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EBBA KOCH

THE MUGHAL EMPEROR AS SOLOMON, MAJNUN, AND ORPHEUS, 
OR THE ALBUM AS A THINK TANK FOR ALLEGORY

By the early seventeenth century, symbolic repre-
sentation and allegory had emerged as a new genre in 
imperial Mughal painting. The themes were guided 
by imperial interest and the main agenda was to give 
abstract concepts or performed gestures of ideal king-
ship a pictorial expression. Mughal symbolic represen-
tation was inspired by Europe, as we learn from Abu ’l 
Fazl (d. 1602), the chief historian of Emperor Akbar 
(r. 1556–1605) and, as Richard Eaton has famously 
termed him, his chief ideologue. In his Āʾīn-i Akbarī 
(Institutes of Akbar), written in the 1590s, Abu ’l Fazl 
presents us with an intriguing argument, in which he 
weighs the value of writing against that of painting. 
He begins in almost postmodern philosophical terms, 
anticipating Saussure’s notions of “sign,” “signifier,” 
and “signified,” and continues on a neo-Platonic, post-
Tri dentine note when he states that painting may 
become a means to recognize a higher truth, especially 
when abstract concepts are given a realistic, immediate 
expression, in the manner of the European masters:

A picture (�ūrat) leads to the form it represents [khu-
dāvand-i khvud, lit. its own master] and this [leads] 
to the meaning (maʿnī), just as the shape of a line 
(paykar-i kha��ī) leads one to letters (�arf) and words 
(laf�), and from there the sense (mafhūm) can be found 
out. Although in general they make pictures (ta�vīr) of 
material resemblances (ashbāh-i kawnī), the European 
masters (kārpardāzān-i Firang) express with rare forms 
(ba-shigirf �ūrat-hā) many meanings of the created 
world (basā ma�ānī-i khalqī) and [thus] they lead those 
who see only the outside of things (�āhirnigahān) to the 
place of real truth (�aqīqatzār). However, lines [kha��, 
writing, calligraphy] provide us with the experiences of 
the ancients and thus become a means to intellectual 
progress.1

While the concept of Mughal symbolic representa-
tion and, to a certain extent, its composition and style 
are indebted to European works, its iconography and 
iconology were fed by sources of an astonishing hetero-
geneity. The Mughal emperors and their theorists 
(mardum-i �ā�ib-i vuqūf, men of superior knowledge, 
as Jahangir [r. 1605–27] calls them in one of the rare 
instances where their input is acknowledged2) had not 
the slightest problem with selectively taking from Cen-
tral Asian, Indian, Persian, ancient Near Eastern, and 
European ideas whatever served their purpose. On the 
contrary, the Mughals drew inspiration from the diver-
sity of their sources in order to develop a symbolic and 
allegorical “multilingualism” as a means to address the 
widest possible audience in a cosmopolitan discourse 
in its own terms and, as a consequence, to legitimate 
themselves in the widest possible context as ideal and 
universal kings. An important point of reference was 
Iran—especially since the time of the exile of Humayun, 
the second Mughal emperor (d. 1556), between 1543 
and 1545, at the court of Shah Tahmasp (r. 1525–76).3

Given that Iran was an essential element in the 
Mughal syncretistic venture, it will be of interest to 
investigate how themes of classical Persian literature 
were adopted and adapted for Mughal imperial symbol-
ism and self-representation. I will give particular atten-
tion to the theme of Layla and Majnun, the Romeo and 
Juliet of Arabic and Persian literature, immortalized 
by Nizami of Ganja (d. 1203 or 1209) in his romance 
(mathnavī), which forms part of his main work, the 
Khamsa.4 
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THE STORY OF LAYLA AND MAJNUN

The story is set in Bedouin Arabia and goes as follows: 
Majnun, whose real name was Qays, falls in love with 
Layla when they are still children at school. When Lay-
la’s father discovers their mutual attraction, he removes 
Layla from school and forbids the lovers to see each 
other. The separation only increases Qays’s passion to 
the point of madness, and he is nicknamed Majnun 
(“mad,” literally “possessed by jinns or demons”) by 
those who see him meandering about and singing of 
his love for Layla. Majnun becomes so estranged from 
human society that he wanders out in the wilderness, 
living half-naked and half-starved in the company of the 
wild beasts who gather peacefully around him (fig. 1). 
In the desert, he thinks only of Layla and composes love 
songs for her. His father eventually discovers him and 
tries in vain to console him, but his efforts to bring the 
lovers together fail. When Layla’s father refuses to give 
her hand in marriage to Majnun, the tribe of Majnun’s 
friend Nawfal attacks Layla’s tribe in an unsuccessful 
attempt to persuade them to surrender her to Majnun. 
Layla’s father marries her to Ibn Salam against her will 
but she remains a virgin and faithful to Majnun, even 
secretly arranging meetings with him, although they 
only sing poetry to each other and their love remains 
unconsummated. Several years later, Layla’s husband 
dies but by now Majnun is unable to deal with the real 
and available Layla and withdraws again into the desert. 
Layla dies of a broken heart. Majnun collapses over her 
grave and dies, and the lovers are buried side by side. 
Later, Zayd, another lover who had sought the company 
of Majnun, dreams that Majnun and Layla were united 
in the gardens of Paradise, living as a king and queen.5

Nizami’s works were popular throughout the Per-
sian-speaking world, and in India the poet Amir Khus-
raw Dihlawi (d. 1325) emulated Nizami with his own 
version of the romance. It formed part of his Khamsa, 
and in the title Amir Khusraw reversed the names to 
“Majnun and Layla.”6 

The Mughals had a distinct interest in both versions. 
At the turn of the seventeenth century, the Mughal court 
atelier prepared several illustrated manuscripts of Niza-
mi’s romance and at least one of Amir Khusraw’s ver-
sion. The story of Layla and Majnun features in the 
splendid Khamsa of Nizami, done in 1595 for Akbar at 

Lahore, today in the British Library,7 and there are two 
separate illustrated manuscripts of Layla and Majnun in 
the Bodleian Library at Oxford, dating from circa 1590 
(fig. 1) and the early seventeenth century, respectively.8 
An illustrated Khamsa of Amir Khusraw was prepared 
at the end of Akbar’s reign, in 1597–98. Today, it is at 
the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore, and several of its 
illustrations are at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 
New York.9 Besides that, there are numerous individ-
ual Mughal paintings dedicated to Layla and Majnun.10

There is quite a body of scholarship on Majnun and 
his love for Layla, and on the phenomenon of extraor-
dinary love—l’amour fou, as the French call it—and its 
relation to poetic ability, because Majnun was a poet, his 

Fig. 1. “Majnun among the animals of the wilderness,” 
ascribed to Dhanwan. Illustration to Laylā u Majnūn by 
Nizami, Mughal, ca. 1590. The Bodleian Library, University 
of Oxford, Ms. Pers. D 102, p. 65. (Photo: courtesy of the 
Bodleian Library)  
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name being given variously as Qays al-ʿAmiri or Qays 
b. al-Mulawwah. Various interpretations have been 
offered. Kračkovskij tried to find the historical poet 
behind the legend and the large body of poetry attrib-
uted to “Majnun.”11 His translator, Hellmut Ritter, has 
suggested a mystical interpretation,12 and this was fur-
ther pursued by Asʿad Khairallah.13 Miquel and Kemp 
have used the story of Layla and Majnun as an occasion 
for a wide-ranging reflection on l’amour fou in  Arabic 
and Persian poetry, following its ramifications into 
European medie val literature.14 Julie Meisami has ana-
lyzed the destructive aspects of Majnun,15 and Michael 
Dols has used his behavior as an occasion to study how 
medieval Islamic society reacted to madness.16 In the 
fullest analysis to date, Ali Asghar Seyed-Gohrab looks 
at the appearance and character of Majnun as lover and 
king of love and as ascetic and poet, as well as his rela-
tionships with Layla and his family, his descent into 
madness and black fate, and the factor of time in the 
story.17

MAJNUN AS A SYMBOL OF THE RULER?

I would like to offer yet another interpretation, one that 
relates to the allegorical potential of Majnun as a figure 
of self-identification for the ruler. Having touched on 
this point before, I would like to make it here the subject 
of a fuller investigation.18 Nizami saw in Majnun presid-
ing over the animals of the wilderness a kingly figure 
and, consequently, the image of Majnun was used in this 
sense as a symbol of the Mughal emperor Jahangir, and 
later of Shah Jahan (r. 1628–58). The connection was 
established in an allegorical construction, a theatrum 
allegoriae mongolicae, in which the Koranic Solomon 
played a major role and the figure of the classical Euro-
pean Orpheus was introduced as a supporting character. 
Such transferrals were typical of the Mughal emperors’ 
uninhibited approach to the sources of their self-rep-
resentation, as mentioned above. We shall also see that 
Jahangir identified with Majnun as a love-stricken man, 
as did, to an even greater extent, his son and successor, 
Shah Jahan.

So far, I have not discovered whether Majnun was 
used in this sense elsewhere in the Islamic world. Doris 
Abouseif’s skeptical reaction when I offered my inter-

pretation at the Ernst Herzfeld conference held in 
Vienna in July 200719 led me to assume that this might 
not be the case, and that the idea to present the ruler as 
Majnun might be a specifically Mughal Indian contri-
bution to the theme. 

JAHANGIR’S MURAQQAʿ

There is evidence that the connection between Majnun, 
Solomon, and Orpheus was worked out in the Mughal 
album or muraqqaʿ, a book according to its form, but 
a picture gallery, even a museum, in function. Work 
was begun on the first great Mughal album of this type 
in the early years of the seventeenth century, revealing 
Jahangir to be an avid collector and patron of painting 
and calligraphy. The pages of Jahangir’s muraqqaʿ are 
today dispersed—a large part is in Tehran and another 
substantial section is in Berlin. In the muraqqaʿ, works 
of Jahangir’s court atelier are put together with paint-
ings of the earlier Mughal school, Timurid and Safavid 
images, and European engravings. According to the 
system of Islamic albums, which we understand better 
thanks to David Roxburgh’s pioneering study (though 
one wishes he would have said a bit more about Mughal 
albums),20 the images alternated with calligraphic pages, 
mostly of Mir Ali Herawi, the famous calligrapher of 
Herat, who was active around 150021 and a contem-
porary of Babur, the founder of the Mughal dynasty 
(r. 1526–30).

In 2004 and 2005, I had the opportunity to study the 
album pages in Tehran, where they are kept as loose 
folios under the name Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan (Gulshan 
Album) at the library of the Gulistan Palace,22 and 
in Berlin at the Deutsche Staatsbibliothek.23 It was 
a surprise to find among the Tehran pages two so 
far unknown representations of Orpheus, one on an 
engraving pasted onto a page (p. 154) (fig. 2), the other 
obviously copied from a graphic model (p. 248) (fig. 3). 

