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ti 1 

Introduction 
Ibn Battuta and a Region of Robing 

Stewart Gordon 

INTRODUCTION 

This volume analyses a ceremony, termed khil' a in Arabic and 
khil' at or sar-u pa in Persian, found in much of South Asia in the 

pre-colonial and colonial periods. In the ceremony's barest essentials, 
a ruler or one holding authority from a ruler presented luxurious 
garments (often silk) to a recipient. The outfit always included a 
robe-the most visible outer courtly garment-but might include 
items 'from head to foot' (sar-u pa in Persian) such as a turban, mid
section wrap, belt, pants, and shoes. The presentation often included 
other objects, such as gold, slaves, decorated weapons, horses, trap
pings, or a warrant of office. Sometimes a gift (nazr) was expected of 
the recipient. The ceremony took place in a public setting (court, 
battlefield) before an audience often attired in similar luxurious robes. 

The following references suggest the historical depth, geographic 
spread, and general importance of the custom in South Asia. A well
known representation of Mahmud of Ghazna (999 shows the 
invader of India proudly donning a silk robe of honour from the 
Caliph of Baghdad.1 Chronicles of his court describe Mauhmud's 
occasions of honorific robing his nobles.< The custom was in 
regular use in the Delhi sultanate 1000 1500 all the 
Deccan kingdoms (c. 1300 1650 and had spread into Hindu 
society. Elaborate robes were in use in Vijayanagara, specifically as a 
means of connecting the kingdom to the Islamicate world.3 By the 
fifteenth century, a local Rajput chronicle records a father robing his 
sons as he sent them to seek their fortune. 4 Tens of thousands of 
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honorific robes were used by the Mughal Empire, but the Empire's 
rivals used them just as ubiquitously. An inventory of Shivaji's pos
sessions prepared at his death included thousands of robes of honour.5 

Early European travellers to India proudly had their portraits painted 
in the robes they received.6 By the eighteenth century, this system of 
honour was as common in Tipu's Mysore as it was in Mushidabad7 

or Gwalior. By the nineteenth century, the ceremony became a seri
ous issue of legitimacy between the Mughal court and the emerging 
British colonial state. Honorific robing was regular feature of nine
teenth and twentieth century princely states. Even today, an honoured 
guest, especially in an Islamic household, might receive a shawl or a 
scarf on arrival. 

This khil'at custom was, however, neither exclusively Islamic nor 
South Asian. It was used in a manner comprehensible to participants 
in a far larger world that included Christian Byzantium. and Eastern 
Europe, North Africa, sub-Saharan Africa, Spain, the Middle East, 
Persia, Russia and the Caucasus, Central Asia, Tibet, and China. Its 
long connected history began on the western borders of China and 
reflects the production and distribution of silk.8 

Notwithstanding the ceremony's centrality to South Asian king
ship, khil'at has received relatively little scholarly attention. In the 
mid-1920s, F. W. Buckler delivered a paper on the subject at the 
International Congress of Oriental Studies, Brussels, but little has 
been written since.9 Buckler correctly called for replacement of the 
prevalent Western idea of an 'oriental despot' with a more nuanced 
understanding of the indigenous theory of rule. He found the khil' at 
centrally concerned with incorporation; nobles and others were 
through the robing ceremony, subordinated and symbolically incor
porated into the body of the ruler. Nazr (gift) to the ruler and joint 
banqueting of the nobility and the ruler reinforced this incorpora
tion. Buckler's ideas of kingly 'incorporation', however, cannot ex
plain many actual examples of the ceremony and, indeed, entire 
categories of khil'at presentation. We will return to Buckler in the 
concluding section of this essay. 10 

A useful alternate perspective comes from a rethinking of the term 
'culture' in the scholarly literature of the last two decades. With the 
end of the idea of culture as something singular, bounded, sacred, 
timeless, and often expressed in text, we have arrived at a notion of 
culture as historically contingent, contested, and intertwined with 
politics and power.11 As we shall see, this viewpoint seems to fit the 
khil'at ceremony well, with aspects of the sacred thoroughly mixed 



lbn Battuta and • 
with the spilling over obvious with 
local comprehensible to long-distance travellers. Like any 
royal honorific ceremony, khil'at used a consistent set of 

and audience. Our task is to the 
and points of contestation that defined 

~ ... -~,,.~ of honour. 

IBN BATTlJTA 

To the 'contours' of a broad world of ceremonial 1n'""'"~"' 
on the Arab traveller Ibn Battuta. His 'Rihla' (Travels) 

is important for three reasons. First, he stands at about the 
midpoint of the documented history of the custom. The history 

about 600 CE but speculative. The history after 
Ibn Battuta carries right to the present Ibn Battuta 
covered much of the ceremony's geographic extent and knew when 
he was beyond the boundaries of this world. Third, he was a 
pant in and a of the ceremony and often 
judgements moral conclusions from stories of and his 
own of robes. 

In Ibn Rattuta, probably the man of the 
Middle left his native Morocco on his first journey, a 
age to Mecca. Born to a family of jurists, the young man had 
education ambition to acquire education from and saints 
in the cities of the Muslim world. As 
memoirs show, he was soon consumed by a desire to 
through the and made it a point never to 'cover a second time 
any Over nearly thirty years, lbn Battuta travelled 
North Africa and the Middle East including \..U>ns1•ancn 

East and sub-Saharan West Africa, the 
Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, India, the Ma1dive Islands, 

On his journey, lbn Battuta entered the network of donation-
supported hostels and found in any Muslim of the time. 
Not did this system food and to the , it 

a traveller like him access to local jurists and saints with whom 
had from whom he heard and stories. 

Early in the only in Ibn 
Battuta tells others: for rulers receiv-
ing legitimating robes from the caliph of ·J~, ....... ~~ 
signalling to high office. 
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By 1330 CE (five after leaving Morocco), Ibn Battuta was no 
longer just a young jurist like many of his peers moving among 
centres of learning. He had studied for two years at Mecca, but, more 
importantly, he had already travelled further and s~en more than 
most of his contemporaries; he had become a 'notable For example, 
when he travelled in the great train (malzalla) of the ruler of Iraq, an 
amir introduced him and the ruler granted him robes, plus mainte
nance for some months of his subsequent journey, and letters of 
introduction to the governor of Baghdad and two other important 
cities.13 

Still later, as leader of an entourage of nearly forty people, Ibn 
Battuta sought and received a high a:pJ?ointn:ent fr.om the Delhi 
sultan. As such, he was an active participant m robmg as a royal 
honorific at that court. In the course of his life, he was thus positioned 
to experience investiture in many of its aspects: 

In translation, Ibn Battuta's 900-page narrative recounts 90 inci
dents of ceremonial investiture. 'Robes of honour' appear every few 
pages throughout the Rihla. From this body of Ibn Battuta's experi
ence and other wrl tings of those who gave and received khil' at, I will 
draw out some of the characteristics, problems, and ambiguities of 
this system of honour. Let us first focus on the giver, then the 
and finally on the receiver. 

THE GIVER 

Ibn Battuta's personal experience with robes began on his first jour
ney. A Sufi teacher gave him his own 'patched' robe as a visible 
symbol of discipleship. 14 By the fourteenth century, robing had a long 
and complex tradition within the Sufi orders, a tradition that traced 
its genealogy from the presentation of the mantle of Muhammad.1s A 
robe c"1rried the baraka (essence) of its former possessor and influ
enced the behaviour of the receiver. Within the Sufi tradition, there-

followers expected the robe of a great teacher or saint to deepen 
the piety and practice of the receiver. In some orders, presentation of 
the robe literally passed the mantle of authority to a successor.16 As 
he travelled the madrassa circuit in these early years, Ibn Battuta 
received several additional robes from Sufi teachers. 

In Ibn Battuta's narrative, however, most of the investiture anec
dotes are secular, involving rulers, rather than shaikhs. The bedrock 
characteristic of the system was that khil' at established a client rela
tlonsh ip between the and receiver. The first requirement for the 
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ceremony was, therefore, dearly to establish who was to give and 
who to receive. In virtually all Ibn Battuta's stories and experience, 
he knows and understands the relative political position of the 
ers. To flaunt this basic grammar of ceremony meant to court execu
tion. Early in the RiJila, for example, Ibn Battuta describes in some 
detail the accession the IFKhan Sa' id (131 the sultan of much 
of the Middle East at the time. As a minor part of the story, the son 
of a failed usurper took refuge with the Mamluk sultan of Egypt who 
honoured! him by sending him To spite the sultan, the man 
gave even costlier robes to his messenger. This act signalled that he 
'behaved in a manner which made it necessary to kill him'. The 
sultan did and sent his head to the young Il-Khan.17 The point of the 

is that in sheltering a pretender's son, the sultan assumed the 
role of patron; suitable behaviour required of the robe 
and its implied clientship. To presume equality or even superiority 
by more extravagantly robing the messenger was a transgression 
punishable by immediate execution. There were many situations, 
however, in which it was not obvious who would and who 
receive, especially between representatives of heads state. We can, 
thus, place Bernardo Michael's discussion (Chapter 4) of a problem
atic encounter between the East India Company and the Gorkha 
kingdom within a framework of centuries of similarly problematic 
encounters. 

