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information about the mughal empire first reached eu-
rope around 1580. after Vasco da gama opened the sea 
route from europe to india, a number of portuguese 
settlements arose along the indian shore. goa, in portu-
guese hands from 1510 to 1961, was the largest of these 
small colonies, while diu and Cochin were also of im-
portance. assorted Christian missionaries operated out 
of these portuguese port settlements. at first the Fran-
ciscans were in the majority but from the 1540s on the 
newly founded order of the Jesuits (est. 1540) took on a 
more prominent role. in 1579, emperor akbar (r. 1556–
1605) wrote to the Collegium st. paul in goa, at that time 
the largest Jesuit school in asia, asking the order to send 
him two learned priests and the main books of their 
faith.1 With hopes of converting the mughal emperor to 
Christianity, a Jesuit delegation was dispatched, arriving 
at the mughal court in Fatehpur sikri in February 1580. 
although akbar’s interest in Christianity ultimately 
turned out to be fairly modest, except for some minor 
interruptions the Jesuits stayed in contact with the mu-
ghal court during his entire reign. after akbar’s death 
they kept in touch with his son Jahangir (r. 1605–27); 
nevertheless, their contact declined greatly after the 
portuguese, firangis like the fathers, attacked a ship of 
the queen mother in 1613. 

The missionaries at the mughal court were obliged to 
inform the pater provincial in goa and the pater supe-
rior in rome at regular intervals about the actual state 
of affairs there. and since their letters were, much like 
those from the Jesuits in China or Japan, of great interest 
in europe, many of them were published and dissemi-
nated soon after they arrived in rome. athanasius 
kircher (d. 1680), the famous german Jesuit scholar, in-
corporated some of the information contained in these 

missives in his China Monumentis.2 Here we learn that 
the Jesuits’ letters were sometimes accompanied by pic-
tures. kircher added one of them, a portrait of Jahangir, 
to the aforementioned book and remarked that the mu-
ghal emperor used to show himself in this habit in  public 
councils (fig. 1).3 

The picture athanasius kircher took from the letter 
of the Jesuit envoys is obviously based not on sketches 
they made during their audiences with Jahangir but on 
a painting that has fortunately survived. it was pur-
chased by an anonymous bidder at an auction at 
 sotheby’s in 1995 and again at Bonhams in april 2011  
(fig. 2).4 This remarkable painting on canvas is exception-
ally large at 210 centimeters by 141 centimeters. The name 
of the painter is missing, but abu ’l-Hasan and dawlat 
seem to be possible candidates.5

athanasius kircher does not mention the name of the 
mughal emperor depicted, but the painting undoubt-
edly bears traits evoking Jahangir. He is seated on a 
golden chair of european style, a radiant nimbus sur-
rounding his head. as a sign of his world domination, he 
holds a globe in his right hand that is illuminated by his 
halo, just as the earth is illuminated by the sun. kircher 
explains that the emperor showed himself “like a numen 
by his radiant diadem” and that he “holds in his hand an 
orb by which he manifests himself as the lord and the 
highest power in the world.”6

While some individuals and a dog not found in the 
original painting were added to kircher’s “copy,” there 
is an especially important element of Jahangir’s picture 
that is missing and not even mentioned in the priest’s 
text, namely, the twenty-six cartouches surrounding the 
portrait. These contain verses made extemporaneously 
by Jahangir himself, as one cartouche informs, while an-
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Fig. 1. illustration from athanasius kircher, China Monumentis (amsterdam: Jacobum à meurs, 1667), 79. universitäts- und 
landesbibliothek Halle, nu 967, 2°. (photo: courtesy of universitäts- und landesbibliothek Halle)
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Fig. 2. “portrait of Jahangir.” private collection. sold at Bonhams, april 6, 2011. reproduced with kind permission of the 
owner. (photo: courtesy of Bonhams, london)
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other reveals that the work was painted in mandu in 
1617. The verses in these cartouches are of special inter-
est in the present paper because they are the connecting 
link between a series of “allegorical paintings”7 made for 
Jahangir and the ideology of sovereignty expounded in 
the akbarnāma by akbar’s chief counselor, abu’l-Fazl. 
it is only by understanding abu’l-Fazl’s newly developed 
system of legitimation that we are able to trace the 
meaning of these verses. and it is these verses that then 
provide valuable information for the interpretation of 
some portraits of Jahangir and of shah Jahan (r. 1628–
58).

The cartouches contain many references to the two 
spheres of the ṣūrat and the maʿnī. This pair of terms can 
be found throughout the akbarnāma and Āʾīn-i akbarī 
in reference to akbar, and it was already used by khvan-
damir in his historical work on Humayun (r. 1530–40; 
1555–56).8 The verses surrounding Jahangir play with 
the various meanings of ṣūrat and maʿnī. on the one 
hand, the persian term ṣūrat9 means “picture,” “por-
trait,” “appearance,” or “face”; on the other hand, it indi-
cates this temporal world, regarded as ephemeral and 
transient and being a mirror of a “better” and “higher” 
spiritual world of eternal continuity, the maʿnī, which, 
derived from the arabic maʿnā, connotes terms like 
“sense,” “meaning,” “idea,” or “virtue,” but also “the world 
to come.” When the akbarnāma mentions the demise of 
akbar’s little daughter mahi Begam, it is said that she 
went to the world of the maʿnī.10 This concept corre-
sponds with plato’s idea of the mundane but actually 
unreal copies and the “true” archetypes in a “higher,” 
spiritual sphere.11 Hence, the phrase ṣūrat u maʿnī is met-
onymic with the unity of this world and the other world, 
the temporal and the spiritual, the mundane and the 
transcendent. it is very similar in meaning to ẓāhir and 
bāṭin, the “outer image” and the “inner reality.”

What follows is a list of the verses in the cartouches 
together with their english translations. The numbering 
of the cartouches runs a) from top right to left, b) from 
top left to bottom left, c) from top right to bottom right, 
and d) from bottom right to bottom left.

allāhu akbar!12

1) When he looks upon his radiant figure,
 Chūn bi-bīnad ṣūrat-i nūrānī-yi khūd-rā shabīh

2) it is as if this skillful king is looking into a mirror.
 gūyā āyina mībīnad hunarvar pādshāh
3) These happy verses, written down here, were spo-

ken extempore by His majesty Jahangir padishah.
 īn shād bayt ki ṣūrat-i taḥrīr yāfta hażrat-i Jahāngīr 

Pādshāh farmūda-and badīha 
4) Better than the ṣūrat and maʿnī of each king
 Bihtar ast az ṣūrat u az maʿnī-yi har pādshāh
5) is the appearance of shah Jahangir, son of akbar 

padsh ah.
 ṣūrat-i shāh-i Jahāngīr ibn-i akbar pādshāh
6)  His ṣūrat is maʿnī-illuminating and his maʿnī...

ṣūrat-... (?)
 Ṣūrat-ash maʿnī (?) furūz u maʿnī-ash(?)....(illegible) 

ṣūrat... (?)
7) Which other king owned such ṣūrat and maʿnī?
 Ṣūrat u maʿnī chunīn kī dāsht dīgar pādishāh?
8) They would prostrate themselves a hundred times 

before his image each time they saw him,
9) if one hundred kings like iskandar came into the 

world. 
 Mīkunad dar har nigah ṣad sijda pēsh-i ṣūrat-ash
 dar jahān āyad agar ṣad chūn Sikandar pādshāh
10) Whoever sees his portrait becomes a portrait-wor-

shipper,
 Ṣūrat-ash-rā har ki bīnad mīshavad ṣūrat-parast
11) be it a dervish, keeping the maʿnī, or be it a king.
 gar buwad darvīsh-i maʿnī-parvar u gar pādshāh
12) see what the royal essence is in his picture,
13) his likeness is the mirror of the essence of akbar 

 pa d sh ah. 
 Maʿnī-yi shāhanshahī dar ṣūrat-ash bi-n(i)gar ki-ast
 ṣūrat-ash āyina-yi maʿnī-yi akbar Pādshāh
14) 100,000 eulogies for the pen of the painter,
15) ...(who) skillfully made this portrait of the just king.
 Ṣad hazārān āfirīn bar khāma-yi naqqāsh bād
 k-az hunar kard īn shabīh-i ʿadl-gustar pādshāh
16) only to look at the figure of shah Jahangir,
17) the kings of rum and China stand waiting at the 

door.
 tā naẓar bar ṣūrat-i shāh-i Jahāngīr afkand
 muntaẓir az rūm u Chīn istāda bar dar pādshāh
18) in his [i.e., Jahangir’s] picture the painter made 

much magic,
 Dar shabīh-ash karda az bas sāḥirī ṣūrat-nigār
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19) as if the king had scattered jewels from his casket of 
rubies.