THE RECEPTION OF ORPHEUS AT THE 
MUGHAL COURT RECONSIDERED

The two muraqqaʿ Orphei were of special interest to 
me because I had previously dealt with the reception of 
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Fig. 2. Album page. Top: “Allegory of Spring: Triumphal procession with classical gods, heroes, and personification of 
Spring,” from the circle of Virgil Solis (d. 1562). Orpheus is the third from the left. Bottom: “Elephant in a landscape,” 
Mughal, 1590s. From the Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan (Gulshan Album), Mughal, early seventeenth century. Tehran, Gulistan Palace 
Library, no. 1663, p. 154. (Photo: Ebba Koch, 2005)   
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Fig. 3. Album page. Top, left: Manohar, “Layla and Majnun,” ca. 1595–1600; right: Manohar, “Layla and Majnun,” ca. 
1595–1600. Bottom, left: “Layla and Majnun,” attributed to Basawan, ca. 1595; right: “Orpheus playing to the beasts,” 
Mughal, ca. 1600. From the Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan (Gulshan Album), Mughal, early seventeenth century. Tehran, Gulistan 
Palace Library, no. 1663, p. 248. (Photo: Ebba Koch, 2005)
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Orpheus at the Mughal court. The image of Orpheus in 
the form of a Florentine pietra dura tablet (fig. 4) set into 
the back wall of Shah Jahan’s throne, called jharōka-i 
khā�� u ʿāmm (viewing window for high and low), at 
Delhi (before 1648) (fig. 5), had been the subject of 
my doctoral dissertation for the University of Vienna, 
which was published in English in 1988 with the title 
Shah Jahan and Orpheus: The Pietre Dure Deco ration 
and the Programme of the Throne in the Hall of Public 
Audiences at the Red Fort of Delhi.24 There I concluded 
that the jharōka was a Shahjahani realization of the 
Solomonic throne, as it had been described in Jewish 
and early Arabic sources and set up by the Byzantine 
emperors in the Magnaura at Constantinople. At over 
six meters high, Shah Jahan’s Solomonic throne was 
the most spectacular and eccentric in the entire Islamic 
world. It translated the palm trees of the prototype into 
cypress-shaped baluster columns (sar v-an dām sutūn) 
of marble inlaid with semiprecious stones (pietra dura, 
termed parchīn kārī by the Mughals), while the birds and 
lions appeared in the form of pietra dura panels from 
Florence embedded in the rear wall below Orpheus. The 
Florentine Orpheus was meant to symbolize the ideal 
rule of Shah Jahan. The iconological bridge for the trans-
ferral was Solomon, the archetypical ruler of the Koran, 

Fig. 4. “Orpheus playing to the beasts.” Florentine pietra 
dura panel set in the back wall of Shah Jahan’s throne in the 
Hall of Public Audience, Red Fort, Delhi, completed 1648. 
(Photo: Ebba Koch, 1979)

Fig. 5. Shah Jahan’s throne (called jharōka-i khā�� u ʿāmm) in the Hall of Public Audience, Red Fort, Delhi, completed 1648. 
(Photo: Ebba Koch, 1979) 
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seems to be the first time that the metaphor of animals 
pacified by the Mughal ruler’s justice was expressed in 
visual terms, and characteristically it happened in the 
margin of the album page, which is potentially a domain 
of experimentation, paraphrasing, and associating. The 
calligraphy in the center contains verses of various 

who had long been represented in Persianate painting 
as a sovereign on his throne surrounded by his pacified 
animal subjects and his servants, the winged angels and 
spirits (parīs) and subjugated demons (dīvs) (see fig. 21 
on p. 297). This image, in turn, was reinforced by the 
related iconography of the first mythical kings of Iran, 
Gayumarth (fig. 6) and Jamshid, who had been accepted 
by Muslim tradition as exemplary rulers. Like Solomon, 
through universal power and justice Gayumarth and 
Jamshid established the Golden Age, where the lion 
would lie down with the lamb and, in the human world, 
the oppressed would be freed from their oppressors. 
Since Firdawsi (d. ca. 1025), the idea that just rule brings 
about peace in the world, and its expression through the 
metaphor of pacified animals, had informed the eulogies 
of Muslim rulers. 

The court historian Khvandamir (ca. 1475–1535) says 
of Humayun:

Under the protection and shelter of his justice, deer 
sleep carelessly in the lap of panthers, and fish fear-
lessly take rest near crocodiles; pigeons become friends 
of falcons and sparrows chirp fearlessly in front of 
eagles.

Under his just administration deer in the forest
Go abreast with the male lion;
The waterfowl tells its secrets to the hawk;
The pigeon relates its story to the falcon;
If injustice is indicated in the actions of any govern-
ment officers,
They receive from the hands of the subjects a slap (on 
the face).25

In the margin (�āshiya) of page 192 of the Gulshan 
Album (fig. 7), peacefully paired animals—beasts of prey 
and their potential victims (in Persian dad u dām)— 
appear like an illustration of Khvandamir’s verses, here 
related to Jahangir. He sits in the upper right corner on 
a carpet and partakes of something looking like cherries, 
spread out in large dishes, with an attendant standing 
next to him. Jahangir presides over pairs of pacified ani-
mals, arranged below him in the golden vegetation of 
the margin: a black buck and a panther, a lamb and a 
wolf (fig. 8), a duck biting the tail of a falcon (to show 
the empowerment of the weak over the strong) (fig. 9), 
and, in the middle of the bottom margin, a lion freeing a 
stag whose antlers are entangled in a bush (fig. 10). This 

Fig. 6.“Gayumarth enthroned.” From a Shāhnāma of Fir-
dawsi, Mughal, early seventeenth century. Staatsbibliothek 
zu Berlin Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Ms. Or. Fol. 172, 1798. 
Bl. 19b. (Photo: courtesy of Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin Preus-
sischer Kulturbesitz) 
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Fig. 7. Album page, with calligraphy and figural margin showing Jahangir, pairs of beasts/birds of prey and their potential 
victims (dad u dām), attendants, and secondary figures. From the Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan (Gulshan Album), Mughal, early 
seventeenth century. Tehran, Gulistan Palace Library, no. 1663, p. 192. (Photo: Ebba Koch, 2005) 
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Fig. 8. Detail of fig. 7 (Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan, Gulistan Palace 
Library, no. 1663, p. 192), showing a wolf lying down with 
a lamb. 

Fig. 10. Detail of fig. 7 (Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan, Gulistan Palace Library, no. 1663, p. 192), showing a lion freeing a stag whose 
antlers are caught in a bush. 

→
Fig. 9. Detail of fig. 7 (Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan, Gulistan Palace 
Library, no. 1663, p. 192), showing a duck biting the tail of 
a falcon. 
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content, and it is not clear whether they have a bearing 
on the scenes in the margin.26

 Solomon was a role model for many a Muslim ruler, 
but the Mughals had arguably been keener and more 
successful than others in visualizing Solomonic im agery 
and relating it to their own persons. The interest of the 
Mughals in the Solomonic assembly of animals was 
intensified by its Messianic connotations. The animals 

demonstrated the Messianic peace in the end of times, 
as prophesied by Isaiah:

The wolf lies with the lamb,
the panther lies down with the kid,
calf and lion cub feed together
with a little boy to lead them,
The cow and the bear make friends,
their young lie together.
The lion eats straw like the ox,
The infant plays over the cobra’s hole;
into the vipers’ lair
the young child puts his hand.
They do no hurt, no harm,
on all my holy mountain,
for the country is filled with the knowledge of Yahweh
as the waters swell the sea (Isaiah 11:6–9)

This animal theme appears on the first title page of the 
Royal Polyglot Bible (Biblia Sacra Hebraice, Chaldaice, 
Graece et Latine Philippi II Reg. Cathol. pietate, et studio 
ad Sacrosanctae Ecclesiae usum, 1568–72, designed by 
the editor of the Bible, Benito Arias Montano, drawn 
by Pieter van der Borcht, and engraved by Pieter van 
der Heyden [fig. 11]), which the Jesuits had brought 
to the Mughal court in 1580.27 The Mughals became 
deeply interested in Christianity but in the last analy-
sis they turned to it less out of religious motivation, as 
the Jesuits were disappointed to note, than in search of 
suitable ideas and symbols to broaden their image as 
universal rulers with yet another deifying dimension. 
The Mughal pādshāhs used Christian images to show 
themselves not only as second Solomons but also as 
new Messiahs: they appeared on allegorical portraits 
standing on globes populated with pacified animals, sur-
rounded by Christian paraphernalia such as haloes and 
putti holding imperial attributes (fig. 12). 

Orpheus pacifying the beasts through his music fitted 
very well into this iconography, all the more so given 
his relation to the Koranic David, who, in antiquity, 
had been invested with Orphic features and in the Ara-
bic Qi�a� al-anbiyāʾ (Stories of the Prophets) shares 
many elements with Solomon (fig. 13). The reception 
of Orpheus was also facilitated by the Islamic Plato/
Aflatun who, according to Nizami, charmed the ani-
mals with the sounds of his wondrous instrument to 
outdo his rival Aristotle/Aristu (fig. 14). In this chain 
of related figures, the Florentine pietra dura Orpheus 

Fig. 11. Pietatis Concordiae or “The peace among the ani-
mals according to Isaiah,” designed by the editor of the Royal 
Polyglot Bible, Benito Arias Montano, drawn by Pieter van 
der Borcht, and engraved by Pieter van der Heyden, 1569. 
First title page of volume 1 of the Royal Polyglot Bible (Biblia 
Sacra Hebraice, Chaldaice, Graece et Latine Philippi II Reg. 
Cathol. pietate, et studio ad Sacrosanctae Ecclesiae usum, ed. 
B. A. Montanus [Antwerp: C. Plantin, 1568–72]). © British 
Library Board, 6.h. 4. (Photo: courtesy of the British Library)
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was an attractive, new, and trendy symbol for the Sol-
omonic power and justice of the Mughal pādshāh and 
the Golden Age of his reign. 

This, in brief, was my reading of the Orpheus image 
and it was largely accepted. However, several scholars 
were skeptical. Vidya Dehejia, for example, felt that “its 
[the Orpheus image] use may signify little more than 
the magnitude of Shah Jahan’s reach.”28 

ORPHEUS IN JAHANGIR’S MURAQQAʿ

The newly discovered Orphei in the Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan 
provide highly welcome support for my interpretation 
of the Delhi image. They precede the use of the pietra 
dura Orpheus in Shah Jahan’s throne setting by over 
twenty years and make clear that the reinterpretation of 
the classical hero as a Solomonic figure had been worked 
out in the muraqqaʿ of Jahangir.

