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ABSTRACT

Sixteenth and seventeenth century Mughal art consisted of secular paintings for
the Mughal emperors and their courtiers. Even a cursory glance at them reveals that there
are few depictions of women. This thesis focuses on female representation and their near
absence in Mughal painting. Our exploration is multi-faceted and takes into account
cultural practices and religious atmosphere during the rule of Mughal Emperors, Babur
(1526–1530), Humayun (1530–1540, 1555–1556 ), Akbar (1556–1605), Jahangir (1605–
1627), Shah Jahan (1627–1658), and Aurengzeb (1658–1707). This is followed by an
analysis of indigenous beliefs regarding women's societal role prevalent at that time. This
information is supplemented by a close study of the religious beliefs regarding women
held by the Mughal emperors. My data analysis contradicts common perceptions that
Mughal women were kept from portrayal in Mughal art on account of Islamic
convictions. The study, in fact, proves that the scarcity is a result of a patriarchal mindset
which cultivated possessiveness and cloistering of women resulting in a deliberate
exclusion of the female gender from the paintings.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
The history of the Indian Subcontinent has many powerful dynasties setting their
rule after conquering the fertile and rich lands of this part of the world. From Aryans to
the British, all have invaded this soil to setup strong rules and colonies to capture and
utilize the abundant resources. Muslims established their first real state in the heart of the
Subcontinent at Delhi when Qutabuddin Aibak founded the first ever Muslim rule known
as the Sultanate under the flagship of Slave or Mamluk Dynasty (1206-1290). This was
followed by the Khiljis (1290-1320), the Tughlaqs (1320-1412), and the Lodhis (14511526) to the establishment of the great Mughal Empire in 1526 by Babar.
The Mughals were the last of the Muslim empires to rule over the India (1526 to
1858) a period of nearly 350 years. India was already known for its wealth and had
attracted invaders prior to the Mughal invasion (Losty and Malini 7). However, as the
result of aesthetics and generous patronage, the Mughals have provided India with some
of its finest literature, architecture and art. William Dalrymple claims that the Mughals
perhaps more than any other Islamic dynasty made their love of the arts and their
aesthetic principles a central part of their identity as rulers (1993).
The artistic traditions that flourished under Mughal rule during the sixteenth and
seventeen centuries included miniature painting. In Mughal ateliers, miniatures were
painted no less meticulously than the cutting and setting of the gems. Nevertheless, these
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painted gems remained in obscurity until they captured the attention of the western art
historians during the first quarter of the twentieth century (Dalrymple 12).
These paintings are sometimes categorized as Islamic art. However, of all Islamic
art prior to the eighteenth century, Mughal art was the most secular in nature. The smallscale paintings were mainly confined to the manuscripts and singles. Mughal painting
was essentially a courtly art. It developed under the patronage of the ruling Mughal
emperor Akbar, reaching its perfection under Jahangir and started to debilitate in the
“golden age” of Shah Jahan, of Taj Mahal fame. After the mid-17th century the
popularity of the Mughal paintings began to decline when subsequent rulers lost interest
in this particular art form.
During the seventeenth century visual art had a wide range of subject matter. In
addition to illustrations for historical works and Persian and Indian literature, artists
painted portraits of the emperor and his court, and made some studies of plants and
animals. The richness and detail of these naturalistic paintings engages the viewer’s
interest. However, there is one type of subject matter which remained dormant – the
portraits of Mughal women. The lack of royal women’s images arouses curiosity, which
in turn leaves the viewer contemplating the reason for their absence, and raises questions
about the status of women in the Mughal world. Were the Mughals as androcentric as the
Greeks who focused all their attention on men? Had the Mughals been infested by
misogyny that some believe Prophet Mohammad had tried to employ to eliminate from
the Muslims' patriarchal world?
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This thesis questions the current assumptions held by most commentators
concerning the lack of painted images of women in Mughal culture. I will use a sociocultural approach to investigate why the Mughal painters were so negligent in depicting
royal women, and even other ranks of women, from their paintings. Were these painters
indifferent to the important contribution of women to politics and culture? Do they depict
woman as nothing more than an alluring commodity? What was the reason for this
discrimination? Were there any rules set by the emperors that restricted the portrayal of
women? Did religious beliefs motivate an apathy in the emperors towards the women in
his harem? Or was the refusal to depict women in art considered an act of veneration?
Mughal emperors were anything but indifferent to the women folk, whether it is Babar
acknowledging the wisdom of his grandmother, Humayun entertaining his aunts (Mishra
96-97), or Jahangir pardoning his rebellious relative on his step-mother's intervention
(Eraly 131 ), women of Mughal household had a significant role in the life of the
Emperor.
The sad thing in describing the Mughal women's world is that the majority of our
resources come from the visiting Europeans, mainly Bernier and Manucci, who were
granted occasional access to the harem (Misra v). Their information is based on their own
opinions or impressions.
Women of diverse races and religions lived within the grand harem. They
performed various roles whether as mother, aunt, or sister, concubine, wife or dancing
girl. Whatever her assigned role, the life of each one revolved round the emperor. The
Mughal emperors had a strong sense of family ties, and had a great respect and honor for
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their female relatives" (Mukherjee 258). Although to the modern Western mind, life for a
woman within the closed walls of harem might seem very bleak and oppressive, in
actuality, they appear to have led lives of variety and of great material comfort. The
Mughal emperors made full arrangements for their education, as well as for their
entertainment, including dance, music and sports (Mukherjee 259).
The objective of this study is twofold. First, the investigation examines the lack
of visual representation of the women in Mughal period. Secondly, it explores the context
of gender politics, and even feminism, in the cultural identity of Mughal women. I will
propose three possible reasons for the exclusion of the portrayal of Mughal women: the
cultural background of the Mughals, the indigenous convictions of the locals about the
place of women in their society, and finally, but most importantly, the religious beliefs of
the Mughals regarding women. The conclusion of my research contradicts the common
perception that Mughal women were kept from being portrayed because of Islamic
convictions. In fact, women were a commodity of the Mughal rulers, a form of wealth
they would not display publicly, but maintained exclusively for their own insatiable
possessiveness. The Mughal emperors took good care of the women who were within
their harems. These women received high-quality education (Misra 88) and a substantial
monthly allowance for their personal use (Eraly 148). Some of these women spent a large
amount of their money on charity works, as well as for the creation of libraries and the
construction of gardens and buildings (Misra 109). Mughal women fondly spent these
allowances primarily on personal items, such as for apparel and jewelry for their own
adornment, but hardly any thought was given to promoting their vanity through
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portraiture.
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CHAPTER 2

IMAGES OF WOMEN IN INDIAN AND PERSIAN ART

Fig. 1 Nur Jahan, circa 1620, artist unknown, gouache on paper

Backdrop
When I lived in Lahore, it was with great pleasure that I would roam the Lahore
Museum, which is located in the historic city which boasts the most pieces of
Mughal art and architecture. After viewing the Mughal artifacts, and particularly
viewing the miniature painting, I thought I could easily relate to the culture within
which the Mughals lived. Although only a few modern people today could afford
grandeur and extravagance of the Mughal life style, the recipes of their food and the
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styles of their clothing remain popular even today. As the years passed and I read
more about the history of the subcontinent, including the many interesting stories
about court romance, particularly the story of Anarkali,1 I found myself increasingly
drawn to images from the sixteenth and seventeenth century. Along with this new
interest, there also came the realization that images of royal women are very rare
among all their representations of court life. Intending to discover the reason for this
absence, I started investigating the cultural history of the Mughals. It was also at that
time that I began researching the beginnings of the Mughal school of art, a necessary
digression if we are to understand our topic.

Formation of the Mughal School of Painting
The formation of the Mughal school occurred at the time when Humayun, the
successor of the founder of the Mughal empire, Babar, returned from his exile in
Persia and regained political power in 1555. Mughal paintings are generally
categorized under the heading of Islamic Art as Mughal artists were patronized by
emperors who followed Islam. To some extent, the connections between Mughal
paintings and the Islamic religion do not run deeper than this, for these paintings are
purely secular in spirit and content.
The memoir of Babar, the first Mughal ruler, tells of his love for nature and his
understanding of art. Babar particularly mentioned his deep appreciation for the work

1

Legend has it that Anarlkali, a courtesan, was buried alive by Akbar as a result of her illicit relationship
with Akbar's son Salim. (Appendices page3)
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of the Herat masters especially Bihzad and Shah Musawvir (Hajek 15). Although
Babar had built a picture gallery in Kabul (Verma 7) he had little opportunity to
patronize art in his newly found homeland (Hajek 15). Babur's son, Humayun, also
had a profound interest in art. Humayun enjoyed illustrated books written in beautiful
characters, and always liked to have those books around him. “Even during military
expeditions, a part of the library [that Humayun inherited from Babar] was carried
with Humayun”(Verma7). Even while he was in exile in 1543, Humayun had a
painter with him (Verma 7). This is mentioned in his biography, written by his sister
Gulbadan, who said:
a beautiful bird flew into the tent, the doors of which were immediately
closed, and the bird caught; his majesty then took a pair of scissors and cut
some of the feathers of the animal; he then sent for a painter, and had taken a
picture of the bird, and afterwards ordered it to be released. (Verma 8)
Unfortunately, Humayun was forced into exile to Persia before regaining his father’s
conquered territory, and would only rule for a year before his early death (Eraly xviii).
Nevertheless, during his exile in the mid-1500s, at the Safavid court of Shah Tahmasp in
some ways benefitted Humayun as much as recapturing his lost kingdom. This visit
launched the development of Mughal School of paintings. It is for this reason that
Annemarie Schimmel asserts that Mughal art came into being by chance (270). Two very
talented Persian artists accompanied Humayun on his triumphal return to Delhi. The high
priority that Humayun gave to art is apparent in the employment of these Persian artists
hired while regaining his throne seemed uncertain (Rogers 31). The two painters, Abd al-
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Samad of Tabriz and Mir Sayyid Ali of Shiraz, were asked by the young Akbar to form a
workshop and to train the local artists in Safavid style; as a result, the two are commonly
regarded as the founders of the Mughal School in Delhi. (Okada 11).
Like most of his ancestors, Akbar’s primary interest was in manuscript painting.
Although his collection also included single folios albums, which were later on favored
by Akbar’s son and grandson as well. Young Akbar especially loved the illustrations
from the stories of Hamza. Apparently because he was illiterate (Eraly xix), Akbar
derived little enjoyment from the script alone, and thus was far more interested in the
illustrations. For that reason, Mughal paintings from the second half of sixteenth century
may be described essentially as narrative art.
Akbar’s fascination with fables and imagination brought into being the first major
Mughal manuscript of Dastan-i- Amir Hamza,2 ( The Romance of Amir Hamza) also
called the Hamza-nama. Originally, this epic was recited orally by the professional story
tellers. One historian3 records that in the years following his accession in 1556, the
young Akbar loved to recite episodes from the Hamza-nama to his harem, as if he were a
professional story teller (Rogers 41).
This book was much valued by the Mughal emperors. When their once-powerful
court in Delhi was sacked in 1739, among other treasures, the invader carried off were