 gūyī afshānad zi durj-i laʿl gawhar pādshāh
20) Whoever sees his soul-nourishing figure will say:
 Har ki bīnad ṣūrat-i jān-parvar-ash gūyad magar
21) the king is moving gracefully, with magnificence, 

grandeur, and radiant majesty (farr).
 mīkhurāmad bā shukōh u shawkat u farr pādshāh
22) The figure of victory and triumph has illuminated 

the face by his name.
 Ṣūrat-i fatḥ u ẓafar az nām-i ū afrūkht chihr
23) o lord, may he ever be king over the seven climes.
 Bād yā rabb jāvidān bar haft kishvar pādshāh
25) By his world-illuminating beauty everything is filled 

by his light,
26) since the crown of sunlight has come on the head of 

the king.
 az ḥusn-i ʿālam-afrūz-ash jahān pur-i nūr-i ū
 tā shud bar sar zi nūr-i mihr afsar pādshāh
24) The picture was completed during the year of the 

victory over the deccan, in mandu, in the twelfth 
year since the accession to the throne, correspond-
ing to the year 1026.

 Bi-sāl-i fatḥ-i Dakan dar Māndū ṣūrat itmām yāft 
sana-yi 12 julūs muṭābiq-i sana-yi 1026

 Work of the most humble....[the name is missing on 
the painting]

 ʿamal-i kamtarīn.....

i will next try to expound to what degree the claim to 
power of akbar, Jahangir, and in part also shah Jahan is 
condensed into the formula of surat and maʿni. To un-
derstand its purpose and meaning, however, it is first 
necessary to provide a more extensive explanation con-
cerning the legitimation of sovereignty in mughal india.

i. akBar and THe neW ConCepT oF 
 legiTimaTion

The question as to who is entitled to rule the commu-
nity of muslims has been the subject of political theories 
since the beginning of islam. during the first centuries 
after the death of the prophet, spiritual and temporal 
leadership was considered to be combined in the person 

of the caliph, who alone was entitled to delegate parts 
of his political might to governors or sultans. in 1556, 
when akbar ascended the throne, the days of the caliph-
ate were gone and it would have been impossible to ob-
tain an investiture from him (the caliph) even if the 
emperor had wished to do so. However, already in the 
eleventh century muslim political thinkers had begun 
to contemplate the status of the many de facto rulers 
who had existed beside the ʿabbasid caliph since his 
power had started to decline.13 although a number of 
sovereigns had requested an investiture from the caliph 
during the time of the shadow caliphate (1261–1517),14 
from the thirteenth century onwards a number of schol-
ars had begun to regard the rule of independent muslim 
sultans as legitimate even without a formal installation 
by the caliph, so long as these leaders took care to intro-
duce and strengthen islam and held up the rules of the 
sharia in their realm.15 

The incursion of mongol warriors brought along new 
forms of legitimation previously unknown in the islam-
ic world. due to a unique series of military successes, 
Chingis khan (d. ca. 1227) was believed by the mongols 
to possess a divine mandate that his offspring later 
claimed had been passed to them. This meant that the 
seizure of power itself was regarded as solid evidence for 
divine support of the ruler.16 This concept was soon to 
be reflected by islamic scholars and amalgamated with 
older islamic ideas of legitimate rule, especially after 
some mongol sovereigns became muslims themselves.17 
a later exponent of these theories was the well-known 
scholar Jalal al-din davani (d. 1502–3), whose works 
were popular in the Turco-mongol world.18 davani ex-
plained that the rule of the aqqoyunlu ruler uzun Hasan 
(d. 1478) was legitimate and that he could justly claim 
the title of caliph because god had obviously granted 
him victory over his adversaries, he ruled with justice, 
and he supported islam and islamic law.19

When Timur began his victorious campaigns in the 
1370s, he asserted that he was acting on the authority of 
Chingis khan, whose charismatic figure still provided a 
safe legitimizing basis. But in order to have a share in the 
Chingisid aura of divine support and protection, he 
strove to connect himself with the house of the mongol 
conqueror and took a wife from among his offspring. 
due to this conjugal unity he could justly arrogate 
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 affiliation to the Chingisid clan and assume the title of a 
royal son-in-law (mongolian küregen). in addition, 
Timur made every effort to establish a personal myth. 
He presented his personality and military career as sim-
ilar to that of Chingis khan in order to portray himself 
as the founder of a new dynasty.20 as history proved, 
Timur’s efforts were successful. His descendants were 
convinced that as Timurids they had a legitimate right 
to rule. Thus, when Babur (d. 1530), the founder of the 
mughal empire, defeated the last dynasty of the delhi 
sultanate, he considered himself legally entitled to rule 
over the domains his ancestor had conquered in 1398.21

although the mughals were of Timurid as well as of 
Chingisid ancestry, they were nevertheless obliged to 
demonstrate their close relation to the muslim creed to 
get the necessary support of the muslim population and 
to meet the requirements of the ulama. The works of the 
aforementioned davani may have been promoted at the 
mughal court by davani’s disciple, abu al-Fazl kazaruni, 
who was a teacher of shaykh mubarak (d. 1593).22 The 
latter and his two sons, abu’l-Fazl and shaykh Fayzi (on 
whom see below), were the most active advocates of 
akbar’s religious reorganization from the late 1570s on-
wards. it was not by chance that Babur, Humayun, 
 akbar, and even Jahangir bore the title of ghazi: they 
wanted to have proof that they had fought to spread 
 islam, as davani and others proscribed.23 as a more vis-
ible signal of his orthodoxy, akbar surrounded himself 
with high-ranking members of the ulama, who testified 
to the lawfulness of his rule by their authority and will-
ingness to assume an office under his authority. Two of 
the most important theologians were shaykh ʿabd al-
nabi (d. 1583) and mulla abdullah sultanpuri. The for-
mer was a grandson of the renowned Chishti sufi ʿabd 
al-Quddus gangohi (d. 1537) and also a member of the 
Chishtiyya order. His high reputation as a specialist in 
hadith had prompted akbar to entrust to him the office 
of head of the muslim scholars (ṣadr al-ṣudūr) in 1566–
67.24 in his first years in power, akbar willingly acqui-
esced to the religious authority of the shaykh and 
bestowed the highest honor on him.25 mulla abdullah 
sultanpuri had received his honorific title makhdūm al-
mulk (lord of the kingdom) from Humayun because of 
his undisputed competence in all matters of islamic law. 
He was also held in high esteem during the afghan 

interlude  from 1540 to 1555 under the sur dynasty, and 
sher shah even elevated him to the rank of shaykh al-
islam. in good time, prior to Humayun’s second assump-
tion of power, he managed to come to terms with him 
again and was confirmed in office. later he entered 
 akbar’s service.26