A second universal feature of the khil' at system was that 
the ceremony rested with the giver. Only once in the entire narrative 
were robes requested of a ruler. The circumstances were so unusual 
and the ruler's response so unexpected that lbn Battuta built a story 
around the incident. After completion of his Friday prayers, the 
sultan of Kulwa (in Tanzania; the standard spelling is Kilwa.) was 
approached by a Muslim religious mendicant who asked for the 
clothes he was wearing. The sultan promptly returned to the mosque, 
changed, and him his entire suit of clothes. 

The population were loud in their gratitude to the sultan for the 
generosity that he had displayed, and his son, who was his ....... ,,.. •. ~ ... ~ 
took the dothing from the poor brother and gave him ten 

It is understandable that the ruler's son would ransom the clothes for 
ten slaves. The mendicant was an 'unsuitable' owner and wearer of 
the sultan's robes. They were, all, visible of state au
thority and held some of the baraka of the sultan. 
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A third important feature of the giving of khil'at was that there 
were regular occasions on which the ruler expected to give robes to 
his nobles and the nobility expected to receive them. Our first ex
ample comes from Delhi, where Ibn Battuta lived for many years. 

It is the custom of the Ruler [i.e. sultan] of India to send to every amir in 
command of a city and to the principal officers of his troops two robes of 
honour every year, a winter robe and a s'ummer robe. When the robes arrive 
the amir and the troops go out to receive them, and on the 
who has brought them they alight from their horses and each one his 
robe, it on his shoulder, and does homage in the direction of the 

lbn Battuta found a similar pattern of annual bestowal when he 
visited the encampment of the Golden Horde, located on the west 
bank of the lower Volga.20 

In addition, a ruler gave out robes on various days 
such as his return from a long journey, his birthday, 
birth of a son, a son's return from a campaign or his In 
Mughal practice, these occasions are the subject matter of some of the 
finest imperial paintings.21 These regular robing occasions 
solidarity for the courtly elite: an inclusive, visible 
presence at.court. It was clear to one and all whose 'salt' 
ate and their separation from the common folk. 

These regular occasions also the of the 
ruler as a font of The nobility followed a successful ruler 

showering them with rich clothes and fine foods, proof of 
prowess and his generosity. While there might be 

grumbling over one's rank or gossip about the ruler showing favour 
to one noble over another, these regular robing events on the whole 
celebrated the nobiJity and were not occasions for challenging the 
system or an individual's place in it. Periodic robing, after all, took 

in a tightly controlled court setting that reinforced obligations 
fealty and service. 
A ruler also presented robes of honour to certain categories of 

travellers, particularly jurists, learned men, and ambassadors from 
other rulers. The normal procedure included presentation of robes 
on arrival, maintenance at court, and bestowal of robes and other 

on departure This sort of ceremonial investiture did not 
entail entry into the service of the ruler and implied no specific fealty 
or employment As one of the travelling 'learned', Ibn Battuta re
ceivf'd robes from, for example, rulers and all across 
Anatolia and down the east coast of Africa.23 
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After our visit the governor [of Siwas] sent a horse, a set of robes, and some 
money, and wrote to his deputies in the [other] towns to give us hospitality 
and honourable treatment and to furnish us with provisions.24 

Such anticipated and regularly occurring occasions were not, how
ever, the only ones at which the ruler presented robes of honour. 
Rulers also invested at their pleasure an individual they wished to 
honour, for example, a poet for a witty couplet, a wrestler for a good 
match, a guide who successfully led the royal entourage through a 
forest, or a particularly brave soldier on the battlefield.2s Stores of 
luxurious robes were kept at the ready for the ruler's spontaneous 
presentation. This sort of bestowal used the robe as an immediate 
and person~.1 sign of favour, accompanied by neither formal warrant 
of office nor formal vow of fealty. Such a b,rush with a ruler and the 
resultant robe might enhance personal loyalty, something the ruler 
could always use. 

To this point, the khil' at ceremony seems to have performed rela
tively simple functions: reinforcing the position of the ruler, inclu
sion of the nobility in a lu~urious lifestyle, and at the ruler's pleasure 
giving others a taste of that lifestyle through honorific investiture. 
Four features of actual practice as described by Ibn Battuta make the 
presentation of khil'at far inore complex. 

First, it was by no means only rulers who gave out luxurious robes 
of honour. The giver could be a close relative of the ruler (uncle, 
brother, son, cousin), and .also any of the high nobility. When Ibn 
Battuta left the Golden Horde to accompany one of the khatuns 
[wife of a khan] to Constantinople, 'each of the khatuns gave me 
ingots of silver .... The sultan's daughter gave me more than they did, 
along with a robe and a horse, and altogether I had a large collection 
of horses, robes, and furs of miniver and sable'.26 The chief khatun 
·handsomely rewarded Ibn Battuta when he left her in Constantinople. 

She sent for me and gave me three hundred dinars in their gold coinage ... , 
two thousand Venetian dirhams, a length of woollen cloth of the work of the 
girls (this being the best kind of such cloth), ten robes of silk, linen, and wool, 
and two horses, this being the gift of her father.27 

The practice of highly placed women both giving and receiving 
robes was also found, for example, in the courts of Delhi. Ibn Battuta 
received a robe from the sultan's mother. Two hundred years later in 
the reign of the Mughal emperor Shah Jahan, it was his daughter, 
Jahanara, who all observers recognized as perhaps the most power
ful individual in the empire. Independent states, such as Golconda, 

I 
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routinely sent her robes of honour. On many occasions she returned 
robes as well. 28 

Ibn Battuta also received robes from local religious guilds espe
cially in Turkey and Persia. The leader of such a guild was known as 
an Akhi. 

It is one of the customs in this land that in part of it where there is no 
sultan, it is the Akhi who acts as governor: it is who horses and robes 
to the visitor and shows hospitality to him in the measure of his means, and 
his manner of command and prohibition and riding out [with a retinue] is the 
same as that of the princes.29 

The closer one looks at the system, the more givers there seem to 
be. Ibn Battuta himself ceremonial robes to a guide whom he 
took into his employment. 

When we met in with this pilgrim who knew Arabic, we besought him to 
travel with us to Qastamuniya [near the south central coast of the Black Sea], 
which is ten days' journey from this town. I presented him with an Egyptian 
robe, one of my own, gave him also money, which he left to meet the 
expenses of his family, assigned him an animal to and promised him a 
good reward.:111 

Let us be dear that this custom was equally common in Christian 
Constantinople as in the Islamic world. Ibn Battuta was himself 
robed during an audience with the Byzantine emperor of 
Constantinople. 

He was pleased with my replies and said to his sons. 'Honour this man and 
ensure his safety'. He then bestowed on me a robe of honour and ordered for 
me a horse with saddle and bridle, and a parilsol of the kind that the ruler 
has carried above his that being a of protection. it is one of the 
customs among them that anyone who wears the ruler's robe of honour and 
rides on his horse is paraded through the bazaars with trumpets, fifes, 
and drums, so that people may see him.31 

If we look beyond lbn Battuta's narrative, the of givers 
becomes even wider. For example, the Geniza documents of the 
Jewish community in Egypt record that the elders gave out robes of 
honour to certain non-Jewish merchants.32 In a fifteenth century 
Rajput chronicle, a father gave honorific robes to his sons when they 
left home to seek their forlune.33 The clientship and personal bonds 
of loyalty that khil' at implied did not flow only to the ruler. Instead, 
we see a complex system of loyalties that cross-cut strong rule and 
tied recipient to a variety of political actors. Khil'at could, thus, 
reinforce other that weakened cenh·allzed rule in South 
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Asia, including the tradition of the ruler as only first-among-equals 
found in the Central Asian nomad band, plus weak rules of succes
sion throughout the Hindu and Muslim states of South Asia.34 

A second feature complicating the giving of khil'at was that robes 
were also used diplomatically between rulers. lbn Battuta names the 
seven great rulers of his time: the sultan of Morocco, the Mamluk 
sultan of Egypt and Syria, the Mongol II-Khan of Iraq and Iran, the 
khan of the Golden Horde, Chaghatai Khan, the sultan of Delhi, and 
the ruler of China.35 It was honourable and expected that these rulers 
exchange gifts that showed their wealth and access to rare and 
beautiful things: a 'circulation of fabulous objects', as the historian 
Oleg Graybar terms it.36 The very finest and most extraordinary 
robes moved in these circles. lbn Battuta claims both to have wit
nessed the arrival of an entourage from China bearing these gifts and 
that he was commissioned by the Delhi sultan to return equally 
fabulous objects to. China. Scholars have questioned both the Chinese 
embassy and lbn Battua's return visit, but it is clear that such embas
sies relatively frequently criss-crossed Egypt, Persia, Turkey, Central 
Asia, and India.37 The only way that one ruler might establish some 
small measure of superiority over another ruler was to send gifts that 
were more fabulous than those he received. 

