with celebration. 
 To look on them is to taste the joy 
 of yogis in the state of mystical union. 
  . . .  
 He is the sun and she the moon. She is the sun and he the moon. 
    If love were born between them, kettledrums would sound through 
    creation” [MM 72].   

 Their inability to decide whether the prince or the princess is preeminent in 
beauty is conveyed through the poetic image of sun and moon: Whose light or 
spiritual eff ulgence is refl ected in whom? The sun and moon here could refer 
to the internal geography of the yogic body, to the channels of I ḍ ā and Pi ṅ galā 
that run inside the body and that the practitioner harnesses in his austerities. 
As the Shattari stages of manifestation show, concrete forms (  ṣ ūrat ) exemplify 
and are shadows of spiritual processes on higher planes. 

 As Manohar opens his eyes, he has a vision of the divine unfolding before 
him. Alternately, he faints and recovers consciousness, as the beauty that is 
shown him awakens in him a deep response:

  The moment that he saw Madhumālatī 
 she possessed his heart completely. 
 His soul bowed down to her beauty. 
 Seeing her lying in sweet sleep, 
 the fi re of love engulfed his body, 
 consuming him utterly, from top to toe. 
 Like a lotus opening towards the sun, he blossomed as he saw her face. 
  Love from a past birth, like a green shoot, sprouted in the prince’s heart 

  [MM 75].   

 The image of a lover blossoming like a lotus when he sees the beloved’s 
face signifi es, according to a 16 th  century Sufi  gloss on Hindavī poetry, the 
  Ḥ aqā’iq-i Hindī , the opening up of a religious community ( ummah ) to the 
spiritual truth taught by the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad.  14   Here, the prince becomes 
aware of love from a previous birth, the mystic love that is responsible for 
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the creation of the world and that dwells within the hearts of all beings. The 
words the poet uses for Manohar’s response mirror, in reverse, the description 
of Madhumālatī. He is consumed with the fi re of love from top-to-toe,  nakha-
śikha , just as the  tajallī  of Madhumālatī describes her from head-to-foot. If the 
body of Madhumālatī represents the  jalvah  or brilliant revelation of the divine, 
Manohar represents the believer who witnesses this eff ulgent manifestation. 
During the  mushāhadah  or witnessing, he faints and recovers. Like Lorik in 
the  Cāndāyan , he is blinded by a woman’s brilliance. 

 The text views her body through a characteristic play between denial and 
affi  rmation:

  If someone describes this as God’s self-disclosure, then understand 
   the nature of God: 
    The Lord is hidden in this world, and no one has ever seen 
    Him [MM 88].  15     

 The poet’s denial works as a way of affi  rming a truth that cannot be conveyed in 
ordinary language. In other words, the text implies that if the beautiful descrip-
tion of Madhumālatī were to inspire someone to exclaim, “Why, she is the man-
ifestation of God!” the poet would kindly explain to the reader that no one has 
seen God in this world. But the reader would not be wrong in supposing that 
her disclosure mirrors the  prasāra  or  tajallī  (self-disclosure) of God, that it is the 
description of a form (  ṣ ūrat ) in a world in which true reality is elusive and invis-
ible. She is simultaneously a concrete form and a shadowy mirror of a spiritual 
reality that no one has ever seen except through analogy, allegory, or likeness. 
Her body signifi es both an accepted set of poetic topoi in Avadhi and a spiritual 
cosmos, bridging the gap between   ṣ ūrat  (appearance) and   ḥ aqīqat  (reality). 

 When the veil of the invisible is rent, the whole world reels before the 
fl ash. Madhumālatī smiles slightly in her sleep and her  jalvah  or manifestation 
is blinding:

  When she smiled slightly in her sleep, 
 lightning fl ashed from the heavens. 
 When her lips parted, her teeth shone: 
 the sages of the triple world were blinded 

 and lost all recollection of themselves [MM 88].   

 How can one decipher the signs inscribed upon the “signifying body” of 
the heroine? Some indications are given by a near-contemporary Sufi  gloss 
on Hindi poetry, the   Ḥ aqā’iq-i Hindī  of Mīr ‘Abdul Vā ḥ id Bilgrāmī, written 
in 1566 and concerned precisely with interpreting the sensuous portions of 
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dhrupad and vi ṣ  ṇ u-pada poetry for Sufi  readers, useful in reading the  sarāpā  
of Madhumālatī. 

 According to this text, in this parting of Madhumalati’s lips Allah’s divine 
attributes or Names are manifested. These are divided into two sorts: those 
related to his divine beauty and grace ( asmā’-i jamālī ) and those related to 
his astounding might and majesty ( asmā’-i jalālī ). God is al-Ra ḥ mān (“the 
Benefi cent”), al-Ra ḥ īm (“the Merciful”), al-Ġhaff ār (“the Forgiver”), al-Mu ḥ yī 
(“the Giver of Life”), al-Nūr (“the Light”), al-Karīm (“the Generous”). All 
these qualities nourish and protect the believer. At the same time, Allah 
is al-Qahhār (“the Subduer”) al-Jabbār (“the Compeller”), al-Mumīt (“the 
Bringer of Death”), al-Muqtadir (“the Powerful”). These are the destructive 
attributes of Allah, which excite fear in the believer and wreak vengeance for 

wrongdoing.  

  The  Sarāpā  or Head-to-Foot Description (Reprise) 

 The poetic imagery used to describe the parts of Madhumālatī’s body, using 
the same conventions of the  sarāpā  that Dā’ūd used to describe Cāndā in the 
 Cāndāyan ,  16   similarly alternates between fi erce and gentle ( jalālī  and  jamālī ), 
paralleling the manifestation of the Names of Allah. Starting at the top of her 
head, the poet begins his description of her with her  mān ̱ ga  or parting:

  Let me fi rst tell of the parting in her hair 
 diffi  cult of ascent as the path to heaven. 
 As he looked at her parting and fl owing locks 
 he kept straying from the path and returning to it. 
 Strikingly lovely was the parting on her head, 
 like the keen edge of a sword stained with blood. 
 Who could traverse the path of that parting? 

 At every step, ringlets and curls set snares for the traveller [MM 77].   

 The poetic reference or  ishārah  here is to the famous narrow bridge (the Pūl-i 
Sirāt ") of the Qur’ān, the bridge between heaven and hell that all must pass 
over after death. Only the righteous can cross the infernal abyss on this nar-
row path, so diffi  cult of access; and it is as diffi  cult to attain the parting in the 
black locks of the beautiful Madhumālatī as it is to walk over the Pūl-i Sirāt ". 
Further, her shining white parting, adorned with red  sindūra  or vermillion, 
is likened to the keen edge of a fi erce sword stained with blood, which has 
been used to dispatch lovers eager to walk along it. The ringlets and curls are 
described as  phan ̱ sihārā , fi erce thugs who set snares for travelers and strangle 
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them. The killing that goes on here can also refer to the necessary annihila-
tion of the ego or self ( k  hvudī ) of the seeker (   fanā ). 

 To this display of  jalāl  or ferocious cruelty, the poet adds another image in 
the next verse, one specifi cally related to the circular structure of the Shattari 
spiritual quest:

  A ray of sunlight was her beautiful parting. 

 When it had won all the world, it moved heavenwards [MM 78].   

 Her parting as a ray of sunlight mimics the descent of divine essence into the 
world and the eventual return of all things to God. 

 Lest one think that the beautiful Madhumālatī was all fi erce cruelty and no 
 jamāl  or grace, the poet compares her parting to a stream of nectar:

  Where did this stream of nectar fl ow from, 

 the source for her moon-face’s inexhaustible radiance? [MM 78]   

 The text goes on to describe her beautiful black tresses as poisonous serpents 
that cruelly sting away the lives of lovers:

  Her scattered locks were poisonous serpents 
 gliding over the pillows in excitement 
 gem-bearing snakes, moving so quickly, 
 viciously, full of deadly venom. 
  . . .  
 Whoever in this world saw her locks, 

 lost all awareness of his own condition [MM 79].   

 Her locks embody the vicious, sinful darkness of this world, and gather the 
sorrows of lovers into themselves. They are like poisonous snakes, but snakes 
who sting seekers out of all awareness of their own condition, making them 
receptive to the revelation in the next verse:

  Her forehead was as spotless as the moon 
 on the second night of a month, 
 shining through nine regions and three worlds. 
 Beads of perspiration shone brilliantly on her face, 

 as if the Pleiades had engulfed the moon [MM 81].   

 For the prince, and all others who look on with the right eyes, this revelation 
of light ( nūr ) is the fi rst specifi cation of divine essence. Her shining forehead, 



Bodies That Signify: The Madhumālatī, Part 1 229

spotless as the moon, with pearllike beads of moisture on it, signifi es the site 
of the fi rst revelation ( ta‘yīn ). According to the   Ḥ aqā’iq-i Hindī , her forehead 
(and by extension her body) is the writing of the mysterious invisible ( ġhaib ) 
on the surface of this world.  17   This textualized embodiment works as both the 
 ‘ibārah , the plain text, and the  ishārah , or reference, to the spiritual cosmos of 
the Shattaris. 

 There is allegory ( tams  īl ) in the description of Madhumālatī’s eyebrows:

  Love happily took his bow in his hands 
 and broke it into two with his strength. 
 Without any alchemy, he put them point to point, 
 arranging them as Madhumālatī’s eyebrows. 
 How beautifully her eyebrows graced her face, 

 as if Love’s bow had been embodied on earth [MM 82].   

 The line of her eyebrow suggests the line that is drawn between the two aspects 
of the revelation of the Divine, oneness and unifi cation ( a ḥ adiyah / vā ḥ idiyah ). 
The eyebrows are the site of the  barzakh-i kubrá  or intermediary state between 
these two. According to the   Ḥ aqā’iq-i Hindī , the space of the eyebrows is 
the length of “two bow-lengths or less” ( qāb qausain au adná ), the space 
between God and the Prophet on the  mi‘rāj , or night journey of the Prophet 
Mu ḥ ammad.  18   Their embodiment suggests both the all-conquering bow of 
Kāmadeva, the God of Love, and the space of revelation between God and the 
believer; love is the bond that ties them together across this space. 

 The poet moves on to talk of her crookedly seductive eyes, large, lively, keen, 
and intoxicating ( capala bisāla tīkha ati bān  ̱ke ), which captivate the souls of lovers 
with their play. According to Bilgrāmi’s gloss, her eyes suggest the  karishmah-yi 
chashm-i ma ḥ būb ,  19   the deceptive glitter in the eyes of the divine beloved con-
taining within it a shadow of the invisible. They embody both the vision to see 
spiritual reality and the play between ferocity and loveliness ( jalāl  and  jamāl ):

  They were a wondrous paradox that could not be resolved: 
  her eyes were does that lay fearlessly, each one beneath a hunter’s 

  bow [MM 83].   

 Space forbids exploration of the bloodthirsty description of Madhumālatī’s eye-
lashes, each like an arrow that pierces the heart of the poor lover and reduces 
him to a sieve; or a description of her nose, which the text links with the 
mystic channels of I ḍ ā and Pingalā in the symbolic geography of the yogic 
body. Madhumālatī’s cheeks suggest the site of the witnessing ( mushāhadah ) 
of the revelation of the divine. Their unveiling overwhelms the seer’s capacity 
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to fi nd similes or words. Below these two lovely cheeks is a pair of red lips, 
dripping with nectar, the source of the primordial grace of God ( lut "f-i sābiqah ), 
sustainer of life and love:

  [Her lips] were tender, juicy, red in color, 
  bimba  fruits placed against the moon. 
 No, no, this simile does not suffi  ce: 
 God squeezed the moon’s nectar to form them. 
 Her lips, full of nectar, were yet untasted. 
 When the prince saw them, he felt 
 his life drain away, and cried aloud: 

 “When will the Lord grant my life be restored?” [MM 87]   

 Allah’s mercy ( ra ḥ ma ḥ  ), which restores life to wounded lovers and hope to 
believers, is in the nectar dripping from Madhumālatī’s lips. 

 Madhumālatī’s body embodies Allah but is only a weak shadow of divin-
ity, embodying the interplay between  nirgu ṇ a  and  sagu ṇ a  aspects of vernacular 
theology. It is not merely a female body taken up as an object of the poet’s 
gaze.  20   The Sufi  text recognizes the power of the female gaze as overwhelm-
ing the male looking at her. This interlocked set of gazes signals a mystical 
ideology in which God/woman also has the power to look at man and trans-
form his being. The unfolding religiosity in which subject and object, lover 
and beloved, divinity and created beings, can change places is played out in 
the description of the mole on Madhumālatī’s face:

  The prince’s eyes were enamored of its beauty; 
 they became transfi xed, and would not leave it. 
 “It is not a mole, but the refl ection of my eye, 
 with which her face appears ever more lovely. 
 Her face is a clear, unblemished mirror; 
 in it my eye’s shadow appears as a beauty-spot. 
 The pupil of my eye is soft and dark. 

 It has fallen as a mole on her pure, spotless face” [MM 89].   

 Here the very materiality, the dense blackness of the mole on her shining 
white face, is imagined as the transposition of the pupil of Manohar’s eye 
onto the face. If Manohar’s gaze is embodied on the mirror of her face, the 
face also has the power to see him. If the world was created, in the famous 
Sufi  tradition, as a mirror for Allah’s beauty, here beauty becomes a mirror 
for the seeing gaze. The interlocked visions suggest that divine revelation 
needs a witness as much as human beings need a mirror for their desire. 
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 Divinity, like the beautiful Madhumālatī, is not merely an open book to 
be read for the allegory of every letter. There are mysteries, places diffi  cult to 
reach or to unravel with poetic image or reasoning intelligence. One of these 
sites is the black tips of Madhumālatī’s breasts:

  Pointed, sharp, and unscrupulously seductive, 
 her breasts entered lovers’ hearts on sight. 
 Lovely they looked, with darkened arrows on their tips. 
 Famous as brave fi ghters through the three worlds, 
 they wanted to dispute their boundary in war, 

 but then a necklace came between them [MM 95].   

 According to Bilgrāmī’s gloss, the dark tips of her breasts signify divine mys-
teries ( sirr-i bārīk ) whose unveiling the Sharī‘ah forbids. They are mysteries 
beyond the senses, contained in the words describing Allah’s power and 
might,  jabr  (al-Jabbār, the Compeller) and  qadr  (al-Muqtadir, the Powerful). 
The cruel black tips are ready to fi ght on their boundary line to prevent an 
invasion into their sphere. The necklace that is trapped between them man-
ages to mediate, to separate them so that they do not fi ght each other. As the 
embodiments of the unattainable mysteries of Allah’s being, their beauty does 
not pain “her on whom they grew, but those who look on their loveliness.” 

 Between her titillating breasts and her lovely hips lies Madhumālatī’s waist, thin 
and delicate to the point that the weight of her hips might cause it to snap. The text 
refers to the inability of mortal hands to grasp her fi ne waist. The   Ḥ aqā’iq-i Hindī  
describes her thin waist also as a  barzakh  or intermediary state between Allah and 
the world.  21   On her waist is the fi ne line of her  romāvalī  or line of hair, which also 
suggests an intermediary chord ( barzakh ) in the circle of manifestation:

  The line of hair on her navel 
 was a venomous serpent released 
 from its lair, roaming dangerously. 
 When it fell into her navel’s pool, 

 it curled around, unable to climb out [MM 96].   

 The pool of nectar below the navel ( nābhi ku ṇ  ḍ a ), out of which the fi ne line 
of hair rises, suggests the  am ṛ ta ku ṇ  ḍ a , the pool of nectar that, in the Shattari 
mystical body, is imagined to be between the eyes (at the  brahma-randhra ). 
This is the place where nectar rains on the seeker, where he can enjoy the 
fruits of his austerities. The  romāvalī  combines the  jalālī  qualities of divinity 
with this pure and sacred site of union, since it is represented as a poisonous 
black snake, roaming about dangerously on her beautiful white stomach and 
ready to sting the man who lays his hand on her. 



love’s  subtle magic232

 The fi nal verse in the  sarāpā  of Madhumālatī is the description of her thighs 
and legs, as well as of her intoxicating “treasury of love” ( madana bha ṇ  ḍ āra ). 
The poet adroitly sidesteps an exact description:

  For fear of immodesty before my elders, 
 I shall not describe her treasury of love. 
 The sight of her hips aroused the mind, 
 excited passion in the body in an instant. 
 Seeing her thighs plunged one’s being 

 into utter confusion, struck one dumb [MM 97].   

 The never-perfect catching of the elusive divine that the seer attempts reduces 
him to utter confusion and silence. But the passionate desire excited in the 
believer’s mind was an important component of the Sufi  training of the self, 
which inculcated love in a novice toward any worldly object of desire and then 
sought to train it toward the divine beloved, moving from love of the   ṣ ūrat  or 
apparent form to the   ḥ aqīqat  or reality behind appearances. 

 The embodiment of Madhumālatī is a mapping of precisely this double 
step, of concentrating desire in a concrete form and then showing how the 
concrete form is only a shadow of a spiritual reality. What enables the poet 
to accomplish this is a theory of meaning based on likeness ( upamā / tashbīh ) 
and reference. The head-to-foot description of Madhumālatī is a set of poetic 
images that play with analogy, exemplifi cation, and likeness to construct her 
body as a fi eld of meaning, or rather, double meaning. 

 The plain text ( ‘ibārah ), reference ( ishārah ), and allegory/exemplifi cation 
( tams  īl ) cannot be separated. As the nineteenth-century Urdu poet Ġhālib once 
famously remarked in a couplet,  

  Everything she says, Ġhālib, is a calamity she wreaks on my life— 

 What plain speech, what reference, what a manner!  22     

 The  sarāpā  fi ts into the narrative logic of the text as the moment when desire 
is awakened, between Manohar and Madhumālatī, Allah and the world, and 

reader and text.   

  Macrocosmic Geometries 
  The Key to Hidden Treasuries 

 Mañjhan dedicates several verses in the prologue of his  Madhumālatī  to 
the praise of his teacher, the renowned Shattari Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus" 



Bodies That Signify: The Madhumālatī, Part 1 233

Gvāliyārī (d.1562), the fourth in a line of Shattari Sufi  masters,  23   the dynamic 
spiritual guide to the fi rst Mughal emperors Bābur and Humāyūn and to 
many nobles in the 1530s and 1540s. Shaikh Ġhaus   and his brother, Shaikh 
Phūl, were disciples of Shaikh Zuhūr Hājī  Ḥ amīd. Under him they learnt 
the Shattari methods of  z ̱ ikr  and meditated in the jungles around the town 
of Chunar in central India. In the cosmological treatise  Kalīd-i Makhāzin  
(“The Key to Hidden Treasuries”), written in 1533, Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus 
Gvāliyārī indicates this view of the body: “Man’s body is like a book, and every 
letter is the form of an allegory. You will fi nd in it everything you seek, and 
will not return empty-handed.”  24   Each part of the body is a sign to be inter-
preted for a spiritual referent. 

 The  Kalīd-i Makhāzin  also works out the most fully elaborated Shattari cos-
mology. In it, Shaikh Ġhaus   describes a pair of midnight visions that led him 
to write his key to the spiritual cosmos:

  One night in the year 932 (1523), I was thinking of the stages of descent and 
ascent, and meditating on the arrangement of the manifestation and pro-
gression of the hidden and the manifest, when suddenly I found myself in 
a state which was not annihilation (   fanā ) nor the annihilation which is sub-
sistence (   fanā al-baqā ), neither sleep nor dream, when the Eternal Friend, 
the Everlasting Messenger of God, came to this  faqīr  and showed him all 
the hidden and the manifest stages, the emergence from and the return to 
God from the beginning without beginning to the end without end, and 
ordered, “After you emerge from this vision, proclaim it forth… . ”  25     

 The shaikh was able to complete the book as ordered only after a few years, 
but then fell into a quandary about the right choice of name for it:

  No name occurred to me at all for naming this treatise, when sud-
denly the veil of the invisible was rent and, on the night of the elev-
enth of Ramaz " ān, 942 (1533), the heavenly court was revealed to me. 
Mu ḥ ammad, the Lord of the worlds, whose breast is . . . the storehouse 
of the most ancient secrets, was enthroned in majesty and his noble 
companions and the great shaikhs were all present. The Messenger of 
God asked Abū Bakr, the Commander of the Faithful, to ask Shaikh 
Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   for the key to hidden treasuries. The Commander 
came to this  faqīr  and said, “Give me the key to hidden treasuries.” I 
said, “I don’t have it.” And he extended his noble hand to my side and 
brought out this manuscript and said, “This is the key to hidden trea-
suries. Whoever opens it will fi nd it a guide to the realities of the world 

and his way will be made clear to him.”  26     
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 The shaikh’s key to hidden spiritual treasuries, written and named in these 
nocturnal fl ashes of vision, refl ects a well-worked-out Shattari cosmological 
scheme. It forms the basis of the Shattari system of interior discipline and 
letter mysticism, of the historical and social placement of the Shattari Sufi s 
during the reigns of the fi rst Mughal emperors. 

 Shattari Sufi s thematize the descent of the divine Absolute into the world 
of phenomena as a succession of concentric circles ( dā’irah , pl.  davā’ir ). To 
construct their image of a spiritual cosmos, they drew heavily on Ibn ‘Arabī’s 
formulation of  va ḥ dat al-vujūd , or unity of being,  27   which can be traced back to 
the neo-Platonic theory of the self-manifestation of the Absolute. Ibn ‘Arabī’s 
theology set up a correspondence between microcosm and macrocosm, using 
the geometry of circles to order the stages of divine manifestation hierarchi-
cally. The stages map a continuum between the plane of Absolute Essence 
(z ̱  āt ) and the plane of material forms and sensible experience. In the highest 
degree or circle, the divine Absolute is nondetermined ( lā ta‘yīn ), beyond all 
attributes, specifi ed forms, and revelations, absolutely one ( al-A ḥ ad ).  28   

 The fi rst determination ( tajallī  or  ta‘yīnn ) is the Absolute’s manifestation in 
the form of light ( nūr ), unity ( vā ḥ idiyah ), or the archetypal reality of Mu ḥ ammad. 
On this plane, all the Divine Names and Attributes exist in the divine presence 
and are identical with it; the divine unity and the principle of multiplicity ( ka ṣ  rat ) 
share in the same Essence. The Divine Names contain in summary the multi-
plicity of forms, which exist as receptacles for them in more concrete planes of 
existence. The second determination is the plane of the divine unity in the eternal 
Names, the  a‘yān al-ṣ ābitah , which form the prototypes for the multiple forms 
of creatures in existence. This is the plane where the forms are determined and 
distinguished one from the other, though they never come into concrete existence 
except through their shadows on the more material planes of the divine descent. 

 Following these two manifestations, the divine essence is refracted through 
three planes of existence, which gradually assume greater concreteness. The 
third determination of the divine essence is in the world of spirits ( ‘ālam 
al-arvā ḥ  ), in which the spirits know each other and recognize their prototypes 
( al-a‘yān ) as their masters. The next determination is that of the subtle forms 
(  ṣ ūrat  or  amsāl ) and imagination ( khyāl ), which exemplify within their imagi-
nal forms their prototypes on higher planes. They are not identical in being 
to their prototypes, but rather combine a shadow or analogy of the spiritual 
with their subtle material forms. Finally, the world of bodies ( ‘ālam al-ajsām ) is 
the plane of corporeal existence, in which the senses and sensible experience 
come into play ( mushāhadah ). Each of these planes is bound to the higher 
planes by a relationship of  tams ̱ īl  (exemplifi cation). The processes of creating 
spirits, or subtle forms, or bodies, mirror analogically the process of creation 
by which the Divine Names come into existence. 
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 Each plane of manifestation has both a hidden ( bāt " in ) and a manifest 
( z ' āhir ) aspect, and Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   Gvāliyārī works out the relation 
between them as the relation between a point and a circle:

  A point is the secret essence, and a circle is its manifest form. The 
point is the center of the circle which the pen of power draws and 
makes itself into a circle . . . [T]he circle is, in summary, the point. When 
you look at the point, it is the greatest mystery. When you come into 
the circle, and open the door of the point, you see that the circle is 

precisely the point, equal from every side.  29     

 The hidden aspect of divine Being, unknowable, beyond representation or 
language, is unfolded in the manifest form of a circle or  dā’irah , transform-
ing Essence ( z ̱ āt ) into Attributes (  ṣ ifāt ). (This is the circular structure that 
the quest of the novice, and of Manohar, mirrors.) The contradictory relation 
between point and circle, the one containing and mirroring the other without 
being identical, extends through every plane of divine emanation. The Sufi  can 
determine the inner meaning of the manifest forms by a process of  ta‘vīl  or 
symbolic interpretation, a meditation on the exterior and manifest forms, the 
concentric circles, to know the hidden interior. 

 Another concept expressed in geometric shape in the Shattari cosmological 
diagrams is the idea of the intermediary state or  barzakh , which the Shattaris 
sketch out as a chord dividing the circle of manifestation in half. This idea is, 
as William Chittick points out, fundamental to Ibn ‘Arabī’s thought:

  A  barzakh  is something that stands between and separates two other 
things, yet combines the attributes of both. Strictly speaking, every exis-
tent thing is a  barzakh , since everything has its own niche between 
two other niches within the ontological hierarchy known as the cos-
mos . . . [E]xistence itself is a  barzakh  between Being and nothingness. In 
the hierarchy of worlds which makes up the cosmos, the term  barzakh  
refers to an intermediate world standing between the luminous or spiri-

tual world and the dark or corporeal world.  30     

 Reality is represented, fi rst, as the reality of Mu ḥ ammad (  ḥ aqīqat-i 
Mu ḥ ammadīyyah ), and second, as the human reality (  ḥ aqīqat-i insānī ), the Perfect 
Man ( insān-i kāmil ).  31   The human reality contains within the bodily frame all 
of the stages of divine manifestation; it is a microcosm that functions as the 
 barzakh  or intermediary between the notion of divine unity and the multiplicity 
of created sensory forms. The appropriate spiritual practices enable the Sufi  to 

transform and perfect the human body as a receptacle for the divine Names.  
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  The World-Showing Cup 

 In addition to the general theories of Ibn ‘Arabī, the Shattaris based much 
of their cosmological structure directly on a short prose treatise, the  Jām-i 
Jahān   Numā  or “The World-Showing Cup,” written in 1385 by the Persian poet 
Mu ḥ ammad Shīrīn Maġhribī.  32   This magic cup, which belonged to the mythi-
cal Persian King Jamshīd, showed faraway places and events distant in time. 
Maġhribī’s treatise constructs a macrocosm by integrating the circles of mani-
festation with the letters of the Arabic alphabet. Soon after he wrote the trea-
tise, a certain Shaikh Rashīd read it and wrote a long work on it entitled the 
 Davā’ir-i Rashīdī  (“The Circles of Rashīd”). In it Shaikh Rashīd, about whom 
nothing else is known, extended Maġhribī’s ideas and elaborated a scheme for 
invoking the divine Names.  33   The Shattaris in India took up Maġhribī’s trea-
tise and seem to have taught it extensively in Shat "t "ārī  khānaqāh s. The  Jām-i 
Jahān   Numā  was the subject of at least three Shat "t "ārī commentaries, one by 
the famous Shaikh Vajīh al-dīn ‘Alavī Gujarātī, a second by a Shaikh Ibrāhīm 
Shat "t "ārī, and a third by a Shaikh Bahlūl.  34   Maġhribī’s cosmological structure 
was also adapted into Shattari practice by a later Shattari shaikh named Hazṛat 
Ibrāhīm Shat "t "ārī ‘Gāzur-i Ilāhī,’ “the washerman of God.”  35   

 Maġhribī‘s text sketches out the Shattari macrocosmic framework in terms 
of two circles, or  dā’irah s, which are successive stages of the self-manifesta-
tion of divine Essence ( z ̱ āt ). Before these circles come into existence, divine 
Essence exists in a mysterious, unmanifested state beyond human comprehen-
sion. Building on Ibn ‘Arabī’’s idea of the chord ( barzakh ), the text gives vis-
ible form to the fi rst manifestation ( tajallī ) of the invisible mystery as a circle 
divided by a chord; the divine mystery is fi rst manifested into the twin arcs of 
oneness ( a ḥ adiyah ) and unifi cation ( vā ḥ idiyah ). The chord between them repre-
sents the distance between these two aspects of divinity, which Maġhribī char-
acterizes as “two bow-lengths or less.” The allusion is to the Qur’ānic account 
of the ascension ( mi‘rāj ) of the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad, when the ultimate dis-
tance between Allah and the Prophet was described as “ qāb qausain au adná ,” 
or “two bow-lengths or less.” The text makes this intermediate state ( barzakh ) 
the locus of the reality of Mu ḥ ammad (  ḥ aqīqat-i Mu ḥ ammadīyyah ). 

 This intermediate state is termed the  barzakh-i kubrá , or the greater 
 barzakh . The chord also divides the divine quality of oneness from the most 
important qualities of divine Being ( z ̱ āt-i Ilāhī ). These are the faculties of exis-
tence ( vujūd ), knowledge ( ‘ilm ), light ( nūr ), and witnessing or sight ( shuhūd ). 
Although each refers to a diff erent aspect of divinity—existence and knowl-
edge to Essence and Attributes, and light and witnessing to the divine Names 
and actions—they are all indissolubly part of the same invisible perfection of 
Essence. 
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 The circle of the fi rst  tajallī  or manifestation is succeeded by a second cir-
cle of manifestation, which the  Jām-i Jahān   Numā  represents as the second 
 dā’ira . This second circle is to the fi rst circle as the manifest exterior is to the 
secret interior. It too is divided into two arcs, manifest being ( z '  āhir-i vujūd ) 
and manifest knowledge ( z '  āhir-i ‘ilm ). Each arc has twenty-eight sections. In 
the arc of manifest being, the twenty-eight sections are fi lled by twenty-eight 
Names of Allah, ranging from the Unique to the Hidden, the Manifest, the 
Knower, the Seer, the Powerful, the Subtle, and on to the Sublime in Rank. On 
the side of manifest knowledge, the twenty-eight sections are all the divisions 
of created things, from universal reason ( ‘aql-i kull ), universal soul ( nafs-i kull ), 
universal nature ( t"abī‘at-i kull ), primal matter ( jauhar-i habā ), universal form 
( shakl-i kull ), the universal body (   jism-i kull ), down through the throne of God, 
heaven, the seven planets, the four elements, the three kingdoms (animal, veg-
etable, and mineral), angels, jinns, men, and the station of combinations of 
the aforesaid elements. In the higher ranks of the arc of manifest knowledge, 
the world is conceived as a universal body or a “macro-man” ( insān-i kabīr ), 
with a universal soul, reason, and all the faculties of a human body. Maġhribī’s 
account relates the two arcs of manifest being and manifest knowledge, one to 
another, as hidden interior to manifest exterior. The divine Names contain in 
summary all the stations of created things, the planets, the elements, the days 
of the week, and so on. The process of creation is represented as the infusion 
of the “breath of the merciful” ( nafs-i ra ḥ mānī ) through all things. 

 Each of the two arcs functions like an immense set of concentric circles: 
universal reason encompasses within it the circle of the universal soul, down 
through the heavens and the planets and all the way to the center of the earth. 
What bridges these two aspects of being is the intermediate chord between 
them, which represents the reality of man (  ḥ aqīqat-i insānī ). Here the author 
draws heavily on Ibn ‘Arabī’s cosmology, in which man becomes the  barzakh  
combining within himself the divine Names and the realm of all created 

things.  

  The Circles 

 For the Shattaris, the human reality is the  barzak  h-i  ṣ uġhrá  or the smaller 
 barzak  h , and they elaborated a system of interior discipline based on this 
notion of the human body. The  Jām-i Jahān   Numā  and the three Shattari com-
mentaries on it sketch out both the larger macrocosmic universe and its paral-
lel microcosm in the human body. In combination with Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad 
Ġhaus   Gvāliyārī’s writings, to which we now turn, these texts form the frame-
work for Shattari Sufi  practice, which they termed the  mashrib-i Shat " t " ār  or the 
Shattari way. 
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 In the  Kalīd-i Mak  hāzin , Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   elaborates parts of the 
wider cosmological structure of Maġhribī’s  Jām-i Jahān   Numā  into a system of 
three  dā’irah s or circles. The fi rst circle, an image of the stages of self- disclosure 
of the divine mystery, establishes the key terms for Shattari Sufi  practice. The 
second circle thematizes the Shattari spiritual cosmos through the Qur’ānic 
account of the six days of creation, incorporating created entities, stars, angels, 
and jinns into six concentric circles representing the days of creation. The third 
large circle is the one of the nine heavens ( nuh afl āk ), which takes up a segment 
of Maġhribī’s arc of manifest knowledge and coordinates the planets and constel-
lations into a set of nine concentric circles ruled by the Names of Allah. The con-
centric structure of this  dā’irah  is important both in visualizing the Shattari body 
as a symbolic fi eld and in establishing Shattari links with the Mughal court. 

 In the fi rst circle, Shaik  h Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   connects the stages of divine 
manifestation with the key terms of the Shattari worldview. The moving energy 
for the manifestations is love or desire, following the famous tradition (  ḥ adīs   
qudsī ): “I was a hidden treasure, and longed to be known. I created the world 
in order that I may be known.” The hidden treasure of divinity was mani-
fested only because of the force of desire, which forms the link between the 
successive manifestations in the form of light, love, the soul, and reason. All 
the terms in this circle have both an open and a mysterious side, which are 
manifested together in each stage. 

 In the second  dā’irah , the text of the  Kalīd-i Mak  hāzin  elaborates the 
Qur’ānic narrative of the six days of creation into a cosmological diagram. 
The text incorporates into each day of creation a stage of manifestation, 
from the unmanifested Essence, down through the station of the light of the 
Mu ḥ ammadan reality, to the world of sensible forms, the world of bodies, 
and fi nally to the world of existence ( vujūd ). The description of the second 
 dā’irah  also contains an account of the creation of the twenty-eight letters of 
the Arabic alphabet, which are the building blocks of the Shattari discipline 
of the self: “The twenty-eight letters are the material for the composition of 
the Names which are the aggregate of all created things. Every letter has a 
spiritual guardian/agent ( muvakkil-i rū ḥ ānī ), and in each agent the form of 
a station and of all the stations within the Essence of the divine throne (z ̱  āt 
al-kursī ) have been created.”  36   

 Each letter of the alphabet has a distinct spiritual agency, an effi  cacy derived 
from its creation by the divine Essence, visualized as an angel or spiritual 
guardian, and these angels control all the stations of the Shattari cosmology. 
The letters, each connected with a Name of Allah, encode an entire elabo-
rate system of interior discipline and visualization. The seeker manipulates 
the equation between the microcosm and macrocosm in order to gain specifi c 
spiritual and material goals, as well as to predict the future. 
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 The third and fi nal  dā’irah  or circle in Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   Gvāliyarī’s 
key to hidden spiritual treasuries develops a segment of Maġhribī’s arc of man-
ifest knowledge, the nine heavens ( nuh afl āk ), into a set of concentric circles. 
The circles of the nine heavens are matched not only with the Names of Allah, 
which unlock each planetary station, but also with the human faculties in their 
internal or real sense (  ḥ aqīqat ) as well as their outer form (  ṣ ūrat ). The  dā’irah  
provides an important conceptualization of the Shattari body as a symbolic 
fi eld, containing within itself the planets that control the heavens. The two 
outermost circles, the crystalline sphere and the sphere of the constellations, 
contain the twelve signs of the zodiac and a set of twenty-eight angels, each 
of whom corresponds to a letter of the alphabet. The nine concentric circles 
establish the set of correspondences among Names, planets, and internal fac-
ulties, as seen in Table 7.1.      

 The set of correspondences outlined above adds to Maġhribī’s set of the 
planetary spheres a dual set of names for unlocking and controlling the plan-
ets for specifi c spiritual and material goals, and they coordinate these spheres 
with the human reality (  ḥ aqīqat-i insānī ). Each bodily faculty is linked with a 

 Table 7.1.     Shaikh Mu h  ammad Ġhaus Gvāliyārī’s Third  Dā’irahDā’irah    

 Planetary Spheres  Real Names ( Ḥ aqīqī)  Faculties  External Names 

Signs of the 
Zodiac

28 angels/letters

Saturn The Opener 
(al-Fattā ḥ ) Life (  ḥ ayāt )

The Wise 
(al- Ḥ akīm)

Jupiter The Protector 
(al- Ḥ afīz") Knowledge ( ‘ilm )

The Sustainer 
(al-Qayyūm)

Mars The Wrathful 
(al-Qahhār) Power ( qudrat )

The Holy 
(al-Quddūs)

Sun The Master 
(al-Malik) Sight ( bas � ar )

The Controller 
(al-Qābiz�  )

Venus The Subtle 
(al-Lat "  īf) Hearing ( samā‘ )

The Cause 
(al-Bā‘is  )

Mercury The Encompasser 
(al-Vasi‘) Speech ( kalām )

The Dispenser 
(al-Bāsit " )

Moon The Elevated 
(al-Rafī‘) Will ( irādah )

The Sublime 
(al-Sub ḥ ān)

       Source:  Rampur Raza Library, Persian ms. 912.  
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planet that is supposed to rule it, and the practitioner can gain control over 
these senses and planets through invoking the divine Names. The Shattaris’ 
practice of interiorizing the Names of Allah within their bodies and adapting 
yogic practices into their  z ̱ ikr  is based entirely on the circles and letters of 
this cosmology, which forms the backdrop for the poetics and theology of the 

 Madhumālatī .  

  The Five Jewels 

 In addition to his  Kalīd-i Mak  hāzin  (“The Key to Hidden Treasuries”), Shaikh 
Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   also composed the most famous work of Shattari asceti-
cism, a widely circulated  summa  of spiritual practice, the  Javāhir-i Khamsah  
(“Five Jewels”). A brief discussion of the practices described in the “Five 
Jewels” will fl esh out the references to asceticism in the  Madhumālatī  and set 
the stage for the erotic encounter between the heroic yogi and the beautiful 
princess. 

 Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus opens his text with the Arabic verse, “Verily 
Allah created Adam in the form of the Compassionate One” ( inna Allāh 
k  halaqa Ādam ilá  ṣ ūrati ra ḥ māni ),  37   which sanctions the approximation of 
macrocosmic geometry to microcosmic body that follows. The text is arranged 
in “fi ve jewels” that ascend from ordinary prayers to the inheritance and real-
ization of divine truth. The fi rst  jauhar  or jewel is on worship, and gives 
various complex procedures for reading prayers ( namāz ) at various times of 
the day and night. These include regular prayers as well as prayers for special 
occasions such as traveling, putting on new clothes, bringing home a new 
bride, or curing a sick person. The Shaikh begins to gesture toward the larger 
purpose of the work when he describes the  namāz-i qalb , the “prayer of the 
heart,” in which the seeker asks God for whatever he wants, prays for for-
giveness ( istiġhfār ), and then visualizes the spiritual guide in his mind.  38   The 
chapter ends with special prayers for every day of the week and every month 
of the year, an enhanced regimen of piety that the disciple had to go through 
in order to make himself perfect in all the exterior requirements of faith. 

