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Emperors of Ṣūrat and Maʿnī: Jahangir and Shah Jahan as
Temporal and Spiritual Rulers

Information about the Mughal Empire first reached Europe 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 Portuguese hands from 1510 to 1961, was the largest of these
small colonies, while Diu and Cochin were also of importance. Assorted Christian missionaries operated out
of these Portuguese port settlements. At first the Franciscans 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 Mughal 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 Superior 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 disseminated soon after they arrived in Rome. Athanasius
Kircher (d. 1680), the famous German Jesuit scholar, incorporated some of the information contained in these
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missives in his China Monumentis.2 Here we learn that
the Jesuits’ letters were sometimes accompanied by pictures. Kircher added one of them, a portrait of Jahangir,
to the aforementioned book and remarked that the Mughal 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 purchased 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 exceptionally 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 undoubtedly bears traits evoking Jahangir. He is seated on a
golden chair of European style, a radiant nimbus surrounding 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 interest 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 Khvandamir 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,” “portrait,” “appearance,” or “face”; on the other hand, it indicates 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 corresponds 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 metonymic 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 spoken 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
Padshah.
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-worshipper,
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
Padshah.
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, corresponding 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 understand its purpose and meaning, however, it is first
necessary to provide a more extensive explanation concerning 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 community 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
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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 caliphate were gone and it would have been impossible to obtain 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 scholars 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 introduce 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 Islamic 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 explained 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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a ffiliation 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 similar 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 onwards. 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 visible 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 willingness to assume an office under his authority. Two of
the most important theologians were Shaykh ʿAbd alNabi (d. 1583) and Mulla Abdullah Sultanpuri. The former 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 acquiesced to the religious authority of the shaykh and
bestowed the highest honor on him.25 Mulla Abdullah
Sultanpuri had received his honorific title makhdūm almulk (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 alIslam. In good time, prior to Humayun’s second assumption 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 subscribe 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 religious 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 emperor’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 Akbar. Since Islam seemed to be the main obstacle in the
emperor’s way, he made every effort to unmask it as ridiculous superstition and deny its religious representatives 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 authorized 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 redundant. Additionally, the maḥżar was a prelude to a largescale examination of the loyalty of the ulama. All those
who rejected the new religious course had to face withdrawal 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
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Sufi orders in India. However, Badaʾuni and Abu’l Fazl’s
accounts of the events in February and March 1570 suggest that Shaykh Husayn Ajmeri, the sajjāda-nishīn (literally, “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 reappointed the shaykh sometime after he acceded to the
throne in 1605.31 Likewise, in Fatehpur Sikri the descendants of the saint were not allowed to take charge of the
dargāh but were encouraged to enter state service instead.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 legitimize 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 position 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 doctrine 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 model 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 order to “obtain eternal life.”34 Under the motto ṣulḥ-i kull
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(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 dervish-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’lFazl 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-encompassing 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 bounty [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 spiritual worlds (intiẓām-i ʿālam-i ṣūrat u maʿnī).38