The first Orpheus can be made out in a strip-shaped 
engraving, surrounded by a band of ornamental Mughal 

Fig. 13. “King David charming birds and beasts with his 
flute, inscribed Hazrat-i Dawud (His Lordship David),” 
Mughal, seventeenth century. Freer Gallery of Art, Smith-
sonian Institution, Washington D.C.: Gift of Charles Lang 
Freer, F1907.194. (Photo: courtesy of the Freer Gallery of 
Art)

Fig. 12. Hashim, “The emperor Shah Jahan standing upon a 
globe,” 1629. Opaque water color on paper. Freer Gallery of 
Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.: Purchase, 
F1939.49. (Photo: courtesy of the Freer Gallery of Art)



ebba koch288

Playing a lyra di braccio, Orpheus walks in a trium-
phal procession of classical gods, heroes, and personi-
fications of the seasons, designated by inscriptions (two 
of them written in reverse30) (fig. 15). He appears third 
from the left, after Martius and Mercurius. In front of 
him is Pan, who follows Ver and Flora sitting in a tri-
umphal car drawn by a pair of bullocks. Leading the 
way on foot is Pater Liber (Dionysos), and above the 
bullocks is a scroll proclaiming “April.” The engraving 
is part of a longer procession, which represents Spring 
(Ver) in a series of the Four Seasons coming from the 
circle of the German print maker and book illustrator 
Virgil Solis (d. 1562).31 This image shows the integration 
of Orpheus among other classical figures into a Mughal 
aesthetic context, but does not tell us anything beyond 
that, and the connection with the elephant on the same 
page can as yet not be explained.

The second page is much more revealing. It contains 
the key to my reading and now we come also to the fig-
ure of Majnun (fig. 3). A brush drawing of Orpheus 
playing to the beasts is pasted together with three images 
of Layla and Majnun, done in the same style, on one 
album page. Orpheus is clearly based on a European 
model, though he is invested with feminine features 
(fig. 16). The earrings are also a Mughal addition. The style 
of brush drawing with light color washes, the Mughal 
nīm qalam technique, points to the artists Basawan 
(fl. ca. 1580–1600) and his son Manohar, and the latter 
signed two of the three surrounding Layla and Majnun 
images. Orpheus appears in his classical pose, similar 
to the Delhi image, sitting on a rock under a tree and 
playing a lyra di braccio. On the left side is a hunting 
dog, who has given up the pursuit of the hare on the 
right side and has fallen asleep, which demonstrates the 
power of the mythical musician: Orphic peace. Below, in 
the foreground, a man is rescued by a good Samari tan, 
whose horse awaits him on the right. The group shows 
the redress of an act of violence, necessary for the estab-
lishment of Golden Age conditions.

MAJNUN AND LAYLA IN THE MURAQQAʿ

The key to the allegorical meaning of the album page 
comes from the three images of Layla and Majnun 
pasted around Orpheus (fig. 3). All three are done in 

cartouches atop the portrait of an imperial elephant 
standing near a rivulet in a mountainous landscape 
(fig. 2).29 Both images are pasted together and sur-
rounded by a narrow golden margin that separates them 
from the splendid wider margin of the album page. (The 
margin is a mind-boggling work of art in itself, featur-
ing golden vegetal scrolls and spiky leaves and flowers, 
in the Timurid manner, on an orange ground. Into the 
thicket of ornamental vegetation are set tiny, opaquely 
painted pairs of birds, which, despite their minuscule 
format, are closely observed studies of nature, reflect-
ing the ornithological interest of the patron Jahangir). 

Fig. 14. Madhu Khanazad, “Plato (Aflā�ūn) charming the 
wild animals by his music.” From a Khamsa of Nizami, 
1595. Opaque water color on paper. © British Library Board, 
Ms. Or. 12 208, fol. 298a. (Photo: courtesy of the British 
Library)
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devotion.32 Layla belongs to this group, appearing like 
a goddess of love.

The other two pictures of Layla and Majnun pasted 
above onto the page are signed by Manohar on a sheet 
of paper that Layla holds in her left hand (fig. 18). Both 
images follow the composition by Basawan, but with 
a few more iconographic details, and they are done in 
harder brushwork. Next to Layla appears a vase-like 
vessel and there are more animals: one sees more of 
the jackal on the right and there is a feline on the left 
side, which licks the foot of Majnun. The left image 
has another cat in the foreground. Manohar cop-
ied his father’s composition of Layla and Majnun in 
these two drawings and in several other variants, which 
would indicate that he was fascinated by the subject 
and wanted to enrich his father’s interpretation of the 
theme and emphasize his own versions.33 Another pos-
sible explanation for the repetitions would be that the 
artist wanted to emulate the process of making prints, 
since the manner of the almost colorless brush drawings 
seems to have been inspired by this technique in any 
case.34 This reflects an interest of his patron Jahangir, 
who, when still a prince, and later as emperor, tried to 
obtain a printing press from Rome through the Jesuits.35

All three Laylas hold sheets of paper with tiny inscrip-
tions. The one on Basawan’s Layla (lower left) contains 
good wishes:

the same nīm qalam technique and show, with slight 
variations, the same composition of Majnun being vis-
ited in the wilderness by Layla. The version on the lower 
left has been cut at one point and then extended at the 
top and bottom to fit the size of the Orpheus image 
(fig. 17). With its soft contours and modelling typical 
of Basawan, this image must be the earliest in the series. 
The other two are signed by his son, Manohar (figs. 3 
and 18). The standing Layla dominates the scene. She 
wears a long, classicizing gown that exposes her breasts, 
divided by a part of her sash floating over her shoulder. 
Majnun, skeletal and half-naked, clad only in a bluish 
loincloth, sits on his heels next to her on the ground. 
With one hand, he pats a doe lying between his knees, 
and with the other he grasps a fold of Layla’s robe and 
gazes intently at the triangle formed by the folds of the 
cloth between her thighs. Basawan shows Layla as an 
overpowering female heroine. The emphasis on her is 
new in the iconography of Layla and Majnun and seems 
to represent a Mughal reaction to Indian thoughts about 
female power, here expressed through the medium of a 
European allegorical figure. Layla is clearly patterned on 
a European source, the personification of Pietas regia, 
the Piety of King Philip II, on the dedication page to 
Philip II of the Royal Polyglot Bible (fig. 19). Pietas regia 
inspired the artist in a series of Europeanizing drawings 
in nīm qalam technique that depict enigmatic allego-
ries with female figures, several of which are objects of 

Fig. 15. Detail of fig. 2 (Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan, Gulistan Palace Library, no. 1663, p. 154), showing the “Allegory of Spring: 
Triumphal procession with classical gods, heroes, and personification of Spring,” from the circle of Virgil Solis (d. 1562). 
Orpheus is the third from the left. 
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Fig. 16. Detail of fig. 3 (Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan, Gulistan Palace Library, no. 1663, p. 248), showing “Orpheus playing to the 
beasts,” Mughal, ca. 1600. 
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Jahān ast ba kām-i ū falak yār bād
Jahān āfarīnat nigāhdār bād 
Kām-i tu bāda hama kār-i tu
Khudāvand-i gītī nigāhdār-i tu 

The world is in his favor, and may heaven be his friend,
May the creator of the world be your protector,
May all affairs be in your favor,
[May] the Lord of the world be your protector.

Manohar’s two Laylas hold identical inscriptions, in 
which Majnun addresses Layla:

Shabī Majnūn ba Laylā guft ki āyā ma�shūq-i bī parvā
Turā ʿāshiq shavad paydā, valī Majnūn na khvāhad būd
ʿAmal-i Manōhar

One night, Majnun said to Layla: O you, the careless
 beloved,
Certainly you will have a lover, but he will not be Maj-
 nun.
The work of Manohar.36

MAJNUN AS A SOLOMONIC FIGURE

None of the inscriptions indicates why the images of 
Majnun were made to enclose Orpheus on the page of 
the muraqqaʿ, but a clue comes from Nizami, who tells 
us about Majnun in the wilderness:

Every wild animal that was in the desert
rushed to his service,
Lion, deer, wolf, and fox
all formed a camp on his way.
All of them became obedient slaves;
he ruled over all of them like Solomon....
His kingship was so powerful that
the beasts of prey lost their beastly nature. 
The sheep was freed from the violence of the wolf,
the lion withdrew his claws from the wild ass.
The dog made peace with the hare,
the fawn suckled milk from the lion. 
He [Majnun] had taken his life in his hands,
and the beasts lined up around him.
If he ever slept,
the fox swept his sleeping place with his tail.
The gazelle ran to be in his care
and it drew its feet to its side [to rest].
He [Majnun] leant on the neck of the onager
and put his head on the thigh of the stag.
The lion knelt near his hip,

drawing its claws like a man his sword [to protect him].
In order to guard him, the wolf 
became the commander of the night watch, ready to 
 give his life.
The wild leopard, born to be a wild beast,
gave up the habits innate to him.
These animals, which live by roaming the desert,
lined up in two or three rings around him.
Like kings (malikān), he was together with his guard. 
He sat there like a place for the beasts to pray to [qibla-
 gāh].37

Nizami thus established Majnun as a Solomon-like king, 
who rules over the animal kingdom, cancelling out the 
laws of nature.38 The Mughals adopted Nizami’s iden-
tification of Majnun with Solomon: this is borne out by 
two Mughal paintings, one of Solomon and the other 
of Majnun and Layla, placed opposite each other on a 
double page in an album of Shah Jahan’s period, in the 
Bodleian Library at Oxford (figs. 20 and 21).39

On the right, a representation of Solomon in nīm 
qalam technique, datable to around 1600, was pasted 
onto the page and enlarged in about 1650 in order to fit 
the size of the album (fig. 21). The enthroned prophet 
king presides over his animal subjects, which are 
arranged mostly in pairs, in the manner of the animal 
assemblies of Akbar’s artist Miskin (fl. ca. 1600).40 The 
demons (dīvs) have to watch from behind the scene and 
winged spirits (parīs), patterned on Christian angels, 
serve Solomon. On the counter image to the left, Maj-
nun holds court among his animal followers in a rocky 
wilderness (fig. 20). The rugged rocks form a throne 
on which he sits like a king (similar to Orpheus in the 
Gulshan album [fig. 16]). He is visited by Layla, who 
has arrived on a camel, a feature not found in Nizami 
but in Amir Khusraw.41 The animals again follow the 
Miskin scheme. The painting was done by a Shahjahani 
artist in the 1640s, who based it perhaps on an earlier 
painting of Layla and Majnun by Miskin;42 in style and 
composition, it matches the Solomon painting. Both 
protagonists hold court over their respective animal 
subjects and the juxtaposition demonstrates that Maj-
nun is equated with Solomon.
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Fig. 17. Detail of fig. 3 (Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan, Gulistan Palace Library, no. 1663, p. 248), showing “Layla and Majnun,” 
attributed to Basawan, ca. 1595.
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Fig. 18. Detail of fig. 3 (Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan, Gulistan Palace Library, no. 1663, p. 248), showing Manohar, “Layla and 
Majnun,” ca. 1595–1600.  
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Fig. 19. Pietas Regia or “The Piety of Philip II as protector of the Catholic faith,” designed by Benito Arias Montano, drawn 
by Pieter van der Borcht, and engraved by Pieter van der Heyden, 1569. Dedication page of volume 1 of the Royal Polyglot 
Bible. © British Library Board, 6.h. 4. (Photo: courtesy of the British Library)
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JAHANGIR ADOPTS MAJNUNIAN 
ICONOGRAPHY 

In other words, Majnun, like Solomon, may function 
as an identification-figure for the ruler, and the ter-
tium comparationis is the pacified animals. In another 
image in the same album, we find Prince Salim, the later 
Emperor Jahangir, as Majnun in the wilderness among 
the animals (fig. 22). He kneels and raises his hands as 
if in appeal to the turbaned figure of an old man sitting 
next to him.43 According to Nizami, this would be either 
Majnun’s father or his uncle Salim, who both came to 
visit him in the wilderness. But since Majnun is Jahan-
gir, this could also be his father, Akbar (here invested 
with a beard, which Akbar did not have). That Jahangir 
and Akbar assume here the identity of protagonists of a 
literary work ties up with earlier practices of Safavid and 
Mughal painting, where rulers would appear as charac-
ters of the Shāhnāma.44 However, the iconography has 
also to do with the theme of the ruler visiting an ascetic 
in search of spiritual guidance, the latter assuming the 
role of Majnun’s father or uncle. How much more multi-
layered could an image be? The Mughals were most 
ingenious in representing their emperors as rulers of 
many qualities in order to show them as universal kings.

