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Note on Transliteration and Usage

On the assumption that readers of Indian languages do not require diacritics and others will find them cumbersome, I have used the customary English spelling for Indian language words and place names prevalent in India.
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For similar reasons, I have not distinguished the Urdu alef from ain.

Where I cite the work of other scholars, I use their transliteration and spelling.

Common words from Indian languages, such as pandit and brahmin, are not italicized.

All translations are mine except where indicated otherwise.
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1

Introduction

PADMINI, BELIEVED TO HAVE BEEN THE RAJPUT QUEEN OF Mewar (in modern Rajasthan) in the early fourteenth century, has become one of the most familiar figures from the medieval past in modern India. To outline the shape of the story as it is largely remembered today: she was so renowned for her beauty that Alauddin Khalji, the Sultan of Delhi, was determined to obtain her for himself. Unable at first to conquer the formidable fortress of Chitor ruled by Padmini’s husband, Alauddin offered to withdraw his troops if he could but catch a glimpse of her. In fact, as it happened, he could only gaze at her reflected image because the Rajput queen would not appear before a stranger. Entranced by her beauty, and even more determined to obtain her, the sultan tricked her husband into captivity. The Rajputs plotted their king’s release by pretending to surrender the queen; a procession of palanquins reached the sultan’s camp, and hidden Rajput soldiers sprang out and freed their king. An enraged Alauddin laid siege again to the fortress. Faced with certain defeat, the Rajput women led by Padmini immolated themselves. Their men were killed in a final battle as the sultan conquered the mighty kingdom of Chitor.

Lindsey Harlan’s ethnographic research has revealed that some elite Rajput women in Rajasthan today regard the story as historical, and Padmini as exemplifying ideal Rajput womanhood.1 The same version of the legend is also apparent in the comic book Padmini, published in the enormously successful “Amar Chitra Katha” series with the subtitle “The Glorious Heritage of India.” Its preface asserts the significance of Padmini’s story:

In the history of India, Padmini of Chittor holds a very prominent position. She was a perfect model of ideal Indian womanhood. The values cherished by her were threatened by Alauddin Khilji, the mighty Afghan king of Delhi. A lesser woman would not have been able to face Alauddin. But Padmini was not an ordinary woman. She faced her problems with exceptional courage, a living example of virtuous womanhood.2

The comic book thus claims that Padmini was a historical figure, that she represents ideal Indian womanhood rather than merely Rajput norms, and that these ideal Indian values were threatened by the Afghan emperor of Delhi. Such assertions articulate the widespread assumption that conflict between religious communities in India was pervasive over the last millennium, and that Hindu women were peculiarly vulnerable in such conflict. In the popular domain within which such comic books circulate, subcontinental history from the eleventh century onwards is invariably perceived as perennial resistance by patriotic Hindus against successive Muslim invasions and conquests.

Over the last two decades, Hindu majoritarian organizations in India have deployed such narratives of their alleged humiliation by Muslims in medieval times, to organize increasingly efficient pogroms against the country’s sizeable Muslim minority. This has at times become an avenue to capturing political power. Such groups have also sought to endow several popular narratives with the authority of historical discourse by introducing them into school textbooks: both Hindu majoritarian and regional chauvinist groups have attacked the methods and findings of history as a discipline. Historians, in turn, have begun to respond by subjecting the key events and characters of this majoritarian narrative to renewed scrutiny.3 In particular, they have turned their attention to the relationship between a historical event and the multiple, often competing, perspectives on it that emerged as memory in later centuries; and to the relationship between historiographic traditions and popular memory. This book is a contribution to that collective project.

Multiple narratives of Padmini of Chitor first emerged in the sixteenth century, and survived over the next four centuries. The first known narrative is Malik Muhammad Jayasi’s Padmavat (1540) in Avadhi (now classified as a dialect of Hindi in central Uttar Pradesh). Heroic romances—in which princes embarked on dangerous quests to woo and wed princesses of fabled beauty and wealth—were common to many literary traditions in medieval North India. The Padmavat was a Sufi mystical adaptation of this formula and inspired at least a dozen translations and adaptations into Persian and Urdu between the sixteenth and twentieth centuries.4 In a second and parallel version, narratives of Padmini were produced in more avowedly historical genres in the Rajput chiefdoms of Rajasthan between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, with the first known version being composed in 1589. We do not know if the Padmavat circulated widely in this region, about 600 miles to the west of Avadh. What is clear is that the narratives in Rajasthan, patronized by local Rajput elites, diverged sharply from Jayasi’s account. The focus in Rajasthan was not on courting and marrying the queen—an emphasis that had been central to Jayasi’s Sufi ethic. Instead, these somewhat later narratives of Padmini focused on the exemplary honor of the Rajputs in defending their queen and kingdom against Sultan Alauddin Khalji.

In the early nineteenth century James Tod, Resident of the East India Company to the Rajput States, compiled his account of the region’s history based on the oral and textual traditions of Charans, Bhats, and Jains—these being the chroniclers, genealogists, and scholars to the Rajput chiefs. Tod’s Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan (1829–32, henceforth Annals) recast pre-colonial Rajput traditions within a colonial perspective which shaped his retelling of the Padmini story as well. Subsequently, in a fourth major revision, the reception of the Annals in late-nineteenth-century Bengal produced at least a dozen Bengali versions, mainly from the new middle class, the bhadralok. These Bengali narratives reinterpreted the legend yet again to celebrate a Hindu queen who had immolated herself to defend her chastity against a lustful, treacherous Muslim invader. For the Bengali bhadralok, the legend came to exemplify a reinterpretation of the emerging nation’s medieval history in which “patriotic Hindu” had resisted “Muslim invader.” Other nineteenth-century versions of the Padmini legend, however, did not conform to the template evolved by the Bengali bhadralok. Urdu versions continued to adhere to the Padmavat tradition until the early twentieth century, as they retold Padmini’s story within the received conventions of Persian and Urdu love poetry.

This book traces the trajectories of these multiple narrative traditions of Padmini, and locates them within the historical moments in which they were produced and circulated. Over the last five centuries, a variety of Padmini legends emerged in regional polities, serving particular local groups to repeatedly evoke a remembered past. The nature of these evocations was tied to the specific historical contexts in which they occurred. Further, as narratives of a heroic queen, these mutations of the Padmini legend shed light on histories of gender relations among the social groups involved. Authors and patrons—of narratives of a virtuous queen confronting an enemy king—repeatedly used them to articulate the gendered norms of particular elites in a range of disparate political formations—from a seventeenth-century Rajput kingdom at the margins of an imperial order to emerging middle-class (and upper-caste) nationalism in colonial Bengal.

Fourteenth-century accounts that described Alauddin Khalji’s conquest of Chitor did not mention Padmini at all. The absence of any contemporaneous evidence, material or literary, strongly suggests that the figure of the queen became associated only later with memories of the Delhi sultan’s conquest of Chitor. And yet, between the sixteenth and twentieth centuries, in several regions and languages, the legend was repeatedly remembered and retold within particular communities, coloured by their own concerns of the moment. Tracing this trajectory helps to illuminate the construction and transmission of historical memory and literary traditions about the past in this later period, rather than to establish the precise nature of the campaigns of a Delhi sultan or his siege of Chitor in the early fourteenth century.

History, Memory, and Narratives of the Past in South Asia

Historical scholarship on memory has grown dramatically in recent years, partly as significant collectivities have challenged dominant nation-building projects and their nationalist historiographies in various parts of the world, and partly under the stimulus of postmodern critiques of the historical discipline. In South Asia the emergence of Tamil separatism in Sri Lanka in the 1980s provided the context for rich explorations of remembered Sinhala and Tamil pasts.5 In India the impetus was provided by the movement beginning in the late 1980s for a Rama temple and culminating in the destruction of a sixteenth-century mosque in the town of Ayodhya, now asserted to have been constructed on the precise site of the Hindu god’s birth. Among the multiple arguments that proponents of the temple used were appeals to the religious sentiment of Hindus; if people believed that the god Rama was born at the site, then historians’ refutations based on archaeological evidence were redundant.6 The success of the political party leading the temple movement in subsequent elections and its pronounced majoritarian tilt led to organized assaults on historical scholarship and, increasingly, attacks on individual historians, along with attempts to introduce a glorious ancient past in school history textbooks.7

Historians of India have responded in several ways. They have defended the empiricist underpinnings of the historical discipline, even while paying greater attention to the construction of historiographic traditions.8 A notable instance is Romila Thapar’s exploration of multiple historiographic traditions about an eleventh-century raid by Mahmud of Ghazna upon the temple of Somanatha in western India: “The study becomes one of observing the processes by which the intervening stages [of the creation of narratives around the event] are established and how these influence the eventual perception of the event.” As Thapar points out, contextualizing each such narrative historically requires identifying “the ideology which it represented” and the dominant groups involved in its production and reception.9Thapar’s work also retains the crucial distinction between what actually happened, as ascertained by archaeologists from recovered material remains, and subsequent narratives of the event.10 Simultaneously, historians of medieval India have responded to majoritarian pressures, as well as to the methods and insights of the new social and cultural history, by complicating virtually all our earlier assumptions about medieval history. This new scholarship has dramatically overhauled our understanding of formations of religious community and the politics of religious affiliation in this period.11

Other scholars have sought to engage the wider, popular domain that has invoked a remembered past to counter a reconstructed historical past. Thus, Partha Chatterjee has called for “a redefinition of the grounds of the discipline” to include “popular practices of memory” within its “list of approved practices;” to incorporate within its domain “an appropriate analytic of the popular.”12 In this vein, scholars have focused either on the specific practices by which particular social groups remembered the past,13 or on memory as offering alternative embodiments and institutionalized locations for a variety of remembered pasts. Shahid Amin, strikingly, has excavated popular perspectives on a village disturbance in northern India in 1922 to shed new light on peasant politics and Gandhian mobilization. Other scholars have explored the remembered pasts of subaltern groups in western and central India, such as the Dangs, Meos, and the Gujar subjects of the Rajput “kings” of Sawar.14 Such subaltern memory was constituted and circulated as (often oppositional) oral tradition at the peripheries of imperial, regional, and national states. Implicit in this project is a laudable hope in the potential of such memory to mobilize resistance against continuing injustices perpetrated by the contemporary nation-state.15

Such critiques of dominant practices within South Asian historiography rely upon the assumption that memory somehow offers a more organic and, therefore, perhaps, authentic relationship to the past than history does. Thus, Chatterjee invokes Pierre Nora’s lyrical paean to memory as that which “wells up from groups that it welds together,” and goes on to cite his critique of history: “At the heart of history is a criticism destructive of spontaneous memory. Memory is always suspect in the eyes of history, whose true mission is to demolish it, to repress it. History divests the lived past of its legitimacy. What looms on the horizon of every historical society, at the limit of a completely historicized world, is presumably a final, definitive disenchantment.”16 And yet, as the most insightful historical scholarship on memory demonstrates, memory too is forged and transmitted deliberately, and forgotten because no longer reiterated, or when no longer relevant to the perceived needs of a community.17 In this sense, memory is no more organic than history—neither in its construction, nor in its circulation, nor indeed in the work that it performs within and for a community. Memory is not history’s Other but is itself a deeply historical practice.18

In the South Asian context, a growing historiography of medieval and early modern India warns us against assuming that memory is the exclusive preserve of the popular or oral domains, for it has often existed simultaneously in both the oral and literate domains, each feeding the other. Secondly, pasts have been reimagined and reclaimed across a strikingly wide range of social groups: within court-centered and aristocratic contexts, among middle- and lower-level administrators and scribes, among villagers defending inherited entitlements in the law courts, and only then by middle-class nationalists in the colonial and postcolonial periods.19 While the move to recover an “indigenous discourse about the past” has yielded rich insights, it sidesteps the key question of how such narratives of the past were intended and interpreted: as history (“this is how it happened”), or memory (“this, we believe, is what happened”), or romance (“once upon a time . . .”). Three distinguished scholars of early modern South Asia have suggested that “readers or listeners at home in a culture . . . know when the past is being treated in a factual manner” by virtue of their cultural literacy and “sensitivity” to the “texture” of such narratives and literary conventions.20 While this seems plausible, and while Rao, Shulman, and Subrahmanyam’s interpretations of individual narratives are brilliant, proving such sensitivity for the often anonymous audiences of the Padmini narratives discussed in this book seems an uncertain enterprise at best.21

Sumit Guha’s work on the Marathi bakhars of western India provides a more useful counterpoint to the Padmini narratives. Produced in “judicial disputes over heritable property,” the bakhars “contested alternative stories, and . . . grounded themselves in witness testimony, documentary evidence, and the ‘common knowledge’ of the local community.”22 In contrast, whether produced as courtly poetic narratives or as parts of aristocratic genealogies or as courtly and then popular romances, the Padmini narratives reveal neither internal nor contextual mechanisms of authentication. On the other hand, however, they did circulate in acknowledged traditions, within which they were in dialogue with other narratives. Skaria has argued that the Dangs in West-Central India “make multiple connections between narratives [of the past, vadilcha goth], that there is a deep cross referentiality made possible by simultaneous knowledge of many goth.”23 This “reflexivity”24 is an attribute shared by several Padmini narratives—the Jain and Rajput traditions in the Mewar court, for instance, or the adaptations and translations of Jayasi’s Padmavat. Within the Mewar court, then, multiple versions of the past emerged, with subtle but distinct variations. The Padmavat tradition poses another problem. While internal evidence suggests that Jayasi himself may have been remembering Alauddin Khalji’s conquest of Chitor at a particular historical moment in the mid-sixteenth century, it is not clear whether his literary successors were remembering the Khalji sultan or the Padmavat. In other words, the Padmavat itself can be seen as a work of memory reinterpreting Rajput resistance to the sultan of Delhi, but its subsequent translators, with the significant exception of the mid-seventeenth-century Saiyid Alaol, were often remembering the Padmavat as literary predecessor and model, rather than its historical characters.

Within such a literary tradition, as A.K. Ramanujan has pointed out, “texts do not come in historical stages but form a “simultaneous order,” where every new text within a series confirms yet alters the whole order ever so slightly, and not always so slightly.”25 In other words, not every community that “remembered” Padmini automatically remembered events believed to have occurred around the siege and conquest of the kingdom of Chitor in 1302. Some communities from the seventeenth century onward remembered Padmini as the beautiful heroine celebrated by a Sufi poet in lyrical Avadhi verse. Other communities, barely glimpsed in the scholarship, remembered the folk tale of the beautiful queen and her parrot Hiraman.26

The point seems obvious but is worth reiterating—not all narratives of the past involve conscious acts of historical remembering and reinterpretation. The Padmini narratives explored in this book ask us to consider two kinds of tradition—one of memory, and the other of literary romances, whether within the Indic context of kavya or the Indo-Persian context of masnavi.

Literary Histories and Narrative Traditions

Most twentieth-century historians of Indian literatures have defined the literary traditions of the past within today’s linguistic and regional boundaries. Thus, they separate the literature of medieval Rajasthan from the literary traditions of medieval Braj or Avadh.27 Further, nationalist literary historians have been active in forging a “national” literature since the late nineteenth century. While scholars in this dominant tradition of literary history have richly explored the impact of one classical literary tradition, namely Sanskrit, they have largely restricted their exploration of the other classical language, Persian, to studies of the rise of Urdu. Such literary history fails to recognize the anachronism inherent in comprehending pre-modern India through contemporary regional, linguistic, and cultural boundaries.28

For one, the choice of scripts for particular languages has evolved in the course of history. Scholars now agree that Jayasi’s Padmavat was likely written in the Persian script. It is also likely that Saiyid Alaol, who composed a Bengali adaptation of the Padmavat in the seventeenth century, had access to a manuscript of Jayasi’s Avadhi poem written in the Persian script. Sufi poets writing in Avadhi—such as Maulana Dawud, Qutban, Jayasi, and Manjhan—were adept in both regional and classical linguistic-literary traditions, ranging from Sanskrit and Apabhramsa to Persian and Arabic.

The instance of Alaol is even more striking. Not only was he aware of classical (Sanskrit, Arabic, and Persian) and local (Bengali) traditions, he was also thoroughly familiar with Avadhi Sufi poets like Maulana Dawud and Jayasi, who were composing in a different region and dialect some 700 miles to the north-west. Brahmin scholars in early colonial Bengal were still familiar with the Persian chronicle tradition of the Mughal courts in Delhi and Agra, such chronicles having been available in the courtly culture of Bengal from at least the late seventeenth century. A Jain version of the Padmini narrative composed under Pathan patronage in seventeenth-century Lahore points in the same direction. Internal evidence suggests Jatmal’s familiarity with both the Rajasthan tradition of Padmini narratives (some 150 miles to the south-east in a different linguistic-cultural region), as well as Jayasi’s Avadhi poem composed some 500 miles to the south-east. The Padmini narratives discussed in this book thus demonstrate that regional and social boundaries between linguistic-literary traditions were drawn differently in the medieval and early modern periods from those that obtain now; they also encourage us to move beyond the existing categories of classical and vernacular traditions.

Literary scholars studying South Asian narrative traditions have begun to move beyond formalist analyses of genre and rhetoric towards considering the embeddedness of literary narratives in particular historical contexts.29 Meanwhile, historians have typically paid scant attention to literary form and the rhetorical imperatives of genre when reading such literary narratives as “sources.”30 In the conventional hierarchy of sources, historians have also regarded such narratives as least reliable, since their very literariness colors their depictions of historical events. In a brilliant but under-acknowledged book in 1966, V.S. Pathak suggested a different mode of historicizing courtly epic narratives from the fourth century CE onward. He argued that “mythological and metaphysical interpretations,” used earlier by etymologists, were then “accepted . . . in the itihasa–purana tradition especially . . . [where] there was no historical tradition to fall back on.” Pathak thus suggested that “supernatural causation” in such courtly narratives about the past was a “literary idiom,” and not an article of faith for these poet-historians.31 He pointed out how, from this period, the genre of itihasa was “narrowed down to an account of events culminating in the achievement of royal glory by the king.” Poet-historians now “represented the abstract idea of royal glory in the form of a beautiful princess symbolizing the goddess of Royal Fortune . . . whose love the king wins after overcoming insurmountable difficulties.” However, Pathak attributed the emergence of this distinctive trope to “the romantic spirit of the age” and to epic precedent.32 His profound insight into the distinctive and entirely conventional mode by which such courtly epics encoded the past was thus abruptly short-circuited by the invocation of an ahistorical, “romantic spirit of the age.”

While acknowledging the importance of literary precedent, I am interested in a somewhat different issue: what aspects in particular historical contexts could have endowed such tropes with added resonance for communities reappropriating such genres or narratives. Further, in tracing the literary antecedents of such tropes, I attempt to identify those precedents that particular authors and audiences would most likely have been familiar with—from what we know about their historical and cultural contexts. The poets and chroniclers discussed here have in many instances acknowledged such familiarity. This narrower definition of literary precedent helps us to start sketching a history of circulation for particular cultural texts and practices.33 A more comprehensive history of particular tropes from their first occurrence onwards would, no doubt, reveal richer histories of circulation between the early centuries of the Common Era and the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—but that calls for a collective endeavor beyond the scope of this book.

The other mode by which I have attempted to outline the broad contours of a history of circulation is by tracing the production of manuscript copies of particular versions. In the South Asian context, only scholars of oral and “folk” traditions, art historians, and historians of medieval devotional and sectarian traditions have paid any attention to the circulation of manuscripts. In general, social as well as literary historians of South Asia have preferred to regard published critical editions of pre-modern texts as their stable and original versions. For historians of culture, in particular, the attractions of using such critical editions are obvious—it makes the task of reconstructing cultural history much less arduous than it would be by tracing all the manuscript variants and traditions for each text. The consequence, however, has been an understanding of culture in textual rather than social terms. And yet, as historians of bhakti, in particular, have shown, paying attention to manuscripts—Who made copies? Who were the patrons? How were manuscripts preserved and handed down?—can reveal hidden histories of cultural circulation, transmission, and persistence.34

Paying heed to the circulation of variants of the Padmini legend alerts us to another aspect of such narrative traditions in the Indian context: they existed simultaneously in oral performance and manuscript form. This simultaneity distinguishes India from predominantly oral cultures in Africa and Central Asia.35 Even as manuscripts were copied, read, and preserved, scribes, genealogists, bards, or (as in the instance of Jayasi’s Padmavat) wandering mendicants, recited excerpts in varying contexts. As scholars of oral epic in India have long known, this simultaneity of oral and textual modes has shaped both the form of such narratives and their circulation.36 The transformation of such narratives—oscillating between orality and text—in modern critical editions has ended up fixing the resultant text as a stable entity. This has obscured the complex histories of circulation and continuous interpretation that shaped such pre-modern narrative traditions.

This book explores the actual circuits of transmission for the traditions of Padmini narratives between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. Such circuits were constituted within trans-regional religious networks such as Sufi khanqahs. Equally, as the Mughal empire expanded, the entry of regional ruling elites into the Mughal aristocracy and revenue apparatus encouraged circuits of literary patronage that transcended the boundaries of local and regional cultures. In historicizing the Padmini legend’s transmission and mutations, this book traces how the narrative was reimagined when it crossed regional, socio-political, and linguistic-literary boundaries over a period of four centuries.

Community and Gender in History

Much of the historiography of medieval and early modern India compartmentalizes its political history and cultural practices into the watertight and mutually antagonistic categories “Hindu” and “Muslim.” As is well known, colonial historiography was one source of these modes of categorization. Henry Elliott’s widely cited Preface to The History of India as Told by its Own Historians characterized the medieval period, in what was becoming a familiar litany, thus: “The few glimpses we have . . . of Hindus slain for disputing with Muhammadans, of general prohibitions against processions, worship, and ablutions, and of other intolerant measures, of idols mutilated, of temples razed, of forcible conversions and marriages, of proscriptions and confiscations, of murders and massacres, and of the sensuality and drunkenness of the tyrants who enjoined them, show us that this picture is not overcharged . . .”37

In the mid-twentieth century, Aziz Ahmad elaborated a similar model of homogeneous religious communities with antagonistic cultures. He described narrations of the Turkish conquest of North India: “Muslim impact and rule in India generated two literary growths: a Muslim epic of conquest, and a Hindu epic of resistance and of psychological rejection. The two literary growths were planted in two different cultures; in two different languages, Persian and Hindi; in two mutually exclusive religious, cultural and historical attitudes confronting the other in aggressive hostility. Each of these two literary growths developed in mutual ignorance of the other . . .”38

Opposition to this view has come largely from secular historians who have insisted on the subcontinent’s traditions of religious harmony. In such a view (in the writings of Tara Chand, for instance), texts like Jayasi’s Padmavat and Kabir’s Bijak are celebrated for being “syncretist,” for fusing elements from the disparate religious and cultural traditions of Hinduism and Islam. These have been the broad modern contexts for the interpretation of Jayasi’s Padmavat with its Sufi (“Muslim”) character, its largely “Hindu” subject matter, and its hostility to the Muslim sultan of Delhi.

In his influential article, Aziz Ahmad was unable to fit Jayasi into his scheme of Muslim epic and Hindu counter-epic. Instead, he argued that Jayasi’s sympathies and choice of Avadhi were the result of his local affiliations and ignorance of the sophisticated narratives and traditions circulating in elite (urban) culture. In fact, however, Jayasi and the poets of other, similar narratives in Avadhi reveal an easy mastery over Persian and Indic narratives, ranging from the courtly to the “folk” and “popular,” belying Ahmad’s assumption of rural illiteracy in an Islamicate high culture. Equally striking is their intimate knowledge of multiple religious traditions, such as Chishti or Shattari Sufi, orthodox Sunni Islam, Vaishnavite and Nirgun bhakti, or the heterodox Nathpanth. Jayasi’s Sufi poem was located at the intersection of these distinct cultural and religious traditions, whose tropes were transformed when inserted into a Sufi tale of the triumph of ascetic and mystical love. Exploring these articulations may help us to recognize more complicated histories of accommodation between traditions that are now invariably thought of as unconnected and mutually hostile.

Beginning with Jayasi’s Padmavat, the many versions of the Padmini narrative were persistently used to mobilize specific kinds of community for political purposes. By the eighteenth century, the narratives in Rajasthan articulated an emergent demonization of the conquering enemy as the iconoclastic, unclean Muslim. Such narratives echoed the perspective of their royal patrons, who were combating Mughal power in the region. Subsequently, Tod’s account read the story as exemplifying the general pattern of medieval Indian history, in which chivalrous “Hindus” defended their land against deceitful, idol-breaking “Muslim” invaders. In depicting the rulers of Delhi and their imperial relationship with the Rajput kingdoms of Rajasthan, the Annals thus reiterated the premises of its Rajput sources while reaffirming English reconstructions of medieval Indian history. Bengali narratives of Padmini in the late nineteenth century invoked the same master narrative of medieval Indian history as Tod. The authors of this refashioned narrative read the legend as exemplifying Rajput and now “Hindu” patriotism in the face of “Muslim” conquest; this reinterpretation was achieved by erasing an alternative tradition of narratives about Padmini. For, Bengali scholars in the early nineteenth century had known the Persian chronicle tradition, while Alaol’s seventeenth-century Sufi adaptation of the Padmavat continued to circulate in manuscript form in Bengal through the nineteenth century. And yet the dominant tradition of Padmini narratives in late-nineteenth-century Bengal seems to have been unaware of Alaol’s version. The reformulation of new national identities along tacitly communal lines was thus accomplished through selective appropriations from earlier traditions.

The appropriation of female figures such as Joan of Arc and Our Lady of Guadalupe by nationalist historiographies in their regions is well recognized.39 In exploring such nationalist mythmaking, historians have focused on the manner in which particular nationalist ideologies merged the competing memories of diverse constituencies being forged into modern nation-states. More recently, feminist historians have alerted us to the re-forming of gender relations as a critical component of modern nationalist ideologies and politics.40 The present book draws on the insights of both these traditions of scholarship. In the instance of the Padmini legend, the celebration of a heroic queen was an exercise in reconstructing a perceived community’s past history; communities defined themselves through the control of women in the present and in remembered pasts. Such communities coalesced around affiliations of caste, region of origin, or religion, or around their relationship to political power. In other words, the attempt here is to investigate the manner in which reconstructions of memory and the re-forming of gender relations were integral to the constitution of other political collectivities in South Asia, before the emergence of modern nation-states.

In its multiple variants, the story has always been instrumental in defining such gendered norms. This study explores a number of historical contexts in which the Padmini story emerged in new or significantly modified versions—the socio-political and cultural horizons of Sufi Islam in sixteenth-century North India; Rajput kingdoms in north-western India between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries and then in the early nineteenth century under growing colonial power; and emerging nationalism in late-nineteenth-century in Bengal. In each of these contexts, elite groups built their authority around particular forms of the regulation of women. Particular modifications of the Padmini narratives are intelligible within, and in turn illumine, these historical processes, as some elements of the received story became redundant for particular memory-communities,41 while other tropes, resonant of emergent practices and concerns, were added.

Comparisons of these multiple versions of the Padmini legend also reveal the concurrent circulation of several versions among particular audience-communities from the late sixteenth century, raising the possibility of resistant or subversive readings. This is so particularly as each version exhorted its audience to adhere to particular norms of conduct which were seen as appropriate to the given socio-political order. Thus, Jayasi may have written an allegory that his Sufi initiate audiences recognized and celebrated, but in the seventeenth century the merchant Banarasidas read narratives like the Padmavat for the pleasure of reading powerful stories of love. More sustained evidence of resistant readings, or of the relative success or failure of these narratives to persuade their audiences, has been difficult to recuperate. Thus, it remains to be discovered how elite Rajput women in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Rajasthan may have actually construed the Padmini legend, and how they may have responded to the powerful normative pressure exerted on them through the retelling of such legends. Recent scholarship has begun to show, however, that Rajput perspectives on their past and present authority have been contested profoundly by the perspectives and narrative traditions of the ruled.42 Even within the Rajputs themselves, individual, oral narrations of such legends are inflected with subtle variations based on sub-regional, local, and clan affiliations: a level of contestation that this book, with its focus on manuscript and print versions, cannot adequately address.

The Colonial Transition

Tod’s Annals, based on reinterpreted Rajput historical traditions, was accepted as the region’s definitive history by readers in England and India, and by the Rajput elites themselves, soon after its publication. Tod’s premises have since been subjected to extensive critique; the Annals reinterpreted Rajasthan’s history and society within a nineteenth-century European perspective on feudalism. Further, in order to justify British intervention as immediate improvement, Tod represented eighteenth-century Rajasthan as bordering on chaos. Historians also broadly agree now that nationalist historiography in the late nineteenth century, especially in Bengal, was tacitly “communal” and that its assumptions were derived substantially from Orientalist and colonial scholarship.43 Literary scholars have also explored representations of Rajput history in colonial Bengal (including the Padmini story).44 Much of this scholarship has privileged the moment of colonial intervention as decisive—as triggering a systematic production of knowledge of the colony, knowledge needed by the colonial state in order to govern. This thesis is extended theoretically to comprehend all knowledge about the “East” produced under “western” influence.45 As first stated polemically by Said in Orientalism, “all academic knowledge about India and Egypt is somehow tinged and impressed with, violated by, the gross political fact.”46 Thus, British Orientalists and “native informants” are seen to have collaborated in an unequal relationship to produce knowledge about the subcontinent that served the ends of colonial administration. Such forms of knowledge are then implicitly ascribed the potential for unlimited domination. Further, since the onset of colonialism is seen as decisive, colonial discourse theory postulates a rupture between pre-colonial and colonial forms of knowledge.47

This book follows in the tradition of recent scholarship that has suggested a more complex relationship between colonial intervention and South Asian cultures.48 The reception and transformation of Rajput traditions in the nineteenth century cannot be understood simply as collusion between colonial power and (tainted) orientalist knowledge, which then provided the master narrative for subsequent nationalist historians and ideologues.49 To attribute the emergence of twentieth-century social and cultural formations exclusively to the impact of colonialism is to neglect two vital issues. First, indigenous elites and other groups negotiated with a colonial government intent on creating bases for stable political authority and administration. Colonialism, in these instances, empowered some groups at the expense of others; while some pre-colonial elites reconsolidated their power, new groups also rose to prominence. Second, in the domain of cultural practice, modern literary genres and practices emerged through selective appropriations of both colonial models and pre-modern modes. Whether in reshaping social institutions and hierarchies, or in transforming cultural practices, the transitions were neither abrupt nor absolute.

The regional contexts explored here reveal how such changes were contested and uneven. In other words, colonial intervention did not constitute a decisive rupture in the trajectory of the Padmini legend in the nineteenth century. In both Bengal and Uttar Pradesh, literary canons were reconstituted in the nineteenth century. This process was catalyzed by the introduction of print and new classificatory practices borrowed from European precedents. Languages and their literary traditions were mapped in terms of growing “print archives, authorial oeuvres and reading publics.” Authorship was transformed as well, from a pre-modern context in which it was “layered” and “sedimented,” and texts were “distributed between word and performance.” In a society that was still predominantly non-literate, the new dominance of print led to a privileging of the printed form as decisively constitutive of “literary” value. The establishment of print capitalism also coincided with the emergence of anti-colonial nationalism.50 In colonial Bengal, one consequence of this reform of language and literary tradition was the gradual marginalizing of the genres and narratives circulating among Muslim rural gentry and peasantry. In Uttar Pradesh during the same period, Urdu adaptations of the Padmavat conformed to reshaped conventions of love poetry within a courtly literary culture; the same version also entered the print domain in multiple editions, however, pointing to the variety of audiences for the same text.

In focusing on the trajectory of a single legendary figure across diverse narrations and communities in time, this book traces particular circuits for the transmission of these narratives and memory in South Asia between the sixteenth and the early twentieth centuries. Via the chronological and geographic sweep of this book, I attempt to suggest a comparative perspective on synchronous social and cultural formations, that are often separated both physically and in the scholarship. I rely on the historiography, therefore, while reading it critically, to flesh out the particular historical contexts outlined here, and in order to build a discussion about the emergence of cultural practices and their circulation in comparative context.

Chapter 1 discusses the emergence of the first narrative about Padmini in the mid-sixteenth century, Jayasi’s Padmavat. I argue that the Padmavat articulated its distinctive perspective on the conquests of the Delhi sultan and Rajput resistance in the context of Sufi practices that had been shaped by competition with rival religious traditions for influence, and the patronage of a composite military elite—both Afghan and Rajput.

Chapter 2 traces the Padmini narratives that emerged in the Rajput kingdom of Mewar in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, as it sought to negotiate a satisfactory relationship with the Mughal empire. These narratives of Padmini were composed both by bardic authors under royal patronage and Jain monks under the patronage of chiefs. While the two groups of authors diverged on the significance of chiefly heroism and kingly stature, they agreed on the heroism of the virtuous queen that preserved the Rajput kingdom and its moral order. In the same period, Jayasi’s Padmavat continued to circulate across northern India—from Lahore in the north-west to Arakan (in contemporary Myanmar) in the south-east. The relationship of the local chief or king to the imperial order shaped the several distinct versions of the legend that emerged in this period.

Chapter 3 traces new adaptations of the Padmavat tradition in Urdu and Braj, in the context of indirect colonial rule, consolidated gradually over the course of a century—from 1757 to 1857. As the Rajput kingdoms of Rajasthan came under indirect rule by 1818, the new Resident of the East India Company in the Mewar court compiled a history of the region and its ruling elite, the Rajputs. Company policy in the princely states of Rajasthan strengthened the Rajput kings at the expense of their chiefs, and Tod’s account of the Padmini story articulated these political premises as much as his own intellectual moorings in the Enlightenment, Romanticism, and Orientalism. Local Rajput elites and the Resident Agent of the East India Company thus collaborated to reconstruct and renew Rajput traditions of the past.

Chapter 4 traces the emergence of a nationalist version in the hands of Bengali middle-class intellectuals who appropriated Tod’s version. This process involved the obscuring of other traditions emerging from a context of Sultanate and Mughal rule in pre-colonial Bengal, and the marginalizing of practices now identified as Muslim. The story of a heroic Rajput queen immolating herself rather than surrendering to a lustful Muslim conqueror gained new significance within the heroic traditions of a largely Hindu nationalist historiography. Other versions of the Padmini legend persisted, however, as Alaol’s Padmabati continued to circulate among Muslim literati in East Bengal, and the Padmavat entered the world of mass printing in Urdu. Both within and beyond Bengal, the nationalist version of the Padmini legend did not immediately gain the dominance that it aspired to.

This book traces the genealogies of these multiple traditions of the Padmini legend.

Notes

1. Harlan 1994: 182–204.

2. Sharma 1996: Preface.

3. See Amin 2002; Thapar 2004; and Deshpande forthcoming.

4. Abidi 1962.

5. See Kemper 1991; Daniel 1996; and the essays on Sri Lanka in Seneviratne ed. 1997.

6. For the history of the controversy since the colonial period, see the essays in Gopal ed. 1991, especially N. Bhattacharya (122–40) for the relationship between myth, history, and contemporary politics.

7. News reports on the attacks from November 2003 to the present on James Laine, author of a book on Shivaji published by Oxford University Press, and on the school history textbook controversy, are archived at http://www.asiamedia.ucla.edu/archive_southasia.asp? The online petition attacking Romila Thapar following her appointment to the Kluge Chair in Countries and Cultures of the South at the Library of Congress in 2003, is available at www.sacw.net/Alerts/IDRT300403.html.

8. The early classic on the invention of tradition was, of course, Hobsbawm and Ranger eds (1983) 1993; in the Indian context, see Sarkar 1998: 1–49; the essays in Chatterjee and Ghosh eds 2002; Thapar 2004; and Guha 2004b: 1084–90.

9. Thapar 2004: 1–3.

10. Ibid. 195–7. For the comparable figure of Li Yan in seventeenth-century China, see Des Forges 1982.


11. Notable studies include Richards (1978) 1998: 285–326; Hardy (1978) 1998; Digby 1986; Eaton (1993) 1997; Wagoner 1993; Talbot 1995; the essays in Gilmartin and Lawrence, eds 2000; and Aquil 1995–6; idem 1997–8; idem 2004.

12. P. Chatterjee 2002: 19.

13. For an early instance of such “ethnohistory” in the South Asian context, see Dirks 1987. For a critique of Dirks, see Rao et al. 2003: 12–14.


14. For the Dangs, see Skaria 1999; for the Meos, see Mayaram 1997; idem 2003; for the Gujars see Gold and Gujar 2002.

15. Especially noteworthy in this regard are Mayaram 2003; and Mayaram, Pandian, and Skaria eds 2005.

16. Nora 1996b: 3. However, the contributors to the collective project Realms of Memory, under Nora’s direction, delineate a much more nuanced dialectic between memory and history.


17. For a discussion of the issues involved, see Fentress and Wickham 1992; Halbwachs 1992; Burke 1997; for a critique of the historiography, see Confino 1997.

18. For the construction of such contested pasts in thirteenth-century France, see Spiegel 1993, especially 214–68.

19. Pioneering studies include Wagoner 1993; idem 2000: 300–26; Talbot 1995; idem 2001: 174–207; Ali ed. 1999; Rao et al. 2003; Guha 2004a; idem 2004b; and Deshpande 2007.

20. Rao et al. 2003: 5.

21. For a longer critique, see Guha 2004b: 1089–90.

22. Ibid.

23. Skaria 1999: 17.

24. Ramanujan (1999) 2004a: 8.

25. Ibid.

26. For villagers in twentieth-century East Bengal retelling Alaol’s narrative, see Qanungo 1960: 19; for folk narratives in Awadh, see Rohatagi 1971: 20.

27. See, for instance, Maheshwari 1980; and other histories of regional literatures published by the Sahitya Akademi.

28. For powerful critiques of such nationalist literary histories, see Pollock ed. 2003: 1–36; and Blackburn and Dalmia eds 2004: 1–24; for an early attempt to trace a different literary history, see S.K. Das 1991.

29. See Sangari 1990; idem 1999; the essays in Pollock ed. 2003; and the essays in Blackburn and Dalmia eds 2004.

30. Daud Ali’s recent exploration of courtliness over a millennium in early medieval India represents a remarkable exception to this trend. See Ali 2004.

31. Pathak 1966: 145.

32. Ibid. 27.

33. For the circulation of people and culture in early modern and colonial South Asia, see Markovits et al., eds 2003. For the circulation of Bhojpuri peddlers and narratives in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, see Servan-Schrieber’s essay in that volume.

34. See, for instance, the essays in Callewaert ed. 1980. For a history of patronage—of art, architecture, and literary texts—see the essays in Miller ed. 1992.

35. For pioneering work on oral traditions in Africa, see Vansina 1965; for Turkic oral epics, see Reichl 1992; idem 2000.

36. See for instance Blackburn et al. ed. 1989; Smith 1991; Fleuckiger 1996; and Wadley 2004.

37. Elliot and Dowson (1867–77) 1996: vol. 1, xx–xxi. For critiques of Elliot and Dowson, see M. Habib 1974; S.H. Hodivala (1939) 1979.

38. A. Ahmad 1963: 470.

39. For Joan of Arc, see Winock 1996; for the Virgin of Guadalupe, see Lafaye 1976; and Poole 1995.

40. See the essays in Kandiyoti ed. 1991; for South Asia, the pioneering intervention was Sangari and Vaid eds (1989) 1993.

41. Burke 1997: 55–6.

42. For Meo perspectives on Rajput hegemony, see Mayaram 1997; idem 2003; for Bhil perspectives from the Dangs, see Skaria 1999; for Rajput versus Muslim and Dalit versions of the same narrative traditions, see Hiltebeitel 1999; subjects of the last Rajput ruler of Sawar remember his reign in Gold and Gujar 2002.

43. P. Chatterjee (1993) 1999; idem 1994; Kaviraj 1998.

44. B. Chakrabarti 1981; M. Mukherjee 1985; R. Bhattacharya 1998.

45. For the impact of Said’s work on studies of South Asia, see Trautmann 1997: 19–26.

46. Said 1978: 11.

47. For one of the most wide-ranging critiques yet, see Sarkar 1998: 1–49.

48. See for instance Dalmia (1997) 1999; and Sangari 1999. For continuities with pre-colonial literary forms, see M. Mukherjee 1985; idem 2003; S.K. Das 1991; and the essays in Blackburn and Dalmia eds 2004.

49. For the active collaboration between Colin Mackenzie and his “informant” Narain Rao in reassembling the history of South India, see Wagoner 2003.

50. For the wider argument about the connection between print culture and nationalism since the nineteenth century, see Anderson 1983. For this description of the Indian context, see A. Ahmad 1993: 251–4; and the essays in Blackburn and Dalmia eds 2004.




2

Sufi Tale of Rajputs in Sixteenth-century Avadh

AS THE SULTAN OF DELHI BETWEEN 1296 AND 1316, ALAUDDIN Khalji expanded his domains rapidly into Western, Central, and Peninsular India. The regions of modern Gujarat, Rajasthan, Malwa, Maharashtra, Andhra, and Karnataka were brought under the control of the Delhi Sultanate for the first time, albeit for a short period. In the region of modern Rajasthan, Alauddin’s campaigns had a profoundly destructive impact upon ruling lineages: the conquest of the fortress of Chitor seems to have marked the end of the Guhila dynasty in the kingdom of Mewar, and no major ruling lineage emerged throughout Rajasthan for another century.

Amir Khusrau (1253–1325) provides the earliest account of Alauddin Khalji’s victory over Chitor in his Khazainul Futuh (Treasuries of Victories: completed 1311–12). As the sultan’s court poet and panegyrist, Amir Khusrau accompanied his patron on several military campaigns, including the siege of Chitor. His eyewitness account does not mention Padmini, although its modern translator sees a covert allusion to the queen:

On Monday, 11 Muharram, AH 703, the Solomon of the age [Alauddin], seated on his aerial throne, went into the fort, to which birds were unable to fly. The servant [Amir Khusrau], who is the bird of this Solomon, was also with him. They cried, “Hudhud! Hudhud!” repeatedly. But I would not return; for I feared Sultan’s wrath in case he inquired, “How is it I see not Hudhud, or is he one of the absentees?” and what would be my excuse for my absence if he asked, “Bring to me a clear plea”? If the Emperor says in his anger, “I will chastise him”, how can the poor bird have strength enough to bear it?1 It was the rainy season when the white cloud of the ruler of land and sea appeared on the summit of this high hill. The Rai, struck with the lightning of the Emperor’s wrath and burnt from hand to foot, sprang out of the stone-gate as fire springs out of stone; he threw himself into the water and flew towards the imperial pavilion, thus protecting himself from the lightning of the sword.2
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Map 1: Narratives of Padmini of Chitor, circa 1540–1590

In his romance Diwal Rani Khizr Khan (completed c. 1315) about the love between Alauddin’s son and the princess of Gujarat, Amir Khusrau again described the conquest of Chitor without mentioning Padmini. Ziauddin Barani, chronicler of several Khalji and Tughlaq reigns, narrated the episode in one sentence in his Tarikh-i Firuzshahi (completed late 1350s): “Sultan Alauddin came out of the city with his army and marched to Chitor, which he invested and captured in a short time and then returned to Delhi.”3

Alauddin departed from the policy of his Turkish predecessors among the Delhi sultans in key aspects. In the core regions of the Delhi Sultanate in western and central Uttar Pradesh, he attempted to eliminate intermediaries between cultivators and the state; this entailed infringing upon the entitlements and authority of local chiefs, many of whom belonged to the social group identified in later sources (from the sixteenth century onward) as “Rajput.” In exerting such pressure upon local chiefs and landed elites in the core regions of a nascent empire, Alauddin established a precedent emulated by later rulers like Sher Shah (r. 1540–5) and Akbar (r. 1556–1605). His reign was also significant for other innovations in policy. The ruling elite was no longer confined to individuals and clans of Turkish origins, as it had been in the previous century. The sultan also asserted his absolute power over religious scholars and institutions by confiscating the royally granted rent-free lands (waqf, inam) that typically sustained them. The chronicler Barani thus lamented that sharia was no longer the basis of governance under Alauddin, and that birth no longer guaranteed status and authority, since individuals of “lowly” birth could now rise to positions of great power.

Even by the mid-fourteenth century, then, Alauddin Khalji’s consolidation of authority and the sweep of his territorial conquests provoked contradictory responses, ranging from the panegyrics of Amir Khusrau, to Barani’s condemnation of his overreaching ambition and disregard for the established hierarchies of elite Muslim polity.4 This trend—by which Alauddin’s reign signified different things to different constituencies—continued over the next several centuries. In Rajasthan, from the mid-fifteenth century, new Rajput ruling lineages claimed lineal (and therefore political) descent from declared predecessors whose power had been destroyed by the Khalji campaigns. This was the period when Rajput memory of Alauddin’s conquests began to be actively reshaped. Thus, it was a descendant of the Chauhan chief of Jalor, defeated by Alauddin, who commissioned the production of the Kanhadade Prabandh in the mid-fifteenth century, celebrating the valor of his ancestor who had resisted the mighty sultan.5

Modern historians of the Delhi Sultanate have focused largely on the strategies by which particular sultans between the twelfth and sixteenth centuries expanded their domains and accommodated or incorporated Muslim and Hindu political elites, as well as Muslim religious figures such as Sufis.6 This Delhi-centered perspective has been less alert to the scholarship on other groups, such as the Jains, that are perceived to have been at the socio-political peripheries of the Sultanate. While Jain communities were concentrated largely in Western India in this period, wealthy Jain merchants were among the beneficiaries as Delhi sultans, starting with Alauddin, incorporated other—non-Turkish and non-Muslim—elites into their expanding regimes. Jain merchants had held important administrative positions in the regional kingdoms of Gujarat and Rajasthan since the eighth century,7 and now entered the administrations of Khalji and Tughlaq sultans in Delhi. For instance, Shah Thakkar Pheru held charge of precious stones in the royal treasury of Alauddin Khalji; he was later given charge of the royal mint during the reign of Qutbuddin Mubarak Shah, and continued in the same capacity during the reign of Ghayasuddin Tughlaq.8

In turn, Jain mercantile elites often offered substantial financial resources to the Muslim sultans of Northern and Western India. In the mid-fifteenth century, the brothers Dharana Shah and Ratna Shah advanced a loan to the son of the Malwa sultan, Hoshang Shah, which the prince repaid with interest upon becoming Sultan Muhammad Shah Ghori. Subsequently, the family of Ratna Shah settled in Malwa. The other brother, Dharana Shah, settled in Mewar and financed the construction of the major Jain temple at Ranakpur, having obtained a land grant from Rana Kumbha for this purpose. Similarly, in the early sixteenth century Karma Shah advanced a loan to Bahadur Shah when the latter was at Chitor. When Bahadur Shah became Sultan of Gujarat, he permitted the renovation of an important Jain temple.9

Jain narratives in the period between the tenth and sixteenth centuries reflected these affiliations and values. Jain authors, both monastic and lay, propagated Jain religio-ethical values in a number of ways: by celebrating Jain religious heroes, or by adapting Puranic material whereby the protagonist converted to Jainism at the end of the narrative.10 A romance narrative—of a king’s love, the obstacles to it, and its successful resolution—was recast as a story involving a shreshthi (merchant) instead, the latter having been the most significant patrons of Jainism.11 Along with the recasting of such genres into a Jain teleology, contemporary heroes were incorporated into the Jain fold. Prabandha chronicles composed in Gujarat between the twelfth and sixteenth centuries constructed a “historical” lineage of ideal kings conforming to Jain ethical norms. Birth as a Jain was not a prerequisite for attaining this ideal: Merutunga’s fourteenth-century Prabandhachintamani extended the pantheon of Jain heroes by including legendary heroes like Vikrama and Bhoja while chronicling the kings of Gujarat and Malwa. The genre of royal chronicle typically defined the perfect king and claimed that normative status for its royal patron and his ancestors. Merutunga’s Jain adaptation, with its emphasis on the moral history of the individual, produced the figure of the perfect king (successful in battle) who was also the perfect man, following Jain norms of personal conduct.12 In the context of accommodation between the sultans and Jain merchants, a Jain source, composed in 1336 in Rajasthan, the Nabhinandana-jinoddhara-grantha, described the conquest of Chitor by Alauddin Khalji in neutral terms: it described the Chitor “ruler being made to move from one village to another, after being deprived of his wealth” by the Sultan.13 There is no mention of a queen Padmini. More strikingly, a fifteenth-century inscription at the Jain temple of Ranakpur included Sultan Alauddin in its genealogy of the kings of Mewar.14

The first available text for the story of Padmini of Chitor, then, is the Sufi Malik Muhammad Jayasi’s Padmavat (composed c. 1540) in Avadhi (a dialect of Hindi in what is now central Uttar Pradesh). In this work Ratansen, the king of Chitaur,15 hears of the beauty of Padmavati, daughter of Gandharvsen (king of Singhal) from the parrot Hiraman. Intent on obtaining her, Ratansen renounces his kingdom and is led to Singhal across the seven seas by Hiraman. After overcoming several obstacles and nearly losing his life, Ratansen is successful in his quest and returns to Chitor with Padmavati. A Brahmin scholar at the Chitor court is expelled for misconduct, and in revenge carries word of the queen’s beauty to Sultan Alauddin. The latter then marches on Chitor and ultimately conquers it, but Ratansen has already died in single combat with a rival Rajput ruler who also coveted his beautiful queen, and Padmavati has immolated herself on her husband’s pyre. As Jayasi points out, a victorious Alauddin failed in his quest, after all, even as “Chitaur became Islam.”16


Heroic romances, in which a prince embarked on a dangerous quest to woo and wed a princess of fabled beauty and riches, were common to many literary traditions in North India from the early centuries of the Common Era, as the Jain adaptations of the genre described above indicate. A beautiful heroine named Padmavati was a staple figure in such romance narratives from at least the second century, across Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain traditions.17 The Padmavat, the first narrative about Padmini of Chitor, belongs with a range of Sufi mystical adaptations of this genre, written in Avadhi between the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries. Its manuscripts and transmission point to the interpretive horizons within which the narrative was read in its own period. Further, as a Sufi “tale of love” it was deeply embedded in its particular historical moment and articulated a distinct perspective on elite gender relations drawn from that context. The overlays between mystical and political narratives in the Padmavat can be seen as connected to commonalities among its heterogeneous audiences. The emergence and circulation of such narratives must be understood in the context of a wider world—of courtly and urban elites with shared assumptions and practices in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, among whom such Sufi “tales of love” were resonant.