However, akbar’s obedience and readiness to sub-
scribe to their opinion dwindled away in the late 1570s, 
and he concentrated more and more on the pursuit of 
his own religio-political ambitions. in an empire whose 
inhabitants consisted for the most part of non-muslims, 
the justification of his rule on the basis of muslim reli-
gious norms had proved to be problematic, especially as 
the support of the mughal throne by the Hindu rajas 
became indispensable over the course of time. in the 
mid-1570s, the young scholar abu’l-Fazl (d. 1602) was 
admitted at court and soon ascended to be the emper-
or’s ideological counselor. He developed a new concept 
of sovereignty, presenting akbar as not only a political 
but also a religious leader. in so doing, he first tried to 
propagate the basic equality of all religions and thereby 
relativized islam, just to ascertain serious shortcomings 
in all religious doctrines afterwards, as we can read in 
abu’l-Fazl’s preface to the persian translation of the 
Mahābhārata.27 His final aim was to integrate all the 
denominations and ethnicities of the empire under the 
salvational—spiritual and temporal—leadership of ak-
bar. since islam seemed to be the main obstacle in the 
emperor’s way, he made every effort to unmask it as ri-
diculous superstition and deny its religious representa-
tives any authority. abu’l-Fazl’s father, shaykh mubarak, 
found a way for akbar to shake off the tutelage of the 
ulama: he drafted a document, the so-called attestation 
(pers. maḥżar), according to which akbar was autho-
rized to make legal and theological decisions by himself. 
in september 1579, the highest representatives of islam 
in the mughal empire were summoned to sign this 
maḥżar and thus forced to render themselves redun-
dant. additionally, the maḥżar was a prelude to a large-
scale examination of the loyalty of the ulama. all those 
who rejected the new religious course had to face with-
drawal of their support or even persecution and death.28

Things were not going well for the sufis either. in the 
1560s, the emperor was still anxious to demonstrate his 
affinity for the Chishtiyya, one of the most influential 



Jahangir And Shah Jahan As Temporal And Spiritual Rulers 129

sufi orders in india. However, Badaʾuni and abu’l Fazl’s 
 accounts of the events in February and march 1570 sug-
gest that shaykh Husayn ajmeri, the sajjāda-nishīn (lit-
erally, “sitting upon the carpet”; i.e., a descendant and 
successor of the saint), rejected cooperation with akbar, 
and, as a consequence, was removed from office and 
even imprisoned for a while.29 after shaykh Husayn was 
dismissed, the shrine was entrusted to the supervision 
of a custodian designated by akbar,30 until Jahangir re-
appointed the shaykh sometime after he acceded to the 
throne in 1605.31 likewise, in Fatehpur sikri the descen-
dants of the saint were not allowed to take charge of the 
dargāh but were encouraged to enter state service in-
stead.32 The holy men, formerly indispensable attestors 
to the emperor’s divine authority to rule, were replaced 
by loyal administrators in royal service who ensured a 
good relationship at any time. Henceforth, the shrines 
in ajmer and Fatehpur sikri formed only the backdrop 
for the spectacle of the imperial piety.

We can trace the complex system developed to le-
gitimize akbar’s rule in abu’l-Fazl’s akbarnāma. The 
voluminous history of akbar’s reign is entirely devoted 
to this ideological propaganda and is thus one of the 
most important witnesses to this multipronged process 
of transformation. 

akbar as a Sufi master

To expand the padishah’s worldly power with religious 
authority, akbar and abu’l-Fazl tried to shape that posi-
tion after the model of the safavid emperor, who, as the 
head of a mystical although quite militant brotherhood, 
had brought persia under his sway. The safavid shahs 
were successful in enlarging their spiritual authority 
through their temporal power. in so doing, they were 
able to claim from their followers twofold loyalty—in 
both political and religious matters. akbar went the 
other way round. in 1582, he proclaimed his own doc-
trine of faith, known as tawḥīd-i ilāhī (profession of 
god’s oneness) or dīn-i ilāhī (divine faith), by which he 
took over religious leadership for himself.33 on the mod-
el of a mystical order, akbar played the part of a sufi 
master (pīr), while his followers were given the status of 
disciples (murīd) who had to be ready to offer life (jān), 
honor (nāmūs), religion (dīn), and property (māl) in or-
der to “obtain eternal life.”34 under the motto ṣulḥ-i kull 

(peace with all), akbar and abu’l-Fazl took the moral 
high ground with regard to their critics, trying to avoid 
the impression of breaking with holy traditions for the 
sake of maintaining their own hold on power.35

as can be gathered from many passages in the 
akbarnāma, akbar based his twofold claim to authority 
as king and sufi master in part on his descent from the 
persian mystic ahmad-i Jam (d. 1141). according to 
abu’l-Fazl, this was the forebear of Humayunʾs mother, 
maham Begam, as well as of Humayun’s spouse, Hamida 
Banu Begam. Therefore Humayun, and hence also his 
son akbar, were not only scions of the house of Timur 
but also descendants of a saint and thus doubly 
 ennobled. This is why Humayun is described in the 
akbarnāma with epithets such as “both a king of der-
vish-race and a dervish with a king’s title.”36

akbar as the successor of adam

in addition to akbar’s kinship with ahmad-i Jam, abu’l-
Fazl emphasized his special descent from adam as one 
of the most important justifications for the padishah’s 
dual claim to power: the progenitor’s peculiar radiance 
is alleged to have been passed down to akbar through 
the chain of his royal ancestors.37 adam’s legacy, akbar 
claimed, comprised god’s warrant to rule over the 
realms of the spiritual and temporal. such all-encom-
passing power far exceeded the authority of an ordinary 
sufi shaykh. abu’l-Fazl explains:

It is well-known that he [sc. Adam] came into existence 
about 7,000 years ago through the perfect power of 
God…and that he was equably compounded of the four 
elements. His soul emanated from the fountain of boun-
ty [sc. God] in perfection proportionate to his body. He 
was entitled man (insān) and received the name of Adam. 
…When Adam reached the age of a thousand, he made 
Seth his successor, and enjoined all to submit to him. In 
succession to Adam, he [Seth] carried on, by his weighty 
intellect, the administration of the temporal and spiri-
tual worlds (intiẓām-i ʿālam-i ṣūrat u maʿnī).38

By means of isopsephy ( jafr), abu’l-Fazl tried to demon-
strate that the mughal emperor was to be regarded more 
or less as the new adam.39 The letters of the name akbar 
revealed that the padishah was, like adam, composed in 
equal shares of the four elements. due to this consub-
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stantiality, akbar was perfectly justified in entering 
upon the inheritance of his forefather.40

With this concept of adam, abu’l-Fazl went back to 
the koran (sura 2:30ff.), according to which god created 
adam as the first man and ordered the angels to pros-
trate themselves before him. He revealed to adam the 
names of all things, told him to teach them to the angels, 
and appointed him as his governor (khalīfa) on earth. 
The tradition (hadith) adds that god created adam after 
his own image.41 at the same time, some ideas of the 
theologian ibn al-ʿarabi (d. 1240), who held the honor-
ific title shaykh al-akbar, can be identified in abu’l-Fazl’s 
writings. He wrote approximately seven hundred trea-
tises, which were known throughout the islamic world, 
and their influence on the development of theology and 
sufism can hardly be overestimated. no doubt, the men 
of learning at akbar’s court were acquainted with his 
ideas. in his al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya, the shaykh al-akbar 
explains that adam was perfect in so far as he was god’s 
likeness, and he thus calls him the “perfect man” (al-
insān al-kāmil).42 according to ibn al-ʿarabi, al-insān 
al-kāmil is identical to adam, and he appears time and 
again in the course of history. He attributes two kinds of 
perfection to him. on the one hand, he is part of the 
divine reality itself and thus the same in every earthly 
appearance. on the other hand, adam—or al-insān al-
kāmil—possesses the entire abundance of all divine 
qualities of which an ordinary mortal has only a few. ibn 
al-ʿarabi points out that the perfect man in his human 
appearance should not be mistaken for an ordinary 
man, who does not share in the perfection of al-insān 
al-kāmil. due to god’s will, the ordinary mortal is subject 
to the perfect man and will never able to advance to the 
knowledge of god by himself. as only the perfect man 
conceives god’s real nature, he is the only one who re-
ally worships him and who can truly reach him.43