2

Some experts claim that it was began under Humayun in 1550, while others believe that the work was not
started until 1567 (Hajek 15)
3

Badaoni
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the Peacock Throne and the Hamza-nama. The Mughal emperor pleaded for the thieves
to send back the Hamza-nama, but not the Peacock Throne (Constance 2002).
Once the economy and finances of the growing empire had stabilized, the liberal
policies of Akbar and his passion for art attracted about a hundred native artists to work
with the Persian expatriate artists (Hajek 16). It was at this time that the Mughal atelier
became the richest and most productive school in the entire history of Islamic painting
(Verma 2). The earlier Mughal style was imbued with a Persian style that tended towards
flatness (as seen in the design of fabric or carpet). It was also characterized by a fondness
for surface pattern, extreme elegance in line and decorative detail, and some freedom
from symmetry in composition (Lee 217). Because of the direction of Persian script, the
main focus was placed in the right side of the picture. Because of the similarities between
early Mughal and Persian art, some art historians have gone as far as to classify Mughal
art as a provincial offshoot of the Persian miniature (Lee 215).
However, as a result of the incorporation of more local sources into Mughal art, the
drawings, costumes, and ornamentation demonstrate the influence of Indian tastes. A new
manner in the bright coloring and detailed landscape backgrounds resulted in the
evolution of an original style, which included nostalgia as well as innovation. The linear
art of Persia alone did not fascinate the Mughal connoisseurs and painters. Akbar's desire
for realism in art is made quite clear when he sat for his painters, for he expected them to
create a true and lively art (Verma103). Consequently, the illustrations from the sixteenth
century Mughal school show the artist at great pains to break away from the influence of
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both the Persian and medieval Indian styles of painting in order to develop a distinct
style, that was more realistic.
This trend toward realism was catalyzed by a new element introduced by the
Portuguese Jesuits: the influence of western art. The Portuguese Jesuits arrived in Goa in
early 1570s, and, in response to an invitation by the emperor, visited Akbar’s court in
Fatehpur Sikri in 1578. They brought with them both Christian artists and specimens of
Christian art. Soon Goa became a thriving center of Christian art, which, along with the
local artists, also included some European artists like the Flemish Jesuit sculptor Father
Markus Mach and Portuguese Jesuit painter Manuel Godinho. (Verma 96). On its first
arrival at the Mughal court in 1580, the Jesuit mission presented paintings of the Virgin
and Child, which Akbar ordered to be kissed by his sons and most of his courtiers
(Bussagli 92), as well as a copy of the eight-volume Plantyn's Royal Polyglot Bible of
Philip II of Spain (printed in Antwerp between 1568-73). The Bible was returned to the
third Jesuit mission (Losty 78), but only after some faithful copies of its engravings were
made under the orders of Akbar (Bussagli 93). This sumptuously-bound Bible had
several pictures engraved by the Flemish artists that served as one of the sources of
Christian art of Renaissance for Mughal artists and contributed much to the absorption of
Renaissance humanism by Mughal art in both technique and spirit (Verma 97).
As the influence of western art in Mughal miniature continued to increase, Mughal
paintings that previously focused on the surface reality and did not imply any deeper truth
started incorporating icons, symbols and signs. The impact of European art resulted in a
hybrid blend of East and West. The strictly two-dimensional Persian and earlier Indian
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characteristics of art in the subcontinent gave way to the application of deep shading and
modeling of figures to give the effect of mass and volume. However, Mughal artists
remained almost unaffected by the European night-effect, and did not go beyond the dark
sky with crescent and stars. Even in the most convincing example of the nocturnal scene
the figures show day treatment with no shadows (fig. 2). On the other hand, the influence
of Renaissance humanism in Mughal art was beginning to add new levels of naturalism,
scientific perspective and chiaroscuro (Verma 103).

Fig. 2 Mir Sayyid Ali., Prophet Elijah Rescuing Nur ad-Dahr from the Sea, a night scene, 1570

The humanistic approach guided by the western Renaissance changed the
hierarchical scale of figures, and important figures were brought down to realistic size.
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Furthermore, the humanists' influence gave rise to the development of portraiture, which
aimed at revealing the unseen mysteries of the soul (Verma 95). As a result, figures
appear to be highly animated.

Fig 3 Europeans in a garden, Album leaf, 1605-27

At this point, in addition to painting manuscripts, painters were now being sent “on
location” to capture actual incidents (Verma 131). For example Bishandas, a master
portrait-painter of Jahangir’s atelier was sent along with the royal ambassador Khan
Alam, to study and complete a portrait of Shah Abass (1587-1629) (Verma 131).
The practice of candidly depicting contemporary events unrelated to any text was a
distinctively new phenomenon that became common by the end of the sixteenth century.
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Moreover, European themes considerably enlarged the artist’s vocabulary of subject
matter. In addition to the Madonna and other Christian religious themes, other Mughal
paintings depict mundane western subjects. In Europeans in a Garden (fig. 3), in which a
gentleman is shown enjoying the company of his lady who holds a musical instrument – a
theme seldom seen in Mughal households.
For western viewers, Mughal miniatures serve as a portal into the world of the
Mughals, the greatest rulers of the Indian subcontinent. The exquisite pictures guide
viewers through the walkways of chahrbagh, the four-garden layout brought from Persia,
inspired by the paradise garden described in the Qur’an. They proceed into the court
(darbar) of the emperor zill-e-Subhani,(shadow of god) an adaptation of a pre-Islamic
Persian belief that the king was divinely ordained. The viewers are immediately
impressed by the ostentation of the Mughal court. Even the most sumptuous courts in
Europe were no match for richness and opulence of the Mughal darbar (Eraly 42).

Fig.4 Shah Jahan in Diwan-i-Khaas
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The keen eyes of the artists did not miss any details of the architectural splendors.
This can be observed in the depiction of the marble-carved balcony (jharoka) to which
the emperor would come for his darshan (a Hindu custom adopted by Humayun, during
which the king would give the public a glimpse of himself, assuring them of his wellbeing). Such attention to detail can also be seen in the rendering of the precious gems
inlaid in the pietra-dura around the arches of diwan-i-khaas, which was a hall reserved
for dignitaries which was more elegant than the diwan-i-Aam, a place for the common
people. The details shown in the miniatures were intended to bedazzle viewers. This
included the precise depiction of finely woven fabric, embroidery on the feather-light
Kashmiri shawls, luxurious velvet brocades and extravagant knotted carpets, as well as
the identifiable faces of the emperor and his male retinue.
Even so, the eyes of viewers seek in vain for images of the hostesses, walking in
their flowing dresses (ghrara or paishwaz) with henna tattooed hands, bedecked with
gold bangles (kangun) and rings. The royal women of the Mughals, whom the viewers
have imagined from writings, both literary and historical, are still nowhere to be seen.
Perhaps the kings and nobleman felt as vulnerable in exposing their women to the outside
world in painted form – as if the painted women would walk out in reality?

Women in Persian Art beginning Mughals up to the Time of Humayun
Let us briefly examine one of the sources which contributed to the formation of
Mughal art. The two Persian painters brought by Humayun supervised the earliest project
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at the Mughal atelier, the Hamzanama, “In this project fifty painters are said to have been
employed under Mir Saiyid Ali and later Khwaja Abdu’s Samad (Verma 122). Through
these mentors, the Persian style and technique set the trend in the Mughal atelier, and
Persian elements became an integral part of the Mughal painting. Under Akbar, copies of
Persian classics were made (Verma 123).4 Persian compositional models appear
throughout early Mughal miniatures. In the Islamic art of Persia, the most recognizable
sets of images are representations of legendary characters mainly in illustrations of
historical themes and literature. After the thirteenth century, conquest of Persia by the
Mongols, examples of ancient art of book illustration became more numerous. Although
figural representation had always been controversial in Islam, it had managed to be a part
of secular art in Persia and other parts of Islamic world. In fact, even some depictions of
the prophet Mohammad and Ali are found, that remained a very contentious issue even
today. Post-Mongol illustrations displayed newer ideas and motifs, obviously inspired by
Chinese prototype (Canby 30). Such book illustrations became a visual commentary on
the contemporary society of Persia.
Among early works under Persian patronage, the most curious type of female
representation appeared in the illustration of the Buraq – the fabulous mount of Prophet
Mohammad. Such a representations are often found at the beginning of the poetic works
such as those by the Persian poet Nizami. Buraq is a hybrid creature with the body of an
animal and the wings and head of an angel in form of a woman. Buraq is said to have

4

The young Akbar is said to have received instruction in painting from Khwaja Abdus Samad (Verma
123).
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transported the Islamic prophet, Mohammad, from Jerusalem to the seventh heaven and
back. This event is often presented as a physical incident that bestowed a unique status on
Mohammad. In Islamic religion, Mohammad is considered to have been a mortal man
like any other, but he nevertheless experienced this celestial journey that no other human
had ever taken, and by doing so, it gloriously confirmed his claim to be an Apostle of
God and the final seal of all prophets (Qur'an 36:40). In conceiving the image of Buraq
(fig. 4) the illustrators, and even the poets, did not have to strain their imagination, for
they had several examples from the past to use as their model such as the Egyptian
sphinx, Assyrian’s human-headed winged bulls, or even Greek centaurs (Arnold 119). It
is difficult to trace the initial configuration of this fabulous beast, but the earliest known
image of a Buraq 5 appeared in Rashid ad-Din's "History of the World' of 1314, in which,
the torso, arms and head of a woman are attached to a winged centaur. This same basic
image usually without arms continued to be painted in later centuries (Arnold 119).