The Poet in History

There has been much debate about Jayasi’s dates of birth and death,18 but the dates of composition provided within his works seem reasonably reliable. Thus, he states that he composed the Akhiri Kalam in 936 AH (1529–30), and that Babur was the current ruler. He similarly provides a date of 947 AH (1540–1) for the Padmavat and begins the narrative with a eulogy to Sher Shah, the sultan of Delhi. There is some debate about whether Malik Muhammad was born in Jayas (an important town and Sufi center in the fifteenth-century Sharqi sultanate of Jaunpur), or arrived there to complete his religious education. According to legend, he lost his father when he was very young, and his mother a few years later; he was then brought up by groups of wandering ascetics. He may have lost an eye and had a face disfigured by smallpox. He is believed to have married and lived a simple life of piety, blessed with seven sons. However, he mocked a pir’s addiction to opium in a work called the Posti-nama, and as punishment lost all his sons when the roof of his house collapsed. After this loss he devoted himself completely to the religious life, first at Jayas and then at nearby Amethi. According to some legends, Raja Ramsingh of Amethi invited him to his court after hearing a mendicant recite a lyrical celebration of the passing seasons (barahmasa) from the Padmavat. Another legend claims that Jayasi’s blessings helped the king beget two sons. He is believed to have spent the last years of his life in the forests near Amethi; and to have died at the hands of the king’s hunters, who shot him when he turned himself into a tiger (as he was apparently wont to do). The king ordained that Jayasi’s memory should be kept alive by burning a lamp at his tomb and reciting the Quran.19

It is apparent that the legends about Jayasi gradually constructed the stock figure of a Sufi pir (charismatic spiritual guide). Ghulam Muinuddin Abdullah Khweshgi’s Maarijul-Wilayat, a collection of biographies (tazkirat) written in 1682–3, was the earliest Sufi hagiography to refer to Jayasi and list works ascribed to him; the poet thus entered the hagiographic tradition more than a century after his death. Referring especially to his knowledge of the traditions of al-Hind, the Maarijul-Wilayat called Jayasi muhaqqiq-i hindi, “knower of the truth of al-Hind.”20 He was endowed gradually with the conventional attributes of sainthood, as is common in such hagiographies: the practice of meditation, the power to change form and to bestow blessings.21

In contrast to this paucity of biographical information, however, Jayasi tells us more about his spiritual lineage. The Akharavat and Padmavat both identify two distinct lineages of Sufi pirs from whom he received instruction or inspiration. The first was the lineage of Saiyad Asraph, better known as Saiyid Ashraf Jahangir Simnani (d. 1436–7), one of the most prominent Chishti pirs in the Jaunpur sultanate. Jayasi mentions three other shaikhs in the “house” of Simnani (unha ghar): Shaikh Haji or Shaikh Ahmad, Shaikh Mubarak and Shaikh Kamal. Local tradition in Jayas holds that Jayasi’s instructor was Shaikh Mubarak Shah Bodale. Since the dargah of Simnani had branched out to the local towns of Rasulpur, Jayas, and Basorhi after his death—each center headed by a different descendant—Jayasi’s pir was probably one of Simnani’s descendants at Jayas, in this sense literally from Simnani’s “house.”22 The other lineage Jayasi mentions is that of Saiyid Muhammad of Jaunpur (1443–1505), who proclaimed himself mahdi in 1495–6.23 The line of descent Jayasi traced in this Mahdawi tradition, from Saiyid Muhammad through Alahdad and Shaikh Burhan, is corroborated by several tazkirat. Jayasi’s preceptor Shaikh Burhanu was better known as Shaikh Burhanuddin Ansari of Kalpi, famed for his eloquent discourses on the Quran and mystical verse, mostly in “Hindi.” The prominent Sufi commentator Abdul Haqq Muhaddis Dehlavi attested to the continuing popularity of Shaikh Burhanuddin’s verses at the end of the sixteenth century: “His Hindi dohras are very popular and are not lacking in ecstatic emotion and inspiration.”24 By invoking such lineages, Jayasi located himself in particular spiritual and poetic traditions.

The Padmavat Manuscripts and Their Transmission

The available early manuscripts of the Padmavat reveal considerable variety in their script and length, like the manuscript traditions of other Avadhi Sufi narratives such as the Chandayan and the Mirigavati.25 Mataprasad Gupta’s critical edition of the Padmavat is based on five early manuscripts, the earliest dating to the late seventeenth century.26 An earlier manuscript in Persian script was discovered in Rampur subsequently, with interlinear Persian translations and diacritical marks specifying the pronunciation of the Avadhi. This manuscript was copied in 1675 in Amroha by Muhammad Shakir, pupil in the khanqah of Abdul Qadir Jilani. The early manuscripts are in Persian (nastaliq), nagari, or kaithi scripts, with nastaliq manuscripts forming the oldest layer of the textual tradition. Numerous manuscripts have been found in the shorthand kaithi script (known for its use among Kayasths in the Mughal administration and beyond). However, these are often incomplete, carelessly transcribed, and reveal large numbers of additional verses. This variety in the manuscripts is not necessarily related to their age or distance from an original text, but rather suggests the loose nature of textual transmission for the Padmavat. Sufi traditions were transmitted both textually and through oral performance, the latter inevitably adding layers of interpretation to the narrative. The Padmavat manuscripts suggest that both these processes were at work simultaneously. The scrupulous attention to detail in some manuscripts suggests literate scribes and authors who emphasized accurate textual transmission. Equally, the abundance of variant material in other manuscripts reveals the gradual accretion of interpretations that reshaped the text over the centuries.

Gupta identifies two kinds of variant material in his critical edition—explanatory gloss, and elaborations of key descriptive passages. The most striking instance of the first kind is the stanza providing an interpretive key to the narrative and its characters. In this gloss, Chitaur stands for the body and Singhala for the heart; Padmini symbolizes wisdom and the parrot represents the guru who shows the way. Nagmati symbolizes the concerns of this world, the messenger Raghava represents the devil, and Alauddin stands for worldly illusion. This stanza occurs at key junctures, offering interpretive opportunities in different manuscripts: before Ratansen’s departure on his quest for Padmavati, or before the marriage of Ratansen and Padmavati, or as a bridge to the epilogue.27 Descriptive elaborations inserted later are much harder to detect. Since stanzas are not linked to preceding or following units, new stanzas were added within the narrative’s thematic structure, extending for instance the description of the battle between Gora and Alauddin’s warriors.28 To sum up, the manuscript tradition suggests that faithful scribal transcriptions of the text coexisted with rough copies as well as transmission through performance. These features of the manuscript material make it impossible to reconstruct an authentic original text composed entirely by a single author.

And yet, the Padmavat differs significantly from other kinds of verse traditions in the same period. In the case of the bhakti devotional traditions, the number of verses attributed to poets like Kabir or Surdas proliferated well after their deaths.29 It is therefore appropriate to consider the collections of verses attributed to these poets as authored by “diverse hands.” On the other hand, oral performance traditions from largely “folk” contexts often flourished without written texts for long periods. Such performance traditions were transmitted from one teller or generation to the next, even from one region to another, and represent a different kind of collective composition where every performance generated a fresh instance of authorship. The Padmavat manuscripts point to a different process from either of these instances: while the existence of a performance tradition introduced specific elements of interpretation and elaboration, the idea of an original narrative largely composed by a single poet has also always survived, as apparent from the numerous manuscripts that were faithful copies.

Audiences Reading Genre

The translations and adaptations of the Padmavat shed further light on how it was interpreted in the seventeenth century, in three main contexts: courtly, urban, and within Sufi networks. The language of the Padmavat was Avadhi, the dialect spoken around Allahabad, Ayodhya, and Jaunpur. From the Sultanate period, however, the terms Hindi, Hindui, and Hindavi were used to distinguish such northern dialects from Persian. Further, “when its distinction from Sanskrit was to be emphasized, the poets who composed in the language spoke of it as bhasha/bhakha (the spoken tongue).”30 The three-tier nomenclature points to the Padmavat’s location within a North Indian literary culture, as well as a differentiation from the classical languages and literary traditions of Persian and Sanskrit. Further, Hindavi was the semi-official language of the Sur sultans, since many of the Afghan chiefs could not speak Persian.31 Jayasi’s choice of language thus already suggests a particular cultural affiliation with the vernacular, as opposed to classical, idiom.

Where available, information about scribes and dates for the Padmavat manuscripts indicates that in the seventeenth century Jayasi’s narrative circulated in its region of origin in literate, lay contexts. Such manuscripts in Persian include the ones by Rahimdad Khan of Shahjahanpur (1697) and by Abdullah Ahmad Khan Muhammad of Gorakhpur for Dinanath (1695).32 The Sufi network was equally active in shaping transmission and interpretation, as is apparent from the 1675 manuscript of the Sufi Muhammad Shakir from Amroha. Shakir added a prefatory paragraph to the manuscript about an incident from the life of Nizamuddin Awliya, cited from Akhbar ul-Akhyar—the well-known sixteenth-century compendium of the lives of Sufi shaikhs (by Abdul Haqq Muhaddis Dehlavi). In such a Sufi frame of reference, for instance, the proposed impalement of the jogi Ratansen by the king Gandharvsen was one of the climactic points in the narrative, inserting the Padmavat within a hagiographic tradition going back to the martyrdom of Al-Hallaj, the famous ninth-century Sufi of Baghdad.33

The Padmavat was also translated and adapted into other languages. The first known adaptation is Hansa’s Dakkani Pema Nama, composed in 1590 at the court of Ibrahim Shah in Bijapur: this retained the perceived mystical import of Jayasi’s poem.34 Of the twelve versions in Persian and Urdu known to modern scholars, the best known are Mulla Abdul Shakur or Shaikh Shukrullah Bazmi’s Rat-Padam (1618) composed in Gujarat, and Aqil Khan Razi’s Shama-wa-parwanah (1658) composed in Delhi.35 Bazmi followed the plot of the Padmavat closely but did not ascribe any symbolism to its characters and events.36 In contrast, Razi, governor of the province of Delhi under Aurangzeb, was remembered for his erudition in Sufi doctrine and his association with the contemporary Shattari Shaikh Burhanuddin Raz-i Ilahi; in his adaptation he reinserted the Padmavat into the context of Sufi symbolism.37 Like its manuscripts, then, its translations and adaptations also interpreted the Padmavat in both mystical as well as lay perspectives. Along with the Padmavat, poets in seventeenth-century Dakkani courts also translated Shaikh Manjhan Shattari’s Madhumalati (c. 1545) from Avadhi.38 Other seventeenth-century audiences read a third Avadhi narrative, Maulana Dawud’s Chandayan (c. 1370–80), in similar terms:

Makhdum Shaikh Taqiu’d-Din Waiz Rabbani used to read some occasional poems of his [Maulana Daud] from the pulpit, and the people used to be strangely influenced by hearing them, and when certain learned men of that time asked the Shaikh saying, what is the reason for this Hindi Masnavi [the Chandayan] being selected? He answered, the whole of it is divine truth and pleasing in subject, worthy of the ecstatic contemplation of devout lovers, and conformable to the interpretation of some of the Ayats of the Qur’an, and the sweet singers of Hindustan. Moreover by its public recitation human hearts are taken captive.39

In the same period, Banarasidas, a Jain merchant in Agra,40 included Qutban’s Mirigavati (c. 1503) in the same genre as Manjhan’s Madhumalati:

Meanwhile at Agra I was trying to squeeze a living out of the little I had left . . . But I spent my evening singing and reciting poems. A small group of about ten people used to visit me regularly and to them I sang Madhumalati and Mirigavati, two books of love.41 As I would read in the evening, ten or twenty men would come and visit me. I would sing and talk, and my visitors would bless me on arising.42

While Banarasidas’s account confirms that such narratives were simultaneously read from manuscripts and recited with commentary, he does not refer to the mystical import of these poems, only calling them pothi udar, books of love. The roughly contemporary accounts of Badauni (1615) and Banarasidas (1641) again reveal dual interpretations for the Avadhi masnavi narratives in this period: as lay entertainment and for mystical instruction and appreciation. Audiences agreed, however, that these narratives were tales of love. Jayasi himself describes his subject matter thus: “Of jewels and precious stones43 I spake; sweet, with the wine of love, priceless (23).”44 He thus celebrated the love of Ratansen and Padmavati, the obstacles to it, and its triumph. Such Sufi “tales of love”45 in verse were composed between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries in northern India and the Deccan. Other works in the genre included Usman’s Chitravali (1613) and Sheikh Nabi’s Gyandeep (1619) in Avadhi; and Mulla Wajihi’s Qutb-Mushtari (1610) and Sabras (1636), Gawwasi’s Saif-ul-Mulk wa Badiuj-Jamal (1619) and Mukimi’s Chandarbadan wa Mahiyar (1627) in Dakkhini.

Such narratives circulated among courtly, urban, and Sufi audiences. Badauni refers to the patronage of Maulana Daud by Firoz Shah Tughlaq’s minister Juna Shah. The Afsana-i Shahan, a chronicle of the Afghan kings, describes the courtly patronage of poets: “Wherever he [Islam Shah] happened to be, he kept himself surrounded by accomplished scholars and poets . . . Men like Mir Saiyid Manjhan the author of Madhumalati, Shah Muhammad Farmuli and his younger brother, Moosan, Surdas and many other learned scholars and poets assembled there and poems in Arabic, Persian and Hindi were recited.”46

Adaptations also emerged in the Dakkani courts of the south. Banarasidas’s autobiography suggests equally an urban mercantile culture of patronage for music and poetry. Further, Jayasi was known in Sufi circles across the subcontinent. The seventeenth-century Maarijul-Wilayat applauding his knowledge of Hind was written at Qasur (near Lahore). The Bengali Sufi poet Alaol produced a translation in 1660 at the Arakan court (in today’s Myanmar).

Lay and Sufi contexts of circulation were not mutually exclusive, however. It is to be expected that the Sufi network invariably generated mystical interpretations and transmitted these poems for their perceived spiritual message. But such interpretations also emerged from lay contexts of patronage: Maulana Dawud and Shaikh Manjhan found courtly patronage as Sufis. And Aqil Khan Razi, who produced one of the most influential Sufi adaptations of the Padmavat, was both a practising Sufi and a courtier under Aurangzeb.47

A Tale of Love and its Antecedents

The stories of lovers mentioned in the Padmavat are conspicuous in their non-Sufi moorings, and go back to courtly narratives from at least the second century onward, including story collections such as the eleventh-century Kathasaritsagara (Ocean of Streams of Stories). The Avadhi Sufi narratives also appropriated conventions from other contiguous genres such as the Persian dastan. Such acknowledged literary precedents may have encouraged seventeenth-century readers like Banarasidas to interpret the Padmavat as a tale of love without perceived mystical content, as his comments on the Madhumalati and Mirigavati suggest.


The motif of a king from North India travelling to Sinhaladvipa (the island of Sinhala) to marry a southern princess was frequent in courtly narrative traditions, where such marriage signified the warrior/ king/hero’s regional domination and his fulfilling the ideal of the chakravartin (universal monarch).48 Other tropes from the courtly narrative reservoir remained stock motifs in medieval narratives. These included the hero and heroine first encountering each other in a dream or through hearsay; the heroine’s location on an island (Malayadvip, Sinhaladvip, Ratnadvip); the hero’s quest, involving a voyage, shipwreck, and escape; and the hero’s disguise as Brahmin or mendicant while setting out on his quest. The first meeting between the hero and heroine often occurred in a temple or a garden. While on his quest, the hero often met other beautiful princesses who were captives of a demon or tyrant; he would free such beauties and often marry them en route to the main object of his quest. Final success often came through supernatural intervention.49

Similar narratives—such as stories about Madhavanal–Kamakandala, Usha–Aniruddha, or Nala–Damayanti—continued to circulate between the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries when the Avadhi “tales of love” were being composed. In the Padmavat the pining Ratansen remembers these other suffering lovers in particular. Further, Jayasi invoked systems of classification from courtly disciplinary traditions in Sanskrit such as erotics—as when the Brahmin Raghav Chetan educates Alauddin about the four kinds of women among whom the padmini is the most exalted:

Her black brows are like a stretched bow; what man is fit enough target? . . .

The kohl lining her eyes is string stretched taught, her lashes poisonous arrows;

She aims that bow where she pleases and shoots, even mountains are reduced to dust;

The bow [of Rama] that built the bridge across the sea, even that bow accepted defeat at the hands of her brows;

Even the mighty Gandiva [of Arjuna] that pierced the eye of the fish, accepted defeat, what can I say of other bows . . . (493).

Ganpati Chandra Gupta (speaking for many scholars of Hindi literature) infers from the presence of such tropes and the abundance of such epic similes that the Avadhi “tales of love” owe very little to “foreign” forms and traditions, and are entirely Sanskritic, even “Hindu,” in their moorings; the overt Islamic content of these Avadhi narratives is thus incidental.50 While this interpretation is belied by the clear Sufi frame of the Padmavat, Jayasi’s use of a repertoire of Indic narratives and tropes suggests both his own familiarity with them as well as an attempt to address a larger audience than that available for Persian romances in Islamicate courts. Allison Busch has shown how such poetic conventions, such as the “eight-fold analysis of female characters (ashtanayikabheda),” belonged to a wider, courtly repertoire that transcended boundaries between imperial and regional, and classical and vernacular, literary cultures.51 The enjoyment of Banarasidas and his twenty friends in the seventeenth century demonstrates the success of the Avadhi “tales of love” in addressing this wider, urbane, lay audience.

Badauni’s testimony from the same period points to other generic horizons as well for the Padmavat. Shaikh Rabbani read the Chandayan as a masnavi. The Persian verse form of the masnavi invokes the genres of narrative in which it was used, the love story and the heroic dastan. Audiences familiar with Sultanate courtly culture and its Persian literary traditions would have known the masnavis of Amir Khusrau—including the Shirin-wa-Khusrau and Majnun-wa-Leyla—very well. From at least the thirteenth century onward, princes and kings in India were familiar with the Shahnameh (composed by Firdausi in Persia around 1000 CE) and the Iskandarnameh, as well as with tales of love such as Nizami’s Khamseh.52 For such readers steeped in the Persian literary tradition, the characteristic structure of the Avadhi “tales of love”—narrating the hero’s quest and his several adventures before obtaining his beloved—would thus have invoked the horizons of the dastan, typically narrating “tales of heroic romance and adventure—stories about gallant princes and their encounters with evil kings, enemy champions, demons, magicians, Jinns, divine emissaries, tricky secret agents and beautiful princesses who might be human or of the Pari (“fairy”) race.”53

Qutban’s Mirigavati deploys such tropes abundantly. While seeking Mirigavati the protagonist Rajkunwar rescues another maiden, Rupmani, from a demon’s clutches and marries her. He then escapes from the clutches of a cannibalistic goatherd by blinding him, and nearly has another adventure with a demon. The proliferating adventures here suggest the several narrative worlds that the Avadhi poets inhabited simultaneously. For instance, the Sufi exaltation of the heroine to almost transcendent status—in the Mirigavati she actually is an achari (apsara, heavenly nymph) with magical powers—overlapped with the dastan’s frequent exaltation of its beautiful women to the supernatural realm. The hero’s progress through several adventures involved tests of skill, strength, and intelligence in both Indic and Persian genres of heroic romance. Within a Sufi frame of reference in the Avadhi tales of love, this heroic quest was made symbolic for a spiritual journey that tested spiritual assets. The narrative conventions of contiguous genres like the Persian dastan and the Sanskrit, Prakrit, and Apabhramsa romances were thus useful in articulating a distinctively Sufi theology and practice.

A Sufi “Tale of Love”54

These Avadhi poets asserted the primacy of Sufi theology through their prefaces, interpretive glosses on the beautiful princess and the protagonist’s quest, and through distinctive appropriations of the doctrine and practice of other, heterodox sects such as the Nathpanth.55 Jayasi commences his “immeasurably deep tale” (katha avagahu) by describing the beauty of the created universe that redounds to the credit of its sole Creator (1–10). The Avadhi terms for the Creator—karataru, gusain—invoke a deity beyond form, hue or description (alakha arupa abarana), who could be the god of nirgun bhakti56 as much as Islam (7). Avadhi also provides other polyvalent terms that cross boundaries of religious affiliation, practice, and discourse. Thus the authoritative Book in which descriptions of this God are written is purana—a term that encompasses both the Quran as well as other holy books of old that praise this gusain—again, a formless god whose denomination is implied but not specified (8). From this point, however, Jayasi articulates a distinctively Sufi theology by declaring that the Creator created the universe for love of the illustrious Muhammad, without whom the Path would be shrouded in darkness (11).57 The invocation of Muhammad is followed by the recollection of his four illustrious friends (the first four caliphs), renowned in both worlds. The purana is now the Book written down from the remembered verses (ayata), denoted in the Arabic here; however, the ayata were transcribed at the instance of the scholarly (pandita) Usman, the Book sent by God (bidhi) to guide lost men to the right Path (pantha) (12), three terms again defying narrow denominational valences. Jayasi then identifies his pirs, his spiritual mentors: Saiyad Asraph, Saiyad Muhammad, and Sekha Barahanu, and asserts that he will endeavor to glimpse God (gusain) by following their Path (18–20). As discussed above, Jayasi identifies the Chishti silsilah (“initiatic genealogy”)58 as one of his spiritual lineages, through Saiyid Ashraf Jahangir Simnani. The Chishtis were distinguished from other Sufi lineages in South Asia by their religious practice: their zealous commitment to sama, the experience of spiritual bliss through the recollection (zikr) of the Divine Names.59 The Chishtis also emphasized music and poetry as instruments for such contemplation. As Jayasi declares at the outset, the Padmavat is meant to arouse the same intense feeling in the audience that the telling generates in the poet:

Muhammad60 who is the poet of love, has neither body nor blood nor flesh.

He who sees such a face laughs, but he who hears has tears in his eyes (23).

In all four Avadhi tales of love, the hero hears of an exceptionally beautiful princess in a distant land, is literally seized by desire and longing, and sets off on a quest to obtain her. His journey involves becoming an ascetic, finding a guide to help him on to the right path, facing several adventures along the way, and undertaking penance before he can win the heroine. As Jayasi defines the significance of Ratansen’s quest for Padmavati:

He who is stricken by words of longing (biraha): what is hunger or shade from the sun to him?

He changes his garb, undertakes penance; he is a ruby hidden in the dust (23).

Heroines of exceptional beauty figure in a vast range of ancient and medieval texts across cultures. Such beauty is invested with a particular Sufi significance in these Avadhi “tales of love.” As the Madhumalati explains:

This beauty is manifested in many forms . . . expressed in many emotions.

This beauty is the light in all eyes . . . this beauty completes the incomplete world.

This beauty is the beginning and the end . . . (120).

That is, the light of God, the “light in all eyes,” is revealed in this ideal beauty. Since the heroine manifests this divine principle, the hero’s love for her is invested with spiritual significance. Through the experience of such love, man becomes worthy of heaven; without such love, he is merely a handful of dust (Padmavat 166).

It has been pointed out that the Avadhi “tales of love” derived their mystical aesthetics from Ibn Arabi, the fourteenth-century Andalusian Sufi philosopher. This tradition defined the final Truth (haqiqat) as Divine Beauty; it also asserted that a transcendent and invisible God could not be apprehended except through His manifestation in the created beings of the world. The first and biggest obstacle to the pursuit of this Truth was the lower or appetitive soul (nafs); the Truth could thus be sought only through renouncing the ego.61 The Avadhi “tales of love” emplot the realization of this divine love (ishq, Avadhi kama) by the lover and his beloved, as their desire for each other is tested and ultimately transformed.

Since in this theology the pursuit of Knowledge and Beauty demands the renunciation of the appetitive self, the lover faints upon first encountering the ideal beauty, literally taking leave of his senses: “No light on his face, no life in his frame . . . They carried him away, he was beside himself, insensate (Chandayan 154).” Once this happens, the protagonist is impelled to renounce the world, become an ascetic, and set off in search of the beloved: “He gave up his kingdom, the king became a jogi, fiddle in hand and bereaved from love (Padmavat 126).” Love—defined as the quest for Truth-as-Beauty—is experienced most intensely through separation from the beloved (viraha): “Love itself has both the experience of it and separation from it; the hive has both the honey and the [stinging] bee (Padmavat 166).” The seeker is thus cast into a perpetual state of longing in separation from the object of his desire, a condition defining human existence itself: “Viraha came into the world at the beginning of creation; but who can realize this without having acquired the merit of good deeds? (Madhumalati 29).” Further, because the journey towards Truth involves purification through penance, the lover’s suffering in viraha purifies him: “He burns in the fire of viraha . . . awakened by the suffering that is in love; tested on such a touchstone, he emerges true as gold (Padmavat 211).”

In his quest for his beloved, the seeker necessarily requires a spiritual guide. In the Padmavat, the seeker acknowledges as guru the figure that can lead him to the beloved. This is the parrot Hiraman, who, like any good guru, knows the holy book (ved) and is as learned as any Brahmin: “mark on forehead, thread on shoulder, a poet like Vyas and learned like Sahadev (79).” The hero/seeker renounces the world and, along with it, his ego, anger, and fear. Just as Gandharvsen of Singhal is about to have him impaled, the ascetic Ratansen declares: “What do you ask now of my caste? I am a jogi, a beggar and an ascetic . . . without anger at an insult, without shame at a beating.” At the sight of the stake on which he is to be impaled, he laughs: “Now I will be free of the bonds of affection; now the lover will be united with his love” (Padmavat 261).” The lover must contemplate this Truth singlemindedly: “I contemplate that beautiful woman Padumavati; this life of mine is given up to her name. Every drop of blood that there is in this body, chants Padumavati, Padumavati (262).” Once the seeker has achieved this singleminded contemplation of the Truth and renounced the instincts of his appetitive existence, he arrives at a kind of selflessness or “death” and thus freedom from mortality: “He who has died and then found life, what is death to him? He has become immortal and drinks of honey with his beloved (Padmavat 305).” The seeker can now achieve union with his beloved and thus experience the principle of Truth that her beauty manifests.

Instead of concluding at this point, the Padmavat continues by throwing the seeker into a fresh series of crises, of separations from his beloved. Jayasi is not alone in following this narrative path; Qutban’s Mirigavati emplots a similar trajectory where the seeker, after being united with his beloved, dies in a random hunting accident; this is followed by the immolation (sati) of his wives. Jayasi ascribes the return of crisis after the achievement of bliss to Ratansen’s “pride” upon acquiring his new wife. The poet warns against such sin (papa) as the sea promptly punishes Ratansen’s arrogance by sinking his ships (386). The return of Ratansen to the mortal world is signaled by his return to its attributes such as pride. This series of crises is finally resolved through the actual death of the hero. Both the Padmavat and the Mirigavati follow up the death of the hero with the sati of the wives. Starting with Amir Khusrau in the thirteenth century, Sufi tradition had admired sati as the supreme example of love: “Khusrau, in love rival the Hindu wife,/For the dead’s sake she burns herself in life.”62 As a Sufi narrative, the Padmavat ends with this climactic resolution to a tale of “deep love” (gadhi priti), that produces the “suffering of love” in anyone who listens (652).

As Jayasi’s polyvalent vocabulary suggests, the Sufi metaphysic of love elucidated in the Padmavat also appropriated elements from other systems of spiritual discipline found in North India, such as the Hatha-yoga of the Nathpanth. As early as the thirteenth century, Sufis like Hamiduddin Nagauri and Baba Farid had been aware of Nathpanth practices. By the sixteenth century, Sufi interest in Nath doctrines had reached a point where Shaikh Abdul Quddus Gangohi (d. 1537) identified Sufi beliefs—based on Ibn Arabi’s pantheistic mysticism—with the ideas of Gorakhnath, and found Nath ascetic exercises to be compatible with Chishti practices.63 The heroes in the Avadhi tales of love routinely invoke Gorakhnath before embarking on their quest. Jayasi appropriates Nath doctrine more extensively, however. As the Padmavat explains the indispensability of a guru for a seeker to succeed in his quest, Bikram and Raja Bhoja found Mahesh the lord of the hills through their magic charms (tantu-mantu), but He appeared all too briefly: “Without a guru the path cannot be found . . . The jogi becomes wise (siddha) only when he has met guru Gorakh (212).” Avadhi vocabulary allows for a complete equivalence between the Sufi seeker, his mentor (pir) who initiates him into his quest, and the attainment of spiritual knowledge (ilm) on the one hand, and the Nath renunciant (jogi), his guru Gorakhnath and the attainment of wisdom (siddha) on the other. Jayasi also describes the Singhal fort in terms of Nath esoteric physiology, conceptualizing the body as fortress:

Its nine gates are made of adamant; a thousand soldiers stand at each.

Five captains make their rounds; the heart quakes when setting a foot at that gate.

. . . All nine stories have gates, each with its own doors of adamant.

Four days it takes to reach the top, if one climbs in truth (41).

Ratansen’s assault on the fort thus represents the ascetic hero’s spiritual ascent toward his beloved. The fort’s gateways correspond to the seven chakras (subtle psychic centers) of the body. The five captains at each gateway are equivalent to the five calamities that prevent jogis from gaining control over the chakras, and so on.64

While Nath physiology and cosmology proved useful to Jayasi, his Sufi worldview required Nath tropes to be significantly modified. The Avadhi Sufi “tales of love” differ from Nathpanth narratives in one crucial respect: while Nath protagonists like Gopichand and Bhartrhari renounce their kingdoms and become ascetics in pursuit of a spiritual goal, their renunciation is a step toward overcoming attachments and conquering passion; love for the queens is here an impediment to spiritual self-realization. In sharp contrast, in the Sufi Padmavat love (ishq) is the final goal of the yogi-king, as Ratansen achieves mystical union through the consummation of his love for Padmavati.65 Ratansen is not transformed into a Nath jogi; instead, Jayasi uses Nath physiology to represent his Sufi meditative exercises, in a maneuver typical of the Chishti tradition. In another instance, the eighteenth-century Nizamuddin Aurangabadi used yogic breathing exercises as “simply one more set of parallel techniques” in his repertoire of spiritual practices. Aurangabadi also defended the use of “expressions in Hindi or Persian or whatever he understands,” for non-Arab disciples.66 The primacy of the Sufi worldview is never in doubt in the Padmavat, as it firmly controls Ratansen’s trajectory throughout the narrative. The issue here is the degree to which Sufi practice was Indianized, so to speak, through such engagement. Scholars of Sufism agree that even as its major, institutionalized orders appropriated particular ascetic and meditative practices from other religious traditions, they were categorical about the recasting of such practice within an overtly Islamic idiom.

Tropes from lay genres like the dastan and heterodox theologies like the Nathpanth raised the possibility of alternative modes of interpretation, however.67 Sufi masters readily recognized the danger that audiences of initiates could “misinterpret” Hindavi narratives. Sharafuddin Maneri, the pre-eminent Sufi shaikh in fourteenth-century Bihar, commented on the dangers of using Hindavi verse in discourses and in musical sama sessions: “Hindavi verses are very forthright and frank in expression . . . It is very disturbing. It is extremely difficult for young men to bear such things. Without any delay they would be upset . . .”68

Therefore, careful control had to be exercised over the experience, as apparent in his strict guidelines for the use of verse and music:

If a person’s heart is captivated by the ardent love of somebody upon whom it is unlawful for him to look, then everything that he hears at a musical gathering would turn out to be understood with respect to this forbidden person. Listening to music is strictly prohibited for such a person . . . Hence it is that a venerable Sufi, when questioned on the matter, said: “Listening to music is desirable for those devoted to God, permissible for those who vacillate, and improper for people given over to sensuality and pleasure!”69

The perils of misinterpretation also required regulation of the environment in which such verse was recited. Shaikh Nizamuddin Awliya (d. 1325) stipulated several conditions necessary for sama:

“Whenever certain conditions are met one can listen to sama. Each of these must be right: the singer, what is sung, the listener, and also the musical instrument.” He proceeded to elaborate on the content of each category: “The one summoned to sing must be a man, a mature man. The singer cannot be a boy or a woman. Similarly, what is sung cannot be something lewd or ludicrous. As for the listener, it must be someone who listens to God and is filled with remembrance of Him. As for the instrument of music, one must use the harp or lute or viol or similarly instruments. When these conditions have been observed, sama becomes permissible.70

Further, audiences at a Sufi khanqah were often differentiated into an inner circle of murids, “formally initiated by the pir into the silsila as heirs to a spiritual path,” and an outer circle of lay persons, “who had not taken any formal pledge of spiritual discipleship but who were attracted to the spiritual power of the pir and accordingly venerated him.”71 Only disciples in the inner circle were initiated into the small sama sessions.

Such regulation of audiences and interpretation, along with Jayasi’s own glosses (discussed above), generated distinctively Sufi interpretations of the Padmavat. Thus, in 1696 one scribe annotated his manuscript by providing an allegorical gloss that was transmitted thereafter as an intrinsic part of the narrative:

I asked the scholars (panditanha) its meanings; they said, “We do not know more than this:

The fourteen worlds (bhuvana), above and below, they are all within man’s body.

The body is Chitaur, the spirit its king; the heart is Singhal, the mind Padumini.

The parrot, the guru who showed the way; without him who can find the formless absolute?

Nagmati is this world and its affairs; none who tied his heart to her was saved.

Raghava, the messenger, he is Satan; Sultan Alauddin is Illusion (maya).

Reflect thus on this love-story, learn from it whatever you can.

Turkish, Arabic and Hindui, all the languages there are,

Which show the path of love, they all praise this story.

Although the stanza is probably spurious because of its late provenance, it reveals a seventeenth-century scribe’s interpretation of the Padmavat within a particular system of Sufi symbolic equivalences.

Those modern scholars who treat this gloss as authentic, focus on the first half of the narrative—up to the marriage of Ratansen and Padmavati and the return to Chitaur. Such readings assume that the Padmavat actually stitches together two disparate halves: the first half narrating a spiritual quest, and the second half reconstructing the past, in which the symbolic mode recedes. The underlying premise here is the firm separation of two distinct modes of narration and meaning, one Sufi-symbolic and the other historical. However, in his Sufi-symbolic narrative Jayasi engaged deeply with his contemporary context: with the values and politics of military and courtly elites in sixteenth-century North India.

Past and Present for a Sixteenth-century Sufi Poet and His Patrons

As described above, the Avadhi tales of love circulated widely beyond Sufi networks, in the courts of regional rulers and noblemen in the courts of Jaunpur, the Sur and Mughal empires, and beyond. While the ethos of many regional courts in North India during the Sultanate and Mughal periods may have been broadly Islamicate, local networks for the circulation of such narratives were by no means exclusively Muslim. In fact, such taxonomies of religious affiliation may not even be useful in considering the lay patrons and audiences for such narratives. Further, Sufi practices did not constitute an autonomous terrain but emerged through sustained negotiation with the political context in which Sufis were carving out a space for themselves.72 In its normative political order, the Padmavat articulated the practices and aspirations of this wider target audience in the sixteenth century.

Jayasi’s acknowledged spiritual guides would have offered precedents in their engagement with politics. Saiyad Ashraf Jahangir Simnani, the early-fifteenth-century Sufi acknowledged in the prologue to the Padmavat, was one of the most important Sufi pirs in the Jaunpur Sultanate, and was in touch with several regional rulers. He exhorted Ibrahim Shah Sharqi to liberate Bengal from the domination of Raja Ganesh, and advised Hushang Shah of Malwa on the duties of a Muslim ruler. Simnani combined this involvement in regional politics with authoring several commentaries on Ibn Arabi’s teachings for the benefit of novice mystics.73 Jayasi’s Mahdawi preceptors were similarly involved in both contemporary politics and mystical pursuits. Jayasi’s pir, Shaikh Burhanuddin Ansari of Kalpi, retired early in his life to a small cell where he meditated, practised breathing exercises, and recited praises of God. On the other hand, armed Mahdawis under the leadership of Shaikh Alai of Bayana sought to compel adherence to their norms and ways of life, abetted by followers in the local administration. Jayasi’s invocation of these dual lineages, Chishti and Mahdawi, thus locates him within a Sufi tradition of both mystical practice and sustained involvement with rulers and politics.

The Padmavat’s engagement with its contemporary moment is suggested by its treatment of historical figures, and events of the early sixteenth century that may have been transposed on to events from two centuries earlier. Such engagement with contemporary politics was by no means unusual for court poets in the period; half a century after Jayasi, the Braj poet Keshavdas composed three historical narratives about the evolving relationship between the Rajput ruling lineage of Orchha in central India and the Mughal empire.74 Ratansen was a contemporary rana of Chitor (reigned 1527–32); he shared his name with the earlier ruler of Chitor defeated by Alauddin in 1303. In 1531, nine years before the Padmavat was composed, mass immolation (jauhar) had occurred at Chitor before its conquest by Bahadur Shah of Gujarat. Aziz Ahmad speculates on further confusion between two distinct historical moments:

There might have been a conscious or unconscious confounding in Jaisi’s mind of Ala al-din Khalji with Ghiyath al-din Khalji of Malwa (1469–1500) who had a roving eye, and is reported to have undertaken the quest of Padmini, not a particular Rajput princess, but the ideal type of woman according to Hindu erotology. Ghiyath al-din Khalji, according to a Hindu inscription in the Udaipur area, was defeated in battle in 1488 by a Rajput chieftain Badal-Gora, multiplied by Jaisi into twins.75

A perusal of sixteenth-century sources suggests other possible inspirations for Jayasi’s account of the siege of Chitor in the Padmavat. Babur’s memoirs mention Padmavati, the queen of Rana Sanga and the mother of his second son Bikramajit.76 Sher Khan (Sher Shah Sur whom Jayasi praises) had used the ruse of warriors entering an enemy fort in women’s palanquins during the siege of Rohtas in 1537. Writing in Akbar’s reign, Abbas Khan Sarwani refuted this “commonly known report” as “false and slanderous.”77 Other contemporary accounts elaborated on the palanquin scheme at length, however, and mentioned the friendship between Sher Khan and the Brahmin Churaman of Rohtas:

Ser Khan arranged a good number of dolis, filled with brave Afghan soldiers with arms . . . He had women in a few of the dolis which were in the front . . . When the darbans or guards of the fort commenced to examine the dolis, Ser Khan sent a message that he could not allow the secluded ones, i.e. women of his family to be seen by anybody as it would be a great insult to him . . . The Raja . . . then forbade the searching of the dolis. When all the dolis had passed into the fort, the Afghans took up their arms, and advanced towards the house of the Raja and others went to the gate; and the fort of Rohtas which for its strength had no equal in Hindustan, came into his hand.78

The echoes between such accounts and the Padmavat suggest the kind of common knowledge of the event that may have been available to a poet writing in 1540. The Padmavat retains the figure of the Brahmin aiding a hostile king’s attack upon the fortress, and the latter’s use of guile. On the other hand, the ruse is transposed on to the warriors defending the king and the fortress. Jayasi’s appropriations may point to the jumbled oral accounts that must have traveled through northern India in the three years between the siege of Rohtas and the composition of the Padmavat.

The recall of Alauddin Khalji from the early fourteenth century raises further questions. While, as Ahmad suggests, Jayasi may indeed have confused a fifteenth-century sultan of Malwa with the earlier Khalji sultan of Delhi, it is also possible that local pressures may have shaped the poet’s distinct perspective. It is worth speculating whether the renewed iterations of Alauddin Khalji’s conquests in the early sixteenth century (Narayandas’s Chhitaivarta composed in Malwa c. 1520 and the Padmavat) were a response to renewed attempts at imperial expansion by the Delhi sultan in this period. In other words, the Khalji ruler’s expeditions may have proved a convenient vehicle for articulating contemporary local anxieties about new rulers in Delhi with imperial ambitions. Before the hypothesis is dismissed as farfetched, it must also be remembered that Sher Shah, the Dhilli Sulatanu panegyrized in the Padmavat, had been educated in Jaunpur, and had spent the decade of the 1530s expanding his sphere of influence from his father’s two parganas in South Bihar—moving steadily towards the west and north-west until he gained control over Delhi.

Such a hypothesis becomes more persuasive given the possibility that some of Jayasi’s chiefly patrons and audiences were local Rajput elites immediately affected by Sher Khan’s rise.79 A colonial scholar’s account of the Rajput chiefs of Rae Bareli, collated in the late nineteenth century from local clan genealogies and histories, ascribed Rajput settlement in the area to the exploits of Raja Tilokchand in the late fifteenth century. The same colonial account also recounts “a general conversion to the imperial religion without parallel in the annals of the district” during the reign of Humayun, with every major Rajput zamindar clan contributing a convert.80 This was precisely the period when Jayasi was composing his Padmavat, about the heroic exploits of a Rajput Raja Ratansen, in Jayas—some twenty miles or so from Rae Bareli. We have other evidence as well, of how Bachgoti Rajputs dominated the countryside in the Jaunpur Sultanate in this period, and may have been the major suppliers of fighting men to the Sharqi sultans.81 In the early seventeenth century, a large proportion of land in the region remained under Rajput control. In Gorakhpur (modern eastern Uttar Pradesh), for instance, various Rajput clans together had control over land accounting for almost 70 per cent of the district’s revenue. However, Muslim groups—including Afghans and some local Rajput converts—were also influential. Even though such Muslim elites constituted a smaller group, they had enough power in the villages and towns to provide substantial political patronage locally.82

For their part, local Sufi pirs had to engage with multiple communities as well as political patrons, as revealed by the history of Jayas itself. In 1714, a revenue grant for the maintenance of the khanqah of Saiyid Jahangir Ashraf Simnani (one of Jayasi’s pirs), had to be shifted to a safe area from a village where the keepers of the khanqah (hospice) had begun to encounter serious trouble from “infidels” in the neighborhood.83 Apocryphal stories of Jayasi’s proximity to a “Hindu” ruler such as the Raja of Amethi suggest such ongoing negotiations between Sufis and local Rajput elites. Strikingly, Jayasi’s seeker-hero is a rajaputa. The Avadhi rajaputa is the exact synonym for “son of a king” and thus can denote princes in general, encompassing local military and landed elites, both Rajput and Afghan. While such elites competed for land, wealth, and political influence, their modes of socio-political organization overlapped significantly. The normative rajaputa (princely) ethic in the Padmavat can thus be seen as articulating the values of such competing elites in sixteenth-century North India.84

To provide one instance, when Ratansen embarks on his ascetic journey to acquire Padmavati, he is accompanied by 16,000 companions who vow to fulfill the obligations of their service to him. Such service entails an attack upon the fort of Singhala, and capture and imprisonment with their lord. The trajectory would have been familiar in a region where large numbers of Rajputs, Afghans, peasants, and pastoralists traveled long distances from home in the service of a warlord. Such fighting men stood to gain honor as well as a share of the loot following military success. This would have been one of the commonest avenues for mobility—through military service under an overlord.85 Ratansen’s companions are tied to him by a fidelity (sat) defined in their service ethic, and therefore cannot change their allegiance. The Padmavat’s celebration of such sat—the virtue of constancy—constituted a norm for Rajputs as much as Afghans in this period; elites from both groups would have found such an ethic useful in consolidating the armies they raised from local peasant and pastoralist groups. Of course, sat by itself was never a substitute for material incentives such as a share of the loot following conquest, as Jayasi recognized. Even as the Padmavat applauds Ratansen’s companions for their sat, it is careful to reward them. When Ratansen finally wins Padmavati, her father Gandharvsen also gives 16,000 Padmini women to his new son-in-law’s 16,000 companions from Chitaur. Thus the Sufi quest with a mystical object also doubles as journey for material advancement in a mode familiar to the military elites and fighting men of sixteenth-century North India.

The gearing of the journey to winning Padmavati in marriage is also a trope resonant in the worldviews of both Sufis and lay elites. The importance of marriage for building alliances and settling hostilities among the Rajput elites of medieval Rajasthan is well known to historians.86 Marriage helped to consolidate status and resources for Rajput and Afghan elites in Central and North India as well. One has only to think of the ambitious Sher Khan’s marriages with the widows Lad Malika and Guhar Gusain, who surrendered control of their treasures to their new husband in exchange for the protection of their interests.87 Finding the ideal woman was thus as vital for the king/warrior within the shared norms and practices of these competing elites, as it was for the seeker in the Sufi ethic. Ratansen thus defines his manhood (purukharath) in terms of the fruits of his joga (penance/quest). Through such an endeavor, he has won the object of his desire and achieved ecstatic communion with the divine. He has also sealed an alliance through marriage and won a substantial dowry and additional rewards from the Ocean, as he returns to Chitor with added prestige. And he has fulfilled the expectations of his associates, so that “everybody [became] a king in his own house (331).

Sufi tropes and lay elite values overlaid each other most strikingly in the resolution of this narrative. A Sufi metaphysic of love defined the relationship between the lover/king and the beloved/queen as fragile and fleeting. At the same time, heroic narratives among lay elite groups elaborated a normative, masculine ethic around the defense of threatened queen and clan or territory. In the Padmavat, Jayasi invokes Hammir, the chief of Ranthambhor, who cut off his own head rather than surrender the woman in his house (gihini) to Alauddin (491). A few years before Jayasi, Narayandas narrated the conquest of Deogir by Alauddin in the Chhitaivarta, composed probably in the court of Silhadi (the Rajput chieftain in Malwa). Narayandas explicitly linked Alauddin’s conquests of Ranthambhor, Chitor, and Deogir, and ascribed them all to the sultan’s desire for their queens. The link between queen and territory was not peculiar to the Padmavat therefore.88

Such a link may have been especially resonant in a context in which the surrender of daughters by vanquished chiefs to victors was a widespread practice among ruling elites. At least for some local elites, therefore, defense of their women was actually tied to control over territory. Rajput and Afghan elites thus shared an ideology of masculine honor forged around the protection of elite women from unwanted marriage alliances. Furthermore, since kinship determined access to resources within an extended community for both Rajput and Afghan clans, “purity” of blood defining the boundaries of lineage may have been equally important for both groups. Abbas Khan Sarwani’s Tarikh-i Sher Shahi refers to a tribe of Sambhal Afghans in Roh that defied the (Afghan) Sur ruler in Delhi when the latter’s governor wanted to marry their chief’s daughter. The tribe opposed the match because the governor’s mother had been a slave. Prevented from escaping back to Kabul with their women and children, these Sambhal Afghans refused any offers of mediation or conciliation. “It is better to die with our wives and families than to live dishonored; for it is a well-known proverb—The death of a whole tribe is a solemn feast.”89

Elite women were also especially vulnerable around military conflict. In the early sixteenth century, Purbiya chiefs took women from the harem of the defeated Malwa sultan into their households. The status of these captured women was a key issue in the prolonged conflict between Silhadi Purbiya and Bahadur Shah of Gujarat.90 Thus it may have been that the real and perceived vulnerability of women in the households of ruling elites impelled contemporary poets to recast the Delhi sultan’s imperial conquests of territory as triggered by his desire for queens. This is persuasive particularly when one remembers the turbulence of sixteenth-century North India during transitions between three dynasties in Delhi, and the attendant fluidity of political alliances. In such a context, it is entirely comprehensible that defense of the queen was a key norm in the warrior ethic.

In the Padmavat, the terms of Ratansen’s negotiations with Alauddin Khalji are clear: he is willing to pay tribute and accept the Sultan of Delhi as his overlord, but will not cede his wife. Alauddin tries to tempt Ratansen by offering to bestow Chanderi on him in exchange for Padmavati’s surrender. As Ratansen responds:

If the woman (grihini) leaves the home, of what use is Chitaur or Chanderi.

One lives for the home; only an ascetic (jogi) gives up his home.

I am not Hammiru of Ranthambhaur, who severed his head and gave up his body.

I am Ratansen, famed warrior; [like Arjuna] who pierced the fish and won Sairindhi.

. . . He [Alauddin] can accept wealth (darab) [from me], I would serve at his feet.

But if he wants a padumini woman, let him go to Singhaladip (491).

Given the stakes involved in defending his queen, control over additional territory would be meaningless for Ratansen if he failed to prove himself as a warrior. He has no option but to refuse.

Mystical and Heroic Love: Overlapping Perspectives

Sufi practice between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries evolved particular perspectives on gender, as it engaged with the values of heterogeneous target audiences and elite patrons. Literary conventions from disparate genres that Sufis employed, such as the Avadhi tales of love, presented additional challenges with the diverse tropes that such narratives appropriated.

In practice, many Sufis readily acknowledged that women could be as exemplary in their conduct as men. Thus Nizamuddin Awliya praised “a woman from Indraprasta named Fatima. She had been such a model of chastity and virtue that Shaykh al-Islam Farid ad-din—may God sanctify his lofty secret—used to say repeatedly of her: ‘That woman is a man whom the Creator has sent to earth in the bodily form of a woman.’ ”91 Instances of female piety and virtue were also acknowledged in the hagiographic tradition: Abdul Haqq Dehlavi’s Akhbarul Akhyar (completed 1591) included fourteen pious women from within India in an appendix. However, most of these “saintly women” were noted “because of their relationship to ‘famous’ male saints.”92 The presence of female devotees at Sufi tombs (dargah) and hospices (khanqah) provoked more ambivalence. In the late fourteenth century, Firuz Shah Tughlaq attempted to ban “respectable Musulman” women from going on pilgrimage to Sufi tombs, “a custom and practice unauthorized by the Law of Islam [which] had sprung up in Musulman cities.”93 Women were equally part of the audience at khanqahs: thus Amir Hasan Sijzi mentions the presence of women at the discourses of Nizamuddin Awliya.94 Some pirs—such as Shah Hashim Pir “Alawi” (d. 1646) in the Deccan—even allowed women to enter the inner circle of initiates as murids.95 However, the instance of Shahjahan’s daughter Jahanara, who described herself as faqira (female faqir) to denote “her own spiritual vocation as a Sufi woman,” remains an unusual departure from the customary practice of Sufi initiate communities, in which women were either secondary or absent.96

At first sight, the Avadhi “tales of love” seem to invert conventions of gender in other medieval love-stories; they endow their protagonists with attributes associated with the heroines in the latter. Whereas in non-Sufi tales the heroine first experiences love and therefore a sharper pining in separation (viraha), in the Sufi “tales of love,” love and viraha, with their mystical underpinnings, are the domain of the male lover.97 The Padmavat alludes explicitly to this inversion of gender roles; as the lover in viraha, Ratansen explicitly compares himself to such pining heroines as Shakuntala, Damavati (Damayanti) and Kamakandala (200). The anguished lover’s searing viraha threatens to become a pyre literally, in the typical narrative mode of the poem where the symbolic slides into the literal and the psychological into the physical. Unable to bear the burden of separation (biyog) any more, Ratansen sets out to immolate himself (204). It is at this point that Shiva and Parvati are forced to intervene since such a fire—reflecting as it does the intensity of a lover’s viraha—would burn down the entire world.

The inversion of gender is limited, however. In all of the Avadhi narratives, the seeker of Truth is a man who pursues an idealized heroine, representing a transcendent norm of Beauty and Truth. She is thus the pretext for the elucidation of a system of spiritual discipline that privileges the spiritual and emotional progress of a male protagonist. In other words, the heroine’s response to the protagonist’s wooing, and her own spiritual journey (if any), are not elaborated to the same degree as those of the hero. It is noteworthy that no divine intervention is forthcoming when Padmavati and Nagmati immolate themselves upon their husband’s death, even though their self-obliteration in turn demonstrates the intensity of their viraha and the triumphant culmination of their passionate love (prema). The flames of this viraha will not annihilate the world, presumably.