By means of isopsephy (jafr), Abu’l-Fazl tried to demonstrate 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 prostrate 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 honorific title shaykh al-Akbar, can be identified in Abu’l-Fazl’s
writings. He wrote approximately seven hundred treatises, 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” (alinsān 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 alkāmil—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 really 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 alInsān 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 creation, 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 genuflection 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 Akbar and the ṣāḥib-i zamān.49 The historian Badaʾuni reports:
…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 pretended 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
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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 appearance 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’lFazl 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 alʿArabi, 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 underlying 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 following words:
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world, but a higher level of existence. As mentioned earlier, 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 demands 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 account 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
In this exordium … recourse is had to the perfect man eight pictures in this manuscript. As Linda Leach has
(insān-i kāmil) who is a king of (divine) reality, viz., that already pointed out, they show the emperor’s interpreLord of the World who, by virtue of his God-seeking and tation of his divine authorization to rule.63 Because of
God-apprehending, has removed the veil from between the precise portraits of the courtiers, analyses of this ilthe external (ẓāhir) and the internal (bāṭin)…and has lustration have focused very much on which event was
lifted up the curtain from in front of the apparent (ṣūrat)
depicted therein.64 So far, this question has not been
and the real (maʿnī).59
answered satisfactorily, but it seems to be of secondary
However, the translation of ṣūrat and maʿnī in the wider importance for the comprehension of the actual mesmeanings of “temporal” and “spiritual” may not be mis- sage of the picture. We see Jahangir sitting enthroned in
taken as the simple attempt to unite political and reli- the back left on a comfortable seat, and another figure,
gious leadership in Akbar’s hands. Even though this was presumably Prince Khurram, together with sixteen
also intended, such a twofold claim to power would still courtiers, almost all of whom are identifiable by name,
refer to this world only. Maʿnī, as distinguished from arranged in a semicircle in front of the throne dais. A
dīn,60 does not signify the religious system of the earthly 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 superhuman 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 Bichitr, now in the Chester Beatty Library in Dublin,66 should
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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 intercession 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 visible 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 victory of both worlds is entrusted to [your] hand” (kilīd-i
fatḥ-i dū ʿālam 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 portray a higher, immaterial world? An answer to this difficult question was offered by Abu’l-Hasan, Jahangir’s
most-lauded painter. Between March 1615 and November 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 discern the three angels with a crown in their hands hovering 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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arch is surrounded by a nimbus, his feet are resting on a
footstool shaped like a globe, with a keyhole in the Indian 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 inscription on the globe mentions “Ajmer” as the place of
origin.
The courtiers surrounding Jahangir are mainly relatives, known to us from other pictures. A little boy immediately 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 depiction of the Christian emperor of Constantinople,
Manuel II Palaeologus (d. 1425), who had hoped to appease Jahangir’s ancestor Timur with a written homage.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 command of Shah Jahan. Hence, a viewer could have concluded 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 governor 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
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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 Divan in person.79 A later picture by Bichitr, made around
1650, shows the same old man together with others depicted here. An inscription on this later image confirms
that it is “a picture of the venerable shaykh Saʿdi Shirazi.”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 special favor that Jahangir, as Timur’s heir and successor,
equates with a boon granted by himself. As a result, he
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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)

obviously expected appropriate gestures of thanks and
subservience from the Ottoman emperor. However, his
colleague in Istanbul did not respond this way. Disgruntled 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 neighbor 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 basically signifying a preference for the spiritual over the
temporal.82
If we bear in mind the concept of legitimation
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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 beyond 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 esteemed 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
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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 supernatural powers. He is the only one who possesses authority in ṣūrat and in maʿnī. This same message was also
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conveyed by the cartouches surrounding the large painting 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 Jahangir’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 hourglass. 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 prominent 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 Jahangir 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 notion of the Ottoman emperor in the late sixteenth and
early seventeenth century.87
The European king was already identified by Ettinghausen as James I of England and Scotland. This portrait
was copied from a painting by John de Critz that probably 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 curious 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 picture 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 deserves 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 attendants may be less consciously controlled than Ettinghausen 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 painters 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 himself into the painting. If so, it was surely meant to be a
reward for his ingenious picture, which Bichitr had originally 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 precedence 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 Ettinghausen concludes, he entrusted his life, symbolized
in a book, to the hand of a Sufi: “...in the last analysis the
Emperor was not just a religious man but a Muslim who
in times of spiritual need turned to the religion of his
fathers.“95
If we call to mind Akbar’s ideology of ṣūrat and maʿnī,
there could also be another interpretation of this picture. 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 pīshash 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 mentioned 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’lHasan, 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 messengers. 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 information hidden by Bichitr in this scene. As in the aforementioned double page, the presentation of the book is the
focal point that attracts the attention of the viewer. Consequently, it is extremely important to investigate which
work the painter staged here in such a spectacular way.
Ettinghausen had assumed that it contained the memoirs 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 appropriate 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 perceptibly more authority to the Muslim clerics, it seems that
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at least a few of his paintings reveal his claim to unify
spiritual and temporal power in his person. For this purpose, 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 between the world conquerer Alexander, here bearing a
resemblance to Shah Jahan, and the mysterious prophet-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. equations 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 believed 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 nimbus, he is seen holding up a key as he looks toward a
bearded shaykh who hands him a drinking bowl. Beneath 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 identification 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 appropriate 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 legend 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 describes 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 conduct Iskandar there, because the fountain disappeared
before his eyes. “On account of his (Sikandar’s) disappointment—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)