ORPHEUS, MAJNUN, AND SOLOMON BECOME 
SYMBOLS OF THE MUGHAL PADSHAH

According to the logic of the Mughal muraqqaʿ, varia-
tions on a particular theme would be pasted together on 
one page. That the image of Orpheus was joined with or, 
more precisely, enclosed by, three Majnuns tells us that 
he was literally integrated into the Mughal context.45 
The link was the dad u dām, the pacified animals.46 
Solomon tamed them through regal power and justice, 
Majnun through the power of his love, and Orpheus 
brought them harmony and peace through music. All 
could stand for the Mughal pādshāh—first Jahangir, 
then Shah Jahan—and symbolize the Golden Age of 
his rule. 

Orphic iconographies appear in the Hindu context, 
too, where Krishna pacifies the wild animals with his 
flute. Visual expressions of the theme of wild beasts 
and their potential prey assembling peacefully around 

Krishna, a spiritual person, or personifications of musi-
cal modes, ragas and raginis, appear in the later regional 
painting schools of India and might have been inspired 
by Mughal imperial iconography (fig. 23).47 

Nizami points out the virtues of Majnun as a ruler, 
and even calls him shāh-i jahān, “king of the world,” 
or “universal king.” Majnun establishes an alternative 
kingdom to that of settled human society. He brings 
about order and harmony among the beasts, which lose 
their urge to prey upon one other and protect him, like 
a king’s guard. Moreover, his taming of the animals 
can be seen as a metaphor for Majnun overcoming his 
baser passions.48 This brings Majnun particularly close 
to Orpheus as he was portrayed in the early decades of 
the seventeenth century in Europe, namely, as a civiliz-
ing hero and metaphor for the ideal prince and good 
government.49

ORPHEUS AT THE EUROPEAN COURTS

Orpheus was a symbol of Paradise in the Aetas aurea 
propaganda of European rulers. He was particularly 
popular in Italy. In 1508, Castiglione compared Guido-
baldo da Montefeltre to Orpheus.50 Karla Langedijk has 
shown that Baccio Bandinelli’s statue of Orpheus in the 
Palazzo Medici Riccardi at Florence, commissioned by 
the Medici Pope Leo X in about 1516–17, was erected 
to convey the message of the return of harmonious 
Medici rule, of the Golden Age that had prevailed in 
the fifteenth-century Florence of Lorenzo the Magnifi-
cent (d. 1492).51 

To demonstrate that he was the perfect prince, 
young Cosimo I, in about 1540, had himself portrayed 
by Agnolo Bronzino as Orpheus playing to the beasts 
(fig. 24).52 Orpheus also traversed the Alps, and appears 
in Schloss Ambras, a castle that was rebuilt and extended 
from 1563 onwards by the enlightened Habsburg Arch-
duke Ferdinand II of Tyrol for his morganatic wife, Phil-
ippine Welser. Ambras was the center of the court life of 
Ferdinand and also housed his collections. The interior 
court of the upper castle (Hochschloss) was decorated 
with frescoes arranged in registers showing personifi-
cations of the sciences, virtues, heroes, biblical, classi-
cal, and historical episodes, battle scenes, and triumphal 
processions. For a number of these, we have graphical 
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Fig. 20. “Majnun in the wilderness among the animals is visited by Layla,” Mughal, ca. 1640–50. The Bodleian Library, 
University of Oxford, Ms. Douce Or. A. 1, fol. 52a. (Photo: Robert Skelton, courtesy of the Bodleian Library)
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Fig. 21. “Solomon enthroned holding court among his animal subjects, the angels (parīs), and demons (dīvs),” Mughal, ca. 
1600. The Bodleian Library, University of Oxford, Ms. Douce Or. A. 1, fol. 51b. (Photo: Robert Skelton, courtesy of the 
Bodleian Library)
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Fig. 22. “Prince Salim, the later Jahangir, as Majnun in the wilderness,” ascribed to Muhammad Sharif, known as Amir 
al-Umara�, early seventeenth century. The Bodleian Library, University of Oxford, Ms. Douce Or. A. 1, fol. 36b. (Photo: 
courtesy of the  Bodleian Library)
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models in prints by Virgil Solis, whom we already met in 
the discussion of the print of Orpheus in the muraqqaʿ 
of Jahangir (figs. 2 and 15). A major part of the west wall 
is taken up by a mural of Orpheus playing for the beasts 
(fig. 25).53 Orpheus thus already featured in Habsburg 
programs in the sixteenth century and this makes it 
likely that the Orphic landscapes of Roelandt Savery 
(d. 1639) were also intended as an allegory of harmo-
nious rule, or perhaps even of the emperor Rudolf II 
(r. 1576–1612) himself and his good governance.54

Orpheus was also a popular adornment of grot-
toes in princely gardens in Italy, France, and Austria 
(fig. 26).55 In the Orpheus grotto at Hellbrunn Palace 
in Salzburg (ca. 1615), Orpheus appears with Eurydice, 
who wears on her necklace a portrait of the patron Arch-
bishop Markus Sittikus, leaving no doubt that he saw 
himself as Orpheus, especially remarkable in a prince 
of the Catholic Church.

 Sir Francis Bacon (d. 1626), politician (he was Lord 
Chancellor of England under James I [r. 1603–25]), 

Fig. 23. “The vision of Krishna.” Illustration to the Rasa mañjarī of Bhanudatta, Basohli school, ca. 1690. (After Karl Khan-
dalavala, Pahari Miniature Paintings in the N. C. Mehta Collection [Ahmedabad: The Trustees of the Gujarat Museum 
Society, n. d.], pl. A) 

Fig. 24. Agnolo Bronzino, “Cosimo I Medici as Orpheus,” 
ca. 1540. Philadelphia Museum of Art, Johnson Collec-
tion, acc. no. 1950-86-1. (Photo: courtesy of the Philaelphia 
Museum of Art) 



ebba koch300

natural philosopher, and author of a utopian trea-
tise known as The New Atlantis (1627), used in his 
Advancement of Learning (1605) the metaphor of the 
“Orpheus theatre,” as he puts it, to show how a soci-
ety can be paci fied by civilizing achievements, a pro-
cess that would meet with more success under the 
good government of an enlightened and learned king. 
Bacon speaks of the 

VII.2…Orpheus’ theatre, where all beasts and birds 
assembled; and forgetting their several appetites, some 
of prey, some of game, some of quarrel, stood all socia-
bly together listening unto the airs and accords of the 
harp; the sound whereof no sooner ceased, or was 
drawn by some louder noise, but every beast returned 
to his own nature: wherein is aptly described the nature 
and condition of men, who are full of savage and unre-
claimed desires, of profit, of lust, of revenge; which as 
long as they give ear to precepts, to laws, to religion, 
sweetly touched with eloquence and persuasion of 
books, of sermons, of harangues, so long is society and 
peace maintained; but if these instruments be silent, 
or that sedition and tumult make them not audible, all 
things dissolve in anarchy and confusion.
 3. But this appeareth more manifestly, when kings 
themselves or persons of authority under them…are 
endued with learning…yet so much is verified by expe-
rience, that under learned princes and governors there 
have ever been the best times….56

Bacon’s “Orpheus’ theatre” corresponds to the Solo-
monic and, consequently, Majnunian animal allegory 
with which the Mughals illustrated the good govern-
ment of the just and wise ruler. The biblical Solomon 
was also for Bacon a model of the exemplary king.57 It 

Fig. 25. “Orpheus playing to the beasts.” Fresco painting in grisaille, interior court, west wall, Hochschloss (upper castle), 
Schloss Ambras, Tyrol, 1564, with later restorations. (Photo: Ebba Koch, 2005)

Fig. 26. “Orpheus grotto,” Saint Germain-en-Laye, Château 
Neuf. Engraving by Abraham Bosse, ca. 1650. (After R. R. 
Bigler, Schloss Hellbrunn: Wunderkammer der Gartenar-
chitektur [Vienna: Böhlau, 1996], 73, fig. 51) 
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Fig. 27. “The Dauphin François de Valois, son of Francis I of France (1518–36).” French engraving, tinted and framed 
with a Mughal surround of cherubs holding a crown and a lion lying down with a calf, ca. 1610–20. Below the portrait is a 
French in scription: “L’ennemy envieux du son bon heur et victoire—De ce Prince, ou la France avoit tout son espoir” (The 
enemy is envious of his fortune and victory, of this Prince in whom France had all her hopes). London, British Museum, 
acc. no. 1954,0508,0.2. (Photo: courtesy of the British Museum) 
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appears that the pacified animals represented for the 
Mughals something like an attribute of kingship per se, 
which they also applied to other rulers. One is led to 
this supposition by their handling of a French engrav-
ing of the Dauphin François de Valois (d. 1536), son of 
Francis I of France (r. 1515–47), in the British Museum 
(fig. 27). The oval portrait was pasted onto a page, 
obviously intended for an album, with a newly painted 
Mughal surround dating circa 1610 to 1620. The Mughal 
additions consist of angels in clouds holding a crown 
above the head of the French prince, and below him, sig-
nificantly, a lion with a calf as an attribute of his princely 
virtue and status.58

THE PACIFIED ANIMALS

Majnun’s kingship over the pacified animals also made 
it possible for him to become an allegory of ideal rule. 
The depiction of a palace gate in Abu ’l Hasan’s painting 
of the “Accession of Jahangir,” a double page in the St. 
Petersburg Album, done in 1605 and 1615, shows an 
archway flanked by walls decorated on each side with 
four superimposed niches. The niches of the painted 
architecture contain panels with wall paintings of typi-
cal motifs of Mughal and Persian kingship, arranged in 
mirror symmetrical pairs (fig. 28). From top to bottom, 
they show: angels; a panel, which I could not identify, 
perhaps fighting simurghs or dragons; Layla and Majnun 

Fig. 28. Abu ’l Hasan, “Accession of Darbar of Jahangir,” 1605 and 1615. From the St. Petersburg Album, fol. 21a. 
Russian Academy of Science, Institute of Oriental Studies, St. Petersburg, acc. no. E – 14. (After The St. Petersburg 
Muraqqaʿ: Album of Indian and Persian Miniatures of the 16th–18th Centuries and Specimens of Persian Calligraphy of 
ʿImād al-�asanī, ed. Oleg F. Akimushkin [Lugano: Arch Foundation; Milano: Electa, 1996], detail of pl. 176) (Photo: courtesy 
of the Russian Academy of Science)
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in the wilderness surrounded by the animals; and, at the 
bottom, a lion and a bull fighting.59

JAHANGIR IDENTIFIES WITH THE 
 DESTRUCTIVE LOVE OF MAJNUN

Still, one wonders how Majnun could become a symbol 
of the ruler, keeping in mind his asocial and  destructive 
tendencies, on which Nizami dwells and which, for Mei-
sami and others, constitutes the main message of the 
story.60 Majnun’s love becomes an obsession almost 
from the start, and he ignores all concerns for propriety 
when he rhapsodizes about and celebrates Layla in his 
poetry, even after she has been married to another man. 
He does not care for religion: when taken to Mecca by 
his parents to be healed, he does not look at the Kaʿba 
but dwells on his inner vision of Layla—for him, she is 
the true qibla. Majnun prefers the wilderness and the 
beasts to the cultivated society of men, and abandons 
himself completely to grief for his lost lover. 