5

This example of buraq was mentioned in Jami at tawarikh of Rashid-uddin (Arnold119 ).
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Fig. 5 The Mi'raj on Buraq Jami‘ al-tavarikh Iran (Tabriz). 1307

Another example from earlier religious subject matter is The Birth of the Prophet
Mohammad, from Rashid al-Din, Jami ai-tawarikh, 1315. This painting (fig. 5), imitates
the classic imagery the Nativity of Christ, but repurposes it for an Islamic context (Blair
28). The three Magi have been replaced by the three women (on the right). The trio is
garbed in fine majestic robes, and their gestures display more nobility than the three
women beside the bed of the mother. The mother looks eagerly towards the (apparently)
female angels holding the baby Mohammad. The countenances of the women portrayed
still retain the Arabic features (with thicker eyebrows and rounder eyes). Figures are
larger in proportion to the architecture (columns and arches), and involve the viewers
more immediately in the action depicted. It is interesting to note the presence of a man
within this otherwise entirely feminine subject of child delivery – the prophet’s
grandfather, Abd al Mutlib is, sitting on the right, perhaps intended to replace Joseph
(Blair 28).
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Fig 6 The Birth of Muhammad Jami‘ al-tavarikh Iran (Tabriz), 1315 Ink, colors, and gold on paper

Persian artists continued to render their figures with sensitivity portraying more
romantic women in their paintings. The ambiance of these paintings were in contrast with
the drama and emotionalism found in the earlier projects of Mughal school that revolved
around male dominating subject matters.
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Fig. 7 Humay on the Day after his Wedding, Junayd , Khwaju of Karman, 1396

One such Persian illustration, Humay on the Day after his Wedding (fig. 6),
painted a century later displays not only elegant figures but some unique content. The
scene shows an eastern tradition that tests the chastity of the bride the morning after
consummating her marriage. While the bride sits bashfully on her bed, several women
below the bride scrutinize the blood-stained sheet of the nuptial bed. As Professor of
sociology Dilek Cindoğlu writes: "The virginity of the women is not a personal matter,
but a social phenomenon"(1997). The abundant use of red starting from the main figure
and going around the entire frame gives an oriental mood to the painting. Women are
painted with delicate features and vibrant clothes, but somehow lost in elaborated
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architecture with geometric tiles and arabesques designs in brilliant blues, oranges and
reds (Blair 33).
During the Timurid period, the atmosphere of the Persian paintings became more
lyrical containing blooming flowers and singing birds. Women were portrayed as
heroines drawn from Persian Literature, such as in the painting entitled "Shirin Examines
the Portrait of Khusrau," which was included in an Anthology made for Iskander Sultan,
Shiraz, 1410 (Blair 57).

Fig. 8 "Shirin looks at the portrait of Khusrau" Anthology, Shiraz, 1410 (detail)

These long-waisted women have oval faces with delicate Persian features. The
renowned Bihzad, “the greatest of all Persian painters” (Robinson 20), who was also very
highly praised by Babur in his memoirs, added new vitality to the Persian court style
(fig.8). Many of his innovations tended towards naturalism. His human figures are more
active and individualized, which is the quality which most defines the Mughal School of
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Art. In his The Seduction of Yusuf, from Sa’di, Bustan, of Herat, 1488, (fig. 8) Bizhad
conveys the most dramatic moment from the story of Joseph from the Old Testament.
This same event is told in the twelfth chapter of Qur'an, when Zuleikha6 grabs for Yusuf
as part of her failed efforts at seduction. Here the couple is shown in a maze-like setting
with a zig-zag patterned chambers and staircases. Yusuf dashes out without caring where
his foot will land. His green robe probably symbolizes his holiness and Zulekha's red
shows the burning passion.

Fig 9. Yusuf and Zulaikha by Jami "Joseph chased by Potiphar's wife", by Behzād,1488.

6

The name of Potiphar’s wife did not appear in either of the two scriptures, but is provided in a mystical
poem, Yusuf and Zulaikha, written by poet Jami.
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Behzad's influence was also seen in the Herat school at the time when the
defeated Humayun took refuge in Shah Tahmasp court. It is not unlikely for the young
Shah to prefer romantic theme and joyous colors over wilder paintings of Tabriz when
commissioning an ambitious project of Shahnama, or the Book of Kings by Firdousi
(Canby 79). One illustration from the book depicts a tender love scene: Ardashir and the
slave girl Gulnar (fig. 10), an elegant composition by Mir Musavir, 'the most gentlest and
the least assertive painter' (Welch 96). From the shoes tucked under the platform or
dangling rope that Gulnar had used to climb to Ardashir's chamber, to the architectural
elements in the painting, every detail is precisely rendered to intensify the romance of the
scene (Canby "Shahnama"17). Mir Sayyid Ali, the son of Mir Musavir, inherited from his
father the same flair for transmuting everything into rapturously pleasing arrangements of
pure color and form. A skill soon to be conferred to the artists across the borders when
Ali will accompany Humayun on his journey to reclaim his Mughal throne.
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Fig. 10 Ardashir and the slave girl Gulnar, Shahnama, Mir Musavir, , 1527-28. detail

Images of Women Found in Early Indian Art
The first known image of a woman on the Indian sub-continent was created about
two thousand years before the beginning of the Christian era. An accidental discovery of
ancient steatite seals from Harapa (in present day Pakistan) led to further excavation by
Sir Jon Marshall. His findings included the fertility images of mother goddesses sculpted
with full breasts and ample hips, bedecked with heavy jewelry (Craven 10). These
terracotta figurines are reminiscent of those found in other much earlier cultures, such as
Venus of Willendorf from Austria, dated to about 25,000 BC (Sayre 8), and the seated
mother goddess from Catal Huyuk, generally considered to have been made about 8,000
years ago.The most striking peculiarity which distinguishes the Indian mother goddess
from the others, and brings them closer to images of Mughal is her embellishment with
heavy jewelry vaguely similar to that we later see adorning the Mughal women. Is it
possible the number of such female statues discovered from the sub-continent, as well as
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the absence of their male counterparts, hints that most probably Harappans, the trading
partners of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamians, had a matriarchal culture (Sayre 4)?
At another Indus site, Mohenjo-Daro, a less motherly and more alluring copper figure
of a nude dancing girl7 was discovered (see fig.11a). Her pose and her expression are
both delightfully relaxed (Cawthorne 15). The facial physiognomy of this tiny dancer
confirms her to be a devadasi, who according to Vedic social division belong to the
lowest of the low caste. She too is bedecked with heavy jewelry with bracelets covering
her arms down to her wrists; this type of bangle is still popular around the desert region
of Tharparkar, the region in which the statue was excavated (see fig.11b). Apart from the
chic look that these bangles provide, the animal bone or shell of which these are made
from, protect the arms against the scorching desert heat. Even Mughal miniature artists
never neglect to adorn the arms of their female subjects with bangles, be it gold, silver or
glass. The figurines is an early manifestation of an idealization of Indian feminine beauty.

7

The arm of this statuette is adorned with bangles just as the Thar and Rajistan women of Indo-Pak
continue to display (Fig 10).
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Fig.. 11 a) Dancing girl, Mohenjo Daro, 1500 BC

Fig.. 11 b) Tharparkar woman 2005
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Near the beginning of the Christian era, another sculpted image of woman
appeared. This time in the form of a tutelary guardian sculpture called a Yakshi,8 twisting
her curving body around a branch of the tree reminding the viewers of her productive
powers. Here, she illustrates a familiar Indian belief that the touch of a beautiful woman’s
foot will bring a tree to flower, a ritual still practiced in Southern India (Lee 83). The
monumental female figure of a Yakshi seems to be emerging into reality from a melting
volume of stone (Craven 45). The carving is voluptuously realistic and each curve
rendered with inflated sensuousness. Buddhist stupas and other temples in India are
profusely decorated with such sumptuous figures of females. Most of the time these
female sculptures appear as an expression of – or a reemergence of – the mother
goddess’s cult of ancient times, but in this instance, she portrays a tantric belief which
asserts that shakti, (the female principle), is the dominant force in the universe, since it
alone has the power to move a dormant male force into action (Craven 171). We witness
a feminine force in the Mughal court, too. Such a feminine force manifesting itself in
countless ways: the form of a mother maneuvering maternal power over Akbar, an
enchanting wife with political acumen controlling Jahangir, or an alluring dancing girl
seducing her way to the heart of the fundamentalist Aurengzeb, such a feminine force
was always present (Mukhia 118).
At about the same time, similar kinds of voluptuous-figured women were painted
in a convincing and rhythmic ways on the walls of Ajanta caves, depicting their roles as