Jahangir And Shah Jahan As Temporal And Spiritual Rulers

143

eral pleasures but to achieve enlightenment. According
to the commentary on Nizami’s Iskandarnāma110 consulted 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 eternal grace, the knowledge gained through spiritual realization, 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 constitute 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 presenting him as an outstanding personality unifying the qualities 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

Fig. 10. “Shah Jahan and Khizr.” From the Late Shah Jahan
Album. Formerly Demotte Collection. (After Josef Strzygowski, 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 unknown to me)

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:
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-

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 Qandahari 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,
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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 Jahan, who thus combines the spiritual power with his temporal 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
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sovereignty conceived by its author, Abu’l-Fazl, is thus
revealed. With his use of this pair of terms, Jahangir likewise claimed to be a lord of this world and the other.
Akbar’s new ideology of sovereignty underwent no further 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 allegorical paintings, it becomes apparent that the painters were thus attempting to express imperial ambitions
in their pictures. While the meaning of these images remained 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 maintained the image of the emperor of the two worlds.
Institute of Oriental Studies,
University of Bamberg, Germany
NOTES
1.

2.

3.
4.

Edward D. Maclagan, “The Jesuit Missions to the Emperor
Akbar,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal 65, 1
(1896): 38–113, esp. 48. See also Pedro Moura Carvalho, Mirʾāt
al-quds (Mirror of Holiness): A Life of Christ for Emperor
Akbar, with a trans. by Wheeler M. Thackston (Leiden: Brill,
2011).
Athanasius Kircher, China Monumentis: Qua sacris qua profanis nec non variis naturae & artis spectaculis, aliarumque
rerum memorabilium argumentis illustrata (Amsterdam:
Jacobum à Meurs, 1667), 5:78–79.
Ibid., 5:78.
Bonhams: Islamic and Indian Art, Tuesday, 5 April 2011, New
Bond Street, lot no. 322. The measurements of the painting
include the surrounding cartouches. My sincere thanks to
Alice Bailey at Bonhams for her kind help.

5.
6.
7.

8.

9.
10.

11.
12.

145

Rosemary Crill and Kapil Jariwala, The Indian Portrait,
1560–1860 (London: National Portrait Gallery Publications,
2010), 76n14.
Kircher, China Monumentis, 5:78.
Cf. Milo C. Beach, The Imperial Image: Paintings for the
Mughal Court (Washington, D.C.: Freer Gallery of Art,
1981), 30; Amina Okada, Imperial Mughal Painters: Indian
Miniatures from the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries
(Paris: Flammarion, 1992), 45–59; and Elaine Wright et al.,
Muraqqaʿ: Imperial Mughal Albums from the Chester Beatty
Library, Dublin (Alexandria, Va.: Art Services International,
2008), 344.
See Ghiyath al-Dīn Khvāndamīr, Qānūn-i Humāyūnī, Also
Known as Humāyūn Nāma, of Khwāndamīr: A Work on the
Rules and Ordinances Established by the Emperor Humāyūn
and on Some Buildings Erected by His Order, trans. and ed.
Baini Prashad (Calcutta: Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1940),
42; and Eva Orthmann, “Sonne, Mond und Sterne: Kosmologie und Astrologie in der Inszenierung von Herrschaft
unter Humayun,” in Die Grenzen der Welt: Arabica et Iranica
ad Honorem Heinz Gaube, ed. Lorenz Korn (Wiesbaden:
Reichert, 2008), 297–306, esp. 305.
The term ṣūrat is a loanword from the Arabic ṣūra (picture
or face). It consists of the radical ṣād, wāw, and rāʾ, which
means “to form, to shape, to depict,” or something similar.
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This article begins with a discussion of a more-than-life-sized portrait of Jahangir (r. 1605–27) that is surrounded by verses in twenty-six cartouches. These verses are of special interest because they are
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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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