Fabulous robes travelled quite far from the core of the robing 
world. Some of the finest extant robes of honour arrived in Europe as 
diplomatic robes, from one ruler to another. For example, an exquis
ite silk robe came to Queen Christina of Sweden from the czar of 
Russia in 1644.38 More curious was the story of a robe sent to Queen 
Elizabeth I. Shortly before the defeat of the Spanish Armada, the 
English queen established diplomatic ties with Ottoman Turkey. 
Both had good reason to view Spain as a common enemy. On the 
advice of a young and ambitious ambassador, in 1594 Elizabeth 
promoted the connection by sending presents (including pieces of 
gold cloth and a jewelled miniature portrait) and a letter to the 
Safi ye, queen-mother of Mehmed III (1593-1603) and one of the most 
powerful individuals in the Ottoman Empire.39 Along with a reply 
to Elizabeth's letter, Safi ye sent 'an upper gowne of cloth of gold very 
rich, and under gowne of cloth of silver, and a girdle ofTurkie worke, 
rich and faire,' plus a crown studded with pear ls and rubies. In hopes 
of strengthening the connection, Elizabeth eventually sent a second 
letter, accompanied by a decorated coach. Safiye, once again, sent 
robes, jewels, and assurances titat she was promoting Elizabeth's 
interests with her son, the sultan. 

• 
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Elizabeth apparently enjoyed wearing the luxurious Turkish robes. 
It could only have discomfited Spanish spies at her court to see her 
flaunting her Turkish connection. The robes, as they had in so many 
situations, had just the right degree of ambiguity. Perhaps they were 
a mere fashion, the splendour of luxury silks, but they might mean a 
new alliance and shifting power relationships. Master politician that 
she was, Elizabeth probably kept her court and the Spanish spies 
guessing. 

A third feature of the giving of khil' at also added complications. 
Nothing intrinsic to the ceremony ranked in importance the various 
uses of khil'at: fealty, largesse of the ruler, diplomatic interchange, 
assumption of office, or recognition of a 'notable' travcllvr. LVl'n in 
the lakr Mugh«l vv·hcn ii writkn \\'<!:Tctr\\ hc1V1_' sq',1-

ra\c·d ofh (' (rnm {,•o\tv, ;" i:\( tu<thv it chd not. hw cxon1ph·, \.'itch 
nub le un a military expedition n·ccived robes d ircctly from the Mugh0l 
(•mperor and tre0surcd his direct, personal lie. This structurcwrc;ikc•d 
havoc with a unifo:?d command structure. Lach noble could, and did, 
appeal directly to the court over the head of the commander.4o As 
Gail Minault's essay (Chapter 6) shows, these fealty aspects of the 
khil' at relationship continued well into the colonial period and were 
at the heart of the East India Company's refusal to receive robes from 
the Mughal emperor and the emperor's laments that the Compa-ny 
was slighting and ignoring him. 

The fourth factor complicating the giving of khil'at was that rulers 
varied in their legitimacy zrnd, thc•rdore, tlll' loyalty tlwy , 1iuld 
expect from honorific:. robing. In !he best of tiu1cs, th(' roh• sii'nificd 
a prrsonal bond with an z1dult ruler securely on the thnn;c of a 
successful, solvent stak. Such a ruler <'xpcctl•d to crnplov tlw one he 
robed and the recipient expected to serve his ruler with his talents 
.and his life, if necessary. Often, however, reign and rule were much 
less secure.41 Many rulers were, in fact, usurpers or rebels with only 
as much loyalty as military success could provide. Many rulers were 
minors; loyalty was only to the faction that controlled the throne. 
Some rulers were women. Though a queen might offer robes of 
honour, loyalty often depended on the army's judgment of her per
sonal ability to lead.42 Rather than a simple ceremony of royal lar
gesse, for these less legitimate rulers, presentation of robes of honour 
was probably a clarifying moment of support or non-support by a 
crucial noble. Every succession meant war, with both sides offering 
robes to crucial allies. • 

Overall, our analysis of the giver of robes of honour has moved 
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from the relatively simple appearances of the system to the complexi
ties and ambiguities described and experienced by Ibn Battuta. We 
now tul'n to the object, the robes themselves. 

THE OBJECT 

For the editor of this volume, awareness of the power of a robe began 
with a personal incident over a quarter of a century ago. In the late 
fall and winter of 1973, my wife Sara and I travelled overland from 
Istanbul to Delhi. At Herat, just into Afghanistan, Sara met a group of 
'tribal' women. They liked her and insisted that she purchase an old, 
black, full length, elaborately embroidered cloak. With no common 
language, Sara could not ask the women anything about the cloak. 
Nevertheless, the women showed her how to wear it, and the cloak 
was her outer garment all across Afghanistan. Unlike other Western 
women in our group, Sara was treated with the highest courtesy and 
respect in bazaars, shops, and all other public spaces. Weeks later in 
Kabul, someone explained that the cloak's embroidery pattern sig
nalled that the wearer was under the protection of one of the most 
powerful border tribes of western Afghanistan; anything less than 
courtesy might provoke armed retaliation. 

What, then, can we say about the actual robe in Ibn Battuta's time? 
First, the outfit was never ordinary day clothes worn around the 
house. Even the simple, functional robe given to a travelling Muslim 
cleric as part of the obligation of 'hospitality' distinguished the wearer 
by cut and fabric as a 'poor brother'. Ibn Battuta received several of 
these in his early travels. The Sufi orders' commitment to poverty and 
austerity set up a hierarchy of 'simple' robes that mirrored the secular 
hierarchy of luxury robes. The truly austere made do with truly worn 
and tattered robes; the wearer had so little concern for the material 
world that he added any sort of fabric to repair his robe. Those who 
only wanted the appearance of austerity chose the artfully tattered 
'patched robe' that was sewn to appear to be mended. Either type of 
robe benefited from patches of known provenance: bits of robes of 
famous saints or clerics. Ibn Battuta coveted and received several 
such 'patched robes' during his travels.43 

Secular robes are, however, the predominant honorific in the Rihla. 
Both textile and decoration were always luxurious and 'suitable' for 
court. Actual fabrics and decoration varied less than we might ex
pect, given the scope of the robing region. A strong ruler within this 
region of robing stockpiled luxury fabrics from many lands besides 

I 
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producing them in his own workshops. After a few years on the road, 
lbn Battuta recognized the cloth and named the origin of m~~y of the 
robes he received. In Mogadishu, for example, the hononf1c robes 
consisted of 'a silk wrapper which one ties around his waist in i-:lace 
of drawers (for they have no acquaintance with these), a tumc 0~ 
Egyptian linen with an embroidered border, a furred mantle ?

44 
Jerusalem stuff, and an Egyptian turban with an embroidered edge., 
Later in the course of the same journey, a sultan sent Ibn Battut~ a 
Greek slave, a dwarf named Niqula, and two robes of kamkha, which 
are silken fabrics manufactured at Baghdad, Tabriz, Naisabur 
INishapur1, and in China.'45 

Let us turn to a second feature of the robes themselves. In any local 
setting, robes were not only of recognized manufacture, they were 
graded in fineness, value, and, therefore, desirability. These grada
tions were part of the 'grammar' of the ceremony. Ibn Battuta o~ 
served periodic investiture ceremonies at the court of the Delhi 
sultan and frequently uses the term 'appropriate to their ranks.' The 
khil'at ceremony, thus, reinforced gradations of the nobility, equally 
visible, for example, in their ranked place in the hall of public audi
ence. Implicitly, of course, each khil'at ceremony reinforced the au
thority of the ruler to set such rankings and his legitimacy to enforce 
them. In some robes, grading was so direct that the value of the gold 
thread was literally sewn into the robe as a label. 

He [the sultan of Delhi} also ordered him to be given 50,000 dinars forthwith 
and placed on him a silk robe of honour called surat-a! shir, which means 
'picture of a lion' because it had on its breast and its back the figure of a lion. 
Inside the robe there was sewn a tag showing the amount of gold used in the 
embroidi~ring.46 

Ibn Battuta observed these robes at Delhi, but never received one. 
Such commoditization made the robe a 'rnrrency' besides signalling 
the degree of the sultan's favour.47 

. Sue~ ~isible gradation of robes of honour opened the possibility of 
d1spant1es between rank and robe. A ruler could subvert the expec
tations of his nobility. The sultan, for example, could signal to the 
whole court a rapidly rising favourite by the grant of a robe above the 
recipient's t·urrent rank. Displeasure might mean a meagre, less
adorned robe. Throughout, the favour of the ruler could cross-cut the 
nobility's expectations of the robing ceremony and ::iubvert b11rc<1u
cratic ranki11gs and postings. 