The mystic ʿabd al-karim al-Jili (d. ca. 1428) further 
developed the idea of the perfect man. on the basis of 
ibn al-ʿarabi’s doctrines, Jili explains in his writing al-
Insān al-kāmil fī maʿrifat al-awāḫir wa-ʾl-awā’il,44 that 
god, who embodies true being, always consists of two 
halves, each complementing the other: creator and cre-
ation, master and servant, and so forth. Because of his 
dual nature, the perfect man takes over the function of 
a unifying principle, harmonizing the opposing natures 

of divine reality and earthly apparition. in the person of 
the al-insān al-kāmil, god and man become one.45 Jili 
emphatically expounds the tremendous dimension of 
such a semi-divine being:

[Al-insān al-kāmil] is the Perfect Unit (al-fard al-kāmil) 
and the Microcosmic Pole (al-ġauth al-jāmiʿ) on whom 
the whole order of existence revolves; to him genuflec-
tion and prostration in prayer are due, and by means of 
him God keeps the universe in being. He is denoted by 
the terms al-mahdī and al-khātam (the seal), and he is 
the viceregent (khalīfa) indicated in the story of Adam.46

akbar the Mahdi

one of the most important propagators of these ideas at 
the mughal court was the Qadiri shaykh Taj al-din, who 
is said to have been pulled up many a night to the walls 
of the palace in a special seat and to have conversed with 
akbar in this position through a window. The shaykh 
indicated that he considered the emperor the insān-i 
kāmil and regarded him as identical to the “caliph of the 
age” (khalīfat-i zamān).47 By this he meant the Caliph of 
the last age, who would, according to muslim belief, 
lead mankind to salvation during the age preceding the 
last Judgment. This messianic savior is usually not 
 referred to as “caliph of the age” but “lord of the age” 
(ṣāḥib-i zamān, or mahdī).48 Hajji ibrahim, one of the 
main protagonists of the famous religious discussions at 
the mughal court, also drew comparisons between ak-
bar and the ṣāḥib-i zamān.49 The historian Badaʾuni re-
ports:

…he [sc. Hajji Ibrahim] wrote in a clumsy manner in an 
old worm-eaten book a spurious expression purporting 
to have emanated from Shaikh Ibn ʿArabi (God sanctify 
his tomb!), to the effect that the Khalif of the age (ṣāḥib-i 
zamān) would have many wives, and would shave his 
beard; and he included many other peculiarities of the 
Emperor [i.e., such peculiarities, which the ṣāḥib-i zamān 
was also thought to have].50

elsewhere we learn from Badaʾuni that:

In this year [1579/80] low and mean fellows, who pre-
tended to be learned, but were in reality fools, collected 
evidence that His Majesty was the ṣāḥib-i zamān, who 
would remove all differences of opinion among the 
seventy-two sects of Islam and the Hindus. …And Khwa-
jah Mawlana of Shiraz, a heretic who was proficient in 



Jahangir And Shah Jahan As Temporal And Spiritual Rulers 131

the art of soothsaying, came with a pamphlet by some of 
the Sharifs of Makkah, in which a tradition (hadith) was 
quoted to the effect that the earth would exist for 7,000 
years, and as that time was now over the promised ap-
pearance of the Mahdi would immediately take place.51

in the idea of the ṣāḥib-i zamān or the mahdī, the spheres 
of ṣūrat and maʿnī, mentioned in the quotation of abu’l-
Fazl on adam, are of central importance.52 in the way 
they are used here, these are the terms coined by ibn  
al-ʿarabi, although in his writings they figure in their 
arabic spelling as ṣūra and maʿnā. according to ibn al-
ʿarabi, ṣūra, “form,” is applied to anything in the cosmos: 
“There is nothing in the cosmos but forms” (ii 682.20).53 
at the same time, ṣūra is inextricably related to the un-
derlying divine being itself, denoted by ibn al-ʿarabi as 
maʿnā: ṣūra is the earthly reflection of the maʿnā.54

if akbar is eulogized as the new adam, he claims for 
himself to be nothing less than the perfect man, the “lord 
of the two worlds,” or the “lord of ṣūrat and maʿnī.” in 
the akbarnāma and the Āʾīn-i akbarī, the reference to 
ṣūrat and maʿnī appears with great frequency, although 
they have to be translated differently according to their 
context. Thus, the padishah is the “key of all locks, visible 
and invisible” (kilīd-i jamīʿ-i mighlaqāt-i ṣūrī u maʿnawī).55 
He is “the brightener of the temporal and spiritual world” 
(rawshanī-afzā-yi jahān-i ṣūrat u maʿnī),56 the “tree 
which is rich in spiritual and material [fruit]” (shajara-yi 
barumand-i ṣūrat u maʿnī),57 or simply “the padishah of 
the ṣūrat u maʿnī.”58 in his introduction to the 
akbarnāma, abu’l-Fazl praises his padishah with the fol-
lowing words:

In this exordium … recourse is had to the perfect man 
(insān-i kāmil) who is a king of (divine) reality, viz., that 
Lord of the World who, by virtue of his God-seeking and 
God-apprehending, has removed the veil from between 
the external (ẓāhir) and the internal (bāṭin)…and has 
lifted up the curtain from in front of the apparent (ṣūrat) 
and the real (maʿnī).59

However, the translation of ṣūrat and maʿnī in the wider 
meanings of “temporal” and “spiritual” may not be mis-
taken as the simple attempt to unite political and reli-
gious leadership in akbar’s hands. even though this was 
also intended, such a twofold claim to power would still 
refer to this world only. Maʿnī, as distinguished from 
dīn,60 does not signify the religious system of the earthly  

world, but a higher level of existence. as mentioned ear-
lier, this becomes especially obvious in a short note in 
the akbarnāma concerning the death of akbar’s little 
daughter, mahi Begam. Here we read that she entered 
into the world of maʿnī.61 The emperor’s claim to power 
in ṣūrat and maʿnī reaches beyond this earth and de-
mands authority not only in the temporal, but also in the 
transcendent world. Who submits to the emperor may 
count on prosperity in this world and the next, but who 
revolts is threatened by death and eternal damnation.

ii. JaHangir and THe arTisTiC realiZaTion 
oF THe neW ideologY 

While akbar’s painters hardly went beyond the standard 
repertoire of almost archetypical actions, the artists of 
Jahangir took up the challenge and began to depict more 
sophisticated concepts of sovereignty. an entire series 
of paintings shows their intense effort to find a proper 
way of representing the “emperor of both worlds.”

Jahangir as adam

one of the earliest depictions of Jahangir taking into ac-
count the new legitimizing concepts of his sovereignty 
was a small (ca. 9 × 6 cm) illustration belonging to a 
Dīvān of Hafiz (fig. 3). This manuscript was obviously 
made in the latter part of akbar’s reign, but the pictures 
seem to have been added some time later, around 1610 
to 1615.62 Jahangir himself is depicted in three of the 
eight pictures in this manuscript. as linda leach has 
already pointed out, they show the emperor’s interpre-
tation of his divine authorization to rule.63 Because of 
the precise portraits of the courtiers, analyses of this il-
lustration have focused very much on which event was 
depicted therein.64 so far, this question has not been 
answered satisfactorily, but it seems to be of secondary 
importance for the comprehension of the actual mes-
sage of the picture. We see Jahangir sitting enthroned in 
the back left on a comfortable seat, and another figure, 
presumably prince khurram, together with sixteen 
courtiers, almost all of whom are identifiable by name, 
arranged in a semicircle in front of the throne dais. a 
person prostrates himself before Jahangir. 
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Fig. 3. “Jahangir as ‘adam’,” ca. 1610–15. From the Dīvān of Hafiz. © British library Board, or. 7573, fol. 249a. (photo: courtesy 
of the British library Board)

The actual sense of the picture seems to be conveyed 
in the accompanying verses of Hafiz, two of which are 
written in the upper part of the illustration and one 
more in the lower part.

I aspire to your favour and I know you know it,
 because you see without looking and you can read  
 what is not written.