The significance of the protagonist’s masculine gender is emphasized on two distinct occasions in the Padmavat when the queen is afflicted by viraha and wishes to renounce the world and seek her lover. Nagmati wishes to follow her husband as a renunciant, as he departs for Singhaldvip on his quest. Padmavati wishes to do the same when Ratansen has been captured by Alauddin Khalji and taken to Delhi. Both women are explicitly dissuaded from doing so. Nathpanth ideas remained persistently useful for Jayasi, this time for their misogynistic elements. Nagmati is reminded of the Nath protagonist Bhartrhari: “You are a woman, of inferior mind . . . Raja Bhartrhari, O ignorant one, in whose house there were sixteen hundred queens . . . became a jogi and took none with him (132).” Padmavati is told later that donning the robes of an ascetic will not bring back her husband. For her, the appropriate mode of ascetic contemplation (sadhana) is silent grief for her husband within her own home (606). The Padmavat thus implicitly reserves mystical revelation of the Truth, through the indispensable ascetic renunciation, for men. In doing so, it echoes and reinforces lay conventions of appropriate gendered conduct. For women, it would seem, the experience of separation and longing (viraha) is an end in itself and not the route to higher revelation.

Their masculine gender is not an indispensable attribute for protagonists of all Sufi romances, however. In Punjab and Sind, Indo-Muslim folk tradition “developed another peculiar facet . . . the symbol of the woman soul.” The Hir Ranjha was the “best known example of the complete spiritualization of a medieval folk tale in which the woman Hir is identified with the soul, and her beloved Ranjha with the longed-for Divine Beloved.” The stories of Sohni–Mahiwal and Sassui–Punhun belonged to the same tradition.98 Since feminine gender was a typical attribute of the seeking soul in another regional set of Sufi narratives, it would seem that masculine gender was not an essential attribute for the Sufi protagonist. I argue that the male protagonist in Avadhi tales of love thus owed his existence to other reasons: the genres of narrative these tales borrowed from, and their intended lay audience.

The Padmavat reveals a tension between Sufi ethics and the norms of lay patrons in its treatment of Nagmati, Ratansen’s first wife. The Sufi-symbolic perspective encodes the mystical love between hero and heroine as a reflection of the normative love between man and God. This symbolism privileges the exclusive relationship between the seeker and his beloved, and hence demands monogamous fidelity from both the hero and the heroine. Ratansen can win Padmavati only after he has successfully passed this test. The founding condition for his quest is thus his rejection of his first wife, Nagmati. He must continue to demonstrate the same faithfulness to Padmavati even after he has obtained her. Thus he recognizes and rejects Lacchmi, the daughter of the ocean, who appears to him in the form of his wife.

It is significant, however, that Nagmati returns after Ratansen is united with his beloved Padmavati. Abdul Wahid Bilgrami’s treatise on Hindavi poetry, the Haqaiq-i Hindi (1566), provided Sufi glosses for Vaishnava symbols and bhakti terminology, thus illuminating the interpretive practices of Sufi communities reading Braj and Avadhi poetry in the sixteenth century. According to Bilgrami, the hero’s two wives in these narratives signified the immortal soul’s link with the next world, and the connection of the lower or carnal soul with this world, respectively.99 This gloss would suggest that Sufi interpretive communities read the first wife’s return as signifying the return of the world, after the Truth had been revealed to the seeker in union with his beloved. In the Padmavat Nagmati re-enters the narrative lamenting her husband’s absence in a barahmasa, the form traditionally employed to describe the woman’s pining for an absent lover or husband (viraha). With the re-entry of the first wife, the relationship between mystical seeker and his beloved thus loses some of its exclusiveness.

The inexorable fact of elite polygyny seems to coexist uneasily with a Sufi monogamous ethic here. As the values of lay elites and their courtly genres take precedence at this point, the heroine now contends with a rival for her husband’s affection. In the Padmavat Ratansen simply re-enters his old relationship with Nagmati and the co-wives are left confronting each other. They come to blows before Ratansen intervenes and reminds them that they are united by a common duty (seva) to him (445). The pattern is identical in the Mirigavati and the Chandayan. Bilgrami’s gloss on the co-wife (saut) recognizes the tension latent in this relationship. He suggests that accommodating the two worlds—divine and mortal, mystical and corporeal—simultaneously, is as impossible as keeping two wives equally happy. The overlay of elite patriarchal practices upon Sufi mystical codes is apparent in the resolutions to the Mirigavati and the Padmavat, as the hero’s death is followed by the sati of both his wives. Nagmati displays the same passionate love (and virtue) as Padmavati does.

The conclusion to the Padmavat articulates resolutions to the concerns addressed in each layer of the narrative—mystical and political. The defeat of Alauddin by the brave vassals Gora and Badal does not mean that danger has been repulsed once and for all. Both within a Sufi metaphysic and in the turbulent context of northern India in the sixteenth century, danger had to return. In Jayasi’s world, however, Alauddin Khalji did not pose the only threat to Chitaur. Another Rajput ruler could also threaten the mystical-political order the kingdom embodied. When Ratansen is a prisoner in Alauddin’s Delhi, Devpal of Kumbhalner sends an emissary to woo Padmavati. After rejecting his advances, Padmavati tells Ratansen (when he returns from Delhi) about this insult to her and to his honor. An angry Ratansen characterizes Devpal’s advances:

When has the frog gazed upon the lotus; the bat never sees the sun’s face.

The peacock dances in joy at his own color; this rooster seeks to emulate him.

Before the Turks attack the fort, I will capture him, else I am not a king! (645).

Devpal’s wooing of Padmavati echoes Alauddin’s desire for her. It would seem that in Jayasi’s perspective, there was no distinction between the emperor of Delhi and a hostile Rajput ruler as enemies of Chitor. Ratansen attacks Devpal’s fortress and avenges the insult to his honor by beheading Devpal in single combat, but is himself mortally wounded by the latter’s poisoned sword. Thus, Ratansen falls not to the sultan’s attack but to another Rajput ruler’s poisoned sword in single combat. His death signifies resolutions both at the mystical and political levels. At the mystical-symbolic level, Ratansen has obliterated himself for love and transcended mortal boundaries between himself and his beloved. At the political level, he dies avenging the insult to his queen (646). For Jayasi, whether Ratansen’s foe was the sultan of Delhi or the Rajput ruler of Kumbhalner was immaterial.

Narratives ending with the death of their protagonists were not new in the Sufi tradition. Thus in Nizami’s Laila Majnun the heroine precedes the hero in death. In the tale of Shirin and Farhad, the sculptor Farhad dies before Shirin. The order of the protagonists’ death here was determined by internal narrative choices rather than generic constraints: there was no symbolic investment in the prior death of either hero or heroine. At the mystical-symbolic level, the immolation of the wives, Padmavati and Nagmati, signifies their obliteration of themselves for love, just like Ratansen: “In life, beloved, you took us to your heart; we will not leave you in death, lord (650).” The queens willingly annihilate themselves (fana) to transcend the bounds of the mortal world. In the process, the Sufi doctrine of the transcendence of mortality through such mystical love (ishq/prema) is reaffirmed.

At the same time, the Padmavat clearly reveals the impact of Rajput patriarchy upon this Sufi narrative, as the hero precedes the heroine in death. This provides the woman with a climactic opportunity to prove her supreme virtue and supreme love by immolating herself on the pyre of her dead husband. Kolff has demonstrated how upwardly mobile Rajput clans in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries used female immolation to assert status, even at the cost of their own destruction. The Padmavat neatly appropriates such Rajput practices into a mystical frame of reference. Further, this climactic “sacrifice” by the woman preserves the honor of man, wife, family, clan, or tribe and state. Construed thus, it would be equally comprehensible to local Afghan elites even though they may not have practised widow-immolation themselves.

The same Sufi perspective reconstrues the significance of Alauddin’s ultimate defeat even in victory. Alauddin cannot obtain Padmavati because she is committed to the monogamous fidelity enjoined upon her by the norms of both Sufi poetics and lay elite patriarchies. Moreover, the Delhi sultan has pursued his love through the use of violence and force; his methods are inferior to Ratansen’s path to true love—through asceticism and self-mortification. Alauddin’s failure thus signifies a rejection of his methods. This interpretation of Alauddin’s conquest of Chitor is suggested in the oft-quoted stanza of the Padmavat that culminates in Chitor “becoming” Islam:

When they had already departed with their love; by then the Patsah entered the fort;

The moment had passed already; Rama and Sita had disappeared.

The Shah came into the assembly hall . . .

He picked up a fistful of ashes; threw it in the air, “the Earth is illusion;

Until ash falls upon a man’s head, desire (tisna) does not die.”

. . . the women committed jauhar, the men died in battle.

The Patsah demolished the fortress, Chitaur became Islam (651).

This resolution has attracted considerable commentary. In Aziz Ahmad’s interpretation, “This allegorical epic of Rajput chivalry, written by a Muslim, ends with an anti-Islamic finale: ‘and Chitore became Islam.’ As the author is a Muslim, the array and might of the Turks is not belittled, though his sympathy lies with the Rajputs . . . Much more remarkable is his complete self-identification with the sense of tragic intent in a Rajput epic-theme, and its view of his own culture and religion . . .”100 Ahmad’s reading is based on a primordialist understanding of “Hindu” and “Muslim” religious communities and their hostilities. What he finds remarkable is the “self-identification” of a “Muslim” poet with (Hindu) “Rajputs.”

It is much more productive to read Jayasi’s celebration of Rajput heroism, and his skepticism about Alauddin’s triumph, as a conjunction of a Sufi mystical quest with local political anxieties about sixteenth-century imperial expansion. Jayasi’s sense of tragedy at the defeat of the Rajputs may well have emerged from this multilayered perspective. From a Sufi perspective, in this final annihilation Chita-ur (“the domain of the heart and mind”) is obliterated and realizes its identity with the divine through martyrdom. At one level, this is the brilliant pun signifying the true meaning of Chitor’s “becom[ing] Islam.”101 Meanwhile, Alauddin is left with ashes, for all his strenuous pursuit of Padmavati.

While Sultanate political elites provided patronage for the expansion of Sufi establishments across the subcontinent, Sufi masters claimed “spiritual jurisdiction over a specific territory” (wilayat) that they believed to be “above the authority of mundane rulers.” The Sufi thus claimed to be above wealthy and powerful lay patrons, even as he was dependent upon them. Prominent Sufi shaikhs such as Nizamuddin Awliya maintained a carefully calibrated autonomy from the Delhi sultan’s court, to prevent “a potentially disastrous confrontation of incompatible claims to secular and spiritual governance over the same territory.” For a poet, such as Jayasi, the asserted superiority of Sufi masters such as Nizamuddin Awliya over the Delhi sultans would have been remembered and transmitted within the Chishti silsilah of his pirs. Tensions between sultans and Sufi shaikhs were also well known through the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in North India, Gujarat, and the Deccan.102 Such contests for authority lent an edge to enduring Sufi values such as the affirmation of din (faith/the spiritual realm) over dunya (the material/political world). The defeat of Alauddin Khalji in the Padmavat thus suggests Jayasi’s celebration of the power of Sufi love over the sultan’s military conquests.

And yet, the pun might be even more sophisticated than a celebration of triumphant mystical love over the sultan’s corporeal love and realpolitik. In Jayasi’s perspective, Chitor was rendered the domain of Islam, after all, and through the triumph of Sufi love (ishq) and the mystical path (tariqat) rather than through imperial conquest. The devout Sufi celebrated the triumph of Islam by a different mode of conquest—through the power of love—even while articulating an anti-imperial critique of the sultan. Similar conjunctions are apparent when jauhar, the self-annihilation of the Rajputs by immolation and in battle, is re-encoded as the climactic instance of Sufi fana, obliteration of the self. The Rajputs may thus have triumphed over Alauddin after all, in achieving transcendence, but these are Rajputs now reconstrued as practicing Sufis!

In its resolution, therefore, the Padmavat reveals the same method as the rest of the narrative. Jayasi appropriated diverse perspectives from spiritual and political realms in the early sixteenth century and wove them into a coherent narrative embodying a Sufi mystical doctrine and practice. He also established the superiority of the Sufi perspective over all other competing perspectives. These perspectives included those of the local Rajput–Afghan elite from which such narratives drew their patrons; and the political elite of the imperial Delhi Sultanate which provided the patronage under which Sufi silsilahs expanded their spiritual domains in North India.

The manuscript traditions and adaptations of the Padmavat suggest that early modern audiences read it both as a Sufi “tale of love,” and as lay, heroic romance. The poem addressed its multiple audiences by selectively appropriating from the values and literary genres of those social groups. The Padmavat also incorporated elements from the ascetic exercises and imagery of the competing Nathpanth. Such Sufi appropriations were framed by assertions of their own doctrinal and spiritual superiority, and Jayasi was no exception to this practice. The Padmavat also articulated the political and patriarchal practices of the lay elites that constituted its clientele of potential patrons. In its engagement with contemporary politics, the Padmavat displays the same method that it does in its negotiations with rival religious and spiritual orders. Jayasi successfully weaves together the political and patriarchal norms of his target audiences within a Sufi frame of reference. In so doing, he asserts the political superiority of Sufi pirs and precepts to its multiple audiences. These included the political elites of the Sultanate who provided the patronage for the spread of Sufi institutions in North India, as well as the local landholding and military elites, both Rajput and Afghan, who constituted the immediate network of patronage for the composition and circulation of Avadhi “tales of love” between the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries.
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Rajput Kings and their Pasts in the Mughal Period

SEVERAL POETIC ACCOUNTS ABOUT PADMINI CIRCULATED IN Rajasthan from the late sixteenth century onward: Hemratan’s Gora Badal Padmini Chaupai (c. 1589) was followed by Jatmal Nahar’s Gora Badal ki Katha (c. 1623), Labdodhay’s Padmini Charit (c. 1645), and Bhagyavijay’s Gora Badal Chaupai (c. 1702). The Padmini story also figured in verse narratives eulogizing past and present rulers of Mewar, such as Man Kavi’s Raj Vilas (1677–80), Dayaldas’s Rana Raso (c. 1718), Dalpati Vijay’s Khumman Raso (c. 1710–34), and Ranchhod Bhatt’s Sanskrit Amarakavyam (c. 1683–93). From the same period, the legend began to appear in chronicles and genealogies: in the Sisod Vansavali (c. 1657), and in Nainsi’s chronicle of the kingdoms of Rajasthan, Muhta Nainsi ri Khyat (c. 1660). The story figures in great detail in the chronicle Chitor Udaipur Patnama (late seventeenth century), composed and transmitted by hereditary genealogists of the Sisodia Rajput lineage. Accounts of Padmini were also composed as vat (bat) (pl. vatan/batan), anecdotal prose narratives of varying length transmitted both orally and in manuscript collections such as the Rawal Ranaji ri Bat (not earlier than 1691), about the rulers of Mewar.1 These versions of the Padmini legend in Rajasthan between the sixteenth and mid-eighteenth centuries celebrated the queen’s virtue and heroism, and the valor of the chiefs Gora and Badal who rescued her captive husband Ratansen.

This chapter focuses on the ethics that these narratives articulated—an ethics focused on gendered heroic norms, in political situations culminating in battle. Through such an ethics a normative Rajput identity was defined. While B.D. Chattopadhyaya demonstrates the mixed origins of the Rajputs of Rajasthan between the seventh and twelfth centuries, he argues that a distinctive Rajput clan structure was in place by the end of this period.2 Most other historians of Rajasthan have treated “Rajput” identity as changeless between the twelfth and early nineteenth centuries. Instead, they have focused on the strategies of particular lineages for consolidating power—marriage, monopolies over resource extraction, and the trappings of kingship.3 Such an emphasis on “state” formation has led historians to pay less attention to continuing histories of jati formation, in which Rajput elites and their chroniclers defined evolving boundaries for the jati through an ideology of “purity.”4 By the late seventeenth century, Rajput states like Jodhpur and Jaipur were also intervening in village-level disputes to enforce jati boundaries among their subjects.5 The Padmini narratives of seventeenth-and eighteenth-century Rajasthan emerged in a historical context when this regional Rajput elite patronized the composition of narratives commemorating a heroic past, in order to elaborate norms of heroic conduct for the present. The articulation of such norms was one vehicle for defining Rajput status in the turbulent seventeenth century.
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Map 2: Narratives and manuscripts about Padmini of Chitor, circa 1590–1750

In adopting this perspective, I also depart from most literary scholars of Rajasthan, who evaluate “literary” narratives against the aesthetic standards of a poetics of rasa ultimately derived from Sanskrit. Since most Rajput narratives celebrate the vir rasa (the heroic “flavor”), literary scholars confine themselves to its appreciation and to celebrating the real-life heroism which is assumed to precede this pervasive endeavor.6 Further, other scholars exploring cults of hero-worship or constructions of kingship in modern Rajasthan have only recently begun to acknowledge how such practices are shaped by contemporary histories of caste and community mobilization in the post-colonial nation-state.7 For their part, historians reading such genealogies and heroic chronicles have largely been concerned with fidelity to historical fact rather than with the functions of such narratives at particular historical moments. Instead of adopting this instrumentalist approach to sources, I follow the precedent suggested by Norman Ziegler and Norbert Peabody’s treatment of Rajput materials,8 which entails exploring how the Padmini narratives in seventeenth-and early-eighteenth-century Rajasthan were shaped by the politics and values of their Rajput and Jain courtly patrons. I suggest that these narratives evoked distinctive versions of a remembered past in a particular historical context.

Rajput polity in this period was characterized by competitive warfare, contests over entitlements between rulers and their chiefs, and elite polygyny that provided alternative resources to rulers and chiefs. At this historical moment, the Rajput kingdoms contended as much with internal pressures as with Mughal expansion. The interests of chieftains and royal patrons generated distinct perspectives in their accounts of Padmini, on the king Ratansen, the chiefs Gora and Badal, the queen Padmini and the enemy Alauddin Khalji. However, all of these accounts reveal a Rajput ideology specific to Mewar in this period. Two other accounts produced in the seventeenth century—the Jain Jatmal Nahar’s account, produced under Pathan patronage near modern Lahore, and the Sufi Saiyid Alaol’s adaptation of Jayasi’s Padmavat produced in the Arakan court in modern Myanmar—diverged significantly from the versions that emerged in Rajasthan. Alaol’s Padmabati (c. 1660) is particularly revealing of the diverse contexts from which anti-imperial polemics could emerge in the seventeenth century, and of their differing hues.

Kings, Chiefs, and Queens: Rajasthan c. 1500–1750

The Rajput kingdoms of Rajasthan witnessed increasing attempts to consolidate monarchical power from the sixteenth century. The inherited rights and entitlements of the major lineage chiefs were frequently incompatible with new assertions of royal authority. Elite polygyny provided an alternative to rulers in this period: military resources and a network of alliances, to be used both against refractory chiefs and in the service of Mughal imperial expansion. Throughout the period, however, these structural features of Rajput polity threatened its ruling lineages as much as Mughal expansion did.

When the Rathors of Marwar initially established their control over Jodhpur in the mid-fifteenth century, the ruler’s “sons and brothers . . . were allowed to occupy the various territories [they] conquered” as their “estates” (thikana), under the practice of bhai-bant (division among brothers).9 In the mid-sixteenth century, the Jodhpur ruler renegotiated his relationships with his clansmen and chiefs. Seeking to assert that a chief “was dependent for his position on the good-will of the Raja rather than on his inherent rights,” he began the practice of assigning land-revenue grants (patta) to the chiefs in exchange for service. The assignment of new lands to chiefs, in a period of territorial expansion through conquest, had contradictory consequences. On the one hand the chiefs were more willing to accept their new, contractual relations with the king because of the immediate gains. On the other hand the extended kinship network was implicated in the kingdom’s territorial expansion, and kinship ties continued to guarantee status and access to entitlements.10 The new revenue grantees still belonged to the monarch’s extended clan and still claimed rights over patrimonial domains.11

The trajectory of Mewar was comparable. The Sisodia ruler of Mewar was dependent upon support from his clan network, especially on the issue of royal succession. Since primogeniture was not firmly established, succession struggles were intense in fifteenth-and sixteenth-century Mewar. When Rana Kumbha was murdered by his son Udaisingh in 1473, the clan chiefs intervened and recognized Kumbha’s younger son Raimal as ruler over Udai. The chiefs could even overlook a king’s preferred heir after the former’s death: Rana Pratap became the ruler in 1572 even though his father had nominated the younger son Jagmal.12 Loss of chiefly support could seriously undermine a king’s authority. During the reign of Vikramaditya (r. 1531–5), the chiefs withdrew to their thikanas; some chiefs (including the king’s cousin and Medini Rai Purbiya of Chanderi13) even helped Bahadur Shah of Gujarat during his first siege of Chitor.14 The support of the chiefs continued to be vital through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in the prolonged conflicts between Mewar and the Mughal empire. It was under pressure from his chiefs that Rana Amarsingh negotiated for peace with Jahangir.15

The Sisodias had achieved their first round of territorial expansion during the reign of Rana Kumbha (r. 1433–68), who defeated the Hadas of Bundi and the Devras of Abu, and fought the Khalji sultans of Malwa repeatedly.16 However, such military campaigns were often indecisive; even within Mewar, the Palvi Rajputs of Godwar did not accept Sisodia overlordship in the reign of Kumbha’s successor Raimal (r. 1473–1508), and had to be subjugated militarily.17 Sisodia control over Mewar expanded gradually, however, as other Rajput lineages sought their aid. The Solankis of Toda came to Chitor when Lalla Khan Pathan seized their ancestral lands, and were granted the revenue assignment (patta) of Badnor. Subsequently, Raimal’s son Prithviraj defeated Lalla Khan and restored Toda to the Solankis.18 Each such intervention increased Sisodia power, since it brought lesser lineages into relations of service and clientship with newly acknowledged overlords. Clan chiefs who aided a ruling lineage’s territorial expansion continued to assert, however, their customary entitlements based on kinship with the ruler.19 Thus, kingship and kinship generated conflicting expectations, since the customary rights attaching to kinship coexisted at this juncture with the emerging obligations and rewards of clientship.20 The evidence for Mewar reveals that rulers whose authority was tenuous among the clan-based chiefs attempted to generate support by creating new clients through a spate of grants in exchange for service.21

These dual structures of relations between chiefs and kings provide one context in which the Padmini narratives were produced in early modern Rajasthan. In the new political order, revenue assignments were made in exchange for service. This practice was inserted into an older political order in which the mutual obligations of monarch and clansmen/chiefs were defined differently, and when it had not always been possible for the monarch to enforce his writ. By the sixteenth century, however, clan membership did not necessarily guarantee the same access to resources and power. A new client’s exceptional service was often rewarded with land grants deliberately rivaling those of older clan-based chiefs. This was the juncture at which the Osval Jains rose to prominence in Mewar. Hence the Jain Padmini narratives exalt loyalty to the overlord (sami dharam) as an absolute norm. The kings of the period were keenly aware of the value of such an ethic, endorsed by an Osval elite distinct from clan-based Rajput chiefs.

In the context of this fraught dynamic between kings and chiefs, evolving marriage practices provided alternative resources to rulers, as political alliances thus cemented were crucial to underpinning the power of ruling lineages. Rajputs were divided into kul (patrilineal clans) such as Rathor, Chauhan and Sisodia. Within the kul was a subdivision called the khamp, often identified in the Rajput instance with the gotra membership that defined the boundaries of exogamy. Gotra exogamy and endogamy within a larger, evolving jati, together created a powerful network of alliances, transcending the territorial boundaries of kingdoms. Evolving patterns of marriage alliances reflected shifts in the relative status of Rajput clans. Thus when the Rathors of Marwar rose to prominence in the mid-fifteenth century, marriage alliances with them were keenly sought after. Similarly, the entry of clans like the Shekhawat and Baghela into the Mughal mansabdari system increased their prestige in the matrimonial arena as well.22


Rulers negotiated the balance of power within their clans, through exogamous marriages that brought military resources from other clans. Such clans related through marriage were called saga or genayat; when based in a different kingdom, they were outsiders to the political intrigues within the ruler’s clan and kingdom. However, subsequent relations between the two parties could be fraught. While the king could use his wife’s natal lineage as a buffer against his own fractious kinsmen, the power of the queen’s party could also generate considerable anxiety in her husband’s household.23

The political compulsions driving these elite Rajput marriages affected the status of the women involved. In part the rank of such women in the marital household derived from the status and power of their natal clans. Since the queens represented a political alliance, they were often allocated independent entitlements. These were negotiated with more or less success before the marriage, depending on the relative clout of the clans involved. After marriage, the woman would continue to be referred to as sister (bai) or daughter (beti) of her natal clan.24 The identification of saga was so important that it figured in genealogies, that listed individuals as daughter’s son (dohit) or sister’s son (bhanej). Such ties came into play both against external enemies and during succession disputes: Man Singh Sonigara helped his nephew (Rana) Pratap claim the throne over his elder brother and nominated heir, Jagmal.25

Succession disputes were thus often aggravated by polygynous households. The rivalry between co-wives was manifested in contests on behalf of minor sons, in which queens readily used their natal clans’ resources. Such competition was intensified by the fact that the heir’s mother had the highest position as pat-rani (chief queen) in the zenana hierarchy, and as such, enjoyed special privileges even after the death of her husband. Compounding the potential for strife was the fact that the pre-eminent wife was not always the first queen to produce a son. Therefore, the oldest son did not necessarily have the backing of the most powerful clans, which could demand the succession to kingship of the son from a proposed marriage.26 Disputes over succession were thus chronic at this conjuncture.

Rajput polity between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries thus accentuated the importance of the kinship network, both agnatic and affinal, in mobilizing support for the ruler. Membership and rank within specific kinship networks determined relative access to resources within the clan. This was equally true for men and women. For elite Rajput women, membership in the natal clan continued to impinge upon their status in the marital household; their roles as sisters were as material as their roles as wives, particularly in a polygynous environment with competing wives. Natal lineage was also a key factor shaping the fortunes of their progeny. Thus, marriage practices were woven into “a system of gaining land, influence, power, honor, status and alliances.”27 Since the place of elite Rajput women was tied to the needs of clan status, regulating them was a matter of urgent concern for the ruling elite. Such anxieties were articulated in an evolving code of Rajput “honor.”

Given that it was one of the fundamental units of Rajput polity, membership in the clan (kul) demanded the upholding of its honor. This honor—defined as the fulfillment of obligations to spouses, clan, and state—was the key norm underpinning Rajput kingdoms and their networks of alliances. For Rajput women honor was vested in their “chastity” (sat), that demanded sexual abstinence from the unmarried and widows, and monogamous fidelity to their husbands from married women. The protection of this honor upheld the status of the conjugal unit, household, lineage, and state. This continuity in obligations was represented in the Rajput trope of the honorable queen, located within both the elite household and the realm. For Rajput men, again, honor was vested in obligations to each of these distinct entities. Ideally, these obligations were expected to overlap, so that loyalties to conjugal unit, household, lineage, and state reinforced each other in a seamless continuum. Rajput history during the period, however, reveals repeated disjunctions between these distinct obligations; in reality, the affiliations between elite household and state were constantly being tested and renegotiated.

Among the other political functions that marriage served, a defeated chieftain customarily offered his daughter to the victor as a token of political submission. To cite just a couple of instances, Rana Kumbha (reigned 1433–68) conquered Hamirnagar and married its chief’s daughter.28 Similarly, in 1730 the defeated Rao of Sirohi offered his daughter in marriage to his conqueror Abhai Singh of Jodhpur.29 Genealogies of the period reveal how the custom functioned as an index of a ruler’s status. The seventeenth-century Sisod Vansavali exalts Bappa Raval (commemorated as the founder of the Sisodia lineage), by narrating how the rulers of Kanauj, Ujjain, Gujarat, Marwar, Sambhar, and Delhi fell at Bappa’s feet (page laga) and wedded their daughters to him after their defeat in battle.30 Rajput chiefs had married their daughters to Ghuri and Tughlaq rulers of Delhi from at least the thirteenth century onward, a practice that continued into the Mughal period.31 Rajput lineages thus established marriage alliances with the Mughals for specific political purposes: the first Rajputs to marry their daughters into the Mughal imperial family, Bharmal Kachhvaha and Mertiya Rathor Jagmal Viramdevot, were seeking Mughal help to regain or preserve patrimonial lands.

Marriage practices also played a role in defining the boundaries of an evolving jati. One instance was the emergence of restrictions on marriage with widows (nata) or with women who had been already married. Neither of these was permissible for ruling families, although nata marriages did take place among non-ruling Rajputs, where such partners were called natrayat. Again, matrimony was not permissible between natrayat and ruling Rajputs.32 Internal stratification of Rajput lineages was thus accompanied by the creation of a hierarchy defined in terms of “purity” of blood, through evolving regulations and restrictions on marriage relations.

Mewar and the Mughals

In the late sixteenth century, Akbar’s intervention in the Rajput kingdoms fundamentally altered relations between kings and chiefs. Akbar asserted his sovereignty over Marwar by establishing his prerogative “to exercise the right of granting the gaddi (throne) of Jodhpur” to his own nominee, albeit from within the ruling clan. This development had mutually contradictory results. On the one hand, the chiefs’ support was no longer necessary for succession to kingship, since imperial confirmation sufficed. The king thus became more independent of his chiefs. On the other hand, the Rathor chiefs could now approach the Mughal emperor as the ultimate arbiter of entitlements and disputes within their kingdom.33

Although the Mughal emperor never wrested the right of deciding the royal succession in Mewar, some Sisodia chiefs recognized him as a rival authority.34 Through the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, this resulted in a dilution of the Mewar ruler’s authority over his chiefs. During the reign of Pratap, his younger brother Jagmal appealed to Akbar upon being rejected by the chiefs as his father’s heir. The emperor bestowed upon him the pargana of Jahazpur within Mewar’s territory.35 Such a move asserted Akbar’s ability to intervene in Mewar’s affairs at two levels: not only could he bestow a jagir upon the Mewar king’s brother, but he could do so within Mewar territory and enforce the grant militarily.36 From 1567 onward, several revenue districts (parganas) of Mewar were confiscated repeatedly by the Mughals and included in the imperial province (subah) of Ajmer. Control of these localities went back and forth between the Mewar rulers and the Mughals.37

Akbar also attempted to influence the succession in Mewar, but with somewhat less success than in Marwar. Jagmal’s son Sagar withdrew from Chitor after a disagreement with his cousin Rana Amarsingh, and entered the imperial service through the offices of Raja Mansingh of Amber. After defeating the Devras of Sirohi on Akbar’s behalf, Sagar was rewarded with the title of Rana of Mewar and asked to subjugate his rival Amarsingh. Sagar took his appointment seriously and created new chiefs at Chitor from among the Sisodias by making fresh land grants. He had limited success, however. The land under cultivation in Mewar was appropriated to the imperial revenue (khalisa), and Amarsingh, who still controlled the hills, gradually began to regain his hold over the kingdom.38 After peace was established between Amarsingh and Jahangir in 1615, the Mewar heir presented himself at the imperial court like his peers from the other Rajput kingdoms. From this point onward, the emperor sent ceremonial gifts “ratifying” the Mewar succession. In a gesture indicating the pre-eminent status of the Mughal emperor, his gifts were accepted before the customary gifts from other Rajput rulers and chiefs.39

In the seventeenth century, the rulers of Mewar began reasserting their control over neighboring principalities, such as Banswara and Sirohi, whose chiefs had broken from Sisodia dominance by entering Mughal service.40 Raval Samarsi of Banswara (who also belonged to a cadet lineage of the Sisodias) was defeated in a military expedition led by Bhagchand, Labdodhay’s patron, and paid a tribute of two lakhs.41 Rajsingh (r. 1653–80) revived an old custom of tika daud, looting an enemy’s territory in order to ratify his accession. He looted the imperial garrisons of Khairabad, Mandal, and Dariba and stationed his own contingents there. Similarly, the zamindars of Banera were subjugated and forced to pay tribute.42 On the whole, however, the Sisodias garnered fewer benefits from Mughal overlordship than their rivals in Amber and Jodhpur:

Before Akbar’s expeditions [in the 1560s], Rana Pratap held a principality worth 13,58,72,225 dams, but after joining the Mughal service, the Ranas were never assigned jagirs, including in‘am, of more than 8,80,00,000 dams. In the case of Amber and Jodhpur, too, the whole of the revenues of their erstwhile zamindaris were not assigned to them but the difference was that the chiefs of Amber and Jodhpur were compensated for their lost revenues by the assignment of ordinary jagirs outside their principalities, while the Sisodia chiefs were not.43

Throughout the seventeenth century, therefore, Sisodia ambitions of regional dominance were repeatedly thwarted by Mughal intervention. While they embarked on campaigns against smaller Rajput principalities, especially those whose chiefs belonged to cadet lineages, they also attempted to conciliate the emperor when faced with the threat of retaliation.44

This was the context in which successive Sisodia rulers sought to assert their pre-eminence locally. Jagatsingh’s reign saw a spurt in construction activity. The building of new palaces and temples, along with increased grants for charity and religious endowments,45 offered a well-trodden path to the symbolic consolidation of Sisodia authority. The most visible marker of Mewar’s renewed ambitions came at the end of Jagatsingh’s reign, when he repaired the fortress of Chitor. While Chitor clearly retained its enormous symbolic significance, the Mughal emperor imposed substantial penalties for this breach of treaty upon Mewar in 1654, by reassigning several of his revenue districts to other Rajput chiefs.46 During the reign of Rajsingh (r. 1652–80), the Vallabha sampradaya idol of Krishna was brought from Braj to Nathdvara in Mewar. The Mewar chronicles interpreted the event as proof of Rajsingh’s defense of the faith against Aurangzeb’s “persecutions.”47

It was in the realm of Mughal–Rajput marriages that Rajput identity and honor were mobilized most consistently, around emergent constructions of purity and pollution of jati. One of the best-known instances involved Rajsingh’s marriage to Charumati, the Kishangarh chief’s daughter; the Mewar chronicles recount that after Charumati’s father arranged his daughter’s betrothal to Aurangzeb without her consent, she appealed to Rajsingh, who then married her. To avoid offending Aurangzeb, the Kishangarh ruling family then substituted a younger sister who was married to Aurangzeb’s son Muazzam.48 A contemporary courtly panegyric from Mewar used the episode to demonize Aurangzeb as the asura, the barbarian demon (mlechha pisach) with the appearance of a monkey (langur), from whom the Hindu lord (hindu dhani) must rescue the princess.49 By the early eighteenth century, the opposition to Rajput–Mughal alliances was articulated more formally. In 1708, Amarsingh II of Mewar married his sister and daughter to the rulers of Jodhpur and Jaipur respectively, after extracting “a written commitment from the two rulers, that now they would not marry their daughters to the turks under any circumstances.”50

This was the context of the Padmini narratives in early modern Rajasthan, dating between the late sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. Focusing on the relationship between king and chiefs, these narratives mobilized norms of honorable conduct around perceptions of threat to the order. Such threats were represented as endangering the figure of the queen—who embodied, in the flesh as it were, the network of alliances underpinning the king’s power, as well as the norms of “honorable” conduct essential to upholding this political and moral order.

The Authors

Hemratan, the author of the first known narrative of Padmini in Rajasthan, was a Jain monk51 of the Kharatara gacchha (monastic lineage); he composed the Gora Badal Charitra in 1589 in Sadri (an important border town in south-western Mewar) at the request of Tarachand, a local official. Tarachand was the younger brother of Bhama Shah, the trusted Jain minister of Rana Pratap. The brothers belonged to the Kavadiya gotra (exogamous clan unit) of the Osval jati. Hemratan was one of the more prominent members of the Kharatara gacchha, from which the spiritual mentors of Bhama Shah and his clan were drawn.52 An accomplished poet and storyteller, he rendered several Jain exemplary narratives into the Rajasthani dialect, for use by Jain teachers in their discourses. Labdodhay, another Jain monk from the Kharatara gacchha, composed the Padmini Charitra Chaupai in 1650 at Udaipur at the request of Bhagchand, whose older brother and father had both served Rana Jagatsingh’s mother as ministers.53 Bhagchand himself led military expeditions against the ruler of Banswara and the Bhils, and forced them both to accept Jagatsingh as their overlord.54 The family belonged to the Katariya gotra of the Osval jati. Among Labdodhay’s other compositions were the Ratnachuda-Manichuda Chaupai and Malayasundari Chaupai, retelling Jain exemplary tales about the virtues of generosity and a woman’s constancy.55 Dalapativijay, author of the Khumman Raso, was a Jain monk from the Tapa gacchha. While he may have been in financial difficulties and did not wish to seek assistance, nothing more is known about him and his lay patrons.56 Jatmal Nahar, who composed the Gora Badal Katha or Gora Badal ri Bat at Simbala village near Lahore in 1628, was the son of Dharamsi and belonged to the Nahar gotra of the Osval Jains.57 This narrative was composed under the patronage of the local Pathan chief Ali Khan Niazi Khan, during the reign of Jahangir. Jatmal’s Osval affiliation suggests the transmission of literary narratives amongst a Jain community dispersed beyond the boundaries of seventeenth-century Rajasthan.

Ranchhod Bhatt, author of the Sanskrit Amarakavyam (c. 1683–93), was a Telang Brahmin whose ancestors had migrated to Mewar. Members of his lineage were closely associated with the Sisodia ruling lineage of Mewar. They were commissioned to compose Sanskrit inscriptions for various public occasions, and received land grants by virtue of their status as Brahmin scholars, serving the ritual and scribal needs of their Rajput patrons. Thus, villages were granted to them on occasions such as the return of the queen Jambuvati from a major pilgrimage, the consecration of the idol in the Jagannathrai temple at Udaipur, and the construction of the Udaisagar lake.58 Nothing is known about the author(s) of the eighteenth-century Rawal Ranaji ri Bat. The recitation and compilation of such batan was “traditionally the domain of learned specialists of the caste of Maru Charans, who maintained hereditary attachments to particular Rajput families . . . whose histories and traditions they were responsible for preserving.”59 Both the Rawal Ranaji ri Bat and the Chitor-Udaipur Patnama, compiled and transmitted by hereditary genealogists of the Sisodias from the late seventeenth century, enjoyed royal patronage. The Padmini narratives in late medieval Rajasthan thus emerged from two contexts, one Osval Jain and the other “Charan” under royal patronage.60

Regional Jain Elites in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries

The authors of the Jain Padmini narratives belonged to monastic lineages and were associated with prominent Osval Jain patrons, who aligned their fortunes closely with the Sisodia regime as ministers, financiers, and even leaders of its military expeditions. Hemratan and Labdodhay belonged to the Kharatara gacchha, a Shvetambar Jain monastic lineage closely associated with the Osval jati. Both were monks of the rank of yati, who had taken lesser vows as opposed to samvegi (liberation seekers). A yati could be worldly (sansari) or renunciant (tyagi). Only renunciant mendicants could rise to become the leaders of a lineage of yatis. During this period, such leaders in Rajasthan and Gujarat are known to have lived in great splendor, exercising considerable influence as wizards and royal preceptors, and legitimizing and even helping to establish ruling lineages. Kharatara gacchha yatis controlled great wealth at centers like Udaipur, Bikaner, and Jaipur, and produced a long line of scholars.61 The proximity between Kharatara gacchha monks and Osval Jain laity was a significant factor shaping the exemplary narratives of Padmini composed by Hemratan and Labdodhay.

Bhama Shah and Tarachand (Hemratan’s patron) were the sons of Bharmal Kavadiya, a military commander at Ranthambhor under Rana Sanga who moved to Chitor after Sher Shah conquered the former fortress. Bhama Shah became Rana Pratap’s pradhan (chief minister), while Tarachand was given charge of the strategically important Godwar region bordering Marwar. Both brothers commanded troops at the battle of Haldighati.62 When Pratap was compelled to retreat by the Mughal forces, Bhama Shah made available to the king his entire personal fortune, sufficient to maintain 5000 men for twelve years.63 Bhama Shah’s son and grandson inherited his office of pradhan. The likelihood that such political office could be inherited further elevated the status of the particular Osval clan.64

As indicated in the previous chapter, wealthy Jain merchants extended their influence by advancing loans to rulers and aspirants. Bhama Shah’s support for Rana Pratap, however, points to more sustained Osval involvement in the Rajput kingdoms in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: he also participated in Sisodia military campaigns, including a successful raiding expedition into the Mughal province of Malwa.65 Similarly, Labdodhay’s patron Bhagchand led an expedition against the Rajput chief of Banswara for Rana Jagatsingh. It is in this context that the Osval Jains’ additional claims about proximity to the ruling Rajput elite must be understood, as they modeled their practices on those of their Rajput patrons. Thus, when Tarachand died, his four wives and one concubine committed sati in the manner of elite Rajput women.66 In the early seventeenth century, the women of Karamchand Bachavat’s family committed mass immolation (jauhar) in Bikaner, when Raja Sursingh put Karamchand’s sons to death for their suspected involvement in a plot against his father.67 Jain lineages built memorial stones (jujhar, warrior) for those killed in battle.68 Members of Jain mercantile groups had claimed Rajput origins earlier, too, and Jain sectarian biographies dated the “conversion” to Jainism precisely, to 743 CE.69 The close affiliation between prominent Osval clans and Rajput ruling lineages in seventeenth-century Rajasthan is a significant factor, however, in explaining the sustained role of the Osval Jain laity and their chroniclers and spiritual mentors in the Kharatara gacchha, in propagating the Padmini story.

Jain laity and monks had been active in the emergence of a regional linguistic-literary culture in Rajasthan from the late fifteenth century, when Kushallabh—a Kharatara gacchha monk—wrote exclusively in the local dialect while his peers were still composing in Prakrit and Apabhramsha, in the traditional languages of Jain narratives and philosophy. Kushallabh made didactic material on traditional Jain themes available in Rajasthani dialect; he also composed the Madhavanal Chaupai on the basis of a local legend. He compiled the scattered verses of the regional oral epic of Dhola and Maru into the poetic text Dhola Maru ra Duha.70 Such narratives did not reveal an overt Jain didacticism. During this period, Jain monastic lineages also established large libraries (bhandar) where such manuscripts were compiled and preserved.71 Like Kushallabh’s Dhola Maru ra Duha, Hemratan’s and Labdodhay’s Padmini poems did not adhere to a Jain teleology; instead, like the earlier Jain prabandhas of Gujarat (see previous chapter), the latter subtly recast regional narratives in a mode compatible with a Jain ethic. The Jain authors of the Padmini narratives in seventeenth-century Rajasthan thus accommodated the virtue of a Rajput queen and the heroism of Rajput chieftains within a Jain ethical framework.

Narrations of the Past

The Rajput past was narrated in a range of genres—royal inscriptions, chronicle histories in prose (khyat), heroic verse narratives about legendary or historical figures (raso), genealogies of chiefly lineages (vansavali), and anecdotal traditions (batan).72 Batan, transmitted both orally and textually, dealt with particular episodes in the life of an important individual, such as the settlement of hostilities (vair), battles, conquest and marriages. Such anecdotal traditions were recited at the homes of Rajputs before their families, when Charans were summoned specifically for that purpose, as well as on more public occasions.

Hereditary rights to customary gifts—including revenue-exempt (sasan) land grants—were established between lineages of Rajput patrons and corresponding lineages of Charan clients.73 In return, the Charan performed the vital function of affirming his Rajput patron’s status: by celebrating his valor and reasserting his rank for an audience of the latter’s kin, patrons and clients. In the case of inherited rights to sasan land especially, Charan clients became entrenched in their relationships with particular Rajput lineages; land grants thus forged inherited relationships of allegiance, between patrons among the political elite, and clients authorized to continually reaffirm the former’s membership within that elite. Established patron–client relationships did not preclude prominent bards and poets from competing for the favor of royal and chiefly patrons, however.

Members of the Bhat jati maintained genealogies (vansavali) for particular Rajput families, with whom again they had hereditary relationships of service. The vansavali recorded “the names of ancestors reaching back to clan founders or to the immediate founders of a particular line.” For members of the lineage in the more recent past, genealogies also recorded “information on grants of land, battles, or service for a local ruler . . . often with dates supplied.”74 Patrons’ concern for maintaining status often shaped the particular genealogy’s treatment of conflicts within the lineage, and its emphasis on individuals prominent in state affairs. In telescoping some sections of a lineage and elaborating other segments, the Rajput genealogies, composed from the sixteenth century onward, reveal their basic premise: the importance of the kinship network as it entered into relationships with the state, rather than the neutral recording of an entire lineage for its own sake.75

Further, both batan and vansavali inevitably gained layers of interpretation in their transmission during this period, as the socio-political norms of later periods were superimposed upon narratives of earlier events.76 This makes it virtually impossible to date such accounts accurately. Thus, the genealogical Chitor Udaipur Patnama was probably first composed in the late seventeenth century, since its authors recorded that they received gifts and grants of land from their Rajput patrons from this date onward.77 Internal evidence supports this date of composition, as Alauddin Khalji’s palace in Delhi is described as the “Red Palace,” with public and private audience halls, invoking the Red Fort built by the Mughal emperor Shahjahan. Further, two of Padmini’s defenders in the Patnama are Baghela Rajputs—a clan that rose to prominence under the Mughals.

Any discussion of Charan “bardic” traditions, genealogies and chronicles must also consider the narrative genres in which the past was comprehended. Literary and historical genres in the early modern period reveal both shared tropes and differentiating conventions. Blurred boundaries between the genres of katha (tale) and khyat (chronicle) enabled both genres to be deployed in narrating the Rajput past. Contemporary readers and audiences then interpreted these Rajput traditions about their past as the authoritative history of the region.

In medieval and early modern Rajasthan, shastric disciplinary boundaries (inherited ultimately from Sanskrit poetics) governed the production, reception and transmission of knowledge.78 As in Sanskrit aesthetics, narrative (katha, itihas, prabandh) was distinguished from the “sciences” (shastra). In the domain of narrative, two kinds of classification are apparent. The first was based on distinctions between verse and prose and their precise blend: thus the raso, prakas, vilas, rupak, and vachanika were distinguished from each other. All these forms focused on a central character (nayak) and derived from the charit and prabandh forms of Apabhramsa. A second order of classification was based on metrical differences and on the use of music. Thus the nisani, jhulana, jhamal, git, kundaliya, kavitt, duha, and vel were distinguished from each other.79 Character-centered and verse-centered labels could both describe a single narrative like Labdodhay’s Padmini Charit Chaupai. By the early fourteenth century, Jain prabandh narratives in western India began defining themselves around historical characters:

Ancient stories (kathaha puranaha), because they have been so often heard,

Do not delight so much the minds of the wise,

Therefore I compose this Prabandhachintamani book

Out of the life-histories of men not far removed from my own time.80


Within such “life-histories” of historical figures, miracles and encounters with the supernatural occurred frequently. Equally, the “events” narrated in folk epics (katha, gatha) were seen as having transpired in reality, both by the communities that possessed them and by the writers of dynastic chronicles: Nainsi included an extended account of Pabuji, the deified hero of a folk epic and devotional cult, in his khyat (c. 1660).81 Other narratives about the past, whether construed as fictive or historical, were also described as katha.82 Thus, Hemratan described his narrative about Padmini as sachi katha (true tale). Such instances reveal the substantial interplay between “folk,” “literary,” and “historical” genres in this period, in terms of both shared characters and shared tropes (such as miracles and curses). By the seventeenth century, clearer distinctions between “literary” and “historical” narratives are apparent in the emergence of the khyat—with its concern to record facts about lineage and entitlements—as a significant regional genre for narrating the historical past.83

Mughal chroniclers applied their own criteria of historical plausibility to the Indic narratives they were reading.84 Abul Fazl regarded the Mahabharata as describing the great antiquity of the world and its inhabitants, but also saw it as “out-stepping the bounds of the possibilities of physical existence.” The epic was regarded as more akin to the stories (dastan) of Amir Hamza, containing “numerous extravagant tales and fictions based on imagination.”85 Similarly, Badauni regarded the Ramayana as “not true at all and nothing but tales of pure fiction and imagination like the Shahnama and the stories of Amir Hamza.”86 At the same time, however, Mughal chroniclers based their accounts of the Rajput past on the latter’s traditions of heroic poetry. Thus, Rajput legends were Abul Fazl’s source for the career of Prithviraj Chauhan in the Ain-i Akbari, while the Padmini story figures in his account of Mewar’s history.87 Similarly, the compilers of the Tarikhi Alfi wished “to compile an authentic history based on reliable sources,” so that “interested and perverse parties” would not be able to “make interpolations among the facts of history.” The authors of this definitive “history” of a millennium of Islam relied upon Rajput traditions and recounted the Padmini story, even though they would have found no corroborative evidence in the Persian histories of the Sultanate period.88

It would seem then, that on the one hand, historiography in Rajasthan was adopting new norms of historical veracity, though somewhat unevenly. On the other hand Mughal chronicles appropriated the Rajputs’ continuing reliance on legendary narratives, particularly in narrating the region’s early history. The trend is best exemplified in the circulation of raso verse narratives, throughout this period, that constructed a heroic past for the Rajputs and provided a heroic tradition within which to comprehend contemporary battles. The rasos are a striking instance of how the domains of “literature” and “history” offered a continuum of genres for narrating the past. Further, while the poems of Hemratan and Labdodhay followed different conventions as katha, they were still described as truthful narration, while following a different set of protocols that licensed the use of “adornments.” I argue therefore that different contexts of patronage shaped the Padmini narratives in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Rajasthan more significantly than differing conventions of narrative genre.


The Narratives of Padmini: Kings and Chiefs

The accounts of Padmini in chronicles produced under royal patronage were broadly similar (see Appendix 1) in their concern with the rulers of Mewar, their ancestors, achievements, and lineal succession. Thus, all these narratives consistently emphasize two sets of details. First, they assert Lakhamsi’s valor in defending the fort to his death; second, the Khyat and Vansavali assert the continuity of the lineage by insisting on the survival of one son. The figure of Padmini thus seems a pretext for these other, primary concerns within royally sponsored narratives of the past that were concerned to legitimize kingly authority in the present. Mewar genealogists from the sixteenth century onward traced their Sisodia patrons’ descent from a junior branch of the preceding Guhila dynasty, by locating the segmentation of the Guhila lineage some generations before Alauddin Khalji’s conquest of Chitor. Thus, they asserted a continuity of lineal descent between what may actually have been two distinct ruling lineages, separated by about half a century after the Khalji conquest.89

Contemporary evidence about Mewar’s ruling lineage is sketchy until the reign of Mokal in the early fifteenth century. This contributes to the hazy contours of the figure of Ratansen: in a narrative like the Amarakavyam, he is not even the ruler of Chitor but a younger brother and lesser chief under the king, Lakhamsen. The seventh canto of the Amarakavyam (dealing with Alauddin’s conquest of Chitor) celebrates the triumphs of King Lakshmasimha. His younger brother Ratnasi joins the service of the mlecchha king of Mandav, is received with honor, and pleases his new overlord by killing two enemies and presenting their heads in court. In return, the mlecchha king bestows on him the fort of Chitrakut and the title of Raval (7.8–10). Ratnasi goes to Singhaladvip and asks its king for his daughter Padmini’s hand. Rana Lakshmasimha also gives an undertaking that Padmini will be protected from the Yavana danger (7.12). When Alauddin first lays siege to Chitor on hearing of Padmini’s beauty, he is repulsed by Gora, Badal, and their valiant warriors. The Amarakavyam then lists further triumphs for Lakshmasimha, not for Ratnasi. When Alauddin returns to besiege the fort for twelve years, Lakshmasimha and Ratnasi are both killed in battle. Lineal continuity is established through Lakshmasimha’s sons, not Ratnasi’s. This account reveals the ambivalence attaching to the figure of the Rajput who was unable to defend his kingdom, in the royally patronized “histories” of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Mewar.90 Such unease with the figure of Ratansen may have been heightened within the late-sixteenth-century Mewar court after Akbar’s sack of Chitor in 1568.