A third feature of robe itself was that it carried the essence (baraka) 
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of the giver, whether shaikh or ruler. Even when the ruler gave out 
large numbers of robes, they :were at least brushed across his shoul
der to infuse them with his essence. Ibn Battuta was fully aware of 
the added value of a robe that the ruler had actually worn. 

I dispensed every day thirty-five maunds of flour and thirty-five of meat, 
together with the usual subsidies of candy [presumably gur], ghee, and betel 
in feeding not only the salaried employees but also visitors and travellers. 
The famine at that time was severe, but the population was relieved by this 
food, and the news of it spread far and wide The sultan was pleased at this 
and sent me a robe of honour from his own wardrobe.48 

One of Ibn Battuta's most graphic stories of supernatural conver
sion concerns the accession of II-Khan Uljaytu (1304-17), father of 
Abu Sa'id and ruler of much of the Middle East. When the ruler 
converted to Islam, he followed the Shia tradition and tried to en
force, even with troops, its doctrines throughout his new dominions. 
Baghdad, Shiraz, and Isfahan were bastions of Sunni opposition. The 
ruler brought the principal qadis of the three cities to his capital. The 
first to arrive, the qadi of Shiraz, he had thrown to his dogs that had 
been trained to eat humans. When the dogs approached the qadi, they 
'fawned on him and wagged their tails before him without attacking 
him in any way.' What follows is lbn Battuta's description of the 
highest honour that a ruler could pay. 

On being informed of this, the sultan went out from his residence bare
footed, prostrated himself at the qadi's feet, kissing them, took him by the 
hand, and placed upon him all of the garments that he was wearing. This is 
the highest mark of distinction which a sultan can confer in their usage. 
When he bestows his garments in this way upon some person, this action 
constitutes an honour for the latter and for his sons and his descendents, 
which they inherit generation after generation so long as these garments last 
or any part of them, the most honourable garment in this respect being the 
trousers.49 

11-I<han renounced Shi'ism, embraced the Sunni path, and granted 
the qadi the revenues of a hundred villages in the Shiraz region. We 
find complex values embedded in this incident. Clothes carried the 
essence (baraka) of the person; the more intimate the garment, the 
more of the essence. Here, II-Khan offered the very essence of himself 
in honour of the qadi.50 Ibn Battuta reassures us that this essence (and 
its attendant honour) would continue so long as even a shred of the 
original garments remained. 

Another significant feature of the robe as an object was that it was 
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rarely granted alone. It was usually part of a constellation of honor
ific objects that could include gold (coins, bars, or jewellery), s~avesf 
horses, decorated trappings, and decorated weapons. Possession :S 
any of these was an indicator of higher than common status. Hor~ 
were absolutely central to this constellation. Wben, for exan:pl~1 n 
Battuta was in the Maldives, he considered it beneath his ~1gmty ~o 
walk even though the scarcity of horses precluded their use Y 
anyone but the sultan. Reflective of this close association of .horse~ 
and khil' at is the typical cut of the garment. Virtually all picture 
examples are slit at the backor the sides for riding. f 

lbn Battuta received a variety of constellations of these sorts 0 

objects on his many travels. 

So I thanked him for his action and went out to welcome the sultan. After 
1 

had saluted him he sat down and asked me about myself and my journey, 
and whom I had met of sultans; I answered all of his questions and after a 
short stay he went away and sent a horse with a saddle and a robe.

51 

'Well' he said, 'the sultan sent to me to ask me what he should give you, so 
I said to him "He has at his disposal gold and silver and horses and slaves
let him give whatever of these he likes".' ... Next morning he sent a fine horse 
from his own stud 52 

Perhaps, variations indicate no more than supply and demand. Horse.~ 
were scarcer and more highly valued in south India than in Afghant 
stan, Central or Morocco. Similarly, slaves were more numer
ous in Turkey and Central Asia than in south India, while jewels 
were mined and cut more in India than Central Asia. 

THE RECEIVER 

In the khil'at ceremony, once the ruler offered the robe and other 
honorific objects, the initiative shifted to the receiver. Eve1'Y rule~ 
hoped for the emotional reaction of Tun Battuta when he was robed 
by Il~~an Abu-Sa'id. 'l m~de a speech of thanks to the sulta_n an 

0 eulog1zed the doctor {who mtroduced him to the sultanL sparing n 
efforts in doing so, and this gave much pleasure and satisfaction to 
the sultan.'53 Both sides expected that Tun Battuta would praise th! 
good name of this ruler in all the course of his subsequent travels. 
Th; co~verse was also true. Throughout the Rilila, Tun Battuta ~ak~: 
peJo.rative .c<>mm~nts about rulers and governors who b·eated h~ 1 

a miserly, i~hosp1table fashion, especially if they did not robe hi.Ill· 
As we might expect, however, the reality of the receiver's response 
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was often as complex as we have found for the giver and the object. 
Each robing ceremony took place in a space, which I describe as the 
'negotiated space', the contours of which are defined by each partici
pant. Think of the size of the 'negotiated space' as a measure of the 
unresolved differences in meaning that the two participants try to 
impose on the encounter, the object, and each other. 

Let us start with a simple case. A powerful ruler surrounded by his 
symbols of authority, army, and nobility was capable of defining the 
meaning of the robing ceremony. The ruler made every effort to ban 
contrary meanings and resistance from the encounter. The result was 
intended to be a single narrative of the importance and significance 
of the ceremony. By 'narrative', I mean that in the presence of a 
largely homogeneous audience, a single story described the encoun
ter. That story had a beginning, a middle, an end, and a point.ss 
Following Hayden White, a narrative by its very structure implies a 
centre of legitimacy and authority, a morality and its contestation, 
and a closure to the contest.56 

The normal course of the ceremony required the recipient to 
immediately don the robes and bow in fealty to the ruler. This aspect 
of khil'at allowed robes to become an instrument of assassination. 
The dilemma of the recipient was either to refuse the possibly poi
soned robe thereby demonstrating disloyalty or to don the robe and 
quite possibly die. In their essay (Chapter Five), Michelle Maskiell 
and Adrienne Mayor explore stories of assassination by khil' at and 
consequent fears of bodily pollution engendered amongst British 
colonial administrators. 

The most coercive enactment of fealty, the 'robe of dishonour', was 
usually reserved for a captured noble or royal rebel, for example' Ain 
al-Mulk in Ibn Battuta's narrative. 

The sultan alighted at the crossing place and the vizier brought' Ain al-Mulk, 
who was placed on the back of an ox, naked except for a rag over his loins 
tied with a rope, the end of which was around his neck .... The 'sons of the 
rulers' came to 'Ain al-Mulk and set about reviling him and spitting in his 
face and slapping his companions .... On the sultan's orders, he was dressed 
in a muleteer's cloak, had four chains attached to his feet and his hands 
manacled to his neck, and was delivered to the vizier to be kept under 
guard.57 

This tradition of a 'robe of dishonour' continued into the Mughal 
period. Here, for example, is Aurangzeb' s treatment of Dara Shikoh, 
his defeated rival for the throne in the succession war of 1657-8. 
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Dara was now seen seated on a miserable and worn-out animal, covered 
with filth: he no longer wore the necklace of large pearls which distinguish 
the princes of Hindoustan, nor the rich turban and embroidered coat; he and 
his son were now habited in dirty cloth of the coarsest texture, and his sorry 
turban was wrapt round with a Kachemire shawl or resembling that 
worn by meanest of the people. 

Such was the appearance of Dara when led through the bazaars and 
every quarter of the city.58 In similar fashion, defeated rulers or 
generals were forced to wear the khil' at of the winner.59 

Even in the court of a powerful ruler, even in the most minimal 
'negotiated , there was the option of rejecting a robe of honour 
though the results could be dire. Let us consider an incident in 
Mughal history some three hundred years after lbn Battuta's time. In 
1666, Shivaji was a successful state-builder in Maharashtra. When 
surrounded by Mughal forces, he reluctantly agreed as part of the 
settlement to come to Delhi under the protection of a high Mughal 
noble. He was to accept the 'largesse' of the emperor, receive honor
ific and become a ranked military leader in Mughal service. 