 Once a person becomes strong in external prayers to Allah, then he has to 
perform internal exercises ( ak  hyār ) to purify his heart and dispel the dangers 
of the spiritual path. The second  jauhar , on asceticism ( zuhd ), gives detailed 
instructions for performing the exercises necessary to accomplish goals such 
as gaining closeness to God, dispatching fear or perturbation of mind, ending 
laziness on the spiritual path, obtaining the right means of livelihood, satisfy-
ing various needs, gaining victory over one’s carnal soul, and having visions of 
the higher stations of the path on which one has embarked. For example, if 
one wishes to have a vision of the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad and his companions, 
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one should go outside the city to a clean place at the edge of a river, lake, or 
tank and read the specifi ed prayers and Names. Then one must look up to 
the sky, walk three steps forward, three back, three right, and three left, and 
keep one’s face continuously in the direction of the Ka‘ba. After the vision 
of the Prophet that ensues from the correct execution of this procedure, one 
can open one’s eyes and ask him to overlook one’s faults and forgive all one’s 
sins.  39   Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad ends the chapter by citing a Prophetic tradition 
derived from Abū Hurairah: “There are Ninety-nine Names of God, that is, 
one less than a hundred, and whoever remembers them and acts on them will 
enter into Paradise without any accounting of sins or punishment.”  40   There 
follows a list of all the Names, which the disciple (and the hero Manohar) has 
to internalize in order to enter the next stage of practice. 

 The third  jauhar , the longest in the book, is about invocation of the Divine 
Names. This mode of practice includes elaborate prescriptions for purity and 
directions for gaining various sorts of powers. Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad’s account of 
the coming into being of all created things is encoded within the twenty-eight 
letters of the Arabic alphabet.  41   In Shattari letter mysticism, combinations of 
letters signifi ed selected Names of Allah in sequence as well as places in the 
Shattari cosmology, and each was the abbreviated code for a diff erent Shattari 
practice. In addition to interior visualization, the Shattari cosmology had 
another application: to predict or infl uence the future by calling up the angels 
or spiritual agents of each station in order to make them perform whatever task 
was desired, or to make an effi  cacious talisman or amulet ( ta‘vīz  ̱ ).  42   Each of the 
twenty-eight letters was matched with a numerical or  abjad  value, a Name of 
Allah, a quality, either terrible or benevolent, a perfume or incense, an element, 
a zodiacal sign, a planet, a jinn, and a guardian angel. These were called up in 
rituals of invocation that varied with the particular goals of the seeker. 

 Certain conditions had to be met for the invocation or  da‘vat  to be suc-
cessful: the invoker had to maintain ritual purity, eat only   ḥ alāl  foods, wear 
unsewn garments, act only under the supervision of a perfected spiritual 
guide ( murshīd-i kāmil ), keep an open heart, control the carnal soul, and so 
on. Depending on whether the invoker was using  jamālī ,  jalālī , or compos-
ite ( mushtarik ) Names of Allah, he had to meet other dietary conditions. For 
 jalālī  Names, he had to abstain from meat, fi sh, eggs, honey, musk, and sexual 
intercourse, while  jamālī  invocations required avoiding butter, milk, yoghurt, 
vinegar, dates, and salt. The  jauhar  as a whole is divided into fi fteen chapters 
(   fa ṣ l s), on the invocations that are to be used for purposes such as satisfying 
worldly or religious needs, gaining glory or happiness or money or a desired 
object, getting rid of a bad temperament, fi nding lost objects, getting rid of 
sin and iniquity ( fi sq va fujūr ), killing one’s enemies, escaping from a tyrant’s 
clutches, subduing jinns, controlling the king of the world, and bringing 
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animals back to life. One of the fi nal chapters deals with procedures for wip-
ing out invocations or magic spells cast on the invoker; reading specifi c verses 
from the Qur’ān after the  maġhrib  prayers cancels particular invocations that 
have caused the petitioner diffi  culty. 

 The seeker now must enter the fourth  jauhar , on the way of the Shattaris 
( mashrib-i Shat " t " ār ), after he has mastered the earlier stations of piety and ascetic 
exercises and passed through “the mysteries of invocation.”  43   This is the most 
detailed evocation we have of Shattari asceticism. It begins with a genealogy of 
the order and a paradigmatic initiation. Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus  ̱ fi rst quotes 
Najm al-dīn Kubrá, the famous Central Asian Sufi  master who formulated an 
elaborate system for visualizing and internalizing divine lights. According to 
the founder of the Kubrawi order, those who travel the usual road of mystical 
stages ( sā’irīn ) chose the path to God, while those who fl ew along it were birds 
or fl yers ( t " ā’irīn ).  44   According to Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus  ̱, the Shattaris were 
the people of love ( ahl-i ‘ishq ), superior to all these others in both intoxica-
tion ( mastī ) and perspicacity ( hushyārī ) because they achieved mystic absorption 
( jaz  ̱bah ) at the beginning of their quest rather than the end (as was the case for 
other Sufi  orders). The source of their practice was a tradition of the Prophet 
Mu ḥ ammad, who said: “I am the city of knowledge and ‘Alī is its door.”  45   Shaikh 
Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus  ̱ gives a long genealogy for the order from ‘Alī through the 
fi rst fi ve Imams down to Ja‘far al-S I ādiq (d. 765), Bāyazīd Bist " āmī (d. 879), 
Mu ḥ ammad Shīrīn Maġhribī (fl . 1385), Yazīd ‘Ishqī, Abū’l Muz " aff ar Maulānā 
Turk-i Tūsī, Abu‘l  Ḥ asan al-Kharaqānī (d. 1033), Khudā Qulī Māvrā al-Na ḥ rī, his 
son Mu ḥ ammad al-‘Āshiq, Mu ḥ ammad ibn al-‘Ārif, ‘Abdullāh Shat " t " ār (d. 1485), 
Qāz
in Shat " t " ār, Abū’ l-Fat ḥ  Hidāyatullāh Sarmast, Shaikh Zuhūr  Ḥ ājī  Ḥ uz�ūr, 
and fi nally down to Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus  ̱ himself. 

 There are some chronological problems with this genealogy, which follows in its 
earliest links the “golden chain” ( silsilat al-s I ahab ) of the usual Sufi  claim to physical 
and spiritual descent from the Prophet to ‘Ālī through the line of Imams to Ja‘far 
al-S
ādiq. As Hamid Algar has noted in an essay on the Naqshbandi order, initiation 
of Bāyazīd Bist " āmī by Ja‘afar al-Sādiq has to be understood as “dispensed by the 
spiritual being ( rū ḥ āniya ) of the departed preceptor.”  46   This is  a fortiori  the case in 
view of the temporal gap between Bāyazīd Bist " āmī and the fourteenth-century poet 
Maġhribī, which is a good example of such a retrospective “spiritual initiation.” 
Further, Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus ̱  creates the sanction for the initiatic pattern of 
Shattari  zikr  by citing a paradigmatic initiation of ‘Alī by the Prophet:

  ‘Alī said to the Prophet: “O Prophet! Teach me the easiest and best 
path for reaching God.” The Prophet said to ‘Alī: “You have to persist 
in the mentioning ( zikr ) of God in privacy ( k ̣ halvat ).” ‘Alī said: How, 
O Prophet of Allah?” The Prophet said: “Close your eyes and listen to 
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me three times!” The Prophet said, “ Lā ilāha ‘illā !” three times and ‘Alī 

listened and then ‘Alī said it three times and the Prophet listened.   

 This is presumably the ritual with which a disciple was initiated into the 
 mashrib-i Shat " t " ār , and it introduces a long discussion of the various kinds of 
 zikr  that he had to learn under the direction of a Shattari master. They involve 
breath control and physical exercises along with repetition of the Divine 
Names, and range from “one-stroke”  zikr  ( yak-z � arbī ) up through practices 
involving more “strokes” or “blows” and physical manipulations. 

 Once he masters these  az ̱ kār , the seeker begins letter-mystical practices 
that use the cosmological and spiritual codes of the Arabic alphabet to inter-
nalize diff erent attributes of Allah and to recreate himself in the image of 
the macrocosm. A passage from a hitherto unknown Persian manuscript, the 
 Shajarat al-Tau ḥ īd  (“The Tree of Unity”), a treatise on letter mysticism and on 
the invocation of the Names of Allah, attributed to Haz 
 rat ‘Abdullāh Shat "t "āri, 
the founder of the Shattari  silsilah , illustrates this process well:

  The fi rst authoritative Shattari practice is obtained in the form  Alif Bā 
S�ād .  Alif  is for Allah, i. e. the Being of the ultimate reality (  ḥ aqq-i ta‘ala ), 
which is qualifi ed by the attributes of majesty and beauty, and has to be 
visualized inside the seeker. The seeker should bind his senses to this 
image and become completely absorbed in it, so that no other thought 
remains. After this, when he descends from this stage, just the suspi-
cion of a thought appears, and he comes to the station of the greater 
 barzakh .  Bā  is the sign of that place. In it the seeker imagines his 
inner space to be the greater  barzakh , which is unity itself ( va ḥ dat-us-
sarf ) and the reality of Muhammad. Know that this station of Being 
is qualifi ed with the attributes of majesty and beauty, and it enters 
inside the seeker. In this state all the senses open up . . . and when he 
descends from this state, he can open his eyes and examine himself 
and the station of the smaller  barzakh , which is called the unity of all 
things ( vā ḥ idiyat-i jame‘ah ) and the reality of man. After this every attri-
bute of Allah appears, and  S�ād  consists of these seven divine attributes 
(  ṣ ifāt ), . . . he should inspect them so that all inner secrets become mani-
fest and he can progress from the reality of man to the station of the 
reality of Muhammad, and he can carry on till he reaches the station of 
ultimate Being ( z ̱ āt-i mutlaq ) by busying himself in this technique, and 
move along on the stages of ascent and descent.  47     

 This long quotation shows how the Sufi  matched the cosmological circles with 
states in his consciousness, point for point. The basic division between Divine 
Essence and Attributes is signifi ed by the  alif  and   ṣ ād . The letter  bā  indicates 
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the two  barzak  h s (intermediate states) that are the central lines on the circles 
of manifestation, the reality of Mu ḥ ammad and the reality of man. The Names 
of Allah represent attributes with which the Shattari attempts to imbue his 
own body. The Sufi  seeks to replicate the account of the self-manifestation of 
Divine Being in his body, and the Shattari commentaries on the  Jām-i Jahān   
Numā  elaborate this bodily structure. The Sufi  can, after inculcating the appro-
priate powers, travel up and down on the stages of ascent and descent. 

 Thus these letters were used to conceptualize an elaborate system of inte-
rior discipline and visualization, and to manipulate the equation between the 
microcosm and macrocosm to gain certain powers. Perhaps the most elaborate 
example of how the seeker’s body becomes a microcosm for Shattari cosmol-
ogy is to be found in Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad’s use of “the niche for lights” or the 
 mishkāt al-anvār , the famous Qur’ānic passage in which Allah’s radiance is 
compared to a lamp set within a niche (Q 24: 35).  48   Introducing the diagram 
that the seeker has to superimpose on himself, Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus ̱  
remarks that the heavens are the macrocosm ( ‘ālam-i kabīr ) and man is the 
microcosm ( ‘ālam-i  ṣ aġhīr ).  49   The interior self matches the exterior cosmologi-
cal structures elaborated by the Shattaris. The seeker has to imagine the form 
of a niche for lights, in which he himself is the lamp and the world is a niche. 
From the perspective of the Essence, man is the niche and the Divine Essence 
is the lamp. Further, he is to view the heart ( qalb ) as a clean glass ( ābgīnah ) 
through which light shines like a star. Or he can imagine it as water, which 
itself is colorless but can take on a hundred thousand colors. The seeker must 
purify the glass of all impurities, internal and external (Figure 7.1).      

 In the fi gure, Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus  ̱ takes his cue from two Qur’ānic verses 
describing hellfi re and the nineteen guardian angels who tend it: “darkening and 
changing the color of man. Over it are nineteen” (Q 74:29–30). His gloss serves as 
a verbal frame for the diagram: “and concerning the nineteen, they are: the world 
of man, in whose station there are nine heavens . . . and ten who were promised 
good news, and these are the ten perfect ones on the human tablet.” Moving in 
toward the core of the diagram, we see that the nine are matched to nine interior 
organs or faculties on the esoteric side and ten exterior senses on the exoteric side 
of the human body. At the center is the rope of the jugular vein, which stretches 
from the brain to the heart. The brain contains within it the throne of God ( ‘arsh ) 
and is the place of the human soul. The heart or  qalb  is the lamp ( al-mi ṣ bā ḥ  ), and 
around it stretches the lampshade or  zujājah  of the carnal soul. Only if the seeker 
cleans the glass shade can the light of the heart shine through. The prescription for 
eff ecting this transformation is encapsulated in the Qur’ānic verse that is inscribed 
along the jugular vein: “To Him mount up (all) words of purity: it is He who 
exalts each deed of righteousness” (Q 35:10). Thus all the words and deeds that the 
Shattaris prescribe are part of the Sufi ’s progress toward God. 
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 figure 7.1      Man as a Niche for Lights. 
  Source:  Javāhir-i  Kh amsah, India Offi  ce Library, Ethé ms. 1875.  
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 The fi fth and fi nal  jauhar , on inheritance of truth ( vars ̱ at al- Ḥ aqq ), begins 
by citing a Qur’ānic verse on the good news of divine grace: “give the believ-
ers good tidings” (Q 10:87). Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad states that the seeker can 
now affi  rm the truth of the statement that “these will be the heirs” (Q 23:10).  50   
Heirs are of two kinds: formal/external (  ṣ ūrī ) and spiritual ( ma‘navī ). A formal 
inheritor is recognized at the death of his father. In spiritual inheritance, the 
inheritor receives an internal gift that cannot be conceived except by someone 
intelligent who grasps divine grace. Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad goes on to discuss 
God’s grace, and then the mastery of His Names, which leads to the unveil-
ing of the invisible world of witnessing. When man looks at his own beauty 
he fi nds himself endowed with all the Divine Names and able to have mas-
tery of them, recognizing in himself all the Names and becoming a place of 
manifestation for them. There follow several practices focused on visualizing 
each Name and making oneself into an image of it. In the philosophy of 
 va ḥ dat al-vujūd  or identity in diff erence, the seeker will fi nd himself to be 
sometimes the circle and sometimes the point, sometimes the seer and some-
times the mirror. In short, he will actualize within himself both the object 
and the  subject of mystical practice. This is the true inheritance of truth ( irs ̱  

al- ḥ aqq ).  

  The Ascetic Praxis and Victory of Manohar 

 These disciplines of the “Jewels,” and something of the necessity of ascetic prac-
tice, are refl ected in the  Madhumālatī  when, after his night vision of Madhumālatī, 
Prince Manohar sets out as a yogi, is shipwrecked on a desolate shore, and 
meets in a dark forest the Princess Pemā, “Love,” who acts as his guide at this 
juncture. She is a heavenly princess who used to live in her father’s kingdom, 
“the shadow of paradise on earth.” One day she goes with her girlfriends or 
 sakhī s, who suggest virginal souls in paradise in Shattari cosmology, to a picture 
pavilion in a mango grove near the city, allegorically suggestive of the world 
of images. While she and her friends are playing, a wicked demon captures 
Love and brings her down to this dark, depressing forest. In order to fulfi ll his 
quest, Manohar must rescue Love from the clutches of the wicked demon. The 
description of this trial begins with Pemā’s explanation to the prince:

  “Listen, here is how you can kill the enemy. 
 In the garden you see towards the south, 
 is a tree heavy with immortal ambrosial fruit. 
 It is dense, shady, and laden with fruit, 
 and in it lives the demon’s soul. 
 Until that tree is destroyed, 
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 there is no way to slay the demon. 
 To uproot the tree is to kill the demon, 
 otherwise he will never be slain. 
 Let us go now, you and I, to the garden to destroy the tree with its fruit 
 of immortality. 
  When you wound the demon, his heart will break, and he will die 
  easily enough” [269]. 

 When he heard about the fruit 
 that granted immortality, the prince 
 rose up and looked towards the south. 
 Now he knew in his mind with certainty 
 how the demon lived on after being killed. 
 “Pemā,” he said, “Come with me, 
 and show me this immortal, ambrosial fruit.” 
 The two of them set off  together, 
 just as the demon came by 
 with fi re blazing from all his heads. 
 But Pemā led the prince onwards 
 on to the tree with the fruit of immortality. 
 When he saw the tree, his heart rejoiced and his soul was overcome 
 with joy. 
  He became certain that now God would grace him with the pennant 
  of victory [270]. 

 The prince examined the tree carefully. 
 He saw that it was dense of leaf, 
 a  kar ṇ ikāra  tree laden with fruit. 
 When he saw it his heart fi lled with pity, 
 for a fruit-bearing tree should not be cut down. 
 Then that excellent maiden asked the prince: 
 “Why do you delay over an enemy’s life? 
 If one can overcome one’s enemy, 
 tell me, O prince, why should one delay? 
 Take careful heed of what I say. 
 No fi re is too small—do not underestimate 
 even a glimmering, a fl icker of fi re! 
 Hurry up and delay no more, if you are thirsty for your enemy’s blood. 
  If you fi nd him in your power, do not even let him draw breath!” [271] 

 When Pemā had explained this to the prince, 
 his consciousness became aware again. 
 He stood up and approached the tree. 
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 Flexing his arms, he made fi rm his resolve. 
 He grasped the tree with both hands. 
 Calling on the name of Hari, he pulled up 
 the tree of immortality by its roots. 
 Then he took all its leaves, branches, and fruits, 
 and burnt them up in a fi re he made. 
 The prince then took the painful trunk 
 of the tree, and cast it into the bonfi re. 
 Having uprooted the tree of immortality and burnt it down to ashes, 
  happily the prince and princess returned to their four-cornered 
  pavilion [272]. 

 Night passed and the sun spread its rays, 
 and the demon came roaring to the door. 
 Black was his form and fearsome to behold, 
 and he had a discus in either hand. 
 When the prince heard him coming, 
 he took his bow in his hand, 
 and strapped on his sword, thirsty for blood. 
 He gathered up a spear and an axe, 
 and smeared ashes on his face and body. 
 He took staff , discus, and trident, 
 and prayed to the Lord for protection. 
 Recollecting Hari in his heart, he came out looking like Death incarnate. 
  The demon saw him and grew angry, and let loose a discus to 
  kill him [273]. 

 The demon hurled his discus in wrath, 
 but the prince shielded himself successfully. 
 The demon then threw his second discus, 
 but Manohar warded it off  with his shield. 
 When the discus hit the shield, 
 the sparks of fi re reached the heavens. 
 Then Manohar took his chance and pounced. 
 He wounded the demon in his head. 
 The demon’s fi fth head, endowed with special power, 
 fell to the ground, gashed by the sword. 
 When he was wounded thus fatally, the demon picked up his head. 
  He fl ew towards where the garden was, in the direction of the 
  south [274]. 

 The prince then ran towards the garden, 
 to fi nd out about what would happen 
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 with the demon and the tree of immortality. 
 He saw the demon staggering about, 
 fatally wounded in a vital place. 
 The demon came and threw down his head 
 in the place where the tree had been. 
 When he did not fi nd the tree, 
 he despaired and knew his end was near. 
 Fire was ravaging the house of his life, 
 his spirit was about to leave his body. 
 Just as a tree whose roots have been hacked up suddenly falls 
 to the ground, 
  so the demon dropped to the earth when the spirit departed 

  from his frame [275].   

 The  kar ṇ ikāra  ( Pterospermum acerfolium ,  kanaka-champa , Hindi) is a large tree 
with fragrant, small white fl owers in March to June; its fruit ripens in the cold 
season. Mañjhan’s suggestive use of the common folkloric motif of the tree in 
which the demon’s soul dwells suggests that the root of egotism is pleasure, 
here signifi ed by a dense and shady forest laden with ambrosial fruit. 

 The image of the dangerous tree was already known to the author of the 
fi rst of the Hindavī romances, and, behind that text, from the symbolism of 
classic Sanskrit poetry. Early on in the narrative of the  Cāndāyan , a wandering 
bard ( bājir ) falls senseless to the ground after a vision of the beautiful heroine 
of the love story. When he wakes up, he presents his experience as a riddle to 
the assembled crowd:

  People say, “He is a fool, a madman.” 
 I say I am telling you what’s in my heart. 
 You’ll understand it, if you’re wise. 
 I saw a great tree, its fruits in the sky, 
 no hopes of plucking them with one’s hands. 
 Tell me, who is powerful enough 
 to stretch out his arms around it? 
 Who can encompass the branches of that tree? 
 Night and day, guards keep watch, 
 and whoever sets eyes on it, is killed. 
 When I saw a serpent on the tree, 
 encircling its fruits and branches, 
 my heart shrivelled up like a lotus closing. 
 I, a tender shoot, withered away like a yellow leaf without life. 

  When the wind of separation blew, I fell from the branch rustling” [C 57].   
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 The serpent in this tree becomes a demon in Manohar’s tree. 
 Manohar’s struggle with the demon is thus an allegory of the seeker’s 

struggle with the egotism and lust that pervade his carnal soul. His victory 
over the demon and over the tree of immortality is his mastery of the ordeals 
of the ascetic praxis, which qualifi es him to win the ultimate union with his 

princess, to realize his identity with his God.  

  The Magic Carpet 

 A fi nal Shattari cosmological text that is essential to our understanding of this 
period is embedded in the  Qānūn-i Humāyūnī  (“The Institutes of Humāyūn”), 
written by one of Humāyūn’s court chroniclers, the historian Khvānd Amīr. 
Khvānd Amīr describes weaving a carpet for the imperial audience hall, to 
establish a hierarchy of rule for Humāyūn’s newly won kingdom. The car-
pet was patterned in concentric circles, with each circle matching a planetary 
sphere or one of the four elements:

  Among the fascinating innovations which emanated from the world-
adorning mind of this victorious emperor was also the  bisāt " -i nishāt "   (carpet 
of pleasure). . . . It was a round carpet divided into circles corresponding to 
the orbits of the planets, and the number of elemental spheres, and was 
made of valuable stuff s. The fi rst circle, which represented the crystalline 
sphere, was white like the book of deeds of the virtuous; the second blue; 
the third black in accordance with the colour of the planet Saturn; the 
fourth, which was ascribed to the most fortunate planet Jupiter, was of a 
sandal-wood colour; the fi fth, which related to Mars, was red; the sixth, 
representing the Sun, was made of gold-embroidered cloth; the seventh, 
representing Venus, was bright green; the eighth, ascribed to Mercury, 
was of violet colour . . . the ninth circle representing the Moon was, like 
the face of the Moon of fourteenth night, white. After the circle of the 
moon were placed, in sequence, the circles of fi re and air; and then 
those of earth and water were outlined; and the division of the inhab-
ited quarters of the globe was confi ned to seven climes. For the sake of 
amusement of his exalted mind, the Emperor sometimes had this carpet 
spread on a circular wooden platform which was equal to it in area. And 
himself occupying the circle of the gold-embroidered cloth, he, like the 
Sun, refl ected to it beauty, light and purity. Each section of the people 
was ordered to sit, in accordance with one of the seven planets appropri-
ate to it, in the circle to which it corresponded. For instance, offi  cers of 
Indian extraction and Shaikhs would sit in the circle of Saturn, which is 
black; the Saiyids and the learned in the circle of Jupiter, which is of a 
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light brown colour; and so on in the other circles. And sometimes while 
people were seated in the above-noted circles, they used to throw dice 
on various sides of which fi gures of persons in diff erent postures were 
painted by the creative pen; and whichever fi gure turned up on the throw 
from the hand of a person, he assumed the same position in his circle. 
For instance, if the picture of a standing person turned up he stood up, 
and if a seated one was presented he sat down, while if the reclining 
position was cast he lay down and even went to sleep . . . [among other 
uses of the carpet, a good one is that] each of the seven circles is divided 
into 200 grades, so that there are 1400 seats in the 7 circles . . . thus there 

can be no rivalry when people come to the carpet.  51     

 The order of these circles stretches from the two spheres above Saturn on 
the left-hand side of the second  dā’irah  of Maġhribī’s  Jām-i Jahān   Numā , 
down through the planets and the four elements. As we have seen, Shaikh 
Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   elaborated on this section of Maġhribī’s text in his circle of 
the nine heavens ( nuh afl āk ). Humāyūn uses it to order a subject population 
into an ideal cosmological scheme that is then animated through court ritual. 
A throw of the dice determined the position adopted by any of the players who 
were on the carpet. Humāyūn himself sat in the fi fth circle, the sphere of the 
sun who governs the fate of rulers and kings. 

 What makes this remarkable reordering of a subject population more than 
an elaborate and humorous board game is that the emperor divided up the 
seven days of the week according to the planets and colors, and transacted all 
business according to the appropriate planetary infl uence of each day of the 
week. The people who sat in the carpet were divided into three large classes: 
the  ahl-i daulat  (“people of power”—noblemen, state offi  cials); the  ahl-i sa‘ādat  
(“pious people”—Sufi s, learned judges, poets, philosophers); and the  ahl-i murād  
(“people of pleasure”—companions, friends, and lovers of pleasure). Thereafter,  

  Saturdays and Thursdays were fi xed for the pious people, and on these 
days audiences were granted to the literary and religious persons . . . 
[A]nd the reason why these two days were allotted to this class was, 
that Saturday is ascribed to Saturn, who is the patron of the respected 
Shaikhs and persons of old respectable families; and Thursday is appro-
priated to Jupiter, which is the star of the Saiyids, the learned and the 
strict followers of the Muhammadan Law. Sundays and Tuesdays (were 
fi xed) for the State offi  cials; and all royal aff airs and the duties con-
nected with the management of the government were discharged on 
these days… . The advantage in appointing these two days for the holding 
of the court . . . was that Sunday appertains to Sun, who in accordance 
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with the pleasure of the Almighty regulates the destiny of the rulers 
and the Sultans; while Tuesday is the day of Mars; and Mars is the 
patron of warriors. Hence it is clear and evident . . . that to adorn the 
throne of sovereignty in the public court-hall by his royal sessions on 
these two days . . . was more appropriate than on other days. Mondays 
and Wednesdays, on the other hand, were designated the days of plea-
sure (parties), and on these two days some of the old companions and 
chosen friends and parties of people of pleasure and distinction were 

invited to the heavenly assemblies, and all their wishes fulfi lled.  52     

 Thus Humāyūn adapted the Shattari cosmology into the machinery of rulership, 
with the planets determining the appropriate daily actions from the emperor’s 
“throne of sovereignty.” The emperor also arranged all government departments 
according to the four elements, earth (buildings, land grants, agriculture), water 
(cellars, canals, irrigation), fi re (military), and air (wardrobe, kitchen, stable), and 

the offi  cials of each department had to dress in the appropriate astrological color.   

  The Symbolics of Power 
 Although space prohibits full treatment of all the innovations of Humāyūn’s 
court, what is clear from this account is that Humāyūn extended the Shattaris’ 
conception of planetary spheres to articulate his political authority. (The seven 
planets and their corresponding colors and numbers were also famously used 
in Persian literature in Niz ' āmī’s  Haft Paikar , where the seven princesses whom 
Bahrām Gūr visits each night are fi tted into a planetary scheme where the day, 
planet, number, and clime of origin of the princess all match.  53  ) Humāyūn’s “car-
pet of delight” made the court a mirror of cosmic order implemented through 
administrative ordinance, with Humāyūn as the Sun who imparts “beauty and 
light” to the entire cosmological scheme. This symbolism is not taken from 
Humāyūn’s Central Asian or Timurid origins, but is an extension of the emper-
or’s interest in occult, mystical, and astrological matters. In an atmosphere 
where Sufi  shaikhs and orders competed for political and economic patronage 
from the Mughal and Afghan courts, the Shattaris were guaranteed success at 
Humāyūn’s court. That success, as we have seen, also led to bitter rivalries. Like 
the Chishtis of the previous chapter, the Shattaris are part of a dominant order 
seeking to establish itself in a position of cultural and political hegemony. 

 After Shaikh Phūl’s murder in 1538 (see below), Sher Shāh Sūrī displaced 
Humāyūn from the throne in 1540, precipitating a political crisis for many 
Sufi s close to the Mughal court. Since Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   had been 
instrumental in the Mughal capture of Gwalior from the Afghans, as well as 
in the taking of another fortress, Chunar, in the service of the Mughals,  54   he 
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fl ed from Gwalior in fear of the Afghan conqueror. The  Kulliyāt-i Gvāliyārī , by 
his disciple Faz � l ‘Alī Shat "t "ārī, recounts the shaikh’s fl ight from the advancing 
armies of Sher Shāh into the forests of Bundelkhand:

  When Humāyūn left for Iran and the rule passed into the hands of Sher 
Khan, Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   left for Bundelkhand before Sher Khan 
could reach Gwalior. In Bundelkhand, the local landowners served him 
hospitably. When Sher Shah learnt this, he sent his sister’s son Bakhtiyār 
Jang to Bundelkhand with an army of 12,000 men to pursue the shaikh 
and to behead him, while he himself entered Gwalior. When the army 
reached the place where Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   was staying, they attacked the 
house. When they had reached the women’s quarters, the shaikh’s mother 
asked him, “When is your  vilāyat  (spiritual authority) and  ġhaus  iyyat  (claim 
to be the spiritual lode-star of an age) going to manifest itself? These peo-
ple are very ill-mannered.” Then all at once the shaikh took thought and 
declared aloud, “Mars, where are you? Do your work!” And the moment 
these words left his mouth a glittering sword came out of the east and 
went shining into the west. Then he addressed the attacking army and 
said, “Go back! Follow the Sharī‘a and leave me alone. Emperors should 
only take prayers from  faqīr s—do not tangle with an ascetic!” But Bakhtiyār 
Jang said, “Sher Khan has ordered us to cut your head off  without any 
delay.” When he heard this, the shaikh became angry and said, “Mars, kill 
them all!” As soon as he said this, 12,000 heads were separated from their 
bodies. After this Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   went to Gujarat.  55     

 Despite elements of supernatural hagiography mixed into this account, it 
seems that Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad’s power was evident to all those surrounding 
him, and that the spiritual exercises he had perfected were regarded as effi  ca-
cious. As a recognized Sufi , his goal was to gain power over events and men, 
by whatever natural and supernatural forces he could command, and we have 
seen how Humāyūn adapted his spiritual cosmology even into court ritual and 
the articulation of political authority. 

 Whether this hagiographic account conceals a victory over the Afghans or 
an ignominious fl ight, Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   did reach Gujarat safely. Sher 
Shāh left Gwalior to besiege the massive fort of Kalinjar and sent a letter to 
Sultan Ma ḥ mūd Shāh threatening to take violent measures if the shaikh was not 
delivered to him. When the letter reached the sultan, he sent some men to the 
shaikh to tell him about the contents of the letter. Faz 
 l ‘Alī’s account continues:

  Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   was very distressed and before the assembled 
men he bowed his head down to the ground in contemplation. Then he 
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said, “They have martyred this  faqīr ’s brother at Bayana and hung his 
head on the door, and now they have come for the  faqīr . Whatever God 
wills, will happen.” Then he went back into contemplation ( murāqiba ) 
and bowed his head down to the ground. After a little while he raised 
his head and with great anger picked up the ewer which he used for 
ablutions ( vuzū‘ ) and banged it on the ground violently, saying, “Today I 
have killed that tyrant. Tomorrow, God will kill him!” Smoke began to rise 
from the ewer. When those present asked, “What is happening?” he said, 
“Sher Khan has been burnt up in Kalinjar from a pipe of gunpowder, and 
his son Jalal Khan has become king under the name of Islām Shāh.”  56     

 The account of Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad’s curse and its malevolent eff ect so fright-
ened Islām Shāh that, according to Faz � l ‘Alī, he came to Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   
and begged pardon for his (now deceased) father’s violent actions against the 
shaikh’s life. Although the shaikh, his supremacy established, pardoned the 
new sultan, he did not go back to Gwalior or Agra, refusing to come into 
Afghan-held territory, but stayed in Gujarat, where he acquired a coterie of 
followers and disciples. In his stead, his disciple Mañjhan (author of the 
 Madhumālatī ) was among the retinue of poets and courtiers around Islām. 

 The emperor Humāyūn wrote to Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   from his 
political exile in Iran expressing sympathy over Sher Shāh’s harsh measures 
against him, and the shaikh responded by invoking the mysteries of the Divine 
Names: 

 Thank you for your royal letter. I conveyed to your well-wishers here 
the happy news of your life and safety. I came to know also about the 
welfare of your servants and attendants. Everything is exactly as you 
have written. There is no formality between us, for:
 “Words that come from the heart, reach another’s heart direct.” 
 I pray to God that unfortunate circumstances may not trouble your 
heart!
   Whenever exalted God wishes any of his good creatures to reach the 
degree of perfection, He sends down heavenly sustenance, alternatively 
terrible ( jalālī ) and merciful (   jamālī ), upon him. A merciful and gentle 
age has passed. Now for a few days it is a terrible and wrathful age. 

God says, “Verily there is ease with hardship.”  57     

 Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad invokes God’s divine attributes, which correspond to par-
ticular stations in Shattari cosmology, to order the periods of history through 
which the world passes ( daur ). Their use here subordinates time to the power 
of the person who knows how to control the divine attributes and names 



Bodies That Signify: The Madhumālatī, Part 1 255

(i.e., Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad) and whose authority gives the practice its political 
power.  58   Sufi  cosmological schemes create bases for gaining power, both spiri-
tual and political. 

 Thus Sufi s are involved in approving or denying the legitimacy of kings at 
the same time as they are dependent on them for patronage. Kings seek the 
shaikh’s supernatural authority to legitimate their rule and, in Humāyūn’s use 
of Shattari cosmology, to articulate their political sovereignty. As Richard Eaton 
has incisively remarked in the course of a similar argument about the political 
claims of the Bengali Sufi s:

  Being in theory closer to God than warring princes could ever hope 
to be, Muslim saints staked a moral claim as God’s representatives on 
earth. In this view, princely rulers possessed no natural right to earthly 
power, but had only been entrusted with a temporary lease on such 
power through the grace of some Muslim saint. This perspective per-
haps explains why in Indo-Muslim history we so often fi nd Sufi s pre-
dicting who would attain political offi  ce, and for how long they would 
hold it. For behind the explicit act of “prediction” lay the implicit act 
of appointment—that is, of a Sufi ’s entrusting his  wilāyat , or earthly 

domain, to a prince.  59     

 The Sufi s thus interpret the course of history as the arena for supernatural 
intervention, and mysterious events such as the smoke rising from Shaikh 
Mu ḥ ammad’s ewer can have hidden meanings, as with Sher Shāh’s death, 
caused by his violence against the Shattaris. But Sufi s were in practice depen-
dent on the fl ow of alms and patronage ( futū ḥ āt ) from political rulers, so that 
their claims to superiority were tempered by the economic necessity of fi nd-
ing a patron to establish and maintain a  khānaqāh . Within this conception of 
superiority-yet-dependence, the authority of kings and that of Sufi s are interde-
pendent, each seeking legitimacy or patronage from the other, renouncing the 
world ( duniyā ) and ruling it through faith ( dīn ). 

 How was this Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   Gvāliyārī related to the Sūrī court 
during the period of the Afghan interregnum (1540–1556)? Since he and the 
Shattari  silsilah  played a role in the defeat of the regional Afghan sultanates 
by the Mughal state centered in Delhi and Agra, they were enemies of the 
Sūr Afghan sultans. The poet’s simultaneous addresses to Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad 
and Islām Shāh conceal a history of political intrigue in which Chishtis, 
Naqshbandis, and Shattaris took sides with Mughals or Afghans in the strug-
gles for sovereignty over northern India in the sixteenth century. 

 The Shattaris’ involvement with this complicated world of competitive 
religious politics began when ‘Abdullāh Shat " t " ār founded the  silsilah . Not 
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much is known about him except that he came from Transoxiana in the 
latter half of the fi fteenth century. Trying to establish his authority over an 
area (the Sufi  idea of  vilāyah ) proved to be no easy task for the shaikh, 
who toured Delhi, Jaunpur, Bihar, Bengal, and Malwa in search of patron-
age and disciples. He conducted his tour in a militant style, as K. A. Nizami 
describes it, citing the later Shattari chronicler Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus " ī Shat " t " ārī’s 
 Gulzār-i Abrār :

  Fond of itinerancy, he travelled from place to place with great pomp 
and eclat. He used to put on royal dress, while the huge retinue of 
his disciples who accompanied him wore military uniform. This army 
of followers marched with banners and drums. Most of the preceding 
saints considered itineracy a part of the spiritual education of the travel-
ler himself. Shah ‘Abd-u’llah travelled, not for the sake of his own spir-
itual perfection, but to show others the “path of God.” While all other 
organizers of  silsilah s had always settled at one place and attracted peo-
ple to themselves by their piety and kindness, Shah ‘Abd-u’llah invited 
people to come to him. He proclaimed in every village and town which 
he visited by beat of drums: “Is there anyone who wishes to be shown 

the way to God?”  60     

 Shaikh ‘Abdullāh’s method was distinctly a militant arrogation of territory 
to himself, a declaration of superiority based on his claim to be privy to the 
secrets of  tau ḥ īd  or the unity of God. He wrote the treatise  Lat " ā’if-i Ġhaibīyyāh  
(“Subtleties of the Invisible World”) as well as the  Shajarat al-Tau ḥ īd  (“The 
Tree of Unity”), which we noted earlier in this chapter. 

 The shaikh’s claims of spiritual supremacy brought him into competi-
tion with several Sufi s who were prominent in the regional sultanates. For 
instance, the Chishti Shaikh  Ḥ usām al-Dīn Mānikpurī is reported to have 
come outside the town of Manikpur in response to the shaikh’s challenge 
and to have told Shaikh ‘Abdullāh that “he had nothing to off er him, nei-
ther could he himself learn anything in return for he was still preoccupied 
in absorbing what his  pir  had imparted to him.” The Sultan of Jaunpur, 
Ibrāhīm Shāh Sharqī, is reported to have been alarmed by the shaikh’s 
military pomp and show, and Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Qāz � in ‘Alā’, a Bengali 
Sufi , “ignored the challenge, derisively replying that Sufi s from Khurasan 
and Fars had often arrived with a battery of outlandish claims.”  61   Shaikh 
‘Abdullāh eventually settled down in Mandu under the patronage of Sultan 
Ġhiyās   al-dīn Tuġhlaq. 