8

Yakshis are the nature deities most often displayed on the entrances of Buddhist stupas.
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apsaras in Buddhist jatakas9 (Lee 86). In Hindu mythology, apsaras are the celestial
maidens of exquisite beauty and alluring charm, blessed with the gifts of dance and
seduction. The sinuous poses of these Buddhist beings causes one to wonder whether the
training and knowledge of the dance was mandatory for the Ajanta artists. For his figures
surpass even the best-portrayed Mughal rakasa, or dancer in their grace and elegance.
Later, in paintings, rendered in the same medium as used by the Mughals, we find the
heavy breasted, thin waisted, and broad hipped women taking on a more abstract and
conceptual form of Jain scriptures of the twelfth century (Lee 215). Four centuries later,
even after exposure to Mughal miniatures, Jain artists still continued to use their earlier
flat form and the characteristic feature of portraying a profile face with both eyes in
frontal view – similar to what would be seen in the twentieth century Cubist paintings.
After the fourteenth century, with the rise of Hindu literacy, scriptures were no
longer something exclusively read by the priests and nobles, but were known to people
from all strata of Hindu society. Such literature included many illustrations, including
images depicting the romantic exploits of Radha and Krishna, a manifestation of lord
Vishnu.
The Bhagavata Purana deals with the multiple aspects of Vishnu and tells the
symbolic story of Krishna from his birth in Mathura and his adventures as
herdsman in Gokul through a second phase as a prince ruling the city of
Dvaraka. (Craven 222)

9

Stories from the life of Buddha
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Radha, the loveliest of all gopis, or herdswomen, was a married woman who
rejected her husband for her passionate love for Krishna: In this story, the conflict of the
soul and the body and the ultimate destiny of both meeting the eternal creator has been
symbolized through the characters of Radha and Krishna. “The allegory is clear: the
adoring Radha represents the soul while Krishna is God, and together they represent the
ecstatic reunion of man’s soul with the Godhead”(Craven 222).
One striking feature about these images of women we have discussed is that all
of them presented women as religious devotees, as goddesses, protectors, or deities. In
contrast, since the Mughal School of art was established on merely secular grounds, the
portrayal of women is more realistic.

Image of Women in Mughal Art
Since the beginning of the Mughal School of painting, when creating
illustrations for Persian and Hindu literature, women were painted in an idealized
form. Whether she is Khojasta, who, distracted by her pet in the Tuttinama, "Tales of
a Parrot", is kept from going out for an illicit affair in her husband's absence (Beach
21), or Kanifu10 who sheds her armor before Alexander to reveal that she is a woman
(Meisler 2005), the images of these Persian heroines emit a delightful charm. When
Akbar pressed for more realistic scenes from his own life, which spotlighted his
action-driven masculine events of battle or hunting, the subject matter offered no room
for women, and therefore the images of women became more rare. However, women
10

Alexander the Great Discovers Kanifu's Identity (folio from Walters museum manuscript W.624)
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appeared in a minor role in the art of a lower class society, where the artists frequently
displayed the gendered division of labor. A few less eulogizing and realistic scenes
from Akbar’s life showed women working alongside men, as in Akbar Supervising the
Building of Fatehpur Sikri (Figure 12).

Fig. 12 Akbar Supervising the Building of Fatehpur Sikri, Tulsi, Bandi ,Madhav Khord 1586 -89

In this image, near the bottom left, two women squat in the midday heat. One
sieves the lime while her companion pounds and crushes brick with a stone mallet.
The sight of women may raise some questions on the restrictions applied to women by
Hindu and Muslim societies. How are these two women exempted from the seclusion
or pardah? In the following section, I will discuss how, during medieval times, purdah
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directly reflects the class to which the woman belongs and how there are variations in
the practice.
The image of royal women seldom appeared in earlier Mughal paintings. In
such paintings, whenever a woman was portrayed as the part of an emperor’s life, she
was shown in a supporting role often painted in a corner, hardly ever placed at the
focal point of the painting. In the Mughal paintings of Akbar and early Jahangir's
reign, the most common subject involving the first ladies of the Mughal court was the
birth of a prince. One of the paintings that provides a subtle commentary on the
cloaked enclosure of zenana11 is The Birth of a Prince (see fig.13). Such a visual
record also presents us with a detailed account of everyday household life. This
painting shows the activities of ladies in their secluded compound at the birth of
Jahangir, who recounts the circumstance of his own birth: "Till he was 28 years old,
no child of my father had lived, and he was continually praying… resolved to go on
foot from Agra to the blessed mausoleum of Salim Chishti, Jahangir’s namesake"
(Wade 75).

11

Secluded women's chamber or a harem which is the sacred or prohibited area’ in Arabic (Eraly 128)
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Fig. 13 The Birth of a Prince from 'Akbarnama', c.1590

The long awaited occasion of the birth of an heir, Sultan Salim, later called,
Jahangir, is celebration bursting with fervor and festivity. The queen, Maryam al-Zamani,
smiles gently with pride as she rests on her magnificent bed. While Akbar’s dignified
mother sits quietly outside the room, she is delighted at the birth of her grandson. The
baby is wrapped in swaddling bands as is customary in the East (Schimmel 157). Faces
are rendered with a variety of emotions. Although most appear cheerful, some look
unhappy, annoyed or envious, emotions that are not unusual in the polygamous societies
where co-wives compete with each other to win the favor of the emperor, not merely for
fulfilling their erotic thirst, but for bearing children, and possibly gaining the status of the
first lady.
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The painting shows the typical ambiance of gossip, suspicion and intrigue, and to
some extent, a bit of humor. A maid peeks out at the tray of sweets and gifts being
delivered to the zenana door, or perhaps hoping to let the gaze of some male to admire
her! We also see an elderly woman giving the exact time to the astrologer so that he may
read the horoscope of the new arrival. The Mughal were very superstitious. All the
Mughal emperors used the advice of the astrologers, who at that time were usually
Hindus, until Aurangzeb replaced them with Muslim (Schimmel 139).
For an outsider to the Mughal court, the harem provoked inquisitiveness.
Outsiders were also not permitted to see the swaying colors and chiming sound of the
payal,12 which embellished the ankles of the Mughal ladies. This was because the women
in harem could never partake of the dance or music, for these things were linked with the
celebrations arranged only for the entertainment of the men of the court. The apparent
reason for keeping the royal ladies in seclusion seems to have been to comply with
Islamic precept that instructed purdah for women, and especially for the wives of
descendants of the Prophets, hence the wives of the rulers (Lal, Palace, 98)

12

Payal is an anklet that is mostly worn by the dancers. However, it is also believed that in the rural towns
a family could keep an eye on the woman as the sound of anklets tracks her movement.
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Fig. 14 Shah-Jahan honoring the Prince Aurangzeb at his wedding, Padshahnama. 1637

When the noble women were depicted in Mughal art, they displayed the customs and
attire of the Mughal court, where clothing was not only functional and beautiful but
symbolic as well (Shirodhkar 30). In The Sehra Ceremony of Prince Aurangzeb (see fig.
14) the artist displays a variety of Mughal outfits and demonstrates that appearances were
very important at the Mughal courts. The traditional garments and finery that the
courtiers have put on for the occasion draw our attention to the fact that although modern
Indian men no longer wear this style, women continue to wear Mughal type of clothing.
In Indian culture, all women wear jewelry as a fundamental part of their wardrobe and as
a sign of respectability. Jewelry has great importance, for it signifies status, marks rituals
of life and identity, bestows decency, and communicates the social background and a
women’s stage in life.
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Inside the zenana, the gilded cage, as Abraham Eraly characterizes it (135), the
greatest preoccupation of Mughal women was to adorn themselves. These women had
several different types of jewelry with which to embellish different parts of their bodies
in stylish ways that the artist enjoys rendering here. The teeka is an ornament that hangs
on the forehead attached to a pearl string affixed to the center parting of the hair. They
also wear a bazooband, on their upper arms. These bazooband were rich armlets two
inches wide, enriched on the surface with stones with pearls dangling from them (Eraly
140). These women also wore nuthh, a nose-ring beaded with gems and pearls. Around
their neck or tied around their arm is a Ta’weez, an amulet, worn as protection from
misfortune and which is also a store of wealth, tasbee, or rosary is a medium of prayer
and has an association with religion, fortune, and health (Mukherjee 77). Confirming the
vanity of each Mughal women was a huge ring, aarci, that she wore on her right thumb,
which contained a little round mirror surrounded by pearls. She would look into this
mirror and admire herself, an act that she was very fond of doing(Eraly 140). The apparel
depicted in the paintings show women wearing choli, or short blouses, and ghagra, or
long skirts, that expose their midriffs. Chunri, or veils, drape around their necks along
with necklaces – either smaller (guluband), or long (mala). As Niccolao Manucci, an
Italian physician in Jahangir’s court describes, “…the begum wore gem-studded
necklaces… like scarves… and three or five strings of pearls round their neck hanging
down to their lower abdomen” (Eraly 140).
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Fig. 15 A Lady with Flower and Fly Whisk c. 1630

Francois Bernier, a French physician in Mughal India, remarked that, “the
consumption of fine clothes of gold, and brocades, silks, embroideries, pearls, musk,
amber and sweet essences was greater than can be conceived” (Eraly 138). Bernier
continued describing the silk: “fine brocade, and other fine muslins....., so delicately fine
as to wear out in one night" (Reeve 47). The painting entitled, A Lady with Flower and
Fly Whisk (see fig.15) demonstrates the skill of the Mughal artist in rendering such a fine
fabric. Mughal princesses wore fabric that was so delicate and transparent that once Shah
Jahan is said to have objected to his daughter’s indecent (see-through) clothes, and in
response she counted to him the seven layers of gossamer-fine fabric – aptly described as
daft-hawa (woven-air) (Schimmel 159). Such sheer fabric was also called by other
romantic names, such as ab-i-rawaan (running water), and shabnum (night dew) (Eraly
138).
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Fig. 16 Jahangir celebrating the festival of Holi. Govardhan, circa 1635

Another such elegance is displayed in a festive painting created to celebrate
spring with the prince in his prime years. Jahangir celebrating Holi in the Zenana (see
fig.16) shows two composed ladies, one may be Nur Jahan, leading the haloed Jahangir
into the courtyard while other women revel in dance and drink bhung.13 In this picture,
some women have dyed their fingers with henna to mark this special occasion. Henna is
still used to create temporary tattoos, mostly on the palms for weddings,14 dewali,15 or
13

14

15

An intoxicating drink
Mehndi (Henna) night before wedding was as popular then as it is now.
A Hindu festival of lights celebrated for four days
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eid, as a sign for rejoicing. Since artists were not permitted in zenana, the portrayal of
women were drawn from their imaginations, and based on contemporary ideas. A closer
observation of these bubbly women shows us not only a boisterous fiesta, the frank poses
while squirting colored water also hints at the possibility of lesbianism, as Annemarie
Schimmel suggests (164), even while most historians have chosen to remain silent
regarding this subject (see fig.17).