This ambivalence toward the defeated king is articulated differently by the Jain poems. As Hemratan’s invocation indicates, his tale is focused upon the virtuous (guni) Goru Rawat and the strong Badil. In contrast to these two truthful (sattavant) and enlightened (savivek) heroes (guni), the king is somewhat gullible, deceived by a huge trick (ati chhek). Hemratan is concerned with the subject (bat) of Gora and Badal, who win fame (jas) throughout the earth (vasuha hua vikhyat) by defending Chitrakot in battle (verses 7–9). His invocation ends without having mentioned Padmini at all; the beautiful queen and her husband are shadowy pretexts in a tale about the valor of the Rawats Gora and Badal.

Labdodhay’s poem opens with a slightly longer description of the king. Ratansen is foremost among all rulers (sab rai mai sirmaur) and matchless among kings (ja sam bhup na aur). Evil men (durjan) flee his illustrious reputation just as darkness flees sunrise; the sun image gains added force from its being the Sisodia emblem. Ratansen’s edicts are law on earth (avichal agya avani pari); destroyer of the enemy’s elephants (arigaj bhanjan kesari), he defends the kshatriya path (khitrivat). In his court are 200,000 proud warriors ready to serve him; countless horses, elephants, chariots, foot soldiers, and cavalry stand ready for battle day and night. While this is an extended description, it is still an entirely conventional catalog of the attributes of kingship. When compared with the celebration of the chiefs Gora and Badal, the description of the king is bare and only just conforms to the literary and political decorum of courtly narratives.

In the Jain narratives, Ratansen’s quest for Padmini is triggered by a quarrel with his favorite queen over food. The protagonist embarking on a quest upon being taunted by a female relative, is a motif more familiar in oral epics from Rajasthan such as Pabuji and Bagadavat. Its deployment in the Padmini narratives suggests the Jain poets’ familiarity with non-Rajput regional narratives. Unlike the courtly chronicles, however, the king’s quest in these Jain narratives of Padmini is not geared to kingship or conquest, but arises instead from a domestic quarrel. The contrast with Gora and Badal, as they define heroic norms in defending their queen, honor, and kingdom, is notable. Ratansen now vows to obtain a padmini woman,91 or spend the rest of his life in mountain caves. Eager for success, the king leaves the city secretly on horseback with much treasure and a lone attendant (khavas). The contrast with Jayasi’s Padmavat is notable. There, 16,000 princes join the king as news of his impending departure spreads. The narrowing boundaries of the Rajput jati in Rajasthan during this period may have precluded the ascription of Rajput status to such large numbers of followers in these narratives. Further, consistent with the originating domestic quarrel, Hemratan does not cast the king’s journey as a military expedition; his Jain successors follow his precedent. His marriage to the princess does not depend on tests of personal ability; Ratansen owes his success to his status as the Mewar king and not to his personal prowess. The Padmini narratives in Rajasthan thus articulated the marriage practices of their Rajput patrons, in which the relative status of the negotiating clans was more significant than the personal attributes of a prospective groom.

In Hemratan’s narrative, Ratansen’s journey is preceded by renunciation. The poet explains that this renunciation is meaningless unless accompanied by suffering (v. 44). Such epigrammatic formulations echo Jain monastic ethics, but sit uneasily upon Ratansen’s quest for a padmini woman—an endeavor in which renunciation is merely a convenient means to success in a worldly quest. Ratansen also does not know where such a padmini woman can be found; he intends to scour the earth and hopes to find someone who will direct him to her. Again, the quest seems to be incompletely fleshed out: the journey is initially directionless, only vaguely southward (maram pakhe). This is in contrast to the well-defined route in the Padmavat, from Chitor to the Orissa coast through the Dandakaranya forest, and then across the sea to Singhaldvip. Once again, such journeys to the South may well have been familiar to military elites in the Gangetic plains who constituted Jayasi’s audience; they would not have been as resonant for the Rajput and Jain elites of Rajasthan who were the target audience for Hemratan and his successors.

In the Jain narratives, Ratansen’s kingly status shapes his negotiations with the ruler of Sanghaldvip. In Jayasi’s narrative he was disguised as a Nath yogi and imprisoned, and almost lost his life before his identity was finally revealed. That trajectory, as argued in Chapter 2, encoded some of the risks involved in the pursuit of upward mobility by military leaders and groups in the Avadh region. Here, by contrast, Ratansen’s quest is not in pursuit of upward mobility; so his very appearance reveals his identity: “Handsome as the god of love, dressed attractively, this is some powerful king” (Hemratan v. 82). In fact, the precise stakes involved in this quest are never clarified. Ratansen does not don the guise of a Nath yogi (as he did in the Padmavat). Instead, a Nath yogi with miraculous powers transports him aerially to the island of Sanghal and vanishes after performing this task. The incompletely fleshed out quest narrative and the presence of otherwise redundant figures such as the Nath yogi suggest Hemratan’s familiarity with Jayasi’s narrative, composed half a century earlier.92

When Padmini declares that she will marry only someone who can defeat her brother, the king of Sanghal, the latter tests prospective bridegrooms with a game of chess. All the Jain narratives follow Hemratan’s precedent in repeating this trope. The game of chess may well operate as a deflection of real battle (suggested in passing), as the precondition for winning Padmini. Such tests of skill are familiar from other narrative traditions in the subcontinent, including the epics. Further, it is worth recalling that vanquished Rajput kings during this period also offered their daughters in marriage to their victorious opponents. In the Jain narratives, Ratansen’s victory at chess establishes his superiority over the Sanghal king; the winning of Padmini in marriage, with half the kingdom of Sanghal and half its wealth as dowry, confirms the pre-eminence of the Chitor king (Hemratan verses 71–84). This pre-eminence is spelt out at length in the Chitor Udaipur Patnama, composed by Bhat chroniclers of the Mewar Ranas. Here, Ratansen declares his superiority to Padmini’s father Samansi: “I have no hunger for half your kingdom; I have so many jagirdars, who are the equal of your entire kingdom of Sidhal; one hundred jagirdars.”93 Elsewhere in this narrative, Ratansen indicates that his quest for Padmini is comparable to his thirteen other marriages, all of which strengthen his network of alliances.

Once the quest is completed and Ratansen returns to Chitor with Padmini, he does not have much of a role left to play in the Jain narratives. He expels the Brahmin Ragho Chetan for violating the rules of purdah in the palace. The latter then brings Alauddin, the emperor of Delhi, to Chitor in revenge. The battle is inconclusive and Alauddin offers terms that Ratansen first refuses, later accepts: a glimpse of Padmini as she serves the emperor a meal. Ratansen is then tricked by Alauddin and captured. Hemratan contrasts the malice of Alauddin with the guilelessness of Ratansen and compares the king’s capture to the sun’s eclipse by Rahu (verses 337–9), again invoking the Sisodia emblem. All that is left for Ratansen to do is to rebuke Badal for his supposed plan to surrender Padmini in exchange for himself (verse 550), and then be rescued in a palanquin. He watches the battle between Alauddin and the forces of Gora and Badal from the safety of the fort and later rewards Badal for his bravery (verses 584–5).

In contrast to this hazy figure of the king, the chiefs Gora and Badal define the heroic norm. Hemratan asserts in his invocation that he is redefining the conventional nine rasas in this katha. After enumerating the conventional rasas of vira, singar, and hasa for his audience’s edification (hita hej), he asks that they pay special heed to the rasa of sami dharam. This is the essence of duty to one’s lord, an appreciation of which will also bring luster (tej) to the listener. The next couplet locates this new rasa among the conventional rasas:

He who preserves sami dharam, the essential vira ras,

[He] is the ideal (sima) among warriors, defending the honor of the kshatriya path.

Sami dharam is thus exalted to the position of the most important rasa. This norm is exemplified in the figures of the virtuous Goru Rawat and the strong Badil, upon whom therefore the tale is focused (verses 5–7). A political relationship of loyal service to one’s employer and overlord is articulated here as an ethical obligation, as an individual’s dharma: an idiom familiar enough in the period. Hemratan articulates this politico-moral obligation as an aesthetic norm as well; through the celebration of sami dharam as a rasa, the tale is intended to produce aesthetic pleasure by means of its didactic value.

In the Jain narratives, Gora and Badal first appear only after the king’s capture by Alauddin and the chiefs’ subsequent decision to surrender the queen. Their late entry is explained as the consequence of a prior quarrel with Ratansen and withdrawal from his service:

They were angry with the Rao, they refused to accept a grant (gras) from the king. They stayed in their homes and did not perform any service (chakri), they left Ratansen and turned away to be free . . . They did not leave [but] they looked after their own expenses (Hemratan verses 367–9).

This prior quarrel between the king and his chiefs exalts the heroism of the latter since they are described as coming to their king’s rescue in spite of their quarrel with him: they are “exceptionally loyal to their lord” (sami dharama palain savishesha). Secondly, since the conflict with the king serves as a device to prevent the entry of the two chiefs earlier in the narrative, their symbolic proximity with the situation of endangered king, queen and kingdom is emphasized. The chiefs thus replace the king as symbolic saviors of the kingdom. At a historical juncture when kings and chiefs could have conflicting views on their mutual dependence, these Jain narratives reconstructed a past where the latter did not depend upon the king for their status. Further, the chiefs decide to remain at Chitor after their rift with the king in these narratives; nor does the rift hinder their helping the queen in a crisis. Significantly, Gora and Badal address Padmini as mother (mai). The kinship terminology is double-edged: it evokes past and present clan-based relationships, as much as an early modern paternalist idiom of royal authority over all subjects, including Rajput chiefs.

Similar impulses are behind the invocation of epic ancestries for Gora and Badal, and for the fort and realm they defend. The Jain poets are alive to the gains of retaining Sanskritic terminology: the fort is referred to as Chitrakut, invoking its epic precedent in the Ramayana. All manner of creatures (sura, nara, kinnara) reside here, where Rama spent his years of exile. Further, Badal is like Hanuman: he reassures an anxious Padmini, “I will destroy the enemy’s army single-handed, I will cut off their king’s head. As Hanamati achieved Rama’s tasks, I will overcome your distress” (Hemratan verse 404). The battle between Alauddin and the chiefs is like the Mahabharata battle, so fierce that “Siva collected garlands of skulls” and “chariots could be seen in the sky” (verses 576–7). While such ancestries exalt the chiefs’ heroism, they are not invoked for Ratansen. The heroic Gora and Badal are sharply critical of the chiefs’ decision to surrender the queen. They invoke the norm of khitrivat (the kshatriya’s duty), defined as the defense of honor through loyalty to the king.94 Such khitrivat is invoked as a higher norm governing the political conduct and moral universe of a Rajput chief, and overriding conflicts between king and chiefs. It is noteworthy that the norm is defined by appealing to a shastric varna identity, now appropriated by regional elites in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

The Jain narratives reveal the intensity of the contest between king and chiefs in a number of ways. Assiduous in emphasizing the rewards to be gained from khitrivat, all the Jain versions assert that after the victory against Alauddin, Ratansen rewards Badal with half the kingdom and half its wealth.95 The emphasis on material rewards suggests that such demands upon the chiefs may not have been easy to sustain as abstract ideals. Further, in an order where lineage defined membership in the elite, defending the honor of that lineage through proof of loyalty to the overlord was a political necessity, as the guarantee of continued access to networks of entitlement. It is understandable, then, that these Jain narratives encoded the political compulsions of chiefly service in terms of personal and lineage honor through adherence to shastric norms. At the same time, such chiefly valor could be perceived as a threat to the king’s authority. This is apparent from the royally patronized narratives. In the Amarakavyam, the idea of the palanquin procession and Ratnasi’s rescue are attributed to the “very clever” (prayuramatiyuk) Gora. However, Alauddin is subsequently defeated collectively by the chiefs accompanying the palanquin procession (7.16–17). Neither Gora’s death in battle nor Badal’s rewards are mentioned and the two chiefs disappear from the narrative. The focus remains on the valiant princes of the royal lineage, twelve of whom are crowned successively before dying in battle against the emperor of Delhi. The canto culminates with the deaths of Lakshmasimha and his brother Ratnasi in the battle against Alauddin (7.31–2).

The conflict between king and chiefs is enunciated most clearly in the Chitor Udaipur Patnama. Unlike the other royally sponsored narratives of Padmini, the Patnama gives the chiefs’ relationship with the king an extra dimension: they are made kinsmen of Padmini’s father Samansi. Along with four other chiefs, Fatiya, Jetmal, Kalo, and Ramo, Gora and Badal are persuaded to accompany Padmini from Sidhal to Chitor after her marriage to Ratansen. Fatiya and Jetmal are Baghela Rajputs.96 Read against the Patnama, the Jain narratives’ silence about Gora and Badal’s lineage is significant: it locates the chiefs outside of any particular clan or “Rajput” identity, to suggest heroism such as that of the narratives’ Osval patrons. To put it differently, the conspicuous absence of lineage for Gora and Badal in the Jain narratives suggests Osval affirmation of emergent relations of clientship—the mode of these patrons’ own consolidation of power in the Rajput kingdoms of Rajasthan in this period.

In the Patnama, the six chiefs are exalted above the ranks of ordinary “warriors valiant in battle,” of whom there are many in Ratansen’s army. They are described as “valiant in virtue” in the manner of Nahal Asji, who voluntarily submits to decapitation to prove his loyalty to his king Samansi, and then as a headless torso salutes the king who ordered his death.97 Since Gora and Badal are Samansi’s kinsmen, he cannot compel them to obedience (chakri leba); nor can he gift them to his daughter in dowry. Padmini therefore persuades the chiefs to accompany her by invoking these kinship ties and obligations. The precise argument Padmini uses is significant: she appeals to them as brothers, to protect her from betrayal or danger at Chitor.98 Samansi is reassured by the chiefs’ consent and agrees to send his daughter with Ratansen. As the queen’s kinsmen, the chiefs regard Ratansen as their “brother-in-law” (jija sahab); they agree to accompany Padmini only after due protocol is observed and their status (as kinsmen of the queen, not retainers gifted to her in dowry) is publicly reaffirmed.

Gora, Badal, Fatiya, and Jetmal retain their privileges and rank in Chitor, autonomous of grants or favor from its king Ratansen. An autonomy that was ascribed to unexplained prior conflict between chiefs and king in the Jain narratives, is given a concrete location in the politics of royal marriages in this bardic narrative. In ascribing the chiefs’ autonomy to their kinship with the queen, the Patnama reveals a sharp awareness of the pressures inherent in marriages between ruling lineages in the period. The resolution to the narrative articulates strikingly the stresses of such alliances. When Gora and Badal achieve what Ratansen’s other chiefs could not, the defeat of Alauddin after twelve long years, Ratansen kills them with his own hands. The account is worth quoting in full:

Then Rawalji thought to himself; [that] now even the Patsah feels defeated; twelve years have gone by since he arrived here; now he will also depart from here; and I can rest easy in my mind; Shri Eklingnath will repair my kingdom; if these two, Goroji and Badalji remain alive, they will always be there to taunt me; they preserved my rule over my kingdom and the fort of Chitor; so these two brothers must be finished off. Thinking thus, he [Ratansen] reached the Sukalya lake; there Shri Hajur cut off the heads of both Goraji and Badalji; their heads fell into the Sukalya lake.99

To sum up then, the Padmini narratives of seventeenth-century Rajasthan focused on the relationship between king and chiefs. In royally sponsored and genealogical traditions the figure of Ratansen was recast to fit Sisodia reinterpretations of Chitor’s history. In the Jain narratives, the chiefs achieve their heroism practically at the expense of the ruler. In the royal chronicles, they are marginal or are killed by the ruler himself when their heroism threatens his authority. Such divergences must be understood in the context of a patronage network that included the often divergent perspectives and aspirations of both rulers and their chiefs.

Queens and Wives

In a polity where marriage alliances were central to the political order, the symbiotic relationship between the domestic and political domains was articulated in norms defining the Rajput woman’s obligations—to her husband, lineage, and kingdom. In royally sponsored traditions dedicated to consolidating Rajput polity, the representation of the queen Padmini was clearly geared to these ends. The marginalization of the queen is striking in the historiographic genres of bat, khyat, and vanshavali: Nainsi’s Khyat merely mentions “the matter of Padmini” while the Rawal Ranaji ri Bat makes her the reason for Alauddin’s attack on Chitor. The dates of both these accounts (late seventeenth century) would suggest that their authors had access to the narrative emerging in the Hemratan tradition. Since Hemratan celebrates the beauty and virtue of the queen at some length, it would seem that the narrative conventions and political premises of these bardic genres generated this cursory mention of the queen. Here, brevity engendered by a discomfort with the defeat of king and loss of realm, would seem to be reinforced by an understanding that queens are strictly instrumental in the history of kings.

In contrast to these accounts, the Jain narratives follow the conventions of kavya and treat the figure of the queen in some detail. These narratives define the normative place of queen and wife in the political order through their depiction of several Rajput women: Padmini, the chief queen Prabhavati, Badal’s mother, and the wives of Gora and Badal. Ratansen’s favorite queen Prabhavati triggers his quest for a padmini woman. Her relationship with the king revolves around her feeding him to his satisfaction; it is her skill at preparing seventy different kinds of food that earned her the privileged position of chief queen (patrani) in the first place. Prabhavati’s culinary skill (guna, talent) is reiterated in all the Jain narratives over two centuries; her culinary proficiency is a mark of her devotion (bhagati) to her husband. When Ratansen criticizes the food she has cooked, she challenges him to find a padmini woman instead. Thus the first reference to a padmini woman is also made in the context of feminine, culinary skills: these Jain narratives were clearly redefining a system of classification of women derived from medieval erotics (koka shastra), within the idiom of domesticity. Such redefinition may perhaps be located in Jain monastic proscriptions around sexuality, and the consequent imperative to construct different norms of femininity. Both Hemratan and Labdodhay see Prabhavati’s challenge to her husband’s authority as the mark of an unwarranted pride that is responsible for her downfall. Rajput and Jain concerns overlap closely, as her challenge to Ratansen’s authority is equally a flouting of the norm of sami dharam. The situation of domestic quarrel is useful in defining both a good wife and a good queen, for a wider Jain audience: “The lady became proud, and lost the privilege [of her favored position] she had earned by her humility. Without humility [the] good fortune [of having a husband] does not remain, without [such] good fortune there is no destiny [left] at all” (Hemratan verse 35).

The figure of the fractious queen suggests equally the ubiquitous conflicts between queens in the polygynous households of Rajput kings and chiefs. The Jain narratives omit clan affiliations consistently for both chiefs and queens, thereby orienting the Padmini narrative to their own concerns. The Patnama works by precisely the opposite logic: Ratansen’s thirteen queens are named individually and by clan affiliation in the genealogical list which opens the narrative of his reign.100 During the quarrel over food between Ratansen and his queens, the chief queen is not named individually but referred to by her natal clan-affiliation as the Pariharni. This suggests the location from which she challenges the king, rejecting his expectation that his queens should know how to cook: “We are the daughters of kings . . . we are daughters of Rajputs with land, homes and horses, what do we know of cooking. Until today, we have not even boiled water in the kitchen, nor have we seen it being done.”101 Ratansen is as enraged as in the Jain narratives, and leaves similarly to find a Padmini who can “prepare such food” and serve him. The Patnama thus recasts within a distinctively Rajput perspective, the Jain narrative of the fractious queen challenging the king’s authority within his household. The queens in the Patnama are more independent of the king’s authority by virtue of their natal clan-affiliations. They reject the domestic demands he makes upon them, and remain unrepentant and unaffected by the arrival of Padmini as Ratnasen’s fourteenth queen.102

These differences between the Jain and the Rajput-bardic narratives continue in the depiction of Padmini herself, first invoked as an abstracted feminine norm of culinary virtuosity—an unusual skill in the conventional descriptions of beautiful women in the romances of early modern north India. Heroines in distant lands as the objects of quest narratives—including heroines on the island of Simhala, land of diamonds and jewels to which the hero gained access through an aerial journey—were already an element of early-medieval Jain romance narratives. In the fifteenth-century Rayanaseharakaha by Jinaharshagani, the king Ratnasekhara and the princess Ratnavati meet in the Kamadeva temple in Simhaladvipa.103 In narratives of Rajput heroism in seventeenth-century Rajasthan, however, such heroines in distant lands were an unfamiliar phenomenon. In the mores of this regional Rajput elite, princes did not set off for distant lands to marry princesses of unknown lineages.

In the Jain literary tradition dominated by monastic authorship, the heroine’s conventional beauty could signify the illusions of mortality. In the Rajput bardic traditions, while the queen’s beauty is a conventional trope, she is not the narrative trigger for the Rajput king’s quest or conquests. The contrast with the heroic romance and oral epic conventions of Jayasi’s Padmavat is striking. In the Padmini narratives of seventeenth-century Rajasthan, distrust of feminine beauty (as a marker of sexuality) from a Jain monastic angle of vision would seem to have coincided with evolving strictures within elite Rajput patriarchy. Thus, Padmini’s beauty is overwritten with other significations in all these narratives, Jain katha as well as royal chronicles.

In the Jain narratives the first description of her beauty occurs when Ratansen is marrying her: “Bees hummed and buzzed [around her], Padmini’s fragrance was so intoxicating. The lost bees could not tear themselves away from her. Who can describe her beauty, she surpassed Indrani” (Hemratan verses 86–7). This paves for the way for a more elaborate description in the context of their conjugality. Labdodhay elaborates Hemratan’s erotic detail into a full-fledged nakha-shikhavarnan (21–3, verses 1–19). In both these descriptions, Padmini’s beauty is geared firmly to her love for her lord (sami). In other words, Padmini’s beauty is constantly directed towards being “legitimately” experienced, by her husband and by no one else. Up to this point, these narratives also do not reveal that the figure of the padmini woman and the sensuous descriptions of her beauty are drawn from medieval traditions of erotics. Instead Hemratan justifies the erotic detail by appealing to generalized conventions of kavya: “The essence of poetry and narrative is [erotic] desire (kavita katha rasa kama rasa)” (verse 117). Even as they celebrate the couple’s conjugal bliss the Jain narratives deploy an image that reveals their unease with the erotic: the king is trapped in the bliss of his newfound love like a sandal tree weighed down by the beautiful creeper clinging to it (Hemratan verse 116).

The unease persists. Padmini’s beauty is held responsible for attracting toward itself the improper gaze of Ragho Chetan and Alauddin, thus threatening queen, king, and realm. Significantly, Ragho Chetan describes Padmini to Alauddin in a complete nakha-shikha-varnan (conventionalized “description from toe to head” of the heroine), where his gaze travels over the entire female body. Similarly, it is Ragho Chetan with his brahminical learning who recites the padminichitrini-hastini-shankhini catalog of the erotics tradition, in describing Padmini’s beauty to the mlecchha emperor Alauddin. Given the circumscribing of the queen’s beauty and king’s desire just discussed, Ragho Chetan’s descriptions of Padmini are clearly transgressive; they violate the aesthetic and political decorum that required the queen to be removed from the public gaze. A comparison with Jayasi’s poem here is revealing. The nakha-shikha-varnan is deployed on several occasions in the Padmavat, indicating the degree to which the figure of the beautiful queen was an autonomous norm in Jayasi’s Sufi romance.

In instigating Alauddin to attack Chitor after this intimate description of Padmini’s beauty, Ragho Chetan thus doubly betrays his obligations to his lord (samidharam nai didhu chheha). His role in the Jain narratives draws on the sustained anti-Brahmin polemic of Jain scholastic tradition. In a revealing variation, the bardic Patnama casts Ragho Chetan as two genealogists, who quarrel with Ratansen over their customary entitlements to gifts upon his marriage with Padmini. The king dares them to bring the enemy Alauddin to attack Chitor, a challenge that they accept. However, once they have fulfilled this “commitment” they return to the fold, switching allegiances again and aiding Ratansen against the emperor. The Patnama’s genealogist-authors clearly sought to rescue the genealogist(s) within the narrative from the charge of betrayal.

While Padmini’s beauty has endangered the kingdom, she is recuperated as virtuous queen by other means: it is as queen that she articulates the politico-ethical norms of this world. She laments the state of Chitor, defines the ideals of sat and khitrivat, and is firm in her resolve not to surrender throughout the Jain texts: “I will cut out my tongue and burn my body but will not go to the asura’s home (khandun jibha dahun nija deha, pina navi jaun asuran geha)” (Hemratan verse 359). Her beauty recedes from this part of the narrative, suggesting that her virtue (sat) is defined in opposition to her beauty. It is this feminine virtue that then mobilizes the heroic action at the center of the Jain narratives.

The opposition between beauty and feminine virtue is reinforced in the description of Badal’s wife. Her beauty is an obstacle to her warrior-husband, and she consciously uses it to distract him. Her mother-in-law sanctions her stratagem: “Go and keep your husband within the home . . . Adorn yourself most appealingly, and wear beautiful new clothes. Speak loving and amorous words, and draw him close to you by any means” (Hemratan verses 432–3). Ultimately the wife has to be schooled into virtue by Badal himself, the chief eager to uphold his dharma and win glory. In contrast to such physical beauty, Gora’s wife is termed a sundari when she decides to immolate herself upon Gora’s death in battle. Bhagyavijay magnifies this description: “She bathed and worshipped Gauri; and wore fresh, pure robes. She invoked her husband’s name and blessed him . . . She sat on the sacred pile of wood; and the beautiful woman gave herself up to the refuge of the fire” (Bhagyavijay verses 890–1). Badal’s reaction reveals the narrator’s approval: “Badal heard this and was exultant. Mother, your love is blessed” (Hemratan verse 602). The Jain narratives are thus consistent in underplaying the queen’s beauty and affirming an alternative norm of female virtue, directed towards instigating and inspiring Rajput chiefs and warriors in their pursuit of heroism.

Badal’s mother and wife offer parallels to Padmini in these narratives: because of their loyalties, if not their beauty, they can potentially obstruct the warrior from fulfilling his higher duty to queen, king, and realm. Badal’s mother tries to dissuade him from doing battle with Alauddin’s forces. He is very young and her only support (to vina kai na biji tek) (Bhagyavijay verse 581). Moreover, the other chiefs have agreed to surrender the queen and see nothing dishonorable in such a course of action. Badal is not even bound to the king by ties of service; his village and home are not the king’s, he supports himself and his household (Hemratan verse 414). Badal’s mother is accurate in absolving her son of any such obligations after his quarrel with the king and his renunciation of royal grants (gras). Badal does not contest this political argument but refutes it by invoking the ideal of kshatriya valor that he is eager to defend (Hemratan verse 424). In the process of affirming these norms of personal bravery, Badal also affirms a loyalty to the king that transcends his service obligations.

Bhagyavijay’s additions are revealing: he takes the women’s entreaties from Hemratan and inserts extra verses for Badal’s responses. For each plea of theirs, Bhagyavijay’s Badal describes the glories of battle in extended terms. He rebukes his wife for hindering him: “Listen, beautiful woman! Do not obstruct me, my word is unshakeable as the Ved” (verse 628). When Badal’s wife finally accepts his decision to do battle with the emperor’s forces, Hemratan’s narrative has the warrior applauding his wife and defining the terms of his relationship with her: “Now you are truly my mistress. You have spoken wise words, and have preserved the honor of your family’s traditions” (verse 460). Bhagyavijay inserts additional stanzas for emphasis: “You come from an exalted family (uccha ghar), and advise me ill, asked the husband. You are a virtuous woman as befits your lineage (kulvanti nari), [you must] embellish the honor of the household” (verses 638–9). The greater insistence on schooling the wife could suggest an intensifying regulation of women by the mid-eighteenth century, directed towards upholding an increasingly vulnerable political order with the decline of Mughal authority (see next chapter).

As Padmini is largely instrumental in instigating heroic conduct in the Jain narratives, she recedes from the scene once the chiefs have been stirred to action, reappearing briefly at the end to applaud and reward the victorious Badal. Between Hemratan’s narrative and Bhagyavijay’s version (c. 1702), however, the figure of the threatened queen grows in symbolic significance. Labdodhay’s version (c. 1645) makes her foremost among virtuous/chaste women, defending her honor in adversity (sati shiromani sachi thhai Padmini . . . palyo kashta padya jina shila suhamani re) (Labdodhay 104, verse 1). Bhagyavijay exalts this struggle to epic proportions: as Hanuman was to Ram, so Badal is to Ratansi Rana; and Padmini is like the sati Sita (verse 900). Padmini thus becomes the symbolic norm underpinning a fragile political order subject to constant threats from its own chiefs within, and from “alien” enemies without. The epilogues of the Jain narratives gradually intensify this symbolic investment in her as they make the queen’s virtue (shila dharma) the foundation of this political and moral order.

The Chitor-Udaipur Patnama is shaped again by its proximity to the official Sisodia perspective in its depiction of the queen. It has been seen that Jain narratives sponsored by the Osval Jain elite, and Charan accounts dependent on royal patronage, diverged in their articulation of the tension between kings and chiefs. In the instance of the queen, however, Jain monastic perspectives and Rajput patriarchal regulations overlapped to a far greater extent. Thus, the Patnama displays even greater ambivalence about the beautiful queen than the Jain narratives; the bardic account does not mention Padmini’s beauty at all, either during Ratansen’s quest or around their marriage. Instead, her father’s lineage is identified as Puvar Rajput,104 a lesser lineage at this time than the Sisodias. The Patnama thus offers two sets of overlapping constructions of Ratansen’s quest. It retains the Jain narrative of a quarrel over food and Ratansen’s search for a padmini woman, as he addresses a challenge to his authority from his wives. Upon this perspective the Patnama superimposes what could be seen as a Sisodia interpretation, as the king marches with his army and marries the daughter of a lesser lineage, just as he has married thirteen other princesses.

Padmini’s beauty is invoked in the Patnama on two occasions only. Her father Samansi points out that his daughter belongs to the padmini class of women, and as such may be too delicate to withstand the heat and hardships of Mewar.105 The catalog of the four kinds of women is invoked cursorily, to suggest that Padmini requires especially valiant warriors from Sidhal to protect her in Chitor. The other occasion when her beauty is invoked briefly is when Alauddin finally catches a glimpse of her: “standing in all her beauty, from the tips of her nails to her eyes (nakh chakh); the Patsah saw Padmaniji, and was stunned out of his senses; struck blind by her radiance, the Patsah came to his senses only after a long while.” At this point the queen’s beauty is made an index of her husband’s stature: as Ratansen boasts to Alauddin, he has fifteen such padmini women as queens.106 The bardic Patnama adheres to Rajput norms of patriarchal and political decorum that removed the queen from the public gaze. Thus it does not describe the conjugal bliss of Ratansen and Padmini, and has no nakha-shikha-varnan. The figure of the queen is not subjected to the erotics catalog from Ragho Chetan either, that was such a persistent feature of the Jain narratives.

In contrast to the Jain narratives that symbolically connected threatened queen, endangered realm, and their rescue by heroic chiefs, the Charan Patnama explains the chiefs’ allegiance to the queen in terms of kinship, rather than celebrating an abstract ideal of chiefly heroism. This kinship between queen and chiefs leads ultimately to Padmini killing herself when she hears of her husband’s murder of her “brothers”: “Hajur raised his hand against my brothers; now I have no desire left to live; Padmaniji said this and then also jumped into the lake and became one with the water. Raniji Shri Padmaniji gave up her body in the year Samvat 1258.”107 One can only speculate about the impulse behind this startling resolution. The bardic account’s unease over the exaltation of chiefly heroism spills over, as it were, to shape its resolution of the queen’s trajectory as well. This is not an abrupt resolution either; it has been prepared for by a lengthy discussion just after Padmini’s marriage to Ratansen, of her horoscope and her longevity. It has already been “prophesied” that she and her “brothers” from Sidhal will live for the same length of time.108

The Patnama thus consistently understates the stature of the queen; it doesn’t emphasize her exceptional beauty; nor does it make her voice identify the political and moral crisis in Chitor; nor does it depict her immolating herself in climactic proof of her virtue. This absence of the jauhar from this narrative (in contrast to another royally sponsored account in the eighteenth-century Rawal Ranaji ri Bat) is consistent with the manner in which the Patnama concludes its account of Ratansen’s reign. Alauddin conquers the fort as much because of superior force, as due to prior prophecy and the will of Chitor’s patron goddess. However, Chitor is regained within Ratansen’s lifetime, which the Patnama prolongs by the device of a boon the king obtained from Gorakhnath. In the transition from the reign of one king to the next that defines a narrative unit in the genre of the genealogy, Chitor remains with the Sisodias.

All the Padmini narratives in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Rajasthan had this in common: they shared a sense that the Rajput political order was vulnerable to threats from both within and without. Discomfort with the memory of the first sack of Chitor by Alauddin generated ambivalence about the king involved. Rajput attempts to evolve norms for the conduct of queens overlapped with Jain monastic perspectives on femininity, contributing to further ambivalence about the beautiful queen who endangered the kingdom.

Threats to the Order

The narrative of a kingdom in crisis was useful in helping to define threats to this political and moral order: threats directed at the authority of the king. The Padmini narratives validated a particular conception of Rajput polity, by depicting threats that were successfully repulsed. One major threat to this politico-ethical order arose from doubts over the potential loyalty of chiefs to the king, doubts that articulated a contradiction in the formation of Rajput polity. A second challenge to the king’s authority was identified as stemming from his sons. This problematic is fleshed out in the Jain narratives in the figure of Virbhan. In Hemratan’s account, this son of Ratansen is instrumental in persuading the chiefs to surrender the queen to Alauddin. He resents Padmini for having replaced his mother as the favorite queen: “She took away my mother’s good fortune (sohaga). So when Padmini is given away, my mother will become the mistress again” (verses 356–7). Labdodhay also speaks of Virbhan’s enmity (vair) towards Padmini. Dalapativijay’s Khumman Raso retains the trope, only changing the name of the son to Jasvant. The Rajasthani Jain narratives thus described the threat king and queens could face in the polygynous royal household, where co-wives belonged to different natal clans. Labdodhay asserts that Virbhan is misguided, and that he is able to persuade the chiefs because they in turn are misguided in the absence of their leader, the king (65, verse 22). However, it takes the exceptional heroism of Gora and Badal as outsiders to rescue queen, king, and realm (Hemratan verses 381–2). The figure of the resentful son is absent from the Patnama. In a bardic account concerned to legitimize the ruling lineage, the surrender of the queen is not even contemplated. Further, threats to the king’s authority do not emerge from within the elite Rajput household. Instead, such threats are located in the figure of an “alien” enemy: this is the role played by the emperor of Delhi, Alauddin Khalji. The memory of the earlier Khalji campaign was perhaps resonant at a moment when the Sisodia rulers of Mewar were attempting to resist (and then negotiate with) Mughal imperial power.

Hemratan’s opening description of Alauddin describes his immense power: “The lord of Dilli is a great emperor, his renown boundless throughout the earth . . . All the kings paid obeisance to him. He held everybody under his rule (ekacchhatra), gods and men all feared him” (verses 139–40). Incited by Ragho Chetan into desiring a padmini woman, he sets off on an expedition for Singhaldvip. Unlike Ratansen with his lone attendant, the emperor sets off with an army of twenty-seven lakh men. He plans to obtain a padmini woman by razing the island of Singhal and capturing its king (verses 193–4). The contrast with the game of chess between Ratansen and the Singhal king is striking; the threat of real battle clearly identifies the “enemy” in these Jain narratives. Unlike Ratansen, again, Alauddin’s attempt to reach Singhal fails when the sea thwarts him. This motif of Alauddin’s expedition to Singhal is dropped in the later accounts in Rajasthan, suggesting that the episode was perceived as irrelevant in those accounts.

Hemratan attributes Alauddin’s expedition to Chitor to his desire for Padmini: “her image shone constantly in his mind” (verse 184). Once Alauddin lays siege to Chitor, however, it is his authority as emperor that is at stake. The terms he offers to Ratansen include demands that his status be honored, and that Ratansen prostrate himself before the emperor. Ultimately, he seeks to achieve his objective by tricking Ratansen and capturing him, thereby revealing his “malice” as a “Khurasani” (verse 337). But if he is deceitful, he is also gullible. He foolishly agrees to Badal’s suggestion that he send his forces back to Delhi before Padmini is delivered to him (verse 527). Concluding with the victory of Gora and Badal, the Jain narratives celebrate chiefly heroism as well as the emperor’s defeat by the Rajput forces; in doing so, these authors treat the figure of the emperor with less than awe.

Through the course of the seventeenth century, the depiction of Alauddin shifted. Labdodhay’s poem (c. 1645) referred to the defenders of Chitor as hinduvan (62, verse 7), like the Khumman Raso later (c. 1710–34). While the term hinduvan may denote ethnic rather than religious identity,109 Dalapativijay’s narrative indicates other shifts as well. The Khumman Raso omits Alauddin’s expedition to Singhal in search of Padmini; instead, as soon as he hears Ragho Chetan’s description, the sultan decides to obtain Padmini by attacking Chitor and destroying the hindu (verse 2474). For Padmini, surrender to Alauddin is unacceptable because she is a king’s daughter (rajaputri); the term doubles conveniently for her Rajput identity as well. If she is surrendered, her honor and her clan’s will be besmirched and the world will spit on the hinduvan’s lineage (verse 2567). Dalapativijay magnifies Padmini’s plight by invoking epic predecessors within a prayer from Padmini; she pleads with Shyam and Ram to protect her as all others have forsaken her. The lord alone can deliver her from this crisis now, just as he heard the cries of Dropadi in distant Dvarika, just as he helped Bhikham (Bhishma) protect his vow in the Mahabharata, and freed Ugrasen from captivity. Her crisis is comparable since the asuras have captured the Rana (verses 2569–70). Such rhetoric suggests that Dalapativijay’s poem has begun to demonize the enemy more stridently. Thus, he concludes his account of the Padmini episode by arguing that Gora and Badal have defended not only sami dharma but also hindu dharma (verse 2856). Other Jain retellings of Hemratan in eighteenth-century Mewar—by Bhagyavijay, and by an anonymous scribe in 1727—appear equally strident.110 In Bhagyavijay’s version, Alauddin acknowledges to Badal that the latter has defended his dhramma in defending Padmini and the Rao: not only his sam dharam but also hindu dhramma. Badal therefore is the shield (dhal) of the hinduvan (verses 842–4). Repeated references to Badal as Hanuman or as Angad incarnate, and the description of the Rajput warriors chanting the name of Ram as they battle the emperor’s forces (verse 821) point to a reinterpretation of the battle between the Rajputs and the emperor. Thus Bhagyavijay’s Badal taunts Alauddin that the joginis are thirsty for the asuras’ blood (verse 792), and neither Khuda their god nor their angels nor their five prophets can protect them (verse 796).

The bardic Chitor-Udaipur Patnama echoes the Jain narratives closely in its depiction of Alauddin. The Patnama completes the demonization of Alauddin by adding the classic brahminical tropes of purity and pollution to this picture of the asura king. Thus, Ratansen loses Chitor because its patron goddess lifts her mantle of protection from the fort after Alauddin pollutes it. When Ratansen shows Alauddin around the fort, its lakes, tanks and temples,

the Patsah kept spitting throughout the way; from the spittle of a Masalman, the power of the Hidvani gods was reduced . . . where they had [earlier] protected the high-born (sundar jat); but when their blood or spit fell upon a spot, the gods of Hind no longer remained powerful there. As the Patsah kept spitting, the gods kept retreating from and leaving their abodes in the fort of Chitor.111

To sum up, the Padmini narratives in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Mewar located threats to the Rajput order in the figure of the emperor of Delhi. Echoing the specific strategies deployed by the Sisodia rulers of Mewar in their struggle for regional dominance, this imperial authority was gradually demonized in shastric terms.

Anti-imperial Polemics: Alternative Locations and Strategies

The imprint of Sisodia ideology upon these Padmini narratives is revealed by comparing them with a narrative produced outside the region—Jatmal Nahar’s Gora Badal ri Katha. Composed in the Lahore region around 1623, the narrative invokes the local Pathan ruler as patron. While Jatmal was an Osval Jain of the Nahar gotra, we do not know if he knew the Jain Padmini narratives in Rajasthan. However, the history of transmission suggests that Jain audiences read his version along with the Rajasthani Jain narratives of Padmini; manuscript copies of Jatmal are found routinely in the collections of the Jain libraries (bhandar). This discussion focuses on the elements in Jatmal’s version—his treatment of kingship and fealty, royal marriages, and the status of the enemy—that reveal the regional particularities of the Rajasthani narratives.

In Jatmal’s version Ratansen belongs not to the Guhila lineage but to the Chahuvan; he is thus held to belong to one of the best-known Rajput lineages of northern India, rather than a particular regional lineage in Mewar. The quest narrative is also refigured and suggests echoes of Jayasi rather than the Rajasthani Jain narratives. Jatmal mentions neither the queen Prabhavati nor a quarrel over food as instigating the king’s quest. Instead, a Bhatta arrives from Singhaldvip and tells Ratansen of its wonders, including the beauty of Padmini. Echoes of Jayasi continue as Ratansen now devotes his life to catching a glimpse of Padmini. To achieve this, he must don the guise of a Nath yogi and forsake his kingdom before embarking on his quest. He reaches the island of Singhal with a Nath yogi’s help; the latter also seems to have preordained their marriage. It is with Ratansen’s appearance as a Nath yogi that Padmini is smitten, before he reveals his kingly identity.

These refigurations suggest two aspects to Jatmal’s narrative. First, the echoes of the Padmavat are striking enough to suggest that Jatmal may have had access to Jayasi’s Sufi romance. Jayasi’s poem traveled as far west as the Lahore region, through trans-regional Sufi circuits of transmission. Whether Jatmal had access to a manuscript of the Padmavat is not known; however, he seems to have had access to at least parts of it. Second, Jatmal’s narrative foregrounds Ratansen’s Chahuvan identity, his renouncing his kingdom for his quest, his donning of Nath robes, and his winning of Padmini as a Nath yogi. These elements suggest equally that Jatmal was familiar with the tropes of upward mobility encoded in the oral epics of North India, addressed to wider audiences of military groups and fighting men. This is in sharp contrast to the emphasis that emerged in seventeenth-century Rajasthan, on kingly status consolidated and ratified through politically negotiated marriages.

Jatmal’s version also reveals significant variations in narrating Alauddin’s siege of Chitor. Initially, as in the Jain narratives of Rajasthan, Ratansen is firm in his resistance: he would prefer to die and lose the fort rather than surrender to the emperor. Ultimately, after a twelve-year siege, he accepts the sultan’s terms that Padmini reveal herself. At this point, Jatmal’s narrative takes a different course. When Ratansen is tricked by the emperor and captured, he fears for his life, and sends a message to his chiefs asking them to surrender Padmini without delay so that his life may be spared. The narrator describes this decision as cowardly (kayar). However, Ratansen later changes his mind. When Badal arrives to rescue him with the procession of palanquins, Ratansen rebukes him sharply for contemplating the queen’s surrender. However, the king’s initial decision to surrender his wife points to Jatmal’s perspective as an outsider. In this narrative, Ratansen’s status as king is not absolute. He can relinquish his kingdom and become a Nath yogi as in Jayasi’s Sufi romance. His decision to surrender his wife may be cowardly in the poet’s view, but it is not beyond the realm of possibility as in the Rajasthani Jain narratives.

Again, Jatmal doesn’t invoke the norm of khitrivat in his treatment of chiefly valor. Thus, his narrative does not encode the political compulsions of chiefly service in terms of lineage purity or adherence to shastric norms. Jatmal diverges from the Rajasthani Jain poems in that he simply assumes the loyalty of the chiefs. There is no prior quarrel between the king and his chiefs; nor are the chiefs related to the queen, as in the Chitor Udaipur Patnama. Their loyalty is simply one of the necessary conditions of the service they render to a superior overlord, whether Rajput king or emperor of Delhi. The autonomy ascribed to the chiefs through diverse strategies in the Rajasthani versions is thus absent from Jatmal’s narrative. As such, the loyalty of the chiefs is not potentially in conflict with the king’s authority. It is in keeping with this more general ethic of politico-military service that Jatmal does not mention the king’s rewarding of Badal for his distinguished service either. He also does not introduce the figure of the king’s recalcitrant son, thus omitting a depiction of the specific pressures of the king’s polygynous household. Jatmal saw no need, presumably, to insert the figure of the rebellious stepson as suggesting the queen’s surrender. Instead, the king himself suggests it, fearing for his life. Nor does Jatmal seem concerned with establishing the pre-eminence of the Sisodia lineage. Produced under Pathan patronage in the vicinity of Mughal Lahore, Jatmal’s poem does not invoke the Khurasani’s malice. It merely speaks of the sultan’s deceit (kapat), that feeds on Ratansen’s greed (ati lobhakara) (verses 76–8). The conflict between Ratansen and Alauddin is one in which both Rajputs and Turks die in great numbers (verse 137), before the chiefs Gora and Badal win the day with their loyalty and valor.

Jatmal’s version produced outside the Rajput kingdoms of Rajasthan brings the figure of the king more in line with the adventurer-protagonists of the oral epics of North India. This is in contrast to the Rajasthani Jain versions, which concurred with the Rajput chronicles in exalting the inherited, absolute status of the monarch, even as a guarantee of his personal heroism. Indeed, Jatmal’s narrative seems to echo the oral epic model that privileges tests of heroism and personal prowess. In keeping with this concern to celebrate the heroic stature of its protagonist, Jatmal’s narrative depicts the queen as instrumental. She is merely the pretext for king and chiefs to prove their valor. These variations in Jatmal’s version suggest the degree to which the king’s trajectory in the Rajasthani narratives (royal as well as Jain) was shaped by specific Sisodia imperatives and regional Rajput ideologies. The Rajasthani versions asserted Sisodia dominance by recasting legends of the past in line with contemporary norms of status, underpinned by evolving codes of honor.

The authors of the Padmini narratives in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Rajasthan shaped and reshaped the legend through the prism of their central concerns. In history and in these narratives, the authority of regional Rajput rulers was threatened by powerful external rivals, and by turbulent households and refractory chiefs “within.” Chroniclers under royal patronage marginalized the role of the chiefs Gora and Badal. In contrast, Jain monks—writing at the behest of Osval Jain chiefly patrons—valorized the chiefs’ role at the king’s expense. Further, the Jain Padmini narratives in Rajasthan occupy a somewhat unusual place in the wider Jain tradition, in that they display few of the conventional markers of their Jain moorings. The reasons for this can be found in the location of their Osval elite patrons, distinctive in their proximity to Rajput ruling lineages and their adoption of Rajput mores and practices.

In keeping with the prime concern with kingship, the Padmini narratives depict Padmini and other queens under the rubric of virtuous wives. Jain monastic unease with sexuality dovetailed conveniently with evolving elite Rajput patriarchy to articulate this norm of the domesticated wife. However, Jain and bardic narratives also diverged. The former ignored the political premises and functions of Rajput marriages, while bardic narratives, emerging under royal patronage, emphasized precisely these elements in their treatment of elite Rajput marriages, including Padmini’s. Threats to this political order were focused upon the figure of Alauddin Khalji. Narratives produced in the early part of this period depicted him as the deceitful enemy. However, his unreliability was located not in his nature as an individual nor in his status as a “Muslim” king, but in the exigencies of kingship and statecraft. Later narratives gradually demonized the figure of the Muslim king and constructed a heroic norm in opposition to this figure. They did so by equating danger to the queen with danger not only to the land but also to “hindu” dharma itself. The reasons for this shift must be sought in the strategies deployed by the Sisodias, as they asserted their autonomy from Mughal imperial power. In this process, claims to regional supremacy and political sovereignty were recast as the defense of dharma, both Rajput and “Hindu.” Jatmal Nahar’s version, a Jain narrative of Padmini produced outside Rajasthan under Pathan patronage, illumines these regional particularities of the Padmini narratives in Rajasthan.

As I pointed out in the previous chapter, Jayasi’s Padmavat continued to circulate widely in different parts of the subcontinent during the seventeenth century. One such translation offers rich insights into the character of anti-imperial critiques in the seventeenth century. Around 1651, Saiyid Alaol had translated Jayasi’s Padmavat into Bengali, at the request of his patron Magan Thakur at the Arakan court (in modern Myanmar). Magan Thakur was the prime minister of the Arakan king, Thado Mintari Sad Umangdar, also known as Satuidhammaraja (reigned 1645–52).112 While the Arakan kings were Buddhist, they “absorbed a good deal of Muslim influence from the Bengal Sultanate: they styled themselves ‘sultan’ . . . issued medallions bearing the Muslim confession of faith, and . . . adopted Muslim names alongside their Buddhist names. They lived primarily from the sea, engaging especially in raiding the Bengal delta for slaves . . .”113 Before Arakan was annexed to the Mughal empire in 1666, the flourishing maritime trade brought traders from all over the subcontinent and further afield to its court. Alaol names Arabi, Rumi, Ujbeki, Lahuri, Multani, Sindhi, Kashmiri, Dakkani, Hindi, Kamrupi, Bangladeshi, Karnatakavasi, Mughal, Pathan, Rajput, Hindu, Siam, Tripura, and Kuki among the people at the city of Roshang.

Alaol was born in Faridpur or Fatehabad in Gauda-Banga in the first decade of the seventeenth century. His father was a minister in the court of Majlis Qutb, one of the local chiefs in Bengal who opposed Mughal expansion in the region. Portuguese pirates killed Alaol’s father in a skirmish, captured the son and sold him in Arakan. Alaol ultimately found himself in the Arakan court, where he won respect for his scholarship, musical skills, appreciation of poetry, and his knowledge of many languages including Persian and Hindavi. He translated the Arabic romance Saif-ul-mulk-badi-uj-jamal and Nizami’s Persian Haft Paikar and Iskandernameh into Bengali. Alaol was initiated into the Qadiriya Sufi order by Qazi Saiyid Masud of Roshang.114 Like many of his peers among the Sufis of Bengal, he also composed a number of Vaishnava padas. This oeuvre demonstrates his familiarity with North Indian Islamicate, courtly, and romance traditions, as well as his mastery over several devotional idioms and mystical traditions. In terms of intellectual, cultural, and religious horizons, Alaol’s proximity to Jayasi thus transcended linguistic-cultural regions in early modern South Asia.