 What is remarkable about the shaikh’s life and achievements is the style of 
spiritual practice that he forged, as well as his military, overtly political method 
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of work. Even the hostile Bengali Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Qāz � in ‘Alā’ became his 
disciple following a miraculous dream:

  The Shaikh . . . retired for a forty-day retreat ( chilla ). During this period 
his deceased father appeared in a vision and told him that his ascetic 
exercises were useless as his spiritual future was then in the hands of 
a sufi  whom he had called ‘the prattling fellow of Khurasan.’ So Shaikh 
‘Alā’ left for Mandu and for three days stood outside the Shah’s house. 
Finally, moved by Shaikh ‘Alā’s humility, Shah ‘Abdullah took him as 
disciple after obtaining a pledge that he would leave his ancestral sufi c 

path and learn Shattariyya practices.  62     

 Shaikh ‘Alā (d. 1495) became Shaikh ‘Abdullāh’s principal  k ̣ halīfah  or  successor, 
and took the Shattari method of spiritual practice to Bengal and eastern 
India. He was followed by the two able Shattaris Shaikh Z'uhūr Hājī  Ḥ amīd 
(d. 1523) and Shaikh Abū ’l-Fat ḥ  Hadīyatullāh ‘Sarmast’ (d. 1539), who estab-
lished a Shattari presence in Bihar and had many links with local orders such 
as the Firdausis as well as with the rulers of Bihar.  63   

 Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   carried on the  silsilah ’s tradition of conquering 
new territory. According to a disciple’s account, the  Kulliyāt-i Gvāliyārī , he went 
to his  pīr  to ask him to tell him where to go, and Shaikh  Ḥ amīd gave him 
leave to go anywhere he pleased:

  On hearing Shaikh  Ḥ amiduddīn’s words he left his native place and 
came to Gwalior . . . [T]he political reason for Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus    ’s 
coming to Gwalior could be that the fort was taken from Vikramāditya 
Tomar between 1518 and 1520 and brought under Muslim rule. The 
Muslim population of Gwalior was increasing. Therefore, in order to 
give spiritual guidance to these people, [Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad] fi nished 
his austerities around Chunar in 1523 and came to Gwalior. By 1526 he 
was famous within the fort and an acknowledged infl uence on the local 

population.  64     

 From this position within a fort held by the Afghan Tātār Khān Lodī, Shaikh 
Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus "    was able to take sides in the growing struggle between 
Afghans and Mughals for control over north India after Bābur’s victory at the 
battle of Panipat in 1526. 

 Gwalior was a key strategic fort in this war, and Bābur, the fi rst Mughal 
emperor, mentions Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad:

  After the pagan took Kandar and was close to Biana, Dharmankat, 
one of the Gwalior rajas, and another pagan styled Khan-i Jahan, went 
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into the Gwalior neighbourhood and, coveting the fort, began to stir 
up trouble and tumult. Tatar Khan (an Afghan noble, the ruler of the 
fort), thus placed in diffi  culty, was for surrendering Gwalior to us… . We 
joined to Rahim-dad Khan’s force a few Bhira men and Lahoris, [and] 
Mulla Apaq and Shaikh Ghuran went also with them. By the time they 
were near Gwalior, however, Tatar Khan’s views had changed and he did 
not invite them into the fort. Meanwhile Shaikh Muhammad Ghaus, 
a darwish-like man, not only very learned but with a large following 
of students and disciples, sent from inside the fort to say to Rahim-
dad, “Get yourself into the fort somehow, for the views of Tatar Khan 
have changed, and he has evil in his mind.” Rahim-dad sent to say to 
Tatar Khan, “There is danger from the Pagan to those outside. Let me 
bring a few men into the fort and let the rest stay outside.” Tatar Khan 
agreed, and Rahim-dad posted his troop near the Hathi-Pol (Elephant 
Gate). Through that gate he brought in the rest of his force at night. 
Next day, Tatar Khan, reduced to helplessness, willy-nilly made over the 
fort and set out to come and wait on me in Agra. A subsistence allow-

ance of 20  lak s was assigned to him in Bianwan  pargana .  65     

 Such service does not go unrewarded, and Bābur gave Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad a 
land grant of over a thousand  bīghah s near Gwalior to set up his hospice. His 
establishment was a favored site for aristocratic patronage through the reigns 
of Bābur and Humāyūn, and his yogic and ascetic practices enjoyed full state 
support. 

 This was in marked contrast to the Chishti lineages, who had long-
standing historical connections with the local Afghan sultans and nobility 
and did not back the Mughals in their fi ght for supremacy; therefore they 
were not patronized to the same extent by the Mughal rulers after the defeat 
of Ibrāhīm Lodī at Panipat in 1526. For example, the Chishti Shaikh ‘Abdul 
Quddūs Gangohī wrote angry letters to the Mughal emperor Bābur asking 
that the lands that religious personages, Sufi s, and learned men held as rent-
free tenures ( madad-i ma‘āsh ) from the emperor should not be subjected 
to  ‘ushr , a tithe of a tenth of the produce from the land.  66   The shaikh also 
demanded that all non-Muslims should be excluded from state service and 
revenue-free grants.  67   After the accession of Humāyūn, he again wrote to the 
emperor restating “the need for the emperor to support the religious classes 
for the good of the empire, and recommends that any revenue-producing 
lands given to these groups should be in tax-free tenure.”  68   The shaikh thus 
linked the moral argument for the betterment of the empire to support for 
the (Chishti) Sufi   silsilah s, which were conceived to have an ideological claim 
to the revenue of the land. 
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 Humāyūn, who was extremely interested in occult and mystical practices, 
was however much more favorably disposed to the Shattaris. One imperial 
chronicle relates that Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus     and his brother, Shaikh Phūl, 
taught the emperor occult sciences and were very much in favor at court. 
Eventually, in a Thomas à Becket-like scenario, Shaikh Phūl was brutally mur-
dered by a group of jealous courtiers, a crime over which Humāyūn felt great 
remorse, according to al-Badāyūnī:

  And in the year 945  h . [1538  a.d. ] Mīrzā Hindāl, at the instigation of 
certain turbulent innovators, put to death Shaikh Buhlūl, brother of 
Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus of Gwāliār, who was one of the chief expo-
nents of the art of invocation and incantation, and who enjoyed the full 

confi dence of Humāyūn.  69     

 What the mystical practices that the brothers taught Humāyūn might have 
been, and how the emperor used them, has not hitherto been very clear. 

  The Seeker as Microcosm 

 The Shattaris sought to act in a world beset by these struggles between 
Mughals and Afghans, and these larger cosmological and political con-
texts shed light on the ascetic and erotic passages of the  Madhumālatī . 
The Names of Allah are vital for reading the allegorical centerpiece of the 
female body of the heroine. In the prologue to the  Madhumālatī , Mañjhan 
briefl y discusses ascetic practice and refers to the yogic and letter-mysti-
cal practices  70   that the Shattari Sufi s used to refashion their bodies into 
microcosms of the elaborately patterned Shattari cosmos. The ideal seeker 
transformed his consciousness using Shattari cosmological and practical 
notions. These constructions of asceticism had a direct bearing on the text 
of the  Madhumālatī , since Mañjhan refers to them in his erotic encoun-
ters between lover and beloved, and the hero’s quest presents a shadowy 
allegory of the Shattari ascetic regimen. Accordingly, this section discusses 
the male body of the seeker that the Shattaris sought to discipline through 
their ascetic regimen. 

 Mañjhan’s prologue refers to the Nāth yogic system of “airs” circulating in 
the channels of the subtle body, which had to be harnessed through breath 
control and used to purify the body from all worldly things:

  Sit in meditation, focus on the Absolute. 
 Seize the upward breath from your body, 
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 blow at the fi re in your heart. 
 When the fl ame rocks, it showers sparks, 

 and burns the blackness off  your body! [MM 32]   

 Many mystical practitioners and Sufi s in north India after the thirteenth 
century adapted Nāth yogic practices.  71   The reference here to their techniques 
employs the vernacular terminology for asceticism that the Hindavī romances 
adapted into an equivalent for Sufi  practice in the fantasy world. 

 The Shattaris took Nāth yogic practices and translated them into their own 
ascetic regimen. In addition to being the author of the  Kalīd-i Mak  hāzin  and 
the  Javāhir-i Khamsah , Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   also translated into Persian 
the   Ḥ auz�    al- Ḥ ayāt , the Arabic version of the Sanskrit text on yoga known as 
the  Am ṛ taku ṇ  ḍ a  (“The Pool of Nectar”).  72   Yusuf Husain has proposed that the 
Persian text is “syncretic,” combining “Islamic and Hindu systems of prac-
tice.”  73   Richard Eaton has disputed this, suggesting that “the work consists of 
two independent and self-contained worldviews placed alongside one another—
a technical manual of yoga preceded by a Sufi  allegory—with later editors 
or translators going to some lengths to stress their points of coincidence . . . 
[H]ere, at least, yoga and Sufi  ideas resisted true fusion.”  74   

 I would like to propose an alternative solution to this crux: that the Persian 
“Pool of Nectar” appropriated yogic practices and adapted them into a larger 
Shattari system of practice, explained and legitimized with the help of Qur’ānic 
verses and traditions of the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad. Rather than undergoing sys-
temic articulation within the Nāth yogic texts on practice, yogic practices now 
work within the Shattari  pīr s’ system of invoking the Names of Allah ( da‘vat 
al-asmā’ ), which is in turn based on the cosmology outlined above. This text, in 
conjunction with practical manuals left by the order, prescribes a complex set 
of doctrines, yogic asceticism, and letter mysticism for the Shattari acolyte. 

 Within the competitive religious scene of northern India, it was not unex-
pected for the shaikh and his  silsilah  to assert their separate and superior 
status while using practices that were comprehensible within Indian ascetic 
systems. As Carl Ernst has pointed out, the  Gulzār-i Abrār  describes Shaikh 
Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus  ’s translation of yogic practice as a militant assertion of 
dominance:

  The  Ba ḥ r al- Ḥ ayāt  is the translation of the ascetical work and manual 
of the society of Jogis and Sannyāsis, in which occur interior practices, 
visualization exercises, description of holding the breath, and other 
types of meditation… . These two groups are the chief ascetics, recluses, 
and guides of the people of idolatry and infi delity. By the blessings 
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of these very practices and repetitions of names ( az ̱ kār ), [they have] 
arrived to the ladder of false spirituality ( istidrāj ) and the excellent rank 
of visions… . He (Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus "   ) separated all these subjects from 
the Sanskrit language that is the tongue of the infi dels’ fl imsy books, 
dressed them in Persian, loosed the belt of infi delity from the shoulder 
of those concepts, and adorned them with . . . unity and  islām , thus free-
ing them from the dominance of blind adherence with the overwhelm-
ing strength of true faith. The master of realization bestowed aid and 
assistance with Sufi  repetitions of names ( az ̱ kār ) and practices. He 
fashioned the Truth ( al- ḥ aqq ), which is a single casket (  ḥ uqqa ) of pre-
cious jewels, and a case for kingly rubies, from the spoils of “they are 
like cattle, nay, more erring” ( Qur’ān  7.171) . . . into an ennobling crown 

for the Lord of “religion, for God, is  islām ” ( Qur’ān  3.19).  75     

 Far from being populist syncretizers, the Shattaris cite the Qur’ānic passages 
likening infi dels to erring “cattle” who need to be driven into the fold of the 
“true Islam.” The single casket of “truth” that the shaikh forged may have 
had elements in it from many diff erent esoteric systems, but it was controlled 
by the authority of the shaikh. Thus, in the Persian translation of the   Ḥ auz � -
al- Ḥ ayāt , Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus   begins his treatment of the body, its 
seven  cakra s (nerve centers) and their planetary correlates, by declaring that 
his yogic interlocutor said, “Know that the microcosm contains that which 
is in the macrocosm.”  76   This microcosmic body contains seven ganglia or 
 cakra s that constitute the nerve centers of the spinal column. Each of these is 
coordinated with a diff erent planet in the Shattari cosmological system, and 
endowed with a Name of Allah that is to be recited inwardly by the novice. 
The planets are part of the larger cosmological system of concentric circles 
or spheres called  dā’irah s. The planets and their invocations are arranged as 
shown in Table 7.2.      

 Each station is associated with a tutelary deity, as well as a Name of Allah, 
repetition of which unlocks the powers and mysteries of that station.  77   The 
order of these planets is the same as it is in a section of the second  dā’irah  in 
Maġhribī’s  Jām-i Jahān   Numā , with the exception of the interchanged positions 
of Jupiter and Mars. The Shattari planetary scheme of the seven heavens is 
here used to give new meanings to the Nāth yogic  cakra s, which are six (not 
seven) in number and are matched with mantras and deities diff erent from 
the ones in this text.  78   Although the Shattaris took from the Nāths general 
concepts and forms of yogic practice such as the  cakra s, inverted meditation 
( ul ṭ ī sādhanā , taken over by the Sufi s as  namāz-i ma‘kūs ), and the cleansing of 
the body through  prā ṇ āyāma  or breath control (Persian,   ḥ abs-i dam ), they often 
emptied out the specifi c instructions within these frameworks and replaced 
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them with Sufi  concepts and terminology. The larger Shattari cosmology of 
planetary circles helps to place this competitive appropriation and reworking 
(rather than direct translation) of yogic practice within a Shattari worldview. 

 Further, it is clear from Maġhribī’s second  dā’irah  that the realms of the 
seven planets occupy a set of spheres in the middle of the cosmology, not 
the highest reaches of the manifestation of divine Being. This is consistent 
with Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus  ’s views of bringing infi del practices from false 
spirituality ( istidrāj ) to the true faith. The distinctive Shattari invocation of the 
Names of Allah ( da‘vat al-asmā’ ), their letter codes, their astrological manipula-
tions, and their modes of divination provide a larger context for the yogic pos-
tures and exercises that the Shattaris used. The Shattari materials also allow 
us a rare glimpse into the exact historical referents of the ascetic quest of the 
hero in the Hindavī Sufi  romances, who has to disguise himself as a yogi in 
order to attain the divine heroine. 

 The Shattaris formulated elaborate methods for superimposing cosmolog-
ical diagrams on their bodies, and the practical manuals of the order con-
tain directions for their use. Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus ̱ ’s followers developed 
the Shattari system of divination and invocation with great elaboration, and 
many manuscripts, such as Ismā’īl Far ḥ ī’s  Mak  hzan-i Da‘vat  (“The Treasury 
of Invocation”) or Shaikh ‘Īsá Jundullāh’s  ‘Ain al-Ma‘ānī  (“The Essence of 
Meaning”), apply these principles and methods in diff ering contexts of visu-
alization and prediction.  79   These applications of Shattari cosmology—yogic, 

 Table 7.2.     The  CakrasCakras  According to Shaikh Mu h ammad Ġhaus   Gvāliyārī   

 Planet  Mantra  Z̲ikr  Deity 

Saturn (Zu ḥ al) HUM  yā rabb Kālī

Mars (Mirrīk  h) AUM  yā qadīm Bātarmī

Jupiter (Mushtarī) RHIN  yā k  hāliq Mangal

Sun (Shams) BRINSRĪN  yā karīm Badamtā

Venus (Zahra) BRAY  yā musak  hk  hir Sarasvatī

Mercury (‘Utārid) YUM  yā ‘alīm Nārī

Moon (Qamar) HANŚĀYAŚYĀ  yā mu ḥ yī Tūtlā

   Note:  This table has been simplifi ed slightly in order to give only the elements essen-

tial to my argument here.  

   Source:  Carl Ernst,  The Arabic Version of “The Pool of the Water of Life”  ( Am ṛ taku ṇ  ḍ a ) 

(forthcoming).  
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magical, and visionary – thus show a common system that runs through all 
these cultural domains, encoded in the letters of the Divine Names, which are 
the loci for visualization and interior discipline. These practices, which were 
carried out in Shattari  k  hānaqāh s, were the esoteric side of the  silsilah ’s social 
positioning of itself vis-à-vis kings and political leaders. The next chapter exam-
ines the face-to-face erotic encounters between Manohar and Madhumālatī in 
Mañjhan’s Sufi  romance, within the context of the theology and cosmology of 
the Shattaris.      



     8 

 The Seasons of Madhumal̄atı̄’s 
Separation: 

The  Madhumālatı̄ , Part 2   

   The Love Play of Manohar and Madhuma ̄latı̄ 
 As he glimpses the beautiful Madhumālatī sleeping, the prince’s soul is over-
come with  viraha  or love in separation. The prince responds to her as if to a 
spiritual vision:

  Seeing her sleeping so peacefully on her bed, 
 the pain of restless passion was aroused in the prince’s body. 
 Spontaneously his consciousness was freed of all attachments, 
 and love in separation came and overwhelmed his soul. 
 Seeing Love’s bow in splendor on her brow, his senses left him instantly. 
  “Blessed is that man’s life for whom love is born in this maiden’s heart” 

  [MM 98.4–6].   

 Mañjhan’s text is unusual because, alone among the Hindavī romances, he 
goes on from  viraha  to depict a scene of union at the beginning of the love 
story. This replicates the Shattari spiritual practice in which the novice tastes 
absorption or union right at the beginning of his spiritual quest. 

 This initial encounter is followed by a conversation between Manohar 
and Madhumālatī that has many theological and cosmological references and 
defi nes love for the genre in terms of the Shattari aesthetics of form or beauty 
( rūpa ). The princess seems divine beauty incarnate as she wakes up:

  The maiden raised her arms above her head. 
 Lazily she yawned and stretched her limbs. 
 Her eyes awakened and became alert 
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 like a hunter’s arrows raised in ambush. 
 When a natural frown appeared upon her brow, 
 it seemed the God of Love had drawn his bow. 
 Her eyebrows were arched like the drawn bow of Kāmadeva, 
  and the triple world trembled in anticipation of her arrows 

  [MM 99.3–6].   

 She is astonished when she looks about her, for there is another bed spread 
out beside her, with a mighty prince lying upon it. She gathers up her courage 
and asks him how he has come to her inaccessible heavenly realm:

  “Are you a demon or some ghostly apparition? 
 Can this body of yours be human? 
 Did you get miraculous power through a guru’s words? 
 Or did you apply magic kohl to your eyes? 
 Is it a spell which has given you this power? 
 Did your guru make you drink some special herb? 
 Have you come so silently to my chamber 
 borne on a vehicle by the winds of the mind? 
 On all four sides the doorways are impassable 
 and many guards are awake all around. 
 Seven twisting paths lead to this chamber and countless warriors 
 are awake to guard them. 
  How have you come to this place to which even the wind has 

  no access?” [MM 102]   

 Madhumālatī’s kingdom is a heavenly realm to which the magic power of the 
 apsara ses has transported Manohar. The seven twisting paths or labyrinths 
here refer obliquely to seven stages that may tentatively be identifi ed as the 
seven planetary circles of Shattari cosmology. These seven circles with their 
tutelary angels and mantras are also found in Humāyūn’s court rituals and 
within the Shattari symbolic body, as we saw in Chapter 7. 

 The initial state of spiritual absorption of the Shattari neophyte is repre-
sented as a spontaneous loss of selfhood in the prince. When he hears the 
princess’s words, his body is transformed:

  When he heard these words as sweet as nectar, 
 the prince’s body became immortal. 
 When he saw her he was perplexed and astonished, 
 and lost all consciousness of himself. 
 His heart was struck by pointed arrows, 
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 as though her glances had been sharpened on a stone. 
 As sugar instantly dissolves in water, 

 so did the prince’s soul surrender its own selfhood [MM 104.1–4].   

 The prince’s self dissolves ( fanā ) like sugar in water; he is transformed by the 
moment of vision. He introduces himself to Madhumālatī as a royal prince 
who is dazzled by her transcendent beauty, and explains his plight:

  “ . . . The city of Kanaigiri is a most wonderful place. 
 The whole world knows my father, King Sūrajbhānu. 
 My own name is Prince Manohar. 
 I am of the Rāghava line, and belong to Kanaigiri. 
 I had scarcely closed my eyes in sleep, 
 and now I see I’ve woken up here. 
 I do not know who brought me here 

 so that our glances might meet” [MM 105.2–5].   

 In this meeting of glances, the classic moment of the awakening of desire, a 
moment of revelation and vision, the lover and beloved recognize one another 
after being parted for many lives. 

 Madhumālatī, who comes from the kingdom of Mahāras, the great  rasa , 
responds to his query:

  The princess began her story, full of  rasa , 
 like a waterlily blossoming for love of the moon. 
 “Mahāras,” she said, “is a city without equal. 
 Vikram Rāi, my father, is its mighty king. 
 My name, Madhumālatī, is radiant 
 both in this world and the hereafter. 
 I, a maiden, am my father’s only child. 

 In this palace I am the darling of the king” [MM 110.1–4].   

  Rasa  is the juice in her words that enables Shattari absorption as well as plea-
sure in hearing stories. The impact of her words on the prince is profound:

  Although he tried to understand, her words robbed him of intelligence. 
  Like salt dissolving easily in water, he spontaneously lost his selfhood 

  [MM 110.6].   

 Here the  rasa  in her words is the agent that causes the mystical dissolution 
of self, captured in the fi gure of salt (or, as above, sugar) dissolving in water. 
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It is thus the bond between lovers as they come together, but the word also 
links the text with its audience, forming a bond of literary pleasure between 
the poem and its readers. 

 Since the prince has fainted, the princess has fi rst to revive him. She 
fans him and sprinkles ambrosial water on his face. Wiping the prince’s face 
with the border of her sari, she raises his head from the ground. When he 
recovers, she asks him to tell her the truth (  ḥ aqīqat/sat ) about his condition. 
Manohar invokes a spiritualized primal love between them; he proclaims to 
Madhumālatī that they are the same matter, and that they have been together 
since the beginning of creation:

  “Listen, dearest one!” the prince then said, 
 “In a former life God created love between you and me. 
 Now that he has brought us into the world, 
 I have given you my soul in exchange for sorrow. 
 It is not just today that I grieve for you: 
 I have known this sorrow from the fi rst creation. 
 The grief I feel separated from you was revealed 
 the day the Creator fashioned this body of mine. 
 O best of maidens, God mixed into my body’s clay 

 the pure cool water of your love” [MM 113.1–5].   

 The poetic image of water mingling in clay refers to the Qur’ānic narrative 
of God’s creation of Adam out of clay. If the dust from which God created 
humans is the stuff  of creation, Manohar suggests, the water that leavens it 
into clay is love. In Manohar’s speech to Madhumālatī, separation is what 
brings the soul into existence, since the universe emerges only by leaving 
God. 

 In the Shattari scheme of emergence and return, the pain of separation 
is a constant reminder of the demand of love, of the world’s separation 
from God.  

  “To die is to taste immortality: 
 Now I carry the burden of this grief, 
 sacrifi cing all the pleasures of the two worlds. 
 I have given myself to you and accepted this pain. 
 Through dying I have tasted immortality. 
 O Madhumālatī, the pain of love for you brings happiness to the world. 
  Blessed is the life of the man in whose heart is born the pain of love for 

  you” [MM 115.4–6].   
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 Because the pain of separation prompts the human return to God, it is the 
source of happiness; sorrow is the precondition for joy. Manohar welcomes it 
into his heart:

  “I have heard that on the day the world was born, 
 the bird of love was released to fl y. 
 It searched all the three worlds 
 but could not fi nd a resting place. 
 So it returned and entered the human heart, 
 liked it and never fl ew elsewhere. 
 The three worlds asked it then: 
 ‘Why are you attached to the human heart?’ 
 ‘Suff ering’ it answered, ‘is the only hope for humans. 

 Where there is sorrow, there I dwell’ ” [MM 116.1–5].   

 Love chooses the human heart because it is aff ected by sorrow. 
 Manohar defi nes love and separation in his fi nal address to Madhumālatī. 

Here the characteristic ambiguity of reference makes it diffi  cult to fathom 
whether courtly poetry is being used to express an erotic theology or erotic 
theology is being used to give courtly poetry an added charge:

  “You and I have always been together. 
 Always we have been a single body. 
 You and I, we two, are one body, 
 two lumps of clay mixed with the same water. 
 The same water fl ows in two streams, 
 one lamp alone lights two homes. 
 One soul enters two bodies, 
 one fi re burns in two hearths. 
 We were one but were born as two: 
 one temple with two doors. 
 We were one radiant light, one beautiful form, one soul and one body: 
  how can there be any doubt in giving oneself to oneself?” 

 “You are the ocean, I am your wave. 
 You are the sun and I am the ray that lights the world. 
 Do not think that you and I are separate: 
 I am the body, you are my life. 
 Who can part us, a single light in two forms? 
 I see everything through the eye of enlightenment, 

 but who knows how long we have known each other?” [MM 117–8.4]   



The Seasons of Madhumālatī’s Separation 269

 The imagery makes embodiment the common experience between them. Here 
the body is the niche in which the fl ame of divine light burns, refracted through the 
glass and shining out from the niche throughout the world (as in  Qur’ān  24:35).  1   

 Madhumālatī’s beauty is God’s beauty, yet in seeing her Manohar recog-
nizes his own identity with divinity:

  “Till now I have lived my life without my soul, 
 but today, on seeing you, that soul have I now found. 
 I recognized you the moment that I saw you, 
 for this is the beauty that had held me in thrall. 
 This is the beauty that before was concealed. 
 This is the beauty that pervades creation. 
 This is the beauty that is Śiva and Śakti. 
 This is the beauty that is the soul of the three worlds. 
 This is the beauty that is manifest in many guises. 
 This is the beauty found alike in king and beggar. 
 This same beauty lives in all three worlds: earth, heaven and 
 the nether world. 
  This very same beauty I now see manifested, radiant upon 

  your face” [MM 119].   

 The word used here for beauty is  rūpa , which also means form. All concrete 
forms in the Shattari cosmos share in God’s beauty and can be read for signs 
of God’s presence. The Shattari formulation of the moment of recognition 
makes contemplation of this  rūpa  true spiritual meditation. 

 Madhumālatī recognizes the prince as her lover and falls in love with him. 
She loses her heart to the tale he tells:

  As she listened to his words, 
 full of love’s savor and feeling, 
 the maiden’s heart was at once intoxicated. 
 Her soul delighted in the tale of love she heard, 
 and the love of a previous life 
 was kindled again in her memory. 
 Just as fragrance mingles with the breeze, 
 so did these two merge and become a single body. 
  . . . Spontaneously their souls united and could not be told apart. 
 When that love which had been born in a former life entered their hearts, 
  they both sighed deeply, refl ecting on their previous acquaintance. 

 Then, touched by love, the maiden smiled and said: 
 “You have overwhelmed me with these words of love. 
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 I was so overcome I could not speak. 
 Hearing your words I tasted the joys of love. 
  . . . My soul has found its place within your body, 
 and, through me, your name is manifest. 
 Mine is the beauty and your body is its mirror. 

 I am the sun and you are its light in the world [MM 121–2].   

 Though Manohar and Madhumālatī are tied together in this mirrored longing, 
they cannot consummate their desire immediately. 

 Mañjhan introduces the social implications of the spiritual or   ḥ aqīqī  love 
that Manohar has defi ned so well for the princess. Before pledging herself 
to Manohar, the princess is worried about a second possible consequence of 
love: public disgrace for her for taking a lover before marriage. But as the 
prince sees Madhumālatī before him, his desire gets the better of him and he 
stretches out his hands toward her in lust:

  The prince turned pale and rampant was his desire. 
 His pulse raced and from his body came a sigh. 
 Pierced by the arrows of the God of Love, 
 he could contain himself no longer. 
 He stretched his hands towards the maiden’s breasts. 
 Leaving his fi nely adorned bed, 
 the prince sat upon the lovely maiden’s couch. 
 That excellent maiden stopped his hands 
 and rose and moved to the prince’s bed. 
 “O prince,” she said, “why should we do wrong? 
 Why should we bring disgrace upon our parents? 
 Who would throw away everything for one fl eeting moment of pleasure? 
  In this world the slightest indiscretion brings disgrace upon 

  a woman” [MM 125].   

 To keep the prince at bay, the princess invokes a misogynistic gender hierar-
chy. Woman, she says, is a house to sin itself, and needs to be contained by 
the family in order to prevent her from disgracing herself and her clan:

  “If a woman seeks to commit a sin, 
 in vain she destroys herself completely. 
 Womankind is the abode of sin. 
 But if a woman has a family, 
 then they will keep her from sinning. 
 Otherwise, who can contain her? 
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 The clan is the only obstacle to sin. 
 Why become a sinner for a moment of pleasure? 

 Why sin and lose everything forever?” [MM 126.1–4]   

 The lovers must not consummate their desire, nor reveal their love to the 
world. The seeker must not disclose the secret identity of lover and beloved. 

 Madhumālatī is only willing to go as far as good girls go. She proposes 
a consummation of desire only within the framework of righteous conduct, 
which could mean both marriage and Islamic  sharī‘ah  law:

  “How can one whose heart is righteous 
 fall into the raging fi re of sin? 
 Family and righteousness are the two protections, 
 so let no one abuse their mother or their father. 
 He who destroys himself for a momentary pleasure 
 has already reserved his place in hell. 
 But he who stood by the truth, 
 even if while on the path of sin, 

 will taste the heavenly fruit of immortality” [MM 127.2–5].   

 Correct action lies in promising to be true to one another while not overstep-
ping the bounds of the mystic path. Public disgrace is the consequence of 
not following the strictures of righteous conduct. The path of truth (  ḥ aqīqat ) 
referred to here is Shattari self-purifi cation, polishing the mirror of the heart 
until one is fi t to receive the divine revelation, or in this situation not giving 
way to lust when temptation beckons. Once the oath is taken, Manohar has 
promised to be true to her eternally, and to be silent about the details of their 
lovemaking for fear of public disgrace. 

 Therefore, they cannot make love fully, but only engage in lovers’ play. The 
poet draws a curtain over the scene by referring only obliquely to what tran-
spires, again suggesting  jalālī  and  jamālī  aspects of Madhumālatī’s love play:

  She made him fall and faint with love, 
 then sprinkled nectar to revive him. 
 Sometimes they enjoyed the ecstasies of love, 
 sometimes they feared the pain of separation. 
 Their eyes were gardens of beauty, 
 and their hearts given to the passions of youth. 
 Now they tasted the supreme bliss of love, 

 now they dedicated their hearts to one another [MM 134.1–4].   
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 They exchange their jeweled signet rings as tokens of their undying love, and 
then fall asleep on one another’s beds. The promise of truth ( sati bacana ), the lov-
ers’ pledge, which the rings signify, is brought up every time the couple meet. 

 Avoiding direct physical description, the poet moves directly to the point 
where the  apsara ses return to fi nd the beds all creased, the fl owers withered, 
and the signs of lovemaking on both bodies:

  They had exchanged their rings 
 and wore each other’s on their hands. 
 Some of the maiden’s bangles lay broken on the bed, 
 and her bodice was ripped open at the bosom. 
 Clothes had been torn from her limbs, 
 and the scratchmarks of nails were visible on her breasts. 
 The necklace and garlands at her breast were broken, 
 her parting was gone, and her plaits were undone. 
 Her bed was in total disarray, 
 and the beauty spot on her forehead had been wiped off . 
  Marks of collyrium could be seen on the prince’s lips, 
   while red betel juice adorned the maiden’s kohl-lined eyes 

   [MM 136].   

 The nymphs are shocked, and consider what to do next. They pick up the 
sleeping prince and take him back from heaven to earth, from Mahāras to 
his own kingdom of Kanaigiri. The fi rst major turning point of the narrative, 
the meeting between the lovers, is concluded. Manohar and Madhumālatī are 
separated again. The rest of the plot revolves around their eff orts to consum-

mate their love, to change separation into union.  

  The Twelve Months of Separation: 
The  Bārah-masā  (Reprise) 

 The  bārah-māsā , a generic set piece of the  premākhyān , which we have seen in 
the tale of Mainā in the  Cāndāyan ,  2   occurs in the poetic sections that follow, 
which tell the story of Manohar’s second meeting with Madhumālatī. 

 When Prince Manohar and Pemā arrive in King Citrasena’s kingdom after 
vanquishing the demon, there is much rejoicing and jubilation. The entire 
town comes out to meet the pair, and everyone celebrates their homecom-
ing. The king welcomes the prince, and Pemā takes care of him. But he is 
still distraught over Madhumālatī and cannot forget the object of his quest. 
Under the spiritual guidance of Pemā, he is ready to forget all but the divine. 
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In eff ect, he extinguishes his rational mind in the town of Citbisarāun ̱ . Pemā 
reminds him that the second day of the month has come, and Madhumālatī 
will come to meet him. She arranges a meeting for them in the  citrasārī  or 
picture pavilion in the mango grove around the city, and the two lovers meet to 
renew their promise of true love. Rūpamañjarī, Madhumālatī’s mother, discov-
ers them and is outraged at the prospect of public disgrace for her daughter. 
She casts a spell that puts Manohar into an enchanted sleep and carries him 
back to Kanaigiri, and she bears Madhumālatī home to Mahāras. To punish 
her daughter for her misconduct, she bewitches her and transforms her into a 
beautiful bird, with green feathers and eyes like glittering jewels. Madhumālatī 
roams the forests, desolately searching for her love. 

 Tārācand, a prince who is out hunting, traps her with pearls. As a bird 
caught in the fowler’s net, Madhumālatī represents the divine trapped in 
human and concrete form at the lowest level of the Shattari cosmology. She is 
forced to assume this embodied form in order to search for Manohar. At fi rst, 
Tārācand is entranced with her beauty and in love with the beautiful bird, but 
when he fi nds out who she is, he talks of the value of leaving home in the 
service of the world and vows to help Madhumālatī with her quest. She tells 
Tārācand her whole story, and he promises to help her and sets out to return 
her to her own heavenly kingdom of Mahāras. He represents the Sufi  quality 
of  khidmah-i khalq  or selfl ess service, and acts as the guide or intermediary 
to Madhumālatī, just as Pemā has been the guide for Manohar. He takes her 
back home to her mother, the grief-stricken Rūpamañjarī, who removes her 
spell from the fabulous bird. But Madhumālatī is still distraught in separation 
from Manohar. 

 Here begins the generic set piece of the  bārah-māsā , which in Mañjhan’s 
text takes the form of a letter from Madhumālatī to Pemā describing her mis-
ery through the twelve months of the year and begging her desperately for 
help in fi nding Manohar. The  bārah-māsā , as Charlotte Vaudeville has noted, 
is commonly composed around the theme of  viraha  or separation, the other 
side of  prema  or love, “the pain of separation ( viraha ) endured by a young wife 
pining for the return of her beloved all through the twelve months of the year. 
In such songs, the description of nature is intimately and attractively joined 
to the expression of the heroine’s sorrow.”  3   In the Hindavī Sufi  romances, the 
 bārah-māsā  is spoken by the deserted wife of the hero, pining for her hus-
band’s return from his ascetic quest:

  While the main heroine of the Sūfī  mathnavī s symbolises divine Beauty 
for which the hero is pining in the torments of  viraha , it is a second-
ary heroine, usually the hero’s fi rst wife, who appears as the traditional 
 virahi ṇ ī  and sings the  viraha-bārahmāsā ; thus the Muslim authors of 
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 mathnavī s in Avadhi respect the Hindu tradition of the  viraha bārahmāsā  

in attributing the song to a neglected wife.  4     

 The  bārah-māsā  is a message to the seeker entreating him not to forget his 
responsibility to the world and to take into account her agony. The seeker 
comes back, bringing his divine beloved with him, and the two wives fi ght. 
Only after the hero persuades the two women to make peace can he consum-
mate his love with both of them, reconciling the claims of the world and of 
spirituality. 

 In the  Madhumālatī , however, Mañjhan uses this Hindavī literary conven-
tion in a new way, to deliver a generic set piece without explicit allegorical cod-
ing. There is no second wife, as there is in the  Cāndāyan ; in her place, Pemā 
is Manohar’s spiritual guide to his beloved Madhumālatī. After Manohar and 
Madhumālatī are separated, she roams the forests for twelve months, seeking 
her lost love, as God comes into the world in search of man. The  premākhyān  
poets generally used this set piece to turn human desire artfully toward the 
divine, but the  bārah-māsā  of Madhumālatī represents a movement in the other 
direction, expressing the longing of the celestial Madhumālatī for her human 
lover, drawing the divine into a situation of reciprocal longing (  ḥ ubb-i ilāhī ).  

  She begins by summoning a messenger: 
 Then Madhumālatī, unbeknownst to her mother, 
 entreated the messengers with folded hands, 
 to explain everything to Pemā thus: 
 “You kindled this fi re in my heart. 
 Friend, I have wandered the earth for my love, 
 but the fi re in my heart was never quenched. 
 Maybe, O princess, you can fi nd him. 

 If you do, re-unite me with my match” [MM 401.1–4].   

 In the letter, Madhumālatī recounts all the past suff erings she has endured, 
parted from the prince and still enchanted in the form of a bird. The imagery 
employed interlaces Madhumālatī’s incarnation as a bird with the cycle of 
nature, using the description of the passing of the seasons to connect her 
body with nature. 

 She begins her letter to Pemā with the month of the rains, Sāvan, when 
the dark masses of clouds thundered and her eyes rained tears and the scarlet 
ladybirds came out:

  “When my tears of blood fell to the earth, 
 they became the scarlet ladybirds of Sāvan. 
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 She who enjoys in this diffi  cult season 
 the delights of the couch and the excitement of love, 
 enjoys the blessings that life has to off er. 
 I wandered as a cuckoo through every garden, 
 eyes bloodshot, body burning in separation. 
 Only a stubborn soul can stay in its body without a lover in the 
 month of Sāvan, 
  with its massing clouds and torrents of rain, its endless nights 

  and fl ashing lightnings” [MM 402.3–6].   

 The rainy season continued in the month of Bhādon  ̱, with its dark cloudy nights:

  “In the fearsome nights of the dark month of Bhādon ̱ , 
 only separation’s fi erce fi re shared my bed. 
 In the rains, the constellations of Maghā and the Lion 
 tossed my body to and fro in pain. 
 The water of love dripped from my two eyes. 
 All the eight physical signs of love 
 were aroused in my body, and the seven skies 
 bowed down low to touch the earth. 
 Thunder crashed frighteningly all around me. 

 I was sure my soul would leave me at last” [MM 403.1–4].   

 During the rains, the season in which lovers are united in poetry, she sought 
desperately for her lover, but found him nowhere:

  “I wandered alone through wood and forest, with the pain of 
 separation in my heart. 
  My shameless soul was such a sinner, it still did not leave 

  my body” [MM 403.6].   

 She continued to wander without hope. The season changed with the month 
of Kun ̱ vār or Aśvin, but Madhumālatī’s agony did not abate:

  “The nine nights of the festival of Navarātra 
 heralded the cruel month of Kun ̱ vār. 
 The wind whistled of the winter to come. 
 In the crisp autumn nights, the moon 
 shone cool and bright in the sky. 
 Everyone was celebrating the festive season, 

 but I was alone, exiled to the forest” [MM 404.1–2].   
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 In her bitter exile, she saw all the signs of nature returning to normalcy after 
the torrential rains:

  “Night after night, cranes screeched in the lakes. 
 The colorful wagtails returned to the world. 
 As the birds re-appeared, the rains subsided, 
 and the wet earth became fi rm again. 
 The season of Kun  ̱ vār was happy and festive, 

 and young women blossomed with joy” [MM 404.3–5].   

 Despite the festivities around her, she could not fi nd her Manohar anywhere. 
She assures Pemā that she can barely speak, let alone write, of the agonies 
she went through in early autumn. In Kārtik, the cool month when the moon 
shines forth in silvery radiance, she was tortured by the moonlight:

  “The full moon of Kārtik tormented this girl. 
 Its rays of nectar streamed down like poison. 
 Maidens were blossoming like lotuses, 
 night lotuses in the radiance of the moon. 
 They delighted in the cool nights of autumn, 
 spent in their lovers’ passionate embraces. 
 My body was consumed with the fi re of separation. 
 In the cool autumn moonlight, 

 I made my bed on burning embers” [MM 405.1–4].   

 Madhumālatī could not enjoy those autumn nights of moonlit radiance because 
no sweet-talking lover ( ravanh mi ṭ hbolā ) shared her bed. She watched everyone 
celebrate Dīpāvalī while she wandered alone in the forest. 