After a leisurely progress of two months, Shivaji, elegantly attired 
and served by a retinue of several thousand men, arrived with much 
pomp at Agra, the Mughal capital. A few days later, a high noble 
conducted Shivaji into the Mughal court, then in full session in the 
hall of public audience; nobles-over a hundred-stood in rows, 
lower ranks further away, higher ranks within a silver railing, all 
attired in luxurious silk robes. On a jewelled throne in front sat the 
emperor receiving petitions and reports from officials. Nobles were 
required to stand quietly facing the emperor during the entire ses
sion. (Many Mughal court paintings portray just such scenes). Shivaji, 
who had just coached in courtly etiquette, was announced by 

court chamberlain and ushered forward; he offered his presents 
(1,000 gold coins and 2,000 silver coins) to the emperor w;ho neither 
acknowledged them nor spoke. Then, robes were given to princes 
and high nobles but not to Shivaji who was conducted far back in the 
audience hall. Shivaji became so angry that he turned his back on the 
emperor and began to walk away. Some of the nobles asked what 
the matter was and Shivaji shouted insults; he refused to stand 
behind men whose backs he had already seen when they were 
fleeing from his army. Nearby nobles attempted to mollify him with 
a robe of honour, but he threw it on the floor of the audience hall. This 
was about as serious a breach of court etiquette as one could imagine. 
Both Shivaji and Emperor Aurangzeb knew precisely what the robe 
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of honour and its rejection meant. The chronicles report that Shivaji 
said, 'Kill me, imprison me if you like, but I will not wear the khil' at.' 
It is no wonder that chronicles of the expected Shivaji and his 
entire entourage to be killed immediately. They were all imprisoned 
and survived only through the intercession of the high Mughal 
noble who had brought Shivaji to Agra. Months went by while the 
court speculated on Shivaji's fate. He pleaded for the life of his 
retainers, who were released. Possibly with the connivance of his 
patron, Shivaji finally escaped Agra-without elephants, jewels, or 
robes-and fled south to his home area. Here, indeed, all of the 
participants were fully aware of the nuances, the implications, and 
the sanctions for violating expectations (as discussed by Gavin 
Hambly in Chapter 60 

Several factors could make rejection of the robe more attractive 
and less dangerous, in essence opening the 'negotiated space' as we 
have defined it. One might receive honorific robes from a weak ruler 
rather than a strong one. At the time of succession, for example, robes 
came only from a candidate for the throne, not the holder. Ibn Battuta 
tells the story of a powerful general's refusal of robes. A usurper, 
Khusru Shah, murdered the reigning sultan and dispatched edicts 
and robes to the generals. All but one, Tughluq Shah, donned them. 
'On receiving the robe of honour from Khusru Khan he threw it on 
the ground and sat on it.'61 Distance helped. Tughluq was stationed 
in Sind, not Delhi, which gave him some time to prepare his troops 
for the inevitable battle with Khusrau Shah's army. 

When two distant empires courted a local ruler, he was able to 
open even more 'negotiated space'. In eighth and ninth century 
Armenia, for example, both the Islamic caliphate and Christian 
Constantinople courted ruling families with the offer of luxurious 
honorific robes. This sihtation allowed ruling families to interpret the 
robes in terms of local politics and factions, rather than only in 
reference to imperial issues. When, for example, Ashot I became ruler 
of Armenia in 824 CE, there were, in fact, three investitures. One used 
the luxurious robes and decorated horses sent by the caliph. The 
second was a strictly Armenian affair held in the central church of 
Armenia and presided over by the chief prelate. The third used 
luxurious robes sent from Constantinopfo.62 

Consider another example from the century after this Armenian 
interchange. It also happens to involve the caliph. An eleventh cen
tury text describes Mahmud of Ghazna's receipt of a magnificent 
robe of honour from the caliph of Baghdad, as follows: 
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The sultan sat on his throne and robed himself in his new Khil'at, professing 
his allegiance to the successor of the prophet of God. The amirs of Khurasan 
stood before him in order, with respectful demeanour, and did not take their 
seats until they were directed. He then bestowed upon the nobles, his slaves, 
his confidential servants, and his chief friends, valuable robes and choice 
presents, beyond all cakulation.6.~ 

It is precisely this scene that is depicted in a famous early painting, 
now held by Edinburgh University Library.1>4 As Gavin Hambly's 
recent research shows, such marks of honour and legitimacy were 
sought by semi-autonomous rulers in the eastern provinces of the 
caliphate.65 What is important, however, is that Mahmud could offer 
only very limited political or military help to the caliphs. In this 
situation, like that of Armenia, we must look to local politics for the 
local meaning and significance of the ceremony. 

As a general phenomenon, the khil'at travelled. It specifically 
travelled from a venue in which the audience knew and shared its 
meaning to venues and audiences which might not share those 
meanings. For example, a ruler might send a robe to a 'barbarian' 
beyond his borders with all of the 'intentioned' meaning of subordi
nation and loyalty. The 'barbarian' leader, might however, use the 
robe to demonstrate to his followers what an important personage he 
was, that this great ruler was afraid of him and had to buy him off 
with costly robes.66 

At a substantial physical distance from the court, the space for 
alternate or contested meanings of the khil' at ceremony opened strik
ingly. When both giver and receiver were far from their court, mean
ing and negotiated could shift quickly, as discussed by Bernardo 
Michael in Chapter 4. A kingly symbol from a court did not necessar
ily mean legitimacy in any specific local venue. 

I do not view this ambiguity as a weakness of the ceremony, but 
rather as one of its great strengths. A ruler may well have known that 
the receiver would interpret the receipt of the robe differently. Nev
ertheless, at some later the donor might again negotiate with 
the remind him of his 'obligations' embodied in acceptance 
of the robe and, in favourable political or military circumstances, 
extract support We may view the long relationship between the 
Mughal empire and Central Asia or between China and Tibet in this 
light, whereby neither metropolitan emperor nor distant local ruler 
had to declare whether or not the distant lands were of the 

or not. 
summarize the general flow of the argument, we began with 
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what seemed (pace Buckler) a relatively simple ceremony by which 
a ruler used luxurious to reinforce loyalty and inclusiveness 
among his nobility. In each part of ceremony-giver, object, and 
receiver-we found considerable complexity and ambiguity. Before 
turning to our case studies of the khil'at ceremony, I would like to 
consider an example of just how ambiguous and complex the cer
emony could Let us return to a Mughal and Maratha encounter, 
this one in the eighteenth century, over a century after Shivaji threw 
his robe on the floor of Aurangzeb's audience hall. 

In 1791, a Maratha general, Mahadjl Shinde was the most power
ful man in northern India. His European-style troops under the 
Frenchman, De Boigne, defeated the major Rajput armies of Jaipur 
and Jodhpur. In December, he wrote to the peshwa at Poona, 'I have 
settled the affairs of Jaipur and having appointed Ambuji Ingle for 
the defense of the Rajput territories, I am going to reach Poona [Pune] 
quickly and offer my humble obeisance'.67 In January 1792, Shinde 
embarked on a slow march to Pune, the Maratha capital, from which 
he had been absent for over a dozen He carried a khil' at from 
the Mughal emperor and a written grant of office (sanad) for the 
peshwa. 

Shinde and his accompanying forces arrived in Pune in May. The 
investiture took place with great and solemn ceremony approxi
mately a month later. Mahadji Shinde stayed in Pune for over two 
years, involved in complex political negotiations and actions. He 
died on the return journey to his possessions in north India. 

Let us consider some of the complexities and ambiguities sur
rounding this event. As we have seen, a khil'at always came from a 
superior honouring a subordinate, yet the Mughal emperor was 
functionally a prisoner of Mahadji Shinde at the time. The robes had 
remained at Gwalior, Shlnde's capital, for over seven years. Clearly, 
Shinde did not carry out his 'master's' bidding in any expeditious 
manner. The robes were accompanied by a sanad (warrant) of ap
pointment not only for the peshwa, but for Shinde as the 'deputy' of 
the peshwa that gave him broad powers in north India. 

Here are a few more of the ambiguities in the khil'at presentation. 
The southward progress of Shinde was slowed principally by com
plex negotiations between Shinde and factions of the Pune court 
about how many troops he would bring and whether they would be 
his crack European~trained ones. Eventually, a compromise allowed 
him some troops, but the remainder returned north. 

The receipt of the khil' at was equally ambiguous. The robe of 
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honour was intended for the peshwa who was not an heir to Shivaji, 
the founder of the Maratha state. Rather, the peshwa ·was third in a 
line of Brahm ins who had usurped all power from Shivaji' s heirs. 
The reigning peshwa's position was also ambiguous. He was a 
teenager with no administrative experience; his position had been 
usurped by Nana Phadnavis, a much older and tougher Brahmin 
politician. 

The ceremony itself had it share of ambiguities. The khil'at was 
laid on an empty throne that represented the absent Mughal em
peror.68 The peshwa, a Brahmin, donned the robe with great cer
emony. There was no comment on the possible ritual pollution as
pects of wearing garments explicitly worn by a Muslim. Shinde's 
actions were equally ambiguous. This most powerful of Maratha 
chiefs seated himself below the peshwa and put the peshwa's slip
pers on with his own hands, explaining that he; like his father, was 
but a servant of the peshwa. Nevertheless, Shinde's robing and grant 
followed that of the peshwa' s by only one day. 