The political cultures of North India and Bengal in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries also reveal striking proximities. The ruling elite in Mughal Bengal spoke a form of vernacular Hindi-Urdu as their “mother-tongue,” and shared assumptions about honor and political service “nurtured in North India within the matrix of Rajput culture”—including instances of jauhar. Just as Jayasi’s declared spiritual preceptors were deeply involved with rulers and elites in the period of Sultanate, Sur and Mughal expansion in North India, in Mughal Bengal too, “Sufism’s world-renouncing vision formed, not an antithesis to the worldly business of running an empire, but a complement to it.”115 Alaol’s own career illustrates this seamless interlacing of political intrigue with courtly literary practices and Sufi mystical aesthetics. Nine years after he completed his translation of Jayasi’s Padmabati, Aurangzeb’s brother and rival Shuja took refuge in the Arakan court in 1660. In the ensuing tensions between Mughal prince and Arakan king, Shuja and his family were murdered. Alaol suffered grievously for his perceived proximity to the Mughal prince: he was imprisoned for treason. Although he was released in fifty days, his property was confiscated and he was impoverished.

The resonance of Jayasi’s poem for Alaol and his courtly audience in Arakan must be understood in the context of such continuities, of political culture and Sufi practice, between North India and Bengal during the seventeenth century. In one respect, though, Alaol’s narrative diverges significantly from the Avadhi Padmavat. In Alaol’s Padmabati Ratansen recovers from the wounds inflicted by the Rajput Devpal’s poisoned sword, rules for a few more years, and a son is born to Padmabati. As in Jayasi’s Padmavat, however, the two queens Nagmati and Padmabati commit sati upon the king’s death. In the most significant divergence from the Padmavat, Alaol narrates a rapprochement between the dying Ratansen and Alauddin, that the former undertakes out of concern for his kingdom and his two young sons.116 Alaol’s seventeenth-century narrative then has Alauddin becoming the guardian of Ratansen’s sons, who enter the imperial service. In due course, Ratansen’s son Chandrasen becomes the king of Chitor, his father’s kingdom (pitribhumi).117 Thus, Chitor does not “become Islam” as in Jayasi’s narrative.

Alaol’s modern editor attributes this final rapprochement between the two kings to the influence of the Vaishnava ideology of love dominant in medieval Bengal.118While this may have been so, Alaol’s altered conclusion also suggests that the figure of Alauddin Khalji signified different things in seventeenth-century Arakan as opposed to North India. It is reasonable to speculate that Alaol’s family history and his location in Arakan, itself battling Mughal control over Bengal, would have made the Padmavat’s narrative of Khalji imperialism peculiarly topical. However, Alaol’s modifications indicate altered perceptions of the Khalji sultan in the courtly memory of seventeenth-century Arakan, at a moment when the latter was appealing to the chiefs of Bengal as potential allies against Mughal expansion. As much as Jayasi, then, the Sufi courtier in Arakan could equally assert the triumph of the normative politico-moral order in his narrative. Thus Alauddin’s false “love” for Padmabati is defeated by Ratansen’s superior, self-abnegating quest for love. Further, Ratansen’s son ultimately inherits his pitribhumi from a reformed sultan, suggesting an alternative from the Arakan court, to the perceived Mughal model of political relationships between overlord and potential vassal.

The instance of Alaol’s Padmabati raises particularly important issues when juxtaposed with the Padmini narratives in Mewar (a thousand miles to the north-west), and the Rajput perspective on the Mughals more generally. The historiographic consensus at present emphasizes the integration of the Rajput chiefdoms into the expanding Mughal empire during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. A running theme in this scholarship has been the extent to which Mughal authority was articulated in an idiom successfully incorporating political loyalties from diverse religious and ethnic groups.119The exception to this pattern was the kingdom of Mewar, which from the late sixteenth century self-consciously positioned itself as resisting Mughal power. Alaol’s Padmabati suggests that anti-Mughal politics could emerge from diverse politico-geographical peripheries of the empire. As we have seen in this chapter, the official perspective in Mewar increasingly posited its anti-Mughal politics as defense of a besieged “hindu dharma” against Muslim aggression, particularly from the later seventeenth century onward. Alaol’s Padmabati demonstrates how a Sufi poet in the Arakan court could articulate an anti-Mughal politics equally by celebrating the triumph of mystical love, even in bringing about a rapprochement with imperial power. In this wider perspective, the regional kingdoms of Mewar and Arakan suggest to us the differing hues of anti-Mughal politics, even during the seventeenth century, as the Empire reached its pinnacle. They also suggest, crucially, that “communal” interpretations of the Mughals were not a product of the colonial period, as modern scholars have suggested,120 but had emerged in anti-imperial projects in the seventeenth century itself.
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Tales of Past Glory under Early Colonial Indirect Rule (c. 1750–1850)

MUGHAL POWER WANED SIGNIFICANTLY BY THE 1720S, AS virtually autonomous regional regimes emerged in former provinces of the empire like Hyderabad, Bengal, and Avadh. By the mid-eighteenth century, the most visible signs of this decline were the repeated attacks on the imperial capital of Delhi and its environs—by the Persian Nadir Shah (1739), the Afghan Ahmed Shah Abdali (1757), and the Jat Jawahir Singh (1764). However, Mughal authority continued to possess significant legitimizing potential: ambitious groups like the Marathas and Mughal notables like the rulers of Avadh vied for control over the imperial court in Delhi and over the person of the Emperor. Shah Alam II, who had fled Delhi in 1758, entered into negotiations with the British East India Company to restore his imperial capital to him after the battle of Baksar (1765). In exchange, the emperor granted the Company diwani (revenue) rights over Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa. Over the next three decades, the British gradually extended their administration in Bengal, and expanded their control across its north-western border with Avadh. Meanwhile, the defeat of Mughal forces led by the Nawab of Avadh at Baksar had already inaugurated the East India Company’s indirect rule over Avadh.

It was the Marathas, however, who finally helped the Mughal emperor return to Delhi in 1772, in exchange for territorial concessions. Maratha and British forces thus confronted each other in northern India in the late eighteenth century, in regions such as the Rajput kingdoms of Rajasthan and in Rohilkhand, just south of Avadh. As the British collaborated with the Avadh nawab to annex Rohilkhand to the latter’s territories in 1774, the lone survivor of the Afghan Rohilla ruling lineage was allowed to preserve his personal jagir around Rampur, which thus continued as an autonomous princely state under Indirect Rule until 1947. In the Rajput kingdoms of Rajasthan, Maratha raids and exactions since the 1730s were accelerated by the Anglo-Maratha Treaty of Salbai in 1782, that agreed to preserve the peace between the two parties for twenty years. By 1818, however, most of the Rajput kingdoms had signed Subsidiary Alliance treaties with the East India Company, after the latter had trounced the Marathas decisively. It was one such treaty, bringing Indirect Rule to the kingdom of Mewar, that brought James Tod to the Udaipur court as Company Resident in 1818. By 1856, the Company had also formally annexed the kingdom of Avadh.1
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Map 3: Narratives and manuscripts about Padmini of Chitor, circa 1750–1850

This chapter traces the narratives of Padmini that were produced and circulated in these turbulent years from Rajasthan in the west to Bengal in the east. Jayasi’s Padmavat and Alaol’s Padmabati continued to circulate as fresh manuscripts were commissioned in today’s northern India and Bengal respectively. Jayasi’s Padmavat also continued to be adapted in places like Rampur by poets such as Ziauddin Ghulam Ali Ibrat and Ghulam Ali Ishrat. Within Rajasthan, the Jain versions discussed in the previous chapter were still current, as apparent from new manuscripts of Labdodhay’s narrative in 1766 and 1808. In 1829–32, James Tod published his magisterial Annals, based on considerable first-hand experience in the Rajput kingdoms, as well as his own research, and collaboration with the Jain scholar Gyanchand at the Udaipur court. The Annals has been celebrated as “the most comprehensive monograph ever compiled by a British officer describing one of the leading peoples of India,” and as the basis for any “new history of the Rajputs.”2

There is little consensus about the nature of colonial knowledge systems and information networks, especially for the period between 1750 and 1850. Scholars like C.A. Bayly assert the continuity of pre-colonial networks, and even the existence of an Indian “ecumene,” well into the nineteenth century; on the other hand, Bernard Cohn and Nicholas Dirks, among others, have argued that colonialism brought with it a fundamentally different epistemic regime, and therefore fundamentally altered the nature of indigenous cultural and information-gathering practices.3 This chapter argues that in its own period Tod’s narrative of Rajput history (and within it the Padmini legend) was only one of several competing versions. The British were expanding their territories, administration, and influence in these hundred years; however, cultural forms, practices and circuits from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries persisted across northern India, especially under Indirect Rule in the princely states.

The Padmavat Reworked in Northern India

Literati in the small towns of the region that is now Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, continued to commission fresh manuscripts of the Padmavat in the late eighteenth century. Among multiple surviving manuscripts from this period is one copied by Ishwarprasad, resident of Ganga Gauroni (1780) in Persian script; another by Jhabbulal Kayasth, resident of Sultanganj, Bihar (1785) in the kaithi script, and a third by Than Kayasth of Mirzapur.4 This indicates that the Padmavat was still read and circulated among scribal groups like the Kayasths in northern India during this period. At the same time, poets produced new adaptations in Urdu (rather than Persian), the new literary language of courtly elites in northern India. One such adaptation, produced around 1713, made its way into the royal library of Tipu Sultan of Mysore (r. 1782–99).5

The poets who adapted the Padmavat narrative into Urdu flourished at regional courts such as Avadh and Rampur, known for their patronage of poets and scholars in the late eighteenth century. The intensive cultural patronage of Nawab Asaf-ud-daula of Avadh (r. 1775–97), his drive to develop Lucknow as an architectural and literary center surpassing Delhi, and the emergence of a distinctive school of Urdu poetry in Lucknow, have all received scholarly attention.6 It has also been suggested that Asaf-ud-daula’s patronage of culture intensified precisely when the Avadh nawabs’ political power began to wane, with the onset of colonial Indirect Rule after 1765.7 The Rampur court, which emerged as another distinguished center for Indo-Persian literature and scholarship, awaits further scholarly scrutiny. A few suggestive circumstances present themselves, however. The Afghan Rohilla mercenaries who created autonomous kingdoms around Rohilkhand and Rampur did not belong to local land-controlling clans; scholars have pointed out how these Rohilla rulers forged close ties of patronage and fealty with local Rajput clans in order to strengthen their position.8While Rampur remained autonomous unlike the rest of Rohilkhand after 1774, it remained within the political and cultural ambit of its bigger neighbor Avadh, as during a succession dispute in 1794–5.9 In this context, it seems plausible to speculate that the Rampur court used similar strategies of cultural patronage to buttress its prestige for the benefit of multiple audiences—within its modest territories, and at the courts and among literati in Avadh and Delhi.

In 1797, a new retelling of the Padmavat emerged in Rampur. Mir Ghulam Ali Ishrat completed an adaptation of the Padmavat, the Mudallil-i Shama-o-Parvana (Testimony of the Flame and the Moth), that had been begun by Mir Ziauddin Ghulam Ali Ibrat a few years earlier. Alternately known as the Qissa-e Padmavat or the Padmavat Urdu, this text was reprinted widely through the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Mir Ziauddin Ghulam Ali, who wrote under the pen-name Ibrat, was born in Shahjahanabad (Delhi) in the second half of the eighteenth century, grew up in Rampur, and joined the service of Mustafa Khan in the Rampur court. As he indicates in the Shama-o-Parvana, he was instructed in the art of poetry by Nawab Muhabbat Khan “Muhabbat,” a well-known poet in late-eighteenth-century Lucknow who drew a handsome allowance from Asaf-ud-daula and then from the British government.10 As for Ibrat, he died in 1789–90 before completing his adaptation of the Padmavat. Mir Ghulam Ali Ishrat, also in the service of the Nawab of Rampur, was instructed in the art of poetry by Mirza Ali Lutf—who in turn had been instructed by Mirza Muhammad Rafi Sauda, one of the most prominent Urdu poets of the eighteenth century. Ishrat used to participate in the weekly mushaira (gathering of poets) at the house of a friend, Mirza Qudratullah Shauq, and completed Ibrat’s incomplete poem at his friend’s suggestion.11 Both poets seem to have been known in the wider social world of Indo-Persian and Urdu poetry: both figured in various collections of biographies (tazkira) of such poets, compiled in Delhi in 1831 and 1834,12 before the Padmavat Urdu began to be printed.

In the absence of specific evidence, it is difficult to ascertain if the recitation of excerpts from the Padmavat continued within the Sufi network in this period. However, the Urdu adaptations of the Padmavat reveal the gradual marginalization of characteristically Sufi interpretations of its narrative. Whereas a poet like Aqil Khan Razi (who had produced a Sufi reinterpretation of the Padmavat in the seventeenth century), was a practising Sufi himself, there is no evidence of such affiliations for Ibrat and Ishrat. Thus the latter omitted the well-known allegorical key to the Padmavat narrative, according to which Chitor stood for the body, Singhala for the heart, Padmini for wisdom, and so on (see Chapter 1). The erasure of this allegory in the Padmavat Urdu suggests that Ibrat and Ishrat replaced the Sufi-mystical frame of interpretation with the conventions of secular romance.13 Ibrat describes his narrative as providing testimony (mudallil) of the madness of Ratansen’s love, and of how lover and beloved (Padmavat) both burnt at the same time, like the archetypal moth and flame.14 Ishrat, in turn, describes how he completed the poem after drinking “a draught of love (ulfat ka ek jam)” (32). The ideal topos for such exemplary love is, of course, Hindustan: that paradise on earth (jannat nishan) where the sparks of love blaze brighter, just as the sun shines more brightly (10–11). This symbolic topography of Hindustan as the abode of a perfected love was not new, but borrowed from earlier Indo-Persian romances such as Faizi’s Nal Daman and Aqil Khan Razi’s earlier adaptation of the Padmavat. Ibrat and Ishrat also borrowed from Razi the stock trope of the moth as paradigmatic lover, suffering in its impossible love for the flame.15

Along with the Sufi perspective, Ibrat and Ishrat also abandoned any distinctively Rajput ethos. Neither the king nor his queens are depicted as Rajput; while the queens’ immolation demonstrates the exalted status of love in Hindustan, neither such immolation nor such love is the monopoly of any single group such as the Rajputs. Among the patrons for such Urdu masnavis were local Rajput elites—successors to the Rajput groups among Jayasi’s audience. With the onset of colonial Indirect Rule in the late eighteenth century, and the increasing monopoly over warfare by the British, old avenues for mobility through military service with rival rulers disappeared. Particular elements of Jayasi’s narrative—embodying the aspirations of his patrons from local warrior groups—thus lost their significance for the authors of the Urdu masnavi. Where Jayasi described Ratansen’s resistance against the Sultan as illuminating his Rajput valor, Ishrat perceives it as the natural response of any self-respecting man.

The changed historical context may also have produced shifts in perceptions of Alauddin Khalji. The Padmavat Urdu depicts Alauddin as the emperor of Hind and the refuge of the world (alampanah). The sultan is so generous, merciful and wise that the poet is hard-pressed to find words fit enough to describe him (80). Instigated by Raghav Chetan, the misguided Alauddin lays siege to Chitor, even though his courtier points out that not even a mean and lowly man will consent to surrender his women and his honor (81). Following the Padmavat, Ishrat retains Devpal’s insult, Ratansen’s vengeance and death, and the immolation of Padmavat and Nagmat. Alauddin conquers Chitor only to heap Padmavat’s ashes on his head, in recognition of his own mortality and the limits of his imperial power (96). Having lost Padmavat, he is not interested in retaining control over Chitor. He accepts Padmavat’s son Kanvalsen as the new king of Chitor, anoints him with a robe of honor, and returns to Delhi. In the Urdu masnavi, therefore, Alauddin is not an ambitious emperor driven to territorial conquest. Nor is his Muslim identity particularly significant: he is merely a misguided lover who ultimately accepts the folly of his love, mourns the death of his desire, and accepts the bounds of mortality. Again, from the perspective of expanding British paramountcy in late-eighteenth-century northern India, Jayasi’s local anxieties from the mid-sixteenth century about imperial expansion from Delhi, would no longer have been resonant. In the context of waning Mughal power, Indo-Persian courtly and literary cultures in northern India could recolor, as nostalgia, the memory of past conquerors like the Khalji sultan.


Rajput History in Early Colonial Bengal

Fresh manuscripts of Alaol’s Padmabati were still being produced in the mid-eighteenth century. One surviving manuscript was transcribed by Abul Hochan and commissioned by Kamdar Ali, whose family were the scribe’s patrons.16 Ahsan’s survey of the surviving manuscripts in the University of Dhaka Library lists two more manuscripts from the eighteenth century, and three from the early nineteenth century.17

Scholars in Bengal had been aware of the broad shape of Rajput history since the Mughal period. Mrityunjay Vidyalankar’s Rajabali (1808), among the first books of narrative prose in Bengali commissioned by the Fort William College for use by Company officials, recounted the history of the rulers of Delhi and Bengal. Mrityunjay’s accounts of the Sultanate and Mughal periods were based, in all likelihood, on the Persian histories authored and circulating among the literati and bureaucrats of the nawabs of Bengal during the eighteenth century. The number of such histories proliferated in the late eighteenth century, as the new East India Company rulers sought knowledge about Mughal and Bengali history and statecraft.18 Discussing the twelfth-century defeat of Prithviraj Chauhan with which the Delhi Sultanate was established, Mrityunjay ascribed the fall of the “Hindu dynasties” and the founding of “Yavana rule” to crimes (cannibalism and patricide) committed by the Chauhan dynasty, and the consequent dictates of a divine will that made the Yavana conqueror (Shahabuddin Ghori) its instrument of retribution.19 Such a perspective, that attributed political decline to the moral transgressions of rulers, was shared by the other Persian histories of this period.20

By the 1770s, however, the nawabi bureaucrats were eased out of the new administration and their revenue entitlements,21 a shift that eroded networks of patronage for Persian historiography and narrative traditions. Even until the 1830s, however, as William Adam’s official surveys of schools in Bengal revealed, Persian masnavi narratives such as the Sikandarnameh and the romances of Laila–Majnun and Yusuf–Zulekha were still taught and circulated in manuscript form in the Persian-language schools of Bengal.22 In Birbhum district, the school curriculum included the Tutinameh, while in Burdwan the Nal–Daman narrative and the works of Amir Khusrau were studied.23 More than once, Adam attests to the desire of Hindu landed and service gentry to provide a Persianate education for their sons.24 Surveying five districts in 1838 for competence in Persian language and letters, he estimated that 2087 Hindus were proficient, as compared to 1409 Muslims.25 While Alaol wrote in Bengali and not Persian, his masnavi belonged to the same genre that was studied in these Persian schools. It is plausible to speculate that this Indo-Persian literati, whether Hindu or Muslim, would have been familiar with his Padmabati in this period. The fresh manuscript copies produced during this period point in the same direction. It was the abolition of Persian as the language of government and the courts in 1837, that would mark a break: by 1858, when Rangalal Bandopadhyay wrote the first version of the Padmini legend based entirely on the account in Tod’s Annals, we have no evidence that the new bhadralok even knew of Alaol’s Padmabati.

Kings, Chiefs, Queens and Enemies under Indirect Rule in Rajasthan

From the 1790s onward, the East India Company intervened in Rajasthan, typically regulating relations between warring Rajput kingdoms and strengthening monarchical authority internally. With the decline of the Mughal empire by the mid-eighteenth century, the Rajput elite lost opportunities for imperial service outside Rajasthan, with their accompanying revenue grants within the empire. Internal contests over land and revenue thus intensified, aggravating the contradictions between the Rajput rulers and their chiefs.26 With the waning of Mughal power, rulers aspired to greater power domestically, while chiefs asserted their own autonomy with more confidence, in the absence of Mughal support for their rulers.27The chiefs’ fighting men who had earlier furnished the bulk of the king’s forces now served against him.28 Rulers were often unable to resist powerful chieftains taking over crown lands: in 1775 the Mewar Rana appealed to the Marathas for help against a rebellious Chundawat chief.29

Regular Maratha incursions exacerbated such tensions. Rajput rulers and factions who had earlier approached the Mughal emperor now looked to the Marathas for military intervention in resolving their disputes. Their subsequent failure to make adequate payments for such services brought further intervention from the Marathas. After the Treaty of Salbai (1782), by which the British and Marathas agreed that neither would afford assistance to the other’s enemies, the latter had free rein in the Rajput kingdoms.30 Mewar became a protectorate of the Maratha Sindhia chief by 1792; in return for help against the rebellious Chundawat chief, the Rana paid hefty tributes to Sindhia and appointed him regent. Sindhia’s deputy remained in Mewar for eight years, exacting half the agricultural revenue to his own income.31 In 1802, the rival Maratha chief Holkar plundered the wealthy shrine of Nathdwara and exacted further tribute from the Rana;32 the threat of such exactions was ever present and frequently executed.

Confronted with these twin threats, in 1809 the Rana appealed to the British for help both against the Marathas and in recovering lands seized “forcibly” by his “dependents.” By 1810, the Pathan chief Amir Khan was also collecting tribute from Jodhpur, Udaipur, and Jaipur.33 By 1811 Company policy in the region began to change. The Company Resident in Delhi noted that “a confederation of the Rajpoot states under the protection of the British Government” had great advantages. It would connect the Bombay and Bengal territories by a territory that was under the Company “for all political and military purposes.” The Rajput kingdoms could also act as friendly buffers for the East India Company in any future conflict with the Marathas.34 Subsequently, by treaties of Subsidiary Alliance with the Company signed in 1817–18, Sindhia and Holkar relinquished all claims on the Rajput kingdoms. By 1819, all the Rajput states (except Sirohi) had entered into their own Subsidiary Alliances with the Company. The Rajput kings were now forbidden to either attack or negotiate with any third party without the consent of the British government. However, they were recognized as absolute rulers within their dominions, and would also furnish troops when required by the British government. The British restored to the Mewar Rana the districts of Kumbhalmer, Raipur, and Ramnagar, which had been taken from him by the Marathas. In return, the Mewar ruler agreed to pay a quarter of the kingdom’s revenues annually as tribute for the first five years, and three-eighths after that in perpetuity.35

British intervention in Rajasthan was prompted by considerations of the Company’s strategic interests, in the context of Russian expansion in Central Asia.36 Tod extolled the gains of “one grand [Rajput] confederation” under the Company’s “protecting alliance”: “By this comprehensive arrangement, we placed a most powerful barrier between our territories and the strong natural frontier of India; . . . so long as we shall respect their established usages, and by contributing to the prosperity of the people preserve our motives from distrust, it will be a barrier impenetrable to invasion.”37

An anonymous reviewer of the Annals in the Edinburgh Review of 1830 shared such concern: “From its geographical character and position, Rajpootana is an outwork of India, in a quarter upon which a land invasion is most likely to burst.”38 Recognizing the region’s strategic importance, the British strove to define the terms on which they would engage with the Rajputs. Tod himself emphasized these practical and political considerations underpinning the Annals. His celebration of “this ancient and interesting race” and his support for “the restoration of their former independence” were colored by such strategic imperatives. “Independence” would ensure the “prosperity of the people” by preserving the “established usages” of the Rajput rulers. In return for such “gracious patronage” by the English king, the Rajputs would make “Your Majesty’s enemies their own,” so that Rajput military power was harnessed in support of the British.39 Thus, preserving the established usages and traditions of the Rajputs described in the Annals, was understood as vital to guaranteeing Rajput support for the British empire.

Tod’s Romantic understanding of nationality also shaped his perspective on the Company’s Rajput policy. By locating “nations” at regional tiers on the subcontinent, Tod distinguished between the Rajputs and the Marathas. His belief in the innate bond between such “nations” and particular territories then required the expulsion from “Rajput” territories of all “foreign” groups such as the Marathas and Pindaris. Further, given his understanding of the Rajput “nation,” Tod saw the absence of clear territorial boundaries in Rajput polity as caused by Maratha disruptions. His transfers of territory between various chiefs and princes helped to create territorially consolidated states and “routinized” political hierarchies. Also pertinent was the Company’s prolonged conflict with the Marathas until 1818, in which Tod himself had been involved. Thus he was predisposed to accept Rajput characterizations of Maratha presence in Rajasthan as “predatory oppression,” and argued for the rescue of such degraded Rajput polity by benevolent British paternalism.40 Tod’s Romantic intellectual predilections thus converged with the East India Company’s expansionist imperatives in the early nineteenth century.

Thus rationalizing their intervention in the Rajput kingdoms, the British were concerned to assess the former’s capacity to pay the costs of the Company’s intervention. This was the context in which Tod gathered information about patterns of settlement, cultivation, and administration, all useful in assessing and extracting revenue. Such information was also helpful in settling disputes over territory and revenue rights between kingdoms, kings, and chiefs. After the 1818 treaties these were the issues on which the Company consistently intervened in the Rajput kingdoms.

In Mewar, however, the East India Company’s role extended well beyond its formal commitment not to interfere in the kingdom’s internal affairs. When Tod arrived in Udaipur, he was “enthusiastically filled with the idea of raising Meywar from the depressed condition into which she had sunk, of reconstructing her Government on its old footing, and of raising her court to the splendour it had enjoyed in the time of Sangram Singh [r. 1509–27].”41

He won the Governor-General’s support: “In this actual state of the court of Oudeypore some more active interposition on your part . . . may not only be excusable but actually indispensable for the success of the measures in view.”42 Tod saw the strengthening of the Rana’s authority as the key to restoring order in Mewar, based on what he perceived as the traditional norms of Rajput polity: “Throughout Rajasthan, the character and welfare of the States depend on that of the sovereign: he is the mainspring of the system—the active power to set and keep in motion all these discordant materials.”43 Perceiving the conflicts between rulers and chiefs as a crisis in monarchical authority now construed as traditional, he embarked on a series of measures designed to “restore” the king’s powers: powers that the latter may not have enjoyed uncontested, for any length of time in the past.

Tod thus negotiated the appeasement of feuds and persuaded the chiefs to return lands they had seized from each other and from the Rana. He prepared an agreement (Kaulnama) about rights and duties, that was signed by the Rana and all sixteen principal chiefs in May 1818. While crown lands were restored to the Rana, disagreements persisted between the chiefs over the return of seized lands to each other. This resulted in the arrangement that all such disputed lands would be turned over to the Rana’s use, thus further empowering the latter. In return for the Rana respecting their hereditary privileges, the chiefs agreed to perform personal service at Udaipur with an agreed number of troops.44 The Kaulnama effectively redefined relations between the Rana and his chiefs. Between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, the two parties had repeatedly renegotiated the terms of their mutual obligations, based on evolving assessments of their respective strengths; Mughal intervention had been consistently even handed. In contrast, the Company regime introduced by Tod sought to empower the ruler consistently at the expense of the chiefs.45 Tod’s efforts, however, had limited success. Disputes between the Rana and his chiefs regarding service and entitlements continued well after the 1818 Kaulnama, with several further attempts to negotiate fresh settlements. Chiefly disaffection with the new Company-instituted regime continued; one consequence was the support of many Rajput chiefs for the 1857 Rebellion.46

In addition to restraining chiefly power, the Company also sought to curb royal expenditure. In 1819 Tod fixed the Udaipur Rana’s allowance at Rs 1000 daily.47 While regulating the king’s expenses, he recorded the custom of extravagant gifts for bards during marriages among the Rajput elite: “The Bardais are the grand recorders of fame . . . the dread of their satire . . . shuts the eyes of the chiefs to consequences, and they are only anxious to maintain the reputation of their ancestors, though fraught with future ruin . . . Even now the Rana of Udaipur, in his season of poverty, at the recent marriage of his daughters bestowed ‘the gift of a lakh’ on the chief bard.”48

Such restrictions on expenditure, together with the general decline in royal and chiefly resources, had the effect of eroding patronage networks for the Charans and Bhats.49 When Tod gathered his sources in the early nineteenth century, however, these changes were incipient. At this juncture bardic eulogies of Rajput rulers were still significant: they asserted the exalted status of the ruling lineage for a new arbiter, the East India Company. Genealogies asserting antiquity and purity of descent (earlier useful in negotiating status with the Mughal emperors), remained relevant for the Rajput elite in the nineteenth century, in bargaining over rank and entitlements with the Company. Thus, the Mewar Rana’s emissaries invoked a “history” of never having accepted Mughal overlordship, and suggested the inclusion of a clause in the treaty to provide that the British government would not cede the Rana to any other power.50

With the pervasive military decline of the Rajput ruling lineages by the late eighteenth century, the significance of alliances negotiated through marriage was transformed. Such marriages were now less valuable for the political and military resources they brought, and more significant as markers of social rank for the two parties. The intervention of the East India Company intensified these trends. Company policy in Rajputana after 1818 actively encouraged the marginalization of queens from politics. Until now, queens and queen mothers had had a say in the adoption of heirs, and had administered the state as regents on behalf of minor sons. By 1839 they were deprived of any role in administration and their influence in matters of adoption was curtailed. Independent income from their jagirs was now included as khalisa (crown) revenue at Udaipur. In Jodhpur and Bikaner, a cash allowance in accordance with rank replaced such jagir income for the queens. At Kota, Banswara, and Karauli, their estates were reduced. Nor did the Company unilaterally impose these changes. Several rulers complained to the British against queen mothers’ involvement in affairs of the state, thus collaborating with the Company.51 While the Rajput rulers saw a real decline in their power and resources during this period, their queens experienced an even greater loss of power. Mechanisms giving them a degree of autonomy, such as independent income from entitlements in land, disappeared.52

The Shape of History: European Moorings

In addition to the dynamics of this particular historical moment in Mewar at the onset of indirect colonial rule, Tod’s version of the Padmini legend was shaped equally by his premises about history and historical narrative, forged in the context of emerging distinctions between the domains of literature and history in Europe. Like many European contemporaries, Tod hoped to prove in the Annals “the common origin of the people of the east and west,” propounding a common Scythic origin for the tribes of early Europe and “the Rajpoot tribes.”53 He thus shared the Enlightenment aspiration of finding a common origin for the civilizations of the world: it drove his quest for cross-cultural similarities: “If the festivals of the old Greeks, Persians, Romans, Egyptians, and Goths could be arranged with exactness in the same form with the Indian, there would be found a striking resemblance among them.” He cited the methods of William Jones and resolved to treat the “festivals and superstitions of the Rajputs” similarly.54 Underlying such searches for origins and comparisons of ancient cultures was a conviction of the fundamental unity of humankind, while acknowledging the distinct attributes of each civilization.55 Civilizations were compared, however, on the basis of a universal criterion of historical progress. Thus, Tod followed contemporaries such as the Whig historian of medieval Europe, Henry Hallam, in “rank[ing] nations differentially against a continuous gradient of advancement and perfection.”56 He explicitly compared Rajput polity with its European, “feudal” counterpart as described by Hallam.57 Further, he persistently perceived in the Rajput order echoes of European chivalry. Tod’s Annals thus also invoked a Romantic medievalism that recuperated medieval ballads and the heroism of chivalric knights.58 A contemporary reviewer recognized such themes in the Annals when he was reminded of Roland by Tod’s description of one Rajput prince.59

Within the discursive domain of “literature,” as broadly defined by European scholars of India in the late eighteenth century—that included a wide range of narrative, philosophical and discursive texts60—Tod regarded certain genres as particularly relevant to reconstructing Indian history: mythology (such as that found in the Puranas), the epics, and later heroic poetry such as that of the Rajputs (the Prithviraj Raso for instance). However, while “the heroic poems of India” were “a resource for history,” their treatment of events and personages was distinctive: “They speak in a peculiar tongue, which required to be translated into the sober language of probability.” As poems they were further prone to “magniloquence” and “obscurity.” Tod also recognized that the bardic histories were “confined almost exclusively to the martial exploits of their heroes,” since they were written “for the amusement of a warlike race.” Still, “the works of the native bards” offered “historical evidence”: “valuable data, in facts, incidents, religious opinions, and traits of manners.” Thus Tod read “the poems of Chand” as “a complete chronicle of his times,” as “heroic history.” Consistent with the European Romantic valorization of bardic poetry, he argued that “before the province of history was dignified by a class of writers who made it a distinct department of literature, the functions of the bard were doubtless employed in recording real events and in commemorating real personages.” Thus he perceived bards as “the primitive historians of mankind.”61

This reading of Indian epic and legend as historical was by no means accepted unanimously in the period. Orientalist scholars of Persian inherited Mughal chroniclers’ skepticism about the historicity of the epics. Alexander Dow in his Preface to the translation of Ferishta classified the Mahabharata as “a poem, and not a history . . . rather as a performance of fancy, than as an authentic account of the ancient dynasties of the Kings of India.”62 In 1817 James Mill explicitly attacked Orientalists and Romantics for aspiring to reconstruct India’s past from native myth and legend.63 In the next decade, however, Tod relied on precisely the heroic poetry and verse chronicles of the Rajputs in reconstructing their history. By the time the Annals was published, Tod’s views about heroic poetry, epic and myth were more widely shared. For one, Tod stood within a tradition of enthusiasm, originating in Scotland between the 1730s and 1770s, for the history of “heroic-age societies.”64 This was the period of “Ossian,” the alleged third-century Gaelic poet “translated” by James Macpherson in the 1760s.65 Even as English scholars were convinced that the poems were a forgery, Ossian went through numerous editions and was translated into ten European languages over the course of the next century.

Since epic and heroic poetry had been recovered as proto-history, conventions were evolved to read them as historical sources. However, as a contemporary reviewer of Tod averred, in ancient mythic narrative the “truth” was “latent,” obscured by “its fictitious or allegoric veil.”66 It was therefore within the emerging discipline of philology that ancient epic and myth were comprehended, as encoded historical narratives. Thus philologists now read the wide range of texts classified as “ancient literature,” for their historical content. This was the strategy by which Tod pushed back the history of the Rajputs beyond the point of their own earliest chronicles, into the Puranas and epic traditions. As a philologist, Tod read all Indian texts, whether ancient or more recent, as characterized by the same degree of “obscurity.” The difficulty of recovering history from such sources was compounded further by problems of transmission and reception: “Doubtless the original Puranas contained much valuable historical matter; but, at present, it is difficult to separate a little pure metal from the base alloy of ignorant expounders and interpolators.”67 In opposition to a domain of literature typified by the “licence of fiction” and “poetic and imaginative colouring,” Tod suggested a different definition for history: “the relation of events in succession, with an account of the leading incidents connecting them . . .” He sought corroborative evidence to identify historical events and establish chronology, often relying on genealogies; he also sought authentic manuscripts of original texts, supposedly untouched by later interpolations. As a Romantic believing in the authenticity of bardic traditions, however, he also regarded orally transmitted bardic couplets as equally reliable historical evidence.68 He overlooked the difficulties of dating such oral traditions, even more subject to interpolation and accretion.

And yet, Tod was not concerned merely with disentangling the chronology of Mewar’s history from its chronicles and traditions. As he argued in his discussion of poetic narratives: “Whether we have merely the fiction of the poet . . . matters but little, it is consistent with the belief of the tribe.” In other words, the “mythological details, allegory, and improbable circumstances” that obscured Rajasthani chronicles, were significant in their own right. It was in such “traditions” that “the springs of . . . [Rajput] prejudices and their action” resided.69 The Annals not only reconstructed the history of the Rajput kingdoms, it also attempted to comprehend the manners and motives of Rajputs in the colonial present. Tod clearly wished to produce a historical account of the region that would be useful to the East India Company in its relations with the Rajput kings in the early nineteenth century.

One final strand of Tod’s European moorings is relevant to this discussion of his perspective on Rajput historical traditions. His Romantic perspective on race and nationality had significant consequences for his reading of Rajput history and for East India Company policy. Within early-nineteenth-century Romanticisms, ethnicity was assumed to be inherent in a people, defining them as a nation intrinsically.70 Consequently, elite Rajput perceptions of group identity—articulated through an ideology of descent—were now transformed into a notion of ethnic identity. Tod’s re-presentation of the Rajputs as a “nation” strengthened the dominant Rajput ethos—that asserted a “purity” of blood, inherited from antiquity—even while transforming it. The ruling elite of Rajasthan was now imbued with a primal and transcendent “national” identity as Rajput. Thus Tod’s Romantic nationalism blinded him to historical shifts in the boundaries of Rajput identity, both within and beyond the region. Instead, he echoed the perceptions of the Rajput elite in colonial Rajasthan, in recasting such fluidities in group membership within an idiom of purity and impurity.

Secondly, the recasting of Rajputs as a nation also transformed the “outsiders” whom they defined themselves against, into “foreigners”: a classification that invoked the organic affiliations asserted in the nineteenth century between nations, peoples, and territory. Again, between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries, Rajput kingdoms had not achieved absolute territorial integrity: especially at the peripheries of realms, control over localities shifted between various kings, chiefs, and Mughal emperors. By the sixteenth century, however, regional ruling lineages had begun to emphasize their ancient bonds with the lands they ruled. Tod’s Romantic premises worked to reinforce such claims by linking the identity of the Rajputs as a “nation,” to an indissoluble bond with their declared territories. This also led to active collaboration between the Company and the Rajput rulers in the 1820s and 1830s, in the ruthless suppression of rebellions by other groups within “Rajput” territories, such as the Bhils and Mers.

Arguably, such Romantic ideas of nationhood were at the root of Tod’s overwhelming reliance on the bardic traditions of the Rajputs themselves. The German Romantics invoked the concept of a “national literature” as a “particular national possession, as an expression of the national mind, as a means toward the nation’s self definition.”71 Early colonial scholars in India borrowed this conception in their explorations of the subcontinent’s literature.72 Tod’s overwhelming reliance on the Rajputs’ own accounts may have stemmed from such a conception of a “Rajput literature,” as the authentic, unmediated record of their own history. Rajput historiography of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries had emerged through negotiations between the new historical genres in Rajasthan and the Persian histories of the Mughal courts. Tod seems to have been unaware of this traffic between Persian and regional sources. Moreover, his Romantic premises are revealed in his stance to the Mughal chronicles, which he regarded only as “corroborating” evidence for the Rajputs’ own historical traditions.73 Where accounts diverged, Tod relied on the Rajput narratives as a more authentic record, with his Romantic understanding of literature as vehicle of national identity. This is particularly evident in his version of the Padmini legend, where he disregarded Dow’s translation of Ferishta’s account of the siege of Chitor, and assembled his account of Alauddin’s conquest exclusively from Rajput accounts.

Philological assumptions further guided Tod’s treatment of his Rajput sources. Where the Rajput chronicles regarded received traditions and texts as authoritative, they did not necessarily distinguish between older and more recent narratives. Their notions of canonical value were constituted in a complex grid of social and aesthetic norms, including shifting hierarchies between Sanskrit and Marwari, and the authority wielded by the carriers of the historical traditions, the Charans and Bhats. Tod reconstituted the value of Rajput narrative traditions as historical sources, within the premises of philology. Now, the older the provenance of a text, the more valuable it was as a record of the past. In addition, he misrecognized the historicity of Rajput narratives. Some seventeenth-century texts like the Rajvilas were composed during the reigns of the rulers they took their titles from. Tod extended this assumption to all Rajput texts, thus assuming that the Khumman Raso was originally produced during the ninth-century reign of Khumman, and the Prithviraj Raso similarly in the twelfth century. He then hypothesized repeated interpolations and accretions in order to explain the late provenance of all manuscripts for these narratives; thus he declared that the Khumman Raso was reworked substantially in the sixteenth century, disregarding the absence of evidence for a ninth-century date of “original” composition.

Further, the effect of European distinctions between “literature” and “history” is revealed when we compare Tod’s treatment of poetic sources with his stance to genealogy and chronicle. While he seems to have relied on the Khumman Raso as a source for half his version of the Padmini legend, he pieced together the rest of the narrative by collating from his other (genealogical and chronicle) sources, rejecting the Khumman Raso’s conclusion with the victory of the chiefs and the rescue of queen and king. This suggests that Tod placed greater reliance on the royally sponsored (prose) genealogies and chronicles than on verse narratives. Such a stance was in accordance with evolving standards for historical scholarship in contemporary Europe, even if it conflicted with Tod’s own predilection toward bardic narrative. Thus, he selected those narrative details from the Khumman Raso that he found repeated in the genealogical and chronicle sources, as “historical”; he discarded its other elements as “fictitious.” Similar tensions between the “historical” and the “fictitious” are apparent in his reading of other Rajput heroic narratives such as the Prithviraj Raso. On the one hand he accorded it the status of “a universal history of the period in which he [Chand] wrote,” invaluable as “historic . . . memoranda;”74 on the other hand he missed the repetition of poetic tropes across narratives. For instance, the marrying of a padmini woman was tied to a quest in the Prithviraj Raso as well. From the Raso manuscripts that he was familiar with, Tod provided a rough summary in English of the “Pudmavtee Sunceah” [sic], narrating “Prithi Raj’s marrying the daughter of Bijeswar of Kumud Sikkur” in the “Sowalukh Mountains.”75 Even more strikingly, in Tod’s own manuscript of the Khumman Raso, the king embarked on a successful quest to marry a padmini woman in an earlier canto narrating the reign of Khumman. In this case, Padmini was the daughter of the Tuar king in the eastern kingdom (puravades) of Delhi, on the banks of the Yamuna.76

Although Tod recognized that the “legends of the princes” were “obscured . . . by mythological details, allegory, and improbable circumstances,” he automatically attributed the status of legend, with a kernel of historical data, to all narratives (including heroic poetry) that positioned themselves overtly as describing the past. As I have argued in earlier chapters, pre-colonial Indian narrative genres had been delimited differently, with myth, history, tale, and folk-epic frequently located in a narrative continuum rather than opposing each other. Tod’s nineteenth-century European horizons of interpretation were superimposed on these pre-colonial Indian semiotics of genre. From a very different perspective, therefore, Tod re-read Rajput narrative traditions within a comparable continuum of genres. The premises of the colonial scholar overlaid those of his sources, albeit unevenly, as we shall see.

Tod and His Sources: Padmini for Colonial Rajasthan

Tod’s cited sources for compiling the history of Rajasthan in the Annals encourage us to explore what he may have borrowed from his Jain, Brahmin, and bardic informants, and how he recast their perspectives. For Mewar, Tod mentions sources such as genealogies of the ruling family obtained “from the rolls of the bards;” “a chronological sketch, drawn up under the eye of Raja Jai Singh of Amber, with comments of some value by him, and which served as a ground-work;” and “copies of such MSS. as related to his history, from the Rana’s library”: “The most important of these was the Khuman Raesa [sic], which is evidently a modern work founded upon ancient materials, tracing the genealogy to Rama, and halting at conspicuous beacons in this long line of crowned heads, particularly about the period of the Muhammadan irruption in the tenth century, the sack of Chitor by Alaud-din in the thirteenth century, and the wars of Rana Partap with Akbar . . .”

He goes on to mention the Rajvilas and the Rajratnakar, both composed in the reign of Rana Raj Singh (r. 1658–80), and the Jaivilas, written in the reign of Jai Singh (r. 1680–98), all containing genealogies of the Mewar rulers. In addition to the inscriptions “in the temple of ‘the Mother of the Gods’ at Kumbhalmer,” he collected “genealogical rolls of some antiquity” from the widow of “an ancient family bard,” and procured “other rolls . . . from a priest of the Jains residing in Sandrai, in Marwar, whose ancestry had enjoyed from time immemorial the title of Guru.” He consulted the records of “Jain priests at Jawad in Malwa” and had access to the “historical documents possessed by several chiefs.” Extracts “made from works, both Sanskrit and Persian, which incidentally mention the [Sisodia] family,” included the “Commentaries of Babur and Jahangir, the Institutes of Akbar, original grants, public and autographed letters of the emperors of Delhi and their ministers.” To these he added “traditions or biographical anecdotes furnished in conversation by the Rana, or men of intellect among his chiefs, ministers, or bards.” However, he seems to have been unaware of Jayasi or of any Sufi adaptation of the Padmavat. As Tod describes his method of collating the accounts that were available to him, “every corroborating circumstance was treasured up which could be obtained by incessant research during sixteen years.”77 While he does not mention accounts by European travelers in earlier centuries, his footnotes reveal his familiarity with accounts such as Francois Bernier’s Travels in the Mogul Empire.78

For the Padmini legend, Tod had access to both the Jain and Rajput sources discussed in Chapter 2. However, he provides little information about the particular texts he relied on, their interpretation by the local scholars he worked with, and his reliance on the latter.79 He acknowledges his teacher Gyanchandra, a Jain monk who helped him with his sources in the local language. Gyanchandra presided over the “body of [learned] pandits” that helped him read the genealogical lists in the Puranas from the library of the Udaipur Rana; he is said to have “surpassed all the bards at Udaipur” in his “skill” at “reciting poetry.”80 The Jain monk attributed his extensive knowledge of Rajput history and his literary skills to his training with the Rajput Zalim Singh, an uncle of Rana Bhim Singh (r. 1778–1828).81 This suggests a continued proximity between Rajput and Jain perspectives in this period, inherited from the pre-colonial context. Tod continued to collaborate with Gyanchandra for ten years: “To him I owe much, for he entered into all my antiquarian pursuits with zeal.”82 He also traveled extensively with the Jain monk, becoming the first Englishman to gain access to the Jain archives at Patan (Gujarat).83 Gyanchandra recounted stories from the chronicles that he read for Tod, who translated his collaborator’s accounts into English.84 For instance, Gyanchandra read verses from the Prithviraj Raso aloud as Tod “rapidly translated about thirty thousand stanzas,” since he was “familiar with the dialects in which it is written.”85 Gyanchandra did not speak English, however, while Tod himself was more circumspect about his competence in the local dialects elsewhere.86 The evidence makes it difficult to gauge the precise dynamics of Tod’s compilation of the Annals—what he “translated” on the basis of his limited language skills, and how and to what extent his Jain teacher helped.

Among the batan that Tod gathered from conversations with the Rana and his chiefs, ministers and bards, it is again unclear which anecdotal traditions he incorporated into the Annals and on what basis. There are further questions about the nature of the archive that was (made) available to him; while he cites the Khumman Raso, he seems to have been unaware of Hemratan’s originary narrative from the late sixteenth century. Nor does he mention the other Padmini narratives in the Jain tradition. Copies of these earlier Jain narratives continued to be made in Rajasthan in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; the personal library of the Mewar ranas at Udaipur lists a copy of Labdodhay’s Padminicharitra, transcribed in 1766.87 Tod probably overlooked this manuscript in his survey of the rana’s archives, since it is missing from the collection of manuscripts that he later deposited at the Royal Asiatic Society in London.88 On the other hand his Jain informants may not have mentioned the earlier Jain narratives of Padmini, since the Khumman Raso account follows Hemratan’s version closely.

Company intervention in favor of the Rajput rulers provided a key context for Tod’s reinterpretation of Mewar history; he saw the glory of Mewar therefore in the stature of its kings, rather than in the achievements of its chiefs. Moreover, his close association with the Rajput courts ensured his access to narratives favoring the perspective of the rulers.89 Shrinking networks of chiefly patronage during this period also diminished the space for alternative interpretations of regional history.90 Client chiefs, asserting their status in relation to the ruler, had provided patronage to Jain authors such as Hemratan and Labdodhay. In contrast, the Jain scholar Gyanchandra functioned directly within the ambit of royal patronage in the early nineteenth century.91 Thus, he may not have recognized the subtle articulations of chiefly aspirations in the eighteenth-century Khumman Raso, or indeed the implications of the divergent perspectives between Jain and bardic narratives (see Chapter 3). The net effect was thus a consolidation of monarchical authority and perspectives. This occurred through both Company intervention, and local reinterpretations of the past in response to contemporary anxieties. Tod thus reread the region’s history primarily through its bardic prism, inherently predisposed to recuperate kingly authority.

Thus, where his source the Khumman Raso mentioned Ratansen as the king of Chitor, Tod substituted Lakhamsi, perhaps perceiving bardic genealogies like the Sisod Vansavali as more reliable.92 Several such bardic versions had made Lakhamsi the king and cast Ratansen as his younger brother. In a significant departure from both Jain and bardic versions, however, Tod omitted all mention of Ratansen. Further, the Annals makes Padmini the king’s aunt—the wife of Bhimsi, an uncle who ruled the kingdom as protector during Lakhamsi’s minority; Tod thus departed from his known sources in naming Padmini’s husband Bhimsi rather than Ratansen.93 Seventeenth-century bardic traditions had already distanced the Sisodia ruling lineage in Mewar from the dishonor of Chitor’s loss by making Ratansen the younger brother of the king Lakhamsi, and tracing the ruling lineage through the king’s surviving son. Tod’s retention of Lakhamsi as king reiterated this perspective in which it was not a king’s wife who brought misfortune upon Chitor. It is apparent that he also followed the genealogies in tracing the succession through Lakhamsi’s sons.

Padmini was now stated to be from Ceylon, as Tod renamed the Singhal of his sources. While Tod recognized that “Padmini” was a “title” bestowed on the fairest of women, he omitted the association between the fabled island of Singhal and beautiful padmini women mentioned in the Khumman Raso. In omitting this detail, he rid Padmini’s natal home of the romance connotations it had in his Jain sources, including the fabular antecedents of the hero’s quest and the aerial journey to Singhal. Ceylon is thus reduced to neutral geographical location. The redundancy of the king’s arduous journey to obtain a padmini woman in his pre-colonial sources may explain this omission.