 Winter came with the month of Aghan, and it was bitterly cold. 
Madhumālatī’s body wasted away in the winter months, but she could not die 
because she was searching for her lover in the phenomenal, embodied world. 
Time itself became implicated in Madhumālatī’s sorrow; the poet links the 
shortening of the days in the dark and cold winter to the forcible shortening 
of Madhumālatī’s joys:

  “Through the month of Aghan, 
 the cold weather was at its prime, 
 Bodies trembled in the bitter cold, 
 warm fi re felt good. The days 
 and my joys drew shorter together. 
 Every moment, nights and sorrows grew longer. 
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 Each dark night passed like an age, 
 as I wandered from branch to branch in the forest. 
 Only she knows this harrowing agony, 
 who has suff ered separation while in love. 
 My gravest fault, dear friend, was this: 

 I did not die when I parted from my love” [MM 406.1–5].   

 Each winter night passed like an age, and the following month of Pūs was 
even more diffi  cult because of the coincidence of this time with the time of 
Madhumālatī’s coming of age:

  “The nights of Pūs were intolerably diffi  cult. 
 I, a weak woman, could barely endure them and survive. 
 How can a woman’s nature bear a night 
 in which each watch passes like an age? 
 Everyone’s heart held desire for their love, 
 and I wandered alone through the forest, 
 making my nest on the branches of trees. . . .  
 Fortune turned away from me, O friend, when my lover 
 turned his face away. 
  How could my lover abandon me blossoming in the prime 

  of youth?” [MM 407.1–3, 6]   

 Even though her love was far away, she was constantly reminded of him. Her 
soul could not leave her body, and her body had no peace. Here the poet 
invokes her form as a bewitched bird:

  “Listen, dear friend, how hard the month of Māgh: 
 my love was in a foreign land, 
 and I had no friend but separation. 
 How could I bear the harsh cold winter, 
 without a lover in my bed, and I a young girl? 
 Suff ering the agony of parting, 
 I perched on wintry branches all night. 
 Hail and snow beat down on me. 
 How did Madhumālatī endure diffi  cult Māgh, 
 her days of separation growing longer each moment? 
 Happiness went along with my love, and sorrow stayed to keep 
 me company. 
  Separation’s shears hacked at me, cutting away at bone and 

  fl esh” [MM 408].   
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 The next three verses describe the seasons turning into spring. First, the 
month of Phāgun comes with the festival of Holī and its riotous colors. The 
pyre that burns the effi  gy of Holikā, the evil stepmother of Vi ṣ  ṇ u’s devotee 
Prahlād, is lit, and Madhumālatī feels herself burnt on it in her agony. The 
image is conventional to the imagery of the  bārah-māsā s in the  premākhyān s, 
but the poet links it with the red fl owers of the fl ame-of-the-forest, the   ḍ hāk  
tree, spreading through the woods like a forest fi re. Madhumālatī alone of all 
the birds remains, and the dry thorn bushes convey the desolation that spring 
has wrought upon her:

  “In the month of Phāgun, my friend, 
 a disaster befell my suff ering body: 
 I was burnt on the pyre like Holikā. 
 Not a single leaf remained on the trees, 
 the forest-fi re of separation destroyed them. 
 Forests suff ered a fall of leaf, 
 and all the gardens turned to dry thorns. 
 All the birds renounced the woods, 
 when they saw red blossoms 
 light up the fl ame-of-the-forest. 
 Not a tree remained in the world, 
 to which I did not cling weeping in despair. 
 Dear friend, I had not yet found my love—I was sobbing myself 
 to death. 
  My body, bursting with new youth, wasted away into dry thorn 

  bushes” [MM 409].   

 With the month of Caita, nature decked itself out like a young woman blossoming 
with fresh new life, greenery, and color; but Madhumālatī just longed for Manohar, 
calling him  sāīn  ̱  or lord, which could mean either her husband or God:

  “Tender new leaves came out in Caita, 
 and nature put on a fresh green sari. 
 Black honey-bees hummed everywhere, 
 and leaves and fl owers adorned the branches. 
 Blossoms raised their heads from the bough, 
 and trees grew fresh fl owering limbs. 
 The trees which shed all their leaves in Phāgun 
 grew green and fresh with leaf once more. 
 Without my Lord, my own fall of leaf 

 has not, dear friend, grown green again” [MM 410.1–5].   
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 In the month of Baisākh, Madhumālatī watched spring continue with a riot 
of fresh colors. The last line contains a pun, as it uses part of Madhumālatī’s 
own name, which means “night jasmine,” to convey her withering away in the 
forest, like jasmine blossoms drying up:

  “Sorely I suff ered, dear friend, in Baisākh, 
 when the forest was green but my body was burning. . . .  
 Forests and gardens clothed themselves with fl owers. 
 For me, spring was barren without my love. 
 How was Madhumālatī to survive Baisākh, 
 when the fi re of separation consumed her every moment? 
 Petals and leaves of every color, 
 clothed the trees yellow, green, and red. 
 Without my dear lord, O companion of my childhood, my youth bore 
 no fruit, 
  its blossoms withered and fell to the ground, jasmine in the wood” 

  [MM 411.1, 3–6].   

 Soon, continues Madhumālatī, in the hot summer month of Je ṭ h, the sun 
ignited a fi re in the world:

  “My heart cried out, ‘My love! My love!’ 
 in the cruel hot month of Je ṭ h. 
 The sun shone a thousand times more fi ercely. 
 The fl ames of separation raged inside my heart, 
 and the sun rained fi re for all to see. 
 Secretly, separation burnt me up, 
 and openly, the sun’s fi re consumed me: 

 how could a woman survive between two fi res?” [MM 412.1–3]   

 Scorched between these two blazing fi res, she could barely survive. She sums 
up her separation in a  dohā  that explains the reasons for her anguish. The 
last reason invokes the term  rūpa , “form” or “beauty,” implying Madhumālatī’s 
original divine form, which she has had to leave behind because of her moth-
er’s enchantments. She has now lost her beauty,  jamāl , so important in the 
initial encounter at midnight:

  “First, I was separated, second, in exile, third, without friend or companion, 
  fourth, I was without form or beauty: when I sought to die, death would 

  not come” [MM 412.6].   
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 The last verse in the  bārah-māsā  brings the progress of the seasons full cir-
cle, as after the summer the rains come again with the month of Asā ḍ h. For 
Madhumālatī, the tumult in the skies signaled regeneration of all nature:

  “Dear friend, lightning fl ashed in the heavens 
 to herald the unbearable month of Asā ḍ h. 
 Dark clouds like elephants turned to look back, 
 at the lightning which goaded them on. 
 Crickets and grasshoppers clamored in tumult. 
 The scorched grass grew back, 
 mango trees blossomed once more. 
 The earth sprouted with life again, 
 but love never sprouted in my love’s heart. . . .  
 Asā ḍ h passed in torment for me, dear friend, like all twelve months. 
  Now please, for the sake of the Creator, help me so I may 

  be redeemed” [MM 413.1–4, 6].   

 The rains came again, but Madhumālatī was not reborn. She ends the letter 
by begging Pemā to help her be united with Manohar. The entire  bārah-māsā  
thematizes the longing for passionate fulfi llment that, in Shattari terms, is the 

existential condition of both humans and the divine.  

  Consummation and Happy Ending 
 Once the message is sent to Pemā, she does all she can to unite Manohar 
with the anguished Madhumālatī. Manohar has recovered from his forced 
return to Kanaigiri under a magical spell and become a yogi again. In his 
search for Madhumālatī, he reaches Pemā’s city of Citbisarāun ̱ , and she relays 
Madhumālatī’s pain-fi lled  bārah-māsā  to him. They send the messengers back 
with a reply from Pemā telling Madhumālatī of the yogi, and Manohar writes 
a secret letter to his love telling her of his sorrows and entreating her to be 
kind to him. When the message reaches Mahāras, there is great rejoicing. 
Madhumālatī’s parents, acting on the advice of her spiritual guide Tārācand, 
set off  with a huge entourage to negotiate Madhumālatī’s wedding. When they 
reach a convenient campsite near Citbisarāun ̱ , they send equerries to King 
Citrasena to announce their arrival. 

 The two royal families meet and arrange the wedding of Manohar and 
Madhumālatī, which is held with great pomp and show at the auspicious astro-
logical moment. The idealized caste hierarchies of both kingdoms are on display, 
and the poet constructs the wedding rituals as an elaborate exercise in the display 
of courtly power. There are dancing girls and grand processions, and musicians 
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sing songs of celebration in the streets. Manohar is still in yogic guise, as befi ts 
an ascetic, but once the wedding night comes he throws off  his yogic clothes and 
becomes a prince again, reunited with his beloved. Madhurā, Pemā’s mother, has 
the women’s quarters ( ranīvāsā ) prepared, and the wedding ritual takes place. 
The prince and princess exchange garlands in the rite of the  jaimālā , and fi nally 
the fi re of separation that has raged in both their hearts is satisfi ed. 

 After they celebrate the ritual of tying the knot and circling the sacred fi re, 
the lovers retire to a private bedchamber. The night of love ( suhāga rāta ) that 
follows is described with brio and panache:

  Manohar took her arm and said, 
 “My sorrowing heart, which longed for you, 
 is now at peace. Give up your former cruelty, 
 abandon modesty and embrace me!” 
 All shyness gone, they spoke of love 
 and gazed directly into each other’s eyes. 
 Those eyes which had thirsted in hope 
 now drank in love and beauty to the full. 
 Their grieving hearts were cooler now, 
 the fi re subsiding as their hearts united. 
 Their eyes were joined in longing and their hearts enmeshed in love. 
  As both their hearts became one, their souls began to share in each other. 

 Their eyes drank in beauty till sated. 
 Somehow this sun and moon became one. 
 Still they could not turn face to face, 
 their hearts trembling before their fi rst union. 
 The prince sought to kiss her lips 
 but Madhumālatī averted her mouth 
 and turned her face away from him. 
 Mistaking them for lamps, she blew on jewels, 
 only to make their light even brighter. 
 She covered her face with both her hands. 
 When the prince bit her lips she trembled in fear. 
 First, their hearts were madly in love; moreover, this was their very 
fi rst time. 
  Third, modesty overcame them, so the desire to make love was 
  not aroused. 

 Then a handmaiden hidden there said, 
 ‘Why did you study the arts of love?’ 
 Hearing what the maiden said, 



love’s  subtle magic282

 Madhumālatī was truly astonished. 
 But she remained caught between shame 
 and her knowledge of what to do. 
 Should she display her arts, she would lose 
 her modesty; should she remain shy, 
 her skills in love-making would go to waste. 
 She recalled with amusement the story of the woman, 
 with a snake-charmer for a father-in-law, 
 who was bitten by a snake in her most private parts 
 but could not speak out for modesty. 
 The prince scratched with the goad of his nails 
 her breasts, round like the swellings 
 on the forehead of an elephant. 
 Like a parrot he bit into her coral lips. 
 Looking at the depth of the waters of her youth, he could contain 
 himself no longer. 
  Embracing her golden pitcher-breasts, he swam across 
  the river of heir shyness. 

 In the grip of love and passion they embraced, 
 and then her untouched jewel was pierced. 
 The bodice on her bosom was torn to pieces, 
 and the parting in her hair was all washed away. 
 The vermillion from her parting ran 
 into the spot on her forehead, 
 and the mascara on her eyes turned red 
 from the betel juice on his lips. 
 So heavily did he press upon her 
 that the garland round her neck broke, 
 and the sandal paste on her breasts rubbed off . 
 Her source of nectar broke forth then, 
 and the raging fi re in their hearts 
 was quenched, the quest fulfi lled. 
 Under the power of desire they spent the night, unable to turn 
 from one another. 
  But their burning hearts were only cooled when the heavens 

  opened and a stream fl owed forth [MM 448–51].   

 Narrative and erotic consummation coincide as Mañjhan works the arts of love 
into the scene of the wedding night. The prince, appropriately aroused, presses 
forward to gain the object of his desire. 
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 The scene after the lovemaking is described in images of Madhumālatī’s 
ripped bodice and the mingled  tilaka s of the lovers. On the next day, 
Madhumālatī’s girlfriends ask her how the night of love passed, and press her 
for every detail of the night’s lovemaking:

  She awoke as if she had swum in a sea of bliss. 
 Her companions then adorned her 
 and put on her both clothes and ornaments. 
 They took sweet delight in asking her about the  rasa  of love. 
 “Tell us,” they said, 
  “How was your juicy night of love? Promise us you’ll tell every 

  passionate detail!” [MM 45.4/2–6]   

 She replies by invoking the necessity of secrecy and silence, the pledge to 
which the lovers are bound:

  “Do not tell your secret to anyone; 
 what madwoman exchanges loss for gain? 
 One should keep love hidden within the heart. 
 Whoever reveals the mystery to the world 
 gives his life on the scaff old. 
 If I tell you my secret, 
 what good would it be to me? 
 Water cannot stay in a broken pot, 

 but leaks away drop by drop” [MM 454.2–5].   

 Here the reference is to Manṣūr al-H 	allāj, who lost his life by declaring the 
greatest secret of Sufi  thought, that of the human soul’s identity with God. 

 This great secret is also indicated by the reversal of the  bārah-māsā  in this 
text, which goes further than any of the other  premākhyān s in declaring God’s 
need for man. Though her handmaidens continue to press Madhumālatī, 
she will not reveal her secret. In a reference to the opening of Rūmī’s great 
 Mas ̱ navī , Mañjhan says:

  “Look at the pen carved of wood—what did it do when it was 
 a reed in the forest? 
  As long as its head was not cut open, it never revealed 

  its mystery to anyone” [MM 454.6].   

 In the Shattari stages of manifestation, concrete forms (  ṣ ūrat ) exemplify 
and are shadows of invisible but real spiritual processes on higher planes. 
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Metaphysically, God is the sole existent, as existence is intrinsic to Him and 
identical with His essence, while the “existence” of all else is extrinsic and 
superimposed on its essence, which is pure nonbeing. Although human beings 
are thus radically diff erent from the divine Absolute, they share in the process 
of refracting divine essence through layers of grosser and grosser material-
ity. Manohar and Madhumālatī come together after each of them has been 
both the seeker and the object sought, interchangeable as subject and object 
of desire. 

 In Mañjhan’s romance, the hero does not have to reconcile his two 
wives, who signify this world and the next, in order to reach narrative con-
summation. Instead Manohar and Madhumālatī are united in a marriage of 
love requited. But there still remain two major characters whose fate is to 
be resolved before the conclusion of the text: Pemā and Tārācand, who have 
functioned as guides for Manohar and Madhumālatī. Events transpire formu-
laically, as the two princes go hunting after the wedding. On their way back 
they stop in the mango grove with the painted pavilion, and Tārācand sees 
Pemā happily swinging among the lush mango trees. He is overwhelmed by 
the revelatory vision of her beauty, which is described in another  sarāpā . Pemā 
is equally struck by the handsome prince, and a marriage is arranged between 
these two lovers. This royal wedding, too, is celebrated with great splendor, 
the lovers are blissfully united, and no major characters are pining away in 
separation any more. 

 But the story goes on. Following this second wedding ceremony, the plot 
takes another twist: the two brides depart from their parents’ houses to go 
to their husbands as sexually mature women, in the ritual of the  gavana  or 
“going” away.  5   Here the valence of Mahāras and Citbisarāun ̱ , both of which 
have been heavenly cities, shifts. They now signify the world, and the two 
brides leave them for paradise, their beloved husbands’ house, where their love 
is consummated and they can live happily ever after. The event resonates both 
with the death anniversaries of Sufi  shaikhs ( ‘urs ) in India, which are cele-
brated as the wedding of the shaikh with God, and with the common poetic 
symbolism of bridal songs, which depict with great pathos the departure of the 
bride from her father’s house. Mañjhan consummates the desire of both pairs 
of lovers in the Sufi  value of  baqā’  or eternal subsistence in God rather than 
in the evanescence and annihilation of all things to God. Unlike the other 
 premākhyān s, the  Madhumālatī  ends not with the death of every major charac-
ter but with a fairy-tale happy ending, two pairs of happy lovers. 

 The doubled ending and the ambiguous reference of the second ending, 
either to a bridal song depicting the departure from home of the bride or 
to the Sufi  value of  baqā’ , would have worked well with the multiple courtly 
and Sufi  audiences of the text. Throughout, the text shows a multiplicity of 
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reference that informs the logic of the narrative transformation of desire into 
love. The  Madhumālatī  has a circular plot within which doubles and the inter-
sections between characters form the turning points of the narrative. The plain 
text,  ‘ibārah , conceals and reveals a play of referentiality,  ishārah , as well as 
allegory and exemplifi cation,  tams ̱ īl . The sanction for this poetics of sugges-
tion may perhaps be found in Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus ̱ ’s statement in his 
cosmological treatise about the kind of crooked vision that is needed to see an 
object, for as he puts it, “Humans are the origin of a true reality that cannot 
be found, for an object cannot see itself by itself.”  6   In Mañjhan’s contribution 
to the genre of the Hindavī Sufi  romance there is no annihilation, no folding 
back of the world into a mysterious Godhead. The only annihilation is of the 
seeker’s own carnal nature, which gives him the concrete power simultane-
ously to stay in the world and to transcend it, echoing the Shattari  silsilah ’s 
own cosmology and the practices that turned the novice into a shadowy mirror 
for God.  

   



     9 

 Hierarchies of Response   

   Responding to the Hindavı̄ Romances 
 In the previous chapters, we have sketched out the facets of a generic logic, 
privileging a spiritual reading of the text. There are limits to the allegoresis, 
however, and certain sections and details fall outside a strictly allegorical reading, 
raising the question of whether this privileged reading is justifi ed. To resolve 
this crux, we turn from the texts of the romances to their listeners and read-
ers, to see how diff erent audiences received these works at the time when they 
were composed. The fragmentary cultural remains and the few and scattered 
references to contexts of reception make reconstructing the mixed Persianate 
and Hindavī aristocratic literary culture of the Delhi sultanate a nearly impos-
sible task. But shadowy as our picture of this culture necessarily must remain, 
the framing verses in the prologues that describe the poet’s aesthetic sense of 
his work (which we considered in Chapter 2), when read in conjunction with 
the Persian political and military chronicles of the period and the rare histori-
cal accounts of performances before groups of listeners, fl esh out our picture 
of the larger cultural world and the generic expectations of the audiences of the 
Hindavī romances. The Hindavī poets use the formal features of the Persian 
generic model to depict their generous patrons as the exemplary readers who 
would best understand and appreciate their poems. Although these panegyrics 
to ruling sultans and provincial nobles were admittedly idealized and conven-
tional poetic forms, they nevertheless delineate the qualities of the ideal reading 
subjects whom the poets would imagine for their poems. And the few available 
participatory descriptions of audience response point to two enduring features 
of poetry in Hindavī: its powerful and explicit imagery, and its continuing popu-
larity among groups of cultivated listeners in courts, Sufi  hospices ( k  hānaqāh s), 
and other spaces where poetry was sung or recited. 

 As with any broader contextual enquiry, we must marshal several sorts of 
materials to clarify the process of reception. The available contextual evidence 
of reception among the genre’s audiences, both courtly and Sufi , suggests how 
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the Sufi  shaikhs and their disciples who composed the Hindavī romances also 
constructed a hierarchy of response in which the Sufi  novice was the most 
ideal reader for their sensuous poems. The courtly and Sufi  accounts of audi-
ence response show how these poems were performed and received within the 
aristocratic and mystical cultures of the day. Moreover, the Chishti composers 
of the genre recognized that the suggestive character of Hindavī verse and its 
explicit imagery had a powerful eff ect on the listener by arousing his desire. 
Careful control had to be exercised over the experience of listening to poetry, 
so that the desire could be directed toward Allah. Sufi  recognition of the power 
of poetry was accompanied by elaborate glosses for correct interpretation and 
procedures for training the self of the listener toward Allah. Descriptions of 
the performance of Hindavī poetry in the courts of Afghan and Turkish nobles 
and sultans, supplemented by evidence for the Chishti Sufi  practice of  samā‘  
(musical audition), indicate how these romances were understood during the 
period in which they were composed and allow us to sketch out the theory of 
reading that ideal readers or listeners were expected to bring to bear on the 
poems. 

 Not all readers are created equal. In fact, not all readers are readers; 
some are listeners. In Indian theories of response, the ideal receiver was the 
 sah ṛ daya , the “person with heart” who could open himself up to the meanings 
and nuances of poetry, music, and dance. Aesthetic experience was seen as a 
transsubjective communication of the  rasa  or juice of a performed or recited 
piece. Evening gatherings ( majlis , pl.  majālis ) for Persian and Hindavī poetry, 
music, and dance were a common entertainment in the cultivated life of the 
Delhi sultanate. Poetry was performed at such gatherings at aristocratic courts, 
as well as in the context of the Sufi  ritual audition of music ( samā‘ ). 

 In both these contexts of reception, words had power. For instance, when 
the prince in Qut " ban’s  Mirigāvatī  sets out as a yogi, he comes to a coun-
try whose king questions him about his ailment. He responds by feigning to 
refuse, then launching into this description:

  The prince responded, “This is not a matter for words. 
 Do not ask me, O king! 
  I can’t tell this sorrow to anyone—both speaker and hearer 
  will burn up alive!” 

 Then he began the tale of his separation, 
 and of his sorrow in love. Whoever heard him 
 could not stay conscious any longer. 
 As he told love’s story full of  rasa , 
 the king forgot his own consciousness. 
 When he spoke of separation, his audience wept, 
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 washing their hands with the streams from their eyes! 
 Strife, agitation, restlessness, and confl ict— 
 whoever heard that song remained entranced. 
 That yogi knew no other story at all 

 except for the romance of Mirigāvatī! [M 110.6–111.1–5]   

 The yogi’s song makes the king and his populace faint and weep. Theories of 
response from the period emphasize this aff ective power of poetry, whether 
couched in terms of theories of audition or courtly protocols of presentation. 
They also recognized the links between reading or listening to poetry and the 
ascetic regimen. 

  Courtly Accounts of Audience Response 

 Ideological forms, however élitist and closed they may seem, generally circu-
late within larger contexts of reception. Let us begin with the literary culture 
of the aristocratic patrons of Hindavī and Persian verse in the Delhi sultan-
ate. The Hindavī poets expected their readers to be familiar with the classical 
backgrounds, but especially to appreciate the skill with which they put together 
well-wrought verse in the newly fashionable  desī  literary language Hindavī. 

 From the few scattered references in the chronicles of the period, it seems 
that musical parties for singing Persian and Hindavī verse were a widespread 
practice. They were part of a larger culture of evening entertainments, called 
 Jashn , which the historian K. M. Ashraf has described:

  When they spoke of organizing a  Jashn , it usually brought to [mind] 
entertainments [such] as vocal and instrumental music, dainty wines, 
dried fruits and indoor games such as chess,  chaupar , etc. It was usual 
to decorate the rooms where the guests assembled with rich carpets. 
Aloe-wood and incense were constantly burning there. Rose-water 
was frequently sprinkled over the party for its refreshing and cooling 
eff ect. Fruits were neatly served in silver and golden fruit trays. But 
the most entertaining item was the wine which was served by very 
handsome cup-bearers together with some spiced and seasoned dishes 
(like  kabab s) for relish… . The serious business commenced after sun-
set when the musicians and dancers began their performance, and the 
wine cups went around. When the performers had stirred the emotions 
of the audience to fever heat, gold and silver were frequently showered 
on them at intervals. In the small hours of the morning the whole 
scene began to fade away before the weary eyes, and people dropped 
into sleep through sheer exhaustion.  1     
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 These nightly musical parties were also part of offi  cial state celebrations and 
public holidays, produced for the people who fl ocked to the court at Delhi and 
its festive occasions. 

 The historian Baranī speaks, with nostalgia and regret, of the vanished par-
ties of his youth. The setting for his evocative picture of a courtly culture of 
poetry, song, and dance is the reign of ‘Alāuddīn  Kh aljī’s uncle Jalāl al-dīn 
 Kh aljī (d. 1296):

  The ġ hazal  singers of the Sultan’s  majlis  (evening gathering) were the 
noble Amīr and  Ḥ amīd Rājah. Every day Amīr  Kh usrau would bring 
a new  ġhazal  to the gathering. The Sultan was in love ( sheftah ) with 
the  ġhazal s of Amīr  Kh usrau and gave him much largesse. And the 
cupbearers ( sāqī s) of the Sultan’s  majlis  were the boys Haibat  Kh ān 
and Niz̤ām  Kh arīt " ah-dār. Yildiz was the head  sāqī . They had beauty, 
and loveliness, and miraculous grace ( karishma ), such that every ascetic 
and devout worshipper who even glanced at them put his sacred thread 
down in the middle of the town ( bastī ) and made his prayer-rug the 
reed mat of the wine-shop! In the grip of obsessive love for those 
matchless ones, destroyers of the repentance of the devout ( taubah ), 
they became disgraced and notorious ( rusvā ). Of the musicians of the 
Sultan, Mu ḥ ammad the Harpist played the harp ( cang ), Futū ḥ ā . . . and 
Nu ṣ rat  Kh ātūn recited poetry ( surūd ) and from the beauty of just their 
plain voices the birds came down from the air. The listeners would be 
left without consciousness, their hearts would be afl ame, and their lives 
in tumults . . . wherever these [singers] looked, and every grace that they 
displayed, and every fl irtatious glance that they let loose, they spilled 
open a mine of salt! And there were dancers in the  majlis  of the Sultan, 
and everyone who saw the dancing, its marvellous grace and proud 
airs, wanted to take his life and off er it up . . . [in short], the  majlis  of the 

Sultan was one that cannot be seen outside of dreams.  2     

 This is a vivid description of the aristocratic way to have fun in the Delhi 
sultanate: good company, wine, beautiful people, poetry, song, and dance. 
Saltiness, in the above passage, signifi es sexiness, and the passage goes on 
to describe the fl irtations and amusements that surrounded the performance 
of poetry. It is not unreasonable to assume that this was a model for aristo-
crats and others to emulate in their own evening gatherings for entertainment 
( majālis ). 

  Ḥ usain Shāh Sharqī of Jaunpur, at whose court-in-exile Qut " ban composed 
and recited the  Mirigāvatī , was a poet and a noted patron of the distinctive 
Sharqī style of architecture. He was also an accomplished musician.  3   This is 
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the context for the end of prologue to the  Mirigāvatī , in which Qut " ban describes 
with immediacy the performance of his romance in front of  Ḥ usain Shāh:

  Then I recited this story of mine, 
 that I had adorned and polished well. 
 I followed what that Indra among men had said! 

 Lend me your ears, and I’ll recite it well. [M 12.1–2]   

 Here Qut " ban refers, presumably, to a royal command to recite the poem in 
court. His exhortation to the reader to listen to his ornate romance accords 
well with a regular courtly culture of musical performances and recitations. 
 Ḥ usain Shāh, the illustrious “Indra among men” ( nari ṃ da ) invoked here, was 
a key fi gure in the recreation and transmission of Indian music and sung texts. 
Given the shared literary and musical culture of the day, it should come as no 
surprise that  Ḥ usain Shāh was also an important resource for another ruler of 
the time, Raja Mān Singh Tomar (1468–1517) of Gwalior. Raja Mān Singh col-
lected all the new melodies and techniques invented at the courts of Delhi and 
the regional sultanates in his  Māna Kutūhala  (“The Curiosity of Mān Singh”). 
Later musicians and theorists drew extensively on the  Māna Kutūhala , and the 
tradition of singing Hindavī lyrics in the  k  hayāl  style (rather than the more 
somber  dhrupad  style, derived from Indian temple chants) can be traced back 
to  Ḥ usain Shāh’s complex and creative part in the history of Indian music.  4   
 Ḥ usain Shāh was thus a knowledgeable and appreciative sponsor of  k  hayāl , as 
well as of poetic genres such as the Hindavī romances. This courtly culture for 
the reception of these romances extends well into the sixteenth century. The 
regional courts in which the Hindavī romances were recited were provincial 
cousins of the imperial court at Delhi, outposts of civilized life in the  mofus-
sil  (the provincial and rural parts of India). In the prologue to the  Cāndāyan , 
Dā’ūd mentions his own oral presentation of his  sa-rasa  poem ( kabi sarasa 
ubhāsī ) at the court of Malik Mubārak, the local  iqt " ā‘-dār  of Dalmau in Avadh 
(C 17.1ff ). 

 Already in the late thirteenth century, Ġhiyās ̱  al-dīn Balban’s successor in 
Delhi, his grandson Sultan Mu‘izz al-dīn Kaiqubād (r. 1287–1290), was famous 
for his love of courtesans, musicians, wine, and pleasure parties. Young girls 
“whose breasts had not yet developed” were trained in archery, riding, danc-
ing, and singing Hindavī and Persian songs for presentation to the court. The 
Sultan handsomely rewarded the girls and their teachers.  5   After two years of 
his reign had passed, his father, Sultan Nā ṣ ir al-dīn of Bengal, summoned him 
to a sternly admonitory meeting. The young and newly repentant Kaiqubād 
returned from the meeting sobered by the strict counsels of good government 
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he had received, and the royal camp proceeded without any merrymaking or 
revelry. 

 On his way home through Avadh, however, he met an artful and beauti-
ful courtesan. She was “a piece of the moon, coquettish and wily, devastat-
ingly lovely, clad in a gold-embroidered robe, a gold-worked quiver of arrows at 
her waist, . . . [and] a royal cap covering half her ears across her head.”  6   Baranī 
describes the meeting:

  She laid herself on the ground in front of the sultan and recited 
 this verse in a dainty voice and with a heart-ravishing melody: 
 “If on my eye you’d place your foot, 
 I’d spread my eyes out on your path, that you may advance!”  7   
 And then she said to the sultan: “King of the world, the opening 
 couplet of this  ġhazal  is more appropriate in your service, but 
 I am afraid and I cannot recite it!” 
 The sultan was amazed at this vision, and intoxicated by her words. 
 He brought his horse to a halt and said, “Recite it, and don’t 
 be afraid!” And that breaker of the resolve of many abstinent 
 ones said, 
 “O silver cypress! You are going into the countryside— 

 A virtuous promise-breaker you are, that you’re leaving without me!”  8     

 The sultan immediately halted his advance and responded by exchanging some 
aptly fl irtatious verses with her. As he was drawn into her seductive converse, 
he called for wine and companions and held a party of music and poetry right 
there. When he returned to Delhi, the populace rejoiced because the sultan 
had returned to his old ways. Vats of wine were broken open and the contents 
distributed publicly; Delhi celebrated Kaiqubād’s return as the return of the 
good times. 

 A later historian, ‘Abd al-Qādir Badāyūnī, also mentions the royal patron-
age of Hindavī and Persian verse in Delhi and its musical and recitative per-
formance in his account of the reign of Fīrūz Shāh Tuġhlaq (r. 1351–1388). He 
notes that Fīrūz Shāh was interested in astrology and books of omens, some of 
which he had translated from Sanskrit into Persian with the help of Brahmins. 
Moreover, says Badāyunī, “I saw a few other books that had been translated 
in the name of Sultan Fīrūz. Some of them were about the science of  pi ṅ gala , 
that is, the art of music, and about the types of assemblies ( akhāra ) called 
 pātur-bāzī , and some were on other subjects.”  9    Pātur-bāzī  signifi es frequent-
ing courtesans and their music and dance parties, while  pi ṅ gala  is the art of 
prosody. There are also some scattered verses and a  ġhazal  by Amīr  Kh usrau 
about the cruelty of separation, spoken, in macaronic Persian and Hindavī 
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lines, from the perspective of an Indian woman who knows both languages.  10   
I reproduce a quatrain by him that mixes Persian and Hindavī in a way that 
could have been appreciated only by a bilingual audience:

  Look at the Hindu boy, how wondrously beautiful he is! 
 When he opens his mouth to speak, he rains fl owers. 
 I said to him, “I’ll take a kiss from your ruby lip.” 

 He said, “Aré Rām! What is the ‘Turuk’ doing now?”  11     

 The verse, with its cleverly mixed lines, even reproduces the rustically charm-
ing Gujarati accent in the boy’s pronunciation, demanded for reasons of 
scansion, of Turk as “Turuk.” In its lines one can read both an erotic and 
a linguistic encounter, the mutual desire and fascination that is part of any 
contact zone between people. Taken together, the  ġhazal  and the other maca-
ronic verses by  Kh usrau are the work of someone with a mixed background, 
equally at home in the conjoint and interactive linguistic worlds of Persian 
and Hindavī. Although he wrote panegyric after infl ated panegyric about the 
Islamic conquest of Hindustan in his professional career as court poet to sev-
eral successive sultans of Delhi, he was a half-breed who represented himself 
both as an aristocratic Muslim poet with a Turkish father and as an Indian 
with an Indian mother and proud of India’s unique beauty.  

  “The Pleasure of Desire” 

 In addition to these scattered references, we are lucky to have, surviving only 
in a single manuscript still extant from the period, a nearly complete manual, 
from a provincial Tuġhluqid court, on performing and understanding Indian 
music and dance. This rare work on aesthetic frameworks and ideal perfor-
mance conditions translates many of the categories of Sanskrit aesthetics into 
Persian for the ruling élite. Composed around 1374 or 1375 by an unknown 
author, the  Ġhunyat al-Munyah  (“The Pleasure of Desire”) is an explanatory 
guide for the Persian-speaking audience, written for the indigenized Turkish 
élite that had adopted Indian culture, language, and musical taste in addi-
tion to the Persian poetry and music they already enjoyed. The  Ġhunyat al-
Munyah  is the only surviving source from the 1370s that documents in detail 
the Tuġhlaq aristocracy’s interest in Indian poetry, music, and dance. 

 The author was part of the retinue of one of the nobles of Fīrūz Shāh 
Tuġhlaq, Malik Shams al-dīn Ibrāhīm  Ḥ asan Abū Rajā’, whose family had 
served the Delhi sultans in prominent administrative posts for two or three 
generations. In 776/1374–75, Malik Shams al-dīn Abū Rajā’ was appointed 
governor ( niyābah ) of Gujarat and undertook administration of that territory. 
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He had been connected with the imperial court for years, and he based his 
administration on the traditions of the  Sharī’ah , on statesmanship, and on 
the law of equity and justice; his rule was said to have brought prosperity 
and happiness to the common people.  12   As the  Ġhunyat al-Munyah  notes, in a 
musical verse, “No one sighed except over the melody of the  cang  (harp) / and 
no one cried except over the singing of the tambour.”  13   The verse suggests the 
activities that fi lled the leisure hours of the utopia ensured by the rule of this 
member of the Tuġhlaq provincial ruling élite. 

 When he was feeling the strain of hard work, this noble and discriminat-
ing patron refreshed his temperament ( t "  abī‘at ) by fi nding “a refi ned or civi-
lized hour” ( sā‘at-i lat " īf ) to listen to the Persian  samā‘  and the Hindavī  sarūd , 
which the text defi nes as a compound of voice, words, and melody.  14   The func-
tion of music and poetry was to allure, to give pleasure to a temperament 
sensitive to nuances of meaning and expression in voice and melody. Musical 
evening gatherings for Persian and Hindavī poetry and dance were a common 
practice in the cultivated life of the Delhi sultanate. Given this cultivation of 
the pleasures of poetry, dance, and song, it is not surprising that the  Ġhunyat 
al-Munyah  should have been written as a guide for provincial nobles at the 
court of the offi  cial appointed to Gujarat from Delhi. The author goes on to 
state the reasons for the composition of his work:

  The companions of his assembly stated that the diffi  culties of the poetry 
had defeated them, and from the surging up of the waves of that encir-
cling ocean of eloquence some pearls of meaning came to the surface 
of the water. Sometimes they asked about the diffi  culties of the sound, 
and from the quivering of the temperament of that emperor on the 
throne of rhetoric the veil of the bride of music was separated thread 
by thread. But due to the excessive fi neness of each thread it could not 

be separated from the weave.  15     

 Therefore, the patron assigned the author the task of lifting “the veil from the 
face of the heart-enchanting bride” and showing off  her revelatory splendor 
( jalvah ). And so he translated into Persian, to instruct the companions of the 
assembly, the relevant sections of Sanskrit works on poetics, music, and dance, 
including Bharata’s  Nā ṭ ya-Śāstra , Mata ṅ ga’s  B ṛ haddeśī , Śār ṅ gadeva’s  Sa ṅ gīta-
Ratnākara , and Somabhūpāla’s  Sa ṅ gīta-Ratnāvalī . The Sanskrit sources listed 
by the author include several works now lost to us in Sanskrit and known only 
through their Persian summaries in the  Ġhunyat al-Munyat . 

  Rasa  theory, which we considered in detail in Chapter 2, was received into 
Persian as part of an Indian aesthetic culture, a weave or  pūd , in the terms of 
the author of the  Ġhunyat al-Munyah , of performed poetry, music, and dance. 
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In form, the text is a thoroughgoing application of Sanskrit  rasa  aesthetics 
and the principles and techniques of music and dance. The author describes 
 rasa  itself as a  kaifīyah-i lat " īfah , which can be variously translated as a “subtle 
emotional state” or a “subtle poetic ecstasy.” The text spells out the meanings 
of each of the  rasa s, here named in their Hindavī forms:

   Rasa  is the meaning ( ma‘ānī ) of musical performance ( sarūd ) and 
there are nine  rasa s: (1)  singār : the description of passion and love, 
and the detailing of the beauty, the dress, and the adornment of the 
beloved; (2)  hās : having to do with laughter; (3)  karu ṇ ā : that which 
excites compassion; (4)  raudra : those meanings that have to do with 
anger and wrath ( ġhu ṣ  ṣ ah o ġhaz " ab ); (5)  bīr : the description of brav-
ery and generosity and what is necessary to them; (6)  bhayānak : 
the description of those things that increase our fear and dread; 
(7)  bībhica : the mention of ugly things, from listening to which the 
temperament recoils in hate; (8)  adbhut : the mention of marvelous 
things; (9)  śānt : mention of religious practice and renunciation and 

distance from the world.  16     

 Thus the subtle poetic feelings evoked by each  rasa  and their appeal to the 
temperament ( t " ab ) were carefully brought over into Persian, and the lyr-
ics that accompanied the music were understood in terms of  rasa  theory. 
Similarly, in the section on dance, the instructions for understanding the 
motions of the dancer’s eyes and her gestures translate entirely the system 
of the  rasa s, the  bhāva s or permanent emotions, and the transitory emo-
tions.  17   The dancer becomes an aesthetic vehicle for the  rasa  of the piece she 
is performing. 

 Moreover, aesthetic appreciation entailed a proper setting for a perfor-
mance, which is described as a large and open-roofed space with trees all 
around it, perfumed with musk, ambergris, camphor, and rose. The audi-
ence should all sit facing the head of the assembly according to their social 
rank ( martabah ). The connoisseurs who understand and appreciate music and 
dance should sit on the left, and the performers must all be in front of them. 
The sponsor and head for such an assembly (  ṣ ā ḥ ib-i majlis ) should be gen-
erous, noble, and knowledgeable, and he should dress better than everyone 
else. The companions who accompany him should be without excessive anger 
and wrath, and be prepared to listen and judge each piece justly and calmly. 
They should defer to the head of the assembly, as well as to better-informed 
connoisseurs.  18   The musicians, singing girls, and dancers who were the per-
formers in these assemblies often had special neighborhoods in large cities 
like Delhi. 
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 The Arab traveler Ibn Bat " t " ūta, who visited Delhi in the early fourteenth 
century, describes the area around the  Ḥ auz � -i  Kh ā ṣ  in Delhi as follows:

  Along its sides there are forty pavilions, and round about it live the 
musicians. Their place is called T �arab Ābād (“City of Music”) and they 
have there a most extensive bazaar, a Jāmi‘ mosque, and many other 
mosques besides. I was told that the singing girls living there, of whom 
there are a great many, take part in a body in the  tarāwi ḥ   prayers in 
these mosques during the month of Rama ḍ ān… . The male musicians 

do the same.  19     

 The performance of Persian and Hindavī poetry was thus part of the grand 
occasions of courtly life, and public recitation part of the cultivated lifestyle 
sponsored by the aristocracy. The patronage for these performers and their 
assemblies frequently came from the court of the sultan and set the style for 

cultivating poetry and music among lesser aristocrats and people of taste.  