Fig. 17 The Women of the Harem 1625–30
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CHAPTER 3

THE MISSING MISTRESS

When Indian history and literature tell stories of royal women who were as powerful
as their husbands, who engaged in more strategic and brutal politics than the kings
themselves (Misra 37), patronizing architecture, art, science and the mystical literature,
(Mukherjee 260). One wonders how the Mughal painters could be as remiss as to omit
these events from the subject matter of their paintings. Were these painters indifferent to
the important contributions of women toward politics and culture, and would instead only
depict them as nothing more than an alluring commodity? Was there a reason for this
discrimination? Were there any rules set by the emperors that restrained the portrayal of
their women? Did religious norms instill an apathy in emperors towards the women in his
harem? Or was the omission an act of veneration? Abul Fazal records how Akbar
claimed his family to be the earthly descendents of Prophet Mohammad, and to preserve
their sanctity and sacredness, the female family members needed to be both honored and
cloistered. Hence, beginning with Akbar's reign, Mughal women became invisible (Lal,
"Palace" 97-100).
The irony of this matter is that no one within the known group of Mughal writers was
even searching for women when assessing the miniatures. The first investigators of the
question of the missing women were Europeans (Misra 5). In Mughal culture, any
reference to women belonging to the aristocratic families was a very delicate and
sensitive matter. The practice of the nobles of keeping their women in a remote and
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unapproachable place had made the rest of the local people largely unaware of the
existence of such women. No matter how baffling the lives of the women seemed to be to
the foreigners, inside the closed compartment, the majority of the women were involved
with everyday domesticity. The arrangement for the education of women was an
applauded act of the royal Mughal emperors from Babar to Aurangzeb. Since the women
were provided with education and brought up surrounded by wisdom and knowledge,
they were also much involved with public events and political affairs (Mukherjee 166).
Along with all of their routine tasks, their major focus remained, as in most other
cultures, the raising of children and caring for their husbands.
The enormous size of the imperial harem in the sixteenth century and its splendors led
to many misconceptions. Abrahim Eraly quotes Thomas Coryat, an English traveler,
claim that,“The king (Jahangir) keepeth a thousand women for his own body...” (Eraly
127). Further, Abraham Early contradicts this claim and gives an account of the kings’
daily routine. This account was primarily based on the biographies of Abu’l Fazl and
Niccollao Manucci, who reported that the Mughals only spent a couple of hours of retreat
in the harem each day, where they spent some time discussing domestic and court issues
(Eraly 128). For Mughal emperors, the women of the harem did not exist purely to
provide pleasure. This is demonstrated by the claims of several of the Mughal wives,
especially those of Shah Jahan, who complained that they “enjoyed nothing more than the
title of wifeship” (Eraly 128). Yet even so, to the curious eyes of foreigners, the Mughal
harem was a place sexually charged. The main source of information for these foreigner
travelers were the servants and eunuchs related to the harem and the information was
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often based on exaggerations and distortion: “In the wondering eyes of the foreigners, the
Imperial harem was a pagan heaven of extravagant and endless orgies.” (Eraly 127)
However, this was not only the view of seventeenth century travelers but rather a
caricature that was sketched by historians of later centuries. In The Mughal Empire, John
F. Richards states, “the young girls were not exposed to all the celebrations in the Mahal
[palace] in which sex orgies dominated. . . It was meant to be a bright place, an abode of
the young and beautiful, an arbour of pleasure and retreat for joy” (Richards 62). Such
fantastical descriptions about the royal women certainly sounds authentic when the
women are virtually not in the picture!
A common axiom states that a picture is worth a thousand words but sometimes the
omission of a picture speaks volumes. Several methodologies help analyze the gender
politics of the Mughals and investigate the socio-cultural context, especially the Mughals
reluctance about portraying women.

The Cultural Background of the Mughals
In studying the feminine aspect of Mughal art, I will examine three major issues:
(a) the culture of the Mughals, (b) the indigenous convictions of the locals and, most
importantly, (c) the religious aspect. Mughals, newly arrived in India, brought with them
a high regard for women. Although still invisible in the earliest Mughal painting by Abd
al-Samad, The House of Taimur (fig. 18), women enjoyed considerably more freedom
and were more active than those in the central Islamic region (Schimmel 144). Morris
Rossabi, in a lecture at the Denver Museum of Art, traced back the role of women in the
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history of the Mughals and claimed that during the Mongol Period, women were regarded
with more esteem than ever before and in many respects were treated as being equal to
men (Rossabi). Referring to many thirteenth-century historical accounts – Mongol,
Persian, and Chinese – Rossabi described how influential Mongol women fought in the
military, owned property, engaged in business ventures and civic discourse, were
sometimes educated, and could seek divorce. Furthermore, he explained that the mother
of Kublai Khan was a direct ancestor of Zahir ud-din Babur, who founded the Mughal
Empire. Sorghaghtani Beki, was one of the most celebrated of Mongolian women, and a
very powerful political figure. Speaking of the same woman, a Middle Eastern physician
wrote that "if I were to see among the race of women another who is so remarkable a
woman as this, I would say that the race of women is superior to the race of men”
(Rossabi).

Fig. 18 Abd al-Samad, The House of Taimur (1550-5),
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On his father's side Babar was descended from Timur and on his mother's from
Chinghiz Khan. Babur and his descendants were profoundly aware of their Mongol
heritage. As it was practiced in the ancient times, the genealogy of the royal blood has
always been recognized as supernatural and divine. The Pharaohs called themselves
gods and the Roman and Greeks labeled themselves as successors of gods and
goddesses. Since the Mughals were facing the resistance of the local Rajput dynasty,
who believed that they were the descendants of the Sun, the Mughal emperors, to have
equal divinity, invented a celestial genealogy. Hence, Abu’l Fazl's official history of
the reign of Babur’s grandson Jalal ud-din Akbar (1542-1605) traces the family's
ancestry back to a mythical Mongol goddess, Alanqoa (Lal, "Domesticity" 146). She,
attempting to forestall future rivalries within the family, told the famous parable of
five arrows to her Mughal progeny. She advised her five sons that if they were to try
to survive individually, they would be broken like the five arrows. However, if they
would stick together like the bundle of five arrows, nothing could harm them.
To obtain a more accurate view of the women’s place in the newly established
Mughal dynasty what could be a better source than Babur’s memoir, Babar-nama! But,
to the reader’s disappointment, in his memoir, Babur (like the Mughal artists in miniature
paintings) mentions men more than women, even in his poetic mood (Lal, "Domesticity"
114-5). Though meager, the references found to women show the freedom women
enjoyed in Babar's time, including the choice of husband (Mukhia 123) and liberty to
remarry (Mukhia 142). The memoir also strengthens our impression of Babur’s deep
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reverence for women in their domesticated role, even more so of a mother fulfilling her
responsibilities. Babur especially romanticized the intelligence and advice of his
grandmother, Isan Daulat Begum, who after the death of her husband, managed
everything for her grandchildren, with “tactics and strategy” (Schimmel 144) and whose
prudent advice was responsible for much of Babur's success (Misra 17). Babur says of his
grandmother: "Few amongst women will have been my grandmother's equal for judgment
and counsel. She was very wise and farsighted and most affairs of mine were carried
through under her advice "16(Misra 17). Babur’s mother, Qutlugh Nigar Begum, herself a
daughter of a very energetic woman, accompanied her son Babur on many of his
campaigns (Schimmel 144). Babur had a deep respect for his mother. While conflicts
between father and son were common among the Mughals, the veneration of the mother
remained an important feature of Mughal culture for generations to come. When Akbar's
mother died, he shaved his head and chin, and gave up wearing jewelry (Schimmel 146).
Remembering that Babur was a Muslim, an incident from his Memoir is of
interest. The story reveals Babur’s open-minded nature but also shows rather bizarre
behavior. A woman, Hulhul Anika, expressed a desire to drink wine with him. “I’ve
never seen a woman drink….,” said Babur, and let her join him. She got so drunk that
Babur had to escape from her (Lal, "Domesticity" 81). After reading about this incident,
I could imagine Babur assigning some painter to portray his women – if the women had
shown a desire to be so immortalized. Unfortunately, Babur had little opportunity to
pursue his love for the arts and never managed to establish a painting studio.
16

Babarnama, vol 1 pg 43
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The biography by Babar’s daughter Gulbadan, which she wrote in response to
Akbar’s request, shows that up until the time of Babur’s successor, Nasir ud-din
Humayun (1508-1556), women were still not fully confined within the four walls of the
harem, a strictly demarcated physical space that was never mentioned as an institute in
the Babar-nama (Lal 103). Confinement of women only came about in the reign of
Akbar (Lal, "Domesticity" 3). At some stage of the unstable and peripatetic reign of
Babur and Humayun, women spent much time travelling, even delivered babies enroute.
In Tarikh-I Shahrukhi, Niyaz Muhammad Khukandi mentioned that when Babur left
Samarqand after his defeat by the Uzbeks, one of his wives accompanied him in his flight
(Lal, "Domesticity" 113). During a hazardous journey in the desert, Babur’s wife gave
birth to a son. Because of his concern for possible severe dangers to be encountered later
in the journey, Babur left the newborn under a bush with his girdle and some valuables.
Out of sheer luck that child was later rescued and brought up by another family (Lal,
"Domesticity"113).
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Fig. 19 The Child Akbar Recognizes his Mother in Kabul, 1545. Madhu, Narsigh,