When the angel prostrated before Adam, he wanted to  
 kiss the floor in front of you,
 because he found a superhuman graciousness in your  
 beauty.65

obviously, Hafiz took up the idea of al-insān al-kāmil 
and the new adam, whom he describes as a man of su-
perhuman qualities with knowledge of divine mysteries. 
it seems very likely that the unknown painter wanted to 
equate Jahangir with adam, in front of whom the angel 
in the ghazal prostrates himself much like the man does 
before the emperor in the illustration.

the key of the two worlds

a well-known double-page painting by the painter Bich-
itr, now in the Chester Beatty library in dublin,66 should 
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arch is surrounded by a nimbus, his feet are resting on a 
footstool shaped like a globe, with a keyhole in the in-
dian subcontinent. a key hanging down from the belt of 
the padishah, which doubtlessly fits the keyhole in the 
globe, points to Jahangir’s world dominion. an inscrip-
tion on the globe mentions “ajmer” as the place of 
 origin.

The courtiers surrounding Jahangir are mainly rela-
tives, known to us from other pictures. a little boy im-
mediately next to Jahangir is probably a grandchild of 
the padishah.71 next to him stands prince parviz, behind 
whom is, presumably, murtaza khan,72 the governor of 
the panjab; at his side is the rajput prince karan from 
mewar, identifiable by his dark skin and thin black 
moustache. after the defeat of the sisodias in February 
or march 1615 he accompanied shah Jahan to the court 
in ajmer in order to attend to the king. prince khurram, 
meanwhile, can be seen to Jahangir’s left.

on the other side of the throne, to the far right, a 
bearded figure looks out of the picture, which abu’l 
Hasan seems to have copied from a european painting. 
The art historian richard ettinghausen, who in 1961 
analyzed this picture together with “Jahangir enthroned 
on an hourglass” (see below), identified the inscription 
on the bearded man’s belt as pādishāh-i rūm dar 
zamān-i qadīm (emperor of Byzantium in ancient 
times).73 ettinghausen assumed that this could be a de-
piction of the Christian emperor of Constantinople, 
manuel ii palaeologus (d. 1425), who had hoped to ap-
pease Jahangir’s ancestor Timur with a written hom-
age.74 The Byzantine emperor constitutes more or less 
the Christian counterpart of the Hindu prince karan, 
who had to surrender to Jahangir’s army under the com-
mand of shah Jahan. Hence, a viewer could have con-
cluded that Christians and Hindus were subject to the 
mughal emperor and obeyed his rule.75

on the left half of the double page khvaja Jahan76  
(d. 1620), one of Jahangir’s fathers-in-law and the gover-
nor of agra, and sadiq khan, Jahangir’s brother-in-law, 
lead a group of visitors towards the throne. as bakhshī,77 
sadiq khan was responsible for the exact protocol to be 
followed, including walking guests in at the right time.78 

among the visitors themselves, the central figure 
stepping forward toward the throne is an old man with 
a white beard and a big turban. it is not clear whether 

be mentioned here given its subject matter: the rightful 
claim to spiritual and temporal power by Jahangir (figs. 
4 and 5). The saint in white on the left part of the double 
page is known from other pictures inscribed with his 
name.67 it is khvaja muʿin al-din Chishti (ca. 1142–1236), 
whose sanctuary in ajmer is one of the most important 
pilgrimage shrines of indian muslims. at his interces-
sion akbar is said to have been granted the long-desired 
heir to the throne, the later Jahangir.68 muʿin al-din 
holds a globe with a crown hovering above. Clearly vis-
ible is a keyhole on his globe, though it is without a key 
inside.

on the right half of the double page we see Jahangir, 
likewise holding an orb in his hands. His globe is also 
furnished with a keyhole, but this time there is a key in 
it. an inscription informs the viewer that the “key of vic-
tory of both worlds is entrusted to [your] hand” (kilīd-i 
fatḥ-i dū ʿ ālam ba-dast-ast musallam). The subject of the 
painting is obviously the presentation of temporal and 
spiritual sovereignty by the saint muʿin al-din Chishti 
to Jahangir, as robert skelton, linda leach, and others 
have already observed. However, the painter seems to 
have also made recourse to a metaphorical expression 
used by abu’l-Fazl, who wrote, “the shahanshah is the 
key to all temporal and spiritual locks” (shāhanshāhī ki 
kilīd-i jamīʿ-i mighlaqāt-i ṣūrī u maʿnavī-st).69 Hence, the 
“two worlds” (dū ʿālam) mentioned on the double page 
are again the spheres of ṣūrat and maʿnī.

Saʿdi as an envoy from the maʿnī

although Bichitr intended to depict the handing over of 
the two worlds, the presentation of the globe actually 
visualizes only one part of his message. But how to por-
tray a higher, immaterial world? an answer to this dif-
ficult question was offered by abu’l-Hasan, Jahangir’s 
most-lauded painter. Between march 1615 and novem-
ber 1616 he made a double-page composition depicting 
a visit to Jahangir’s court by the long deceased persian 
poet saʿdi (figs. 6 and 7).70

The right half of the painting shows Jahangir sitting 
on his throne. only with difficulty can the viewer dis-
cern the three angels with a crown in their hands hover-
ing down over two canopies one above the other. Two 
more angels on the lower canopy carry a medallion with 
the inscription “Jahangir shah.” The head of the mon-
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Fig. 4. Bichitr, “muʿin ud-din Chishti presents the globe,” ca. 1620. image area: 21.8 × 13 cm. From the minto album. dublin, 
Chester Beatty library, no. 7a.14. © The Trustees of the Chester Beatty library, dublin. (photo: courtesy of the Chester 
Beatty library)

he is bowed down by age or in deference to Jahangir, to 
whom he holds out a book, on the cover of which is the 
name of the famous persian poet and mystic saʿdi  
(d. 1292). This led ettinghausen to conclude that the 
visitor must have been saʿdi himself, delivering his di-
van in person.79 a later picture by Bichitr, made around 
1650, shows the same old man together with others de-
picted here. an inscription on this later image confirms 
that it is “a picture of the venerable shaykh saʿdi shira-
zi.”80 The four praying dervishes behind saʿdi are un-

known. Finally, in the lower margin of the picture, there 
are two figures derived from Western artwork. on the 
person to the left ettinghausen deciphered the words 
“ṣūrat-i Yildirim Bāyazīd” (picture of Yıldırım Bayezid). 
Bayezid i was the ottoman sultan captured by Timur at 
the battle of ankara in 1402. When he died in prison 
some months later, the conqueror gave the country back 
to Bayezid’s sons (who accepted his suzerainty)—a spe-
cial favor that Jahangir, as Timur’s heir and successor, 
equates with a boon granted by himself. as a result, he 



Jahangir And Shah Jahan As Temporal And Spiritual Rulers 135

obviously expected appropriate gestures of thanks and 
subservience from the ottoman emperor. However, his 
colleague in istanbul did not respond this way. disgrun-
tled by his “arrogance,” Jahangir declared: “From that 
time [i.e., 1402] until now, notwithstanding such favours, 
no one had come on the part of the emperors (qayāṣira), 
nor has any ambassador been sent.”81 Bayezid’s neigh-
bor in the present image is recognizable by his turban as 
a safavid, and was probably meant to be a safavid shah. 
While Jahangir welcomes the centrally placed saʿdi with 

open arms, the two kings at the lower edge of the picture 
appear marginal, in the true sense of the word. in view 
of the high appreciation Jahangir attributes to the old 
man, they are only of secondary importance. so at first 
glance, “saʿdi’s visit” thematizes Jahangir’s reverence for 
the great poet and concomitant disdain for worldly 
kings. ettinghausen too interpreted this picture as basi-
cally signifying a preference for the spiritual over the 
temporal.82

if we bear in mind the concept of legitimation 

Fig. 5. Bichitr, “Jahangir holding a globe,” ca. 1620. image area: 20.5 × 12.7 cm. From the minto album. dublin, Chester 
Beatty library, no. 7a.5. © The Trustees of the Chester Beatty library, dublin. (photo: courtesy of the Chester Beatty library)
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Fig. 6. “Jahangir greeting the poet saʿdi” (left half), attributed to abu’l-Hasan, ca. 1615.   image area: 18 × 13 cm. Baltimore, 
Walters art museum, W.668, fol 37a. © 2011 Walters art museum, used under a Creative Commons attribution-sharealike 
3.0 license: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/  (photo: courtesy of the Walters art museum)

developed  in the akbarnāma, an explication going be-
yond that may also be considered: the presence of long 
deceased personalities is indicative of a special level of 
reality. The poet from shiraz must be regarded, very 
much like muʿin al-din Chishti, as an envoy from the 
world beyond, the sphere of the maʿnī. The dervishes 
behind him are perhaps also long deceased and form his 
official retinue. The main action of this picture involves 
the presentation of a book. To prevent any doubt, abu’l-