 It seems, however, that for Jahangir and Shah Jahan 
destructive love and the emotional effort required 

to deal with the loss of a beloved was something to 
which they could well relate. The connection made on 
Jahangir’s muraqqaʿ page between Orpheus and 
Majnun may well have been informed by the idea that 
both were archetypical lovers in their respective tradi-
tions.61

  Jahangir’s self-identification with the mad love of 
Majnun becomes apparent from an inscription on the 
so-called tomb of Anarkali at Lahore, completed in 
1615 (fig. 29). Anarkali, according to a popular tale, was 
a slave girl in Akbar’s harem with whom Jahangir, when 
still Prince Salim, fell in love. Akbar was enraged and is 
said to have had her buried alive. There is no mention 
of this event in the historical sources for Akbar or Jah-
angir, but a verse on the sarcophagus-shaped tombstone 
or cenotaph of the mausoleum reads: 

Tā qiyāmat shukr gūyam kirdagār-i khvīsh rā! 
Ah gar man bāz bīnam rū-yi yār-i khvīsh rā.

I would give thanks to my God until the day of resur-
 rection, 
Ah! Should I ever behold the face of my beloved 
 again.62

Fig. 29. Majnūn Salīm-i Akbar (“The madly-in-love Salim, [son of] Akbar”). Detail of inscription in middle of bottom of one 
of the longer sides of Anarkali’s cenotaph in Lahore. The cenotaph bears the dates 1008 (1599–1600) and 1024 (1615–16). 
(Photo: Ebba Koch, 1993)
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A cartouche inserted before the second verse contains 
the inscription majnūn Salīm-i Akbar (“The madly-in-
love Salim, [son of] Akbar”) (fig. 29). The tombstone 
is otherwise covered with the ninety-nine beautiful 
names of Allah, and also bears two dates, given both 
in letters and in numerals: 1008 (1599–1600) and 1024 
(1615–16), obviously referring to the date of death and 
the date of the tombstone, respectively.63 

The previously discussed painting of Jahangir in the 
Bodleian Library (fig. 22), in which he appears as Maj-
nun appealing to a figure possibly meant to represent 
his father, Akbar, would acquire in this context a spe-
cifically autobiographical meaning. It was done around 
1600, the time when he refers to himself on the tomb-
stone as lovesick—as the “Majnun of Akbar.”64

Layla and Majnun were still on Jahangir’s mind a 
few years after the tomb was constructed. From June to 
September 1618, he writes in his autobiography about a 
pair of sarus cranes that he kept at court in his personal 
menagerie. He named them Layla and Majnun, and 
observed their breeding habits with emphatic interest.65

SHAH JAHAN A SECOND MAJNUN

Far more sensational than the identification of a Mughal 
prince with Majnun is that of a ruling emperor, namely, 
Shah Jahan.66 His grief for Mumtaz Mahal, to which 
the world-famous monument of the Taj Mahal owes 
its existence, has been a favorite subject of romantic 
travel literature, but what interests us here is that it 
entered Mughal official history at all. There we learn 
that after Shah Jahan had been married in 1612 to Arju-
mand Banu Begum, to whom he gave the title Mumtaz 
Mahal, she had no rival in his affections. Shah Jahan’s 
first historian, Qazvini, says: 

The mutual affection and harmony between the two had 
reached such an extent as has never been seen between a 
husband and wife among the classes of rulers (sultans), 
or among the other people. And this was not merely 
out of sexual passion (havā-yi nafs), but the excellent 
qualities, pleasing habits, outward and inward virtues, 
and physical and spiritual compatibility on both sides 
caused such great love and affection, and extreme affin-
ity and familiarity.67 

Such open words about erotic attraction between royal 
spouses were unheard of in the seventeenth century, 
above all in the official record of a Muslim pādshāh, for 
whom privacy in marital matters would be absolute. 

 We see Mumtaz Mahal through the eyes of Shah 
Jahan because it was he who constructed the history 
of his reign. He did not possess the searching mind or 
the pronounced idiosyncrasies of his predecessors. Shah 
Jahan is presented as self-controlled, reserved, and not 
given to any forms of abandonment. He refused even 
to drink wine until he was twenty-four years old, when 
he was compelled to do so by Jahangir.68 Shah Jahan’s 
main agenda was the formulation of perfect rulership, 
and one of his most important tools was historiography. 
He had daily sessions with his official historians69—first 
Qazvini, then Lahawri—to ensure his representation to 
posterity as a perfect, impersonal ruler, who dedicated 
every minute of his life to the just administration of his 
empire, in which, as we have seen, because of his jus-
tice such ideal conditions prevailed that the lamb would 
fearlessly lie down with the lion. 

 It stands in almost unconceivable contrast to this 
construct that Shah Jahan would allow his historians 
to document his passionate love for his wife and his 
utter devastation when Mumtaz Mahal died in June 
1631 at Burhanpur. We read about his grief in words 
that seem to be taken from the story of Layla and Maj-
nun. Shah Jahan broke down completely, wept uncon-
trollably, and put on a white garment, the Indian color 
of mourning. His whole court had to don mourning 
dresses. The emperor did not hold court for an entire 
week, something without precedent in the history of the 
Mughal emperors, and against everything Shah Jahan 
stood for, because he himself had turned the imperial 
appearances before his subjects into a strictly regulated 
daily ceremonial. He even considered abdicating, divid-
ing the empire between his sons, and retiring as a reli-
gious recluse.70 Shah Jahan, the supreme emperor, had 
become Majnun, the ultimate lover, who wants to flee 
into the wilderness to pine for his unobtainable Layla. 

What is so remarkable is that we encounter here, 
within the literary convention of imperial historio -
graphy (taʾrīkh), a switch of genres: the historical nar-
rative changes to conform in subject matter—though 
not in poetic form—to the genre of epic romance (math-
navī). The romantic narrative is also a breach of kingly  
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etiquette. Arabic and Persian books of conduct (adab) 
written for rulers and their courts advise those in power 
not to give in to love (ʿishq) but to rely on reason (ʿaql) 
to control their passions (havā).71 This one time, Shah 
Jahan’s historians, Qazvini and Lahawri, ignored the 
books of conduct and laid out the bereaved imperial 
lover’s grief in detail. 

We learn that for two years the emperor gave up lis-
tening to music, wearing jewellery and rich and col-
orful clothes, and using perfumes, and presented an 
altogether heartbroken appearance. His eyes so dete-
riorated from constant weeping that he needed spec-
tacles, and his beard, which until then “had not more 
than ten or twelve grey hairs, which he used to pluck 
out” turned gray, and eventually white.72 During the 
great court celebrations, like the ʿĪd, when the ladies 
of the court arranged festive gatherings, he broke out 
in tears because he did not see Mumtaz among them. 
He also postponed for two years the weddings of his 
sons Dara Shikoh and Shah Shujaʿ, which he had already 
planned with the queen.73 He forbade all entertainments 
on Wednesdays, the day of the week on which Mum-

taz died, in particular the spectacular elephant fights.74 
For several years, he and the court wore white, and 
abstained from all festivities throughout the month of 
Dhu ’l Qaʿda, the month in which the death of Mum-
taz had occurred. 

Shah Jahan’s condition was regarded with the great-
est concern by the imperial family. Qasim Khan Munija, 
who was married to the sister of Nur Jahan, and as the 
brother-in-law of the aunt of Mumtaz enjoyed some-
thing akin to the status of an uncle to Shah Jahan, wrote 
to the emperor from Bengal that if he continued to aban-
don himself to his mourning, Mumtaz might consider 
giving up the joys of Paradise to come back to earth, 
this place of misery, and who would want to impose 
this burden on her? He also counselled Shah Jahan to 
consider the children she had left in his care.75 The con-
cern of the family is also a distinct feature of the story 
of Layla and Majnun. 

Shah Jahan’s main consolation was the tomb that he 
was planning for Mumtaz and where he himself was 
buried when he died in 1666. The epigraph on his tomb-
stone is conventional and befitting for a pādshāh: 

Fig. 30. Detail of the cenotaph of Shah Jahan in the lower tomb chamber of the Taj Mahal, Agra. Poppies alternate with 
lily-like flowers and at the left end is the epitaph with the date 1076 (1666). (Photo: Ebba Koch, 2001) 
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This is the sacred grave of His Most Exalted Majesty, 
 Firdaws Ashyani
[Dweller in Paradise], the Second Sahib Qiran, Shah 
 Jahan, Padshah 
[Ghazi]; may it ever flourish. The year 1076 [1666].76 

The decoration, however, recalls the Majnunian aspect 
of Shah Jahan. The cenotaph is covered with flowers, 
among which naturalistic red poppies stand out. In 
India in Mughal times, they were known as lāla, which, 
in the Persian-speaking world, symbolized suffering and 
death, like any other red flower with a black heart. It is 
thus the flower of Majnun (fig. 30).77

University of Vienna
Austrian Academy of Sciences

NOTES

Author’s note: This article has a long history, with its focus shift-
ing gradually towards Majnun. It originated in a paper entitled 
“Orpheus at the Mughal Court: A Universal Symbol of the Golden 
Age,” which I presented at the symposium “Theatrum Mundi: Die 
Kunstkammern als Spiegel der spanischen und portugiesischen 
Expansion,” organized by the University of Innsbruck and the 
Carl Justi Vereinigung, June 10–12, 2005. I subsequently delivered 
it in a modified form at the “Workshop of the Network of Com-
parative Empires,” COST Action 36, Copenhagen, June 18–19, 
2005; under the title “Orpheus at the Mughal Court: Jahangir’s 
Album as a Think Tank for Allegory,” as the thirty-eighth Wil-
liam Cohn Memorial Lecture, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 
October 11, 2005; under the title “Solomon, Majnun, and Orpheus 
Revisited: Jahangir’s Album as a Think Tank for Allegory,” at 
Harvard University, Department of Sanskrit and Indian Studies, 
April 13, 2007; in German, under the title “Solomon, Majnun und 
Orpheus als Symbole für den idealen islamischen Herrscher in 
Moghulindien,” at the Kolloquium of the Ernst Herzfeld Gesell-
schaft, in cooperation with the Institut für Iranistik, Öster-
reichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, July 6–8, 2007; as “The 
Mughal Emperor as Majnun, Orpheus and Solomon: Jahangir’s 
Album as a Think Tank for Imperial Allegory,” at the confer-
ence “Persian Literature in Multilingual India: Genres, Contexts, 
Styles,” Cambridge University, June 16–18, 2008; and, lastly, as a 
lecture entitled “Solomon, Majnun, and Orpheus as Symbols of 
the Ideal Ruler in Mughal India or Jahangir’s and Shah Jahan’s 
Muraqqaʿs as a Think Tank for Allegory,” at the Institute of Fine 
Arts, New York University, October 23, 2008. 
 I am grateful to the following persons and institutions for 
assistance with and permission to study works in their collec-
tions: Parvineh S. Seghatoleslami, Director of the Museum of the 
Gulistan Palace, Tehran; Hasan Alaieni, Keeper of Manuscripts, 
Library of the Museum of the Gulistan Palace, Tehran; Lesley 
Forbes, Bodleian Library, Oxford; and Hartmut-Ortwin Feistel, 