  Persian Accounts of Audience Response 

 When the author of the  Ġhunyat al-Munyah  claimed that the meaning or  ma‘ānī  
of the performed Hindavī poetry was its  rasa , he was equating the Sanskrit 
term with the Persian and Arabic traditions of rhetoric and interpretation. The 
Hindavī poets’ version of  rasa  poetics has important analogues in Persian poetry. 
Islamic artistic traditions characterized the poet’s capacity to create imagina-
tive universes as, in Johann Christoph Bürgel’s phrase, the “licit magic” ( si ḥ r 
al- ḥ alāl ) of the arts. Commenting on the brilliant critic al-Jurjānī’s (d. 1078)  20   
theory of poetry and the innovative magic of the poet, Bürgel elaborates:

  Speaking of the astonishment or surprise eff ected by the poet’s fantasy, 
he says “it is the very trustee . . . of poetry, the producer of its magic and 
the keeper of its secret.” The idea that poetry is magic returns time 
and again in his book. Thus, we come across it in a passage where the 
author seeks to indicate the high value he attributes to a certain kind of 
comparisons: “Now you must know that by virtue of this method, com-
parisons are fi lled with some sort of magic (  ḍ arb min as-si ḥ r ), which is 
hardly describable in its property… . For this magic reaches, at times, 
such a degree, that it is capable of converting the misogynist to a fl irt, 
of distracting people from the sorrow caused by their children’s death, 
of conjuring away the awe of loneliness, of retrieving your lost joy. It 
bears witness to the intrinsic glory of poetry and brings to light the 

rank and power it possesses!”  21     
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 Persian literary critics have been suspicious of such a view of poetry and its 
aura as “licit magic,” with the power to transform people, to make the poet a 
rival to God, the Creator, and they have distinguished it carefully from the black 
magic ( si ḥ r al- ḥ arām ) that can be used to control jinns, infl uence events, and so 
on. Much of al-Jurjānī’s analysis of literature was focused on fi gures of speech 
and their precise workings, but “he also looked at them in terms of literary his-
tory and with a view to their ethical implications, i. e., he raised the question 
of their veracity.” If poetry was based on lies, exaggeration, and word play, what 
accounted for its power? The suspicion lingered, in Arabic and Persian literary 
criticism, that the eff ectiveness of poetry was linked to its degree of departure 
from the truth (“The best poetry is the most untruthful”).  22   

 Bürgel points out that what was at stake in this question was the very sta-
tus of fi ction, which the later Arabic scholar of poetics, the thirteenth-century 
H	āzim al-Qart�ājanni, called  ik  htilāq  or creation:

  Creative poetry, he said, may . . . remain within the limits of the possi-
ble, in which case it is hardly diff erent from poetry based on experi-
ence. Transgression of these limits is, according to Qartajanni, achieved 
mainly in two ways: one is exaggeration, i. e., by means of hyperbole; 
the other is by talking of things that do not exist except in fantasy, such 

as a man with a lion’s claw, etc.  23     

 Bürgel goes on to demonstrate how Persian poets made the long narrative 
poem, the  mas ̱ navī , the stage on which to represent neo-Platonic Sufi  ideas 
about the perfect man ( insān al-kāmil ) and to transmute ordinary reality into 
a poetic medium with multiple planes of meaning. Both theoretically and in 
terms of literary history, this perspective is important because of the prestige 
of Persian in India and the frequent citation of Persian poets such as ‘At " t " ār, 
Sanā’ī, Niz " āmī, and Rūmī in the discourses of Indian Sufi  Shaikhs.  24   These 
were the models for the Indian Islamic traditions that émigré and newly 
converted Muslims forged in the sultanate courts and provincial centers of 
Hindustan. 

 Bürgel uses Niz " āmī, the most famous poet of Persian romance, to provide 
persuasive examples of these points. His discussion of the poetic manipulation 
of words and elaborate rhetorical plays is particularly subtle when he shows 
how a master poet such as Niz " āmī can create a suggestive poetic texture:

  The rose-buds tore their gowns like joyful lovers 
 out of happiness in the exultant springtime. 
 The rose hoisted the fl ag of joy in the garden, 
 and the host of doves drove away the ravens. 
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 Jasmine was the cup-bearer, the narcissus had a cup in hand, 
 the violet was intoxicated and the red rose drunk. 
  . . . The violets had thrown their curls on their shoulders 
 and the wind had opened the ear-lobes of the jonquils. 
 The basil plants were brides, with hands upon their faces, 
 their blossoming fl owers the combs in their hair. 
 The navel of the earth appeared pregnant 
 and brought forth all kinds of growth. 
 The breeze had twisted pearls amid the greenery, 
 tying mother-of-pearl to emerald. 
 Gazelle fawns played around the green ground 

 under the tender guard of their mothers.  25     

 The passage is taken from the early part of the story of  Khusrau va Shīrīn , 
where the sultan and his ravishing bride are enjoying a spring frolic in a 
green fl owering meadow. As Bürgel notes, “Features of fancy and of reality 
are intertwined here almost imperceptibly. Nevertheless, the imagery is not 
random: images of love, marriage, pregnancy and child rearing, reaching from 
metaphor to reality, have been chosen quite deliberately for the loving couple 
going to enjoy the scenery.”  26   The suggestiveness of the images, their textured 
presentation, and Niz "  āmī’s ability to imply psychological and aesthetic realities 
beyond the literal level of expressed meaning have made the  Khamsah  one of 
the most widely imitated and read oeuvres in the Persian-speaking world. 

 The magical power of poetry and mystical symbolism to reach people and 
the suggestiveness of Niz " āmī’s romantic imagery are not far removed from 
the Sanskrit critics’ painstaking analysis of literary and generic appropriateness 
( aucitya ), the power of  rasa  and suggestion ( dhvani ), and the infi nite possible 
variety of poetic universes. In the Indian formulation of “how newness enters 
the world,” freshness of poetic invention is never a problem. New poetic 
universes, in the words of Abhinavagupta’s  Locana  (L), can be produced and 
extended infi nitely because of the power of poetic imagination:

  Poetic imagination ( pratibhāna ) is a special insight ( pratijñā ) into the 
matter to be described. Because of the limited number of things wor-
thy of description and because these have been touched on by the fi rst 
poet [Vālmīki], a poetic imagination that takes these things for its object 
would be the same as his; and the poetry resulting therefrom would 
be the same. Accordingly, the profession of poet would by now have 
become obsolete. But through the multiplicity [of  dhvani ] . . . these same 
things become limitless; hence there arises an infi nity of poetic imagi-
nation taking them as its object. The  Kārikā  explains the result which is 
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attained by this infi nity of poetic imagination by saying, speech acquires 
a fresh color . . . . That can come about only if the poetic imagination is 
endless; and that only if the objects to describe are endless; and that 

only because of the variety of  dhvani  [L 4.2].   

 Thus we owe the inexhaustibility of speech to its powers of infi nite suggestive-
ness, and this principle allows both Persian and Sanskritic poetic traditions 
to extend indefi nitely a limited set of topoi and narrative and generic conven-
tions. A poet can create new themes and topoi, or manipulate old ones for the 
delight of his audience, so that skill and inventiveness are measured by the 
innovative use of a given set of conventions. These theories of poetry locate 
poetry’s power in its ability to communicate aesthetic meanings eff ectively, to 
enable sympathetic readers to experience the  rasa  of the Hindavī poems. 

 The use or applicability of these theories of meaning in the new Indo-Aryan 
literatures of the fourteenth century is as yet imperfectly understood. For east-
ern Hindavī, two surviving documents allow us a rare glimpse into the shap-
ing of new linguistic and literary media out of Sanskrit and Apabhra ṃ śa. The 
 Ukti-Vyakti Prakara ṇ a  of Pa ṇ  ḍ ita Dāmodara is a Sanskrit grammar of Kosali that 
treats verbs, case endings, and usages common to the new Indo-Aryan speech 
of the eastern part of the Ganga-Jamuna doab.  27   Although the grammar and lan-
guage of the manual probably predates the  Cāndāyan  by about two centuries, in 
it Pa ṇ  ḍ ita Dāmodara does try to delineate the new usages and phraseology com-
mon to an eastern dialect of the spoken language. The transfer of literary forms 
from Sanskrit into eastern Hindavī before the  Cāndāyan  is also evident from the 
Maithili  Var ṇ a-Ratnākara  (“Ocean of Descriptions”), which the editor described 
as “a lexicon of vernacular and Sanskrit terms, a repository of literary similes 
and conventions dealing with the various things in the world and ideas which 
are usually treated in poetry.”  28   The well-known Sanskrit author Kaviśekharācarya 
Jyotirīśvara  Ṭ hakkura wrote the  Var ṇ a-Ratnākara  at the court of Tirhut in north-
ern Bihar, probably in the fi rst quarter of the fourteenth century. In this poet’s 
manual, Jyotirīśvara translates into Maithili the Sanskrit conventions for writing 
poetry. This text serves as a theoretical analogue for literary and linguistic transfer 
of conventions that Maulānā Dā’ūd also achieved, as well as a valuable source of 

information about the conventions that were popular at the time.   

  Reading Practices in the Prologues 
of the Hindavı̄ Romances 

 These strong critical traditions in both Persian and Indic poetics explored 
the literary eff ects of poetry, delineating the proper conventions and topoi for 
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versifi cation and celebrating the poet’s capacity to create surprising and new 
fi ctional universes, literary artifacts constructed for aesthetic pleasure. Although 
the deliberations of Arab and Persian literary critics, the romances of Niz " āmī, 
and the theoretical treatises and poetic manuals of critics provide important 
models for understanding the sources and allure of the Hindavī poems, they 
cannot be applied directly to Hindavī poetry. We must therefore turn again to 
the prologues of the genre to understand how the Hindavī poets defi ned poet-
ics with these earlier models in view, as well as how they placed their literary 
eff orts socially and ideologically. In their addresses to courtly patrons and to 
readers of their poems, the poets of these romances created a theory of read-
ing, that is, a theory about what made the Hindavī poems both intelligible and 
a source of pleasure to audiences. 

 The prologue of the  Cāndāyan  describes the patrons of the Hindavī poets 
as ideal reading subjects, whose capacity to read the texts properly is fun-
damentally tied to their ability to perceive multiple meanings in poetry. The 
 Kh ān-i Jahān Jūnā Shāh, Dā’ūd’s ideal reader and patron, used this talent to 
confound pandits, scholars of Sanskrit:

  God has given him much profound wisdom. 
 He has studied the fourteen sciences 
 and knows them well in his heart. 
 He interprets books and scriptures in so many ways 

 that pandits are left completely speechless [C 10].   

 The fourteen sciences are a reference to the  caturdaśa vidyā , the traditional 
branches of Sanskrit learning that include the Vedas, Purā ṇ as, and Upapurā ṇ as. 
Whatever the state of Jūnā Shāh’s knowledge of the Sanskrit classics, what is 
important here is the ideal reader’s ability to fi nd multiple meanings in poetry, 
an attribute also important to connoisseurs of Arabic and Persian poetry. 

 Similarly, Qut " ban in his  Mirigāvatī  addresses his patron  Ḥ usain Shāh 
Sharqī as the ideal reader, who shared the poet’s understanding of language. 
The move is clear in the following verse from the prologue, which the manu-
scripts entitle “  ṣ ifat pa ḍ hne kī ” (“description of reading”):

  He reads the scriptures, diffi  cult of access, 
 and speaks the meanings aloud and explains them. 
 A single word can have ten meanings: 

 pandits are struck dumb with amazement [M 10.1–2].   

 The “scripture” or  purā ṇ a  that Qut " ban refers to, in the Hindavī reinscription 
of Islamic religious terms, is the  Qur’ān . Why was it necessary for the ideal 
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reader in Hindavī to be able to interpret the  Qur’ān ? Fundamental to Persian 
and Arabic traditions of rhetoric and interpretation was the idea of the unique 
and unrepeatable miracle of eloquence of the  Qur’ān  ( i‘jāz al-Qur’ān ), explored 
through the disciplines of grammar, rhetoric, and theology.  29   Nevertheless, 
since the book is not only a linguistic artifact but the revealed Word, there 
is a need for an explanation of words (Ar.  lafz"    /Hind.  bola ) and meanings (Ar. 
 ma‘ānī /Hind.  aratha ), as well as their construction ( naz " m ).  30   Qut"  ban is there-
fore ascribing to Sultan  Ḥ usain Shāh mastery over the science of meanings, 
the  ‘ilm al-ma‘anī  that explores in exhaustive detail the workings of metaphor, 
simile, imagery, and fi gures of speech, analyzing them with sophistication and 
rigor.  31   The interpretation of fi gures of speech, considerations of form and 
meaning, and the powers of poetic imagination to create hyperbole and fan-
tasy were signifi cant features of literary criticism in Arabic and Persian. 

 The range of lexical and suggested meanings and the fi gurations of rhyme 
and thought that make up patterned verse are the key attributes of poetry for 
the Hindavī poet. The sultan as ideal reader stuns wise men with his capac-
ity to read diffi  cult texts and interpret them aloud. Qut " ban implies also that 
language is not a straightforward representation of reality, but rather a surface 
that needs to be read for hidden signs. Among the Sufi s, such a view has 
Qur’ānic sanction, as for instance  Qur’ān  2:115, “And wheresoever you turn 
there is Allah’s face,” or  Qur’ān  41:53, “Soon we shall show them our signs 
upon the horizons and within themselves, until it be manifest to them that 
this is the truth.”  32   In Islamic theology, the signs that are spread out on the 
face of the earth (and within the seeker) can only point to the truth; they are 
not themselves identical with the divine essence. A long Arabic and Persian 
interpretive tradition extended the procedures of Qur’ānic exegesis into the 
realm of poetic topoi such as walled gardens, erotic exchanges between lovers, 
and dealings between the cupbearer ( sāqī ) and those desirous of wine.  33   

 Qut " ban’s address to his royal patron signals the two main protocols of 
interpretation, scriptural exegesis and elucidation of hidden meanings in 
poetry. He goes on to describe his linguistic place and the metrical forms that 
he used in composing his poem. In an address to the reader, he names the 
most popular meters of Sanskrit, Apabhra ṃ śa, and Hindavī narrative poetry 
and then invokes an opposition between classical ( sāsatarī < śāstrīya ) and local 
or regional ( desī < deśī ) languages: 

 I have used the meters  gāthā ,  dohā ,  arill , and  ārajā , 
 and the  sorat.  hā  and  caupā’ī  to adorn my poem. 
 I know my classical letters well, 
 but have selected and used the local forms. 
 Read out this pleasurable poem nicely, 
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 and listen to it attentively. When you hear this, 
 you will not like any of the others. 
 Two months and ten days it took me to put it together and to fi nish it. 
  Each word is a pearl I have strung. I speak with all my heart and mind 

[M 11.3–6].   

 He has chosen the sweet and pleasurable  desī  or local language, thus distanc-
ing himself from Sanskrit ( ārajā < āryā ) and Apabhra ṃ śa, even while drawing 
on older literary and metrical conventions. 

 Qut " ban’s stance toward Persian and Sanskritic models of poetic under-
standing is also distinctive, as is evident from his  envoi  to the love story:

  First, this was a Hindavī story, 
 then some poets told it in Turkī. 
 Then I opened up its multiple meanings: 
 asceticism, love, and valor are its  rasa s. 
 When it was the year 1566 [1503], 
 I composed this tale in  caupāī s. 
 If you read its six languages without a wise man, 
 evening will fall and you’ll still be reading… .  
 There are many meanings in this tale; use your wit and you’ll understand. 
  I have told you whatever I could, all that was in my heart 

  [M 426.1–4, 6].   

 The poet assumes a readership that understands the various  rasa s that consti-
tute the soul of poetry. He also assumes a knowledge of six languages, whose 
identity is not certain but must surely include Sanskrit, Persian, Arabic, Turkish, 
and some regional languages. With respect to Sanskrit, Qut " ban has taken some 
liberties with the classical model of the nine  rasa s. He uses the emotions of 
 singār  (<  ś ṛ  ṅ gāra , love) and  bīr  (<  vīra , valor) in conformity with Sanskrit aes-
thetics, but in his  desī  articulation he adds a new  rasa , the mood of asceticism 
( joga < yoga ). Qut " ban’s story, indeed the entire genre, explores the connection 
between Sufi  asceticism and eroticism. His use of  joga  here reimagines Sufi  
ideology within an Indian landscape and reshapes  rasa  poetics in Sufi  terms. 

 Here the distinctive double distancing that is characteristic of the genre 
comes into play. In framing his aesthetics of asceticism and eroticism, Qut " ban 
is not limited to adapting and rejecting classical Indian models. His story is 
diff erent also from the versions that he may have drawn on in Persian or 
Turkish. His reference to the circulation of ideas and stories between Hindavī 
and Persian draws attention to the existence of a separate Hindavī literary and 
linguistic identity, which a multilingual reader can understand and put in its 
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proper place. Such a reader would not only be familiar with Persian theories 
of  ma‘ānī  and the Indian poetics of  rasa , but would appreciate Qut " ban’s fash-
ionably ethnic  desī  poetics and colorful local imagery. 

 The later poets of the genre develop this classicizing Hindavī literary tra-
dition, and the many implications of the term  rasa , into a genre of great 
sophistication. In his prologue to the  Padmāvat , Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī uses 
graphic imagery in speaking of the centrality of the hidden meanings of his 
poem and the  rasa  of love:

  My heart is a treasury full of gems. 
 I have unlocked it with my tongue, the key. 
 My tongue sings the matter of the jewel and essence, 
 full of  rasa  and the priceless honey of love. 
 Whoever speaks of the wounds of separation, 
 what is hunger to him, or shade from the sun? 
 He changes his guise, becomes an ascetic. 

 He is a ruby hidden in the dust [P 23.4–7].   

 As Thomas de Bruijn astutely indicates, this verse resonates with a tradition of 
the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad that reads, “By God, under the heavenly throne is a 
treasure, the keys to which are the tongues of the poets.”  34   Moreover, the “mat-
ter” or  bola  of the jewel ( ratan ) and essence ( padāratha ) is a coded reference to 
Ratansen and Padmāvatī, the hero and heroine of Jāyasī’s love story. The word 
 padāratha , aside from meaning the substance or essence of a thing, can also 
be broken down into its component parts as “the meaning of a word,” or even 
the “meaning of poetry,” since  pada  can signify both a word and a verse of the 
north Indian devotional poets. Jāyasī thus foreshadows one of his major poetic 
strategies: using words that have multiple valences and can thus suggest mul-
tiple meanings. The verse also outlines the central elements of Jāyasī’s aesthet-
ics:  prema  (love),  viraha  (separation),  35   and ascetic practice. The last lines make 
explicit that love has important metaphysical implications and can be gained 
only through the Chishti Sufi  path. The fi nal evocative image, the ruby covered 
in dust, makes it the reader’s task to recover the shining yet hidden meanings 
that are not apparent to the eye that sees only the dirty surface. 

 Critics have ignored the subtlety of this poetics of secrecy and the “scent of 
the invisible world” that a fully informed reader would take from the poems of 
the genre, preferring to explain them through rigid allegorical schemes. In the 
courtly poetic culture of the time, discerning and appreciative patrons were sur-
rounded by brilliant and accomplished men who recited their poems in luxuri-
ous surroundings. The last poet from the period under consideration, Mīr Sayyid 
Mañjhan Shat " t " ari Rājgīrī, the author of the  Madhumālatī , is mentioned in the 
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 Afsānah-i Shāhān  (“Tale of the Kings”), a chronicle of life in the Afghan inter-
regnum that has come to us in the form of the recollections of a retired Afghan 
soldier:

  Wherever he [Islām Shāh] happened to be, he kept himself surrounded 
by accomplished scholars and poets. Kiosks [ khūshak ] were set up, scented 
with ‘ ghāliā ’ (a compound of musk, ambergris, camphor and oil of ben-
nuts), and provided with betel leaves. Men like Mīr Sayyid Mañjhan, 
the author of  Madhumālatī , Shāh Mu ḥ ammad Farmūlī and his younger 
brother, Mūsan, Sūrdās and many other learned scholars and poets assem-

bled there and poems in Arabic, Persian and Hindavī were recited.  36     

 Within this mixed and multilingual courtly milieu, which included Vai ṣ  ṇ ava 
poets such as Sūrdās, poetic performance was seen as a cultivated pleasure 
to be savored with betel ( pān ) and enjoyed in opulent assemblies. Mañjhan 
recited his poem in front of his noble patron and his courtiers against the tap-
estried and khus-scented walls of the Sūrī court. And Mañjhan’s prologue con-
tains the most developed set of frameworks for understanding his poem. He 
sketches out three key elements of his aesthetic: the ideology of love ( prema ), 
the importance of ascetic practice, and the privileged status of language in dis-
seminating the truth embodied in poetry. 

 Mañjhan’s view of love can be traced back to Persian  mas ̱ navī  prologues, 
which frequently include short philosophical refl ections on love or poetry. For 
instance, Amīr  Kh usrau’s  Shīrīn va Khusrau  contains the following lines in 
praise of love or  ‘ishq :

  The world without love does not have any foundation. 
 The heavens do not revolve without love. 
 Nor is there a man who is free of love, 
 because man is love, the rest is clay and water. 
 Reason and religion are the lamp of the entire world. 

 Become a lover, for that is better than all these things [KS 261].   

 These sentiments are echoed in several verses about love in Mañjhan’s prologue. 
He asserts its importance in the creation of the world in Sufi  cosmology:

  Love made an entrance at the beginning, 
 then the world came into existence. 
 From love all creation sprang: 
 love fi lled each created form. 
 Only he enjoys life’s reward on earth 
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 in whose heart is born love’s anguish. 
 The man whose soul does not know love, 
 does not know the simple mystery. 
 Fate gives some the pain of separation, 
 gives them the crown of the triple world. 
 Do not think separation is pain; from it, joy comes into the world. 
  Blessed is the man whose sorrow is the sorrow of separation. 

  [MM 27.1–6].   

 The verse refers to the line popular among Sufi s: “I was a hidden treasure, 
and longed to be known.” From Allah’s love for seeing His own beauty, the 
universe came into being as a mirror for Allah’s face. Love and beauty ( rūpa ) 
are central to the aesthetics of the  Madhumālatī . 

 Mañjhan’s prologue explicitly links this aesthetic of the  rasa  of love with 
the path of asceticism. Among his group of Shattari Sufi s, initiates practiced 
an intensive regimen of fasting and vegetarianism, supererogatory prayers, 
and a program of yogic exercises and letter mysticism. Mañjhan describes the 
method and goal of their spiritual practice:

  Abandon consciousness, wisdom and knowledge, 
 focus on meditation, not on your body. 
 When you reach the state of union, 
 there you will fi nd your own true self. 
 In the place of the Absolute, the Pure, 
 the Void, will be your self without any selfhood. 
 Beyond all knowledge, unknowing rules, 
 where your self will lose all knowledge of itself. 
 There, in the mystical, self-born union of Sahaja, 
 your own true self will be revealed. 
 Stay in absorption in the deep cave, motionless as if in sleep, 
  in the union where there is no “you,” no other, and no action 

  [MM 33.1–6].   

 The terms  nirgu  ṇ  a  (the attributeless Absolute),  nirañjana  (the Pure or Untainted 
One), and  sūnā  (the Void) describe the place where the seeker can remain 
absorbed in Allah. The deep cave, or fathomless void, is the ground for reveal-
ing the mystery of the self to itself. The allusion is to Ibn ‘Arabī’s theory of the 
unity of all existence ( va ḥ dat al-vujūd ), in which created forms are refractions 
of divine essence but need spiritual practice in order to realize their identity-
in-diff erence with divinity. 
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 In the verse cited above, the poet also uses the terms  sahaja bheda , the 
“simple or spontaneous mystery,” and  sahaja-samādhi , the “mystic union of 
Sahaja.” In Kabīr and the other devotional poets of the fi fteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, the term  sahaja  refers to the soul’s “self-born” unity with the attrib-
uteless or  nirgu ṇ a  Rāma, the transcendence in immanence to which the seeker 
has to awaken.  37   Among the Sufi  poets,  sahaja  represents the internalization of 
the Sufi  paradox of the identity, yet radical diff erence, of the being of divin-
ity and human beings. This carries through into Mañjhan’s view of language, 
which encapsulates the paradox:

  Word, O word, where is your home? 
 From where did your light shine forth? 
 Where were you born? My mind cannot fathom it. 
 My mind has puzzled over this, 
 and no one can say what it means: 
 if words arise from mortal mouths, 
 then how can the word be imperishable? 
 If man, the master of words, can die, 
 then how does the word remain immortal? 
 Refl ect on my words, and you will see: 

  the word is alive in every heart, like Him [MM 24.1–6].   

 Language becomes the currency of immortality for the poet, since it encom-
passes the divine and the human. Words last, though humans are perishable; 
the word, like divinity, is perpetually alive because it is refracted in every 
heart. 

 This topos is directly traceable to Persian prologues, as for instance the 
address to discourse ( sukhan ) in Niz " āmī’s  Haft Paikar . Here Niz " āmī focuses 
on the creative power of the word “ Kun ” or “Be,” with which Allah created the 
heavens and the earth:

  That which at once is new and old 
 is discourse; let its tale be told. 
 The mother “ Be! ” hath never borne, 
 than discourse, any better son. 
 Say not the eloquent are dead; 
 ’neath waves of speech they’ve disappeared. 
 But should you mention one by name, 
 fi sh-like, he’ll raise his head again. 
 Discourse—like to a fl awless soul— 
 the keys to unseen treasure holds. 
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 It knows the story yet unheard, 
 and reads the yet unwritten word. 
 Look round: of all that God has made, 

 what else, save discourse, does not fade? [HP 7.1–5]  38     

 Mañjhan takes these sentiments a step further in his Hindavī prologue. In the 
very next verse, he makes the word the foundation of all poetic discourse, but 
then he continues:

  If the Maker had not made the word, 
 how could anyone hear stories of pleasure? 
 Before the beginning, before fi rst creation, 
 the word was incarnate in Hari’s mouth. 
 First, word, one word, the sound of O ṃ , 
 good and bad, it pervaded the cosmos. 
 The Creator gave the word a high place in creation, 
 it distinguishes man from beast. 
 Everyone knows about the word, 

 God is incarnate within it [MM 25.1–5].   

 Here Mañjhan resolves the paradox of identity-in-diff erence through his 
claim that divinity is manifest ( parga ṭ a ) in the word, an incarnationist view 
that it would be heretical to express in Persian. Language, in Hindavī poet-
ics, becomes the ground for understanding and representing the revelation of 
divinity to humans. 

 Language thus embodies poetic pleasure, but it also becomes the medium 
for another sort of embodiment: the refraction of the divine essence in visible 
form. It is through language that the heroine can signify the divine revela-
tion, the allegorical centerpiece of the heroic quest for mystical union. For 
the Hindavī Sufi  poets, the body of the heroine provokes a blinding fl ash of 
revelation in the eyes of the seeker, which pushes the seeker on to his quest 
for love, to realize the union that he has only glimpsed in his vision. At the 
end of his prologue, Mañjhan asks his audience to cultivate the taste for this 
supreme  rasa  of kings:

  A story sweet as nectar I will sing to you: 
 O experts in love, pay attention and listen! 
 Such juicy matters only connoisseurs know, 
 tasteless stuff  is tossed out by them. 
 Termites run away from wood without juice; 
 will camels eat cane without any sugar? 



Hierarchies of Response 307

 Whatever has  rasa , is enjoyed as such, 
 and the man who does not have the taste 
 will fi nd even the tasteful tasteless. 
 Many tastes are found in the world, O connoisseurs! 

  But listen: I shall describe love, the royal savor of savors [MM 43.1–6].   

  Rasa  is the pleasure that listeners or readers take in stories as well as the 
lovers’ consummation of desire in love ( prema ). The Sufi  cosmology within 
which this aesthetic of  prema-rasa  is set allows the Hindavī Sufi  poets to refer 
suggestively to the relation of mirrored desire between God and creatures. It 
is in this sense that the Hindavī romances are susceptible to interpretation in 
multiple ways. The next section of this chapter explores their performance and 

reception within the context of Sufi  shrines.  

  Music and the Listening Self: The Chishti 
Sufi  Practice of  Sama ̄‘    

 The promise and pledge that I made to God (on the Day of Creation) 
was in Purbi rhyme. 

 —Niz " ām al-dīn Auliyā’  39     

 These words, apparently spoken by the great Chishti shaikh in a moment of 
spiritual exhilaration, point to the assimilation of Hindavī verse into a con-
troversial practice that was the distinctive mark of Chishti Sufi  ideology dur-
ing the Delhi sultanate:  samā‘  or listening to poetry accompanied by music. 
At its core, producing and performing this poetry within the context of the 
Sufi  hospice was aimed at transforming the subjectivity of the listeners and 
redirecting it toward Allah. The basic ideology of love that is presented both 
in the text and in the protocols for its reception among Sufi s was the theory 
of ordinate love, in which each object of desire is loved for the sake of one 
higher than itself, leading all the way up to God. The Chishtis believed in 
arousing desire for a worldly object of devotion and then training the dis-
ciple toward annihilating himself fi rst in the person of his guide and then 
by a series of steps toward absorption in Allah. The narrative poetics of the 
Hindavī romances, as we have seen, are built around precisely this arousal 
of desire and its gradual transformation into a mutually fulfi lling love. But 
the reception of this poetry among the Chishti Sufi s was based on the princi-
ple of strict ritual control over the experience of audition. Since the practice 
was a controversial one, it brought the Sufi s into confl ict with the  ‘ulamā’  or 
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legal scholars, and the Chishtis had often to defend their practice in court. 
Yet the practice of  samā‘  maintained the Hindavī romances within a context 
of reception with its own complex and logocentric theory of reading, as well 
as within an ascetic regimen based on fasting, prayer, and rigorous spiritual 
exercises. 

 The conventions of address to the Sufi  masters in the poems refl ect the 
basic principles of the mystical agenda within which they were articulated. 
Each of the four Hindavī Sufi  romances is dedicated to a Sufi   pīr  or spiritual 
guide, and sometimes to one or more spiritual lineages that were especially 
important to the poet. This was a Persian convention reimagined in Hindavī 
verse. 

  The Dedication of the  Cāndāyan  

 Maulānā Dā’ūd’s prologue to the  Cāndāyan  begins with praise of Allah and the 
Prophet, but before his praise of worldly rulers he adds a praise poem dedi-
cated to his Sufi  teacher. In doing this, he diverges from the model of Niz " āmī’s 
 Khamsah  in one signifi cant respect: Niz "   āmī did not dedicate his romances to 
any particular teacher or Sufi  shaikh. Instead, Maulānā Dā’ūd here follows the 
pattern of the prologues of Amīr  Kh usrau’s Indo-Persian  mas ̱ navī s, which gen-
erally include a section in praise of Shaikh Niz "   ām al-dīn Auliyā’ ( Kh usrau’s 
spiritual preceptor and beloved friend) in addition to all the other panegy-
rics. The explicit claim is that all worldly rulers depend on Niz "   ām al-dīn, that 
the shaikh is an emperor without the paraphernalia of royalty. Thus, in the 
 Majnūn va Laylī ,  Kh usrau introduces the shaikh as the embodiment of ascetic 
piety and the source of all worldly power:

  In his hermit’s cell, he is an emperor. 
 In the world of the heart, he is the refuge of the world ( jahān ̱ -panāh ). 
  . . . He is an emperor without throne or crown, 
 and kings are desperate for the dust of his feet. 
  . . . He stands in the world of divine unity ( wa ḥ dat ), 

 with a foot in this world, and one in the hereafter [ML 150].   

 The shaikh holds the spiritual jurisdiction ( vilāyah ) and mastery over both 
this world and the invisible world of the hereafter. It is through him that 
devotees have access to God, since it is his closeness to Allah in the divine 
court that allows him to be a conduit for grace or  barakah .  Kh usrau similarly 
extols these qualities in his  Shīrīn va Khusrau , where the grace of the shaikh’s 
court ( taufīq-i dargāh ) is the source of all territorial authority ( vilāyah-dārī ; SK 
250). The poet uses the terms of political authority, but supersedes them by 
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showing that the shaikh is a pure human mirror for the perfection embodied 
in the Prophet. The shaikh’s piety, beauty, and attributes make him superior 
to any worldly ruler. 

 Maulānā Dā’ūd adapts this convention of the praise of the spiritual pre-
ceptor to express his own devotion to his guide in Hindavī. His teacher was 
Shaikh Zain al-dīn Chishti, the nephew of Shaikh Nas �īr al-dīn Ma ḥ mūd 
‘Chirāġh-i Dihlī,’ the successor to Shaikh Niz "   ām al-dīn Auliyā’. Dā’ūd praises 
him in the following terms:

  Shaikh Zainuddīn showed me the way, 
 the right path on which my sins were destroyed. 
 I let my sins fl ow away in the Ga ṅ gā, 
 and climbed into the boat of faith. 
 He opened my eyes, fi lled my heart with light. 
 I was able to write new letters in black, 
 and gained correction in writing. 
 I wrote in Turkish and sang in Hindukī. 
 My shaikh extended his mercy and my sins were gone, 

 just as smugglers and thieves are killed [C 9].   

 Shaik ̣ h Zain al-dīn, who enabled Dā’ūd to climb into “the boat of faith,” was 
Shaik ̣ h Na ṣ īr al-dīn’s sister’s son, and he is mentioned in a number of epi-
sodes in the  Khair al-Majālis  of  Ḥ amīd Qalandar and other Chishti works.  40   
He was the caretaker of the shrine in Delhi, but his competition with Sayyid 
Mu ḥ ammad Gesūdarāz, his uncle’s prize pupil, led to a dispute that ended 
when the spiritually charged material relics ( tabarrukāt ) that indicated succession 
and authority were interred with the body of the great shaikh. The confl ict was 
part of the frequent pattern of rivalry in which the lineal descendants of Sufi  
shaikhs argued with their spiritual disciples over succession. The possession of 
the  tabarrukāt  was often the key to making any claims to authority.  41   Although 
Shaikh Zain al-dīn took care of the shrine in Delhi after the death of Shaikh 
Na ṣ īr al-dīn Ma ḥ mūd, the interment of his uncle’s relics eff ectively ended the 

chain of succession.  

  Devotion to Gurus in the Hindavı ̄ Romances 

 Dā’ūd uses the Hindavī trope of the teacher as the steersman who guides the 
disciple across the ocean of this world, washing away his sins and navigat-
ing the boat of faith ( dharma ). Learning how to write and compose poetry in 
Hindavī or Hindukī is dependent on his shaikh’s grace. The later poets of 
the genre create a local language of devotion to Sufi  masters. Thus Qut " ban 
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describes himself, in the prologue to the  Mirigāvatī , as a disciple of Shaikh 
Bu ḍ  ḍ han Suhravardī, his spiritual preceptor:

  Shaikh Bu ḍ  ḍ han is the true  pīr  in the world. 
 Take his name and your body is purifi ed. 
 Qut " ban took his name and fell at his feet. 
 He is a Suhravardī, pure in both the worlds. 
 He washed off  all my previous sins, 
 all the old sins, as well as the new ones… .  
 If anyone walks along the path that he has shown to the world, 
  he reaches his goal in an instant, if he holds fast to the  

  truth [M 6.1–3, 6].   

 Qut " ban’s terms of praise express the idea of the  pīr  or spiritual guide as the 
pure teacher for both the worlds, purifi er of all the devotee’s sins. The true 
path that he teaches is the way to enlightenment, if one’s intentions are pure. 

 The identity of this Shaikh Bu ḍ  ḍ han, whose name means simply “the 
eldest one,” is a matter of some controversy. S. A. A. Rizvi notes that Shaikh 
Bu ḍ  ḍ han was “the disciple of Shaikh Muhammad Isa Taj of Jaunpur. Although 
Shaikh Isa Taj was a distinguished Chishti, Shaikh Bu ḍ ḍhan seems to have 
been initiated into both the Chishtiyya and Suhrawardiyya orders.”  42   S. M. 
Pandey has suggested that Qut " ban was affi  liated to a Chishti Shaikh Bu ḍ  ḍ han, 
a “great musician, [who] lived during the time of Husain Shāh Sharqī in 
Barnawa in Meerut district near Delhi.”  43   Barnawa’s proximity to Delhi puts the 
town quite far from  Ḥ usain Shāh’s court in exile in Bihar after the Lodis took 
Jaunpur in 1483, and directly in the path of the invading armies of the Lodis 
and the Sharqis. Moreover, Shaikh Bu ḍ  ḍ han’s solely Chishti affi  liation makes 
Qut " ban’s discipleship with him an unlikely possibility.  44   In any case, Qut "  ban 
drew on mystical ideas common to both the Chishtis and the Suhrawardis in 
his romance, as well as on the model of the  Cāndāyan  of Maulānā Dā’ūd. 

 Both Dā’ūd and Qut " ban compress their panegyrics to their spiritual guides 
into a single verse unit of a  caupāī-dohā , fi ve short rhymed pairs of lines with a 
longer couplet at the end. The next two poets of the genre, Malik Mu ḥ ammad 
Jāyasī and Mīr Sayyid Mañjhan Rajgīrī, use the model to express their admira-
tion in much more elaborate terms. Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī addresses his 
 Padmāvat  to two separate spiritual lineages from which the poet derived instruc-
tion, the Mahdavis and the Chishtis. He begins with the great fi fteenth-century 
Chishti Shaikh Ashraf Jahāngīr Simnānī (d. 1436/1437),  45   a famous peripatetic 
Sufi  who traveled throughout Bengal and Jaunpur in search of a  vilāyah :

  Sayyid Ashraf is my beloved pīr, 
 He has illuminated the path for me. 
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 He has lighted love’s lamp in my heart. 
 The fl ame rose high and made my heart pure… .  
 Jahāngīr is a Chishti, pure and spotless like the moon. 

  He is the master of the world, I am the slave of his house [P 18.1–2, 8].   