Hasan guides the viewer to the book not only through 
his positioning of saʿdi but also by the gesture of  khvaja 
Jahan. unlike in the previously mentioned double page, 
the poet does not bring a globe—this is already beneath 
the feet of the emperor and hence in his possession—
but a book. even if saʿdi’s ouevre is one of the most es-
teemed pieces of persian poetry in mughal india,83 it 
seems unlikely that the painter only wanted to show 
how the author came down from the maʿnī to present 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Fig. 7. abu’l-Hasan, “Jahangir greeting the poet saʿdi” (right half), ca. 1615. image area: 16.9 × 12.3 cm. © Freer gallery of art, 
smithsonian institution, Washington, d.C.: purchase, F1946.28. (photo: courtesy of the Freer gallery of art)

his book in person. We may rather suppose that just as 
in the presentation of the globe the gift is not the ball 
itself but temporal power, here the book is not meant to 
be merely a special edition of saʿdi’s works but a symbol 
of spiritual authority complementing Jahangir’s secular 
might. What we see on the left part of the double page  
is a heavenly delegation, doubtlessly sent by order of  
the lord himself, bringing down spiritual might to  
Jahangir.

From the lower-ranking positions of the ottoman and 
safavid emperors, the viewer may conclude that they are 
nothing more than bystanders. as holders of temporal 
power, they can only watch the real events from afar. 
abu’l-Hasan’s most important message seems to be that 
Jahangir is the mightiest emperor, acknowledged by 
worldly figures of all denominations as well as by super-
natural powers. He is the only one who possesses au-
thority in ṣūrat and in maʿnī. This same message was also 



Heike Franke138

conveyed by the cartouches surrounding the large paint-
ing introduced at the beginning of this essay (fig. 2). due 
to his possession of ṣūrat and maʿnī, Jahangir surpasses 
all other kings, who are nothing more than supplicants 
at his threshold:

7) Which other king owned such ṣūrat and maʿnī?
 Ṣūrat u maʿnī chunīn kī dāsht dīgar pādishāh?
8) They would prostrate themselves a hundred times 

before his image each time they saw him, 
9) if one hundred kings like iskandar came into the 

world.
 Mīkunad dar har nigah ṣad sijda pish ṣūrat-ash
 dar jahān āyad agar ṣad chūn Sikandar-i pādshāh
16) only to look at the figure of shah Jahangir,
17) the kings of rum and China stand waiting at the 

door.84
 tā naẓar bar ṣūrat-i shāh-i Jahāngīr afkand
 muntaẓir az rūm u Chīn istāda bar dar pādshāh

if we believe abu’l-Hasan, the mightiest kings of the 
world, as embodied in the ottoman sultan and safavid 
shah represented here, were nothing more than vassals 
of the king of kings, the emperor of the two worlds. 

Jahangir enthroned on an hourglass

Taking the lead from abu’l-Hasan’s idea to visualize Ja-
hangir’s authority over the sphere of maʿnī through the 
presentation of a book, Bichitr succeeded in developing 
this theme even further. in an extraordinary picture (fig. 
8),85 he shows Jahangir in profile on a throne, which is 
depicted in the enigmatic form of an oversized hour-
glass. His head is surrounded by an enormous aureole, 
unifying the sun and a silver crescent moon. Two putti 
are seen flying in the top corners, the left one carrying 
away a broken arrow and a bow with a torn bowstring, 
while the one on the right side covers his eyes. at the 
bottom, two other angels inscribe the lower part of the 
hourglass, writing “allahu akbar! o shah, may your life 
last a thousand years.”

on the left margin of the picture, four persons line up, 
one below the other: the highest of them, though still 
below Jahangir’s head, is a sufi shaykh. His features are 
well known from several other pictures,86 and his prom-
inent beard makes him easily recognizable. it is shaykh 
Husayn ajmeri, the custodian of khvaja muʿin al-din 

Chishti’s tomb in ajmer. He was a contemporary of Jah-
angir and owed him his reappointment as head of the 
shrine. The person below seems to be either Yıldırım 
Bayezid (Bayezid i), as in “saʿdi as an envoy from the 
maʿnī,” or even more likely a contemporary ruler such as 
the king of england. His appearance is obviously derived 
from a european model, because the fashion to depict a 
crown above a turban corresponded to the Western no-
tion of the ottoman emperor in the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth century.87

The european king was already identified by etting-
hausen as James i of england and scotland. This portrait 
was copied from a painting by John de Critz that prob-
ably entered into Jahangir’s possession as a present from 
the British envoy sir Thomas roe. The same might be 
true for the carpet depicted in our picture. according to 
roe’s travel account, a portrait of James i was exhibited 
during the new Year (nowruz) celebrations in march 
1616 and 1617.88 in the bottom left, one sees a bearded 
man, certainly the painter of this work of art, depicted 
smaller than the three persons above.89 There are other 
cases of painters’ portraying themselves in the same 
manner, for example, on three pages in the Padshāhnāma 
in Windsor Castle (fols. 43b, 49a, and 195a),90 where 
each artist respectively immortalized himself in a corner 
at the bottom right or left of the page. in all these cases, 
the painters distinguish themselves through an attribute 
they carry with them. on the present page, the painter 
holds a picture in his hand as a sign of his profession. He 
humbly wrote his name, Bichitr, on the seat of the curi-
ous footstool depicted in front of the hourglass throne—
a panel carried by a kneeling three-headed creature.91. 
Bichitr is dressed in a yellow robe and a red turban. The 
man in the picture in his hand is clad in the same colors, 
and he is just in the act of making the taslīm. This special 
way of greeting the emperor, introduced into the court 
ritual by akbar’s father, Humayun, was, according to 
court etiquette, intended to express someone’s gratitude 
for the bestowal of salaries or presents.92 Hence, the pic-
ture in the picture very likely shows Bichitr himself, 
bowing down before Jahangir in appreciation for the 
bestowal of an elephant and two horses.

The presence of the painter in this exposed place de-
serves special consideration. more than thirty years ago, 
milo Beach expressed surprise at finding the painter 
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Fig. 8. Bichitr, “Jahangir enthroned on an hourglass,” ca. 1618. image area: 25.3 × 18.1 cm. From the St. Petersburg album.  
© Freer gallery of art, smithsonian institution, Washington, d.C.: purchase, F1942.15. (photo: courtesy of the Freer gallery 
of art)
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here, writing that, “the presence and choice of atten-
dants may be less consciously controlled than etting-
hausen implies, for otherwise it is impossible to explain 
the inclusion of Bichitr himself alongside James i and an 
ottoman sultān. The figure at the lower left follows a 
recognized formula for artists’ portraits, and it may 
therefore be that the symbolism is looser than has been 
believed....”93 

upon closer inspection, Bichitr’s self-portrait does 
not exactly follow the recognized formula: all the paint-
ers who humbly depicted themselves took a place in a 
corner at due distance from their royal emperor. none 
dared to show himself so near to the king and adjacent 
to other high dignitaries, and especially not on (nearly) 
the same level with important monarchs. it is hard to 
believe that the painter himself was so bold as to take 
his place there without Jahangir’s special invitation. a 
thorough examination of the “Hourglass” picture might 
reveal whether the painter subsequently inserted him-
self into the painting. if so, it was surely meant to be a 
reward for his ingenious picture, which Bichitr had orig-
inally conceived very consciously with only the holy 
man and the two kings in front of Jahangir.