Orientabteilung, Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin Preussischer  Kultur-
besitz. I thank the following institutions for waiving the reproduc-
tion fees for their photographs: Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, 
D.C.; British Library, London; Bodleian Library, University of 
Oxford. I also thank the following colleagues for their interest 
in, comments on, or assistance with various aspects of this study: 
Garth Fowden, Negar Hakim, Edmund Herzig, Fritz Koreny, 
Markus Neuwirth, Sanjay Subrahmanyam, John Seyller, Andrew 
Topsfield, and Martin Warnke. Special thanks are due to Yunus 
Jaffery and Sunil Sharma for helping with translations and trans-
literations. And, finally, I thank the Austrian Science Fund (FWF) 
for a grant in support of my project “The Palaces and Gardens 
of Shah Jahan (rul. 1628–58)” (Project No. P 21480-G21), which 
I am carrying out as a senior researcher of the Institute of Iranian 
Studies of the Austrian Academy of Sciences (2009–12). The proj-
ect includes Mughal court culture and enabled me to prepare the 
manuscript for publication.
1. Abu ’l Fa�l, Āʾīn-i Akbarī, Persian text ed. by Henry Bloch-

mann, 2 vols. (Calcutta: Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal, 
1867–77), 1:111. Since Mughal writing is not very strong on 
art theory, this passage has been frequently quoted, but in the 
translation of Blochmann (1:102–3). He does not bring out 
what I take to be its real meaning, that naturalistic painting 
in the European manner is a way to visually express abstract 
concepts. I have retranslated the passage with the help of 
Yunus Jaffery in “The Intellectual and Artistic Climate at 
Akbar’s Court,” in The Adventures of Hamza: Painting and 
Storytelling in Mughal India (exhibition catalogue), ed. John 
Seyller (London: Azimuth Editions, and Washington D.C.: 
Smithsonian Institution, 2002), 18–31; for the citation, see 
p. 30.

2. Jahangir, The Jahangirnama: Memoirs of Jahangir, Emperor 
of India, trans., ed., and annot. Wheeler M. Thackston 
(New York and Oxford: Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur 
M. Sackler Gallery, in association with Oxford University 
Press, 1999), 98–99; Persian text: Jahāngīrnāma: Tūzuk-i 
Jahāngīrī, ed. Mu\ammad Hāshim (Tehran: Intishārāt-i 
Bunyād–i Farhang-i Īrān, 1359 [1980]), p. 87, fol. 61a. 

3. On this point, see also Ebba Koch, “The Iranian Identity 
of the Mughal Padshahs in Their Visual Construction of 
Universal Rule,” in Universalism: Genealogies of Imperial 
Culture and Representation, ed. Peter Bang and Dariusz 
Kołodziejczyk (forthcoming, 2011). 

4. I have used the translation of James Atkinson, Lailí and 
Majnún: A Poem from the Original Persian of Nazámi (Lon-
don: Oriental Translation Fund, 1836), and for the Persian 
text, Kulliyāt, Dīvān-i �akīm Ni�āmī Ganjaʾī, ed. Va\īd 
Dastgirdī (Tehran: Amīr Kabīr, 1335 shamsī [1956]).

5. The anonymous reader of the present paper pointed out that 
the “Dream of Zayd,” “a theme that might well be germane 
to the Mughal citation of this story in a funerary context [for 
which see below] was considered to be a later interpolation 
by V. Dastgirdi in his edition, published several times in the 
1950s,” but that later editors such as Gohrab, for whom see 
n. 17, accepted it as part of Nizami’s poem. 

6. For the numerous versions of the Majnun legend, see Asʿad 
E. Khairallah, Love, Madness and Poetry: An Interpreta-



the mughal emperor as solomon, majnun, and orpheus 307

lic Audiences at the Red Fort of Delhi (Graz: Akademische 
Druck- und Verlaganstalt, 1988), 31; repr., without intro-
duction, in Ebba Koch, Mughal Art and Imperial Ideology: 
Collected Essays (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001), 
116. 

19. See n. 1 above.
20. David. J. Roxburgh, The Persian Album, 1400–1600: From 

Dispersal to Collection (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2005). 

21. Qāżī A\mad Qummī, Calligraphers and Painters: A Treatise 
by Qādī A�mad, Son of Mīr-Munshī (circa A.H. 1015/A.D. 
1606), trans. (from the Persian) V. Minorsky, trans. (from 
the Russian) T. Minorsky, Freer Gallery of Art Occasional 
Papers 2, 3 (Washington D.C., 1959), 126–31.

22. Tehran, Gulistan Palace Library, Muraqqaʿ-i Gulshan, no. 
1663. Asok Kumar Das, Mughal Painting during Jahangir’s 
Time (Calcutta: Asiatic Society, 1978), 64–65, has outlined 
research on the Gulshan Album up to 1978. See also Susan 
Stronge, “The Gulshan Album, c. 1600–1618,” in Elaine 
Wright, Muraqqaʿ: Imperial Mughal Albums from the Ches-
ter Beatty Library (Alexandria, Va.: Art Services Interna-
tional, 2008), 76–81, and cat. no. 35. In 2000, Milo C. Beach 
initiated an international project between the Gulistan 
Palace in Tehran and the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery and 
Freer Gallery of Art, Washington D.C., to study the album 
and its dispersed pages. See Milo C. Beach, “The Gulshan 
Album and Its European Sources,” Bulletin of the Museum 
of Fine Arts 63, 332 (1965): 63–91; Milo C. Beach, “Jahangir’s 
Album: Some Clarifications,” in Arts of Mughal India: Stud-
ies in Honour of Robert Skelton, ed. Rosemary Crill, Susan 
Stronge, and Andrew Topsfield (London: Victoria & Albert 
Museum, and Ahmedabad: Mapin Publishing, 2004), 111–
18. A substantial number of the Tehran pages—but not 
pp. 192, 154, and 258, which I discuss here—were published 
in the exhibition catalogue Shāhkārhā-yi nigārkārī-yi Īrān = 
Iranian Masterpieces of Persian Painting, ed. Mohammad 
ʿAli Rajabi (Tehran: Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art, 
2005). I had the opportunity to study and photograph the 
Gulshan pages in Tehran in October 2004 and in April and 
May 2005. The Tehran folios are kept as individual sheets 
and have been repaginated. I refer to these page numbers.

23. The most comprehensive publication is still Ernst Küh-
nel and Hermann Goetz, Indische Buchmalereien aus dem 
Jahángîr-Album der Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin (Berlin: Scara-
baeus-Verlag, 1924). The folios of the Berlin album were 
split during a recent restoration but since the folio context 
is known, they are referred to by their folio numbers.

24. See also n. 18 above.
25. Ghiyāth al-Dīn Khvāndamīr, Qānūn-i Humāyūnī, Persian 

text ed. by M. Hidayat Husayn (Calcutta: Royal Asiatic 
So ciety of Bengal, 1940), 8–9; English trans.: 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. Baini Prashad (Calcutta: Royal Asiatic Society 
of Bengal, 1940), 7. 

tion of the Mağnūn Legend, Beiruter Texte und Studien 25 
(Beirut-Wiesbaden: Orient-Institut der Deutschen Morgen-
ländischen Gesellschaft, 1980). In the fifteenth century, ʿ Abd 
al-Rahman Jamiʿ (d. 1492) wrote a Lailā u Majnūn. Khair-
allah devotes the whole of chapter 4 to the Jamiʿ version.

7. Barbara Brend, The Emperor Akbar’s Khamsa of Ni�āmī 
(London: British Library, 1995).

8. Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms. Pers. D 102 and Ms. Douce 
348. I thank Lesley Forbes, Keeper of Oriental Collections, 
Bodleian Library, for her help in studying these manuscripts 
in June 2008. Several images of these two manuscripts have 
been published by Andrew Topsfield, Paintings from Mughal 
India (Oxford: Bodleian Library, 2008), 24–29, 52–53.

9. John Seyller, Pearls of the Parrot of India: The Walters Art 
Museum Khamsa of Amīr Khusraw of Delhi, special issue 
of The Journal of the Walters Art Museum 58 (2000) (Balti-
more: Trustees of the Walters Art Gallery, 2001), esp. 18–19, 
70–77; Barbara Brend, Perspectives on Persian Painting: 
Illustrations to Amīr Khusrau’s Khamsah (London and New 
York: Routledge Curzon, 2003), esp. 13–17, 225–58.

10. A particularly intriguing example is “Majnun in the wilder-
ness,” ca. 1600, in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 
 Frederick L. Jack Fund, 1981.81, with “a Darwinian touch” 
(to quote Sunil Sharma, with whom I studied the painting in 
October 2008), because Majnun has a monkey sitting next to 
him, with whom he converses. The assembly of the animals 
is in the manner of those of Miskin: see n. 40 below and our 
figs. 20 and 21.

11. I. J. Kračkovskij, “Die Frühgeschichte der Erzählung von 
Macnūn und Lailā in der arabischen Literatur,” Oriens 8, 1 
(1955): 1–50. 

12. Ibid., “Nachwort des Übersetzers,” 49–50.
13. He claims that “for the Sufis Mağnun [sic] the love-mad poet, 

became the highest symbol for transcending the Prophet’s 
mediation into the direct experience of communion and 
unity with God.” Khairallah, Love, Madness, and Poetry, 4. 

14. André Miquel and Percy Kemp, Majnûn et Laylâ: L’amour 
fou (Paris: Sindbad, 1984). I thank Edmund Herzig for help-
ing me to trace this work in the library of the Oriental Insti-
tute at Oxford.

15. Julie Scott Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry (Prince-
ton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1987), 158–73. Fran-
cesca Orsini, “Introduction,” in Love in South Asia: A Cul-
tural History, ed. Francesca Orsini (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), 20, follows Meisami in claiming 
that “Majnun is not for Nizami a positive character.” I thank 
Sanjay Subrahmanyam for drawing my attention to this pub-
lication. 

16. Michael W. Dols, Majnūn: The Madman in Medieval Islamic 
Society, ed. Diana E. Immisch (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1992). 