 Since the lifespan of this Chishti shaikh is separated from his own by sev-
eral decades, a heated controversy rages about Jāyasī’s precise link with Ashraf 
Jahāngīr.  46   The latter’s guide was Shaikh Alā’ al- Ḥ aqq, among whose disciples 
was Shaikh Nūr Qut " b-i ‘Ālam of Pandua.  47   The prologue to the  Padmāvat  men-
tions three disciples of Ashraf Jahāngīr, a certain  Ḥ ājī Shaikh, called a “fl aw-
less jewel,” and Shaikh Mubārak and Shaikh Kamāl, referred to as “shining 
lamps” (P 19). Shaikh Kamāl had been converted to Islam by Ashraf Jahāngīr 
but formerly wandered the world as Kamāl Jogī. This points to the constant 
interaction of Sufi s and yogis on the cultural landscape of northern India, on 
the territories of the doab and central and eastern India, the land of Hindustan. 
These two sets of complex spiritual lineages were constantly responding to 
each other and competing for devoted followers and ascetically minded disci-
ples. In addition to the spiritual descendants of Shaikh Ashraf Jahāngīr, going 
all the way to Kamāl Jogī or Shaikh Kamāl, the prologue gives a second Sufi  
genealogy in the person of a Mahdavi Shaikh named Burhān, mentioned as 
the actual  pīr  of Malik Mu ḥ ammad Jāyasī.  48   

 The last poet under consideration, Mīr Sayyid Mañjhan Rājgīrī, addresses 
his praises to Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus ̱  Gvāliyārī (d. 1562), the poet’s teacher 
and the fourth in a line of Shattari Sufi  masters.  49   Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad was 
intimately involved in politics at the Mughal courts of Gwalior and Agra. The 
verses addressed to him emphasize his years of long asceticism and his impor-
tance in defi ning Sufi  practice for seekers at his hospice:

  There is a holy man great in the world, 
 a shaikh beloved of God, 
 profound in knowledge, matchless in beauty. 
 Whoever comes to touch him, calling on his name, 
 is cleansed from sin and gains enlightenment. 
 Whomever the shaikh loves from his heart, 
 he calls him gently and crowns him king. 
 The man whom his gaze touches is protected, 
 the stain of his body is washed away. 
 The disciple who understands his guru’s glance 
 himself triumphs over his death! 
 A sight of the guru washes away sorrow, bless those who cherish 
 that vision! 



love’s  subtle magic312

  The disciple whom the guru nurtures is the king of all four aeons. 

  [MM 14.1–6].   

 The poet notes two crucial aspects of the shaikh’s power: the transformative 
power of his gaze ( dis ṭ i ) and the fi gurative kingship of even a disciple of his. 
The fi rst of these refers to the power of the gaze of the spiritual guide, which 
can reach within a disciple’s being and change his way of being in the world. 
The disciple can then triumph over “death,” a reference to the Sufi  experience 
of  fanā , self-annihilation on the path, and the stage of subsistence after anni-
hilation,  baqā’ . Here the poet uses the Hindavī  dis ṭ i  to approximate the Persian 
 tavajjuh , the absorbed attention of the shaikh that transforms the conscious-
ness of the disciple. Such a disciple becomes not merely an earthly king like 
the one the poet has been praising, but king over all the ages of the world. 

 Losing oneself, however, involves giving oneself up to the authority of the 
shaikh. Among the Shattaris, as among other orders of Sufi s, annihilating 
one’s being in the teacher ( fanā fi ’l-shaik  h ) was an important step along the 
Sufi  path:

  If you want the guru’s grace, 
 give up all argument, know him in your soul. 
 Everyone knows his manifest form, 
 but few recognize his secret nature. 
 The Lord has made mighty kings and saints who steady the world, 

  but Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus  ̱  transcends the attainments of both [MM 17].   

 Here, as elsewhere, the Sufi  distinction between the interior ( bāt " in ) meaning 
and exterior ( z "āhir ) form is invoked to comment on the double reality of the 
spiritual guide. The shaikh has a visible worldly form and an invisible signifi -
cance in the spiritual cosmos of the Shattaris. From this station he transcends 
the attainments and powers of both kings and saints, and is thus the focal 
point of Shattari asceticism. As spiritual guides and teachers for the Hindavī 
poets, these shaikhs from the Chishti, Suhrawardi, and Shattari  silsilah s for-
mulated diff erent ascetic regimens for their disciples and interacted in com-
plex ways with political rulers and each other, asserting their superior claims 
to spiritual authority in their own spheres of infl uence. 

 What did Hindavī poetry mean to them, and how did they interpret it? 
One of the earliest descriptions comes from the fourteenth-century discourses 
of Sharf al-dīn Manerī, the Firdausī Shaikh of Maner Sharif in Bihar.  50   The 
Firdausīs were a local branch of the Suhravardis who had also adopted the 
practice of  samā‘  formulated by the Chishtis, despite the wider rivalry between 
the two  silsilah s. The shaikh emphasizes the ability to listen receptively and to 
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respond to poetry as part of the Sufi  training of the self. After the noonday 
prayers, the assembly in the shrine listened to the singing of fi rst Persian 
verses, then Hindavī ones. The shaikh commented on the quality of response 
the Hindavī verses elicited:

  Hindavi verses are very forthright and frank in expression. In purely 
Persian verses, there is a judicious blend of allusions and what can 
be fi ttingly expressed, whereas Hindavi employs very frank expressions. 
There is no limit to what it explicitly reveals. It is very disturbing. It 
is extremely diffi  cult for young men to bear such things. Without any 

delay, they would be upset… .   51     

 This recognition of the power of Hindavī verse to stir the passions because of 
its graphic and lush descriptions is coupled with anxiety over its uncontrolled 
use, which would lead to unbridled sensuality. 

 Although the practice of  samā‘  was common to many Sufi   silsilah s, the 
Chishtis in the thirteenth and fourteenth century were the distinctive formula-
tors of the practice and the fi rst Hindavī Sufi  poets. The controversial prac-
tice of  samā’  allowed the Chishti Sufi s to link sympathetic response to poetry 
to the taste ( z ̱ auq ) for things spiritual. The Chishtis of the Delhi sultanate 
were the inheritors of a system of musical theory in which music and ecstasy 
( vajd/ ḥ āl ) were means to spiritual advancement. As Bruce Lawrence has put it 
in a pioneering article,  

  [I]n the Indian environment from the period of the Delhi Sultanate 
through the Mughal era samā’ assumed a unique signifi cance as the 
integrating modus operandi of the Chishtī silsilah. Chishtī apologists 
adopted a distinctive attitude to samā’: far from being an embarrass-
ment to them, as the literature sometimes suggests, samā’ was aggres-
sively defended as an essential component of the spiritual discipline 
or ascesis incumbent on all Sufi s. The Chishtī espousal of samā’ also 
served a valuable practical function: it separated the Chishtī saints from 
the Suhrawardīya, their major mystical rivals in the pre-Mughal era of 
Indian Islam, and also opposed them to the ‘ulamā, those too comfort-
able spokesmen for offi  cial, i. e., government sanctioned, Islam. Samā’ 
became, if not the monopoly of the Chishtīya, the preeminent sym-
bol crystallizing their position vis-à-vis other Indo-Muslim leadership 

groups.  52     

 Though the Chishtis were not free from their own dependence on court 
patronage, their enthusiastic and longstanding espousal of Hindavī and Persian 
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 samā‘  against all rivals and opponents allowed them to make major advances 

in terms of musical and poetic theory.  

  The Eros of  Samā ‘ 

 The discourses of the Chishti Shaikhs frequently use exceedingly erotic lan-
guage and imagery. For them, eroticism was embedded within the frame-
work of ordinate love, in which each object of desire is loved for the sake of 
one higher than itself, all the way up to Allah. The Chishti practice of  samā‘ , 
embedded within this larger eroto-mystical agenda, entailed a theory of read-
ing specifi c to the Sufi  context and an explicit theorization of the eff ects of 
sung poetry on the subjectivity of the listener. 

 The historian Badāyūnī chronicles public recitation of Maulānā Dā’ūd’s 
 Cāndāyan  at the Friday prayer meeting at the great mosque in Delhi. In the 
passage that follows, a renowned Sufi  reads the love story from the  minbar  
or pulpit of a Jāmi‘ mosque built in Delhi as a visible sign of political and 
religious sovereignty:

  In the year 772  h . (1370  a.d.),   Kh ān-i-jahān the  Vazīr , died, and his 
son Jūnā Shāh obtained that title; and the book  Chandāyan  which is a 
 Mas �navī  in the Hindī language relating the loves of Lūrak and Chāndā, 
a lover and his mistress, a very graphic work, was put into verse in 
his honour by Maulānā Dā’ūd. There is no need for me to praise it 
because of its great fame in that country, and Mak ̣ hdūm Shaik ̣ h Taqīu-
d-Dīn Wāiz "  Rabbānī used to read some occasional poems of his from 
the pulpit, and the people used to be strangely infl uenced by hearing 
them, and when certain learned men of that time asked the Shaik ̣ h 
saying, what is the reason for this Hindī Mas�navī being selected? he 
answered, the whole of it is divine truth and pleasing in subject, wor-
thy of the ecstatic contemplation of devout lovers, and conformable to 
the interpretation of some of the Āyats of the Qur’ān, and the sweet 
singers of Hindūstān. Moreover by its public recitation human hearts 

are taken captive.  53     

 In explaining the appeal of Hindavī poetry, the phrase used in the Persian 
to describe the  Cāndāyan  is   ḥ ālat-bakhsh  (“worthy of ecstatic contemplation,” 
or more literally, “ecstasy-inducing”). The shaikh’s words explaining his selec-
tion of this text are crucial: all of it is divine truth (  ḥ aqā’iq ), worthy of ecstatic 
contemplation by devout lovers ( muvāfi q-i vajdān-i ahl-i shauq-va ‘ishq ) despite 
its graphic nature. Unlike the Persian  mas ̱ navī s, Hindavī is seen as a sensu-
ous, erotically charged language with a powerful poetic tradition that the Sufi s 
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have discovered and adapted. Further, it is recognized that the Hindavī verses 
describing feminine beauty excite desire in the listeners, and can be justifi ed 
only by adducing Qur’ānic referents. Thus the shaikh explains the Sufi stic 
interpretation of the text in terms of  tafsīr  (Qur’ānic interpretation): devout 
lovers, or more accurately, the people of desire ( shauq ) and love ( ‘ishq ), can 
appreciate the poem because it is conformable ( mut " ābiq ) to certain Qur’ānic 
verses. 

 This passage implies a theory of reading in which erotic attributes and pas-
sages were transferred to the divine beloved, the distant Allah whose nearness 
the Chishtis sought so assiduously to cultivate. Audition attracted, because of 
its controversial nature, many theoretical statements in defense of a practice 
that the orthodox jurists condemned as forbidden to true believers. Already 
in classic manuals of Sufi  practice such as Suhravardī’s  ‘Avārif al-Ma‘ārif  and 
‘Alī ‘Usmān al-Hujvīrī’s  Kashf al-Mah �jūb  (“The Unveiling of the Hidden”), the 
controversial practice of listening to music and poetry had been defended as 
a means to a spiritual state of ecstasy.  54   As Shihāb al-dīn Abū  Ḥ afs� ‘Umar 
Suhravardī (d. 1234) put it in his textbook of practice, listening to music entails 
a physical and emotional response:

   Samā‘  is audition, about which believers are not divided. It has been 
decided about the (ideal) listener that he is a man of intellect and rightly 
guided.  Samā‘  is that which, infl uencing his heat with the coolness of 
faith, becomes the cause of a rain of tears from his eyes. Sometimes 
these are tears of sorrow and regret, because there is heat in sorrow 
and regret. Sometimes these are tears of enjoyment ( z ̱ auq ) and passion 
( shauq ), and passion is also hot by nature. When  samā‘  endowed with 
these qualities aff ects a man of heart who is full of the coolness of 

faith, the opposition (of heat and cold) makes tears fl ow.  55     

 This bodily theory of heat and cold and the condensation that results from 
their commingling indicates the physicality of the response to poetry and 
music. It is part of a set of attitudes toward hearing that place listening to 
the Qur’ān at the top, and then extend the praiseworthiness of this practice 
to the permissibility of listening to poetry and music. Thus, ‘Alī bin ‘Us ̱ mān 
al-Hujvīrī (d. ca. 1071) begins his chapter on audition with these words: “The 
most benefi cial audition to the mind and the most delightful to the ear is that 
of the Word of God, which all believers and unbelievers, human beings and 
peris alike, are commanded to hear. It is a miraculous quality of the Koran 
that one never grows weary of reading and hearing it.”  56   

 From the miraculous quality of listening to the Qur’ān, the Sufi  commen-
tators extended the powers of hearing to many sorts of objects. They drew 
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on a body of musical theory that acknowledged the power of song and music 
to move human beings and made distinctions that were based on listeners’ 
responses to music. 

 There were independent treatises about the practice of  samā‘ , and the anec-
dotal compendia and discourses of Sufi  shaikhs mentioned it. As Lawrence 
points out, assessing the available literature,  

  There are two extant treatises on  samā‘ , one in Arabic by a disciple of 
the foremost Chishtī saint of Delhi, Nizām ad-dīn (Awliyā), the other in 
Persian by S�ūfī Hamīd ad-dīn Nāgaurī, a successor to the fi rst Indian 
Chishtī Shaykh, Mu‘in ad-dīn Sanjarī Ajmerī. Both  U ṣ ūl as-Samā‘  and 
 Risālah-i Samā‘  contrast with one another but even more with the sole 
extant treatise from an early non-Indian devotee of  samā‘ .  Bawāriq al-
ilma‘  of A ḥ mad Ghazzālī is a brilliant, independent work by one of the 
most infl uential Baghdadian Sufi s who is just now beginning to receive 
the attention he deserves from scholars, after having been eclipsed for 

centuries by the fame of his older brother, Imām Ghazzālī.  57     

 A ḥ mad Ġhazzālī linked music to apprehension of hidden spiritual meanings 
and viewed it as a necessity for practitioners and disciples. In his treatise, the 
 Bawāriq al-Ilma‘ , he states:

  Audition . . . is a reference to the observation of strange secrets in the 
delicate poems which the  qawwāl  (singer) recites while joined to the 
ecstasy which arises in the heart of the gnostic ( ‘ārif ) who works and 
the novice ( murīd ) who is perfect. It induces them to put off  resistance, 
to be drawn to the presence of the One, the Powerful, and to ponder 
delicate things and secrets. And for the removal of these veils they have 
chosen audition with beautiful voices at most times, after fulfi lling the 
things which are commanded, simply because man’s nature is inclined 

to the voice.  58     

 The subtle or delicate things ( lat " ā’if ) hidden in poetry, and the spiritual myster-
ies attached to them, are brought up in the heart as part of the training of a 
novice. The power of the voice is such that it attracts the heart toward what 
is sung, and it is this power that the Sufi s sought to use in their spiritual 
practice. 

 In his discussion of the two Chishti treatises, Lawrence emphasizes this 
link of music with emotion. The  U ṣ ūl al-Samā‘  (“Principles of  Samā‘ ”) of 
Fak ̣ hr al-dīn Zarrādī is a detailed consideration of aspects of  samā‘ , and its 
argument proceeds along well-defi ned lines:
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  (1) the reality of  samā‘  precludes a female vocal accompaniment ( al-ghinā ) 
but (2) depends on a beautiful male voice ( al- ṣ awt al- ḥ asan ) comparable 
to the Prophet David’s. Of musical instruments the reedpipe alone is 
forbidden by the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad’s directive, while (3) the use of 
other instruments, such as the drum and the tambourine is permitted by 
analogy to the Prophet’s example. (4) Since inspired verse comes from 
the Creator, its use is not only permitted but encouraged for Sufi s of all 
stages. (5), (7) and (8) Numerous citations from the Qur’ān and sound 
traditions support both the beautiful voice and recitation of verse but 
(6) it is necessary to establish the appropriate setting in which  samā’  is 
to be conducted. (9) Examples and quotations from early saints, includ-
ing Shaykh Niz 
 ām ad-dīn, in support of  samā‘  are not lacking, and they 
indicate (10) that one of the chief eff ects desired in  samā‘  is  tawājud , 
which Zarrādī defi nes as “graceful movement that voluntarily emanates 

from the listener when he is overcome by  samā‘ .”  59     

 Other Chishti sources defi ne music and its eff ect on its audience in ways 
that echo this idea of the ecstatic movement of the listener overcome by the 
music. Mu ḥ ammad bin Mubārak ‘Alavī Kirmānī begins a detailed chapter 
on audition in his  Siyar al-Auliyā’ , a compendium of anecdotes and maxims 
relating to practice, by citing the great Chishti Shaikh Farīd al-dīn Ganj-i 
Shakar (d. 1265) on the subject: “ Samā‘  is a pleasant voice that makes the 
hearts of the listeners tremble and ignites the fi re of passion in their chests. 
If it is out of control it is seen as right, and if within limits, it is diseased 
( ma‘lūl )  samā‘ .”  60   The power of music to cross bounds and the potential it has 
for exciting passions that can then be trained toward God is underscored by 
the other major work on  samā‘ ,  Ḥ amīd al-dīn’s  Risālah-i Samā‘  (“Treatise on 
 Samā‘ ”), a brief meditation on the benefi ts of audition. As Lawrence points 
out,  Ḥ amīd al-dīn links  samā‘  with  vajd  or ecstasy; they are both “wings 
of the spirit by which it takes fl ight till it reaches the Divine Presence.”  61   
There are numerous instances of Sufi s expiring in an ecstasy of  samā‘ , the 
most famous of these being Qut " b al-dīn Bak ̣ htiyār Kākī, who died in a  samā‘  
assembly in Delhi in 1232. 

 The perceived capacity of  samā‘  to break all limits, its potential for spiritual 
advancement, and the dangers posed by the sensual eff ects of poetry occa-
sioned fi erce controversy and a focus on the variety of audience response. 
Chishti theorists answered the legal opposition to  samā‘  by formulating a clas-
sifi catory scheme distinguishing lawful from unlawful eff ects of music. Thus 
al-Hujvīrī resolved the controversial question by appealing to the eff ect of audi-
tion on the mind: “Its lawfulness depends on circumstances and cannot be 
asserted absolutely: if audition produces a lawful eff ect on the mind, then it is 
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lawful; it is unlawful if the eff ect is unlawful, and permissible if the eff ect is 
permissible.”  62   The passage indicates the seriousness with which the Chishtis 
used the idea of sympathetic response, which to them had to be directed to 
Allah to be properly devotional. Whether in Persian or Hindavī, the meanings 
of poetry had to refer back to the invisible anchor of the world to allow musi-
cal audition to be a defensible part of Sufi  devotion. 

 The fourteenth-century Chishti sources on  samā‘  share these classifi -
cations and also explain the states of mind in which listeners hear music. 
Mu ḥ ammad Kirmānī’s  Siyar al-Auliyā’  cites Niz "  ām al-dīn Auliyā’ on the four 
types of audition.  Samā‘  is legal (  ḥ alāl ) where the listener is totally inclined 
toward God (  ḥ aqq ), but illegal (  ḥ arām ) where he is totally inclined toward 
the world ( majāz ). Recognizing the mixed character of human intentionality, 
Kirmānī introduces a further division:  samā‘  is reprehensible ( makrūh ) when 
the listener is mostly inclined toward the world, but permissible ( mabā ḥ  ) 
when he is mostly inclined toward God. Playing on Arabic grammatical ter-
minology, the text separates various aspects of hearing: what is needed is a 
speaker ( musamma‘ ), a listener ( mustama‘ ) and a text that is heard ( masmū‘ ). 
He also lays out the requirements for permissible  samā’ : the speaker must be 
a man, not a woman or child. The listener must not be neglectful of remem-
bering God. What is heard should not be obscene or ridiculous. There should 
not be musical instruments such as the  cang  (a sort of harp) or the rebeck 
or  rabāb .  63   

 Given the Chishti focus on sympathetic response and eff ect, what does law-
ful practice of  samā’  do to the listening self? The answer involves the  ādāb-i 
samā‘  or prescriptive rules for performance and right behavior among the 
Chishtis. The  Siyar al-Auliyā’  provides valuable information about the practice 
and what was perceived as necessary to it. The place and time of performance 
were important, so that it was necessary to choose a “good time which was con-
ducive to the opening of the heart and not the scattering of the temperament, 
a pleasant place which attracts everyone’s soul at sight, the good company of 
the  ahl-i samā‘  ’ (‘the people of  samā’ ’) who are harmonious like brothers and 
restrained, and a perfumed place and clean clothes.”  64   The author cites Zarrādī 
on proper behavior for the novice who is allowed to listen to  samā‘ :

  (1) he should listen to sama‘ with a conscious ear ( gosh-i hosh ) and he 
should pay little attention to and restrain his eyes from looking at the 
other listeners, he should not yawn and stretch and throw his head up 
in thought, and he should restrain his heart from clapping and danc-
ing and movement and other inclinations; (2) he should not snap his 
fi ngers or cry, but instead restrain his spirit and not cry for sorrow or 
dance just for the sake of movement; (3) he should aim for a sameness 
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of community. If at a particular place those of a single group stand up 

in ecstasy then it is a true ecstasy ( vajd-i s�ādiq ).  65     

 Although audition is meant to make the seeker mindful of the distant but 
all-powerful Allah, it is in a communal setting that his ecstasy becomes true 
ecstasy ( vajd-i s�ādiq ). The seeker’s quest for nearness to God was thus tied 
to a social setting where his aff ective responses were on display and could 
be channeled through prayer and ascesis into what his Sufi  teacher thought 
appropriate for him. Moreover, the aff ective response, by being socially visible, 
was implicitly tied to a whole set of Chishti attitudes to the interpretation of 
performed poetry and music. 

 The goal of poetry that was sung in a beautiful voice was to open the 
seeker’s subjectivity to a succession of spiritual states and stations. As Niz " ām 
al-dīn Auliyā’ put it in a famous passage in the  Favā’id al-Fu’ād , these are the 
benefi ts of listening to recitation of the  Qur’ān  and to music:

  The devotee experiences a sense of spiritual bliss which may be mani-
fest as celestial lights ( anvār ), mystical states ( a ḥ vāl ), and physical 
eff ects ( ās ̱ ār ). Each of these derives from three worlds: the present 
world, the angelic sphere, and the potential realm, this last being the 
intermediate between the fi rst two. And these three manifestations of 
spiritual bliss may occur in one of three places: the spirits ( arvā ḥ  ), the 
hearts ( qulūb ), or the bodily limbs. At fi rst celestial lights descend from 
the angelic sphere ( muluk ) on the spirits, then mystical states descend 
from the potential realm ( malakūt ) on the hearts, and fi nally physical 
eff ects from the present world ( jabarūt ) alight on the bodily limbs. In 
other words, during the state induced by listening to music, celestial 
lights descend from the angelic sphere upon the spirits. What sub-
sequently appear in the heart are called mystical states, because it is 
from the potential realm that they descend on the hearts. Next, crying, 
movement, and agitation appear, and they are called physical eff ects 
because they alight from the present world on the bodily limbs.  66     

 Each part of the body is here matched to an appropriate state in the invis-
ible world. The scheme of the spiritual eff ects of audition is part of a Chishti 
cosmology in which God is of a diff erent essence from the world and hence 
inaccessible, yet part of a cosmic unity of being ( va ḥ dat al-vujūd ). However, 
the successive states of refl ection or refraction of this essence ( z ̱ āt ) in increas-
ingly concrete realms are available to the seeker as part of his mystical journey 
through the stages of love and asceticism. 
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 The ability to open up to these eroto-mystical processes had to be care-
fully cultivated, and involved  z ̱ auq  or the taste for spiritual things. Such a taste 
could even be fostered by the perceived intervention of a supernatural agency:

  One day Haz "   rat Niz "   ām al-dīn Auliyā’, the sultan of shaikhs, was sitting 
on the threshold of his house and Sāmit the singer sang in front of 
him. It had an eff ect on the sultan of shaikhs, and tears and ecstasy 
overcame him. None of his friends was there, and therefore when he 
began dancing those present were worried. Meanwhile a man came in 
from outside, put his head on the ground, then began to dance. The 
sultan of shaikhs did the same thing in conformity, and for a while 
they enjoyed the taste of  samā‘ . When the gathering was over the man 
went outside again. The shaikh said, “Look for that man from the invis-
ible world.” Men went out all together in search of that dear one left 

and right, but they could not fi nd him.  67     

 The story underscores the importance of an appropriate setting for communal 

enjoyment of the grace of musical ecstasy.   

  Reading the Hidden Meanings 
 The sense of an invisible world was already known to musical theory in the 
early formulation of A ḥ mad Ġhazzālī, who states in his treatise on the ben-
efi ts of  samā‘ :

  Then when there arises in him increase of arrangements of notes and 
spiritual analogies which are called music, [man’s nature] prefers them 
to everything else. So when a person hears the analogies which per-
tain to notes, which include the realities ( ma‘ānī ) which pertain to taste 
( z ̱ auq ) and the truths which pertain to the Unity, the being inclines to 
all those, and every bodily member receives its portion separately. The 
hearing [receives] the things of the unrestrained analogies; the sight, 
the analogies of the movements; the heart, the delicate things of the 

realities; and the intellect, the inner consciousness.  68     

 Music thus reveals the truths of hidden meanings ( ma‘ānī ) to each bodily 
sense. Whether they are the subtleties of the realities (  ḥ aqā’iq ) of Allah, or 
their physical analogues in the sensible world, the response to music unites 
all the levels of reality known to Sufi  theory. The theory of reading implied 
by this spiritual principle unites for Sufi  readers all the disparate images and 
details of sung poetry, eliciting a deep response within the listening self. 
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 This logocentric understanding of  samā‘  and its benefi ts is carried over 
into Sufi  schemes for interpreting poetry. The danger of sensual misdirection 
and misunderstanding of the poetry necessitated a system of interpretation 
among the Sufi s that guided audience response away from the worldly love 
described in the poetry and redirected it toward God. Since poetry was recog-
nized to have the singular eff ect of transforming the listener, the Sufi  inter-
pretive communities that wrote and read Hindavī and Persian poetry exercised 
strict control over the range of interpretations that were held to be valid. Both 
the principle of multiple meanings developed in Arabic and Persian literary 
theories and the poetics of infi nite suggestiveness that is part of the Sanskrit 
theory of  rasa  were subordinate to the overarching sense of a cosmos over-
shadowed by the hidden presence of divinity. As Niz " ām al-dīn Auliyā’ put it, 
“Every letter one hears in  samā‘  is an attribute one hears of the attributes of 
God the Glorious and Supreme and All High so that the meaning of that let-
ter is praised with those qualities.”  69   

 The Chishtis termed the specifi c theory of reading that formulated this 
restriction on multiple meaning  ta ḥ mīl-i alfāz"  ī , or verbal transfer. This entailed, 
according to the  Siyar al-Auliyā’ , carrying the fi gurative meanings of poetry 
over to the qualities of Allah. For example, Niz " ām al-dīn Auliyā’ would explain 
a line of verse in which a lover wishes to be close to a lock of hair ( zulf ) from 
his beloved to mean that he wishes to be close to Allah. He would interpret a 
reference to the lovely eyes of the beloved as a desire for the divine glance of 
compassion.  70   Indeed, as Zarrādī put it in the  Us�ūl al-Samā‘ :

  The transfer of the words expressing the qualities of God is such that 
it always happens from the apparent words towards something that is 
appropriate ( munāsib ) to the words. From the command of God the 
Majestic and Supreme then the words of the couplets are as if alle-
gorical ( ims ̱ ālī ); the aim of the allegory is the thing which is thought 
appropriate and the place of use of that allegory is not the place of the 

external meaning—this is the meaning.  71     

 Thus the true meaning of poetry is precisely its ability to present to listeners 
and readers the likeness ( mis ̱ l ) of Allah. This  mis ̱ l  (or  tams ̱ īl ), an allegory or 
exemplum of invisible spiritual meanings, was more important than the literal 
or “external” meaning. To understand poetry, on the Chishti path, was to open 
oneself up to the hidden spiritual processes of the cosmos and witness within 
oneself the unfolding of divine essence into the world. Signs of the invisible 
divine presence, according to the Chishtis, were sent to seekers in the revealed 
books as well as in the words of the Prophet, and fi nally in the actions and 
words of their Sufi  shaikhs, their own preceptors. 
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 Such a strong principle of reading poetry, directed only toward the single 
goal, Allah, requires that the creation of endless meanings by poets and read-
ers be severely curtailed and subject to a single interpretive rule. This applies 
to poetry in all the languages used by the Chishtis: poetry’s power is here 
redefi ned as its ability to represent the theoretically unrepresentable absolute 
through language. The power of  samā‘  is due to its overwhelming capacity to 
remind men of their link with Allah:

  Then Badr al-dīn Ġhaznavī asked Shaikh Niz " ām al-dīn, “Where does 
the unconsciousness ( bīhūshī ) of the people who listen to  samā‘  come 
from?” He answered, “They heard the sound of ‘Am I not your Lord?’ 
and become unconscious. From that day forward a certain unconscious-
ness is centered in them, and whenever they hear  samā‘ , that uncon-
sciousness that is within them has an eff ect and produces amazement 

and movement.”  72     

 Man’s affi  rmative response to God’s question of the day of Creation, “Am I 
not your Lord?” ( alastu bi-rabbikum , Qur’ān 7:171), sealed a covenant or pledge 
( mīs ̱ āq ) that endures through time. Its renewal in the Indian Sufi  ideology of 
 samā‘  is indicated by the words attributed to Niz " ām al-dīn Auliyā’ quoted at 
the head of this section: “The promise and pledge that I made to God (on the 
Day of Creation) was in Purbi rhyme.” Purbi or eastern Hindavī, the Avadhi 
love poetry that was sung in the Chishti assemblies along with Persian and 
Arabic verses, was thus an intrinsic part of Sufi  musical practice in the Delhi 
sultanate and thereafter. 

 Moreover, the Indic notion of the sensitive reader or  sah ṛ daya  who under-
stands the fl ow of the  rasa  of Hindavī verse is paralleled by and merged with 
the Chishti idea of the soul that is open to  z ̱ auq , the spiritual taste of erotic 
poetry. The Chishti Sufi  notion of the ideal reader allows us to specify another 
Hindavī reader and context of performance: the novice being trained by his 
shaikh and guided on the spiritual path. Chishti sources celebrate the sensi-
tivity of these ideal readers or receptive novices and even arrange them in a 
hierarchy of response:

  Certain people are overcome by   ḥ āl  (ecstasy) in  samā‘  such that they 
have no decorum ( tamīz ), and some, while they feel a mystical state, 
are not overcome and their perfection is precisely in this that they are 
not overcome. Some people become so heedless in  samā‘  that even if 
an iron nail were to go into their foot they would not know it, while 
others are so present to Allah in  samā‘  that even if a fl ower-petal were 

underfoot they would know it. This is the perfected stage they are in.  73     
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 The Chishti notion of the perfected listener, who would feel even a fl ower petal 
underfoot, shifted the taste for poetry from a relation between text and audi-
ence to a relation between the seeker and Allah. Thus the Chishti commenta-
tors exploited to the full the inherent capacity of  rasa  to excite a response in 
the sensitive listener. 

 This responsiveness entailed a recognition of the power of Hindavī verse in 
its own right, yet yoked its eff ects to an ascetic regimen based on the Qur’ān 
and Islamic traditions and teachings. The following passage from the  Favā’id 
al-Fu’ād  about the spiritual discipleship of Shaikh A ḥ mad Nahrvānī attests to 
the Chishti move to turn Hindavī to the service of mystic practice and belief:

  Faqih Mādho . . . was the prayer leader at the congregational mosque of 
Ajmer. One day Shaykh Ahmad was singing a Hindavī song, for in his 
youth he had a fi ne voice and used to sing beautiful Hindavī tunes. 
When Faqih Mādho heard of this, he berated Shaykh Ahmad: ‘With 
a voice such as yours, what a shame to waste it on Hindavī music 
( sarūd-i Hindavī )! Memorize the Qur’ān instead!’ Shaykh A ḥ mad then 

committed the Qur’ān to memory; he also became a Muslim.  74     

 This episode of conversion proves the ideological superiority of Islam, but also 
the enduring appeal of the Hindavī verses and melodies that in other contexts 
of performance were even equated with Qur’ānic verses. Hindavī poetry and 
music ( sarūd-i Hindavī ), therefore, was a distinctive part of Chishti Sufi  prac-
tice. The ascetic imagery and erotic allure of Hindavī were used to express 
the Sufi  ideology of fasting, prayer, and ascesis, all aimed at gaining access 
to the invisible spiritual cosmos ( ‘ālam-i ġhaib ). An invisible divinity hedged 
ordinary physical events and shaped causes and eff ects in mysterious ways. 
The aesthetic goal of the Sufi  poets and their audiences was to catch the scent 
of this invisible world, undergirded by adepts and the mysterious divine will. 
In performances in shrines, the Sufi s sought to contain the proliferation of 
multiple meanings implicit in poetry by interpreting the erotic resonances of 
Hindavī poetry as referring to Allah. 

 But the authority of interpretive communities is not absolute, and the 
Chishti projections of the ideal reader as receptive Sufi  novice should be sup-
plemented by recalling the celebration of polysemy that is part of the genre. 
Hindavī poetry circulated beyond the court and  k  hānaqāh , to be read with-
out courtly ceremonial or Sufi  glosses. One later account of readership comes 
from a very unusual document, the autobiography of a Srimal Jain merchant, 
Banārsīdās. Writing in 1641 at the age of forty-fi ve, Banārsīdās describes his 
life’s vicissitudes in a book that he called  Ardhakathānaka  (“Half a Tale”), since 
he believed at this point that he had spent half his allotted lifespan. Banārsīdās 
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periodically lost all his money in risky ventures and spent parts of his life in 
destitute poverty. At one such juncture, he entertained a number of persons 
in his house by reciting and singing large portions of the eastern Hindavī or 
Avadhi love stories:

  I had only a few coins left. I would remain sitting at home, and stopped 
visiting the market-place. But I spent my evenings singing and reciting 
poems. A small group of about ten or twenty people used to visit me 
regularly and to them I sang  Madhumalati  and  Mirgavati , two grand 
books. My visitors continually praised my singing and conversation. My 
evenings were thus spent pleasantly, though I was so miserably poor 
that I had nothing to eat the next morning. One of my regular lis-
teners was a halwai who sold kachauris—a kind of stuff ed, deep-fried 
pancake. I bought large quantities of kachauris from this man’s shop 
on credit. . . . I ate kachauris for all my meals, breakfast, lunch or dinner; 
often eating them cold or even stale. My halwai friend was unaware of 
my true circumstances. But one day, when I was alone with him, I told 
him all, confessing that I had no money left with me and that I even 
owed a lot. I warned him not to give me any more kachauris for he 
might never get his money back. The halwai was a kindly soul. He gave 
me leave to eat kachauris worth twenty rupees from his shop, assuring 
me that he would not bother me for money . . . my evening sessions of 

story-telling continued in this manner for six months.  75     

 Therefore dissemination and reception of the Hindavī Sufi  romances was not 
limited to the institutional contexts of court and shrine. Nor were the proto-
cols of interpretation laid out for these contexts the sole determinants of the 
meanings of these poems. Often a group of cultivated men,  rasika s or connois-
seurs, gathered to listen to love poetry privately. Familiar with the language and 
the generic features of these poems, they came together for the pleasure of a 
good story told in elegant verse. The notion of  rasa  as a relationship between 
text and reader, a relationship of mutual understanding and aesthetic pleasure, 
enabled the circulation of these texts among diff erent social groups. Through 
the manuals of performance and anecdotes of audience response, it has been 
possible to delineate a theory of reading which allowed the Sufi  romances to 
circulate and to be understood diff erently in diff erent contexts. The courts of 
nobles and rulers, Sufi  shrines, bazaars and mosques, and the houses of the 

affl  uent were the contexts of reception for enjoying the pleasure of the text.     



     Epilogue: The Story of Stories   

   An Indian Ocean of Stories 
 What of the sources of the stories, and the source of story itself? More par-
ticularly, Where do the stories in the Hindavī Sufi  romances come from? To 
answer this question ontologically, we would have to account for the univer-
sal human urge to tell stories. This being ultimately unanswerable, we can at 
least investigate two or three smaller questions, with particular reference to 
our texts: Who uses common narrative motifs to tell stories? At which particu-
lar historical moments do people tell particular stories, and what do they mean 
at that time and in that place? Can one string together a genealogy of such 
narrative moments, revealing a story about the stories people tell? 

 To begin to answer these questions, we can interpret stories within their 
particular historical moments, as being explanatory of social roles, historical 
and material changes, and, in this particular instance, Sufi  spiritual direction. 
And even though poetic fi ctions of imaginary worlds can be set apart from 
the author’s historical and social world, the narrative motifs woven into their 
formulaic patterns have a history of their own and reinscribe larger histori-
cal processes within the landscape of fantasy. The fi ctional universes of the 
Hindavī Sufi  romances, set in exotic locales such as Serendib or the City of 
Gold ( Kancanpura ), are constructed out of well-known sequences of narrative 
motifs in the various storytelling traditions in the languages surrounding the 
Indian Ocean. The narrative motifs that the poets use reveal a history of com-
plex interactions among Persian, Arabic, Sanskritic, and local story traditions. 

 Stories are part of larger historical worlds with their own struggles and 
interactions. The primary purpose of the poet who creates an imaginary uni-
verse may not be to represent historical events, but poetic uses of individual 
motifs and larger narrative sequences are linked with larger historical pro-
cesses and have a history of their own. The travels of narrative motifs mark 
deep and long cultural interactions between peoples in premodern global econ-
omies. People who trade merchandise also swap stories and translate beast 
fables and borrow larger narrative frameworks. In these narrative exchanges, 
culture and society are shaped as mixed, polyglot, and ever-changing. Stories 
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themselves change and shift, signifying diff erent things to diff erent audiences 
and being used diff erently by poets and storytellers.  1   They travel along with 
the spices, jewels, and textiles that have always been staple commodities in 
trade. Movements of people, in K. N. Chaudhuri’s phrase, necessarily involve 
the “exchange of ideas, economic systems, social usage, political institutions, 
and artistic traditions.”  2   Narrative motifs are common to many traditions and 
consequently have widespread appeal, but they are also historically marked, 
have a history of their own, and occur in unexpected places. The consolidation 
of the Delhi sultanate produced new regional polities, allowed local artistic and 
literary traditions to be adapted to new ends, and enabled wandering holy men 
to set up networks across the provinces of Hindustan. 

 The movements of scholars, Sufi s, traders, and travelers through the famil-
iar and less familiar parts of the known world engendered not just travel narra-
tives but also geographies, nautical guides, and accounts of the marvels found 
in the lands and oceans stretching from India to China. The fantasy world of 
the Hindavī Sufi  romances is part of a regional or Hindustani literary tradi-
tion with its own poetics and politics, but Hindustan itself was part of a larger 
Islamicate world in which stories, people, and merchandise traveled freely. The 
trade in stories that went along with the mercantile (and sometimes martial) 
encounters among cultures in this world changed forever with the arrival of 
the Portuguese on the Malabar coast in the last decade of the fi fteenth century. 
The Hindavī Sufi  romances share in this historical moment. 

 In tracing the sources of these narrative motifs and sequences, we are 
not looking for the origin of a story, but for how that story has traveled, has 
been linguistically manipulated in translation from one language to another, 
has been adapted into numerous ideological frameworks in new situations. 
Narrative sources are not to be mined merely as an exercise in  Quellenkritik , 
but as representative of historical agents, people in situations of hostility and 
alliance, encounter and exchange. Earlier ages too knew phenomena like the 
wildly enthusiastic reception given to the  Arabian Nights  in eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century Europe, England in particular,  3   the hundreds of versions, 
translations, abridgements, magazine excerpts of the “Oriental tale,” lushly 
Orientalized dramatizations, alluring fancy dress costumes, exotic fabliaux, and 
folkloric recountings. 