The point of this excursion into late eighteenth-century Maratha 
politics is that observers at the time did not know what this khil'at 
ceremony 'meant'. The investiture was discussed by all agents and 
news writers at the Pune court. They wrote home to their various 
employers in Marathi, H.ajasthani, English, and Persian. The mean
ing of the event was discussed inHyderab~d, Mysore, Jaipur, Bombay, 
Madras, and Calcutta. Some thought Shmde was coming south to 
take over the whole Maratha polity. Nana Phadnavis was concerned 
enough to ask for troops from Bombay. Others thought that Shinde 
would form an alliance with the nizam of Hyderabad or Tipu sultan 
of Mysore. Still others thought that the khil' at ceremony was a way of 
freeing the young peshwa from the control of Nana Phadnavis.69 
Meanings and motives were argued and contested right through the 
event and afterwards.7° As Gail Minault shows in Chapter 6, when 
the Mughal power was gone, the negotiated space opened 
so wide that the British seized the initiative in coding the meaning of 
the encounter. Let us now turn to some larger issues raised by the 
analysis thus far. 

KHIL'AT A,ND BUCKLER 

Buckler's contribution to our understanding of khil'at consists of an 
alternate theory of Indian kingship; Indian kingship was neither 
'oriental despotism' nor a pale reflection of European feudalism, but, 
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rather, 'integrative.' The Eastern ruler integrated receivers of robes 
into his body with their act of donning his clothes. This vision of 
'integrative kingship' resonates well not only with Buckler's Biblical 
and Mughal sources, but Sanskrit ones as well. There are, however, 
problems, both theoretical and practical with Buckler's theory. We 
should remember that his motivation to study Indian kingship was a 
search for an alternate model for the kingship of Christ, an 'integra
tive' model that allowed worshippers to participate directly and 
equally in the kingdom of Christ. 

At the theoretical level, I find several basic problems with Buckler's 
'integrative' theory of kingship and khil'at. The first is the issue of 
agency. He grants agency to present robes only to the ruler. Others 
were receivers only and, thereby, 'integrated.' While this might be 
a comfortable formulation for the relation of worshippers to the 
kingdom of Christ, it is clear that in Ibn Battuta' s world, many 
besides the ruler had both power and position to grant robes, down 
to a jurist like lbn Battuta himself. We have also seen agency in the 
refusal to accept robes. The threat to a ruler from such a refusal was 
political and required a military response. Overall, I see agency 
within the khil'at system as partly resting with the ruler, but also 
spread rather broadly among his relatives, other nobles, clerics, and 
even merchants. 

The second problem is that of hierarchy. Buckler sees no hierarchy 
within the khil' at system. All receivers were equally 'integrated' 
within the body of the ruler. Such a viewpoint, again, is an attractive 
description for the relation of worshippers to Christ. It is:, however, 
a viewpoint that Il;m Battuta would find puzzling. He was acutely 
aware of gradations of fineness and value of robes. He was, likewise, 
aware that some nobles were more 'integrated' than others; this was 
reflected in the quality and cost of the robe they received, some so 
specific that the value of the gold was sewn into the garment. In his 
long experience, lbn Battuta saw men rise to power and fall in 
disgrace, all reflected in the khil' at they received. One month it could 
be a jewelled silk, the next a coarse muleteer's cloak. Overall, contra 
Buckler, I see the khil' at system as inherently graded. Any theory 
must accommodate these gradations. 

The third problem with Buckler is the diplomatic use of khil' at. 
Rulers routinely sent robes to other rulers, who sent equally fine 
robes in return. Neither was able to 'integrate' the other. Rather, this 
practice seems a straightforward gift-exchange competition to see 
who could send the most fabulous objects. This use of khil'at would 



22 • Robes of Honour 

not be predicted by Buckler's formulation. It was nevertheless a most 
public and geographically widespread use of the 

At a lower level, there are also problems with Buckler's use of 
sources. On the basis of linguistic evidence, Buckler finds the origins 
of the ceremony in the Biblical Middle East. Elsewhere, I have sketched 
documentary and visual evidence for a very different for 
khil' at in the early relations of the Central Asian nomads with 71 

In his careful analysis of the geography and long-term of the 
inner-Asian region, David Christian found that the sheer flat-
ness, cold winters, low rainfall, and dominance of nomadic pastoral
ism made mobilization and concentration of scarce human resources 
the core problem of every Central Asian polity.72 The bestowal of silk 
robes from China from the 'hand' of a nomadic band leader followed 
by the d~nning of the robe before the other members of the band 
symbolically addressed precisely this problem. In the speculative 
period before documented use in the Byzantine empire (around 450 
CB), I find it likely that the custom moved from the borders of China 
through steppe Asia and into the Sassanian empire. 

Apparently unaware of the breadth of khil'at usage, Buckler 
conflates Indian practice with the general features of the khil' at 
tern and, thereby, draws unwarranted conclusions. For av··-~·-• 
Buckler finds nazr (a gift from the recipient of the khil'at) a necessary 
part of the ceremony. Khil' at occurred, however, without nazr through
out most of the robing world. Ibn Battuta, for never men
tions nazr outside India. Similarly, Buckler attaches kingly 
and warrant office closely to the khil'at ceremony. Recent ,.,,.c·~~.·--'
has shown, however, the Indian king]y common table as a carry-over 
from Central Asian practice and not a necessary part of khil'at.13 Ibn 
Battuta, likewise, saw dozens of khil'at ceremonies without any war
rant of office. He received many from rulers who had no expectations 
that he would serve them in any office whatsoever. 

ALTERNATIVES TO BUCKLER 

Given the problems with Buckler's theory, let us raise the 
that the function of khil'at was not an expression of a 
stable 'culhlre' Instead, consider the converse that 
throughout the robing world were inherently along many 
fault lines: faction, religion, region, and nomad/ 
sedentary. Ceremonies of honour, especially khil' at, were essential for 

together a 'culture of governance' as a means of crossing 
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these fault lines.74 This viewpoint is strongly supported in the re
search of Andre Wink75 and Robbins Burling76 on Mughals and 
Marnthas, as well as my own research.77 As David Curley shows in 
Chapter 3, such ceremonies were occasionally in competition, as 
when khil'at largely displaced piin as a ceremony of loyalty in late 
medieval Bengal. 

We might view the ceremony as a 'meta-language', analogous to 
a fam i1 y of languages that share elements of grammar and many root 
forms. In linguistics, the tools and methods for tracing similarities 
and roots are well developed. We can, for example, say with confi
dence that French and Spanish, have Latin roots. Root words and 
some grammatirnl rules moved from Latin into French and Spanish 
and are too obvious and direct to be random local developments. I 
believe that the same can be said for the khil'at ceremony. 

There were obviously local variations. Ibn Battuta recognized 
these and pointed them out as a guide for future travellers. For 
example, lbn Battuta later realized that he had not understood local 
custom in southern Turkey and, therefore, received a lesser robe than 
he might have. 

I saluted him while on horse back, and this act on my part displeased him and 
was the cause of depriving me of his generosity. For it is their custom when 
a visitor dismounts to them, to dismount (in turn) to him and be pleased with 
his action. He sent me nothing but a single robe of silk woven with gold 
thread [of the kind] that they call nakh.78 

In spite ef these variations, there seem to be common elements 
throughout the 'robing world'. These we might term the 'deep gram
mar' of khil' at. Khil' at was neither the feathered robing of Hawaii nor 
the Biblical robing of Levite priests. Thes~ ceremonies were different 
'languages' with different grammar, purposes, root symbols, and 
history. 

As emphasized in this Chapter and Chapter 2 by Gavin Hambly, 
khil'at was first a ceremony of fealty. In its Central Asian origins, a 
warrior did not negotiate to bring a certain quality of horse or 
armour, or negotiate payment of a certain number of ounces of silver 
or bushels of grain. Fealty was something quite different. A warrior 
offered to serve; the leader agreed to be his leader. In Central Asian 
practice, this interaction was virtually non-verbal. The warrior merely 
stood in his armour before the ruler and slightly bowed his head; the 
leader nodded agreement. Certainly, there were implicit expecta
tions on both sides. The follower would fight and die for his leader. 
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The leader would fight by his side, eat and drink with him, and share 
whatever fortune might bring. The leader remained first among 
equals as long as the band was relatively successful. Everyone in the 
system recognized that if a leader could no longer maintain his 
followers, they could stay and suffer or without shame seek service 
with another leader. 

In this system of fealty, the robe was not generally given upon 
entrance to service. In early use, the robe was a personal recognition 
by the leader of the follower's successful and loyal service; recogni
tion of special status before the full band. It fell almost within the 
realm of booty, real wealth in luxury fabric, that the leader shared 
with his followers. Thus, it does not seem surprising that luxury 
robes became associated with other objects of war booty: gold, silver, 
jewels, decorated weapons, and slaves. We should recognize that the 
ceremony served not one purpose, but two. While it integrated a 
warrior with the band, it also dearly set apart the leader from his 
followers. As a receiver of robes, the new follower was publicly 
shown to be not himself a ruler. Khil' at both included the receiver into 
the nobility and excluded him from rule. 

I believe that the following common elements in the khil.' at cer
emony were deep remnants from its Sino-Mongolian roots: 

1) Presentation was highly personalized. In its earliest use, silk 
and robes came from the sedentary silk-producing states solely 
to the of the nomadic band. In these nomadic bands, the 
leader by custom provided food, clothing, and shelter; his 
followers literally ate his 'salt' at his table. Luxurious robing 
reinforced existing relations between a leader and his men. 