17. Ali Asghar Seyed-Gohrab, Laylī and Majnūn: Love, Madness, 
and Mystic Longing in Ni�āmī’s Epic Romance (Leiden: Brill, 
2003). I thank Maria Subtelny for this reference.

18. Ebba Koch, Shah Jahan and Orpheus: The Pietre Dure Deco-
ration and the Programme of the Throne in the Hall of Pub-



ebba koch308

32. See Amina Okada, “Basawan,” in Master Artists of the Im -
perial Mughal Court, ed. Pratapaditya Pal (Bombay: Marg 
Publications, 1991), 1–16, esp. 8–12; Amina Okada, Indian 
Miniatures of the Mughal Court (New York: Harry N. 
Abrams, 1992), 86–94, 136–45. In the early sixteenth cen-
tury, Mughal painters also liked to experiment in other ways 
with the figure of Layla in the iconography of her meeting 
with Majnun among the animals of the wilderness. In a 
drawing with color washes and gold sold at Sotheby’s on  
May 2, 1977, she appears dressed like the Virgin Mary with 
a halo, holding a lute-like instrument in her right hand and 
grasping with her left a book that Majnun extends to her. See 
Sotheby’s New Bond Street, Catalogue of Important Orien-
tal Manuscripts and Miniatures: The Property of the Hagop 
Kevorkian Fund, London: May 2, 1977, lot 102.

33. There is another version of the top images in the Chester 
Beatty Library. See Linda York Leach, Mughal and Other 
Indian Paintings from the Chester Beatty Library, 2 vols. 
(London: Scorpion Cavendish, 1995), 1:143–46, image on 
p. 154, cat. no. I. 240. A colored version with the same ico-
nography appears on p. 74 in the Gulshan Album itself, 
signed Manohar Das; it perhaps was colored when put on 
the album page, and extended on the left with further ani-
mals. Below it is the picture of a skeletal horse, which also 
has a Majnunian connotation. It seems to have been copied 
from a drawing of Basawan in the Indian Museum, Calcutta, 
ca. 1585–90, which shows Majnun walking behind such a 
horse. See Okada, Indian Miniatures, 90–92.

34. The multiple variants bring to mind the phenomenon of 
repetitions and copies in European print making, as dis-
cussed by David Landau and Peter Parshall, The Renaissance 
Print, 1470–1550 (New Haven: Yale University Press 1993), 
131–46. 

35. Gauvin A. Bailey, “Counter-Reformation Symbolism and 
Allegory in Mughal Painting” (PhD diss., Harvard Univer-
sity, 1996), 126, 189 n. 41. Bailey found this information in 
Relationes et Epistolae ex Miss. Mogor, Archivum Romanum 
Societas Iesu, Rome: 1598 Goa 46I, fols. 36a–b; 1607 Goa 
46I, fols. 64b and 68a.

36. Besides Hasan Alaieni, Keeper of Manuscripts at the Library 
of the Museum of the Gulistan Palace, Yunus Jaffery and 
Sunil Sharma have helped to read these inscriptions. 

37. My translation from Niªāmī, “Laylā u Majnūn,” in Dastgirdī, 
Kulliyāt, Dīvān-i �akīm Ni�āmī Ganjaʾī, 545–46. The term 
qibla-gāh is, strictly speaking, a place towards which one 
looks during prayer, but it is also used in a broader sense 
for a person to whom one turns for guidance or help. The 
panegyric use of the term qibla for the Mughal emperors is 
discussed in Ebba Koch, “Diwan-i ʿAmm and Chihil Sutun: 
The Audience Halls of Shah Jahan,” Muqarnas 11 (1994): 
155, 164 n. 91; repr. in Koch, Mughal Art and Imperial Ideol-
ogy, 249. 

38. See Koch, Shah Jahan and Orpheus, 31; repr. in Koch, 
Mughal Art and Imperial Ideology, 116. Seyed-Gohrab sub-
sequently also compared Majnun with Solomon, elaborating 
on the idea of Majnun as a king: see Seyed-Gohrab, Love, 

26. Sunil Sharma kindly had a look at the verses. The central 
panel has a rubāʿī that he read and translated as the follow-
ing:

naqdī ki iyār-i dīda-yi rawshan būd
chashm-i bad-i ayām zi chashmam ba-rubūd
faryād ki faryād ba-jāy narasīd
afsūs ki afsūs namīdārad sūd

The cash that was the touchstone of a bright eye,
was robbed from my sight by the evil eye of the world.
A complaint that the complaint was not redressed;
alas that the grievance is of no use.

Another verse is above and below the main frame, it could 
relate to a ruler beloved by the people:

dar kū-yi tu �ad hazār �ā�ib-havas ast
tā khvud ba-vi�āl-i tu kirā dast-ras ast?

In your lane there are a hundred thousand desirous people.
Beware! Who has the power to achieve union with you?

27. See Ebba Koch, “The Influence of the Jesuit Mission on Sym-
bolic Representations of the Mughal Emperors,” in Islam 
in India: Studies and Commentaries, ed. Ch. W. Troll, 4 
vols. (New Delhi: Vikas, 1982–89), 1:14–29; repr. in Koch, 
Mughal Art and Imperial Ideology, 1–11; rev. in The Phe-
nomenon of “Foreign” in Oriental Art, ed. Annette Hage-
dorn (Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag, 2006), 117–34. One of 
the publications I considered in addition to the literature 
I had consulted earlier was Sylvaine Hänsel, Der spanische 
Humanist Benito Arias Montano (1527–1598) und die 
Kunst (Münster Westfalen: Aschendorffsche Verlagsbuch-
handlung, 1991), esp. 26–33, where Hänsel suggests that 
Montano designed the title page and the dedication page 
to Philipp II of the first volume himself. See also Gauvin A. 
Bailey, The Jesuits and the Grand Mogul: Renaissance Art at 
the Imperial Court of India, 1580–1630, Freer Occasional 
Papers 2 (Washington D.C.: Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur 
M. Sackler Gallery, 1998), and Gauvin A. Bailey, “‘A Bright 
Assembly’: The Jesuit Mission to ‘Mogor,’ 1580–1773,” in 
Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America, 1542–
1773 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), 112–43. 

28. Vidya Dehejia, Indian Art (London: Phaidon Press, 1997), 
329.

29. The album page has been published without its margin by 
Milo Beach, The Imperial Image: Paintings for the Mughal 
Court (Washington, D. C.: Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian 
Institution, 1981), 109–10, fig. 12. He attributes the paint-
ing of the elephant to Farrukh without taking note of the 
engraved strip above the elephant.

30. Carelessness on the part of the printmaker, as Fritz Koreny 
has pointed out.

31. See The Illustrated Bartsch 23: Formerly Volume 10, German 
and Netherlandish Masters of the Fifteenth and Sixteenth 
Centuries, ed. Martha Wolff (New York: Abaris Books, 
1985), 311–12. I thank Fritz Koreny for confirming my 
identification of the print.



the mughal emperor as solomon, majnun, and orpheus 309

omitted.) See Ingeborg Luschey-Schmeisser, The Pictorial 
Tile Cycle of Hašt Behešt in I�fahān and Its Iconographic 
Tradition (Rome: IsMEO [Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed 
Estremo Oriente], 1978), 157.

47. See, e.g., “The Vision of Krishna,” illustration to the Rasa-
mañjarī of Bhanudatta, Basohli school, ca. 1690, in Karl 
Khandalavala, Pahari Miniature Paintings in the N. C. 
Mehta Collection (Ahmedabad: The Trustees of the Gujarat 
Museum Society, n. d.), 69, and pl. A. (our fig. 23). Another 
example is from Jodhpur, namely, “The Practice of Yoga,” 
folio 5 from the Siddha Siddhanta Paddhati, attributed to 
Bulaki, 1824, Mehrangarh Museum Trust, which shows a 
Nath saddhu (a Hindu ascetic and mystic who lives as a 
wandering monk or religious recluse) surrounded by pairs 
of pacified animals in a larger landscape with saddhus. It 
is illustrated in Garden and Cosmos: The Royal Paintings 
of Jodhpur (exhibition catalogue) (Washington D.C.: Freer 
and Sackler Gallery of Art & Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, 
Smithsonian Institution and London: The British Museum 
Press, 2008 and 2009), 232–33 = cat. no 53.

48. Seyed-Ghorab, Love, Madness, and Mystic Longing in 
Ni�āmī’s Epic Romance, 115–25, argues that from chapter 
43 of Layla and Majnun onwards Nizami explicitly portrays 
Majnun as a king.

49. Koch, Shah Jahan and Orpheus, 35, repr. in Mughal Art and 
Imperial Ideology, 128–29; Ebba Koch, “Pietre Dure and 
Other Artistic Contacts between the Court of the Mughals 
and That of the Medici,” in A Mirror of Princes: The Mughals 
and the Medici, ed. Dalu Jones (Bombay: Marg Publications, 
1987), 29–56, esp. 54–56.

50. J. D. Falvo, “Urbino and the Apotheosis of Power,” Modern 
Language Notes (MLN) 101, 1, Italian Issue (Jan. 1986): 132. 
I thank Martin Warnke for this reference and for several 
others that he very generously gave me following the Karl 
Justi Symposium in Innsbruck in 2005, but which I could 
not pursue in the context of this paper.

51. Karla Langedijk, “Baccio Bandinelli’s Orpheus: A Political 
Message,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in 
Florenz 20, 1 (1976): 34–52. See also Koch, “Pietre Dure and 
Other Artistic Contacts,” 54, fig. 36. 

52. The painting is in the Philadelphia Museum of Art, John-
son Collection; Langedijk, “Baccio Bandinelli’s Orpheus,” 
48–49. See also Koch, “Pietre Dure and Other Artistic Con-
tacts,” 55, fig. 37. 

53. The attempts to establish a coherent program for Ambras 
have so far not been entirely successful, one of the reasons 
being the heavy restorations of the nineteenth century, 
which altered the paintings. Obviously, as has been sug-
gested, most recently by Sandra Marsoun-Kaindl, “Die 
 Ausmalungen des Innenhofes von Schloss Ambras,” 
 Magisterarbeit (MA thesis, University of Innsbruck, January 
2004), the themes had some relevance to the patron, reflect-
ing his interests and his mundus as a prince. Here, I think, 
we are on firm ground with the Orphic theme. 

54. Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, The School of Prague: Paint-
ing at the Court of Rudolf II (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1988), 230, discusses J. Spicer’s interpretation of 

Madness, and Mystic Longing in Ni�āmī’s Epic Romance, 
116–25, also for a fuller and somewhat freer translation of 
this passage. He does not seem to have been aware of my 
comments on the issue.

39. Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms. Douce Or. A. 1, fol. 51b: 
Solomon; fol. 52a: Layla and Majnun. I presented my 
interpretation of Majnun as a kingly Solomonic figure in 
connection with the Bodleian pictures in my lecture at the 
Ashmolean Museum at Oxford in October 2005 (see author’s 
note above). Since then, Andrew Topsfield has published fol. 
52a (Topsfield, Paintings from Mughal India, 68–69 = cat. no 
30), as well as several others of the Bodleian paintings that 
I discussed, and has also followed my interpretation in his 
reading of two other images of Majnun among the animals 
in Ms. Pers. d. 102, p. 65 (his pp. 26–27 = cat. no. 9) and Ms. 
Douce 348, fol. 42a (his pp. 52–53 = cat. no. 22).