 One example of such a successful reception of a genre is the premodern 
transmission of the beast fables of the  Pañcatantra , the now-lost original “mir-
ror for princes”  4   famously composed by Vi ṣ  ṇ u Śarmā in Sanskrit.  5   The tales 
are said to have occasioned a special mission to India from the sixth-century 
court of  Kh usrau Anūshīrvān the Just, who sent Burzoe, an ancient Iranian 
sage, on a search for a magic life-restoring herb, a search that culminated in 
his theft of the book.  6   Translated into Arabic from Pahlavi by Ibn al-Muqaff a‘ 
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ca. 750  a.d.,  as the tales of the wise sage Bidpai or, in Sanskrit, Vidyāpati, the 
fables were disseminated as the narrative exchanges of Kalīlah and Dimnah, a 
pair of jackals who told these easy to-understand-stories illustrating just about 
every trick in the book to young princes in training for rulership.  7   Kalīlah and 
Dimnah are modeled on the Sanskrit Kara ṭ aka and Damanaka, two Indian 
jackals who similarly instruct princes on statecraft and strategy. 

 These beast fables traveled as folklore, courtly literature, song, fable, and 
wonder tale through the courts and languages of the Middle East and Europe.  8   
They circulated with the merchandise and money whose routes Janet Abu-
Lughod has delineated so deftly in her account of the premodern global sys-
tem of the Islamicate world:

  Ships sailing to China from Mesopotamia exited the Persian Gulf and 
then skirted the western coast of Sind (today’s Pakistan) and Hind 
(today’s India), making frequent port calls and seldom out of sight of 
land. The monsoon winds allowed them to cross the open sea from 
Muscat-Oman to India, but boats were small and navigational meth-
ods were still primitive. In the tenth century, the Arabs had only the 
sidereal rose, a method of plotting locations via the polar star that 
the Persians had used before them. By the thirteenth century if not 
before, however, Arab navigators were supplementing star navigation 
with the fl oating compass the Chinese had employed a century or so 

earlier.  9     

 In this milieu, it is no surprise that there are many extant examples, full of 
linguistic manipulations of various sorts, of later retranslations of Arabic tales 
back into Indian Persian or other regional languages, as well as folkloric ver-
sions and fresh translations from the Sanskrit. In 1919, in an exhaustive trac-
ing out of  Pañcatantra  story motifs in later folkloric renditions, W. Norman 
Brown stressed the continuous back-and-forth borrowing of motifs and frames 
by the tellers of oral tales and the composers of literary fi ctions, and the 
high degree of coincidence between oral and written tales.  10   There are also 
continuous instances of interlinguistic transfers back and forth. The Mughal 
emperor Akbar, apparently dissatisfi ed at the degree to which the  Anvār-i 
Suhailī  (“Lights of Canopus”) and Abū ’l-Faz
l’s  ‘Iyār-i Dānish  (“Touchstone of 
Wisdom”) departed from the Sanskrit original of the  Pañcatantra , sponsored 
a fresh Persian translation of a Jain Sanskrit version of the tales called the 
 Pañcākhyāna . The translator, Mu ṣ t " afá  Kh āliqdād ‘Abbāsī, who apparently used 
a copy of the Jain recension in the imperial library, was also responsible for 
a complete Persian translation of the famous Sanskrit collection of tales enti-
tled the  Kathā-sarit-sāgara  (“The Ocean of the Streams of Story,” commonly 
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called “The Ocean of Story”).  11   We have the itinerary of another such travel-
ing literary phenomenon, the Sanskrit  Śuka-saptati , the “Seventy Tales of a 
Parrot.”  12   Translated into Persian as the  Tūt 
  ī-Nāmah  by the fourteenth-century 
north Indian Chishti disciple Z
iyā’ al-dīn Nak  hshabī, these tales illustrate a 
misogynistic stereotype of the age, the cupidity and lustful nature of women.  13   
They were translated back into Deccani Urdu, a local or regional language, by 
Ġhavvās � ī, the celebrated poet laureate ( malik al-shu‘rā’ ) at the Golkonda court 
of Sultan ‘Abdullāh Qut " b Shāh in the seventeenth century.  14   

 These examples demonstrate the polyglot worlds in which tales traveled, 
both in the cosmopolitan Persian-speaking Islamicate world and in the multi-
lingual local worlds of Hindustan and the Deccan. Moreover, as Richard Eaton 
notes about the rise of tales about the phenomenon of travel itself,

  Nowhere is this Islamic “world system” more vividly captured than in 
the genre of travel literature that emerged after the thirteenth century. 
The Qur’an itself enjoins its community to “Journey in the land, then 
behold how He originated creation” (29:20). From the earliest days of 
Islam, pious Muslims followed this injunction quite literally; indeed the 
tradition of peripatetic scholars and saints is traceable in part to this 
verse. In the fourteenth and fi fteenth centuries yet another purpose for 
“journeying in the land” appeared when increased European demand 
for spices . . . triggered trade diasporas throughout the Indian Ocean and 
Sahara Desert. For both pious and commercial reasons, Muslims dur-
ing these two centuries began moving through the known world in 

unprecedented numbers. They also recorded their experiences.  15     

 The Arabic- and Persian-speaking world encountered cultural diff erence through 
its accounts of marvels, and framed its fantasy literature within a metaphysics 
derived from the Qur’ān and the essentials of the faith that merchants carried 
with them throughout the Indian Ocean, which links the port cities of Asia to 
the clearinghouses of the Arab world and the markets of Europe 

 In this trajectory, the Hindavī Sufi  romances produce and reproduce a 
generic logic that is quite particular. The characters in the usual love triangle 
of the genre all have Indian names and practice local religious customs such 
as going to temple on important and holy days, enjoying the pleasures of  pān  
chewing and chess, the appeal of the new Hindavī story and song, playing 
and swinging in forest groves or mango orchards, even when they exemplify 
states of being or spiritual processes. Indeed, the genre is a re-presentation of 
Islamic models of piety and poetry in Indian dress, the Persian sugar candy in 
the form of jaggery or raw golden sugar. Although the Hindavī Sufi  romances 
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are modeled in part on Persian allegorical poems such as ‘At " t " ār’s  Mant " iq al-
T"air  or  The Conference of the Birds , along with richly symbolic and suggestive 
poems such as the  Khamsah  of Niz " āmī, they fully reimagine these Persian 
concepts and models through local aesthetics and narrative conventions. 

 This realm of crisscrossing polities, erotologies, ascetic lineages, lit-
eratures, and languages was also part of the larger Islamicate world and 
pre-Islamic world of the Indian Ocean. Parallel to the process of consoli-
dating and expanding Turkish and Afghan rule over Hindustan, there was 
an expansion of trade and travel networks  16   through the extensive Indian 
Ocean trade that was revitalized by the Arabs after the eighth century.  17   The 
Arab traders took over the classical Greek and Roman trade with India and 
worked alongside the existing trading systems of the Indians, Indonesians, 
and Chinese. 

 Following the pioneering work of K. N. Chaudhuri, scholars have treated 
the littorals of the Indian Ocean as a group of societies linked by trade, 
the annual compulsion of the monsoon winds, commonalities of culture 
and social practice, and networks of circulation and exchange.  18   In tandem 
with this process of cultural and mercantile exchange based on transoce-
anic trade, there were signifi cant overland developments. The  pax Mongolica  
enabled overland trade between Europe and China and linked Asia, the 
Middle East, and Europe in what Abu-Lughod has termed a premodern 
world system.  19   This world system was “Islamicate” in the sense that it was 
not always linked “directly to the religion, Islam, itself, but to the social and 
cultural complex historically associated with Islam and the Muslims, both 
among Muslims themselves and even when found among non-Muslims.”  20   
As Phillip Wagoner indicates in his study of the court dress code of the 
south Indian kingdom of Vijayanagara, this systemic shift also entailed a 
civilizational change. In the world of the Indian Ocean, people adopted cul-
tural and discursive practices from the Turkish sultanate of Delhi and the 
regional Afghan kingdoms while maintaining indigenous forms as part of 
their useful symbolic repertoire.  21   

  Fantasy and the Fantastic 

 Nowhere is the process of cultural exchange more vivid than in the accounts 
of the marvels and wonders that travelers found in new places. The sense of 
the marvelous, that which causes astonishment ( ‘ajab ), can be construed both 
as an imaginative escape from humdrum existence and as a mark of cultural 
encounter and exchange. It can thus be examined within a larger historical and 
cultural trajectory. In one way, these fantasies liberated readers and listeners 



love’s  subtle magic330

from the bounds of ordinary experience and allowed them to travel to faraway 
lands and unlikely places populated by marvelous beasts and beings. Yet this 
invitation away from the brute realities of history into a world of exotic won-
ders and romantic quests had its own historical status within the struggles of 
the age that produced it. 

 In another context of cultural encounter, the European apprehension of 
the “new” world of the Americas, Stephen Greenblatt has spoken of wonder 
as “the decisive emotional and intellectual experience in the presence of radi-
cal diff erence.”  22   In the Islamicate world of the sultanate period, accounts of 
marvels or wonders ( ‘ajā’ib ) that travelers saw were marked by a similar sense 
of astonishment ( ‘ajab  or  ta‘ajjub ). Their astonishment had a double referent, 
as it was provoked by the extraordinary monuments of classical antiquity as 
well as by the marvels encountered in distant lands. Early accounts, such as 
the tenth-century Captain Buzurg bin Shahryār’s  Kitāb ‘Ajā’ib al-Hind  (“The 
Book of Wonders of India”), were, as C. E. Dubler insists, “no wanton inven-
tions of fancy, but [were] often based on a minute and exact observation of 
nature.”  23   However, as the geographical accounts and cosmographies of Arab 
writers grew more elaborate, they ventured more into the realms of fantasy 
and imaginative literature:

  The taste for the fantastic was so pronounced in the medieval Arab 
world that it spawned a distinctive genre of literature, that of  aja’ib  
(marvels), and books were written on the marvels of Egypt, of India 
and of the cosmos as a whole. Such books were hugger mugger com-
pilations of improbable information about the stupendous monuments 
of antiquity, strange coincidences, the miraculous powers of certain 
plants, stones, and animals, and feats of magic. Many of the marvels 
fi rst found in “non-fi ction” works on cosmography eventually made 
their way into the  Nights . The Sinbad cycle, which is a fi ctional rework-
ing of mariners’ yarns about the wonders to be found in the Indian 
and China seas (among them the wak-wak tree with its human-headed 
fruit, the Old Man of the Sea and the fi sh as large as an island), is the 
most obvious example of this process.  24     

 The sense of astonishment over the radically diff erent, as well as over the 
stupendous and magical, comes to a person “at the time of that person’s igno-
rance of the  sabab  (cause) of something.”  25   Amazement is frequently accompa-
nied by a formulaic affi  rmation of Allah as the supreme creator of all things 
found in the universe. Marvels are thus fi tted into the totalizing frame of 
the divine will that is expressed through creation, signs of wonder that make 
humans aware of Allah’s omnipotence. 
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 The subsequent creation of imaginative literature seems to demonstrate 
this insight from Henry James:

  The only general attribute of projected romance that I can see . . . is the 
fact of the kind of experience with which it deals—experience liber-
ated, so to speak: experience disengaged, disembroiled, disencumbered, 
exempt from the conditions that we normally know to attach to it 
and . . . drag upon it, and operating in a medium which relieves it, in a 
particular interest, of the inconvenience of a related, a measurable state, 

a state subject to all our vulgar communities.  26     

 In one sense, these fantasies liberated readers and listeners from the bounds 
of ordinary experience and allowed them to travel to faraway lands and unlikely 
places populated by wondrous beasts and beings. Although such audiences 
were bounded by an overarching sense of a cosmic and natural order over-
shadowed by God, the marvels and wonders of creation stretched the limits of 
the imagination and of what James calls “all our vulgar communities.” 

 In another sense, as Tzvetan Todorov notes in his study of the fantastic, 
fantasy is dependent on notions of the real because they provide a basis for 
comparing the imaginary world with the ordinary one:

  The reader and the hero . . . must decide if a certain event or phenomenon 
belongs to reality or to imagination, that is, must determine whether or 
not it is real. It is therefore the category of the real which has furnished 
a basis for our defi nition of the fantastic. No sooner have we become 

aware of this fact, than we must come to a halt—amazed.  27     

 Todorov’s well-staged amazement or hesitation between the real and the imagi-
nary is the focus for a thoroughgoing analysis of a variety of fantastic texts and 
discourses. As Graham Seymour indicates, “The real constitutes a linchpin for 
the analysis of the reading of literary fantasy in so far as it indicates the point 
from which the subject is suspended in the hesitation of his/her desire—a hesi-
tation and a division which . . . is both aimed at and provoked by the fantastic.”  28   
Todorov himself comments on the origins of this “linchpin” as follows: “The 
nineteenth century transpired, it is true, in a metaphysics of the real and the 
imaginary, and the literature of the fantastic is nothing but the bad conscience 
of this positivist era. But today, we can no longer believe in an immutable, 
external reality, nor in a literature which is merely the transcription of such a 
reality. Words have gained an autonomy which things have lost.”  29   

 The universe of words of the Avadhi or eastern Hindavī  premākhyān s is 
a fantasy world of marvels and exotic locales, of supernatural helpers and 
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agencies who aid the hero along his way. The linchpin of the genre, how-
ever, is not some positivist notion of the real, but an aesthetic of  rasa  that 
is adapted from Sanskrit poetics to suggest new and varied Sufi  and secular 
meanings. The literary mechanism by which the poetry could be interpreted in 
multiple ways was the Sanskrit theory of  dhvani  or suggestion, which allowed 
poets and readers to go beyond the literal and fi gurative levels of meaning in 
poetic texts.  30   

 This theoretical move holds a mimetic form of literary and artistic repre-
sentation to be secondary to the enterprise of writing literature. In reading any 
genre that follows this poetic system, one cannot assume a straightforward 
link between a particular time and space and its representation in poetry. As 
Abhinavagupta puts it, in his  Locana , “A poet has no need to carry out a mere 
chronicle of events. That is a task accomplished by the historian” (L 3.10–14e). 
Instead, the poet invents a new universe through the innumerable varieties of 
suggestion that can be created from the old subjects of poetry. In this deter-
minedly anti-mimetic universe, experience is liberated and disembroiled from 
the travails of everyday life. This constitutes the appeal of the poetic eff ort. As 
Todorov notes, “The fantastic requires . . . a reaction to events as they occur in 
the world evoked. . . . In short, the fantastic implies fi ction.”  31   

 Todorov construed the fantastic as the staging of amazement over marvel-
ous events and phenomena, as a hesitation over whether they are real or imag-
inary. The authors of romances may construct fantasy worlds to liberate the 
imagination, but we must delineate their generic and narrative outlines against 
the shadowy background of the material fragments and literary remains of the 
sultanate period. As Stephen Greenblatt put it, “It is . . . a theoretical mistake 
and a practical blunder to collapse the distinction between representation and 
reality, but at the same time we cannot keep them isolated from one another. 
They are locked together in an uneasy marriage in a world without ecstatic 
union or divorce.”  32   

 When the fi ctions we examine are about the victors and vanquished in a 
particular historical situation, how can we separate our readings from these 
political and theological resonances? How can we sidestep the theoretical dual-
ism of real and imaginary, of having to decide between truth and falsity in 
some perpetually unsatisfactory positivist operation? Rosemary Jackson, writ-
ing about fantasy, indicates the beginnings of a productive line of inquiry by 
urging an emphasis on ideology, which she characterizes as “roughly speaking, 
the imaginary ways in which men experience the real world, those ways in 
which men’s relation to the world is lived through various systems of meaning 
such as religion, family, law, moral codes, education, etc.”  33   Understanding the 
many meanings of fantastic literature lies precisely in unpacking the ideologi-

cal frames and uses of narrative.  
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  Formulaic Structures 

 In formulaic literature, “Originality is to be welcomed only in the degree that 
it intensifi es the expected experience without fundamentally altering it.”  34   As 
John G. Cawelti notes, “Since the pleasure and eff ectiveness of an individual 
formulaic work depends on its intensifi cation of a familiar experience, the for-
mula creates its own world with which we become familiar by repetition. We 
learn in this way how to experience this imaginary world without continually 
comparing it with our own experience.”  35   The pleasure of entering this fan-
tastic world can be maximized by the author’s use of the most widespread 
and conventional social and narrative forms. This factor allows many diff erent 
audiences to enjoy the formulaic plots of the Hindavī romances, much as they 
enjoy the Indian cinematic extravaganzas of the present day. 

 Like these fi lms, the generic formula of the Hindavī Sufi  romances con-
tains a set of easily predictable conventions and motifs. Originality consists of 
using the formula in new ways, but the basics remain the same: the hero’s 
quest for self-transformation impelled by an initial dream, vision, or encoun-
ter; the use of abstract characters or narrative options in the progress of true 
love; the entwined articulation of erotics and asceticism in the service of an 
ideal of mystical love; and the use of an aesthetics of  rasa  that is reworked 
from its classical sources to express a distinctive Hindavī agenda of Sufi  love. 
As Cawelti noted:

  Conventional story patterns work because they bring into an eff ective 
convention a large variety of existing cultural and artistic interests and 
concerns. This approach is diff erent from traditional forms of social 
or psychological determinism in that it rejects the concept of a sin-
gle fundamental social or psychological dynamic in favor of viewing 
the appeal of a conventional literary pattern as the result of a vari-
ety of cultural, artistic, and psychological interests. Successful story 
patterns like the western persist, according to this view, not because 
they embody some particular ideology or psychological dynamic, 
but because they maximize a great many such dynamics. Thus, in 
analysing the cultural signifi cance of such a pattern, we cannot expect 
to arrive at a single key interpretation. Instead, we must show how a 
large number of interests and concerns are brought into an eff ective 

order or unity.  36     

 Nowhere is this dictum better illustrated than in the Avadhi  premākhyān s. 
 Vladimir Propp spoke of the capacity for transformation inherent in such 

formulaic tales.  37   Studying stories, for Propp, was analogous to “the study of 
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organic formations in nature,”  38   and from this insight he developed a system 
to fi nd the quasi-biological “morphology” of a given set of stories by analyz-
ing their structure and motifs. Propp’s analysis of themes and their place in 
actions that advance the narrative, called functions, reduces narrative struc-
ture to the combinations and recombinations of the component parts of a tale. 
Emblematic functions, rather than people, trundle through the plot, strangely 
reminiscent of wheeled robots in contemporary formulaic science fi ction. 
People, idealized or otherwise, do not matter; what is important is the overall 
structure of the plot and the options that move it along. These emblematic 
characters help or hinder the hero’s progress toward the satisfaction of his 
perpetually deferred desire, his arrival and dispatch, the ordeals that struc-
ture his ascetic quest, the action of the plot. Propp’s analysis clearly is limited 
by the relatively simple and formulaic nature of the Russian folk narratives 
he discusses. Yet something like the concept of “function” may be necessary 
whenever we think about individual emblematic or allegorical characters, for it 
allows us to discuss the movement and action of the plot. On a larger scale, 
the notion of function gives us a way to link what happens in the whole 
course and design of the narrative with the social logics surrounding it, the 
action itself as emblem of the larger cultural and psychological tensions of the 
polyglot cultural scene of northern India or Hindustan. 

 Although the use of formulaic motifs may be repetitive, it is not static 
but dynamic, exciting and enhancing the enjoyment of the poem through 
every detail. The abstraction is useful in that it allows us to analyze the 
representation of historical events as well as fi ctional ones, but begs the 
question of how the historical and social world is implicated in the narra-
tive world of fantasy. The problem is especially acute in highly formulaic 
genres of literature such as the Hindavī Sufi  romances, which use common 
Indian, Islamic, and folkloric narrative motifs of wider provenance but 
arrange them according to a very specifi c overall design. Although Propp 
and the French structuralists have attempted to construct morphologies or 
generative grammars  39   of narrative, the move separates the fantasy world 
from the social world and creates an abstract structure that is ultimately 
indefensible. 

 As a partial solution to the problem, Peter Brooks developed a theory of 
narrative desire, based on what Roland Barthes called  la passion du sens , the 
“passion of/for meaning” that animates us as readers of narrative.  40   Brooks 
links “the reading of plot as a form of desire that carries us forward, onward, 
and through the text” with the psychology of the reading subject to construct 
what he calls a “textual erotics.”  41   Something analogous is required of us as 

readers of the Hindavī romance.   
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  Translations and Wider Infl uences of the 
Hindavı̄ Romances 

 In the  Cāndāyan , Dā’ūd created an Indian narrative genre for cultivated peo-
ple who already enjoyed the exquisite Persian romances of the great Niz " āmī 
Ganjavī, with their subtly suggestive texture and imagery, as well as Indian 
music, poetry, and dance in evening parties and gatherings. In return, there 
were two partial translations of the  Cāndāyan  into Persian  42   and one Persian 
translation of the Hindavī  Mirigāvatī . In the years immediately preceding the 
death of Akbar, the rebellious Prince Salīm was ensconced in a provincial 
court in Allahabad that his father Akbar had newly endowed with a secure 
fort upriver of the confl uence of rivers. There Salīm sponsored a subimperial 
atelier of painters, calligraphers, and book binders that produced the Indo-
Persian prose version of the  Mirigāvatī , the  Rāj-Kun ̱ var , “Prince.” This impor-
tant Mughal imperial manuscript was a lavishly illustrated codex made for the 
rebel prince as he waited for his father’s demise.  43   

 There are in addition no fewer than eleven translations of the  Padmāvat  
into Persian, and even an opera that the librettist Laloy composed on the theme 
and that was performed in Paris in 1923.  44   The eleven Persian translations are 
evidence of the close interlinguistic links and resonances of a culture that was 
equally at home in Persian and Hindavī. They include the version of ‘Āqil Khān 
Rāzī, a prominent courtier at the camp of Aurangzeb in Burhanpur, entitled the 
 Sham‘ va Parvānah  (“The Lamp and the Moth”).  45   Dr. S. A. H. Abidi, the doyen 
of Indo-Persian and Persian studies and discoverer of many rare works, pro-
vides a discussion of all the translations of the  Padmāvat .  46   The eighth of the 
twelve translations of Jāyasī’s  Padmavat  that Dr. Abidi lists, the   Ḥ usn-va-‘Ishq  
of  Ḥ usām al-dīn, is actually a translation of Mañjhan’s  Madhumālatī  by Mirza 
 Ḥ usām al-dīn  Ḥ usāmī, the father of the eighteenth-century Persian lexicogra-
pher and litterateur Sirāj al-dīn ‘Alī Khān Ārzū.  47   The translator was related to 
the Shattari  silsilah  by marriage if not spiritual lineage, for his wife was one of 
the granddaughters of Shaikh Mu ḥ ammad Ġhaus ̱  Gvāliyārī. Two other Persian 
translations of the  Madhumālatī  were made by various persons connected with 
the Shattari  silsilah , including the indefatigable ‘Āqil Khān Rāzī, who was also 
a disciple of the later Shattari shaikhs of Burhanpur. Much further work needs 
to be done on all these versions. 

 The literary tradition of Sufi  romances in Hindavī did continue under 
the Mughals, although Akbar and his successors were more interested in 
patronizing mannerist or  rīti  poetry and the poetry devoted to K ṛ  ṣ  ṇ a in Braj 
Bhā ṣ ā, another premodern literary language hailing from the region around 
Mathura,  48   and the later romances of the genre waned in popularity after this 
shift in patronage. Later poets who composed romances following the model 



love’s  subtle magic336

of the great sultanate Hindavī love stories did not create such elaborate narra-
tives as the  Padmāvat  and the  Madhumālatī .  49   But in the seventeenth century, 
‘Usmān of Ghazipur (ca. 1613) composed his  Citrāvalī ,  50   which represents the 
Creator as a painter ( citerā ) who looks at the world and paints it full of imagi-
nal forms as a kind of picture pavilion or  citra-sārī . A prince, Sujāna, magically 
transported to the picture pavilion of Princess Citrāvalī of Rūpa-nagara, sees a 
ravishing picture of the princess, is transfi xed, and draws a picture of himself 
next to it. When the princess sees his picture, she falls in love, and the rest 
of the plot covers the adventures of the prince and princess as they try to 
consummate their mutual desire. These adventures include being blinded and 
eaten by a python, fi nding a magic ointment for regaining sight, and surviving 
a subplot involving a second heroine, Kaulāvatī. Nūr Mu ḥ ammad of Azamgarh, 
a prominent eighteenth-century  premākhyān  poet, wrote works including the 
 Indrāvat  (1744)  51   and the  Anurāg-Bānsurī  or “Flute of Love,” completed in 
1764.  52   Romances such as these continued to be composed till the beginning 
of the twentieth century, though under the Mughals the genre became a local 
literary tradition without signifi cant imperial political sponsorship. 

 It is natural to wonder about the “impact” of a genre of literature, if that 
can ever be measured. Subsequent to the era of the great sultanate romances, 
narrative genres such as  qi ṣ  ṣ ah  and  dāstān  in the new literary languages of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Hindi and Urdu, were recreated out of 
earlier genres.  53   Still later, the makers of Bombay fi lms drew upon performance 
traditions such as  nau ṭ ankī  and Parsi theater. In short, even after the sultan-
ate had been obliterated, both individual motifs, such as becoming a yogi in 
love, and the larger cultural space of storytelling and formulaic fantasy that the 
Hindavī Sufi  romance poets carved out continued to be reconstituted. Just as 
Qut " ban used the voyages of Sindbād and the marvels of India as motifs in the 
 Mirigāvatī , his text and the other Sufi  romances were a source for later  qi ṣ  ṣ ah  
and  dāstan  writers, as well as novelists, fi lmmakers, and opera composers. The 
literary, artistic, and musical echoes continue to resonate. 

 Shantanu Phukan has unearthed rare and interesting accounts of the later 
reception of the Hindavī Sufi  romances. Of these, perhaps one can be sin-
gled out as exemplary of the process by which the genre became a “classical” 
received tradition for later listeners and readers. In 1739, a nobleman by the 
name of Anand Rām, with the Persian pen name of Mukhli ṣ  (“Sincere”), went 
to the death-anniversary celebrations at a Sufi  shrine. On his fi rst night there 
he could not sleep, so he requested his servant to tell him a tale to while away 
the night:

  [M]y servant told the colorful tale that Jāyasī, author of the Hindi 
 Padmāvat , had written entirely in the Eastern dialect ( pūrabī )—as 



Epilogue: The Story of Stories 337

though it were an Eastern melody brimming over with pain. Jāyasī had 
based its wording on uncommon ideas and rare metaphors; however, 
since the work contains the bewitchments and marvels of love, it com-

pels the heart to feel pain.  54     

 In his analysis of this quote, Phukan demonstrates that Mukhli ṣ  felt the 
“unmistakable pull of its language upon his sensibility—it moved him, as does 
a soulful melody ‘brimming over with pain’ ( sar tā sar chūn pardah-yi pūrabī 
labrīz-i dard ). The Eastern dialect of Hindi evidently evoked associations of 
musicality, rhythm, and cadence.”  55   This was precisely the reason the Hindavī 
Sufi  romances were prized and enthusiastically translated and retold numer-
ous times. 

 Moreover, as Phukan shows, Ānand Rām Mukhli ṣ  went on to use a sarto-
rial metaphor to explain the intention behind his translation of the tale into 
Persian. As he puts it:

  And I said to myself, “If this Hindi Beloved were to be displayed in the 
robes of a Persian writer ( qalamkār-e Fārsī ) then it is possible that this 
work of art might appear elegant and permissible in the estimation of 
the people of taste ( dar naz � ar-e ahl-e z "  auq īn fan musta ḥ san numāyad ). 
Therefore, my pen laid the foundations of this literary project and, hav-
ing completed it within the span of a week, called it  Ha ṅ gāma-e ‘Ishq  

(the clamor of love).”  56     

 Here  qalamkār-i Fārsī  refers not to a “Persian writer” but more properly to the 
“work of the pen,” or writing. A charming ambiguity is conveyed by the fact 
that the word  qalamkār  also refers to a certain type of patterned cloth pro-
duced to this day in Iran, especially around Isfahan. The phrase should read 
“in Persian robes patterned by the pen.” 

 Phukan overstates the case when he claims that this passage has to be 
understood in an oppositional way: “Here Hindi is defi ned by opposition: if 
Persian robes refi ne the Hindi-beloved, making her fi t for the eyes of the lite-
rati, then Hindi by implication lacked polish, elegance, and taste.”  57   Hindavī 
was hardly the poor provincial cousin that Phukan makes her, but rather a 
sophisticated regional literary tradition that had its own polished sweetness and 
charm, which is why appealing examples from it were rendered into Persian 
so many times. The Hindavī romances were fully part of the mental furniture 
of the sultanate male aristocrats, just as much part of their cultural and liter-
ary canon as were the older works of Sa‘dī or Firdausī. The patrons and audi-
ences of these texts were Indian Muslims, frequently intermarried, sometimes 
converted, tracing their genealogy back to Arabia or Persia or Central Asia but 
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very much part of the  desī  landscape and celebrating their love of their native 
land in Hindavī poetry. The metaphor of dress is interesting, too, when one 
considers how the Hindavī romances constitute a Persian genre that is com-
pletely reinvented in Indian form. The characters of the Hindavī romances are 
Muslims in local dress, questing princes in the garb of yogis, as much a part 
of a cross-dressing colonial élite as a Simla fancy-dress party during the sum-
mer seasons of the Raj or a Richard Burton in the robes of a Persian doctor 
on the hajj. 

 Amīr  Kh usrau once described himself as a parrot using his beak to break 
Indian sugar rather than refi ned Persian sugar candy. Echoing this choice, the 
Hindavī poets celebrated the  desī  mixture of ghee and jaggery, the raw golden 
 gu ṛ   made from sugarcane juice. It is not hard to imagine a cosmopolitan  desī  
literary and devotional culture newly created in the provinces of the Delhi sul-
tanate and the Afghan kingdoms, centered around evening gatherings at court 
or private musical sessions at Sufi  shrines. These contexts of reception shaped 
a range of responses to these beautiful and conventionally patterned narratives 
in the spoken language of Hindustan. The pleasure of a long formulaic genre, 
such as the Persian  dāstān , the Hindavī Sufi   mas ̱ navī , or the modern Indian 
fi lm, consists of abandoning oneself to the events and descriptions in the story, 
the set pieces that every instance of the genre must include, and tasting the 
juice of love that is the express aesthetic agenda of the poets and storytellers 
of these media. Along with the poem, courtly audiences would have enjoyed 
the usual intoxicants—the pleasurably narcotic red juice of  pān , wine, and 
other stimulants—as well as the luxurious atmosphere of  khus -scented kiosks 
hung with tapestries and perfumed with incense. If the stories resolved the 
perceived cultural tension between eroticism and asceticism, so much the bet-
ter. They fi t perfectly into a cultural scene that knows gods such as the erotic 
ascetic Śiva,  58   in which there were and are many competing ascetic lineages 
with distinct poetic and devotional practices, and in which kings as famous as 
Raja Bhart ṛ hari renounced their kingdoms and went wandering as yogis on a 
quest for the divine beloved and the savor of  prema-rasa .  
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  253–54  ,   257    

   lak   ṣ   a   ṇ    ā    ( secondary or fi gurative mean-
ings of a word),     31  

  land grants, tax-free ( madad-i ma‘āsh ),   
  6–7  ,   101  ,   252  ,   258  

  landscapes    
  cultural,     1  ,   27  ,   155  ,   176  
  geographic or physical,     27  ,   143  , 

  147–48  ,   151–52  ,   176  ,   198  ,   216  
  imaginary or fantasy,     23, 27  , 128,   141  , 

  145  ,   156  ,   158  , 170,   176  ,   218, 326  
  interior,     27  ,   142  ,   145  ,   159–60  ,   164  ,   198  , 

  215  ,   225  
  South Asian,     142  ,   152  ,   198  ,   223  
  spiritual or sanctifi ed,     27  ,   47  ,   143  , 

  151–55  ,   158  ,   180  ,   198   
  languages    

  dialects and,     3  ,   20  
  interactions of multiple,     3  
  Islamic theories of,     299–306  . 

   See also  alphabet  
  limitations of,     69  ,   322  
  literary, classical, or cosmopolitan,   

  2  ,   4  ,   18–19  ,   30  ,   32  ,   288  ,   300  . 
   See also  Arabic  ;   Persian  ;   Sanskrit  

  national,     10–11  
  native (mother tongues),     18  
  race and,     19  
  regional or  des   ī  ,     3  ,   15  ,   19  ,   61  ,   300–2  
  space or landscape and,     141–42   

   Lat " ā’ if-i Ashraf   ī   (“Subtleties of Ashraf”),   
  149  ,   152  

   Lat " ā’if-i Ġ   h   aib   ī   yyah  (“Subtleties of the 
Invisible World”),     256  

   Lat " ā’if-i Qudd   ū   s   ī   (“Qudd ū s ī’ s Graces/
Subtleties”),     62  

   Lav   ā’    i   ḥ   (“The Lights”) of Q ā  z�  ī   Ḥ am ī d 
al-d ī n N ā gaur ī ,     80–81  

  Lawrence, Bruce,     80  ,   198  ,   218–19  ,   313  
   Layl   ī    va Majn   ū   n of Niz'āmī ,     34–35  ,   37  
   Laẕẕ   ā   t al-Nis   ā’   (“The Delights of 

Women”),     74  
  Lefebvre, Henri,     141  
  legitimacy,     48–49  
  letter mysticism.      See  alphabet  
  L é vi, Sylvain,     135  
  light ( n   ū   r ),     13  ,   29  ,   38–46  ,       83  ,   89  ,   97, 

103, 105, 115, 148, 161  ,   173, 195, 201, 
225  ,   228, 250, 252, 268, 270, 276, 
278, 281, 305, 309, 311, 319

 divine (nūr-i avval ), 38, 40, 46, 65, 
78, 163–64, 228, 234, 236, 238, 
242, 244, 269

of Muḥammad (nūr-i Muḥammadī; 
puruṣa nirmarā), 38–39, 41, 43                

  L ī l āś uka Bilvama ṅ gala,     66–67  
  lions (real or metaphorical),     39  ,   42  ,   44  , 

  54  ,   56–57  ,   69  ,   93  
  literary criticism    

  Arabic or Persian,     296  ,   298  ,   300  
  nationalist,     10–11  
  Sanskrit,     30–32   

  literature    
  Indian Islamic,     19  ,   57  ,   62  
  self-conscious,     10  ,   20  ,   31  ,   33–34   

  lodge, Sufi .      See   Kh  ā naq ā h  
  Lod ī  sultanate.      See   under  sultanates  
  Lorik of Gaura ( C   ā   nd   ā   yan  hero),     34  ,   64  , 

  82–88  ,   92–108  ,   129  ,   226  ,   314  
  love    

  abstract quality of,     22  ,   28  
  Arabic, Islamic, or Persian views of,   

  71–76  ,   93  ,   108  ,   303  
  awakening or arising of,     23  ,   81  
  Chishti view of,     26  ,   64–65  ,   74–75  , 

  80–82  ,   307  
  divine,     36  
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love (cont.)
  game or play of,     68  ,   173–74  ,   218–19  , 

  271  
  good vs. bad,     110  
  Greek views of,     72  
  martyrs of,     72  ,   215–16  
  ordinate,     64  ,   82  ,   109  ,   307  ,   314  
  physical signs of,     64  ,   71–74  ,   76  , 

  93–94  ,   114  
  spiritual (  ḥ   aq   ī   q   ī  ),     270–71  ,   333  
  spontaneous ( svacchanda prem ) or 

instant,     12  ,   221  ,   225  
  stages of.      See under  stages  
  subtle magic of,     1  
  Sufi  view of,     18  ,   29  ,   32–34  ,   74–75  , 

  170  ,   214  ,   303  ,   307  ,   333  
  transformative power of,     5  
  triangles,     24  ,   83  ,   102  
  unrequited,     76  ,   95  
  violence and,     116–17  ,   203  ,   205  ,   214  , 

  216  
  words for    

   ‘ishq  (passionate love),     26  ,   66  , 
  71–72  ,   74–76  ,   94  ,   96  ,   105  ,   107–8  , 
  220  ,   242  ,   303  ,   314–15  ,   335  ,   337  

   ad   ṛṣṭ   a-k   ā   ma  (love without seeing),   
  76  ,   91  

    ḥ   ubb  (aff ection) or   ḥ   ubb ‘udhr   ī   (pla-
tonic love),     71–72  

   mu   ḥ   abbat  (love or aff ection),     74–75  , 
  94  

   mu   ḥ   abbat al-r   ū    ḥ   (love that comes 
from the soul),     71  ,   92  

   prema  (pure love),     22  ,   45  ,   65  ,   67  , 
  70  ,   74  ,   91  ,   120  ,   166  ,   214  ,   219  , 
  302–3  .    See also  rasa, prema-  

   shauq  or  k   ā   ma  (desire),     80  ,   315      

   Ma‘ārij al-Vil   ā   yah  of  Ġ hul ā m Mu‘īn 
al-d ī n ‘Abdull ā h  Kh vīshg ī  Qu ṣ  ū r ī ,   
  80  

  macrocosm.      See  bodies: as territory, 
continents, or cosmos  

   madad-i ma‘ash  (tax-free land grants),   
  6–7  ,   101  ,   252  

  Madhum ā lat ī  ( Madhum   ā   lat   ī   heroine),     24  , 
  221–32  ,   246–50  ,   263–84 

  transformed into bird,     273–74  , 
  277   

   Madhum   ā   lat   ī   of Ma ñ jhan, vii,     23–24  , 
  27–28  ,   220–32 

  asceticism, mysticism, or Sufi sm of,   
  28  ,   45–46  ,   221–22  ,   224  ,   226–27  , 
  229–32  ,   240  ,   246  ,   259  ,   263–64  , 
  303–4  

  ending,     284  
  manuscripts, history, and translations 

of,     28  ,   55–56  ,   335  
  plot of,     28  
  prologue of,     30  ,   44–46  ,   221  ,   232–33  , 

  259  ,   303–4  ,   306  
  uniqueness or popularity of,     28  ,   264  , 

  284–86  ,   324   
  M ā gadh ī ,     20  
  Ma ġ hrib ī , Mu ḥ ammad Sh ī r ī n. See 

Muḥammad Shīrīn Maġhribī              
  magic,     109  ,   111–12  ,   114–17  ,   135  ,   138–39  , 

  163  ,   170–73  ,   175  ,   183  ,   196  ,   236  ,   242  , 
  263  ,   265  ,   280  ,   326  ,   330  , 
  336 

  black ( si   ḥ   r al-   ḥ   ar   ā   m ),     201  ,   296  
  love’s subtle,     1  
  of poetry,     295–97   

   Mah   ā   bh   ā   rata ,     12  ,   55  ,   57  ,   114  ,   199  ,   212  
  Mahdavi order,     23  ,   146  ,   150  ,   152  ,   216  ,   310  
  Mahdi, Muhsin,     125  
  Main ā  ( C   ā   nd   ā   yan  character),     26  ,   62  , 