according to ettinghausen, the essential intent of this 
picture was to show that the emperor had “given prece-
dence to spiritual values such as those offered by sûfism, 
placing them ahead of the tasks of a sovereign king.”94 
given Jahangir’s haggard physiognomy, ettinghausen 
thought that the image must have been painted in the 
1620s, when the emperor’s health was shattered and he 
faced several political defeats. in this situation, as et-
tinghausen concludes, he entrusted his life, symbolized 
in a book, to the hand of a sufi: “...in the last analy sis the 
emperor was not just a reli gious man but a mus lim who 
in times of spiri tual need turned to the reli gion of his 
fat hers.“95

if we call to mind akbar’s ideology of ṣūrat and maʿnī, 
there could also be another interpretation of this pic-
ture. let us take a look at the accompanying text. There 
are two cartouches above and two below the painting 
containing the following words:

(top right): Pādishāh-i ṣūrat u maʿnī ast az luṭf-i allāh (By 
the grace of god he is padishah of the ṣūrat and the 
maʿnī)

(top left): Shāh nūr al-Dīn Jahāngīr ibn-i akbar Pādishāh
(bottom right): Garchi dar ṣūrat shahān dārand dar pīsh-

ash qiyām (although in [this external world of] the 
ṣūrat [even] kings stand before him)

(bottom left): līk dar maʿnī ba-darvīshān kunad dāyim 
nigāh   (he looks nevertheless in the [sphere of] maʿnī 
to the dervishes)

it looks very much as if these verses were revealing the 
same claim to power over the two worlds as was given 
expression in the akbarnāma and the pictures men-
tioned above. The kings (shāhān, while Jahangir himself 
is the padishāh) are closely related to the term ṣūrat, 
because they belong only to this material world. The 
dervishes (darvīshān) are associated with the realm of 
the maʿnī. in the end, both dervishes and kings remain 
imperfect, as their authority spans either ṣūrat or maʿnī, 
but never both; Jahangir alone is the one who combines 
both domains (see the verse top right). 

Hence, the message of this painting by Bichitr seems 
to be that as the padishah rose above the earthly life, the 
laws of this world lost their validity. He is no more in 
need of worldly weapons, which are carried away by the 
angel, and perhaps does not even require god’s help. His 
halo, which is dazzling even to an angel used to god’s 
brightness, shines more radiantly than the sun and 
moon together. Celestial beings proclaim that he will 
live a thousand years—that is to say, as long as adam:96 
thus he is not even subject to time, because he is the lord 
of time, the ṣāhib-i zamān. This seems to be the reason 
for his strange hourglass-shaped throne. 

in the above-mentioned double pages of “Jahangir, 
muʾin ad-din Chishti, and the key of the two worlds” by 
Bichitr and “saʿdi as an envoy from the maʿnī” by abu’l-
Hasan, Jahangir in each case receives a gift from the 
hands of long deceased persons. These figures, who no 
longer exist as human beings but belong to a higher 
realm, are commissioned by god as heavenly messen-
gers. in the current picture, Jahangir presents a book and 
this time it is the (still living) representative of religion, 
shaykh Husayn ajmeri, who takes it from him. if in 
“saʿdi as an envoy of the maʿnī” the book is the symbol 
of authority over the sphere of maʿnī, we may assume 
the same meaning also in this case: shaykh Husayn 
ajmeri receives his religious authority from Jahangir.97
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if this is indeed the message of our picture, we could 
perhaps, on this basis, decode another piece of informa-
tion hidden by Bichitr in this scene. as in the aforemen-
tioned double page, the presentation of the book is the 
focal point that attracts the attention of the viewer. Con-
sequently, it is extremely important to investigate which 
work the painter staged here in such a spectacular way. 
ettinghausen had assumed that it contained the mem-
oirs of Jahangir. after the emperor finished his account 
of the first twelve years of his reign, he ordered this text 
to be copied and bound several times. The first volume, 
completed on august the 20, 1618, he gave to his son, 
shah Jahan, as a token of his special affection. a number 
of copies were to be distributed to the most important 
servants of the state, in the same way that the akbarnāma 
previously had been.

if Jahangir is presented by Bichitr as the ṣāḥib-i 
zamān, his book can only be a holy book, brought by him 
as a divine man, like a gift from above to the world of 
ordinary mortals. only the most dignified among them, 
one of the highest Chishti shaykhs, who is able to grasp 
the spiritual meaning of the book, is qualified to be the 
recipient. under no circumstances may such a treasure 
be touched with bare hands.98 This is the reason why the 
shaykh reverently takes the present with his shawl. The 
ottoman sultan, who seems to understand its value, 
begs for a copy. But as a king of the ṣūrat, he is refused 
the sublime truths of this book. The same is true for 
James i. From his posture, turned away from Jahangir, 
the viewer could conclude that he had not yet grasped 
the book’s importance. 

it would seem that Bichitr had two goals in mind with 
this picture: to give Jahangir’s claims to power a visible 
form, and to stage his literary monument in an appropri-
ate way. There was no time more fitting to eulogize the 
Jahāngīrnāma than when the work was completed, in 
august 1618.99 

iii. sHaH JaHan as an emperor oF THe TWo 
Worlds

even if Jahangir’s son and successor officially refrained 
from the ideology of the dīn-i ilāhī and conceded percep-
tibly more authority to the muslim clerics, it seems that 

at least a few of his paintings reveal his claim to unify 
spiritual and temporal power in his person. For this pur-
pose, his painters went back to a motif that turns out, 
upon closer examination, to be related to our theme of 
ṣūrat and maʿnī: the painters depicted an encounter be-
tween the world conquerer alexander, here bearing a 
resemblance to shah Jahan, and the mysterious proph-
et-saint khizr, who drank from the source of life. There 
are several pictures featuring just such a meeting.100 
Three of them probably bear a reference to a certain 
kind of written eulogy found in the akbarnāma and 
other books well known to the royal painters, viz. equa-
tions of the king with khizr and iskandar at the same 
time, which the artists tried to realize as paintings. 

a) a page from the st. petersburg album101 (fig. 9) 
shows the young shah Jahan, armed like a warrior with 
shield, sword, and lance, standing on a white horse that 
seems to be treading water. khizr, dressed in green and 
facing the padishah, hands him a drinking bowl that is 
also green. unlike shah Jahan, khizr does not need a 
horse to stand on, since, as depicted here, he was be-
lieved to have been able to walk on water.102

b) a second portrait of shah Jahan, from the late 
shah Jahan album, likewise shows the emperor in the 
gear of a warrior (fig. 10). His head surrounded by a nim-
bus, he is seen holding up a key as he looks toward a 
bearded shaykh who hands him a drinking bowl. Be-
neath the two figures there seems to be a little brook.103 
even though the shaykh in this picture is not clad in 
green, his place in the water, the water bowl in his hands, 
and especially the fish under his feet suggest an identi-
fication with khizr.

c) Finally, in one of the illustrations of the Padishāh-
nāma a shaykh presents a globe to shah Jahan (fig. 11).104 
due to his green dress and peculiar stance in the water, 
milo Beach and ebba koch concluded that this old man 
was very likely the mysterious khizr,105 the keeper of the 
source of life. shah Jahan appears in festive attire ap-
propriate for a ruler of the world. The scene takes place 
in front of the backdrop of ajmer.

as studies by isaak Friedländer have shown, the leg-
end of the source of life had been popular in the east as 
part of different greek, Hebrew, and syriac versions of 
the alexander romance since late antiquity. in islamic 
tradition, khizr was identified with the nameless 
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Fig. 9. Bal Chand, “shah Jahan receives the elixir of life from the prophet khizr,” 1625–1630. original size: 18.3 × 11.7 cm, 
extended to 27.5 × 17 cm. From the St. Petersburg album. st. petersburg, museum of the History of religion, m-7992-Vii-1 
recto. With kind permission of the museum of the History of religion, st. petersburg. (photo: courtesy of the museum of 
the History of religion)

“ servant of god” in sura 18:60–82, whom moses met at 
the mysterious “Confluence of the Two seas.”106 later, 
Firdawsi incorporated the theme into his Shāhnāma, 
just as nizami did in his Iskandarnāma. The latter de-
scribes how iskandar (alexander) travelled with his 
army to the land of darkness in search of the source of 
life. The prophet khizr was chosen to lead them, and, in 
order to enable him to advance faster, iskandar left his 
white horse to him. indeed, khizr found the source, 
drank from it, took a bath in it, and also bathed his horse. 