Humayun married fourteen-year-old Hamida while he was still in exile
(Schimmel 29). A year later, after an exhausting journey through the desert, Hamida gave
birth to Akbar. She left him with Humayun’s older wife, and accompanying her husband
tirelessly on all his travels, and later bore him a daughter. When Humayun captured
Kabul, he was reunited with his three-year-old son, and then sent for Akbar's mother
Hamida. He left Hamida at Qandahar, and arranged for the boy's circumcision. One of the
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aims of Abu'l Fazl's text is to illustrate what he thinks of as Akbar's superhuman nature.
He writes that Humayun wanted to demonstrate his son's capacity,17 so he had the ladies
enter the garden without the boy's mother being distinguished from others in any way.
Akbar had not seen his mother for two years, since she had gone with Humayun to Persia.
However, to the amazement of the onlooker, little Akbar was able to recognize her
instantly. Schimmel has described this event: “The scene where the three-year old Akbar
recognized his own mother among a group of women is one of the favorite themes for the
illustrators of Akbar’s biography.” (Lal 175, Schimmel 146). This scene (see fig.19) is
composed of three layers of activities by the Mughal artist Madhu (Losty 66). Starting
from the top layer, we see Akbar, surrounded by his royal women sitting in a garden
pavilion decorated with paintings. In front of him Akbar sits on the lap of his mother. The
royal women spread out to the middle layer, refreshments are being prepared and girls are
playing instruments and dancing. Connected by a wooden door below loud celebrations
take place to the beat of drums, bugles and pipes. Here we also see a sword dancer, and
people bringing their gifts (Losty 66). It is interesting to note that in the mid sixteenth
century women all wear modest clothes, with more transparent scarves only chosen by
the dancers.
The Mughals were very determined that their women receive proper care when
traveling (Mukharjee 249 ). Women and children camped near the emperor’s tent when
resting (Mukharjee 249). In most cases, the women’s caravan embark on the journey
much later than the men’s caravan and reached the destination days earlier, because they
17

"touchstone-capacity" as Abu'l Fazal puts it (Losty 66)
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took shorter routes (Mukharjee 250). Gulbadan mentions that Hamida Begum
accompanied Humayun in his visits to the gardens, shrines and splendid buildings in
Persia. She even accompanied him to Iraq on hunting trips (Mishra 249).
Gulbadan’s biography is neither as poetic as Babur’s Memoirs, nor does she give
any panegyric sketch of her step brother. Yet even so, the reader cannot help noticing that
Humayun was very mindful of his women’s joys and comfort. How often are women
entertained by their nephews? In the month of December, 1531 Humayun even arranged
a festival for all his female relatives and some other noble women.
On this occasion the young Humayun, who had been the ruler for only a year,
had invited a number of aunts who lived within easy reach, a few first and
second cousins and a number of other unidentifiable noblewomen, so that on his
right side no fewer than 87 ladies on his left, all dressed in their best and no
doubt wearing their elegant high Turkish hats – you can almost hear them
gossiping during the banquet! (Schimmel 144)
Sometimes the women went out on excursions. Schimmel mentions a painting
that depicts one such beautiful scene where Humayun is going on such a trip to the
countryside, with all the colorfully-dressed women in the background. 18 The miniature
reminds us of an incident described by Gulbadan, when women insisted that Humayun
show them a waterfall on their trip to Afghanistan (Schimmel 163).
Humayun initiated the tradition of an amusement fair, Meena Bazaar, to be held
on the Persian New Year or Nauroz for his ladies. This tradition continues even to this
18

Tuzuk, 1,pp. 380, 384; also p.241. Kuhnel and Goetz, tablet 32, detail 15a;INDIA, no.85 (Schimmel 163)
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day. Meena Bazaar, or Khushroze, (Joyful Day Fair), as Akbar would later call it, was
officially established for shopping but the true objective of this fair was fun. This colorful
week-long event was observed with festivity, dancing, music, acting and other
amusements (Eraly 137).
One can speculate about how different Mughal artists might have treated such an
event. If Akbar had commissioned it, a miniature would have shown the commotion of
the bazaar scene or the frivolity of the dancers? In contrast, perhaps Jahangir’s painters,
would have focused on the flamboyance of the feminine world. Shah Jahan’s painters
would have probably focused on the panache of the clothing and accessories. However,
of these colorful events in the life of a princess never became the subject matter of a
Mughal miniature. It seems the emperors never felt a need to have them recorded on a
vasli (a thick paper surface for Mughal paintings) for they had no intentions of either
sharing or publicizing the event. On the other hand, it seems that not even the women of
the palace had any desire for such colorful painting to be created, when there were some
known female painters in Jahangir's time like Nadira Banu Begum, who was trained by
her father, a pupil of, Aqa Raza (Schimmel 273), Ruqaiya Banu, Shifa Banu and Nini
(Mukherjee 225). But none of them painted harem scenes realistically, as far as we know.
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The Imperial Harem
As mentioned previously a strict harem for females was instituted when the
Mughal Empire became more established and the court became more stable. Women
were now stationed in one strictly-guarded wing of the palace and experienced a change
in their domestic life. Harem is an Arabic word for sacred or prohibited. The concept of
such seclusion was not new in India; similar female annexes were part of the mansions of
the elites of various faiths (Eraly 125). In Ain -i- Akbri, Abu’l Fazl sets forth not only the
harem's physical layout at Fatehpur Sikri, but also its conceptual framework. The neatly
compartmentalized harem was designed for more than 5000 women in a segregated space
in term of physical structures, rituals and imperial regulations. This was done for the
reasons of “good order and propriety'” (Lal,"Palace" 96). These women were not only
Akbar’s wives, allegedly numbering over 300 (Eraly 150) they were sisters, mistresses,
aunts, and cousins, but also distant female relatives seeking a refuge. Abul Fazl reported
the women were kept in separate apartments (Misra 76). Within the imperial household
there was a tradition that the entire court celebrated the birth of a boy, but the birth of a
girl was celebrated inside the harem only. Akbar changed the tradition by celebrating the
birth of his daughter, just as he had for the birth of his son Prince Salim. Later, Akbar
celebrated “the occasion of rejoicing” at the births of Jahangir's daughters – "to render
the thanksgiving," (Eraly 149). All of the residents of the harem were given gold, silver,
brocades and silks, and a generous stipend according to their status in the emperor’s life
(Misra 60-62). Apart from religious education, domestic, and scientific knowledge, those
who were interested were given extra training to polish their interests and talents
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(Mukherjee 166). Akbar was not only protective of the women of his own household, but
also those living outside his harem. On one occasion, when the monarch learned that the
widow of Jai Mal was being forced to commit sati19 by her son, Akbar personally rode
out to save her (Eraly 158-9). Akbar respected Hinduism but in 1583, he ruled that no
woman was to be compelled to commit sati (Schimmel 113).
Prior to the Mughal period, the position of women in Indian society was not
altogether unfavorable, however the rights of freedom and honor enjoyed by women in
the earlier period gradually dwindled (Misra 5). Akbar was greatly revered for his
progressive and liberal thoughts, some of which also concerned the lives of women. He
believed that the consent of both the bride and groom was as necessary for arranging a
marriage as the permission of the parents. He abhorred marriages between men and
women before they reached puberty. Although such marriages were common in India
among Hindus, who considered female offspring a burden (Eraly 151).
However, Akbar's generally tolerant and broad-minded policies were overshadowed by a notorious edict he made that changed the lives of his women. After giving
protection to his women in a segregated section of the palace and bestowing great riches
and luxuries upon them, Akbar "the Great" gradually removed one thing from his sisters
and daughters – their right to marry. Mughal princesses were kept away from any namehrum20 for the fear of losing the great Mughal Empire to new in-laws created by
marriages of the emperor’s sisters or daughters.
19

20

Suti/Sati: Self-immolation by Hindu widows
According to Islam, any man who could legally marry a woman is a na-mehrum for her.
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Women had now become property, but a valued property. So precious had the
women of the harem became during the reign of Akbar that it was ordained that the
names of women in the harem were not to be mentioned in public and the “Pardah [veil
or cover] of females was now strictly observed by the Muslim aristocracy in Hindustan”
(Eraly 126). Important women were given titles that were to be used instead of their
names. In addition, any glimpse of the harem women whether accidental or deliberate
was denied by observing special precautionary measures: “No structure that would
overlook the harem was permitted to be built on the street by the side of the harem, and
elephants were not allowed to pass along the way” (Eraly 126). Akbar constructed a
massive wall separating his public and private worlds. Women were caged behind the
one-sided glass chamber, and became non-existent to the public. However, Akbar did
continue the tradition of letting senior wise women of the harem intervene in political
matters from behind the blinds (Eraly 131).
Wives were the greatest investment of the Mughal rulers, a cherished but difficult
to find commodity. If beauty and charm were sought in a mistress, honor and lineage
were the pre-requisite for taking a wife. Babur's favorite wife was Maham (Schimmel
146), whose ancesters relatives included the Persian holy man Ahmed-i-Jam. She was
also Humayun’s mother. Humayun himself fell in love with young fourteen-year-old
Hamida, whose family also boasted of its lineage to the great Sufi master Ahmed-I Jam
(Schimmel 146). For an emperor, a wife became a partner in the production not only of
heirs but also of imperial genealogies. We have already seen that Babar in his Memoir
clearly noted how important genealogy was to a Mughal king by repeatedly mentioning
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his descent from Timur and Genghis Khan. In general the Mughals seemed excessively
impressed with the Persian blood. As Abraham Eraly explains, the general belief in
medieval India was that, "Persians formed a very superior class by themselves….If
Mughal India, or indeed the whole eastern Muslim world had a natural aristocracy, they
were the Persians" (Eraly 23).
It should not come as a surprise when Akbar’s son Nur ud-din Jahangir (15691627), who was sensual in nature and the greatest lover of beauty among the Great
Mughals, fell in love with a fair-skinned and elegant Persian widow, Mehr-un-Nissa at a
the fair Nauroz. It is said that Jahangir had been in love with her since she was a young
girl living with her parents during Akbar’s reign. Her father arranged her marriage with
Ali Quli Khan but after his death Mehr-un-Nissa came back to Agra and this provided
Jahangir another chance to try his luck. Mehr-un-Nissa was still very charming even at
the age of thirty-four and as a mother of a child. Her beauty enabled her to rule, not only
Jahangir's heart but also his state. She was titled as Nur Jahan by the king. “After the
marriage, Mehr-un-Nisa was given the title of Nur Mahal "Light of the Palace", then Nur
Jahan "Light of the World" and later in 1613 that of Padshah Begum "first lady of the
realm" (Mukherjee 133) . Mehr-un-Nisa, with her wisdom and talent, would change the
ambience of the Mughal harem.
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A Breath of Fresh Air