  83–84  ,   88  ,   102  ,   104–7  ,   129  ,   272  
  Maithili,     67  ,   84–85  ,   298  
   majlis  (pl.  maj   ā   lis ; evening gathering for 

entertainment),     287–89  ,   293–94  , 
  335  ,   338  

   Majn   ū   n va Layl   ī   of Khusrau,     38  ,   308  
   Ma   kh   zan-i Da‘vat  (“The Treasury of 

Invocation”) of Ism ā’ī l Far ḥ  ī ,     262  
  Malik Mub ā rak ( iqt " ā‘-d   ā   r  of Dalmau),   

  47  ,   53–54  ,   85  ,   290  
  Malik Sarvar,     54  
  Malik Shams al-d ī n Ibr ā h ī m  Ḥ asan Ab ū  

Raj ā’ ,     292–93  
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  Malwa,     55  ,   185  ,   199–200  
  M ā n Singh Tomar of Gwalior, Raja,     290  
   M   ā   na Kut   ū   hala  (“The Curiosity of M ā n 

Singh”),     290  
  M ā nasa, Lake,     158–59  ,   163  ,   165  ,   169  
  manifestation, divine ( avat   ā   r   ā  ;  jal-

vah ;  tajall   ī  ;  maz " har             ),     23  ,   39  ,   41  , 
  78  ,   88–89  ,   97  ,   111  ,   155  ,   165  ,   209  , 
  221–22  ,   226–27  ,   233–38  ,   244  ,   246  , 
  262  ,   283  

   Ma   ṇ   imekhalai ,     135–38  
  Ma ñ jhan Shat " t " ār ī  R ā jg ī r ī , M ī r Sayyid, 

vii,     28  ,   44–47  ,   220–22  ,   224  ,   232  , 
  249  ,   254  ,   259  ,   263–64  ,   270  , 
  273–74  ,   282–85  ,   302–6  ,   335 

  as courtier or patronage of,     23  ,   47  , 
  55–57  ,   220  ,   254  ,   284  ,   302–3  

  on language or  rasa ,     224  ,   303  ,   305–6  
  other authors or texts and,     44  ,   55  , 

  220  ,   227  ,   283  ,   286  ,   310  
  Persian infl uence on,     303  ,   305–6   
  as Sufi ,     23  ,   28  ,   45  ,   220  ,   232  ,   254  , 

  259–60  ,   303–4  ,   310–11  
          Manohar, Prince ( Madhum   ā   lat   ī   hero),   

  221–26  ,   246–50  ,   263–84  
   Mant " iq al-   Ṭ   air  (“The Conference of the 

Birds”),     8  ,   120  ,   328  
  manuscripts ( nus   kh   ah ),     10  ,   28  ,   59–61  , 

  131  ,   292  ,   335  
  marvels.      See  wonders: accounts 

of  ;   Hindav ī  Sufi  romances 
( prem   ā   khy   ā   n s): fantasy, marvels, or 
imagination in  

  Marzub ā n ī , al-,     71  
  Mas‘ūd S ā‘ d Salm ā n,     63  
  Mas‘ūd ī , al-,     129–31  
   Ma   ṣ    ā   ri‘ al-‘Ushsh   ā   q  of Ab ū  Mu ḥ ammad 

Ja‘far ibn A ḥ mad al-Sarr ā j,     72  ,   76  
  Masica, Colin,     3  
   mas̱nav   ī  s (Persian narrative genre),     11  , 

  20–21  ,   30  ,   34–37  ,   39  ,   47  ,   62  ,   84  ,   111  , 
  186–89  ,   197  ,   296  ,   303  , 
  308  ,   314  

   Masnav   ī   of  Jalāl al-dīn Rūmī ,     8  ,   283  
  materialism, dialectical,     24  

  Mathura,     67  ,   335  
  Maulānā Dā’ūd. See Dā’ūd, Maulānā
McGregor, R. S.,     83  ,   85  ,   119  
  Meisami, Julie,     48  
  Meru, Mount,     36–37  ,   168  ,   194  ,   202  ,   206  
  meters, poetic,     37  ,   42  ,   84  ,   300–1  
  methodologies,     3–4  ,   12  ,   16  ,   179  
   mi‘r   ā   j  (Mu ḥ ammad’s ascension to 

heaven),     38  ,   62  ,   229  ,   236  
  microcosm.      See  bodies: as territory, con-

tinents, or cosmos  
  Millis, John,     150  ,   161  
  minstrels.      See  bards  
  M ī r Taq ī  M ī r,     63  
  Mirig ā vat ī  ( Mirig   ā   vat   ī   heroine),     111  , 

  114–20  
   Mirig   ā   vat   ī  , vii,     23  ,   27  ,   40  ,   46  ,   55  , 

  109–40  ,   198  ,   287  ,   290  ,   299  . 
   See also  Qut " ban Suhravard ī  

  Arabic or Persian infl uences on or 
translations of,     119–21  ,   301  ,   335  

  fantasy in,     109  ,   119–21  ,   127  ,   139  
  folk or oral sources or versions,     115  
  importance, infl uence, or uniqueness 

of,     119  ,   200  ,   324  ,   336  
  history of,     109  
  plot of,     111–18  
  prologue of,     310   

  mirrors of princes. See statescraft, 
manuals of

misogyny,     25  ,   81  ,   91  ,   100  ,   214  ,   270  ,   328  
  Molan, Peter,     124  
  monotheism,     5  ,   8  ,   19  ,   34  ,   39–40  ,   148  , 

  158  ,   176  
  monsoon.      See  poetic tropes: rain or 

clouds  
  mountains,     36–37  ,   120  ,   127  ,   133  ,   135  ,   158  , 

  168  ,   195  ,   203  ,   206  ,   213  
  Mu‘īn al-d ī n ‘Abdullāh  Kh vīshg ī  Qu sṣ  ū r ī ,   

  80  
  Mu‘īn al-d ī n Chisht ī , Shaikh,     15  ,   80  ,   316  
  Mu‘īn al-d ī n Sanjarī Ajmer ī .      See  Mu‘īn 

al-d ī n Chisht ī , Shaikh  
  Mu‘izz al-d ī n Kaiqub ā d, Sultan,     290–91  
  Mub ā rak Sh ā h, Sultan,     188  
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  Mughals,     19  ,   178  ,   233–34  ,   238  ,   252  ,   255  , 
  257–59  ,   313  ,   327  ,   335  

                      Muḥammad bin Mubārak ‘Alavī 
Kirmānī, 5, 74–75, 317–18

Mu ḥ ammad Ges ū dar ā z, Sayyid,     309  
  Mu ḥ ammad  Ġ haus̱ Gv ā liy ā r ī , 

Shaikh,     221  ,   232–35  ,   237–42  ,
   244  ,   251–55  ,   257–62  ,   285  ,
   311–12  ,   335  

  Mu ḥ ammad  Ġ haus̱ī Shat " t " ār ī ,     256  
  Mu ḥ ammad ibn D ā’ū d,     72  
  Mu ḥ ammad Jaunpur ī , Sayyid,     150  
  Muḥammad Shīrīn Maġhribī, 236–38, 

251, 261
Mu ḥ ammad Tu ġ hlaq, Sultan,     53  
  Mu ḥ ammad, Prophet,     34  ,   37–41  ,   43–44  , 

  72  ,   81  ,   144  ,   225  ,   233  ,   236  ,   240–44  , 
  260  ,   302  ,   309  ,   317  ,   321  

   Muḥammad Qāzin ‘Alā’, Shaikh, 220, 
256–7

Muhta Nai   ṇ   s   ī    r   ī    Khy   ā   t ,     180  
  “Mu kh li ṣ  ”  (“Sincere”) [Anand R ā m],   

  336–37  
  multilingualism,     2  ,   16  ,   55  ,   292  ,   301  ,   328  , 

  334–35  
   Mur   ū   j al-   Ẕ   ahab  (“Meadows of Gold”),   

  129  
  Musht ā q ī , Shaikh Rizqull ā h,     219  
  music,     5  ,   292–94  ,   335 

  courts and,     55  ,   57  ,   59–61  ,   287–91  
  Hindav ī ,     32  ,   323  
  Hindustani classical,     3  ,   55  
  Sufi s and,     5–6  ,   22  ,   33  ,   75–76  ,   96  , 

  307  ,   313–20  .    See also  sam ā ‘     
  Muslim-Hindu relations,     19  ,   178  . 

   See also  communalism  
  Muslims.      See also  Islam  ;   Sufi s 

  Bengali,     15  ,   168  ,   180  
   des   ī  ,     2  ,   20–22  ,   25   

  Mu ṣ t " af á , Kalb-i,     199  
  Mu ṣ t " af á   Kh  ā liqd ā d ‘Abb ā s ī ,     327    

   na‘t  (praise of the Prophet Mu ḥ ammad),   
  34  ,   37–38  ,   43  ,   46  

  Nad ī m, al-,     130–31  

   nafs .      See under  soul  
  Nagari Pracarini Sabha,     10  
  N ā gmat ī  ( Padm   ā   vat  character),     166  , 

  174–75  ,   180  ,   210  ,   214–15  
   nakha-   ś   ikha var   ṇ   ana  (foot-to-head descrip-

tion).      See under  descriptions  
  Nala and Damayant ī ,     12  
  Name(s), divine,     35–36  ,   41  ,   43  ,   45  ,   70  , 

  76  ,   82  ,   120  ,   155  ,   227  ,   231  ,   234  , 
  236–41  ,   243–44  ,   246  ,   259–61  ,   263  , 
  351n55  

  Naqshbandis,     5  ,   152  ,   242  ,   255  
  Na ṣ  ī r al-d ī n Ma ḥ m ū d “Chirāg h -i Dihl ī,”  

Shaikh,     75  ,   101  ,   152  ,   309  
  N ā th yogis,     97  ,   158  ,   160  ,   162–63  , 

  171  ,   176  ,   259–61  ,   361n39  . 
   See also  Gorakhn ā th ī  yogis  ;   yogis  

  nationalism,     13  ,   18  ,   177–78  ,   180  ,   217  
  nature,     21  ,   105  ,   155  ,   273  
   N   ā    ṭ   ya-   Śā   stra  of Bharata,     31  ,   76  
  neo-Platonism,     223  ,   234  ,   296  
  Nepali,     131  
   nirgu   ṇ   a.       See  attributeless God  
   niy   ā   bat  (governor).      See  governors  
  Ni z"  ā m al-d ī n Auliy ā’ , Shaikh,     6–7  ,   35  , 

  74  ,   218–19  ,   307–9  ,   316–22  
  Niz" ā m al-Mulk T ū s ī ,     48  
  Niz " ām ī  Ganjav ī ,     34–35  ,   37–38  ,   46  , 

  50–52  ,   63  ,   252  ,   296–97  ,   299  ,   305  , 
  308  ,   328  ,   335  

  Nizami, K. A.,     5  ,   8  ,   256  
  nonviolence,     137  ,   183–84  
  nūr. See light
nūr-i Muḥammadī (light of 

Muḥammad). See under light 
Nūr Muḥammad of Azamgarh, 336
N ū r Qut " b -i ‘Ālam of Pandua, Shaikh,     148  
  nurses ( dh   āī  ),     64–65  ,   92–95  ,   97–98  ,   114  , 

  116–17  ,   172  ,   196  ,   220–21  
  nymphs ( apsara s),     29  ,   80  ,   94  ,   97  ,   110–11  , 

  114  ,   132  ,   208  ,   221  ,   224  ,   265  ,   272    

   Odyssey ,     121–22  ,   128–29  ,   140  
  ogres.      See  demons  
  oral traditions,     23  ,   83  ,   85–86  ,   125  ,   182  ,   327    
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  Padman ā bha,     181  ,   185  ,   189  ,   197  ,   201  ,   208  
   Padm   ā   vat  of J ā yas ī , vii,     16–17  ,   23  , 

  42  ,   55  ,   88  ,   145–48  ,   151  ,   155–67  , 
  169–77  ,   180–81  ,   199–202  ,   205  , 
  216 

  Arabic or Persian infl uences on or 
translations of,     147  ,   163  ,   335  ,   337  

  ending of,     176  ,   181  ,   198–216  
  fantasy in,     27  ,   145  ,   147  ,   156  ,   158  ,   170  , 

  174  
  folk or oral sources or versions,   

  179–80  ,   198–200  ,   217  
  importance or uniqueness of,     217  , 

  335–37  
  Indic infl uences on,     145–47  ,   155–58  , 

  160–63  ,   169  ,   172  ,   176  ,   216  ,   302  , 
  352n56  ,   361n39  

  Islamic or Sufi  infl uences on,     145  , 
  155–58  ,   161  ,   163  ,   176  ,   310  

  landscape in,     27  ,   145  ,   147  ,   155–56  , 
  158  ,   160  ,   164–65  ,   167  ,   170  ,   176  , 
  217  

  manuscripts, history, and texts of,   
  10–11  ,   163  ,   179–80  ,   335  ,   344n81  , 
  346n17  

  plot or narrative motifs of,     164–67  , 
  169–74  ,   200–16  

  prologue of,     30  ,   42  ,   145  ,   150   
  Padm ā vat ī  ( Padm   ā   vat  heroine),     27  ,   155  , 

  164  ,   169–70  ,   172–75  ,   177  ,   179  ,   181  , 
  196  ,   201–2  ,   208–16  ,   302  

   Padm   ā   vat   ī   of Ālāol,     180  
  Padmin ī  (“Lotus Woman”),     202  . 

   See also  Padm ā vat ī   
   Paimān ,     23  
   Pa   ñ   catantra ,     326–27  
  Pandey, Gyanendra,     14  
  Pandey, S. M.,     82  ,   85  ,   310  
  panegyrics,     30  ,   34  ,   47–56  ,   177  ,   186  ,   292  , 

  308–10  
  paradise ( jannah ;  kabil   ā   sa ; Mathura),   

  28–29  ,   67  ,   79–80  ,   84  ,   91  ,   134  , 
  137  ,   145  ,   155–57  ,   159  ,   162–64  ,   166  , 
  169–70  ,   227  ,   241  ,   284 

  narrow bridge to,     169  ,   227  

  shadow of on earth ( janu kabil   ā   sa 
utari bhui ch   ā   va ),     29  ,   246   

  parrots,     165–67  ,   169  ,   172  ,   179  ,   203  ,   338  
  patronage.      See also   under  Hindav ī  Sufi  

romances 
  literary,     2  ,   47–48  ,   50  ,   61  
  of Sufi sm,     5–7  ,   15  ,   216  ,   255   

  Pem ā  (“Love”;  Madhum   ā   lat   ī   character),   
  246–48  ,   272–76  ,   280–81  ,   284  

  performance    
  of Hindav ī  romances.      See   under  

Hindav ī  Sufi  romances  
  prescriptive rules for (  ā   d   ā   b-i sam   ā‘  ),   

  318–19   
  Perry, B. E.,     131  
  Persia,     2  ,   51  ,   141  ,   337  
  Persian,     2–3  ,   8–9  ,   18  ,   20–21  ,   50  ,   130  ,   157  , 

  181  ,   236  ,   260  ,   286  ,   288  ,   291  ,   295  , 
  298  ,   301  ,   328 

  as Muslim language,     14–16  ,   178  
  Hindu or Indian use of,     13  ,   296   

  Phukan, Shantanu,     16–17  ,   215  ,   336–37  
  Ph ū l, Shaikh,     252  ,   259  
   p   ī   r s.      See  shaikhs, Sufi   
  planets,     38  ,   52  ,   64  ,   88  ,   103  ,   106  , 

  237–41  ,   250–53  ,   261–62  ,   265  , 
  354nn101–2  

  pleasure    
  aesthetic,     3  ,   5, 18, 29, 32, 47–48, 63, 

65, 82, 147, 266–67, 293, 299, 
303, 306–7, 324, 328, 333, 338  . 
   See also  rasika  ;   rasa  

  carpet of (bisāt "-i nishāt), 250–52
reprehensible (duniyā -i murdār), 100, 

270–71
sensual (bhoga), 116–19, 126, 136, 140, 

190, 218. See also sex           
  Plukker, D. F.,     40  
  poetic tropes    

  bees,     79  ,   113  ,   118  ,   146  ,   169  ,   172  ,   210  , 
  213  

  birds,     88  ,   98  ,   106  ,   120  ,   126–27  ,  
 132–34  ,   139–40  ,   157–59  ,   173  ,   175  , 
  213  ,   268  ,   276  ,   282  .    See also 
 parrots  
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poetic tropes (cont.)
  boats,     309  
          child marriage,     70  
  enemy animals playing,     54  ,   56–57  
  fi re or immolation,     23  ,   27  ,   70  ,   198  , 

  214  ,   278–79  ,   281–82  
  fl owers,     33  ,   57  ,   68  ,   79  ,   146–47  ,   159  , 

  213  ,   225  ,   279  ,   292  ,   296–97  
          heroine’s eyes, eyebrows, or glances,   

  68  ,   210  ,   229  ,   264–66  
  heroine’s mole,     79  ,   230  
  jaggery or sugar mixed with or ghee 

or water,     65  ,   266  ,   338  
  lamp or light,     38  ,   64–65  ,   77–78  , 

  83  ,   89  ,   98  ,   156  ,   164  ,   244  ,   268  , 
  281  ,   311  

  love play,     68  
  palaces,     84  ,   98  ,   113–14  
  poison,     77  ,   202  ,   228  ,   231  
  rain or clouds,     31  ,   36  ,   42  ,   73  ,   105–6  , 

  113–15  ,   117  ,   274–76  ,   280  
  sun or moon,     33  ,   36  ,   38  ,   42–43  ,   51  ,   56  , 

  61  ,   65  ,   67–68  ,   78  ,   83–84  ,   89–92  ,   93  , 
  99  ,   103  ,   105–6  ,   114  ,   164  ,   168–69  ,   172  , 
  186  ,   201  ,   206  ,   209  ,   224  ,   228  ,   266  , 
  270  ,   275  ,   281  ,   311  

  trees,     99–100, 163, 246–49   
  poetics.      See  aesthetics or poetics  
  poetry    

  court. See prabandha-kāvyas
devotional,     5  ,   13  ,   19  ,   21  ,   26  ,   40  ,   109  , 

  227  
  Islamic,     1–2  
  multiple meanings of,     32–33  ,   299  , 

  316  ,   322–23  .    See also  Hindav ī  Sufi  
romances ( prem   ā   khy   ā   n s): multiple 
meanings of  

  nature imagery in,     21  ,   33  ,   43  , 
  273–78  

  Persian,     23  ,   48  ,   109  ,   197  ,   295–98  , 
  312  ,   318  ,   320  .    See also   ġ hazal  ; 
  mas̱nav ī s  

  physical or emotional response to,     315  , 
  319–20. See also pleasure: aesthetic  

  Sanskrit,     23  ,   30–32  ,   185  ,   189  ,   195  ,   298   

  poets    
  as courtiers,     1  ,   48  ,   56–58  ,   61  ,   85  
  devotional or Sufi ,     5  ,   11  ,   16  ,   22  ,   26  ,   41  , 

  64  ,   82  ,   95  ,   155  
  education of,     85  
  language choices of,     19–20  ,   309  , 

  314–15   
  Pollock, Sheldon,     2  ,   19–20  
   prabandha-k   ā   vya s (court poems),     48, 185  , 

  189  ,   197  
  Prakrits,     19–20  ,   73  ,   85  ,   134  ,   182  ,   189  ,   197  
  prayer ( nam   ā   z; du‘ā’ ;  mun   ā   j   ā   t ;  japa ),   

  5–6  ,   22  ,   34–35  ,   67  ,   102  ,   144  ,   153  , 
  176  ,   220  ,   240–42  ,   253  ,   295  ,   304  , 
  308  ,   313  ,   314  ,   319  ,   323  

   prema-kah   ā   n   ī  ,     1  ,   52  
   prem   ā   khy   ā   n s (Sufi  romances).   

   See  Hindav ī  Sufi  romances  
   prema-rasa.       See under  rasa  
  princes    

  fainting,     29  ,   71  ,   76  ,   97  ,   99  ,   167  , 
  225–26  ,   267  ,   271  ,   288  

  mirrors of. See statescraft, manuals of
in yogic garb.      See  yogis: princes as   

  Propp, Vladimir,     115  ,   333–34  
   P   ṛ   thiv   ī   r   ā   ja R   ā   sau ,     179  ,   181  ,   185  ,   198  
  Punjab,     49  ,   184  
  Pur ā  ṇ as,     66  ,   68  ,   299    

   Q   ā   b   ū   s N   ā   mah  of Kai K ā’ū s bin Iskandar,   
  48  

  Qalandar Ba kh sh Jur‘at,     63  
   Q   ā   n   ū   n-i Hum   ā   y   ū   n   ī   (“The Institutes of 

Hum ā y ū n”) of  Kh v ā nd Am ī r,     250  
   q   ā    z�    ī   (Muslim offi  cials),     47  
  quarrels, family,     90  .    See also  wives, two 

or co-  
  Qur’ān,     18  ,   35–36  ,   38–45  ,   65  ,   155  ,   157  , 

  159  ,   161  ,   168  ,   227  ,   238  ,   242  ,   244  , 
  246  ,   260–61  ,   267  ,   269  ,   299–300  , 
  314–15  ,   317  ,   322–23  ,   328  ,   330  

  Qureshi, Ishtiaq Husain,     14  
  Qut " b al-d ī n Ba  khtiy ā r K ā k ī ,     317  
  Qut " ban Suhravard ī , vii,     23  ,   27  . 

   See also  Mirig ā vat ī  
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  as courtier,     55  ,   109  ,   111  ,   290  ,   300  . 
   See also   Ḥ usain Sh ā h Sharq ī , 
Sultan  

  other authors or texts and,     41–44  ,   55  , 
  109  ,   118  ,   200  ,   216  ,   310  ,   336  

  on  rasa , poetry, or language,     115–16  , 
  287  ,   300–2  

  as Sufi ,     309–10     

  race,     13  ,   19  
  R ā dh ā ,     68  
  R ā ghav Chetan ( Padm   ā   vat  character),   

  201–3  ,   208–9  
  Raisen,     200  
   R   ā   j Kun ̱var  (Indo-Persian text),     335  
  R ā j Kun ̱var, Prince ( Mirig   ā   vat   ī   hero),   

  109  ,   111–22  ,   125  ,   139–40  
  Rajasthan,     178  
  Rajputs,     17  ,   24  ,   27–28  ,   61  ,   88  ,   173  ,   176  , 

  178–81  ,   185  ,   189–95  ,   197–200  ,   204  , 
  207  ,   215–17  ,   364n9  

  R ā ma (or Rām),     11  ,   63  ,   69–70  ,   82  ,   158  , 
  203  ,   305  

   R   ā   m   ā   ya   ṇ   a ,     111  
  Ranthambhor,     185–86  ,   203–4  ,   206–7  
   rasa  (essence; poetic sentiment),     16  ,   26  , 

  30–32  ,   34  ,   53  ,   57  ,   63–68  ,   78–79  , 
  99  ,   114  ,   147  ,   166  ,   170  ,   266–67  , 
  287  ,   293  ,   295  ,   298  ,   306–7  ,   321–23  , 
  332–33  ,   338 

  defi nition or types of,     31  ,   64  ,   294  ,   301  
  elements of,     31–33  ,   294  
  physical,     31  ,   68  ,   169  
   prema-  (pure love),     63  ,   65  ,   67  ,   81–82  , 

  88  ,   91  ,   104  ,   107  ,   168–69  ,   203  ,   205  , 
  215  ,   217  ,   220  ,   303  ,   307  ,   338  

    ś    ṛṅ   g   ā   ra  (erotic),     67  ,   73–74  ,   116  ,   159  , 
  205  ,   294  ,   301   

   ras   ā   ya   ṇ   a.       See  alchemy  
  Rash ī d, Shaikh,     236  
   rasika  (connoisseur of  rasa ),     31  ,   100  ,   324  
  Ratansen ( Padm   ā   vat  hero),     23  ,   27  ,   147  , 

  166–67  ,   169–70  ,   172–77  ,   179–80  , 
  198  ,   201–4  ,   206–8  ,   210–13  ,   215–16  , 
  302  

  readers, ideal or cultivated ( sah   ṛ   daya ),     31  , 
  34  ,   287  ,   299–300  ,   322–23  

  reading    
  desire and,     334  
  Sufi  theories of,     287  ,   299  ,   308  ,   313–15  , 

  321–22   
  revelation, divine.      See  manifestation, 

divine  
  revivalism, Hindu,     11  
  rhetoric    

  dualistic.      See  dualisms, 
rhetorical  

  of warriors, warfare, or conquest,     2  , 
  22  ,   24–25  ,   54  ,   143  ,   184  ,   198  ,   200   

   Ris   ā   lah fī’l-‘Ishq va ’ln-Nis   ā’   (“Essay on 
Love and Women”),     71  

   Ris   ā   lah-i Sam   ā‘   (“Treatise on  Sam   ā‘   ”) of 
 Ḥ am ī d al-d ī n,     316–17  

  Rizvi, S. A. A.,     221  ,   310  
  romances,     24  ,   218  ,   331  ,   336 

  conquest and,     27  ,   185  ,   189  . 
   See also   under  Hindav ī  Sufi  
romances ( prem   ā   khy   ā   n s)  

  European chivalric,     134  
  Hindav ī  Sufi .      See  Hindav ī  Sufi  

romances ( prem   ā   khy   ā   n s)  
  Persian,     27  ,   31  ,   34  ,   46  ,   48–49  ,   59  , 

  296  ,   335  .    See also  Niz " ām ī  Ganjav ī    
  Roy, Asim,     15  
  Rukn al-d ī n Qudd ū s ī ,     62  
  R ū m ī , Jal ā l al-d ī n,     8  ,   283  ,   296  
   r   ū   pa  (form; beauty),     32  ,   46  ,   89  ,   112  ,   155  , 

  165  ,   264  ,   269–70  ,   279  
  R ū pcand, King ( C   ā   nd   ā   yan  character),   

  64  ,   76–77  ,   80  ,   83  ,   91–92  
  R ū pmin ī  ( Mirig   ā   vat   ī   character),     117–20    

  S ā duvan ( Ma   ṇ   imekhalai  character),   
  135–36  

   sahaja  (mystical absorption),     22  ,   304  
   sahaja bheda  (simple mystery),     1  ,   305  
   sah   ṛ   daya  (“person with heart”; culti-

vated reader).      See  readers, ideal or 
cultivated  

   Ś aivas,     41  ,   158  
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   Ś akti,     41  ,   158  ,   269  
  Saljuqs,     34  ,   48  ,   50–51  
   sam   ā‘   (musical audition),     5  ,   28  ,   33  ,   75–76  , 

  101  ,   287  ,   293  ,   307–8  ,   313–22  
  Sanskrit,     2–3  ,   18    –21  ,   23, 25  ,   27, 30–33, 

37, 40, 50  ,   57, 62, 64, 66–67, 71, 
73–74, 76, 84–85, 88–89, 93–94, 
105, 129, 131–32, 156–58, 164, 166  , 
  181–83  ,   185, 189  ,   195, 205, 208, 
249, 260–61, 291–95  ,   297, 301, 321  , 
  325–28, 332  

  S ā nud ā sa the Merchant ( B   ṛ   hat-kath   ā   
character),     27  ,   132–34  ,   139–40  

   sar   ā   p   ā   (head-to-foot description).   
   See under  descriptions  

   sat.       See  truth  
   sat   ī  .      See  chastity  ;   immolation  
  Sayyid sultanate,     54  
  Scheherazade. See Shahrāzād
Schimmel, Annemarie,     15  ,   72  ,   164  
  Scythians,     27  ,   181–83  
  secrecy,     28  ,   32  ,   43  ,   81  ,   95  ,   155  ,   224  ,   231  , 

  235  ,   283  ,   302  
  self-immolation.      See  immolation  
  self-transformation,     1  ,   28  ,   81–82  ,   108  ,   111  , 

  162  ,   168–69  ,   171  ,   215  ,   222  ,   271  ,   333    
  semen,     31  ,   68  ,   161–62  ,   168–69  
  separation ( viraha ;  hijr ),     64–65  ,   73  ,   79  , 

  82  ,   93  ,   97  ,   105  ,   118  ,   170  ,   172–74  ,   187  , 
  264  ,   267–68  ,   271–81  ,   287  ,   291  ,   302  , 
  304  .    See also  b ā rah-m ā s ā   

  serpents,     87  ,   103–4  ,   120  ,   122  ,   125  ,   146  , 
  154  ,   202–3  ,   210  ,   228  ,   231  ,   249–50  , 
  282  ,   336  

  sex,     73  ,   100  ,   102  ,   174  ,   218–19  ,   270–72  , 
  281–83. See also pleasure: sensual  

  Seymour, Graham,     331  
   Sh   ā   h N   ā   mah ,     60  
  Shahr ā z ā d (Scheherazade),     122  ,   124  ,   128  , 

  130  
  shaikhs, Sufi ,     1  ,   284  ,   308 

  hagiographies or biographies of,     5  ,   16  , 
  18  ,   95  ,   148–49  ,   151  ,   221  ,   253. See also 
Siyar al-Auliyā’  

  literary activities,     16  ,   28  ,   150–51  ,   296  , 
  312–13  

  panegyrics about or power of,     308–12  . 
   See also  authority: spiritual  

  territorial expansion and,     6  ,   16  ,   47  , 
  143–44  ,   148  ,   151–54  ,   256–57  

  territorial or spiritual jurisdiction of.   
   See  vil ā yah  

  wealth, rulers, or the world and,     5–8  , 
  22  ,   63  ,   101–2  ,   145  ,   251  ,   253–58  ,   263  , 
  308–9   

   Shajarat al-Tau   ḥ    ī   d  (“The Tree of Unity”),   
  243  ,   256  

  shar ī‘ ah (Islamic law),     39  ,   49  ,   52  ,   161  , 
  253  ,   271  ,   293  

  Sharq ī s,     23  ,   27  ,   54–55  ,   310  
  Sh ā ttan,     135  
  Shattari order,     2  ,   45  ,   219 

  cosmology or mysticism of,     24  ,   28  ,   45  , 
  221  ,   223–25  ,   228–29  ,   233–44  ,   246  , 
  250  ,   252  ,   254–55  ,   259–63  ,   265–67  , 
  269  ,   273  ,   280–81  ,   285  ,   312  

  lineage or shaikhs of,     23  ,   221  ,   232–33  , 
  236  ,   243  ,   255–56  ,   263  ,   311–12  ,   335  , 
  368n23  

  other Sufi s and,     152  ,   222  ,   252  , 
  255–56  

  politics and,     233–34  ,   238  ,   252–53  , 
  255–56  ,   259  ,   263  ,   265  ,   311  

  practices of ( mashrib-i Shat " t " ār ),     221–
22  ,   231  ,   233–34  ,   237–38  ,   240–44  , 
  256  ,   259–64  ,   271  ,   285  ,   304  ,   312  , 
  371n70  ,   381n42   

  Sher Sh ā h S ū r ī , Sultan,     55–56  ,   199  , 
  252–55  

  Shirani, Mahmud,     17  
   Sh   ī   r   ī   n va    Kh   usrau ,     34–35  ,   52  ,  

 303  ,   308  
  Shirreff , A. G.,     147–48  
  Shukla, Ramchandra,     10–11  
  Siddhas (Buddhist or Tantric adepts),   

  69  ,   159–60  ,   170  
   siddhi  (fulfi llment; spiritual power),     68  , 

  92  ,   103  ,   120  
  Siddiqui, Iqtidar Husain,     220  
  Siegel, Lee,     66–68  
  Sikandar, Sultan,     54  
  Sikhism,     16  
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   silsilah s (Sufi  lineages),     5  ,   16  ,   21–22  ,   27  , 
  35  ,   63  ,   150  ,   152  ,   154  ,   216  , 
  243  ,   255–56  ,   258  ,   263  ,   308–13  ,   338  

  Sindb ā d the Sailor,     27  ,   122–25  ,   127  ,   129  , 
  131–34  ,   139–40  ,   330  ,   336  ,   356n19  

  Singhala-d ī pa,     27  ,   147  ,   155  ,   158  ,   160  , 
  164–67  ,   169  ,   174–76  ,   180  ,   198  , 
  202–3  ,   213  

   Ś iva,     41  ,   134  ,   169–72  ,   179  ,   191–93  ,   197  , 
  269  ,   338  

   Siyar al-Auliy   ā’   (“Biographies of the 
Saints”),     5  ,   74–75  ,   317–18  ,   321  

   Siy   ā   sat N   ā   mah  of Niz " ām al-Mulk T ū s ī ,   
  48  

  Smith, Jonathan Z.,     142  
  Somadeva Bha ṭṭ a,     131. See also Kathā-

sarit-sāgara  
  Somnath,     102  ,   184  ,   186  ,   191–92  
  soul    

  as migrating  ha   ṃ   sa ,     158–59  
  immortal ( r   ū    ḥ  ),     100  ,   162  
  lower ( nafs ),     72  ,   75  ,   96  ,   98  ,   100  ,   112  , 

  171  ,   198  ,   245  
  universal ( nafs-i kull ),     237   

  Southeast Asia,     132  ,   134  ,   138  
  Sreenivasan, Ramya,     178  
    Sri Lanka. See Singhala-dīpa
ś    ṛṅ   g   ā   ra rasa  (erotic sentiment).   

   See under  rasa  
  stages    

  of divine manifestation or emergence,   
  105  ,   221  ,   225  ,   233–38  ,   244  ,   262  , 
  265  ,   283  ,   368n28  

  of love,     76  ,   93–94  ,   109  ,   319  
  of mystic journey or spiritual practice,   

  27  ,   95  ,   161  ,   169  ,   220–21  ,   225  ,   241  , 
  243  ,   312  ,   319  ,   322   

  statescraft, manuals of (“mirrors of 
princes”),     34  ,   47–49  ,   120  , 
  326–27  

  stereotypes,     3  ,   12  ,   16  ,   19  ,   27  
   Subodhin   ī   of Vallabh ā c ā rya,     68  
  subsistence, mystical.      See  baq ā   
   Sudh   ā   kar-Candrik   ā   (“The Moon 

That Spreads the Nectar of 
Illumination”),     10–11  

  Sufi s    
  acculturation to India,     1–2  ,   17, 

19  ,   69–70  ,   96  ,   107–8  ,   151  ,   176  , 
  216  

  asceticism of ( zuhd ),     1  ,   5–6  ,   9  ,   18  ,   22  , 
  26–27  ,   33  ,   96  ,   163  ,   170  ,   175  ,   198  , 
  218  ,   240  ,   242  ,   257–59  ,   303–4  ,   308  , 
  311–12  ,   323  

  attitudes toward wealth, rulers, or 
the world,     6–7, 17  ,   22  ,   63  ,   83–84  , 
  100–1  ,   119  

  Baghdadian,     316  
  Bengali.      See  Islam: Bengali  
  conquest or territorial expansion and,   

  4, 6  ,   15–16  ,   22  ,   47  ,   143–44  ,   148  , 
  151–54  ,   216  

  cosmology or metaphysics 
of,     16  ,   30  ,   35  ,   64  ,   78  ,   105  ,   118  , 
  221–23  ,   233–41  ,   246  ,   250  ,   259  ,   307  

  infl uence of,     1–2  ,   257  
  languages, literature, or poetics of,     2, 

11–12, 15–18  ,   20–21  ,   25–26  ,   33  ,   64  , 
  120  ,   305–6  .    See also  Hind ā v ī  Sufi  
romances  

  on Prophet,     39  ,   236  
  Persian,     219  
  Rajputs and,     181  ,   215–16  
  romances by.      See  Hindav ī  Sufi  

romances  
  stereotypes about,     14–15  
  stories about    

  ants and tigers,     149  
  cat at hospice,     152–54  
  death from love or  sam   ā‘  ,     75  , 

  219–20  ,   317  
  dervish and newlywed,     219–20  
  food miracle,     144–45  
  leaving house when sultan 

enters,     6  
  Nasir in Badayun,     8  
  putting books aside,     8–9  
  shaikh’s curses,     253–54  
  wife crossing river,     9   

  virtues or values of,     5–6, 8, 45, 96, 
98, 111, 120–21, 140, 167, 180, 273, 
284  
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Sufi s (cont.)
  women or sexuality and,     84, 182, 198  , 

  218–19  
  yoga and,     71  ,   95–96  ,   147  ,   150–53  ,   155  , 

  159–60  ,   168–71  ,   174  ,   176  ,   181  ,   223  , 
  240  ,   258–63  ,   301  ,   304  ,   311   

  suggestion, poetic.      See  dhvani  
  Suhravardi order,     152  ,   310  ,   312–13  ,   315  
    Ś   uka-saptati  (“Seventy Tales of a Parrot”),   

  328  
  sultanates    

  Afghan,     3–4  ,   17  ,   19  ,   22–23  ,   46  ,   55–56  , 
  141  ,   180  ,   200  ,   216–17  ,   220  ,   224  , 
  252–53  ,   255  ,   257  ,   287  ,   303  ,   329  ,   338  

  Delhi.      See  Delhi sultanate  
  Lod ī ,     54–55  ,   109  ,   111  ,   310  
  regional,     55  ,   141  ,   152  ,   216  ,   290  ,   329  
  Sayyid,     54  
  Turkish,     4  ,   17  ,   19  ,   49  ,   108  ,   178  ,   180  , 

  329   
  S ū r ī  dynasty,     56  
  surrender ( islām ):     5  ,   215  
  syncretism,     10, 14–16  ,   18  ,   142  ,   147  ,   260  
          

   ta   ḥ   m   ī   l-i alfāz " ī  (verbal transfer).      See  read-
ing: Sufi  theories of  

  Talbot, Cynthia,     17  
  Tamil,     135  
   tams ̱   ī   l  (allegory, exemplifi cation, or 

embodiment),     223  ,   229  ,   232  ,   234  , 
  284  ,   321  

  Tantra,     33  ,   68–69  ,   147  ,   155  ,   159–62  ,   168  , 
  174  

  T ā r ā cand ( Madhum   ā   lat   ī   character),     273  , 
  280  ,   284  

   tark-i duny   ā   (abandonment of the 
world),     6  ,   101  

  T ā t ā r Kh ā n Lod ī ,     257–58  
   tau   ḥ    ī   d  (divine unity),     41  ,   45  ,   234–35  ,   256  , 

  308  
   tavajjuh  (the absorbed attention of the 

shaikh).      See  gazes  
  Timur,     54  
  Tod, James,     178  

  Todorov, Tzvetan,     139  ,   331–32  
  trade,     27  ,   119  ,   124–25  ,   128  ,   131  ,   134–35  , 

  137–40  ,   325–26  ,   329–30  
  translations,     29  ,   61–62  ,   72  ,   104  , 

  129–30  ,   178  ,   260–61  ,   326–27  , 
  335–37  

  truth (  ḥ   aq   ī   qat ;  sat ),     54  ,   81  ,   101–2  ,   104  , 
  106  ,   121  ,   149  ,   161  ,   166  ,   169  ,   174  , 
  202  ,   224  ,   246  ,   261  ,   267  ,   271–72  , 
  296  ,   300  ,   303  ,   310  ,   314  

  Tu ġ hlaqs,     47  ,   54  ,   292–93  
   Tu   ḥ   fah-i Na   ṣ    ā’   i   ḥ   of Y ū suf Gad ā ,     100  
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