2) The robe was granted 'from the hand of the leader' in the 
presence of the whole band. This pubJic presentation and 
donning before the whole court represented a form of solidar
ity within the band, cross-cutting familial ties. 

3) The robe was given in conjunction with the items used in war 
in Central Asia. As the ceremony developed over the next 
thousand years and across thousands of miles, we see rulers 
giving luxurious robes along with swords, daggers, quivers, 
and bows. 

4) Along with the robe, a ruler commonly bestowed a horse and 
decorated trappings, and slaves. 

5) The robe in Central Asian use was always a sewn garment, 
rather than a wrapped or draped one, and always compatible 
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with riding a horse, It was the outermost and most visible 
garment of courtly dress. 

6) While the robe was itself a form of easily transportable wealth 
(silk, often embellished with gold thread), it was often accom
panied by something of gold or silver.79 

We should recall that other 'packets' of symbols and customs 
moved and spread in similar fashion over equally long distances. 
Buddhism, for example, was far more than beliefs set out in texts: a 
set of symbols and ceremonies that spread from India over the trade 
routes to Central Asia and China. Like khil'at, it had a core grammar 
and 'root' practices, but endless local variations and long-term changes 
that created differences as profound as Burmese vipassana and Ti
betan tantrism. With this perspectiv-e on giver, object, receiver, and 
'meta-languge', let us pow turn to our cases and studies of khil'at in 
the South Asian setting.80 
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The Emperor's Clothes 
Robing and 'Robes of Honour' in Mughal India1 

Gavin R. Hambl)l 

INTRODUCTION 

Garment-giving as a ceremony binding donor and recipient can 
be documented across much of Eurasia, from the ancient Near 

East to China and as far west as medieval Iceland.2 In traditional 
Islamic society, however, the ceremonial exchange of articles of cloth
ing known as khil'at (plural, khila') benveen a superior and an infe-

was virtually ubiquitous. Indeed, one scholar has written of 
medieval Islamic states operating an honours system through grants 
of clothing which may be compared to the various titles, honours, 
and distinctions conferred by modern governments.3 

The was well established during the early 'Abbasid pe-
riod in Baghdad and involved the caliph presenting a former article 
of clothing to someone who thereby became, if he was not al
ready, a dependant. The favoured recipient could be a kinsman, an 
administrator to be rewarded for his services, or a military leader of 
proven worth, a courtier, a religious leader, a poet, or a musician. 
Behind transfer of this piece of property lay the notion that the 
article of clothing, which had formerly belonged to the caliph, car
ried in it some of the the inner radiance which attached itself 
to his person, he being a sacral the amir al-mu'minin, leader of 
the Muslim community, and in case of the / Abbasids, part of the 
Prophet's own kin. In the words of one scholar, 

God can implant an emanation of baraka in the person of his prophel:s and 
saints: Muhammad and his descendants are espedaHy endowed therewith. 

• 
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ue1rsona1n~s, in their turn, may communicate the effluvia of their 
ootentm1 to men, either du.ring their lifetime or after 

manner of transmission being greatly varied, sometimes 

Baraka was by the family of the Prophet, and the 
·most especially by the descendants of' Ali; by those who dajmed 

caliphal authority; and by those enjoying popular veneration as 
revered shaykhs and Their holiness pos-

such as and staffs, the latter "v''""''.,..., 
insignia to be bequeathed to their spiritual successors. 5 

baraka was attached to their burial-places. 
Writing of the Fatimid caliphate, Paula Sanders an argu-

ment in favour of the symbolic and role of dothng: 

The ruler's clothing conveyed baraka. A man asked for a garment 
of the caliph's to use as a funeral shroud, ~ecause of its baraka. Later, the 
caliphal tiraz factories _mass-pro~u~ed textil~s, _man~ with the 
caliph's name, to be given to officials at their investiture, as well as th 
costumes (kiswa) distributed on ceremonial occasions to the callph's ent e 

his family, the amirs, and the troops. ou-
caliphs shared the general attitude of the populati.on that doth es 

a visible sign not only of wealth, but also of God's favour to human be~ere 
The extravagant costumes of the caliphs and their were a 11'.gs. 

of the beneficence God bestowe~ upon ~em; ~rough costumes, they81:8~ serted their rule and staked a claim to their le8ltnnacy 
authority, infonnation about rank 

be used to negotiate 

Over 
that far more .,.",r""""1h" 
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of Shams al-Din Iltutmish (607 /1211-633/1236) to that of Firuz Shah 
Tughluq (752/1351-790/1388), diplomatic exchanges between the 
sultans of Delhi and the 'Abbas id caliphs in Baghdad or, following 
the Mongol sack of Baghdad in 656/1258, in Cairo, were accompa
nied by caliphal gifts of robes of honour.7 

Nor was the ceremony restricted to exchanges between Muslims. 
For example, following his victory at Tara'in in 588/1192 and the 
execution of Prthviraja, Mu'izz al-Din Muhammad Ghuri granted 
the latter's son a robe of honour when he confirmed him as governor 
of Ajmer.8 A fifteenth-century account of the fall of the Rajput princi
palities of Siwana and Jalor to Sultan 'Ala' al-Din Muhammad Shah 
Khalji describes how the Brahmin Madhava, enraged by his Raja's 
treatment of his family, makes his way to Delhi to betray his home
land to 'Ala' al-Din, who rewards him with a five-piece robe of 
honour (in Persian sar-u pa, 'from head to foot'). When, subsequently, 
the sultan sends an intimidating message to Jalor, it too is accompa
nied by a robe of honour.9 

By this time, it must have been exceptional for presentation robes 
to consist of the donor's personal apparel. Rather, they were mass
manufactured in the palace (as in the case of the tiraz workshops of 
the 'Abbasid and Fa timid caliphs or of the Mughal karkhana) or were 
acquired as tribute, plunder, or by purchase. In the early _thirteenth 
century, for example, the governor of Gardiz, Taj al-Din Yaldiz, 
supplied Mu'izz al-Din Muhammad Ghuri with an annual tribute of 
one thousand tunics and head dresses, clearly destined for redistri
bution among Ghurid retainers.10 

Although the ceremonial robing originated at the caliphal court, 
the ceremony itself never seems to have acquired a denominational 
character: robes were awarded to men of the most diverse back
grounds for all kinds of services, and were also presented to women 
and children, 11 to slaves and non-Muslims.12 When the occasion was 
of great political significance, or when the donor sought to demon
strate the extent of his favour to a recipient, gifts of clothing were 
supplemented by other objects such as banners, horses and riding
accoutrements, swords, slave-girls, and slave-boys. Moreover, al
though the typical recipients of robes of honour tended to be 
government officials, military officers or, more rarely, the representa
tives of a foreign ruler, scholars, physicians, and poets were also 
honoured. 

A characteristic example of a robing-ceremony was the occasion in 
367 /977, when the Buyid warlord, 'Adud al-Dawla Fana Khusrao, 
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who was then de facto ruler of much of Iraq and Iran, was formerly 
invested by the caliph al-Ta'i'. Surrounded by a hundred attendants 
in gorgeous apparel, the caliph sat. upon his throne, wearing the 
Prophet's mantle, girded with the Prophet's sword, and grasping the 
Prophet's staff in his hand. Before him had been placed the Quran 
which had once belonged to caliph 'Uthman. At first, his person was 
screened from sight by a curtain, which was subsequently raised, 
following the entry of the high officials of the caliphal court and the 
unarmed Turkish and Daylami amirs. 