He identified Padmini’s father as Hamir Sank Chauhan, following the Sisod Vansavali, although misreading its Hamir Sekh. In the Annals, marriage to Padmini is therefore construed exclusively within the domain of elite Rajput politics, as the king’s uncle marries a daughter of the Chauhan Rajputs. In Tod’s retelling, moreover, Padmini’s natal Chauhan identity and lineage both become redundant after her marriage. His borrowed strategy of distancing Padmini and her husband from the direct ruling lineage has one further consequence: now that she is the king’s aunt there is no mention of the king’s fractious polygynous household, a remarkably persistent element in Tod’s pre-colonial sources. This erasure is consistent with his sweeping denunciations of elite polygyny throughout the Annals: “Polygamy is the fertile source of evil, moral as well as physical, in the East. It is a relic of barbarism and primeval necessity . . .” Ignoring its significance as the crucial mechanism by which the Rajput elite consolidated their political network, Tod argued instead that “the number of queens is determined only by state necessity and the fancy of the prince. To have them equal in number to the days of the week is not unusual, while the number of handmaids is unlimited.” He highlighted the role of the polygynous royal household in encouraging struggles over succession: “The desire of each wife, that her offspring should wear a crown, is natural; but they do not always wait the course of nature for the attainment of their wishes, and the love of power too often furnishes instruments for any deed, however base.”94 And he recovered a glorious past for the Rajputs in which their ancestors were monogamous, as revealed by the example of Rama and Sita from a pristine past, “when Hindu customs were pure.”95

Padmini herself is divested of the attributes of romance heroine that she retained in the Khumman Raso, including the erotic catalog of her attributes. For Tod, as for his bardic sources, the queen’s beauty was simply a conventional trope, revealing the stature of the king who wedded her. He also reiterated his sources’ unease with the figure of the beautiful queen, as he retained the causal link between Padmini’s beauty and Alauddin’s attack upon Chitor. The Annals articulates this opposition between beauty and virtue for Rajput women more overtly in recounting the Prithviraj–Sanyogita episode:

We see her, from the moment when, rejecting the assembled princes, she threw the “garland of marriage” round the neck of her hero, the Chauhan, abandon herself to all the influences of passion . . . and subsequently, by her seductive charms, lulling her lover into a neglect of every princely duty. Yet when the foes of his glory and power invade India, we see the enchantress at once start from her trance of pleasure, and exchanging the softer for the sterner passions, in accents not less strong because mingled with deep affection, she conjures him, while arming him for the battle, to die for his fame, declaring that she will join him in “the mansions of the sun.”96

Tod’s sources persistently underplayed Padmini’s beauty, affirming in its place an alternative norm of female virtue underpinning the warrior ethic demanded by the Rajput militaristic order. Tod echoed this instrumentality to the Rajput woman’s virtue, thereby reaffirming the prescriptions of his pre-colonial sources: “ ‘C’est aux hommes à faire des grandes choses, c’est aux femmes à les inspirer,’ is a maxim to which every Rajput cavalier would subscribe . . .”97

In a maneuver typical throughout the Annals, Tod extended this “tradition” of exemplary “female devotion” backwards into a quasi-ancient, quasi-mythic past by citing similar instances from the Ramayana, the Uttara Rama Charitra, the Vikramorvashi, and the Mudra Rakshasa.98 In his retelling of the Padmini story, it is apparent that he selected from his sources elements exemplifying this norm, and excluded tropes incompatible with it.

Elsewhere in the Annals, Tod frowned upon the limited autonomy of elite Rajput women. He argued that the continued affiliation of the women with their natal households engendered intrigue and weakened the husband’s authority: “Though the wedded fair of Rajputana clings to the husband, yet she is ever more solicitous for the honor of the house from whence she has sprung, than that into which she has been admitted; which feeling has engendered numerous quarrels.”99 He cited the instance of the Mewar Rana’s daughter, married to the Rajput chief of Sadri, who refused to fetch a glass of water for her husband, considering her rank as king’s daughter to be superior to the chief’s. She was sent back to her father’s household for this disobedience and the Rana himself placated the angry chief: “As my son-in-law, no distinction too great can be conferred: take home your wife, she will never again refuse you a cup of water.”100 While such lessons about the wife’s domestic duties may have been appropriate as cautionary anecdotes, Tod clearly thought them less relevant to his retelling of the Padmini legend, as the tragic narrative of a king’s defeat and the loss of a kingdom. Thus he ignored the Khumman Raso’s domestic parable about the taming of Ratansen’s unruly queen Prabhavati, and the exaltation of Padmini for her culinary skills.

Other missing elements from Tod’s account include the elaborate narrative devices framing the sultan’s beholding of the queen. Tod’s pre-colonial sources circumscribed or even omitted the alien gaze upon the queen, given how female segregation and veiling were indices of respectability and status across community boundaries. The Jain-authored Khumman Raso had described Padmini’s resistance to the idea of showing herself before Alauddin; the queen attempted to deceive the sultan by having her equally beautiful maids serve the meal instead. When the emperor finally caught a glimpse of her, it was by accident. Tod omitted such details entirely and recounted the episode in a single sentence. Elsewhere, he defended the Rajput order against the common European accusation that the seclusion of elite Rajput women pointed to the oppression of women: “From the knowledge I do possess of the freedom, the respect, the happiness, which Rajput women enjoy, I am by no means inclined to deplore their state as one of captivity . . . Of one thing we are certain, seclusion of females could only originate in a moderately advanced stage of civilization.”101 It is clear, thus, that he did not comprehend his sources’ translation of these social norms into principles of aesthetic decorum, and simply omitted all the narrative maneuvers that preserved the queen’s purdah in his sources.

Raghav Chetan, who played such a key role in both Jain and bardic versions in pre-colonial Rajasthan, is absent from the Annals. Again, Tod seems to have followed here the short account of a genealogy such as the Sisod Vansavali. On Alauddin’s entry into the fort, however, Tod chose to follow the Khumman Raso instead of his shorter bardic sources. But where the Khumman Raso described Alauddin’s armed escort of 30,000 soldiers as he entered Chitor, Tod’s Alauddin enters the fort “slightly guarded”—an element that Tod ascribed to his “relying on the faith of the Rajput.” In narrating Bhimsi’s escorting the sultan outside the fort, though, Tod echoed the Khumman Raso in attributing this to the Rajput’s misplaced “confidence” in his guest.

The discussion among the chiefs of Chitor about Padmini’s surrender is mentioned without elaboration in the Annals; unlike his Jain sources, Tod did not suggest any difference of opinion among the chiefs. Nor did he retain from the Khumman Raso the figure of the king’s resentful son plotting against his stepmother Padmini, following the bardic accounts instead in omitting this detail. Secondly, he made Gora and Badal Padmini’s kinsmen and did not mention any conflict between the king and his queen’s clansmen. As we have seen, such conflict was powerfully dramatized in the bardic Patnama where a jealous Ratansen beheaded the two chiefs. Further, the Jain narratives consistently depicted Gora and Badal not as Padmini’s kin but as having quarreled with the king, and being therefore independent. Tod excluded just as firmly this possibility of conflict between the king and his own subordinate chiefs.

The account in the Annals cursorily outlines the plan to rescue the king from the emperor’s camp: the 700 litters and the farewell interview between the “Hindu prince and his bride.” Badal’s role in devising the plan and Alauddin’s credulity, details elaborated with gusto in the Khumman Raso, are excised. Instead, in describing the rescue Tod emphasized Alauddin’s “treachery”: the latter had “no intention of letting Bhimsi return.” The loading of the dice in favor of the “kingly” perspective also shaped Tod’s treatment of the rescue by Gora and Badal. While Gora and Badal are motivated by “the noblest of sentiments . . . the deliverance of their chief and the honor of their queen,” the outcome is foregone, unlike in the Khumman Raso. The “choicest of the heroes of Chitor” had “devoted their selves to destruction,” unlike in the Khumman Raso which ended with the triumph of the Rajputs. Tod’s shifts of emphasis make this a temporary reprieve obtained at great cost: “the flower of Mewar” has already been slaughtered. Where the Khumman Raso ended with the king’s rescue and Rajput victory, the account in the Annals diminishes the import of this first victory and already looks forward to the ultimate sacking of the fort narrated in the other bardic accounts. For Tod, that tragedy reasserted the heroic stature of the kings of Chitor even in defeat, as he carefully traced the unbroken continuity of the ruling lineage. The resolution in the Jain versions of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Rajasthan was linked to their patronage context, as they articulated perceptions of chiefly valor and kingly status strikingly at odds with the royally sponsored chronicles (see Chapter 3). In his limited use of the Khumman Raso, Tod overlooked these tensions between the aspirations of rulers and chieftains in pre-colonial Rajput kingdoms.

While Tod’s sources articulated the stresses within Rajput polity, he ironed out these contradictions to recast an internally fraught order as a stable, hierarchical polity. Tod’s sources from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Rajasthan had extolled the ideology of swamidharma as a response to the challenges confronting the Rajput kings. It would appear that he, on the other hand, read these prescriptive accounts of normative conduct literally. Thus he saw past conflicts between kings and chiefs as an aberration in the political order rather than as defining contradiction, and the hostility between chiefs and king as an “occasional” expression of “turbulence” and “refractory spirit.” Tod then exalted the Rajput for his implicit devotion: “Gratitude with him embraces every obligation of life, and is inseparable from swamidharma, fidelity to his lord.”102

Tod’s Padmini does not protest against the plan to surrender her; she acquiesces quietly, only providing the “wherewithal to secure herself from dishonor.” This is in sharp contrast to the Khumman Raso, where the angry queen lamented the decline of Rajput virtue and valor, and actively mobilized support. In retaining the planned surrender of the queen, however, Tod followed the Khumman Raso rather than the bardic accounts. Tod’s pre-colonial sources mobilized norms of honorable conduct around perceptions of threat to the Rajput order, embodied in its queen. In Tod’s recasting of the Padmini legend we see the reiteration of these political imperatives, overlaid with the values of a reshaped Rajput polity in the nineteenth century. While many Charan accounts were acutely uncomfortable with the possibility of the queen’s surrender and excluded it altogether, the Jain narratives including the Khumman Raso used the episode to constitute the queen as the voice of Rajput morality. Padmini lamented the state of Chitor, defined ideal Rajput conduct, and was firm in her resolve not to surrender, thereby spurring the Rajput chiefs to heroic action. By excluding these details Tod’s account casts Padmini as the silent pawn around whom a kingdom was defended and lost; a newly “domesticated” figure of the queen now functioned as the symbolic heart of Rajput polity.

From this point in the narrative, Tod relied exclusively on the bardic accounts. The shorter bardic accounts did not mention the patron goddess of Chitor appearing to the king in a dream and demanding a blood sacrifice of twelve kings. However, the longer Patnama elaborated on the patron goddess’s continuing relationship with the kings of Chitor. This account also described the goddess appearing before Ratansen and explaining her desertion, because of Alauddin’s pollution of Chitor and its sacred sites. In the Patnama, however, the goddess did not demand the sacrifice of twelve sons as the price of her continuing protection. Tod’s account suggests that he had access to another longer bardic account, comparable to the Patnama but not identical with it. Alternatively, oral tradition may have supplied him with this detail.103

In a narrative that celebrates the king and his chiefs who chose certain death in battle over surrender, the immolation of their women provides the climactic instance of such Rajput heroism. Tod’s description of the “horrible sacrifice” of female immolation betrays an ambivalence missing from his sources. Many of the pre-colonial bardic accounts merely mentioned the jauhar in a terse sentence. The custom was central, however, to mobilizations of Rajput identity and honor. Tod reaffirmed such premises in reading “the practice of female immolation” as confirming “that heroism of character inherent to the Rajputni.” “A memorable lesson,” it was an “act of faith” by which “the Sati not only makes atonement for the sins of her husband, and secures the remission of her own, but has the joyful assurance of reunion to the object whose beatitude she procures.”104

However, the colonial scholar-administrator’s ambivalence about female immolation also constrained Tod from unambiguously celebrating sati. On the one hand, he read into the custom “companionate marriage and conjugal love,” thereby subscribing to the notion of “voluntary” sati born out of such love.105 On the other hand, though, he agreed with many Company officials that the custom had to be abolished, characterizing it as “a cruel pledge of affection,” “a custom so opposed to the first law of nature.”106 His stance to sati thus reveals a tension between his convictions about Rajput virtue and his colonial ambivalence about widow immolation. Jauhar (mass immolation before the impending death of the men in battle), however, presented Tod with a different set of circumstances. In that instance, he believes, Rajput women were driven by “preservation of their honor.” He traces the custom to the practice of capturing vanquished women after battle, and recognizes that this was commonplace among the Rajputs as well.107 However, he echoed his sources from eighteenth-century Mewar that painted the enemy as Muslim when describing jauhar. Thus he emphasized the threat posed by “Tatar lust,” in justifying the jauhar at Chitor before Alauddin’s victory: “We can enter into the feeling and applaud the deed, which ensured the preservation of their honor by the fatal johar, when the foe was the brutalized Tatar.”108 None of Tod’s cited sources provided this specific explanation for Padmini’s jauhar; they merely invoked the broad concept of Rajput honor and glory.

The account of Padmini concludes with Alauddin’s victory and his destruction of Chitor, a pattern repeated by Tod’s Alauddin in all the kingdoms he conquered; Tod invoked the sultan’s bigoted zealotry, likening him in this respect to the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb. Such demonization of the enemy was absent from seventeenth-century accounts emerging in the context of Mewar’s attempts to negotiate a satisfactory relationship with the Mughal emperor. With the weakening of Mughal authority by the late seventeenth century, however, the Sisodias gradually magnified the import of their early clashes with Mughal authority. In the domain of marital alliances, for instance, they laid claim to “purity” of lineage on the basis of never having married their daughters to Mughal emperors.109 Tod’s description of Alauddin’s conduct suggests his proximity to this eighteenth-century perspective. In the early nineteenth century, the Sisodias invoked such claims during negotiations between the East India Company and the Udaipur Rana. They also recast their conflicts with Mughal imperial authority as resistance to a “Mahomedan dynasty,” claims that Company officials acquiesced to for their own reasons. Tod echoed British consensus when he asserted that the Mughal regime had been characterized by “neglect, oppression and religious interference.” These features had brought about its downfall: “Encroachment on their rights, and disregard to their habits and religious opinions, alienated the Rajputs, and excited the inhabitants of the south to rise against their Mogul oppressors.”110 Such exigencies were responsible for the Company’s expansion on the subcontinent: “Our position in the East has been, and continues to be, one in which conquest forces herself upon us.”111

Like his more prominent contemporary James Mill, Tod regarded the ancient period as “Hindu,” and celebrated the Rajputs for the “greater purity” of “Hindu manners” among them, attributing this pristine state to the region’s relative isolation.112 Mughal authority had been replaced by Maratha exactions in the eighteenth century, seriously weakening the Rajput kingdoms. Tod argued, however, that the Marathas’ “predatory” nature was not innate, and that “foreign” conquest had “changed their natural habits.” Shivaji was still worthy of “admiration” for having resisted the “foreign” domination of Aurangzeb. It was his descendants’ presence in Rajasthan that needed to be condemned and countered.113 The Marathas could thus be recuperated into the “Hindu” fold. As for the Rajputs, they had consistently defended “the hopes of the Hindu” in heroically resisting “ages of Muhammadan bigotry and power.”114

Such characterization of Mughal rule and Hindu resistance echoed contemporary European views of the medieval Crusades. A reviewer of the Annals noted the “parallel”: “It is certainly curious that the eternal and hereditary foes, against which the Indian as well as the Christian chivalry signalized itself, should have been the Saracens.”115 Enmity with the “Muhammadan” thus served to confirm the chivalry of the Rajputs, by invoking the familiar horizons of its perceived European analog. In other words, Sisodia representations of their conflict with the Mughals provided Tod with enemies already familiar to him from his European moorings.

His exaltation of feudal chivalry generated further affinity to Sisodia perspectives, apparent in this celebration of Rana Pratap: “He spurned every overture which had submission for its basis, or the degradation of uniting his family by marriage with the Tatar, though lord of countless multitudes.” The proximity to Sisodia discourse is striking here as Tod echoes Sisodia linkages between marriage customs, “purity” of blood, and resistance to the enemy. He was clearly stirred by Pratap’s resistance to Akbar, pronouncing it worthy subject for that most exalted of feudal literary genres, a “romance.” And he adopted wholesale the Sisodia reinterpretation of Rajput history. Thus he described the desertion of Pratap by his Rajput allies as the “violation” of “Hindu prejudice . . . by every prince in Rajasthan.”116 Tod reconstructed the history of Mewar from the narrative traditions of its elite. In the process, he appropriated from Sisodia ideology elements that converged with his own European intellectual moorings. Such convergence was clearest in the recognition of common enemies.

The Limits of Colonial Influence

In 1849, a poet named Keshav Bhatt composed a narrative about Ratan Sen and Sultan Shah in Brajbhasha.117 Nothing is known of the poet, the scribe if different from the poet, or the place of composition or transcription. The plot of this narrative is suggestive, however, of the limits of Tod’s influence in the decades immediately after the Annals was published. Keshav Bhatt’s narrative also reveals the persistence of the Padmavat tradition not only in the Persian–Urdu tradition of Ibrat and Ishrat discussed above, but in the literary community of Brajbhasha as well.

Keshav launches into his narrative without much preamble; his subject is the battle and mutual deceit between Shri Ratansen and Aladin Patsah, who desired Padmini and so arrived at the fortress of Chitor and laid siege to it. Ratansen is clearly identified as a Chauhan. This cursory introduction suggests that the poet and his audience were quite familiar with the legend of Padmini, Ratansen, and Sultan Alauddin that he was about to recount. After recounting the failure of a ten-month siege in one line, Keshav clarifies the stakes involved in this conflict: the sultan’s emissary, Vad Khan Pathan, who is sent to negotiate with Ratansen, promises to bring the Chauhan and surrender him at the sultan’s feet, and thus preserve Dilli’s honor (saram dilli ki rakhau). He also promises to fulfill the sultan’s desire by uniting him with Padmini.


Vad Khan then persuades Ratansen’s chief minister, Chandrahans Diwan, to assist him. Persuaded by both the sultan’s emissary and his own minister, Ratansen agrees to the familiar meal stratagem. Padmini’s first response is to warn the Rao against the sultan’s possible treachery. She also warns of the danger to the household’s honor from allowing access to a turak. Ratansen disregards her advice, of course, and the plot proceeds. Thunderstruck, literally, at the beauty of Ratansen’s serving woman, the determined Alauddin plots his capture, and the greedy Chauhan falls into the trap. The ministers in Chitor agree to surrender the queen, with the exception of the valiant chiefs Gora and Vadil, the defenders of Hindu manhood (hindu hadda mucchha apani). The narrative ends with Shiva and Parvati watching this new epic battle from the skies, the death of Gora and the sati of his wife Bhanamati.

In the absence of any further information about Keshav Bhatt, it is difficult to locate this narrative in a particular place, since Braj was a widespread literary medium in the courts of northern India and even the peninsula, from the late sixteenth century onward.118 Traces of a non-Mewar context are apparent, however, in the ascription of Chauhan (rather than Guhila) affiliation to Ratansen. Other elements point to a familiarity with the Jain narratives of pre-colonial Mewar, however: the decision of the chiefs to surrender the queen, the attempts of Vadil’s mother and wife to dissuade him from doing battle with the sultan, and the sati of Gora’s wife Bhanamati after his valiant death in battle. Keshav Bhatt also echoes the tenor of the Mewar Jain versions from the early eighteenth century, in the increased stridency toward the turak, and the concern for “hindu” manhood and honor. At the very least, his narrative suggests the persistence of circuits of transmission for such pre-colonial narrative traditions, two decades after the publication of Tod’s Annals. Beyond that, we can only speculate whether this poet and his audience were beyond the socio-cultural reach of the Mewar court, but still had access to Jain narrative traditions of Padmini from Mewar, or whether he knew of Tod’s account and still chose to retell an older version that resonated with his audience.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, Tod’s Annals had won acclaim in England, and had provided a new basis for continued Rajput hegemony in the princely states of Rajasthan under indirect colonial rule. Beyond Rajasthan, however, versions of the Padmavat continued to flourish in northern India: in new manuscript copies of the Padmavat, and in a new, Urdu adaptation at the Rampur court. Meanwhile, in early colonial Bengal, until Persian was abolished as the language of government in 1837, both landed and scribal groups continued to be well versed in Persianate literary culture. Persian chronicles (tarikh) continued to emerge until the early years of the nineteenth century. It is not surprising, then, that fresh manuscripts of Alaol’s Padmabati were commissioned throughout this period, especially in the eastern parts of the province.

The versions of the Padmini legend that circulated between the mid-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries provide significant evidence of continuities, rather than ruptures, between pre-colonial and colonial practices, particularly in the domain of culture. Between the sixteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries, Sufis, Jains, Charans, Bhats, Sisodia Rajput rulers, and Mughal courtiers, all read and heard various narratives of the legend, and redacted them selectively. Even as Tod attempted to collate such legends and sift them through the filters of an emerging, positivist historical method, his Annals was shaped fundamentally by the “sources,” both textual and oral, that were available to him, and the assumptions of the Sisodia Rajput rulers who helped him assemble a new history of Rajasthan.
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Exemplary Patriotism in the Late Nineteenth Century

THE FIRST VERSION OF THE PADMINI LEGEND BASED ENTIREly on Tod’s version—Rangalal Bandopadhyay’s Padmini Upakhyan (1858)—appeared in the new print culture centered around Calcutta, from a social group that emerged under the political economy of direct colonial rule—the Bengali bhadralok. Over the next seven decades and more, the bhadralok retold this version of the Padmini story repeatedly. Notable instances included Jyotirindranath Tagore’s play, Sarojini ba Chitor Akraman (1875); Yajneshwar Bandopadhyay’s prose translation of Tod, Rajasthan (1883–4; a second edition appeared in 1906); Kshirodprasad Vidyavinod’s play Padmini (1906); and Abanindranath Tagore’s Rajkahini (1909).1 Broadly inspired by Tod, these authors forged a distinctive version of the Padmini story in colonial Bengal.

Many of the Padmini narratives emerged here at moments of heightened political consciousness. Rangalal’s Padmini Upakhyan was published a year after the 1857 rebellion. Jyotirindranath’s Sarojini (1875) was one among a spate of “historical” plays seeking to instil patriotism in colonial audiences; a year later the government passed the Dramatic Performances Act in an attempt to curb the growing politicization of Bengali drama. Mahendralal Basu’s Chitor Rajsati Padmini appeared in 1886, in the aftermath of the Ilbert Bill agitations and the formation of the Indian National Congress.2 Kshirodprasad’s Padmini appeared in 1906 at the height of the Swadeshi movement, and Abanindranath’s Rajkahini (1909) near its end. In the hands of the Bengali bhadralok writers, the Rajput heroism celebrated by Tod was recast as patriotism in defense of a new political entity, the nation. A reconstructed history was instrumental in redrawing the political boundaries of the contemporary nation. At the same time re-formed language, together with revised canons and standards of taste, sharpened the emerging differentiation of modern Bengali culture along communal lines. Narratives of the past evolved in late-nineteenth-century Bengal under the influence of colonial historiographic and literary conventions, even as pre-colonial narrative traditions persisted in transmuted literary conventions. Many of these narrative contradictions were resolved in the evolution of a new, hybrid genre of historical fiction. The forging of a national past involved marginalizing alternative traditions, however, as colonial Bengali authors ignored Alaol’s Sufi adaptation of Jayasi’s Padmavat. Meanwhile, Urdu narratives of Padmini in late-nineteenth-century North India continued in the Jayasi tradition, suggesting the limits in this period, to the spread of this new “nationalist” history that emerged among the bhadralok of colonial Bengal.
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Map 4: Narratives, editions, and manuscripts about Padmini of Chitor, circa 1850–1930

The Changing Bhadralok in the Nineteenth Century

The voluminous scholarship on the bhadralok has characterized them as a Weberian status group,3 or as a class in the Marxist sense,4 or as a colonial, subaltern middle class distinguished by its forging of a new public sphere.5 Other scholars, however, have given us more nuanced analyses of the diverse class origins of the bhadralok, as they shaped both its internal contradictions and its articulation of a nationalist ideology.6 In 1823, one of the earliest descriptions of the Bengali bhadralok (respectable folk) distinguished between wealthy agents to private European traders or administrative intermediaries of the East India Company at the top, a group in the middle, and below them those who served as accountants, poorer but still respectable.7 By the 1850s, few of the bhadralok merchant-princes survived; from this period, the typical occupations of the Bengali bhadralok, who were predominantly from a handful of Hindu upper castes, lay in government service or the professions of law, education, journalism, and medicine. Between 1850 and 1851, for instance, the number of “natives” in the civil administration in Bengal grew from 126,910 (out of a total of 153,713 employees) to 138,142 (out of a total of 165,301).8 Where the number of European employees grew by just 356, the number of “native” employees had grown by 11,232 in a single year. The other attribute of the bhadralok was “a virtually ubiquitous link with land in the form of petty zamindari, or, more often, intermediate tenure holding.” The 1891 Bengal Census found “half the merchants, one-third of the shopkeepers, a tenth of schoolteachers, pleaders and lawyers, one-fourth of the doctors, and one-sixth of the ‘clerical class’” to have “some interest in land, generally as intermediate tenants.”9 These rentier moorings decisively shaped the evolving attitudes of the bhadralok.

From the 1870s, holders of such intermediate tenures saw their income from the land shrink, in part due to factors such as new tenancy regulations and peasant resistance. As the emphasis on administrative and professional employment grew, so did an emphasis on the value of education. A small group from among the upper echelons of the middle bhadralok, many of whom had attended elite institutions offering English education like Hindu College (founded 1817), rose to positions of relative, though still modest, prominence within the colonial bureaucracy. Most members of a self-defined bhadralok intelligentsia—including Rangalal Bandopadhyay, Bhudeb Mukhopadhyay, and Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay—belonged to this group.10 A few members of the group, however, still came from the ranks of merchants who had made their fortunes as agents of European trade in the early nineteenth century, and who had invested their wealth in rural and urban land to become zamindars. The most notable instances were the exceptional Tagores of Jorasanko who, unlike most other bhadralok intellectuals, did not hold salaried positions. English education (to varying levels of competence, depending upon the degree of access to such institutions), and an involvement in the new domain of print were the other attributes of the bhadralok.11

By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the slow growth of industry and the humanistic emphasis of English education in India “made overcrowding of the liberal professions and government services inevitable.” Official racism provoked intense resentment; the agitation in 1883 by the British community in India against the Ilbert Bill (empowering Indian magistrates to hear cases against Englishmen) was most intense in Calcutta, and brought issues of race, equality before law, and the nature of British governance in India, into sharp focus.12 Thus, from the 1870s onward, the bhadralok intelligentsia began to manifest a distinct shift toward anti-colonial nationalism of various kinds.13 While this intelligentsia perceived itself as reformist, and may even have aspired to emulate its European predecessor and counterpart as a modernizing force,14 its relationship to colonial rule and English culture was complicated—by its material location as well as its cultural worldview, in which earlier forms and practices persisted even as they were being transmuted and reformed. The dominant Bengali culture that emerged through bhadralok reform is thus better understood as the selective reclaiming and reconstituting of elements of inherited, upper-caste Hindu, elite practices15—toward maintaining social authority, rather than as an autonomous, even spiritual domain.16 This pull of inherited forms and practices, as well as the felt need to modernize them for the present, are both apparent in the Padmini Upakhyan (1858), the earliest version of the Padmini legend in Bengal based exclusively on Tod’s Annals.

A New Past, a New Style

Rangalal Bandopadhyay (1827–87) was educated at a missionary school in Bakulia village, Bardhaman district, and then at the newly established Hooghly College (founded 1836). It is noteworthy that, within a decade of its establishment, Hooghly College “competed very successfully with the [older and more established] Hindu College in literature, law and mixed mathematics, while in Bengali it left the Calcutta institution far behind.”17 A government employee between 1860 and 1882, Rangalal briefly edited the weekly Sambad Sagar in the early 1850s; he thus straddled the domains of journalism and imaginative literature like his more famous and younger contemporary, Bankim. He translated English poetry (Cooper, Milton, Parnell, Goldsmith) into Bengali as a preparation for his own, original poetry.18 In the Preface to the Padmini Upakhyan, Rangalal describes how he aspired to recount Indic subjects in Bengali, in a style modeled on English examples. His literary works included an essay on Bengali poetry (1852), Padmini Upakhyan (1858), Karmadebi—another verse narrative about a medieval Rajput princess (1862)—and a translation of Kalidasa’s Kumarasambhavam (1872).19 He composed the Upakhyan at the request of Raja Satyacharan Ghoshal Bahadur of Bhukailash, the wealthy zamindar who was a prominent member of the British Indian Association (the first political organization with an exclusively Indian membership). The Padmini Upakhyan was published with the blessings of Rajendralal Mitra and the encouragement of the Vernacular Literature Society (founded 1851). By the 1870s, Mitra would gain prominence as an antiquarian and as one of the first Indian professional archeologists.20 The Vernacular Literature Society’s monthly journal, the Bibidartha Sangraha, edited by Mitra, included historical essays on the Rajputs.21 While the Society considered the Upakhyan to be the “first original composition of real merit,” they did not award it their prize for “original” work because of its verse form.22

Rangalal spelt out the uses of Rajput history in his Preface to the Upakhyan (1858):

From the time of the disappearance of Bharatvarsha’s independence (s’adhinata) until the present time, a continuous, genuine history is attainable . . . This land’s/country’s (edesher) former, most exalted genius and whatever remained of its shattered valor, was in the land/country of Rajputana alone. Just as the Rajputs were adorned with many virtues such as valor (birattva), resilience (dhirattva), and virtue (dharmikattva), in the same way their wives were renowned for the virtues of chastity (satittva), wisdom (sudhittva) and courage (sahasikattva). Out of these considerations I have composed the present tale (upakhyan) from the study of Rajput history, so that people can read a poem (padya) about the honor of the people of their own country (s’adeshiya loker garima) and at once be pleased and inspired to follow that example.23

While the Bengali bhadralok’s use of “Rajput history” as a source of inspirational narratives will be discussed later in this chapter, Rangalal’s Preface, in its heavy use of compound words of Sanskrit origin, gestures toward linguistic innovation. For Rangalal, such a re-formed language was one aspect of a new, “pure style” (bishuddha pranali). Like most of its vernacular counterparts in the subcontinent in the medieval period, the Bengali language had evolved through the blending of Persian, Sanskrit, and local dialects.24 The drive on the part of Rangalal and his peers to generate a new literary language, by introducing a heavily Sanskritized vocabulary, thus points to an emerging sense of linguistic differentiation between Hindus and Muslims in Bengal.

This move toward Sanskrit emerged in the context of the colonial government’s language policy. In 1837, Persian was abolished as the language of government in all of Bengal Presidency and replaced by English and the vernacular Bengali. By 1844 the governor-general, Lord Hardinge, announced that Indians who had received English education would be preferred in official employment.25 Further, the pandits and ulema—employed as specialists in the colonial courts since the 1780s—were phased out by the 1840s as the British began to rely increasingly on legal texts and accumulating precedent. While the Sanskrit College in Calcutta (established 1824) had flourished until this period, by the early 1850s its graduates were finding suitable employment increasingly hard to come by. The Sanskrit pandit Vidyasagar, now principal of the College, suggested that they be deployed in the growing numbers of vernacular schools, since Wood’s Despatch (1854) declared the government’s intention to invest in vernacular education at the primary level. This was the context for Vidyasagar’s assertion, in 1853, that only good Sanskrit scholars could carry out the much-needed improvement of the Bengali language: “The creation of an enlightened Bengali literature should be the first object of those who are entrusted with the superintendence of education in Bengal . . . An elegant, expressive and idiomatic Bengali style cannot be at the command of those who are not good Sanskrit scholars . . .”26 Thus, patriotic calls for cultivating the mother tongue in newspapers and journals in the 1840s and 1850s,27 emerged in the context of a dramatically altered relationship for the bhadralok between Persian, Sanskrit, Bengali, and employment opportunities.

Along with a new language, Rangalal also saw himself as using a new style, distinct from the “great proportion of this land’s language-poetry” with its “obscenity and impurity, which until now had been so dear to the young and the old and women, to every sort of person.”28 The emergence of a new aesthetic, defined in opposition to popular taste, is apparent from a survey of the books published on various subjects between 1853 and 1867. While 37 titles were published around the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, 113 titles were published on contemporary social issues, 140 titles in the category “Bengali tales,” 250 titles in Bengali poetry and 225 in Bengali drama.29 Another aspect of this refashioning of literature was the popularity of the new literary reviews that defined and mediated literary taste.30 Rangalal amplified on what was wrong with the old literary forms: “I have this to say, that the various episodes (akhyan) described in ancient/Puranic history (puranetihas) are known to all people all over Bharatvarsha; . . . all those tales from having many supernatural (alaukik) descriptions are not respected to that extent by modern educated youth.”31

With a prescient eye to the re-formed expectations of his target audience, Rangalal departed from what Bankim would later call “the endless repetitions of the mythological tales from the Puranas.”32 The new mode for Bengali literature was distinct not only from the old Puranic, but also from the modes and genres popular among Bengal’s Muslims. One observer in 1850 commented on the differentiation: “Their [the Muslims’] favorite books are of a totally different nature from those of the Hindus. True, they are printed in the Bengali character, and profess to be Bengali poetry, like all the rest; but the language contains a large admixture of Hindustani, and the subject matter usually consists of Muhammadan legend.”33

This “language” with a significant proportion of Hindustani, or dobhashi (bilingual), had been used by poets such as Garibullah and Amir Hamza, in retelling narratives from the masnavi tradition popular in Indo-Persian courtly culture, such as Yousuf Zulekha (1753) and Madhumalati (1790). The authors of such narratives came from towns like Hughli, Chittagong, and Noakhali.34 By the mid-nineteenth century, the bhadralok intelligentsia was beginning to question whether dobhashi and its romances could be included within the bounds of a modern Bengali literature, and to relegate them to the “unlettered” domain of the Bengali Muslim peasantry.

The Padmini Upakhyan was clearly part of this new, self-conscious project, to forge a new linguistic idiom and new forms appropriate for high literature. And yet, it reveals traces of the same pre-modern puranetihas that Rangalal was so anxious to distance himself from. Thus, the Upakhyan retains a Puranic periodization mentioned without commentary by Tod, as Rangalal inserted Rajput history into a continuum beginning with the epics and lasting until the present moment: “In Treta the Suryavansha took the royal sceptre. In Dvapar the Chandravansha gained renown. At the beginning of Kali the solar lineage again became kings. Shiladitya of this celestial lineage was renowned throughout the earth.”35 There are multiple ironies here. On the one hand, Rangalal narrates how he heard an opinion expressed at a meeting he had attended, that Bengal had not had a great poet because it had been subjugated over centuries. He recounts how this challenge inspired him to compose the Padmini Upakhyan.36 But this assertion of aesthetic independence, published a year after the 1857 Rebellion, was based upon an acknowledged debt to the colonial administrator Tod, who was seen as providing access to an older, and therefore more “authentic,” Rajput past. Rangalal’s version also retained other elements from those older forms for narrating the past: thus the loss of clan and kingdom (rajyalop, vamshalop) is attributed to the demonic thirst (rakshasir kshudhar) of Chitor’s patron goddess, Byan Mata.37

The Puranic perspective also brought with it a characteristic frame in which kshatriya Rajputs battled the asura Alauddin, often with the help of the gods. Thus Rangalal’s Bhimsinha taunts the sultan:

Born in an asura lineage, you desire to taste the nectar . . . For the obliteration of the demonic horde, [this was] the goddess’s trick; she took the form of a young lady in Vindhyachal. Hearing her beauty described by a messenger, the lord of the demons lost his senses, wanting to capture her. He died with his entire clan at the hands of Chamunda. In the same fashion, O evil-minded one, you will go to the house of Yama.38

Of course, in Rangalal’s version he is merely responding to Alauddin’s inflammatory rhetoric: “I will cause the Hindus to give up their worship, rituals, devotions (brata puja yag); by bringing into the [Muslim] fold (imane) the wife of their leader.”39 The anti-Muslim rhetoric visible here in a printed text would become much more prominent in dramatic versions of the Padmini legend performed in the public theater by the 1870s, such as Jyotirindranath’s Sarojini.

Padmini in the Public Theater

In the 1870s and 1880s, new schools were set up to define and preserve “indigenous” values in education, including Nabagopal Mitra’s National School in 1870, and the City College and numerous schools set up by the Brahmos.40 While such efforts were not new, the increase in these institutions suggests the political temper of the bhadralok. From now on, bhadralok accounts of Rajput history were increasingly anti-colonial, especially in the theater. Plays such as Jyotirindranath Tagore’s Sarojini (1875) and Upendranath Das’s violently anti-British Sarat-sarojini (1874) and Surendrabinodini (1875), used the theater for political mobilization; patriotic songs were used as set pieces within plays and became very popular in their own right.41 Colonial authorities were quick to recognize this growing politicization of the drama in particular.42 While the Vernacular Press Act of 1878 was withdrawn four years later, the Dramatic Performances Act enacted in 1876 was never withdrawn.

Like his kin in the Tagore family, Jyotirindranath Tagore (1848–1925) was actively involved in the nascent bhadralok patriotism. Co-founder of the Patriots’ Association in 1865, he was also actively involved in the Hindu Mela. At this annual fair held between 1867 and 1880, along with lectures and songs, exhibitions of agricultural produce, animals, birds, machinery and handicraft items, plays such as Kiran Chandra Bandopadhyay’s Bharat Mata were staged.43 The song Satyendranath Tagore composed for the inaugural mela, depicted the country as the Mother shackled by “Subjection and Ignorance,” and exhorted the “children of Bharat” to rise. Jyotirindranath later used the song in his historical play Purubikram (1874).44 Sarojini ba Chitor Akraman appeared in 1875, just a couple of years after the first public performance of a play in Calcutta. Except for some prominent actresses, almost all the “enthusiasts”45 involved in this new public theater—playwrights, producers, male performers and patrons—were overwhelmingly from the bhadralok. Thus the public theater became a significant site for the forging of bhadralok identity and culture.46 As the bhadralok confronted shrinking opportunities for advancement and turned to nationalism, the proliferation of historical plays celebrating valiant patriots resisting unjust tyrants is understandable. The spectacle value of such clashes would have made these themes even more attractive for theatrical companies dependent on box office receipts for their survival.47

Jyotirindranath’s play takes its title from its central character, a daughter of Rana Lakshmansinha of Chitor, who is betrothed to the valiant Rajput chief Vijaysinha. Meanwhile, the Pathan king Alauddin threatens the kingdom, demanding the surrender of the beautiful queen Padmini. The Rana’s priest, who is actually Alauddin’s trusted associate, informs Lakshmansinha that he must sacrifice his beloved daughter to the goddess to rescue his kingdom from Alauddin. This triggers a crisis within the Rajput kingdom, as a defiant Vijaysinha resists the king’s decree to protect his fiancée Sarojini. With Alauddin at the gates, the priest has been successful in distracting the Rajputs, He then agrees to sacrifice another woman to the goddess; the men go out to fight Alauddin one last time, and the women, led by the beautiful Padmini, commit jauhar. The dramatic value of the subplot, involving young lovers, disguise, and treachery, is obvious. So is its effect in exalting the patriotism of the Rana of Chitor, determined to sacrifice even his daughter to preserve his kingdom. What is striking, though, is the stridency in depicting the Muslim on the public stage. The sultan, Alauddin, declares his intent to raze to the ground each and every temple of the Hindus.48 In Jyotirindranath’s version, as in Rangalal’s earlier, he threatens not only Padmini but all Rajput women. As the commander of Lakshmansinha’s army reminds him, “The Creator has entrusted such a heavy burden on your shoulders: the lives, honor, happiness and freedom of lakhs and lakhs of Rajput girls depend on you.”49

In contrast to the lascivious “Muslim” conqueror, however, the Rajputs treat women honorably. Jyotirindranath’s play introduces the character Roshenara, absent from Tod’s account like Sarojini, to demonstrate this. This woman of noble birth is captured from Alauddin’s camp by Vijaysinha, and befriended by Sarojini. Her captor reassures her, “O beautiful one! . . . Do not fear. Come with us. Rajput warriors know to honor women.” In fact, Vijaysinha behaves so chivalrously that Roshenara falls in love with him.50 However, the narrative thwarts the Muslim woman’s desire for her Rajput captor, as Roshenara is sacrificed to the goddess by the false priest Bhairavacharya, who then discovers that she is his long-lost daughter. Nilufer Ibrahim has pointed out how a Hindu-Muslim marriage could not be shown on stage in the public theater during these years, such was the audience’s hostility to the idea.51 Jyotirindranath’s play demonstrates a striking instance of continuity between the drama and the social values of its audience.

Evidence available about the staging of Sarojini reveals further such continuities. As Sarojini is about to be sacrificed, Vijaysinha runs on to the stage to reveal that Bhairavacharya is not a Brahmin priest but a Muslim in disguise. The prominent actress Binodini Dasi recounts what followed in one particular show: “At this, the entire audience grew so agitated that they could not restrain themselves any more and leapt over the footlights crying murder. Immediately, they [the performers] swooned in excitement. The curtain was dropped right away and they were picked up from the stage and restored to consciousness. Only when they were restored to normalcy did the performance continue.”52 Audience ire was directed toward other Muslim figures as well, such as the commoner Fateullah—Alauddin’s messenger to the false priest Bhairavacharya. Jyotirindranath has this character speak dobhashi, so that his language betrays him as “Musalman,” “foreigner,” and “spy”.53 In another instance of such anti-Muslim sentiment spilling over from the fictional realm to the real world, Binodini herself seems to have believed that “Musalmans” routinely attacked and persecuted young women in places such as Lahore, when they “ruled over the land.”54

The Sacred Nation and its Enemies

Equally noteworthy in Jyotirindranath’s version is a new sacralizing of the land as nation: the priest Bhairavacharya names a network of pilgrimage sites defining the sacred nation: Brindavan and Gokul, Kashi and Kurukshetra, Jagannath and Chandranath, Jwalamukhi and Hardwar.55 The trope seems to have been common in these years. In 1876, Bhudeb Mukhopadhyay, intending to write a “mystical history” of India in his allegorical Pushpanjali, demarcated the nation’s geographical boundaries by having the sages Markandeya and Vyasa visit places of pilgrimage all over the subcontinent.56 And a few years later Aghornath Barat, in his Preface to Yajneshwar Bandopadhyay’s Bengali translation of the Annals, evoked the image of a land revivified by a new strength coursing through it, a strength carried “along the blessed waters of the Bhagirathi.”57

Such demarcations of an organically unified territorial space were not new in the Indian context. Pre-modern dynastic realms had deployed notions of a regional territory characterized by a distinctive biological-ethical essence, often tied to the memorials or burial sites of its heroes, kings, saints, and preachers.58 Bhudeb’s evocation of a transregional sacred landscape was thus of older provenance; holy men, scholars, and pilgrims had long traveled across the subcontinent, attesting to the notion of a sacred landscape marked by holy sites extending well beyond their own region. In pre-colonial Bengal, Bharatchandra’s Annadamangal (1752) narrates one such journey when the zamindar Bhavananda takes Man Simha on a circuitous return journey to the Mughal capital Delhi, through several pilgrimage centers: Puri, Kashi, Marhatta, the land of the Bargis, Gujarat where Kalaketu lived, Mathura, and Brindavan. The travelers do not visit Rajasthan.59 And yet, colonial bhadralok mappings of the “nation” invoked these older “sacred landscapes” for a new purpose. In Barat’s description of the geographical expanse of Bharatvarsha, the idea of a “bio-moral” essence survives only as allusion to the blessed, life-giving waters of the Bhagirathi; Barat substitutes for such an essence a shared history and culture, emphatically asserted. Such a claim departed from pre-modern sacred landscapes that invoked a community of religious practice, not the transcendent historical-cultural boundaries of the nation.

Barat states explicitly in his Preface that this shared history and culture of Bharatvarsha are “Aryan” and “Hindu,” while Bhudeb’s imagined nation omits the Muslim sacred landscape of the subcontinent, peopled by its own numerous saints and shrines. By the 1880s, such exclusions were achieved through claiming racial and historical descent, used in turn to assert transregional affiliations now seen as inherited from antiquity. Scholars like Rajendralal Mitra asserted that the topographical map of the lands settled by the ancient Aryans corresponded to present-day northern India. This identification of the Aryans as ancestors of the “Hindus” provided the latter, including the Bengali bhadralok, a “superior” ancestry and heritage that provided equality with the “civilized races” of Europe.60 Tod’s speculative explorations of such shared origins in the Annals thus provided bhadralok intellectuals with a master text that ratified their search for putative “superior” origins.

Yajneshwar Bandopadhyay’s embellishment of Tod’s account (in his widely read translation of the Annals, published in 1884) suggests how entrenched this discourse was becoming.61 Tod’s brief mention of Alauddin’s “bigoted zeal” is now magnified: “Under his harsh and terrible assault, how many hundreds of kingdoms of Rajasthan were . . . uprooted for all time by the Hindu-hating Alauddin! Those kings of the sacred Agnikula in whose courts once all of Bharatvarsha’s destiny was decided, today they have been eradicated with their entire lineages for eternity, by the terrible atrocities of the Musalman warrior.”62

Further, in Yajneshwar’s account, Alauddin’s forces are mere “Yavana soldiers” (Yavana sainya gan), while the Rajputs are “valiant warriors” (Rajput bir gana). Such portrayals reveal the distance the bhadralok Padmini narratives had traveled from pre-colonial Rajput narrative traditions, that had readily acknowledged their enemy’s valor. The latter had emerged between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, in the context of a competitive military labor market and a political culture shared by North Indian ruling elites across region and ethnicity; in such an ethos, an acknowledgment of the enemy’s valor only highlighted one’s own prowess. In contrast, the bhadralok authors appropriated from Tod the idea that the Rajputs were a “race” or a “nationality,” thus reasserting his premise of the inalienable bond between the “people” and the “land.” The aspiring imperialist’s claims were recast therefore as inherently illegitimate, so that the enemy was wily, not valiant. The index of Bharatvarsha’s decline was the treacherous politics of new rulers like Shahabuddin and Alauddin. Yajneshwar laments Alauddin’s capture of Bhimsinha: “Alas! Did the wicked, treacherous Yavanas return the pure and boundless trust of the Rajputs in this fashion! The simple-minded Bhimsinha was oppressed in the most horrible way by the deceitful and treacherous (kapatachari) Yavana.”63

The translation reveals how the Bengali bhadralok reinserted the Rajput narratives received via Tod into older, more familiar, frames of reference. Tod had acknowledged Alauddin’s military success, while comparing him to Aurangzeb in his “bigoted hypocrisy.”64 Yajneshwar sees in Tod’s “Pathan Emperor” an old enemy from the Puranas: the Yavana barbarian. While Tod had already recast the resistance of regional kingdoms to imperial conquest as Rajput patriotism, the bhadralok authors reinterpreted this phenomenon within a Puranic idiom, as kshatriya defense of dharma. The emergent nation thereby acquired a political ethic asserted to be continuous with its ancient norms.

While it is difficult to pinpoint the precise historical reasons for this gradual intensification of anti-Muslim sentiment among the bhadralok, their overwhelming monopoly of government jobs and the professions, and the near-absence of Muslims from these sectors, would certainly have contributed to shaping this discourse in particular ways.65 Official statistics compiled in these decades present a stark picture. In 1876, only 16.5 per cent of Calcutta’s Muslim male population could read and write, as compared to 42 per cent of the city’s Hindu men.66 In the 1881 Census, more than 90 per cent of Bengal’s Muslims were recorded as belonging to agricultural or service groups. Of these, the vast majority were actual tillers of the soil, only a handful being non-cultivating landowners.67 According to the 1901 Census, Bengal’s total population was 78,493,410 persons.68 18,950 persons were recorded as employed in government services, and 22,530 persons as working in the “professions.” Brahmins, Baidyas, and Kayasths, who constituted 5.2 per cent of the population, had 80.2 per cent of the total appointments to high government positions, where lower-caste Hindus had 9.5 per cent and Muslims 10.3 per cent.69 In the same year, Hindus constituted 94 per cent of all students in arts colleges, 96.2 per cent of the students in professional colleges, and 88 per cent in high schools.70

Educated Muslim resentment against “the Bengali of the Hindu pathshalas” had been growing, but public debate intensified after 1871, when the government recommended “greater encouragement to the creation of a vernacular literature for the Mahomedans.” The provincial government in Bengal Presidency also determined at this time that the vernacular of Bengali Muslims was Bengali and not Hindustani or Urdu. By 1892, the Muslim newspaper Sudhakar, published from Calcutta, protested against the historical novels of bhadralok writers such as Bankim and Romesh Chandra Dutt: “The Mussalmans of Bengal . . . are greatly pained to see their race vilified in every page of every work of these authors. Literature is the true mirror of the national mind, and Bengali literature being so full of abuse for the Mussalmans, it is easy to see how deep is the Bengali’s hatred of the Mussalman.”71

Such protests came even from “journals broadly sympathetic toward nationalism, like the Soltan and the Mussalman.”72 Further, just as the Hindu bhadralok was engaged in constructing a glorious history for their new “nation,” Muslim journals and historical literature emerged with a mirror image by the end of the nineteenth century, asserting the glories of pre-modern Islam. Histories such as Abdul Karim’s Bharatbarshe Musalman Rajatver Itihas (1898), Muizuddin Ahmad’s Turashker Itihas (1903), and Shaikh Abdul Jabbar’s Makka Sharifer Itihas (1906), and Madina Sharifer Itihas (1907) suggest that it was not only the glories of “Muslim rule” on the subcontinent that were recuperated.73 The history of “Muslim” kingdoms elsewhere was seen to be equally relevant for this audience in Bengal, as it now asserted its affiliation with a new, transregional and pan-Islamic community. Over the next three decades, educated Muslims published works on Islamic subjects in modern Bengali, “aimed particularly at the educated, or semi-educated, youth.” By the early twentieth century, “Muslim identity was perceived to be totally incompatible with local symbols, dress and language.”74

The growing tensions were visible in the nature of political mobilization in Bengal at the turn of the twentieth century. As Sumit Sarkar has pointed out in his landmark study of the Swadeshi movement against the Partition of Bengal in 1905, Swadeshi tactics included the use of “traditional weapon[s] of the Hindu samaj,” such as social ostracism against sellers and buyers of foreign goods. The zamindars’ role in propagating Swadeshi ideals often translated into measures such as the forcible closing of local markets (hat) that serviced a predominantly Muslim peasantry. Nationalist mobilization often implied “a considerable degree of intimidation of the lower orders (in many East Bengal districts predominantly Muslim).” British divide-and-rule tactics in the late nineteenth century had aggravated pre-existing social and class divides, so that the Swadeshi period was marked by the outbreak of rioting by Muslims in Bengal.75 This was in spite of attempts to evolve secular symbols that would unite Bengali Hindus and Muslims in the nationalist struggle, including suggested festivals honoring Mir Kasim and Akbar. And the Swadeshi movement had taken up “Hindu-Muslim unity as one of its principal themes, and broadcast it through innumerable speeches, pamphlets and songs.” And yet, by the 1900s, the idiom of traditional Hinduism had become “the primary communication medium between the intelligentsia and the masses.”76

These contradictions are all too apparent in Kshirodprasad Vidyavinod’s Padmini, which appeared in 1906 at the height of the Swadeshi movement along with a new spurt of such “historical” plays, including Dwijendralal Rai’s Pratapsingha (1905), Durgadas (1906), and Mebar-patan (1908); and Kshirodprasad Vidyavinod’s Pratapaditya (1906), Padmini (1906) and Palasir prayashchitta (1907). In January 1911, thirteen plays were banned under the 1876 Act, including Girischandra’s Sirajuddoulah, Mir Kasim and Chhatrapati Shivaji; Kshirodprasad’s Palasir prayashchitta and Nandakumar; and Haripada Chatterji’s Durgasur and Ranajiter jiban jajna.77 Kshirodprasad (1863–1927) was a professor of chemistry at a Calcutta college as well as a successful dramatist. He specialized in dramatic fairy tales and mythological plays interspersed with numerous songs, but also wrote “historical” plays like Banger Pratapaditya (1903) and Padmini (1906), and plays on epic themes such as Raghubir (1903). His “historical” plays—Pratapaditya and Padmini (1906), Palasir prayaschitta (1907) and Nandakumar (1908)—were written during the height of the Swadeshi movement and its immediate aftermath.