Fig. 20 Nur Jahan with riffle 1612-15

Mehr-un-Nisa lived up to her title "Nur Jahan" – when she joined the other
women at the Mughal harem (see fig. 20). Jahangir’s most beloved wife and the favorite
queen of Europeans (Findly 225), Nur Jahan radiated elegance and style that would bring
Mughal fashion alive for centuries to come (Mukherjee 222-3). She also opened up the
blinds of the Mughal harem.
As we already have mentioned the senior women of the harem played a major role
in the political decisions of the Mughal court. There were also other examples of very
strong and commanding women from the dynasties which preceded the Mughals. One
such regal figure was the sagacious Ruzia Sultan (Chaurasia 14), who succeeded her
father Sultan Iltutmush, the ruler of Delhi Sultanate. Ruzia Sultan ruled the kingdom for
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four years from 1236 to 1240 (Schimmel 143) and led the army in person (Chaurasia 12).
Another strong woman was Chand Bibi, who heroically resisted the attack of Akbar’s
army on the fortress of Ahmednagar (Chaurasia 202).
Nevertheless, among the names of great Indian women, the name that stands out
the most is that of Nur Jahan. Nur Jahan married Jahangir just in time to sustain his
integrity and title when his long addiction to wine and opium had physically wrecked him
along and weakened his empire (Schimmel 42). She very strategically grabbed the reins
of government and managed the supreme civil and financial administrations (Early xxi).
It is not clear whether it was Nur Jahan’s charm or her luck that earned her entrance to
such a high profile position in matters of state. Such emancipation from the patriarchic
control of the harem indeed was a phenomenal step considering that both Nur Jahan and
Jahangir shared the Persian heritage that denied women public-roles. Persians maintained
the maxim , “Zer-dastan ra zabardast na kunaid!” or “Don’t give the upper hand to those
who are under you!” (Eraly131). But Nur Jahan effectively took control of the
government, Jahangir ratified the fact by declaring, “I have handed the business of
government over to Nur Jahan. I require nothing beyond a ser21 of wine and a half ser of
meat” (Schimmel 143). Perhaps, the political career of Nur Jahan was the most incredible
of any of Mughal woman. She reveled in her power as empress of Mughal India during a
time when women did not speak unless spoken to and were expected to be wholly
submissive to their husbands. Nur Jahan was wholly devoted to her husband, that was
why after his death she completely retired from politics and lead the life of a recluse
21

Indian standard of weights equal to 2 lbs and 1oz
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(Misra 40). But in protecting her husband Nur Jahan proved as strong as any man. Misra
gives an astonishing example of Nur Jahan's courage when she attempted to suppressed
the rebellion of Jahangir's general Mahabat Khan, and she set out to rescue the emperor
who had become his prisoner. She bravely led the imperial army but had to surrender
after her grand-daughter and her elephant were wounded and some of the imperial army
fled from the field. However, Nur Jahan continued to plan and eventually succeeded in
collecting a huge army and then persuade Muhabat Khan to release the emperor without a
fight (Findly 266-68).
Nur Jahan became a bridge between the domesticity of the harem and the court.
When Jahangir ordered gold coins stuck with Nur Jahan’s profile (Mukherjee 140) he
dropped the centuries old veil wrapped around the identity of the Mughal women. Under
Jahangir (or Nur Jahan!) the harem gained a certain measure of visibility. Women were
depicted more in the miniatures produced in Jahangir’s period, such as the
Jahangirnama. It is likely that Nur Jahan could ask the artists in Jahangir’s studio to paint
any image that appealed to her. Perhaps, it was due to the influence of Nur Jahan, the
favorite queen of Jahangir, that woman became more popular as a subject matter of
paintings.
Even after the appearance of finely clad dignified women in Mughal art that we
assume were royalty, their identities stay problematic as pictures were not labeled. One
such example is the portrait of Nadira Banu Begum (see fig. 21), wife of Jahangir's
grandson Dara Shikoh (see fig. 22). The woman on the left is believed to be a portrait of
Nadira because of the positioning of this painting in the album like a diptych panel with
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other folio showing her husband, Dara. In her portrait, Nadira faces the prince holding a
pearl, while on the other side Dara holds a tray of jewels in one hand and in other he
inspects a selected jewel. The two images create an intimate scene between a husband
and wife showing close relationship. Contrary to the non-existence of the female images
in most of the Mughal paintings, this image records a congenial relationship between
male and female. “Selecting a jewel and holding it up for inspection, it is possible that the
prince intended to present the ornament to his beloved wife Nadira Banu Begum.” (Losty
and Malini136).

Fig. 21 Balchand, Nadira Banu Begum, 1631-32
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Fig. 22 Chitarman, Dara Shikoh, 1631-32

Dara Shikoh had a deep understanding and love for women, whether it be his
sister JahanAra or his wife Nadira Begum. Being a liberal and a lover of art, it was not
astonishing to see some of his wife's portraits in an album that he presented to her . On
the other hand, images of women continued to appear during the times of less liberal
rulers. Shah Jahan and Aurengzeb were staunch Muslims and were known to show less
tolerance for practices that were not part of their beliefs (Schimmel 109). Ironically,
lenience in the portrayal of women in Mughal Art continued in the times of more
religious rulers.
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CHAPTER 4

POSSIBLE REASONS FOR THE SCARCITY OF WOMEN'S
IMAGE IN MUGHAL PAINTING

Religious Factor
Since the Mughals were Muslims the first conclusion people are tempted to draw
from the invisibility of their royal women in the painted record of the Mughal court
seems to be religious. Purdah is a practice which is strongly imposed by some Islamic
groups. The strictness of the imposition of Purdah varies from culture to culture. In the
Qur'an purdah is only defined very vaguely and general in terms:
Tell the believing men to lower their gaze and be modest. That is purer for them.
Lo! Allah is Aware of what they do. And tell the believing women to lower their
gaze and be modest, and to display of their adornment only that which is apparent,
and to draw their veils over their bosoms, and not to reveal their adornment save
to their own husbands or fathers or husbands’ fathers, or their sons or their
husbands' sons, or their brothers or their brothers' sons or sisters’ sons, or their
women, or their slaves, or male attendants who lack vigor, or children who know
naught of women's nakedness. And let them not stamp their feet so as to reveal
what they hide of their adornment. And turn unto Allah together, O believers, in
order that ye may succeed.22

22

verses 30-31 in Surah 24 of the Holy Qur'an
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The world’s major religions have often been involved in limiting women’s role in
society. The religious subjugation of women cannot be disregarded. Yet, any
understanding of the role of religion in the lives of women is incomplete if religion is
understood only as oppressive. In the contemporary world, the religious belief, that men
and women are fully and equally human, has led men and women to devote great efforts
toward being more equalitarian (Scovill 1994). The religious obligations of Islam are
imposed on men and women alike. In medieval India, social customs usually
overpowered religious restrictions, especially when it suited the men in authority to
ignore them. During the course of Mughal history, the rulers, ministers, clerics and
soldiers were, with rare exceptions, all male.
There was great importance given to the portrayal of the lives and lifestyles of the
Mughal emperors, starting from the time of their ancestors. But other than as images for a
written role in history or literature, there is hardly any visual record of the royal Mongol
or even Persian women. So why were women not given importance in Mughal art? Were
these women not considered to have been an important part of the Mughal world? The
egalitarian concept carried over from the Muslim's tribal life was not unknown to the
Mughals. As the Qur’an says: “On the basis of whatever qualities you have been
endowed with by God, you cannot discriminate against the other sex in such a manner,
that the other one yearns for the same” (Qur’an 4:32).
Did the Mughal emperors abide by this verse at all, or did they ignore Islam when
dealing with their harem dwellers? At the beginning of Islam, the religious practices of
women and men were basically identical. Both received religious education, participated
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in daily prayer at mosques, and were leaders in worship. However, following the
Prophet's death, the status of women declined dramatically, in both religious institutions
and in the broader Islamic culture (Scovill 1994). When Nelia Beth Scovill deduced that
the distortion of the egalitarian core of Islam can be traced to an "unholy merger"
between developing religious institutions and the values of the patriarchal cultures in
which the institutions emerged she was not speaking of some contemporary issue of the
present age(1994). During the Mughal era, religion was entirely in the hands of men.
Surprisingly, the first grievous blow came from Akbar who was otherwise admired for
supposedly being an open-minded and liberal person. The emperor, as Abul Fazl wrote
“forbid heavy restrictions on personal liberty and the selling of slaves” (Eraly 35). The
conservative approach of Akbar might be attributed to the increasing influence of Rajput
culture that kept growing stronger after his marriage to a Rajput princess in 1562
(Mukhia 133). Nonetheless, Akbar’s new policy brought personal misery and
unspeakable loneliness to the harem. He deprived his sisters, nieces and daughters of all
primary satisfactions of life –the pleasures of sex, the happiness of love and family and
children – for which no luxury in the world could compensate (Eraly 135).
However, a ban on portraiture of women was not done in obedience of Islamic law.
By examining the life-style of the emperors we know that the Mughals were not strict
Muslims (Nath 76). Purdah was as strongly imposed throughout Islamic culture as was
the abstinence from alcohol. However, the records show that almost all the Mughal
rulers were consumers of qualities of alcohol. Some Mughal emperors were even
known to be addicted to opium or other drugs (Nath 115,120). Jahangir was said to be
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fond of pork, consuming which was a mortal sin in Islam (Mukhia 20): "He (Allah) has
only forbidden to you dead animals, blood, the flesh of swine. . . " (Qur'an 16:115).
Even Mughal women had been using a variety of intoxications since the times of Babur
(Mukhia 41). Wine was introduced into the harem much later, in the early 17th century
(Nath 119). Although 'Jahanara Begum (fig.23) spent much of time in religious pursuits
and devotion to God' (Misra 86), Manucci tells of her fondness for the best of wines and
heavy drinking by her and her sister Raushanara (Muhia 41). Stories of the pursuit of
sexual pleasures of these sisters were related by Bernier and Manucci (Mukherjee 5557). Unlike Raushanara and Jahanara, not many harem women would dare to "give
precedence to their body's urges over a repressive cultural regime"(Mukhia 145). As
Pelsaert23 records, "These wretched women wear, indeed, the most expensive clothes,
eat the daintiest food, and enjoy all worldly pleasures except one, and for that one they
grieve saying they would willingly give everything in exchange for a beggar's poverty"
(Mukherjee 54). However, when it comes to the emperor's body urges there were
numerous women to satisfy his need (Nath 24). Perhaps motivated by bigotry, the rulers
imposed purdah on their women as compensation.
Could it be that originally there were some paintings of Mughal women celebrating
their achievements but such visual records have been vandalized, just like the chapters
that were stolen allegedly from the "most politically sensitive section" written by Genghis
Khan in the summer of 1206, at the time he created the Mongol Empire, and announced
the achievements and rewards of his daughters, as claimed by Weatherford in his book,
23