But contrary to expectations, he had no chance to con-
duct iskandar there, because the fountain disappeared 
before his eyes. “on account of his (sikandar’s) disap-
pointment—not (on account of) his anger,” as nizami 
writes, khizr chooses not to meet iskandar again.107 

it is not a coincidence that alexander was not allowed 
to drink from this fountain. nizami explains:

In the hope of the water of life, Sikandar
Exercised firmness in toil and hardship:
Sought freshness (pleasant life in youth)
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from the fountain (joy the water of life) for himself.108 

a few verses later, the poet makes an angel explain it 
explicitly:

The world altogether, whole, thou seizedst,
Thy brain became not sated of vain fancies (long life for 
  the enjoyment of unprofitable lust).109

This means that iskandar was not qualified to find the 
source of life, because he was searching for the wrong 
thing: its water brings eternal life not to prolong ephem-

eral pleasures but to achieve enlightenment. according 
to the commentary on nizami’s Iskandarnāma110 con-
sulted by the translator Wilberforce Clarke, the water of 
life has a threefold meaning: fayż-i azalī, ʿilm-i ladunī, 
and ṣafā-yi bāṭin, which can be translated as god’s eter-
nal grace, the knowledge gained through spiritual real-
ization, and esoteric purity.111 since iskandar had no 
access to the source of life, he did not gain these features 
and hence had no authority over the spiritual realm. The 
latter was reserved for khizr. so iskandar and khizr con-
stitute two antitheses representing this world and the 
other. 

it was nizami who conceived of this idea, in order to 
pay homage to the atabek nusrat ud-din abu Bakr, to 
whom he had dedicated his Iskandarnāma, by present-
ing him as an outstanding personality unifying the qual-
ities of iskandar and khizr. He writes:

Bravo! The Khizr and the Sikandar of created beings;
For thou hast both territory and also the water of life!
Thou art like Sikandar, the king, a territory-conquerer;
Thou art like Khizr, a guide to those fallen from the path 
 (of religion);
Thou hast all things that are needful;
One thing thou hast not—and that is, thy equal!112

abu’l-Fazl incorporated nizami’s idea and converted it 
into verses appropriate for akbar. Hence the akbarnāma 
contains eulogies such as the following:

An Alexander-mined Khizr, the producer of the fountain
Determiner of the Pole-star, expounder of the Almagest
The substance of kingship and saintship is in him
The magazine of divine mysteries is in him
From his great power, he is the head of princes
From his wondrous wisdom, he is the famed of  epochs.113

another passage reads:

The Alexander-like prince Akbar at attainment’s feast
Like Khizr drained the cup from wisdom’s fountain.114

Besides abu’l-Fazl, the historian muhammad ʿarif Qan-
dahari also makes use of the iskandar-khizr theme 
when he writes about akbar: 

Oh! that person who is famous like Khizr and Sikandar 
and whose command and justice shine like light in the 
realm. Sikandar forged a mirror out of iron and Hazrat 
Khizr went round in search of the water of eternal life, 

Fig. 10. “shah Jahan and khizr.” From the late shah Jahan 
album. Formerly demotte Collection. (after Josef strzy-
gowski, Heinrich glück, stella kramrisch, and emmi Wellesz, 
asiatische Miniaturenmalerei im anschluss an Wesen und 
Werden der Mogulmalerei [klagenfurt, austria: kollitsch, 
1933], fig. 262; the present whereabouts of this page are un-
known to me)
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Fig. 11. “shah Jahan and khizr near ajmer,” ca. 1656. From the Windsor Castle Padishāhnāma, fol. 205b. Windsor Castle. 
royal Collection Trust / © Her majesty Queen elizabeth ii 2014. (photo: courtesy of Windsor Castle)

but your chest (heart) is itself a lighted mirror and the 
water of life is itself present in your bowl.115

With the gift of khizr, a sip from the source of life, the 
qualities of this mysterious saint pass over to shah Jah-
an, who thus combines the spiritual power with his tem-
poral might. This makes him, like akbar and Jahangir, 
the lord of ṣūrat and maʿnī.

ConClusion

The cartouches surrounding the large painting (fig. 1) 
provided a first hint that the intense application of the 
terms ṣūrat and maʿnī was not incidental. With them 
akbar was described as an emperor of the two worlds in 
many passages of the akbarnāma. The new ideology of 



Jahangir And Shah Jahan As Temporal And Spiritual Rulers 145

sovereignty conceived by its author, abu’l-Fazl, is thus 
revealed. With his use of this pair of terms, Jahangir like-
wise claimed to be a lord of this world and the other. 
akbar’s new ideology of sovereignty underwent no fur-
ther theoretical extension under his successor. But with 
their artistic realization of abu’l-Fazl’s ideas, Jahangir’s 
painters carried out a substantial contribution to this 
construct. in the development of a specifically mughal 
iconography of power as manifested in this series of al-
legorical paintings, it becomes apparent that the paint-
ers were thus attempting to express imperial ambitions 
in their pictures. While the meaning of these images re-
mained obscure as long as we tried to deduce it from 
Jahangir’s memoirs, the introduction of sources from 
akbar’s time makes us aware of broader relationships: it 
was the aspirations developed by abu’l-Fazl in the 
akbarnāma that the painters abu’l-Hasan and Bichitr 
succeeded in conveying in the language of the picture. 
They thus endowed the “lord of ṣūrat and maʿnī” with 
Jahangir’s features.

shah Jahan refrained from following akbar’s political 
and religious policies and took care to restore islam and 
its religious dignitaries to authority. nevertheless, his 
painters fell back on the concepts elaborated in the 
akbarnāma from time to time, and in this way main-
tained the image of the emperor of the two worlds.
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Āʾīn-i akbarī, persian text ed. by Henry Blochmann, 2 vols. 
(Calcutta: asiatic society of Bengal, 1872–77), 1:160; abu’l 
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aBsTraCT 

T h i s  a r t i c l e  b e g i n s  w i t h  a  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  a  m o r e - t h a n - l i f e - s i z e d  p o r t r a i t  o f  J a h a n g i r  ( r .  1 6 0 5 – 2 7 )  t h a t  i s  s u r r o u n d e d  b y  v e r s e s  i n  t w e n t y - s i x  c a r t o u c h e s .  T h e s e  v e r s e s  a r e  o f  s p e c i a l  i n t e r e s t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  t h e  c o n n e c t i n g  l i n k  b e t w e e n  a  s e r i e s  o f  “ a l l e g o r i c a l  p a i n t i n g s ”  m a d e  f o r  J a h a n g i r  a n d  t h e  n e w  c o n c e p t  o f  s o v e r e i g n t y  d e v i s e d  f o r  h i s  f a t h e r ,  a k b a r ,  w h o  h a d  o r d e r e d  t h e  s c h o l a r  a b u ʼ l - F a z l  
t o  d e v e l o p  a  s y s t e m  o f  l e g i t i m i z a t i o n  t o  e m a n c i p a t e  
h i m  f r o m  t h e  e n d o r s e m e n t  o f  t h e  c h i e f  r e l i g i o u s  a u t h o r i t i e s  o f  i s l a m .  T h e  p i v o t a l  t e r m s  o f  t h i s  n e w  i d e o l o g y ,  ṣ ū r a t  a n d  m a ʿ n ī ,  a r e  f o u n d  t h r o u g h o u t  a b u ʼ l - F a z l ’ s  
akbarnāma, and they turn up again in the cartouches of Jahangir’s portrait. To understand the meaning of these verses, it is necessary to consider the system of legitimation conceived by abuʼl-Fazl. The verses then provide valuable information for the interpretation of some portraits of Jahangir and shah Jahan.
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