In his retelling of the Padmini legend, Kshirodprasad reiterates the bhadralok perspective of honorable Rajputs fighting immoral Muslim invaders. His Alauddin justifies regicide as a new strategy for building and strengthening a kingdom (samrajya pratishtha), and dismisses the distinctions between ethical and unethical conduct (dharma ki, adharma ki). When the young Lakshmansinha espouses the use of guile against the Yavanas, his uncle Bhimsinha reprimands him: “Such words do not befit the lord of Chitor, born from the mouth of the sacred fire and foremost among kshatriyas.”78 Kshirodprasad explicitly ascribes kshatriya status to the Rajputs, and compares the advance of Alauddin’s army to the crescent moon swallowing the sun.79 Thus, Alauddin’s army is also exclusively “Muslim” in the play, quite unlike the multi-ethnic and multi-religious armies of the medieval and early modern periods. The status of the Rajput kingdom as a “Hindu” polity is underlined here: Gora burns with the desire to avenge the subjugation of Bharat, seen in the defeat of its Rajput kings and the plunder of its sacred shrines: “I would avenge the murder of Prithviraj, the destruction of the idol of Somnath, the demolition of Nagarkot.”80

None of this seems novel. What is novel, though, is Kshirodprasad’s focus on the commoners in Chitor. In particular, the play discusses relations between Hindus and Muslims in this ideal “Hindu” kingdom, a particularly volatile issue in Bengal in 1906. Kshirodprasad’s Alauddin dismisses all distinctions between Hindus and Muslims as he describes his imperial ambitions:

This throne of Delhi once belonged to the Hindus, now it belongs to the Musalmans. The Musalman says, he earns merit and defends righteousness by seizing the kingdom from the hands of the infidel (kafer). The Hindu says, the infidels (bidharmira) come and capture our righteous kingdom (dharmarajya). I cannot enter into these intricate calculations about virtue and vice (dharma[-a]dharma).81

Gora expresses a similar sentiment when greeting Alauddin’s exiled Vazir, disguised as a mendicant (fakir): “Once one is a human being, then one is neither Hindu nor Musalman—as soon as I see a human being, I am respectful. That is why I respect you.” The Vazir disguised as fakir agrees.82 Gora even adopts Nasiban—the Vazir’s daughter, whom Alauddin married and then spurned, and who seeks vengeance against the sultan from the Rajputs of Chitor—as his sister, after discovering that she is a Muslim: “From that first human couple you are descended—and we are descended.”83 However, this conviction in the oneness of all humanity surfaces only intermittently. The same Gora also declares the rules by which Muslims can live in this country: “If the infidels (bidharmira) wish to blend in, I would accord each one of them the status of my own brother. If not, I would hurl each one of them over to the other side of the Sulaiman mountain.”84 Clearly, there were limits to the accommodation of Muslims within the ideal kingdom of Chitor, with its “natural” creed, that of the “Rajput” and the “Hindu.” The “Muslim” may be treated with respect, but remains an outsider. However, unlike Jyotirindranath or Yajneshwar, Kshirodprasad in 1906 does not conclude with the destruction of Chitor’s temples by Alauddin, revealing a somewhat less strident perspective on Hindu–Muslim relations at this historical moment.

The Allure of Historical Fiction

Several scholars have explored the attraction of history for bhadralok intellectuals in the late nineteenth century, and commented on the proliferation of historical fiction, poetry, and plays in this period.85 There is general agreement on the emergence of nationalist history in response to colonial rule, colonial education, and colonial historiography. Some scholars have also argued that since the bhadralok writers, frequently in government jobs, could not directly criticize the British, they turned their focus backward on past conquerors and rulers, the Muslims.86 Equally influential was the bhadralok’s internalizing of Mill’s notorious tripartite scheme of ancient, medieval, and modern periods in Indian history.87 The emergence of a new kind of historical fiction presents somewhat different issues. Sudipta Kaviraj has suggested that bhadralok intellectuals turned to the “mythic discourse” of the historical novel to create heroic pasts for the nation, as a particular response to the positivistic and imperialist history that they were being taught in the colonial curriculum.88 However, the persistence of pre-colonial literary conventions in the new, hybrid genre of historical fiction has received less attention, as have the kinds of forgetting involved in forging this new past.

The domains of literature and history were delineated in the same way in Bengal as elsewhere in northern India in the pre-colonial period. Thus, in the first decade of the nineteenth century, William Carey’s collection of imaginary tales was called Itihasa-mala and subtitled “A Garland of History.” Similarly, Nilmani Basak’s compilation of Persian stories was published in 1834 as Parasya Itihasa. In 1856, however, the same book was reprinted as Parasya Upanyas.89 In the 1830s, the syllabus for history in Calcutta’s elite Hindu College included Hume’s History of England and Gibbon’s History of the Roman Empire, both unabridged; Mitford’s History of Greece, Ferguson’s Roman Republic, Mountstuart Elphinstone’s History of India, and Russell’s Modern Europe.90 By 1857–8, with the founding of Calcutta University, Vidyasagar (the Sanskrit pandit and colonial superintendent of schools) and Ramgati Nyayaratna had translated the two volumes of the missionary J.C. Marshman’s History of Bengal for the instruction of Bengali students.91

Bhadralok responses to colonial scholars’ denial that Indians had genuine historical traditions evolved over these decades. On the one hand, in his influential Bharatbarsher Itihas (1858), Tarinicharan Chattopadhyay accepted the lack of “authentic sources” for ancient India and therefore agreed that it was not possible to construct a continuous narrative for ancient Indian history.92 On the other hand, an article entitled “Bharatiya Itihas” in the Arya Darshan (1877) stated that the sixth-century Sanskrit Amarakosha had identified history with puravrtta, i.e. descriptions of past events. As the author concluded, “when the word history has been used in this irrefutable sense everywhere, then there can be no doubt that the ancient Aryans actually wrote history.”93 In the same decade, Bankimchandra was issuing his well-known exhortations to educated Indians to write their own history: “Bengal must have her own history. Otherwise there is no hope for Bengal. Who is to write it? You have to write it. I have to write it. All of us have to write it. Anyone who is a Bengali has to write it . . .”94 Bankim emphasized that Bengalis lacked a “national/community pride” (jatiya gaurab) because they did not write their own history. Thus, bhadralok narrations of the past had the avowed intention of arousing such pride, as already apparent in nascent form in Rangalal’s invocation of Rajput history.

By the 1870s, then, two contradictory trends seem to have emerged. On the one hand historiographic methods and models, evolved in the European Enlightenment and transmitted through colonial education, shaped the bhadralok’s sense of the professional discipline of history. Now, English-educated Bengalis abandoned explanations such as divine intervention and ethical conduct “in judging the rise and fall of kingdoms;” instead they preferred a model of political history as an amoral struggle for power. Thus emerged a crucial transition from the “history of kings” to the “history of this country.” The English-educated Bengali borrowed from European historiography an equivalence between country, people, sovereignty, and statehood.95 The discipline of history demanded explanations for past events, from within the realm of human action.

However, aspiring historians were confronted with material obstacles in gathering evidence that would satisfy the new norms. Access to government documents would obviously have been closely controlled in colonial Bengal. And other enterprises to collect “sources”—material artifacts and manuscripts—began only in the 1870s. Tapati Guha-Thakurta has pointed to the difficulties inherent in such endeavors, given the reluctance of traditional repositories—such as Jain bhandars or Hindu temples and monasteries—to grant access to manuscript collections, let alone sell them, to the new collectors.96 Moreover, most such endeavors at building archives and museums were carried out by individual bhadralok (sometimes sponsored by wealthy zamindar patrons), or by local learned bodies they formed.97 This was the material context for a second trend, in which bhadralok intellectuals lamented how the new positivist history had no place for the evocation of national pride in heroic pasts. Such tensions were resolved in the newly dominant genre of historical fiction.

In a series of exchanges with the noted historian Akshaykumar Maitra in 1898, Rabindranath applauded both the “newly aroused love for one’s own country” and the new “thirst for history” (itihasakkhudha), attributing these to the spread of education and awakening. He linked the elaboration of a historical record to the consolidation of a national identity that transcended narrower sectarian identities, “when men experience their unity not merely as a religious community (dharmasampradaya) but as a people (janasampradaya).”98 Rabindranath emphasized the need for such a history of India under British rule: to “rescue our history from the hands of others” and “see our Bharatvarsha with our own independent perspective,” was an essential first step in the rediscovery of a genuine national identity.99

In an essay on the historical novel in the same year, he pointed out how the discipline of history had separated itself from the realm of literature in modern times:

The Ramayana and the Mahabharata were once history. What is history today feels deeply ashamed to acknowledge kinship with them: they have lost caste by tying the knot with poetry. So hard is it for them to regain their standing that history wishes to pass them off as poetry. Says poetry: “Dear History, you have a lot of falsehood and I have a lot of truth: come, let us live in amity as we used to.” History replies: “No, brother, it’s better to divide up our property between us and go our own ways.” The surveyor named knowledge has set about that task of division. He is determined to draw a firm line between the realm of truth and the realm of the imagination.100

While recognizing the new distinctions between history and literature, Rabindranath defended the hybrid genre of historical fiction (aitihasik upanyas). He argued that the novel as a literary genre depicted the joys and sorrows, the ebb and flow of individual lives. In doing so, it generated enjoyment (ananda) in the reader. There were, however, a few individuals whose personal joys and sorrows were tied to the great affairs of the world; they had to be seen as heroes upon the grand stage of the past. In depicting the lives of such individuals, the writer drew upon the tools of history. History had to be read for the truth it offered, literature for the pleasure (ananda) it gave. And the genre of historical fiction gave to the reader a pleasure so distinct as to be classified as a distinct rasa—the historical rasa.101 Rabindranath acknowledges Enlightenment norms classifying history as the “kingdom of truth” and literature as the “kingdom of imagination;” however, he defends historical fiction as a mediatory genre between these distinct realms. In allowing the “imaginative” embellishment of historical “truth,” historical fiction aided in a better understanding of history and allowed for the celebration of heroes, unlike historical narratives that merely recorded the lives of significant agents.102

In 1901, Jyotirindranath explained the presence of invented characters in his historical plays in the same terms. He wrote of the play Ashrumati (1879), based loosely on the Annals: “I accept that Pratapsinha did not have any daughter called “Ashrumati.” She is solely a product of my imagination. I have only this to say, the imaginary events that are described in this play, have the effect not of diminishing Pratapsinha’s lofty character in the least, but of increasing it all the more.”103 His Sarojini had similarly exalted the heroism of the Rana of Chitor by introducing a fictitious daughter, Sarojini, whom Lakshmansinha must sacrifice to the goddess for the redemption of his kingdom from Alauddin’s threatened conquest. While Tod’s Annals was received in colonial Bengal as an authoritative account of Rajput history, its primary use was as a source of inspirational narratives about heroic personages, that bhadralok writers freely adapted. History as a discipline demanded accuracy of facts, evidence, and proof before conclusions. Historical fiction effectively sidestepped these requirements. Therefore, sustained accuracy to historical fact was not even an issue for these authors.

It is important to recognize, however, that pre-colonial conventions distinguishing “literature” and “history” continued to be invoked throughout this period, affecting the reception of both domains. On the one hand a history rediscovered within dominant European standards of historiography, such as Tod’s Annals, could still be re-read in the light of archaic conventions such as those of the katha and the charitra. And on the other, pre-modern genres such as the epic, narrativizing a mythic past, could be reread as “history.” Bipinbihari Nandi’s verse translation of the Annals, the Sachitra Sapta Kanda Rajasthan (1911), illustrates such readjustments in generic classification. Nandi located his translation in the tradition of the medieval Bengali translations of the Ramayana and the Mahabharata.104 Tod’s text was thus comparable to the epics in its didactic value, and was read within similar generic horizons: the epics and the Annals were equally exemplary narratives about characters believed to have been historical figures. The new pantheon of heroes for the “nation” thus incorporated figures from both history and myth. Sarala Debi’s Birashtami celebrations in 1902 included the recitation of a Sanskrit verse listing the heroes of the new nation, including the figures of Krishna, Rama, Bhishma, Karna, Arjuna, Bhima, and Meghnad from the epics, along with the historical figures of Rana Pratap, Shivaji, Ranjit Singh, and Pratapaditya.105

Bhadralok appropriations of Tod’s Annals in this period thus point to a process of partial and incomplete transitions in the history of narrative genres. For these Bengali authors, historical fiction offered itself as a mode of mediation between received narrative forms such as the katha, kavya and charitra, and modern historiographic modes now endowed with factual authority. The recourse to Tod endowed bhadralok celebrations of Rajput tradition with the authority of colonial scholarship, while the sustained recourse to historical fiction allowed writers and audiences to retain the familiar interpretive horizons of pre-colonial narrative genres.

The power of this mode is apparent from the enduring success of Abanindranath Tagore’s Rajkahini, retelling the Padmini legend again in 1909, this time for an audience of children. Abanindranath (1871–1951) achieved renown as “the leading artist and ideologue of the nationalist art movement in Calcutta.”106 His discontent with his European-style training and his search for an indigenous aesthetic in pre-colonial miniature traditions are well known. His Rajkahini (1909) was a children’s account of episodes from the history of Mewar. It has sold innumerable copies, gone through countless editions, and continues to be one of the most widely read popular accounts of Rajput traditions in Bengali to this day.107

The account of Padmini in the Rajkahini reveals another persistent attribute of the bhadralok versions. If the search for patriotism required the construction of Muslims as enemies, it also required a papering over of conflict within the Rajput domain. So, where Tod had represented the dissension of the Rajput chiefs as an aberration from his inferred norm of stable monarchies, bhadralok authors erased or deflated such conflict between kings and chiefs. In Abanindranath’s account, “patriotic” (rajbhakta) Rajput chiefs disregard Bhimsinha’s offer to surrender Padmini, and decide unanimously that they must fight Alauddin and avenge the insult to the kingdom.108 Such unanimity is in stark contrast to the courtly intrigue surrounding the decision to fight Alauddin in the pre-colonial Rajasthan versions.

In other bhadralok versions, conflict between the Rajput king and his chiefs was seen as endangering the kingdom, but was deflated in the interests of aggrandizing the central conflict between Rajput patriot and Muslim conqueror. In Jyotirindranath’s play, a defiant Vijaysinha resists the king to protect his fiancée Sarojini from being sacrificed. Angered at this challenge to his authority, Lakshmansinha expels the rebel from his realm. Although the inflamed Vijaysinha defies this decree, the conflict between king and prominent chief is deflated abruptly when the priest alters his interpretation of the goddess’s demand for a sacrifice.109 Kshirodprasad echoed Jyotirindranath’s depiction, of internal rifts among the Rajputs preventing them from mounting an adequate response to the Delhi sultan. Here, the crisis is provoked by Lakshmansinha’s recalcitrant son Arunsinha. Distracted by romantic love, he fails to present himself for the first battle against Alauddin. For this dereliction of duty his father the Rana expels him from the kingdom. Lakshmansinha continues to rebuff Arun’s subsequent offers of help even when he sorely needs reinforcements. This conflict is resolved when Arunsinha dies defending Chitor after his father’s rumored death, and finally lives up to the “Rajput” ideal.

One could speculate that the unanimity among the Rajput chiefs in Abanindranath’s account was in the interests of a simpler story-line for children, of Rajput pitted against Muslim. However, it also reflects the bhadralok imagining of a Rajput past in which Chitor was under-girded by sacred authority, and chiefs willingly fulfilled their hierarchical obligations. Imagining such a moral order involved the erasure of all internal contradictions in pre-colonial Rajput polity. Thus Rajput history was instrumental in redrawing cultural, religious and political boundaries between communities in the present; bhadralok writers adapted Rajput traditions to suggest that refashioned boundaries of community, culture, and conflict between “Hindus” and “Muslims” were of much older provenance, and extended throughout the subcontinent.


The forging of this nationalist history around new heroes also involved erasing other memories particular to Bengal. A Shivaji festival was instituted in Calcutta in 1904, honoring Shivaji for founding the ideal “Hindu” nation (rashtra).110 Memories of the Marathas had been especially bitter in Bengal after the Bargi (Maratha mercenary) raids for plunder in the 1740s. By the early twentieth century, however, the memory of these raids had clearly dimmed; in its place emerged a narrative of the founding of an ideal Hindu kingdom. In celebrating Shivaji, Bengali bhadralok writers were evolving a new, pan-Indian pantheon of heroes for their nation, often overwriting local experience and memory that contradicted the new, grand narrative. Thus the bhadralok idealization of Rajasthan, a thousand miles to the west, was equally oblivious to current events there. In 1905, 1913, and 1916 there were peasant agitations in Bijolia, Mewar, against the Rajput chiefs (thikanadar);111 this was the period when Romesh Chandra Dutt, Abanindranath, and Rabindranath were celebrating the chivalry of the Rajputs of medieval Mewar.

In recent years, several scholars have argued that the bhadralok turned to historical fiction in order to re-create “a popular historical memory”: “In this newly consecrated fictional genre, writing history in the mother tongue could take on a popular emotive dimension, where the historian could enter the realm of affect and inner bonding to forge a national community in the past and in the present.”112 Such formulations clearly align memory with a realm of affect and emotion, in which the national community was being forged. The appeal of historical fiction is clear; it is less clear, however, that these bhadralok intellectuals were aware that they had entirely internalized Mill’s periodization and its implied historical narrative. The ease with which the Muslim invader or conqueror was now recast as demonic, or Padmini was cast as the mother goddess, suggests not merely the appropriation of Rajput perspectives via Tod, but the persistence of an older, Puranic framework. This may have been expelled from the domain of history, but reasserted itself strenuously in the domain of historical fiction. This other genealogy suggests that, rather than see such historical fiction as the forging of a popular memory, we might recognize how much Puranic tropes persisted in the bhadralok environment. The issue is not that such pasts were remembered and recovered, but that they took this distinctive coloring.113

The increasing stridency from the 1870s of bhadralok discourse, about the emerging nation, its past, and its enemies, was most apparent in the steady growth in Padmini’s stature and significance. Just as anti-Muslim sentiment in these “historical” accounts grew in the context of shifts in colonial policy toward both bhadralok and Bengal’s Muslims, the steady aggrandizing of Padmini and her ilk—heroic mothers, eventually, for the new nation—must be understood as occurring within a historical context in which the position of women became an index of the nation’s stature.

Heroic Women for the New Nation

Over much of the twentieth century, historians have accepted the colonial bhadralok’s assessment of itself as a progressive, modernizing social group, instrumental in inaugurating the period of remarkable intellectual ferment that came to be known as the Bengal Renaissance.114 By the 1970s, a new generation of historians began to critique the social composition and class interests of the bhadralok as limiting its potential to reform. Over the last two decades, feminist historians have extended this critique by demonstrating the bhadralok’s ambivalence about women’s issues and their tendency towards conservatism in this regard.115 Female segregation and restrictions on the social intercourse of elite women had existed in pre-modern Bengal,116 as elsewhere on the subcontinent. In bhadralok Bengal, however, the “private” sphere was invested with exclusively affective and moral functions and attributes, and firmly separated from the “public,” political world. As in Victorian England, where this reconstructed private sphere had its antecedents, it was a significant element defining the culture and identity of the new middle class. A new kind of segregation was imposed on bhadralok women as they were defined in opposition to women from lower economic strata. The household was subjected to thorough reform, and the bhadramahila was reschooled into accepting her subordination within a marriage now redefined in companionate terms.117

The bhadralok saw such recasting of the household and of gender relations as defining their capacity to reform themselves. Colonial and missionary attacks upon Indian social practices constantly highlighted the need for such reform. However, altered official policy toward social reform after the 1857 rebellion, favoring rule through putatively “indigenous” and “traditional” means, strengthened conservative Indian groups, encouraging them to cast the realm of social custom as a domain beyond colonial intervention. This was especially true if the custom in question could be shown to have religious sanction. By the 1880s “Hindu” marriage was identified as “the last unconquered space in colonized Bengal,” threatened equally by reformist campaigns and colonial intervention. Thus, nationalist resistance crystallized around the defense of patriarchy, now defined as the domain of (reinvented) “tradition.” This was accompanied by “a closure of debate and self-criticism in relation to the Hindu family within the most articulate and radical section of the nationalist intelligentsia.”118 While bhadralok nationalists accepted the need for improving the condition of women, they often rejected the colonizer’s authority to initiate reform. Instead, they appealed to a glorious past once again, within which the ancient Hindu woman was imagined as a free, mobile, and intellectual person. As early as 1831, one writer had celebrated companionship between the sexes as “ancient Hindu practice,” and lamented that so many Hindus had “adopted the unnatural Mahomedan custom of considering women rather as slaves than as companions.”119

Such comments foreshadowed the stance of bhadralok like Romesh Chandra Dutt, who in 1890 exalted the Aryan period as a golden age, when “Hindu” women had enjoyed respect as “the intellectual companions of their husbands, as their affectionate helpers in the journey of life, and as inseparable partners in their religious duties.”120 Dutt’s eloquence reveals the intensity with which the bhadralok projected their own aspirations for a reformed companionate conjugality backward, onto an ancient age. Responsibility for the obviously indifferent position of “Hindu” women was ascribed to the “Muslim” rule that had followed the glorious ancient period. Among the many uses of Mill’s periodization was its ability to provide this convenient narrative for the history of gender relations on the subcontinent. Such a conjunction of political and patriarchal histories is apparent in one typical maneuver within this discourse: the “Muslim” ruler of medieval India, already characterized as fanatical, ambitious and treacherous, was also depicted as lecherous. The purpose of reform, then, was to re-educate the “Hindu” woman into reaccepting the onerous burden of her exalted status.

Ironically, in resisting colonial intervention within the realm of custom and tradition, the bhadralok were drawing on the idealized reconstructions of Indian antiquity depicted by colonial scholars like Tod, who had confirmed the glory of ancient India and its women by the standards of modern European scholarship. Tod had his more particular uses as well. He had demonstrated for the bhadralok the uninterrupted descent of the Rajputs from ancient Aryans. Their continued survival in spite of “Muslim oppression” proved the resilience of those “Aryan” elements.121 For the bhadralok, as for many Orientalist scholars, the greatness of “Aryan” women was best embodied in the custom of widow immolation. While the practice had been outlawed by William Bentinck in 1829, “voluntary culpable homicide by consent” was re-legalized in 1839, and later retained in the Indian Penal Code of 1860.122 A generation after its abolition, sati retained enormous symbolic import as a sign of the “Hindu” woman’s transcendent devotion to her husband; Orientalists and nationalists both reconstrued the widow’s immolation as demonstrating her love for her husband, self-sacrifice, and superior piety. Even liberal and reformist opinion that had supported abolition, endorsed this romanticization of the custom.123

Here, too, the Rajput history recounted in Tod’s Annals proved extremely useful. In the pre-colonial period, female immolation had been construed as asserting the rank and honor of the lineage, rather than signifying the woman’s love for her husband. For the colonial bhadralok writer, who already inferred the Hindu woman’s transcendent conjugal devotion and piety from the act of sati, Tod’s account of Rajput history served to link such conjugal love with the nation’s honor. The custom of mass immolation among pre-colonial Rajputs (jauhar) became a potent precedent—of self-sacrificing women from reconstructed history—for the nation in the present. Again, the practice of jauhar had been linked to lineage status earlier and had not been confined to Rajputs, but had spread across the imperial aristocracy in the Mughal period. To the bhadralok, the practice now signified the defense of the woman’s chastity against the threat posed by “Muslim” invaders. Such perspectives allowed the bhadralok to assert past glory in resisting imperial domination. Within that glorious past, the virtuous woman was positioned as the symbolic center around which the “nation” coalesced. Like pre-colonial accounts from Rajasthan about elite women in politics, and Tod’s perspective on these, bhadralok appropriations of the Annals celebrated those Rajput women who upheld the moral order of their polity; it mattered little that that polity was now not a dynastic realm but an immanent “nation.”

The figure of the sacrificing queen was thus constituted as the symbolic center of this nation, at the conjunction of recast medieval history and reformed bhadralok patriarchy; the bhadralok Padmini thus gave voice to the central values of Rajput and “Hindu” polity. Thus, in Kshirodprasad’s play it is Padmini who asserts: “To protect the weak from the hands of the oppressor, to preserve the Hindu gods and the Hindu faith, for this the lords of Chitor have ascended the throne.”124 Bhadralok accounts also made the queen symbolic of the realm, by identifying her with the patron goddess, or the land itself.

Threats to this normative order came not only from Alauddin’s illegitimate desire, but also from the queen’s beauty. In a trope that had endured from the Jain and Rajput traditions of seventeenth-century Rajasthan, through Tod’s early-colonial appropriation, to the bhadralok versions, these narratives repeatedly cast the queen’s beauty as the cause of the kingdom’s destruction. In Rangalal’s narrative Padmini herself curses her beauty and laments the misfortune she has brought on Chitor: “Because of me this battle takes place, there is such ill fortune in the land. I am ill-fated . . . hence this overwhelming sorrow . . . Fie on this life, fie on this youth, fie on this beauty and virtue! Fie on the Lord, why did he make me beautiful” (42–3). Jyotirindranath’s Lakshmansinha asserts, “She is the root cause of all our misfortunes. It is because he is smitten by her beauty that the Pathan king Alauddin attacks Chitor repeatedly.”125 Padmini curses herself similarly in Abanindranath’s account: “Alas, ill-fated Padmini, it is your cursed beauty that has brought about this ruin—this ruin is on account of you.”126 Burdened with the curse of such beauty, the queen must be recuperated in other ways, by her role in upholding the values of this moral-political order.

Unlike Tod and his pre-colonial sources from Rajasthan, the bhadralok texts insist on the queen’s role in defending the kingdom’s honor. Again, the reasons for these narrative transformations must be sought in the altered historical context of bhadralok reform, which involved the segregation of women in the private sphere and reduced female control over productive resources. Bhadralok writers were also engaged in constructing an idealized Hindu past in which companionate monogamy was cast as the norm; they thus elided both elite Rajput polygyny and the queen’s independent access to resources. Thus, none of these accounts depicts Padmini as one co-wife among many in the king’s household. While the immediate source for this is, of course, Tod’s abbreviated account, Abanindranath and Kshirodprasad emphasized, on the other hand, Alauddin’s multiple women—a detail absent from Tod. Further, while the bhadralok authors retain from Tod the idea that Gora and Badal have accompanied Padmini to Chitor from her natal Sinhal, the chiefs’ presence does not signify the queen’s access to her own independent resources. Instead, it merely indicates the geographical spread of “Rajput” virtue, even in faraway Sinhal.127 While the queen is thus deprived of the limited political autonomy she enjoyed in pre-colonial Rajput polity, the bhadralok writers exalt her symbolic stature. Jyotirindranath’s Sarojini is ready to sacrifice her life to the goddess: “The well-being of Chitor depends upon my sacrifice, knowing this how can I run away and save myself?” At stake are her father’s honor and the freedom of the realm: “Let it not be said my father was the cause for the country’s bonds of slavery, for the blot on the pure lineage of Bappa Rao.”128 As in early modern Rajasthan, the queen is once again made to articulate the moral norm for all Rajputs, both men and women. In Kshirodprasad’s play, Padmini defines the Rajput wife’s duty for Rukma: “Wherever you are, remember, from now you are a daughter-in-law in the lineage of Bapparao . . . This foolish husband of yours is unaware of the distinction between virtue and folly. By setting an example through your good advice and your good deeds, inspire him to defend the country (desh).”129

Kshirodprasad’s Padmini thus urges Rukma to put the welfare of lineage and realm before her own husband’s interests, revealing the pressures of a bhadralok nationalism that subordinated women’s autonomy to the demands of symbolic resistance against colonial domination. The honor of this unblemished lineage, frequently invoked in these bhadralok narratives, is ultimately preserved by the sacrifice of the Rajput women led by Padmini.

The bhadralok fascination with the practice of jauhar is clearly visible in Yajneshwar’s translation, which elaborates on Tod’s brief account of this episode. In Yajneshwar’s words: “Loving women who gave birth, women who sustained by their love (hrdayer pritidayini) and shared the burden of preserving virtue (sahadharmini), and daughters and sisters who gave delight, took their leave for eternity, and before their very eyes were advancing towards the burning fire to give up their lives; still there was not one tear in their eyes!”130 The amplifications and repetitions here reveal the extent of the bhadralok’s investment in the practice. The actress Binodini Dasi testifies to the power of such hyperbole as dramatic spectacle in Jyotirindranath’s Sarojini. She describes how audience sympathy for the doomed Rajputs reached its climactic point during the staging of the jauhar:

There’s a scene . . . where the Rajput women circle the pyre, singing all the while. This scene with pyres burning furiously in three or four spots and the flames, ferocious and devouring, rising several feet high seemed to madden the spectators. We had no electricity those days; sheets of tin, about four or five feet long, would be spread on the stage and thin sticks of wood would be laid on them and then set aflame. Dressed in red saris came groups of Rajput women, some decked in flower ornaments, some with garlands in their hands . . . Singing . . . they circled the fire and then suddenly, one by one, they threw themselves into the flames . . . The flames would rise and somebody’s hair would be burnt, some others’ clothes would catch fire, but no one cared . . .131

The almost ritualized descriptions of jauhar in the bhadralok texts present a stark contrast to the terse, one-line mentions of the practice in seventeenth-century chronicles from Rajasthan, such as Nainsi’s Khyat (c. 1660).

By the first decade of the twentieth century, further sanctification of the chaste Padmini is apparent, as she was now associated closely with Chitor’s patron goddess. The first glimpse of Padmini in Kshirodprasad’s play reveals her worshipping the goddess, with whom she is seen to have a special relationship so that the latter cannot be worshipped in her absence. As the priest clarifies, “Parbati has given you all her radiant beauty, and herself become dark and ugly. An assault on you is like her assaulting herself in a frenzy, such a thing is impossible.” Later in the play, a messenger who arrives from Gujarat (asking for the rana’s help against Alauddin), mistakes Padmini for the goddess and prostrates himself before her.132 This impulse towards deification was absent from Tod and his pre-colonial sources. However, Tod’s image of Chitor’s patron goddess demanding the sacrifice of royal blood, would have had enormous resonance for bhadralok authors, who embodied the nation as mother-goddess, exhorted citizens to patriotic sacrifice, and drew upon regional traditions of goddess worship that demanded ritual sacrifices.133 Abanindranath’s painting, “Bharat Mata” (1905), was among the earliest visual instances of such iconography.134 In the Rajkahini, Padmini actually disguises herself as the goddess and demands from Lakshmansinha the sacrifice of royal blood. She secretly dons the robes of the goddess Ubardebi, at the cost of certain death for herself, at a key point in the narrative when she realizes that she has caused Chitor’s destruction and that surrender is imminent. As the priestess warns her:

Maharani, I say again, what you are going to do, its outcome will be death! Once one wears the jewels and adornments of the goddess, there is no other escape! Within six months one must jump into the fire alive and be burnt! Padmini said, O mother, bless me, this beautiful woman for whom Rajasthan burns today, her cursed beauty may be burnt to ashes in that same fire. The ascetic replied, then so be it. My child, I bless you, that Chitor for which you disregard your own life, your name will be immortal in that Chitor forever. That Mahasati whose ornaments you don today, after your death that Mahasati will keep you at her feet.135

The tropes of self-sacrifice for patriotism, and for preservation of chastity, converge here to create a powerful image of the queen as mother-goddess who inspires her compatriots to defend their honor. Through the device of the priestess’s prophecy, Abanindranath also makes the jauhar a premeditated sacrifice on the part of Padmini, thus exalting the Hindu woman’s willed and voluntary self-sacrifice for a transcendent ideal. Devotion to husband and nation converged seamlessly in such symbolism.

Bhadralok narratives of Padmini thus exalt the queen as embodying the essential values of the normative Rajput order: honor, chastity, and patriotism. The queen functions as the moral guide in times of crisis, inspiring those around her to live up to their ideals. In rallying the Rajputs to heroic action, the queen becomes a patron goddess, as it were, defining the terms on which the Rajputs could preserve their realm and their values even at the cost of their own lives. Such exaltation of the queen serves to further demonize the enemy who poses a threat to her as well as to the kingdom. Bhadralok representations of Padmini thus articulate the role of reformed gender relations in the construction of a nation and the reconstruction of a national history.

Colonial Knowledge: Dominant Discourse?

Even as the Bengali bhadralok were engaged in forging this particular version of the nation’s patriotic past, Tod’s Annals was being put to other uses elsewhere. As William Pinch has demonstrated, in the late 1920s Swami Dharnidharacharya—a young Vaishnava intellectual in the town of Ayodhya—was commissioned to write the history of a wealthy, regional agricultural caste, the Awadhia Kurmis of Patna, Gaya, and Saran districts in Bihar. In a tract published in 1930, Dharnidharacharya demonstrated the kshatriya genealogy of his patrons, the Awadhia Kurmis, by citing and extrapolating from the Puranic genealogy Tod had traced for the epic hero Rama.136 Colonial scholarship, aimed at creating a new equilibrium for a regional ruling elite under indirect colonial rule, became the foundation not only for an emerging nation’s heroic past, but also, in a far more local arena, for a middle-caste group’s claims for superior status in northern India.

Further, other versions of the Padmini legend continued to circulate, both within and beyond Bengal. It must be remembered that Bengali literati until the 1830s, both Hindu and Muslim, had been well versed in Persian language and letters, including the masnavi traditions. I speculated in Chapter 3 that this Persian-knowing literati was bound to have known Alaol’s compositions. The abolition of Persian as official language constituted the critical break. As a prescient William Adam foresaw in 1838:

When, therefore, the measures that have recently been adopted for the discontinuance of the Persian and the employment of the vernacular language in public business shall have full effect, it may be expected, not only that all the Hindus, but that a considerable proportion of the Musalmans, who would have otherwise had their children instructed in Persian, will have recourse to some other medium. The use of the Persian is at present in a state of transition. What the ultimate effect of the present measures may be, is yet to be seen, but it cannot be deemed favorable to the cultivation of the language.137

However, fresh manuscript copies of Alaol’s Padmabati continued to be produced through the course of the nineteenth century. The surviving manuscripts suggest that Muslim scholars and service gentry, especially in the Chittagong region, continued to retell Alaol’s version. In his exhaustive comparative study of Jayasi and Alaol’s texts, Ahsan cites ten manuscripts from the nineteenth century, almost all from Chittagong; four of these, he suggests, date from the mid-nineteenth century.138 A fifth copy was made by one Nazir Ahmed in 1881, again in Chittagong, where, throughout this period, scholarship on Sufi traditions as well as Persian literature had flourished.139 Another complete copy, transcribed by a Munshi Hyder Ali, who owed allegiance to (Sufi) Pir Abdul Gafur Khan, dates to 1863.140 That manuscripts continued to be produced as late as 1881, after the onset of cheap publishing, also suggests the persistence of practices associated with the older scribal literati; Alaol’s Padmabati seems to have circulated in these circles, beyond the social world being remade by bhadralok reformers. We also have evidence from the mid-twentieth century that villagers in East Bengal knew the story Alaol had told, of the parrot Hiraman and the princess Padmabati.141 Clearly a much wider, non-or semi-literate audience was familiar with the narrative through oral circulation, and seems to have interpreted Alaol within its own, “folk” horizons.142

Beyond Bengal, Jayasi’s Padmavat, now transmuted by Ibrat and Ishrat into the popular narrative genre of qissa, continued to flourish in multiple reprints of cheap print editions.143 As Kumkum Sangari has pointed out, with the spread of mass publishing in northern India by the late nineteenth century, “the Hindi/Urdu qissa became more capacious, it mingled and transformed various repertoires—oral, written, Persian, Arabic, Sanskritic. It enfolded multiple linguistic dialects and was intersected by several narrative traditions—folktale, theatrical forms like sangit, and even reformist prescription.”

The qissa thus became popular in several senses: in the heterogeneity of its audiences, in its circulation between print and oral narration, and as preferred entertainment.144 Ibrat and Ishrat’s version, which had already shorn the Padmavat of its Sufi allegorical moorings and its Rajput ethos, gained popularity as a prototypical romance narrative; new editions appeared in 1858, 1874, 1879, 1885, 1889, and 1928, from places throughout the Hindustani belt, including Lucknow, Kanpur, Bijnor, Agra, and Delhi. Jayasi’s Padmavat entered the domain of print in the same period, with editions appearing in 1865, 1870, 1880, 1892, 1896, and 1899 from Lucknow, Delhi, Farrukhabad, Calcutta, Kanpur, and Banaras. In addition, Nawal Kishore of Lucknow, the canon-forming publisher, published reprints or editions in 1871, 1873, 1881, 1920, and 1960. Many of these early print editions of Jayasi carried commentary, marginal notes, glossaries for words seen as difficult, or explanations of each couplet, or interlinear Hindustani translations. While these printed versions deserve a fuller investigation, the presence of such elements in them suggests a degree of engagement—on the part of their publishers, authors, and audiences—with Jayasi’s Padmavat, manifested in a concern to comprehend language and narrative that may have become archaic or arcane by this period. I have not been able to ascertain printruns for each of these versions either; however, multiple reprints from the same publisher point to the popularity of both Jayasi’s and Ibrat’s versions. At the same time, landed patrons in small princely states and zamindaris in the region of Uttar Pradesh continued to patronize poetic narratives and genres linked to perceived predecessors in the culture of Indo-Persian Mughaliyat. Hafiz Khalil Hasan Manikpuri composed a new masnavi version of the Padmavat in 1914 at the Balrampur court, noted for its patronage of Urdu poets and poetry.145 Given the significant differences in patrons and audiences between the Urdu masnavis and the new nationalist “histories” of Padmini in colonial Bengal, an alternative portrayal of Alauddin Khalji was circulating here, quite different from the bhadralok narrative. As I argue in Chapter 3, while Alauddin is misguided in the Urdu Padmavat tradition, he is still the conqueror and refuge of the world. With the annexation of the region’s largest princely state, Avadh, in 1856, the political relationships characterizing this earlier era—of an uneasy, often contested, equilibrium between fealty to an overlord, and local autonomy—began to disappear. After the 1857 rebellion, the colonial government confiscated the lands of some old gentry (Rajput, Jat, and Muslim), and redistributed them to new, loyalist “landlords” (taluqdar).146 The residual memory of the older political order persisted, however; this was particularly the case in a region where the landed elite included Rajputs with a different history of engagement with the Mughal empire, from their counterparts in Rajasthan.147 Thus, in romance narratives such as the Urdu Padmavat, Alauddin actually restores Kanvalsen, the son of Ratansen, to the throne of Chitor, and retires graciously with his imperial authority reconfirmed.


By the second decade of the twentieth century, a few authors, such as Rudar Datt and Dev Datt (1914) and Kishan Chand Zeba (1926), began to produce versions in Urdu that incorporated the new Bengali nationalist narrative. However, such authors emerged from the peripheries of Urdu literary culture—in Arya Samaj circles in Delhi and Lahore. Their versions, consciously addressed to a distinctively Hindu nationalist audience, would have found few readers in the mainstream of Urdu literary culture, even though they used the Urdu script. The disjunction between the authors’ perspective and dominant literary conventions in Urdu leaves its imprint on these texts, in the somewhat clumsy attempts to fit a consciously Sanskritic vocabulary within the very different demands of Urdu orthography. To provide one instance from Zeba’s version, Padmini’s husband Bhimsingh contemplates the surrender of his goddess-like wife (devi) to the demon Alauddin (ek rakshas). The episode becomes a test of Padmini’s virtue:

Yadi dridh dharam par hai to vo bigdi bana legi

Main apna dharma to palun vo apna dharam palegi.

If she is steadfast in her duty she will find a way to set things right.

Let me fulfil my duty, she will fulfil hers.148

Comparing the bhadralok version with the trajectories of the Padmini legend in northern India during the same period, forces us to recognize several processes at work simultaneously. On the one hand the bhadralok narratives of a new nationalist history had not yet become the dominant version of the Rajput past. Even within Bengal, in social enclaves where small Muslim gentry survived and gradually adapted to the new colonial order, Alaol’s Padmabati continued to circulate. The bhadralok’s complete exclusion of this alternative Bengali tradition provides eloquent testimony about the class and caste boundaries invoked in their shaping of a nationalist culture. In northern India, Jayasi’s Padmavat continued to circulate in a Hindustani-Urdu, elite, literary culture. At the same time, the Padmini legend entered the domain of popular print, ridding itself of elements now perceived as arcane or redundant, and transforming itself in the process into a prototypical romance, read primarily for entertainment. The Padmavat tradition persisted even as Tod’s Annals gained prominence throughout northern India. And as William Pinch has shown, in northern India outside Rajasthan the significance of the Annals was not restricted to Rajput elites, but to upwardly mobile groups engaged in claiming kshatriya genealogies for themselves. It is thus apparent that different constituencies used Tod’s scholarship to their own ends; the Bengali bhadralok appropriation was neither singular nor normative.

The popularity of Tod’s Annals in colonial Bengal points to the urgency of the bhadralok’s need for a heroic past; their distinctive appropriation of Rajput history reveals the new geographic and cultural boundaries of their nation. The Padmini legend epitomized the perennial conflict between two newly homogenized communities, one seen as indigenous and the other as alien to the subcontinent. Thus the bhadralok narratives of Padmini celebrated an exemplary history in which heroic Rajput warriors and sacrificing queens resisted “Muslim” conquest. When threatened by impending conquest, this bhadralok Rajput order preserved itself, ironically, through the self-destruction of its agents. The ritualized mass immolation of the Rajput women became the ground on which the bhadralok narratives of Padmini reconstructed an uninterrupted, heroic past for Rajput kingdom, “Hindu” patriarchy, and ancient, “Hindu” civilization.

Well into the twentieth century, however, even in regions under direct colonial rule such as the United Provinces (that incorporated the territories of Avadh in 1856), Tod’s version of the legend, recast by Bengali middle-class nationalists, did not dominate the popular imagination across India. These trajectories of the Padmini legend then suggest that the reasons for the contemporary domination of a particular “nationalist” version, must not be located automatically within an assumed dominance of colonial knowledge and its institutional structures, as the scholarship has tended to do. Rather, it must be situated within institutional contexts in the post-colonial nation-state: in the evolution of the school system with its nationalist history curriculum; in construction within the Chitor fort since around 1900, that has produced a modern palace of Padmini; in the burgeoning of tourism among a pan-Indian middle class since Independence, that then sees new “proofs” of the historicity of the Padmini legend; in commemoration in English-language comic books that articulate a pan-Indian middle-class culture; and in the forgetting of alternative traditions, linked closely to the waning of patronage and audiences for courtly cultures in Indian languages—especially where those cultures invoke boundaries at odds with the recent history of community formation, and mobilization along narrowly sectarian lines. The process by which Rajput history has come to be fully integrated into a dominant, nationalist history in the post-colonial Indian nation-state, deserves a fuller investigation that is, however, beyond the scope of this book.

Within a cultural-intellectual history such as this, it is important to distinguish between the influence of colonial ideas, institutional intervention by the British, and social change triggered by shifts in colonial policy but initiated by Indian groups rather than by the colonial state. In the instance of the Padmini legend, the colonial administrator’s scholarship was determined and shaped fundamentally by what his informants provided him—and to a far greater extent in such a narrative history, than in the bureaucratic-statistical compilations of data from the later nineteenth century onward. It would seem, then, that intelligentsia and elites in the later nineteenth century essentially reworked what elites and scholars had shaped elsewhere, half a century earlier. Influential as he was perceived to be, Tod had merely mediated this transaction, even though he provided it with the vital seal of colonial approval. Further, the contours of this reworking of Rajput history were shaped as much by bhadralok culture actively re-forming itself in class and community terms, as by Tod’s imagining of a particular Rajput past based on his Rajput, Charan, and Jain sources. It is apparent, then, that local elites and scholars were much more actively involved in selecting and appropriating elements from “colonial knowledge,” than the scholarship has acknowledged until recently. In the instance of the Padmini legend, such colonial knowledge was itself woven out of particular pre-colonial narrative traditions and histories, not out of an over-determined mis-recognition assumed to follow inevitably from European intellectual moorings.
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Conclusion

THIS BOOK HAS EXPLORED SEVERAL DISTINCT VERSIONS OF the Padmini legend and their transmission and evolution in history. Jayasi’s Padmavat, composed in sixteenth-century Avadh, was a Sufi tale that told the story of a Rajput king finding true, mystical love through physical and spiritual discipline. Such was the transcendent power of this love that the lovers Ratansen and Padmavati defeated Alauddin Khalji’s imperial designs by annihilating themselves—and all barriers between themselves and the divine. Anxieties about the imperial aspirations of Sher Shah Sur (to whom Jayasi dedicated his narrative) marked the Padmavat’s contexts of production and circulation in the mid-sixteenth century Sufi networks and regional courts. While Sufi pirs depended on the continuing patronage of the sultans and their noblemen, they also claimed spiritual authority over (and therefore political autonomy from) the worldly sultans. In turn, patronage of Sufi pirs legitimized the authority of rulers and chieftains. In the domain of politics, strong sultans of Delhi attempted periodically to extend their power by centralizing authority at the expense of local military and landholding elites. Both rulers and local elites consolidated their resources through the exchange of women and the regulation of their entitlements. The patterns of marriage relations that helped to forge political alliances within these military/landholding/aristocratic elite groups were comparable across ethnic and/or religious affiliations. Similarly, the surrender of women to conquerors defined hierarchical political relationships across these elite groups. Given the instrumentality of marriage in negotiating political relationships, elite polygyny was widespread. Regional Rajput and Afghan military elites thus shared certain chivalric and patriarchal values across religious and community boundaries. The Padmavat reveals how Sufi practice evolved its own responses to these practices of its elite patrons, including an accommodation of elite polygyny.

The narratives of Padmini in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Rajasthan reveal how a regional past was reconstructed, as Rajput kings sought to consolidate their authority and resources against external enemies and internal threats. Two distinct traditions of narratives about Padmini emerged within this particular historical context: dynastic chronicles and genealogies produced under royal patronage, and Jain narratives produced by monks under the patronage of powerful Osval clients of the Rajput kings. The chronicles and genealogies helped to constitute and preserve the status of their patrons among prominent Rajput lineages, by asserting their glorious past. Bhats also facilitated matrimonial alliances between different lineages within a military-aristocratic elite where clan membership was the basis of economic and political power. Further, the Rajput chiefs used lineage, consolidated in an evolving network of marriage relations, to assert rank within the contested hierarchies of the extended Rajput jati. These were the dual contexts for Charan and Bhat narratives about purity of lineage defended by heroic Rajput conduct. Given their subtle differences of location, bardic and Jain versions of Padmini within Rajasthan diverged in their treatment of kingly valor and chiefly heroism. However, they converged in their depiction of queenly virtue, central to upholding the Rajput politico-moral order. Such symbolic investment in virtuous queens must be understood in its historical context, where elite polygyny was again critical to constituting the Rajput state and extending its military and political resources.

At the turn of the nineteenth century, the East India Company intervened in Rajasthan to alter the balance of relations between the Rajput kings and their chiefs. The Company moved to centralize authority, to ease negotiations over political and trading concessions for itself. It therefore intervened often to empower the Rajput kings at the expense of the chieftains. The decline of the Rajput military elite and the consequent shrinkage of its material base entailed transitions in elite polygyny as well. Where marriage alliances had earlier been significant in consolidating political and military resources, they were now reduced increasingly to markers of ritual and symbolic rank. James Tod, actively involved in this reforming of the Rajput elite, reinterpreted the legend of the heroic queen yet again in his Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan, investing it with new symbolic significance in a changed context. At this historical conjuncture, Tod’s own assumptions about literature, historiography, and the universal history of mankind, played an important part in shaping his reading of his Rajasthani sources. Equally significant to his recasting of the Padmini narrative were his Orientalist and Romantic assumptions about subcontinental history, chivalric values, and medieval nostalgia.

British colonial policy in Bengal encouraged the emergence of an English-educated middle class, mainly from the ranks of landlord-gentry and holders of intermediary tenures in the land. Colonial intervention thus empowered certain groups at the expense of others. As further changes in land relations and productivity in the late nineteenth century restricted economic opportunity for this middle class, exposure to Western education proved a catalyst for the emergence of nationalism amongst its members. Colonial Bengali writers appropriated the account of Padmini that they found in Tod’s Annals, and recast it to their own ends. A narrative that had celebrated Rajput heroism in Tod’s account was now reread to signify the virtues both latent and worthy of emulation in the emergent nation. The lines of conflict in Tod’s narrative were appropriated and redrawn to demarcate the social and religious boundaries of the new nation. The comprehensive reforming of social and cultural practices in colonial Bengal reinforced these new boundaries; gender relations were reconstituted as a key axis aligning formations of class, community, and nation. The Padmini story now signified the desired norms for the new nation and its new subjects, both male and female, as much as it excluded from its bounds, re-identified aliens and enemies. The bhadralok version did not readily achieve the dominance it aspired to, however. While Alaol’s version continued to flourish among Bengali Muslim peasantry, small gentry, and Sufi circles, Urdu adaptations of Jayasi’s Padmavat continued to circulate in northern India well into the twentieth century.

This book has not examined every single narrative of the Rajput queen, but has focused on broad traditions of narratives that emerged within particular regional and/or political-cultural circuits. While some authors, patrons and audiences were aware of other narratives of Padmini, other versions seem to have evolved in ignorance—wilful or otherwise—of alternative narratives. Such relationships of knowledge and ignorance themselves illumine how and why narratives traveled from one audience-community to another, or, for that matter, did not travel. As Jayasi’s reputation in the Sufi hagiographic traditions and the several adaptations in Persian, Dakkani, Urdu, and Bengali indicate, his Padmavat circulated through Sufi and Islamicate-courtly networks all over northern India from Lahore in the north-west to Arakan, 1200 miles to the south-east. By the late sixteenth century, however, local origins had become one measure of authenticity for narratives about the past in the formal historiographies of both Rajput and Mughal courts; Rajput bardic and courtly traditions thus gained authority as definitive renditions of the region’s past. The versions of the Padmini legend that emerged in seventeenth-century Rajasthan diverged strikingly from the Padmavat in their narrative, firmly moored in the local contingencies of Rajput polity at this historical moment. While internal evidence in Hemratan’s narrative from sixteenth-century Rajasthan suggests that the Jain authors of the version in Rajasthan may perhaps have known of Jayasi, I have found no further evidence to confirm this.

The instance of Alaol raises similar issues, about cultural shifts within a single region in this instance. Alaol’s familiarity with the Padmavat demonstrates the cosmopolitan nature of Islamicate courtly culture across the Mughal empire, to its peripheries. Courtly patronage for Persian continued into eighteenth-century Bengal under the nawabs’ successor regime. By the second half of the nineteenth century, however, bhadralok authors in colonial Bengal had evolved a middle-class culture that was as scrupulous in forgetting particular aspects of the region’s past and culture, as it was in recovering and canonizing other aspects. Alaol’s relegation to the domain of punthi literature in the late nineteenth century meant that he disappeared from the new bhadralok canon; however, Muslim small gentry and service literati in the countryside continued to commission manuscript copies of the Padmabati; while Alaol’s queen and the parrot Hiraman continued to be well known in the villages of East Bengal well into the twentieth century.