40. Particularly close is the tinted drawing of the animal king-
dom by Miskin, ca. 1600, in the Freer Gallery of Art, Smith-
sonian Institution, Washington D.C., acc. no. 45.29. For 
this and other animal assemblies of Miskin, see Philippa 
Vaughan, “Miskin,” in Pal, Master Artists of the Imperial 
Mughal Court, 17–38, figs. 17, 11, and 16.

41. Brend, Perspectives on Persian Painting, 243. 
42. For a similar version of this image in a private collection, 

attributed, not quite convincingly, by Pratapaditya Pal to 
Miskin himself, see his Court Paintings of India: 16th–19th 
Centuries (New York: Navin Kumar, 1983), 52 and fig. M38. 
To me, it seems later, and it might have even been inspired 
by the Bodleian image or a similar version.

43. Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms. Douce Or. A. 1., fol. 36b; see 
Topsfield, Paintings from Mughal India, cat. no. 24.

44. For Akbar as Faridun, see Ebba Koch, “The Just Hunter: 
Renaissance Calendar Illustrations and the Representation 
of the Mughal Hunt,” in Islam and the Italian Renaissance, 
ed. Charles Burnett and Anna Contadini (London: The 
Warburg Institute, 1999), 171; for Safavid kings, see Jon 
Thompson and Sheila Canby, eds., Hunt for Paradise: Court 
Arts of Safavid Iran 1501–76 (Milan: Skira, 2003), e.g., 
cat. no. 4.10: “Rustam and the ‘seven’ champions hunt in 
Turan,” showing presumably the young Shah Tahmasp as 
one of the characters from the story.

45. John Seyller, with whom I discussed the painting after my 
paper at Cambridge on June 16, 2008 (see author’s note 
above), argued against my allegorical reading. Taking a 
positivistic approach, he suggested that the four paintings 
were pasted together on a page because they showed similar 
subjects and were all done in the nīm qalam technique. This 
reduces the Mughals to pure formalists and connoisseurs. 

46. Ingeborg Luschey-Schmeisser takes a similar view of the 
connectedness of these figures in her discussion of paradi-
siacal themes as palace decoration: “The harmony between 
the wild animals is moreover demonstrated by the repre-
sentation of Majnun in the desert grieving over Layla, who, 
like Orpheus, gathered the animals around him; or by the 
picture of the wise King Solomon, and of the first king in 
the mountains, Gayomart, who joined his henchmen and 
the wild beast in a peaceful union.” (References to footnotes 



ebba koch310

(The Great Mughal) (1960), which was directed by K. Asif. 
See: “Anarkali (1953 film),” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Anarkali_(1953_film) (accessed February 28, 2008). See also 
Orsini, “Introduction,” 27.

64. See also Topsfield, Paintings from Mughal India, 171 n. 
18, who, in consultation with Robert Skelton, expands my 
 suggestion that the painting is meant to represent Jahangir 
as Majnun. 

65. Thackston, Jahangirnama, 266. 
66. The following passage is based on the chapter “Shah Jahan 

and Mumtaz Mahal,” in Ebba Koch, The Complete Taj 
Mahal and the Riverfront Gardens of Agra (London: Thames 
& Hudson, 2006), esp. 18–20.

67. Mu\ammad Amīn Qazvīnī or Amīna-yi Qazvīnī, Pad-
shā hnāma, British Library, Ms. Or. 173, fol. 233a/234a, 
my translation. Cf. the translation by W. E. Begley and 
Z. A. Desai, Taj Mahal, the Illumined Tomb: An Anthology 
of Seventeenth-Century Mughal and European Documentary 
Sources (Cambridge, Mass.: Aga Khan Program for Islamic 
Architecture at Harvard University and the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, and Seattle and London: The Uni-
versity of Washington Press, 1989), 14.

68. Mu\ammad {āli\ Kanbū, ʿ Amal-i �āli� or Shāh Jahānnāma, 
rev. and ed. Va\īd Qurayshī, based on the Calcutta ed. of 
1912–46 by Ghulām Yazdānī, 2nd ed., 3 vols. (Lahore: Maj-
lis-i Taraqqī-yi Adab, 1967–72), 1:113; B. P. Saksena, His-
tory of Shahjahan of Dihli (Allahabad: Central Book Depot, 
1976), 18.

69. Ebba Koch, “The Hierarchical Principles of Shah-Jahani 
Painting,” in Milo C. Beach, Ebba Koch, and Wheeler 
Thackston, King of the World: The Pādshāhnāma: An Impe-
rial Mughal Manuscript from the Royal Library, Windsor 
Castle (London: Azimuth Editions, 1997), 132. 

70. For this and the following, see Qazvini’s description 
of the death of Mumtaz and Shah Jahan’s mourning 
in Pādshāhnāma, fols. 231a/232a–234b/235b; cf. ʿAbd 
al-}amīd Lāhawrī, Pādshāhnāma, ed. M. Kabīr al-Dīn 
A\mad and M. ʿAbd al-Ra\īm (Calcutta: Asiatic Society of 
Bengal, 1866–72) vol. 1, pt. 1, pp. 384–90; Kanbū, ʿAmal-i 
�āli�, 1:370–76; ʿInāyat Khān, The Shah Jahan Nama of 
ʿInayat Khan: An Abridged History of the Mughal Emperor 
Shah Jahan, Compiled by His Royal Librarian. The Nine-
teenth-Century Manuscript Translation of A. R. Fuller (Brit-
ish Library, Add. 30,777), rev. and ed. W. E. Begley and 
Z. A. Desai (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1990), 
70–71; Saksena, History of Shahjahan of Dihli, 309–10; 
 Begley and Desai, Taj Mahal, the Illumined Tomb, 11–39. 

71. This point is discussed by Orsini, “Introduction,” and Muzaf-
far Alam and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “Love, Passion and 
Reason in Faizi’s Nal-Daman,” in Orsini, Love in South Asia, 
16–17, and 109–41. 

72. Qazvīnī, Pādshāhnāma, fol. 232b/233b; Begley and Desai, 
Taj Mahal, the Illumined Tomb, 13.

73. Beach, Koch, and Thackston, King of the World, 60, 181–82 
= cat. nos. 21–22.

74. Ibid., 185.

Orpheus as an image of Rudolf II and his good government 
but is critical of it. 

55. Robert R. Bigler, Schloss Hellbrunn: Wunderkammer der 
Gartenarchitektur (Vienna: Böhlau, 1996), 70–75.

56. Francis Bacon, The Advancement of Learning and New 
Atlantis, with a preface by Thomas Case (London, 1605 
and 1627, 1906; repr. London: Oxford University Press, 
1966), 51–52. I have also discussed this passage in Ebba 
Koch, “Jahangir as Francis Bacon’s Ideal of the King as an 
Observer and Investigator of Nature,” Journal of the Royal 
Asiatic Society, ser. 3, 19, 3 (2009): 336–38.

57. Francis Bacon, Advancement of Learning and New Atlan-
tis, 276–77. See also Koch, “Jahangir as Francis Bacon’s 
Ideal,” in which I also adduce Bacon’s view of Solomon as 
an exemplary king in comparison with the Solomonism of 
the Mughals (see previous note).

58. J. M. Rogers, Mughal Miniatures (London: The Trustees of 
the British Museum, 1993), 105–6.

59. The paintings are very small, but can be made out in pub-
lished reproductions and, better, in digital enlargements. 
See, e.g., S. C. Welch, catalogue entry for Plate 176/Folio 
21 recto Festivities on the Occasion of the Accession of 
Emperor Jahangir, in The St. Petersburg Muraqqaʿ: Album 
of Indian and Persian Miniatures of the 16th–18th Centuries 
and Specimens of Persian Calligraphy of  ʿImād al-�asanī, ed. 
Oleg F. Akimushkin (Lugano: Arch Foundation; Milano: 
Electa, 1996), 105–6, pl. 176, fol. 21a. Welch does not com-
ment on the paintings on the gate. For a discussion of the 
motifs, see Luschey-Schmeisser, Pictorial Tile Cycle of Hašt 
Behešt in I�fahān: for angels and winged spirits, see 47–55, 
pls. V and VI, and for lions attacking bulls, see 55–70, 
pls. LIII–LVIII. 

60. See Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry, esp. 158–59. 
Seyed-Ghorab, Love, Madness, and Mystic Longing in 
Ni�āmī’s Epic Romance, discusses the pros and cons of this 
aspect of Majnun in detail, especially in chapters 4, 5, and 8. 
See also Orsini, “Introduction,” 20.

61. Khairallah, Love, Madness, and Poetry, 3–4, 77, points out in 
addition that they both were sources of mysticism. Majnun 
was also a vegetarian, for which see Seyed-Ghorab, Love, 
Madness, and Mystic Longing in Ni�āmī’s Epic Romance, 
92–101, as were the followers of Orpheus, for which see 
W. K. C. Guthrie, Orpheus and Greek Religion: A Study of 
the Orphic Movement (1952; repr. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1993), 196–98, and passim. 

62. Robert Skelton has identified the verses as Saʿdi’s; see Tops-
field, Paintings from Mughal India, 171 n. 18. 

63. Ahmad Nabi Khan, “The Tomb of Anarkali at Lahore,” 
Journal of Central Asia 3, 1 (July 1980): 151–65; see also 
Syad Muhammad Latif, Lahore: Its History, Architectural 
Remains and Antiquities (Lahore: New Imperial Press, 1892; 
repr. Lahore: Sang-e Meel Publications, 1994), 186–87. The 
figure of Anarkali attained great popularity in Lahore and 
beyond. A bazaar near the tomb is named after her and the 
romantic and tragic tale was even turned into two very pop-
ular Indian films, “Anarkali” (1953) and “Mughal-e Azam” 



the mughal emperor as solomon, majnun, and orpheus 311

76. Begley and Desai, Taj Mahal, the Illumined Tomb, 193.
77. Irène Melikoff, “La fleur de la souffrance: Recherche sur 

le sens symbolique de lale dans la poésie mystique turco-
iranienne,” Journal Asiatique 255 (1967): 341–60. I thank 
Sunil Sharma and Paul Losensky for referring me to this 
work and giving me their views on the meaning of lāla, for 
which see also Koch, Complete Taj Mahal, 51, 139–40, 171, 
173, 174.

75. The letter was discovered by Dr. Yunus Jaffery, bound into 
Munshī Lal Chand, Nigarnāma, a collection of letters of the 
Mughal period, dated “28 Ramazan 24th year of accession” 
of Akbar Shah II (?), in the National Museum, New Delhi, 
Persian Ms. no. 55.73/2154. I thank Dr. Jaffery for providing 
me with the reference and the translation. On Qasim Khan, 
see Shāhnawāz Khān, Maʾāth ir al-umarāʾ, English trans. 
Henry Beveridge, 3 vols. (Calcutta: Asiatic Society, 1911–52; 
repr. Patna: Janaki Prakashan, 1979), 2:497–500. 