Fransisco Pelsaert, Dutch traveler worked in East India Co.
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The Secret History of the Mongols (Weatherford xi). Genghis Khan had always found his
women more worthy and loyal than the men around him. He did not esteem his sons for
they were rowdy and incapable, nor did he trust his generals as he had learned from his
experience and knew from the behavior of Alexander's generals. Before beginning a new
round of conquests, Genghis Khan would divide up all his conquered lands and give them
to his wives (Weatherford 28). Throughout his career, Genghis Khan's daughters
continued to play more important roles than his sons, and daughters-in-law enjoyed more
lasting powers than did his sons-in-law (Weatherford 36). To extend his empire, Genghis
Khan married his daughters to only the most trustworthy of allies (Weatherford 30). The
Khan would send those allies to fight on the newer borders while his daughters would
"shield his newly acquired territory." For instance, Genghis Khan assigned the rule of
China to his daughter Alaqai, and assigned the rule of Muslim Turku-Persia to another of
his younger daughters24 (Weatherford 65). Although the Mongol queens ruled ruthlessly
and managed to evoke a rather puzzled respect, in general they produced bafflement and
contempt. The Chinese scorned their behavior, as it clashed with Chinese conventions of
sophisticated etiquette, and the Muslims condemned the women as an insult to religion
and a threat to civilization (Weatherford 69).
"Despite the effort to erase them from our collective memory, the deeds of these
Mongol queens inspired the great western artists from Chaucer and Milton to Goethe and
Puccini and so their stories live on today" (Weatherford) like those of the Mughal
princesses.
24

This daughter's name disappeared in the censorship of the Secret History ( Weatherford 65)
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Fig. 23 JahanAra, Lal Chand, 1641

Personal Motives of the Mughal Rulers
Mughals regarded their women as their own prized possessions. Whatever the reason
for purdah, it simply would make no sense to show image of their women even to the
court audience when strictest purdah was practices in the imperial harem and the royal
women were so heavily guarded from the eyes of any na-mehrum.. 25 This consideration
was so powerful that Akbar desired his women to be mentioned in public by some
epithet, never by their own name. Such possessiveness explains why no portraits of the
harem ladies were ever made during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

25

Any man not related to a woman through blood or law. In Islam a woman is required to observe purdah
before him.
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In her books on Nur Jahan, Ellison Banks Findly explains that three things
commanded the attention of Mughal emperors: their armies, their treasuries, and their
women (18). The emperor's army stayed near the borders defending the kingdom and
keeping a constant vigilance; they were generally some distance from the king. The
treasury was important but impersonal, for its contents rose and fell according to politics
and changing circumstances. However, the women of the harem, of the king's inner
apartments were constant and unfailing. They were not only close to the emperor in
affection, but they could provide him with more personal pleasure, unchallenged support,
and more impartial advice than any other group. Women were a treasure, another
possession of the king.
The sanctity of the female body was viewed as so fragile and vulnerable that it could
get polluted by even the most inoffensive and unintended glance from an unsuspecting
male. Every possible precaution was taken to ensure the virtue of the women, for
everything belonging to them, including their attire, ornaments, and manners exuded
sensuality. Even the names of the Mughal princesses from the beginning to the very end
were derived from the sensual pre-Islamic Persian tradition rather than from the Qur'anic
Islamic tradition (Mukhia 137). No part of this sensuality, lust or passion was allowed to
be consumed by anyone but the emperor. It was probably their names, celebrating
sensuality rather than piety woman, like Gulbadan, ("Rose Body"), Gulchihra, ("Rose
Faced"), and Dildar Begum, ("Jolly Hearted") (Mukhia 137) that convinced Akbar to
forbid their use in public.
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It seems that the Mughal emperors not only had a strong passion for art, but also had
some confidence in the supernatural power of art as well. Schimmel tells an interesting
story about Akbar who, as a small child, drew a figure of a person with missing limbs.
When asked who he represented, Akbar said, "Hemu!" Years later when he faced Hemu
in battle, Akbar would not kill him himself, for he had already "dismembered him when
he was a child" (Schimmel 273). It might be worth noting the perceived power of art was
so strongly implied because images were truly hidden or banned! When the beauty of the
mistress and the virtue of the wife were kept under vigilant security the image of either
could not be displayed. Even the few images of royal women that have survived from the
end of the Great period of the Mughal,26 were not true portraits. The artists were not
permitted inside zenana and the women were not allowed to come out of the zenana
without their burqa, or veil. The women had submissively accepted their exclusion from
art to such an extent that they did not think to use the skills of Nadira Begum, a woman
artist trained by her father, a pupil of Aqa Raza (Schimmel 273) for their own portraits,
not even for their private collections. Perhaps, Mughal women, too, possess an inherent
superstitions about art and fear that their image might be abused if it fell into the hands of
a na-mehrum. Or possibly the women are so accustomed to their privacy that they could
not trust their own image on anything else but a mirror, which only carried their
reflection as long as they were present.

26

Usually referred to the period of first six emperors, until the reign of Aurengzeb (Reeve 11)
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

Mughal women appear very rarely as painted images as compared to the royal men,
not only because of Islamic purdah, but more because women were commodities for
kings just as was any material object they owned. The Mughal kings never faltered in
exhibiting their possessions of material wealth that defined their power and glory.
Women, as a commodity, on the other hand, were kept in strict purdah. The younger
Mughal women were their investments in the future of the empire, a form of giving birth
to illustrious progeny, while the more senior women were promoters of "tradition,"
maintainers of lineage, and organizers of successors (Lal, "Domesticity" 85). Along with
Mughal men, Mughal women were partners in the production of not only heirs but also of
imperial genealogies and new royal rituals, in the establishment of new traditions, and
even the practice of governance (Lal, "Domesticity"1). In an essay for the book Mughal
Palace Women, Ruby Lal quotes from a letter addressed by Akbar to the emperor of
Persia. In one passage he writes:
....let us tell of the bounties and noble qualities of the members of the household'
(Ahl-i-bait) who are confidants of the great secrets, and unveilers of the mysteries
of the prophets, and let us, relying thereupon, implore new mercy!27 (98)

27

Akbarnama 3:1008
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Women, the commodity which carried the future and secrets of the Mughal empire,
were kept secured in the Mughal harem, as these women were precious for their empire
and its honor. Women were not unresponsive and insensible as the rest of the material
goods that the emperor possessed; they had identity and feelings. Perhaps, the personal
emotions of the entities were of major concern to the king. For the Mughal kings any hint
of response by a woman of his harem, to any indication of another male's interest was
considered humiliating and dishonoring. One incident, recorded by Bernier was about
Shah Jahan's favorite daughter Jahanara (fig. 23) and one of her many affairs
(Mukhia142). One evening, Shah Jahan decided to pay Jahanara an unannounced visit at
her apartment. Shah Jahan arrived just at the time of her supposedly secret rendezvous
with her young music teacher, who according to Manucci, she fondly called Dulera28
(Mukhia142). She quickly urged Dulera to hide in a hamam ( the warm water bath)
though not before the emperor had noticed him. After some casual conversation with his
beloved daughter, Shah Jahan suddenly announced that she needed a bath and ordered
attendants to heat the water in the hamam to the boiling point. This action resulted in the
young man's death (Schimmel 153).
Like the Rajputs and several other noble groups outside the Mughal world Mughal
emperors also consider it permissible to kill their womenfolk rather than let them fall in
the hands of their enemies (Misra134). Even Humayun, who had great faith in the women
of his family, expressed this conservative thought after his defeat by Sher Khan. He
confessed to his brother Hindal: "In the earliest disturbance, Aqiqi Bibi [his daughter]
28

colloquial Hindi for groom or lover

69

had disappeared and I suffered from everlasting regret why I had not killed her myself"
[lest she fall into the enemy's hands] ( Mukhia 20,69).
The lack of the images of Mughal women makes us more inquisitive about their
personal lives and will continue to charm us as well as haunt us. Whether a Mughal
patron had a religious or personal reason, the scarcity of images of women is an
important indicator of the Mughal society.
A couplet by Aurengzeb's daughter, Zibunnisa, who like her aunt Jahanara, was a
poetess and a mystic expresses her over riding loneliness, felt also by other Mughal
women:
Were an artist to choose me for his model
How could he draw the form of a sigh (Schimmel 154)
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