What we are confronted with, then, is the coexistence of several versions of the legend at any given moment. Between the sixteenth and early twentieth centuries, Sufis, Jains, Charans, Bhats, Rajputs, Mughal courtiers, Bengali bhadralok and Urdu poets, all used the same narrative frame to represent, and relate to, the past in different ways. Whether in the instance of Avadh, Rajasthan, or in that of colonial Bengal, the circulation and currency of a given version was shaped by social, political and cultural boundaries for authorship, patronage and audience. This book suggests the locations of those boundaries between audience-communities for specific narratives, at particular points in time and space. The continuing transmission and evolution of the Padmini legends also illumines the very constitution of such audience-communities, along axes that intersected, overlapped and diverged by turn: axes of region (Avadh, Rajasthan, Arakan, Bengal), “jati” (Rajput, Afghan, Jain, bhadralok), religious group (Sufi initiates, Jain monks) and occupational group (courtier, warrior, landed elite, scribe, poet, middle-class professional/intellectual). Tracing the travels of the Padmini legends thus provides us with glimpses of the varied affiliations within any of these “groups”.

To put this another way, Jayasi’s narrative improves in comprehensibility when we recognize that his target audience was one or more of these simultaneously—Sufi, initiate, lay, courtly, gentry, Rajput, Afghan. Similarly, the subtle distinctions in the Padmini narratives in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Rajasthan become intelligible when we consider that their patrons were Jain, Rajput, chiefs, kings, courtiers. At the same time that these groups were defining social and cultural boundaries to exclude perceived outsiders, however, they were also participating in the construction and transmission of shared cultural idioms, styles, and modes for remembering the past. Viewed this way, Sufi, Jain, Charan, and later bhadra redactions of the Padmini legend, turn out to be historically contingent adaptations, from polyglot circuits of symbols and narrations across the subcontinent.

The trajectory that I chart in this book emphasizes the active refashioning of the past by particular elite groups. Paying attention to this long-range trajectory of the Padmini legends has the advantage of uncovering much-needed context for colonial intervention in the reshaping of Indian historiography. Tracing the legend’s careers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries reveals how colonial scholars were actually intervening in an older and familiar process in which ruling groups had always reimagined the past to legitimize their authority in the present. It was this familiar dynamic that scholars and chroniclers in the Rajput kingdoms recognized, perhaps, as they collaborated with Tod to envision remembered pasts afresh. And it was this dynamic that English-educated Bengalis were repeating in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in their fresh symbolic appropriations of the Padmini legend.

On the other hand, exploring the earlier career of the Padmini legends has meant that the crucial issue of their trajectories in the twentieth century remains to be investigated. I have outlined the socio-cultural shifts involved in the bhadralok amnesia about Alaol; moreover, alternative versions continued to circulate among an Urdu public well into the twentieth century. The dynamics of how precisely the Bengali bhadralok version came to constitute the dominant version of the legend by the mid-twentieth century—the role of organized Hindu communalism in this process; new boundaries and alignments of class, gender relations, community, and culture; the dissemination of a particular nationalist history through the new nation-state’s education apparatus and in popular culture through media like comic-books; shifts in print culture and the receding of popular genres like the qissa; all of these aspects demand exploration. The genealogies of the Padmini legend traced here uncover the processes by which particular elite groups refashioned their pasts between the sixteenth and early twentieth centuries. Such genealogies may also offer the potential to recover alternative traditions, memories, and histories.

The eventual consolidation of the bhadralok Padmini as nationalist icon in independent India deserves further investigation.




APPENDIX 1

Summaries of Selected Versions of the Legend

Malik Muhammad Jayasi’s Padmavat (c. 1540)

PADMAVATI IS THE DAUGHTER OF GANDHARVSEN, THE KING of Singhal. At the age of twelve, she starts living with her companions (sakhiyan) in a palace of her own. She becomes staunch friends with the parrot Hiraman and reads the Vedas with him. The king resents the parrot’s proximity to his daughter and orders the bird killed. A terrified Hiraman bids farewell to Padmavati and flies away, leaving her in tears. In the forest, the parrot is trapped by a bird catcher and sold to a Brahmin who takes him to Chitaur.1 Ratansen, the king of Chitaur, is impressed with Hiraman’s learning and buys him from the Brahmin.

The parrot praises Padmavati’s beauty to his new master Ratansen. At the mere mention of her, the king burns in longing and the anguish of separation from her (viraha). In spite of opposition from his mother and his first wife Nagmati, he becomes an ascetic and embarks on a quest to win this ideal woman for his wife. Word spreads that the king is setting off for Singhal to win a wife. His vassals and princes, 16,000 of them, decide to accompany Ratansen. With Hiraman as his guide, he reaches the east coast, crosses the seven seas, and arrives in Singhal with his followers. There, he embarks on austerities in a temple to win Padmavati. Informed by the parrot of Ratansen’s coming, the princess goes to the temple but the meditating king is unaware of her presence. She returns to the palace in a huff but begins to reciprocate his desire. Desolate at having missed her, Ratansen builds a pyre to immolate himself “like a sati.”

Shiva and his consort Parvati intervene to quench this raging fire of desire (kama) that threatens to burn down the entire world. After proving his constancy to Parvati, Ratansen attacks the fortress of Singhal on Shiva’s advice. Still disguised as ascetics, he and his followers are captured and imprisoned by Gandharvsen. Ratansen is about to be crucified when his bard reveals his identity. Gandharvsen then gladly marries his daughter to the king of Chitaur. Further, Ratansen’s 16,000 followers are also rewarded with 16,000 padmini women of Singhal. Ratansen and Padmavati consummate their desire.

Meanwhile Nagmati burns in viraha and laments her lot. The fire of her desire now threatens to burn down the world, when a bird agrees to take her message to Singhal. Ratansen is reminded of home and sets out on the return journey with his new wife, her companions, and his followers. Guilty of pride at having obtained the most beautiful woman on earth, Ratansen is promptly punished by a storm on the seas. All their followers are killed, and Padmavati is marooned on the Ocean’s daughter Lacchmi’s island. As the Ocean rescues the drowning Ratansen, Lacchmi decides to test his love by appearing before him in the guise of Padmavati, but Ratansen is not fooled. The Ocean and his daughter reward him by reuniting him with his wife, and giving them fabulous gifts as well as safe return to the mainland. With these gifts, Ratansen finances a new entourage at Puri and they return triumphantly to Chitaur.

Nagmati complains bitterly at Ratansen’s bringing a rival wife (saut), so he placates her by spending the night with her. When an angry Padmavati complains in turn, Ratansen placates her in the same way. The two wives come to blows and some degree of peace is established only when Ratansen reprimands them both. Meanwhile, the Brahmin Raghav Chetan has gained a privileged position at the court because of his magical powers. Challenged by the other Brahmins and scholars at the court, he wins a contest fraudulently. When Ratansen discovers his deception and angrily banishes him, Padmavati summons the Brahmin and gives him her priceless bangle as a placatory gift. Raghav Chetan is stunned at her beauty and accepts the bangle before leaving Chitaur. Plotting vengeance, he goes to Delhi and gains an audience with Alauddin Khalji. Asked about the bangle he wears, he describes the incomparable beauty of Padmavati, a padmini woman. Supreme amongst the four categories of women, such a woman is typically found only in Singhal but is now present in the nearby kingdom of Chitaur.

Alauddin lays siege to Chitaur and demands the surrender of Padmavati. The king refuses but offers to pay tribute to the sultan. The siege continues and Alauddin finally suggests fresh terms to end the stalemate. Ratansen allows the sultan to enter the fort and entertains him as a favored guest, disregarding the warnings of his vassals Gora and Badal. Alauddin catches a glimpse of Padmavati by subterfuge, then tricks Ratansen into captivity and returns with him to Delhi. Padmavati approaches Gora and Badal, the two pillars of the kingdom, for help. Disguised as Padmavati and her female companions (sakhiyan), Gora, Badal, and their followers manage to enter the fortress and prison in Delhi and free their king. Discovered while escaping, Gora is killed fighting like Abhimanyu as he holds the sultan’s army at bay, while Badal reaches Chitaur safely with Ratansen.

Meanwhile Devpal, the Rajput ruler of neighboring Kumbhalner, takes advantage of Ratansen’s absence and sends a Brahmin woman as emissary to Padmavati. The latter rebuffs the suggestion that she become Devpal’s queen, and narrates the insult to Ratansen on his return. Ratansen sets off to punish Devpal, promising to return before Alauddin’s forces reach Chitaur. Devpal and Ratansen kill each other in single combat. Nagmati and Padmavati immolate themselves (sati) on the pyre of their husband. The Chitaur forces emerge for their last battle with Alauddin’s army after their women commit mass immolation (jauhar). Alauddin acquires an empty fortress, cheated of victory even as Chitaur “becomes Islam.”

Hemratan, Gora Badal Padmini Chaupai, 1589

“. . . I have made a true tale (sachi katha), as you will not have heard elsewhere. I show the nine rasas in new light. May the poets bestow their favor on me. The rasas of valor, love and laughter all edify the heart. But heed the rasa of duty to one’s lord (sami dharam), by which much honor is gained. He who preserves sami dharam, the essence of heroism (vir ras), is the pinnacle among warriors and defends the kshatriya path (khitrivat). Goru Rawat was accomplished (ati guni), and Badil very strong (ati balavanta). I tell this story (vat) of them. Ratansen was their king, he was thoroughly deceived by a trick. Goru and Badil were the two heroes, truthful (sattavant) and enlightened (savivek). They did battle and won honor, and became renowned throughout the earth (vasuha hua vikhyat). They preserved Chitrakot, this is the matter (vat) that I recount . . .”

Ratansen favored his queen Prabhavati, who could make seventy kinds of tasty food, so skilled and virtuous was she. One day, however, when he was dissatisfied with the food she had prepared, Prabhavati dared him to find some padmini woman who would cook better for him. The angry Ratansen set off on his horse with much treasure, accompanied by a single attendant.

He heard from a Nath yogi that there were many padmini women on the island of Singhal, and crossed the sea with the help of another yogi. After defeating the king of Singhal in a game of chess, Ratansen married his sister Padmini and acquired half the kingdom and half its treasury in dowry. They returned to Chitor with four thousand robust horses, two thousand lively elephants, and two thousand companions for Padmini.

The Brahmin Raghav Vyas accidentally intruded into the lovemaking of Ratansen and Padmini. Fearful of Ratansen’s rage, Raghav left the city and reached Delhi eventually, where he found honor at the sultan’s court. Seeking revenge against Ratansen, he persuaded a Bhat to praise Padmini’s beauty to the sultan. Told that there were such women on the island of Singhal, the sultan marched south, but his soldiers drowned in the sea. However, the king of Singhal paid tribute to the sultan, so the latter returned to Delhi. Still seeking a padmini woman, he was told of her existence in Chitor.

He brought twenty-seven lakh soldiers, and weapons piled on weapons, and laid siege to Chitor. The fort was well stocked with supplies, however, so the sultan attempted to negotiate a single glimpse of Padmini before he returned to Delhi. Ratansen refused initially, but did invite the sultan into his palace to serve him a meal. As Padmini concealed herself behind a latticed window to catch a glimpse of the sultan, he caught a glimpse of her in turn, guided by the Brahmin Raghav. Now determined to obtain Padmini, the sultan tricked Ratansen into accompanying him out of the fort and captured him.

The fearful chiefs of Chitor considered surrendering Padmini, who sought a defender and found the brave kshatriyas Goru and Vadil. Both had quarreled with the king and refused service (chakri) with him, but they readily agreed to defend the queen and rescue the king. They did not even heed the pleas of their own women, to desist from such a perilous undertaking. Badil went to the sultan’s camp to make the appropriate arrangements to receive Padmini and her companions in palanquins. The sultan was so pleased that he rewarded Badil with one lakh gold coins, and countless horses, elephants, and robes. Badil then returned and insisted that the sultan receive Padmini only after his army departed. Only 3000 or 4000 warriors mounted on horses remained. Badil then insisted on Padmini’s behalf that the sultan marry Padmini rather than merely include her in his harem. On each occasion, the sultan readily agreed and rewarded Badil yet again, so the latter had acquired some three or four lakh gold coins.

When the palanquins finally arrived, warriors sprang out and rescued the king. As the enraged Alauddin’s warriors gave chase, Badil escorted Ratansen back to the fort while Gora stayed behind and held the sultan’s army at bay. Badil narrated Gora’s valiant death in battle to the latter’s wife. Swelling with love and valor, Gora’s wife immolated herself. Gora was rewarded by Indra in heaven with half his throne. Badil strove hard and rescued Padmini with guile and with valor.

Nainsi ri Khyat (c. 1660)

Muhta Nainsi’s narrative, compiled from Charan and Bhat oral traditions,2 is as follows:

Ratansi was the son of Ajaisi and brother of the warrior/chief Lakhamsi. In the matter of Padmani Lakhamsi and Ratansi were killed fighting Alavadin. After the Patsah had departed, they called him back from his encampment at Udaipur. Each son of Lakhamsi descended from the fort and fought for twelve days. On the thirteenth day they had juhar performed and the Ranas Lakhamsi and Ratansi were killed. The warrior/chief Lakhamsi, Ratansi and Karan, all three brothers were killed in fierce encounters at the fort’s gate. The warrior Lakhamsi’s son Anatsi was married to [the princess of] Jalor, he died fighting with Kanadde, and that hill [where he died fighting] is remembered in Jalor. Arsi was killed with them [Ratansi and Lakhamsi]. His son Rana Hamir ruled at Chitor for sixty-four years, seven months and one day. Only Ajaisi had been told to leave before the fierce encounters at the entrance to the fort [to preserve the lineage—ed. note].3

Sisod Vansavali (c. 1657)

The Sisod Vansavali added details that its author clearly considered significant, such as Likhamsi Rano’s title, Shri Gadh Mandalik (conqueror of fortresses):

He was the son of Rathor Lal Bai. He lived in Kelvara. He ascended the throne in Samvat 1331. He ruled for fifteen years, three months and four days. Along with five thousand horse, three hundred elephants, five thousand foot-soldiers (payak), two hundred drummers and pipers (vajitra), four kings, five Raos, three Rawats, seven brothers and twelve sons, he was killed in the fort. Ratansi Rawal had wedded Padmani the daughter of Raja Hamir Sekh Chahuvan; the Rana Mandalik Lakhamsingh had given a written assurance [that she would be protected] and they had brought her to Chitor. To keep his word, he came to Chitor and was killed with twelve sons. And one who was wedded to [the daughter of the ruler of] Jalor was killed there . . . In the royal household (rajlok) of Rana Gadh Mandalik Lakhamsingh there were twenty-seven queens and fourteen sons. [The fourteen sons are named in three couplets that end by praising Chitor, blessed with such heroes] . . .4

Rawal Ranaji ri Vat (not earlier than 1691)

At the turn of the eighteenth century, “The matter of Rana Ratansihji and Hamirji,” in the Rawal Ranaji ri Vat still considered Ratansingh the ruler of Chitor, not Lakshmansingh. Clearly, there were two strands to the anecdotal tradition by this time.

Patsah Alavadin Gori Pathan of Dilli came and attacked Chitrakot, in order to obtain Padmini who was in Rana Ratansihji’s home. Twelve sons, five brothers, uncles and countless Rajputs, officials of the state (kamdar), traders (vepari), Brahmins and [men of] many other jatis (kehi jat) were killed by the sword. The women committed jauhar (lugaya jhamar chadhi). The fort was taken over, the Patsah returned to Dilli, and gave the fort to Sonagara Malde. The Sonagaras ruled over the fort for thirty-five years. Rana Ajaisi was removed from the fort to preserve the lineage.5

Ibrat and Ishrat, Mudallil-i Shama-o-Parvana (Testimony of the Flame and the Moth) of Padmavat (1797), Urdu

The narrative begins with the conventional praise of God (hamd), praise of the Prophet (nat), prayer (munajat), and panegyric to the patron. We then learn of the young queen Padmavat and her friendship with a learned parrot; unfortunately, a jealous rival frees the bird which is then trapped by a hunter in the forest, and sold to a Brahmin trader from Chitor. Raja Ratansen of Chitorgarh buys the parrot, hears of Padmavat’s beauty, and falls in love with her. The bird instructs him that he must renounce the world before embarking on the difficult path of love (tariqa-i ishqbazi). Disregarding the pleas of his mother and wife Nagmat, Ratansen exchanges his kingly robes for the garb of an ascetic (jogi). As he embarks for the beautiful city of Serendip, 16,000 companions join him. In the temple at Serendip, the parrot brings news of Padmavat to Ratansen.

Meanwhile, Padmavat learns of the ascetic stranger from a friend. When she sees the disguised king, both are struck senseless (alam-i behoshi aur bekhudi). When Ratansen regains consciousness in the temple, he narrates his plight to the god Sadashiv. Following the advice of the goddess Gaura-Parvati, he arrives at the court of Gandhrapsen and declares his desire to marry Padmavat. He is captured while meeting his beloved in her chamber, and sentenced by the king to be executed. He is rescued, however, as the god Sadashiv reappears in the guise of a Brahmin and reveals his identity to Gandhrapsen. Ratansen marries Padmavat and finds bliss.

The narrative follows the Padmavat closely although in abbreviated fashion, in the following sequence of events: Nagmat sends an emissary to communicate her anguish; Ratansen and Padmavat embark on their return journey, are shipwrecked, and then rescued by the daughter of the sea. The co-wives quarrel in Chitor and are admonished by Ratansen; Raghav Chetan is exiled and conveys word of Padmavat to the sultan. Alauddin lays siege to Chitor; he beholds Padmini’s reflection and captures Ratansen by treachery. Gora and Badal, Ratansen’s nephews (his sister’s sons), disguise themselves as women, take an entourage of palanquins to the imperial camp and free Ratansen. When the king returns to Chitor, he hears of Devpal’s wooing of Padmavat in his absence, and sets off to avenge this second insult; he dies in single combat after killing Devpal of Kumbhalmer, and Padmavat and Nagmat immolate themselves. The sultan returns to Chitor, and the Rajputs led by Gora are defeated and killed in battle. Meanwhile, Kanvalsen, Padmavat’s son, has been anointed king. When the sultan finds that Padmavat has died, he is grief-stricken, recognizes Kanvalsen as the new king of Chitor, and returns to Delhi.

Tod’s Account of the Padmini Legend (1829)

The story of Padmini is narrated thus in the Annals:6

Lakhamsi: Lachhman Singh—Lakhamsi succeeded his father in S. 1331 (AD 1275), a memorable era in the annals, when Chitor, the repository of all that was precious yet untouched of the arts of India, was stormed, sacked, and treated with remorseless barbarity by the Pathan emperor, Alau-d-din. Twice it was attacked by this subjugator of India. In the first siege it escaped spoliation, though at the price of its best defenders: that which followed is the first successful assault and capture of which we have any detailed account.

Bhim Singh: Padmini—Bhimsi was the uncle of the young prince, and protector during his minority. He had espoused the daughter of Hamir Sank (Chauhan) of Ceylon, the cause of woes unnumbered to the Sesodias. Her name was Padmini, a title bestowed only on the superlatively fair, and transmitted with renown to posterity by tradition and the song of the bard. Her beauty, accomplishments, exaltation, and destruction, with other incidental circumstances, constitute the subject of one of the most popular traditions of Rajwara. The Hindu bard recognized the fair, in preference to fame and love of conquest, as the motive for the attack of Alau-d-din, who limited his demand to the possession of Padmini; though this was after a long and fruitless siege. At length he restricted his desire to a mere sight of this extraordinary beauty, and acceded to the proposal of beholding her through the medium of mirrors. Relying on the faith of the Rajput, he entered Chitor slightly guarded, and having gratified his wish, returned. The Rajput, unwilling to be outdone in confidence, accompanied the king to the foot of the fortress, amidst many complimentary excuses from his guest at the trouble he thus occasioned. It was for this that Ala risked his own safety, relying on the superior faith of the Hindu. Here he had an ambush; Bhimsi was made prisoner, hurried away to the Tatar camp, and his liberty made dependent on the surrender of Padmini.

The Siege of Chitor—Despair reigned in Chitor when this fatal event was known, and it was debated whether Padmini should be resigned as a ransom for their defender. Of this she was informed, and expressed her acquiescence. Having provided wherewithal to secure her from dishonor, she communed with two chiefs of her own kin and clan of Ceylon, her uncle Gora, and his nephew Badal, who devised a scheme for the liberation of their prince without hazarding her life or fame. Intimation was dispatched to Ala that on the day he withdrew from his trenches the fair Padmini would be sent, but in a manner befitting her own and his high station, surrounded by her females and handmaids; not only those who would accompany her to Delhi, but many others who desired to pay her this last mark of reverence. Strict commands were to be issued to prevent curiosity from violating the sanctity of female decorum and privacy. No less than seven hundred covered litters proceeded to the royal camp. In each was placed one of the bravest of the defenders of Chitor, borne by six armed soldiers disguised as litter-porters. They reached the camp. The royal tents were enclosed with kanats (walls of cloth); the litters were deposited, and half an hour was granted for a parting interview between the Hindu prince and his bride. They then placed their prince in a litter and returned with him, while the greater number (the supposed damsels) remained to accompany the fair to Delhi. But Ala had no intention to permit Bhimsi’s return, and was becoming jealous of the long interview he enjoyed, when, instead of the prince and Padmini, the devoted band issued from their litters: but Ala was too well guarded. Pursuit was ordered, while these covered the retreat till they perished to a man. A fleet horse was in reserve for Bhimsi, on which he was placed, and in safety ascended the fort, at whose outer gate the host of Ala was encountered. The choicest of the heroes of Chitor met the assault. With Gora and Badal at their head, animated by the noblest sentiments, the deliverance of their chief and the honor of their queen, they devoted themselves to destruction, and few were the survivors of this slaughter of the flower of Mewar. For a time Ala was defeated in his object, and the havoc they had made in his ranks, joined to the dread of their determined resistance, obliged him to desist from the enterprise . . .

Badal was but a stripling of twelve, but the Rajput expects wonders from this early age. He escaped, though wounded, and a dialogue ensues between him and his uncle’s wife, who desires him to relate how her lord conducted himself ere she joins him. The stripling replies: “He was the reaper of the harvest of battle; I followed his steps as the humble gleaner of his sword. On the gory bed of honor he spread a carpet of the slain; a barbarian prince his pillow, he laid him down, and sleeps surrounded by the foe.” Again she said: “Tell me, Badal, how did my love (piyar) behave?” “Oh! Mother, how further describe his deeds when he left no foe to dread or admire him?” She smiled farewell to the boy, and adding, “My lord will chide my delay,” sprung into the flame.

Alau-d-din, having recruited his strength, returned to his object, Chitor . . . The poet has found in the disastrous issue of this siege admirable materials for his song. He represents the rana, after an arduous day, stretched on his pallet, and during a night of watchful anxiety, pondering on the means by which he might preserve from the general destruction one at least of his twelve sons; when a voice broke on his solitude, exclaiming, “Main bhukhi ho”; and raising his eyes, he saw, by the dim glare of the chiragh, advancing between the granite columns, the majestic form of the guardian goddess of Chitor. “Not satiated,” exclaimed the rana, “though eight thousand of my kin were late an offering to thee?” “I must have regal victims; and if twelve who wear the diadem bleed not for Chitor, the land will pass from the line.” This said, she vanished.

On the morn he convened a council of his chiefs, to whom he revealed the vision of the night, which they treated as the dream of a disordered fancy. He commanded their attendance at midnight; when again the form appeared, and repeated the terms on which alone she would remain amongst them. “Though thousands of barbarians strew the earth, what are they to me? On each day enthrone a prince. Let the kirania, the chhatra and the chamara, proclaim his sovereignty, and for three days let his decrees be supreme: on the fourth day let him meet the foe and his fate. Then only may I remain.”

Whether we have merely the fiction of the poet, or whether the scene was got up to animate the spirit of resistance, matters but little, it is consistent with the belief of the tribe; and that the goddess should openly manifest her wish to retain as her tiara the battlements of Chitor on conditions so congenial to the warlike and superstitious Rajput was a gage readily taken up and fully answering the end. A generous contention arose amongst the brave brothers who should be the first victim to avert the denunciation. Arsi urged his priority of birth: he was proclaimed, the umbrella waved over his head, and on the fourth day he surrendered his short-lived honors and his life. Ajaisi, the next in birth demanded to follow; but he was the favorite son of his father, and at his request he consented to let his brothers precede him. Eleven had fallen in turn, and but one victim remained to the salvation of the city, when the rana, calling his chiefs around him, said, “Now I devote myself for Chitor.”

The Johar—But another horrible sacrifice was to precede this act of self-devotion in that horrible rite, the Johar, where the females are immolated to preserve them from pollution or captivity. The funeral pyre was lighted within the “great subterranean retreat,”7 in chambers impervious to the light of day, and the defenders of Chitor beheld in procession the queens, their own wives and daughters, to the number of several thousands. The fair Padmini closed the throng, which was augmented by whatever of female beauty or youth could be tainted by Tatar lust. They were conveyed to the cavern, and the opening closed upon them, leaving them to find security from dishonor in the devouring element.

A contest now arose between the rana and his surviving son; but the father prevailed, and Ajaisi, in obedience to his commands, with a small band passed through the enemy’s lines, and reached Kelwara in safety. The rana, satisfied that his line was not extinct, now prepared to follow his brave sons; and calling around him his devoted clans, for whom life had no longer any charms, they threw open the portals and descended to the plains, and with a reckless despair carried death, or met it, in the crowded ranks of Ala. The Tatar conqueror took possession of an inanimate capital, strewed with brave defenders, the smoke yet issuing from the recesses where lay consumed the once fair object of his desire; and since this devoted day the cavern has been sacred: no eye has penetrated its gloom, and superstition has placed as its guardian a huge serpent, whose “venomous breath” extinguishes the light which might guide intruders to “the place of sacrifice” . . .

Keshav Bhatt, Ratanasen va Sultan Shah (1849), Brajbhasha

Keshav Bhatt describes the subject of his narrative as the mutual deceit and battle (juddha kapata paraspara) between Shri Ratansen Chauhan and Sultan Shah Badshah. He clarifies immediately that the sultan is Aladin Patsah, who desired Padmini, and so went and laid siege to the fortress of Chitor. The battle continued every day for ten months; the sultan sighed—neither the Chauhan was captured, nor the fort weakened. Then his advisors counseled that he send an emissary to negotiate. So he sent Vad Khan Pathan, who promised to bring the Chauhan and surrender him at the sultan’s feet, preserve Dilli’s honor (saram dilli ki rakhau), and fulfil the sultan’s desire by uniting him with Padmini.

Vad Khan Pathan persuades Ratansen’s chief minister (divan) Chandrahans to assist the sultan. Chandrahans urges Ratansen to make peace with the sultan, since the latter merely wanted to keep his word. A truce is negotiated by which Padmini would serve the sultan a meal, the sultan would keep his word of having beheld her, and he would return to Delhi. As Chandrahans argues, why should the two shining lights of the world, Ratansen, the pride of the Hindus and the sultan of Delhi, fight? Ratansen refuses at first; no Shah will enter Chitor. But then Chandrahans persists: to live up to the honor and responsibility of being Ratansen’s divan, he personally will escort the sultan, accompanied only by his five chief ministers (paanch panch). Ratansen agrees without further discussion, and the divan returns to the sultan; he advises him to befriend Ratansen, and capture him while escorting him out of the fort’s two formidable gates.

Ratansen then comes and pleads with Padmini to accede to his request—after all the lord of Delhi the sultan has sworn a vow, how can he just return from the gates, battle between the two armies would follow inevitably; the sultan merely wants to be served a meal by Padmini, and then he will return. Padmini’s first response is to warn the Rao of treachery; of the perils of trusting the sultan, a turak without his women; if he is allowed into the household, that household will lose its honor. However, Ratansen refuses to listen and sends a messenger to the sultan inviting him into Chitor. The sultan arrives and is welcomed with due honor: his feet are washed, he is seated on the throne, and Ratansen anoints his forehead. He is then taken into the richly adorned hall (rangmahal) and seated for his meal with his five ministers and with the minister Raghav. A flash of lightning seems to strike; the sultan looks up and beholds Padmini. He falls senseless; when he looks up again, Raghav alerts him that he is being served by a serving woman, not by Padmini herself. Ratansen has such beautiful serving women [the implication is, how much more beautiful his queens must be]. The sultan is distressed, but determined to trick Ratansen. He asks the latter to escort him past the gates of the fortress. Past the first gate, the sultan rewards Ratansen and entices him past the second gate; then he asks the latter to escort him past the third gate, promising him Delhi itself. The Chauhan now gets greedy; past the fourth gate, the sultan grants him Pattan. He thus tricks Ratansen past the seventh gate and captures him. The sultan then promptly rewards the divan Chandrahans with a mansab.

There is an uproar in Chitor. The ministers seek a solution (rajaniti). They find out that the sultan demands the queen. The ministers agree that whether or not the kingdom has a queen is immaterial; but there is only one Ratansen and he can marry again; so they agree to surrender Padmini. When she hears of the ministers’ decision, she cries out aloud. She goes around Chitor seeking someone who will defend her; they all say there is none in Chitor who will defend you. A servant of hers reaches Gora and his nephew (brother’s son) Vadil. They are not her kin, but they are filled with rage and vow to defend her, defeat the Patsah’s army, and kill him. Meanwhile, Padmini goes to the Shiva temple, and pleads with the deity that she has worshipped him for twelve years; now that this crisis is upon her, there is none in the city to defend her. Shiva speaks, “Go to Gora and Badal. I have granted them a boon; they will not bow their heads before the sultan. They will preserve you, defeat the sultan’s army, and free the raja.” A reassured Padmini gets into her palanquin again and goes straight to Gora’s home; he stands up at once and greets her as mother (mai), whose servant (chakar) he is.

Padmini praises Gora as the Bhagirath of his lineage; she describes to Badal how the king became greedy and left the fortress, and was captured. The palanquin scheme is hatched and 700 palanquins set out with warriors in them, accompanied by two horsemen each. In Padmini’s mind, Gora and Vadil are now the refuge of the Rao. Vadal’s mother tries to dissuade them, and then his wife. Then Gora’s wife Bhanamati tries to dissuade him in turn, but to no avail: Gora asserts repeatedly that he and Badal are the defenders of Hindu honor (hindu hadda mucchha apani).

As the sultan hears of the palanquins nearing camp, he prepares for marriage. His soldiers are happy, now they can return home as Chitor has been conquered. When Ratansen hears that the queen is being surrendered, he is despondent: why did the warriors of Chitor not consult among themselves? What were they thinking, surrendering Padmini when he was still alive; his manhood (mucchha) had been destroyed. But when the raja sees Gora and Vadal he is elated; they are like Ram and Lacchman. They free Ratansen and debate who will escort him back, and who will stay to fight the sultan’s army. Finally Gora stays and Vadal returns with Ratansen to the fort. As Gora is besieged by an angry sultan’s army, Shiva asks his spouse Shakti to go to his aid; Parvati assures Shiva that Gora will not lose because he has her flag in his right hand; she assures him that while Gora might give up his body in defending his master, his soul will then find its destination. Shiva then gathers his bull Nandi and his celestial and supernatural followers to watch the battle; with 64 jogins, yakshas, apsaras, and ghouls (preta pisacha)—all to watch the new epic battle, the new Kurukshetra. The narrative ends with the death of Gora and the sati of his wife Bhanamati.

Rangalal Bandopadhyay’s Padmini Upakhyan (1858)

Rangalal Bandopadhyay’s verse narrative of twenty-two cantos begins with an unnamed traveler exploring the many provinces of Bharat before reaching Rajputana. Stirred by the glory of the Rajput cities, he reaches Chitor and encounters an old Brahmin who narrates the “wondrous tale” (bichitra katha) of Padmini. Hearing of Padmini’s beauty and chastity, the Yavana king desires her and marches against Chitor. The Upakhyan mentions Padmini’s natal lineage—the Chauhans of Sinhala—and makes Bhimsinha the king’s uncle. The latter’s journey to Sinhala to marry Padmini is omitted. Rangalal describes Alauddin’s first siege of Chitor cursorily, but adds one detail—the death of Alauddin’s son in the battle, that only enrages the Emperor. The stalemate, the display of the queen’s reflection in a mirror and Alauddin’s desire for her are followed by the treacherous capture of Bhimsinha and the palanquin rescue. Rangalal goes on to narrate Gora’s death battling the Yavanas, his wife’s immolation, and Alauddin’s return to besiege Chitor. The goddess’s demand for the sacrifice of twelve royal princes follows, leading to the last battles of the Rajputs. With eleven of his sons dead, Bhimsinha chooses to die himself, sending his surviving son away to preserve the lineage. Before the climactic battle, the women led by Padmini immolate themselves. Rangalal brings back the Brahmin narrator to conclude the Upakhyan with an elegy on the destruction of the Rajputs, and the relentless march of predatory Time. The narrator ends his account by pointing to renewed hope for fallen Bharat, as the light of knowledge brought by the English brings a new awakening.

Jyotirindranath Tagore, Sarojini ba Chitor Akraman (1875)

Set in the context of Alauddin’s final attack on Chitor, Sarojini abounds in imaginary characters. When the play opens, Alauddin’s first attack on Chitor has been repulsed and the captive Bhimsinha rescued.8 The play’s action is triggered by Bhairabacharya, the chief priest of Chitor, who is actually a Muslim in disguise. As a ploy to help the enemy Alauddin, the false priest declares that the patron goddess of Chitor requires the ritual sacrifice of Rana Lakshmansinha’s daughter Sarojini. As the rana wavers in agony, he is urged by his commander Randhirsinha to complete the sacrifice and preserve the kingdom. Sarojini’s betrothed, Vijaysinha, has played a key role in repulsing Alauddin’s first attack on Chitor and rescuing Bhimsinha. He returns with two hostages from Alauddin’s camp, the beautiful Roshanara and her maid Moniya. Roshanara is accepted into the rana’s household, befriended by Sarojini and treated honorably. She falls in love with her captor Vijaysinha and turns against her benefactor Sarojini. When the queen (Lakshmansinha’s wife) hears of the impending sacrifice of her daughter, she asks Vijaysinha to defend Sarojini. Meanwhile, the rana anticipates that Vijaysinha will refuse to sacrifice Sarojini and withdraws the marriage proposal to deflect Vijaysinha’s resistance. This alienates Vijaysinha and he defends Sarojini against the Rajput soldiers.

The false priest thinks he has succeeded in his plan of weakening Chitor by instigating a crisis within. As Alauddin besieges the fort, Bhairabacharya declares that he had misinterpreted the goddess’s utterance about the sacrifice of Sarojini. Another beautiful young woman from the rana’s household can be offered to the goddess instead. Roshanara, who comes to the temple thinking that Sarojini has been killed, is offered up as sacrifice instead. At the moment of her death, the false priest realizes that he has beheaded his own daughter, who had been separated from him as a child and had grown up at the sultan’s court. The women immolate themselves before the Rajput warriors depart for the final battle against Alauddin. As the victorious Alauddin enters the fort, he sees Sarojini about to jump into the funeral pyre, mistakes her for Padmini and begs her to desist. A scornful Sarojini informs him that Padmini has already immolated herself and follows suit. The play ends with Alauddin’s tribute to the heroism of the Hindu woman, and a choric lament on the fall of Chitor.

Kshirodprasad Vidyavinod, Padmini (1906)9

Kshirodprasad’s Padmini begins with Alauddin’s becoming sultan of Delhi after having murdered his uncle; he has already conquered Devgiri, looted its wealth and used it to ease his path to the throne of Delhi. The new sultan tricks Nasiban, the daughter of Jalaluddin’s Vazir, into marrying him, in order to take revenge on her father who had opposed him in the old king’s lifetime. Once they are married, Alauddin threatens Nasiban with her father’s death and throws her out; the Vazir’s life is spared and he is exiled. Nasiban, thinking that her father is dead, swears revenge against Alauddin and finds her way to Chitor. She meets Gora and makes him her brother. As a supplicant of the royal household in Chitor, Nasiban asks that Rana Lakshmansinha grant her a wish. She desires the king of Chitor to defeat Alauddin in battle, and a reluctant Lakshmansinha is forced to grant this supplicant’s wish. Meanwhile Alauddin has set his sights on conquering Gujarat and Chitor.

Nasiban has second thoughts about the adversity she has brought upon her Rajput protectors, but Lakshmansinha is now sworn to war against the Delhi sultan. As the Rajputs prepare for battle, Lakshmansinha’s son Arun is deputed to sentry duty at the gates. Attracted by the beautiful Rukma, the daughter of a poor Rajput living in the forest, Arun leaves his post and follows her; when he misses the rana’s summons for battle, Lakshmansinha orders his son’s death for dereliction of duty. Arun marries Rukma in the forest, and returns to Chitor; Padmini intercedes on his behalf with the Rana. Rukma threatens to curse the king and the land if her husband is put to death, but Padmini intervenes to remind her of the Rajput wife’s duty. Lakshmansinha spares his son’s life but exiles him.

Alauddin’s exiled Vazir has become a wandering mendicant (fakir) and arrives at Chitor, where he is welcomed by Gora and reunited with his daughter Nasiban. Alauddin is aided by treacherous Hindu chiefs in his attempt to conquer the kingdom of Patan. The only resistance he encounters is from the Muslim chief Kafur Khan, who sends a message to Chitor for help. There is bad blood between the kings of Patan and Chitor. Before the Rajputs of Chitor can respond to Kafur Khan’s call for help, Kamaladevi of Patan surrenders herself to the sultan. In return, she asks that the sultan defeat the Chitor king and fulfill her husband’s last wish. Alauddin spares the rebellious Kafur Khan’s life and makes him his commander instead. Alauddin now sets his sights on Chitor but is defeated by Gora and Bhimsinha, who are advised on strategy by the Vazir. As Alauddin lies wounded on the battlefield, Nasiban finds him and asks Gora to spare his life. Alauddin allows himself to be taken prisoner by the unsuspecting Gora, demands to be treated as a guest and desires to behold the queen Padmini. From this point onward, the narrative follows the Annals’ account more closely. Padmini devises the mirror scheme and Alauddin is determined to obtain her. He tricks and captures Bhimsinha, Padmini devises her husband’s rescue by the palanquin ruse and Gora is killed in the ensuing battle. Bhimsinha returns to Chitor but Alauddin is not about to return empty-handed. A battle breaks out near the fortress. At Rukma’s urging, the exiled Arun comes to his father’s aid. When a rumor reaches the queens that Lakshmansinha has been killed, Padmini leads the Rajput women to immolation. The patron goddess of Chitor appears before Lakshmansinha and demands the sacrifice of twelve sons. As the princes are killed in quick succession, Arun and Badal reenter the fort and die defending its gates. The victorious Alauddin enters Chitor and is awestruck at the destruction of the women. Lakshmansinha survives and importunes the goddess for an heir. She reappears to assure him that Arun’s son by Rukma will preserve the lineage. The play ends here with Rukma being sent away to the safety of Kelwara.

Yajneshwar Bandopadhyay, Mewar (1884)

I translate only the jauhar episode from Yajneshwar’s account:

Now the rana began making preparations to finally give up the blood from his own heart to fill up the skull (kharpar) in the hand of Chitor’s patron goddess. Before he completed these terrible preparations, it was decided that it was entirely necessary to arrange an even more terrible matter. The name of this even more terrible matter was the “jauhar vow” (johar brata). The women of the Rajput lineage were hurled into the blazing fire to preserve their chastity and their freedom from the hands of the enemy . . . From the enemy’s terrible assault, when there was no way left for the Rajputs to preserve their land and their freedom; when all their hope had disappeared; in that terrible time—when the situation was beyond any hope, the Rajput warriors would make preparations for this fearsome, most cruel vow. Today that terrible time had come in Chitor; today there was no way left to preserve Chitor; so the arranging of that most terrible jauhar vow was extremely necessary. Underneath the women’s quarters in the royal palace there was an enormous tunnel . . . [In it] enormous logs of sal were piled up and a huge pyre was lit. Before their eyes, countless Rajput women with their hair loose and disheveled, their lamentations piercing the city of Chitor, gathered in front of that terrible cave and began advancing toward it. All those beautiful kshatriya women whom the wicked Musalmans would see and their bestial nature would be aroused, they were all in that gathering of wives. Padmini, favorite of the gods (sura manomohini), brought up the rear of that procession. Chitor’s warriors stood wordless, motionless, as if struck by lightning, and beheld this terrible, heart-wrenching spectacle.—Loving women who gave birth, women who sustained by their love (hrdayer pritidayini) and shared in virtue (sahadharmini), and daughters and sisters who gave delight, took their leave for eternity and before their very eyes were advancing toward the burning fire to give up their lives; still there was not one tear in their eyes! Today those eyes were dry, they were a deep red; as if from them was emerging a fire which would engulf the entire world! Those hearts which had once been the spring of love, today they were transformed into an arid burial ground! Hence they could behold this horrifying spectacle today. As they watched, the women came before the opening of the cave; in front of them was a flight of steps; slowly they descended; and then suddenly above them with a terrible clang the enormous iron gate closed over the tunnel! The piercing cries of countless ill-fated women were silenced in an instant!—Nothing more could be heard! Alas! Everything was over!—Beauty, youth, grace, honor, all were reduced to ashes in the all-devouring fire!10

Abanindranath Tagore, Rajkahini (1909)

Abanindranath follows Tod’s account closely, beginning with a brief description of the Rajputs’ glorious history and of the Mewar ruling lineage in particular. Bhimsinha’s voyage to Sinhala and his marriage to Padmini are mentioned in one sentence. As they spend their days happily in Chitor, Alauddin hears of Padmini’s beauty from one of his singing girls. As he leaves for Chitor to obtain the queen, his wife Piyari Begum taunts him that he will fail in his endeavor. Holi celebrations in Chitor cease abruptly at the news of Alauddin’s impending attack. As king and council ponder their course of action, Bhimsinha offers to surrender Padmini to preserve the kingdom. The Rajputs refuse his offer and decide to fight for the honor of their queen and kingdom.

Alauddin’s siege is unsuccessful. On a hunting expedition one day, the sultan sees his trained hawk capture a parrot, whose companion follows them back to the camp of its own volition. Alauddin is inspired, and plans to capture Bhimsinha and demand the surrender of Padmini. When he beholds her reflection in the mirror, Alauddin is beside himself with admiration and desire. After capturing Bhimsinha, the sultan demands the surrender of Padmini; she devises the palanquin scheme in consultation with Gora and Badal. The king is freed but Gora dies in the ensuing battle. Alauddin is forced to return to Delhi abruptly as he receives news of Timur’s invasion. He returns to besiege Chitor after thirteen years. Depleted of men and supplies, Lakshmansinha considers suing for peace and accepting the sultan’s terms. Bhimsinha pleads that he be allowed to fight for seven more days in a final attempt to avoid the ignominy of serving the sultan as a feudatory. Lakshmansinha agrees.

When Bhimsinha informs Padmini, she determines to sacrifice herself so that the honor of Chitor can be preserved. With the blessings of Shiva and his priestess, she disguises herself as the goddess and appears before Lakshmansinha, demanding a blood-sacrifice from the king and his people. She reappears the next night to convince the skeptical ministers. As the Rajputs prepare for their last battle, Bhimsinha wonders whether the apparition was Padmini in disguise. After the mass immolation of the women, the outnumbered Rajputs are killed on the battlefield. Alauddin enters Chitor only to find a heap of ashes. He leaves for Delhi after razing the homes, halls and temples of Chitor, leaving intact only Padmini’s palace. Abanindranath ends his account where Tod did, with the black python that guards the cave where Padmini immolated herself.
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60. 1889, Ziyauddin Ibrat and Ghulam Ali Ishrat, Padmavat, Delhi.

61. 1892, Malik Muhammad Jayasi, Padmavat, Farrukhabad (selections; accompanied by explanations of each couplet and notes by Munshi Chintamani; lith.).

62. 1896, Malik Muhammad Jayasi, Padmavat, Calcutta (in Persian characters, with interlinear Hindustani translation by Ahmad Ali Rasi; lith.).

63. 1896, Malik Muhammad Jayasi, Padmavat, Calcutta: Steam Machine Press (in Hindi).

64. 1899, Malik Muhammad Jayasi, Padmavat, Kanpur (in Persian characters, with interlinear Hindustani translation and marginal notes by Ahmad Ali Rasi; lith.).

65. 1914, Hafiz Khalil Hasan “Khalil” Manikpuri, Butkhana-e Khalil, Urdu adaptation, Agra.

66. 1915, Ustad Indraman, Sangit Vir Bahadur, or Raja Ratan Simha ka Sakha, Hathras.

67. 1920, Padmavat Bhasha Malik Muhammad Jayasi, Nawal Kishore Press.

68. 1919, Pahalvan Srikrishna Khatri, Sangit Maharani Padmini, Kanpur: Uma-datta Vajpeyee.

69. 1923, Radhakrishna Das, Maharani Padmavati, 2nd edn., Banaras: Durga Prasad Khatri.

70. 1924, Ramchandra Shukla, Jayasi Granthavali, Kashi: Nagari Pracharini Sabha (Hindi, in nagari script).

71. N.d., Pandit Bhagvati Prasad Pandey “Anuj”, Padmavat Bhakha matarjum.

72. 1928, Padmavat Urdu/Mir Ziyauddin Ibrat aur Ghulam Ali Ishrat, Lakhnau: Nami Press.

73. 1960, Padmavat Bhasha: Raja Ratansen aur Padmavat Rani ki Prasiddh Kahani, Nawal Kishore Press.

The Rajasthan Tradition

1. 1589, Hemratan, Gora Badal Padmini Chaupai, first known narrative of Padmini in Rajasthan.

2. 1606, Hemratan, Gora Badal Padmini Chaupai, ms., collection of Muni Jinavijay.

3. 1630, Jatmal Nahar putra Dharamsi, Gora Badal ri Varta, Ms. 12580(4), Jodhpur, Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute.

4. 1639, Jatmal Nahar, Gora Badal ri Katha, Ms. 11585(1), Jodhpur, Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute.

5. Circa 1645, Labdodhay, Padmini Charit, adaptation based on Hemratan.

6. Circa 1657, Sisod Vansavali.

7. 1674, Hemratan, Gora Badal Padmini Chaupai, ms., collection of Muni Jinavijay.

8. Late 17th century, Chitor Udaipur Patnama, Badva genealogists of the Mewar Sisodia lineage.

9. 1677–80, Man Kavi, Rajvilas.

10. 1683–93, Ranchhod Bhatt, Amarakavyam, Sanskrit.

11. Not earlier than 1691, Rawal Ranaji ri Bat.

12. 1698, Labdodhay, Padmini Charit, ms., Udaipur, Saraswati Sadan.

13. 1702, Bhagyavijay, Gora Badal Chaupai, fresh adaptation after Hemratan and Labdodhay.

14. 1703, Bhagyavijay, Gora Badal Chaupai, ms., Bhindar, Manikya Grantha Bhandar.

15. 1706, Labdodhay, Padmini Charit, ms., Bhindar, Manikya Grantha Bhandar.

16. Circa 1710–34, Dalpativijay, Khumman Raso, fresh adaptation.

17. 1714, Bhagyavijay, Gora Badal Chaupai, ms., Bhindar, Manikya Grantha Bhandar.

18. 1718, Dayaldas, Rana Raso.

19. 1726, Bhagyavijay, Gora Badal Chaupai, ms., Baroda, Gaekwad Oriental Institute.

20. 1730, Hemratan, Gora Badal Padmini Chaupai, ms., Udaipur, Vardhaman Gyan Mandir.

21. 1767, Labdodhay, Padmini Charit, ms., Udaipur, Saraswati Sadan.

22. 1808, Labdodhay, Padmini Charit, ms., Bhindar, Manikya Grantha Bhandar.

23. N.d,, Chitor Udaipur Patnama, Khanda 2, Udaipur, Pratap Shodh Pratishthan, Bhupal Nobles College.

24. N.d., Jatmal, Gora Badal Katha, Ms. 009622, Koba, Acharya Shri Kailassagarsuri Gyan Mandir.

25. N.d., Jatmal, Gora Badal Chaupai, Ms. 005286, Koba, Acharya Shri Kailassagarsuri Gyan Mandir.

26. N.d., Jatmal, Gora Badal Ras, Ms. 020190, Koba, Acharya Shri Kailassagarsuri Gyan Mandir.

27. N.d., Labdodhay, Padmini Chaupai, Ms. 012356, Koba, Acharya Shri Kailassagarsuri Gyan Mandir.

28. N.d., scribe Pancholi Puradas, Gora Badal ri Bat, Ms. 17772 (4), Jodhpur, Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute.

29. N.d., Padmini ri Chaupai, Ms. 16254(5), Jodhpur, Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute.

30. Early 19th century, Dalpativijay, Khumman Raso, Ms. 129, Tod Collection, London, Royal Asiatic Society.

31. 1849, Keshava Bhatta, Ratan Sen va Sultan Sah, Blumhardt, Catalogue of the Hindi, Panjabi and Hindustani Manuscripts in the Library of the British Museum, No. 52: Or. 390.

The Nationalist Tradition


1. 1858, Rangalal Bandopadhyay, Padmini Upakhyan.

2. 1872–3, Surendranath Majumdar, Rajasthaner Itibritta, translation of Tod’s Annals.

3. 1875, Jyotirindranath Tagore, Sarojini ba Chitor Akraman.

4. 1883–4, Yajneshwar Bandopadhyay, Rajasthan, translation of Tod’s Annals.

5. 1894, anonymous, Padmini (a novel).

6. End 19th century, Gopalchandra Mukhopadhyay, Pabitro Rajasthan, translation of Tod’s Annals.

7. 1906, Kshirodprasad Vidyavinod, Padmini.

8. 1909, Abanindranath Tagore, Rajkahini.

9. 1913, Kaliprasanna Dasgupta, Rajput Kahini.

10. 1914, Rudar Datt and Dev Datt, Azmat-e Chitor urf Qaumi An, Urdu, Lahore: Bhai Daya Singh Bookseller.

11. 1915, Haripada Chattopadhyay, Padmini, jatra.

12. 1924, Vijayratna Majumdar, Rajasthan.

13. 1925, Yogendranath Gupta, Padmini, a novel.

14. 1926, Chandrakanta Dutta Saraswati, Mebar Kahini.

15. Circa 1926, Kishan Chand Zeba, Padmini: Tavarikhi Drama, Urdu, New Delhi: National Book Depot.

Note

1. Collated from Blumhardt 1899; Menariya 1943; Bahura 1971; Biswas 1995; de Bruijn 1996; and Sreenivasan 2005.
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