'Adud al-Dawla now entered and prostrated himself seven times 
kissing the ground. The caliph bade him approach and, 'Adud al~ 
Dawla twice more kissed the ground before advancing to kiss the 
caliph's feet. The latter then invited him to be seated and after a brief 
exchange, declared that he had decided to delegate to 'Adud al
Dawla the management of his affairs and rule over his dominions 
with the exception of the caliphal demesne, a declaration which w ' 

b f . as then formally repeated e ore witnesses. 
'Adud al-Daw la was now arrayed in robes of honour. These pro d 

to be so heavy that although he again attempted to kiss the gro v~ 
the weight of the garments prevented him. He was therefore ex~n ' 
from doing so and al-Ta'i' ordered him to be seated. The caliph ;ed 
presented 'Adud al-Dawla with two banners, which the caliph h~w 
self furled: one, bedecked in silver, such as was customarily ;n
sented to great amirs; and one, bedecked in gold, which had hith re-

. f er to been reserved for the heir-apparent alone. A urther precedent 
set when the caliph presented 'Adud al-Dawla with a diplom Was 
. . Th. . . If t . h Th a of investiture. is, m itse , was no an mnova on. e innovar 
came when it was read publicly in the caliph's presence. 'Adud io~ 
Dawla was now girded with a second sword, the first one hav·a 
accompanied his robes. He was also presented with a saddled ho:ng 
upon which to leave the palace. se, 

Three days later, the caliph sent him a tunic of gold thread 
golden tray, a crystal beaker and a diadem, with the title of Taj 'a~ 
Milla ('Crown of the Faith'), and the privilege of having his name 
read in the khutba immediately following that of the caliph, as well 
as the right of having drums beaten at the entrance to his palace 
preceding the hours of prayer.13 

A robing-ceremony on this spectacular scale of political theatre 
was no doubt exceptional, but three further examples involving 
'professional people' illustrate the circumstances in which robes 
could be given. Thus, the Samanid amir of Bukhara, Nasr b. Ahmad, 
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gratified that a minor ruler in Sistan, Abu Ja'far Ahmad, had worsted 
a common foe, commissioned his court poet, Rudaki, to compose a 
panegyric to the latter, a copy of which was then sent to Sistan. It was 
accompanied by ten robes of honour, ten rubies, ten Turkish slave
girls and ten Turkish slave-boys, all attired, bejewelled, and. suitably 
mounted, and finally, a sealed goblet of wine from the amir's own 
table. Delighted, Abu Ja'far Ahmad, in addition to sending back a 
gift of 10,000 dinars for Rudaki, rewarded Nasr b. Ahmad's cup
bearer, who had brought both the goblet of wine and the text of the 
poem, with a robe of honour and other valuable gifts.14 

Similarly, Mansur b. Nuh b. Nasr the Samanid rewarded the 
famous physician, Muhammad b. Zakariyya Razi, for curing him of 
an illness by presenting him with a robe of honour, together with 
acloak and turban, weapons, a horse, a male slave, and a concubine.15 

Finally, Mahmud of Ghazna, having quarrelled with al-Biruni over 
an astrological interpretation, squght to reconcile the offended scholar 
by sending him a robe of honour, together with a richly-caparisoned 
horse, a male slave, a concubine, and one thousand dinars. Obvi
ously, the gift of a robe of honour could serve a multitude of 
purposesl16 

THE MUGHAL PERIOD 

The Cairene line of' Abbasid caliphs who had provided legitimation 
for the Tughluqid sultans of Delhi ended when al-Mutawakkil III 
was carried off to Istanbul by the Ottoman sultan Selim I Yavuz in 
923/1517. Nine years later, the Turko-Mongol Zahir al-Din Muham
mad Babur overthrew Sultan Ibrahim Lodi of Delhi at Panipat in 
932/1526 and established his Mughal dynasty in northern India. The 
Mughals, who remained at least titular sovereigns of Delhi until 
1274/1858, maintained less formal ties with the heartland of the Dar 
al-Islam than previous Indo-Islamic dynasties had done. From time 
to time, however, they exchanged diplomatic missions with the Sharifs 
of Mecca, the Ottoman sultans, and the khans of Bukhara, Balkh, and 
Kashgar, and on a more frequent basis, with the Safavid shahs of 
Iran. 

As direct descendants of both Chinghiz Khan and Timur, the 
Mughals brought with them into India indigenous Central Asian 
concepts of sovereignty and imperium, to which were assimilated 
elements of Irano-Islamic kingship and ceremonial reaching back to 
Sassanid Iran, as well as native Indian elements. Babur's Chaghtayid 

• 
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and Timurid ancestors were well accustomed to robing ceremonies. 
When Timur returned to Samarqand after his triumph over the 
Ottoman sultan Bayazid Yilderim in 804/1402, he distributed robes 
of honour to all his kinsmen, the great amirs, men of learning, and 
foreign ambassadors.17 

Predictably, therefore, Babur sought to reinforce his authority by 
frequent gifts of robes of honour. Thus, at the outset of over three 
centuries of Mughal rule, Babur's memoirs (Tuzuk-i Babun) refer 
repeatedly to the centrality of the ~hil'.at ceremony. Three examples 
will suffice to exemplify this ubiquity and the flexibility of its 
application. 

First, an example between kinsmen: during Babur's early year 
the support of his mother's brothers: Mahmud Khan of Tashkent and 
Ahmad 'Khan of Aqsu (referred to m the Tuzuk as Ulugh Khan d 
Kichik Khan respectively) was to prove of the greatest importan a~ 
908/1502-3, for example, when Babur's fortunes were at a pa c~. n 
larly low ebb due to anticipation of an Uzbek attack, and wh r c;:
was a dependant of Ulugh Khan in Tashkent, news arriv den e 
Kichik Khan was approaching from his eastern strong~oldth~t 
Mughulistan, where he had ruled for a quarter of a century: Ill lll 

less cut off from intercourse with his sister's family. Babur had ore or 
met him but at the announcement of his coming, Ba bur rode ou~e~er 
his grandmother and his aunts to greet the khan. The welco ~th 
party arrived too precipitately for his uncle to stage a cerem 011~& 
reception. Babur dismounted before the khan had time to, but K~ni~J 
Khan ordered two of his sons (one being Sultan Sa'id Kha hik 
future ruler of Kashgar) to dismount and approach Babur 

0 
nf the 

Then they all remounted and rode back to meet Kichik ~ 00,t. 
mother and sisters, who had not yet arrived. Despite this confuan s 
beginning, the following day Kichik Khan formally greeted Bab s;d 
accordance with Mughul custom' (mugulca rasmlig), presentingu~. 1n 
with 'a robe, a quiver, his own horse and saddle' (bas-ayaq va q ~ 
va egarlig xassa atini 'inayat qildi), as well as 'a Mughul hat of sorini 
[wool] (maftullug muguli bork), together with 'an embroidered t~~ 
nese brocade tunic, a Chinese quiver with its stone and satchel in th

1 

old fashion' (sancma tikki:in Xata' i atlas ton va Xata' i qor burunqirasmli; 
tasi cantiyi bilii.). 18 It will be noted that, according to this passage 
Babur received a range of apparel equivalent to a complete set of 
honorific robes, namely: the bas-ayaq {equivalent to the Persian sar-o 
pa, the usual Turki term for a robe of honour of several pieces); a bark 
(Persian, taqi), a high crowned hat or mitre; and an atlas ton {Persian, 
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jama-ye atlas), a brocade or satin robe, usually an over-garment, or, 
less likely, material for such a robe but not yet made up. 

The second example falls into the category of diplomatic usage 
and relates to the extravagant durbar held in Agra in 935/1528-29, 
following Babur's victories at Khanua, Chanderi, and Gwalior. At 
that durbar there were present envoys from the Shaybanid, Kochktinji 
Khan (Kochtim Khan), from the Safavid, Shah Tahmasb I, and from 
several unnamed Indian rajas or their agents (vakil), as well as many 
Chaghtayid and Timurid kinsmen and kinswomen, and other no
tables. Elaborate ceremonial marked the occasion as well as feasting, 
elephant-, and ram-fighting, wrestling, acrobatics, and danc
ing-girls. Predictably, among much gift-giving and receiving, robes 
of honour played a conspicuous part.19 

This occasion marked the zenith of Babur's career, and at it he 
rewarded men of religious eminence, kinsmen, faithful followers 
and the representatives of potential rivals with robes of honour and 
other gifts. Khwaja 'Abd al-Shahid and Khwaja Kalan were descen
dants of Khwaja Ubayd Allah Ahrar Naqshbandi (d. 896/1490), the 
most prominent spiritual guide of the later Timurids. Kochiim Khan 
was uncle and successor to Babur's former scourge, Muhammad 
Shay bani Khan. Hasan Chalabi was the ambassador of Shah Tahmasb 
I Safavi. Abu Sa'id Sultan, ruler of Kashgar, was Babur's cousin and 
the son of his uncle Kichik Khan, previously mentioned. Mihrban 
Khanim, who may have been a daughter of 'Umar Shaykh and thus 
Babur's half-sister was Kochiim's wife, and Pulad Sultan was their 
son. Shah Hasan was the exiled son of the late ruler of Sind, Shah Beg 
Arghun. Ba bur's daughter, Ma' suma Begam was the wife of M uham
mad Zaman Mirza, grandson of Sultan Husayn Bayqara, the last 
Timurid ruler of Herat. H indal was Ba bur's fourth and youngest son. 

It would be difficult to find a better example of the way in which 
the Khil'at ceremony constituted the central act of public political 
bonding at a court in which old friends and adversaries or potential 
rivals were afffrmed by ties which, for the moment, bound them to 
the principal actor of this theatre of kingship, Babur himself. 

The quality and of garments mentioned in this passage 
also call for some comment. These events occurred only two years 
after Babur's overthrow of Sultan Ibrahim Lodi at Panipat, before 
which he had been for over two decades ruler of the petty principal-

of Kabul. It is hardly conceivable that there existed in Kabul an 
establishment for the manufacture of large quantities of fine clothing 
(karkhana), or that the garments displayed at this durbar had formerly 
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Khan's sons, Esan Temiir 
oaths of were also rewarded with gifts of 

armour, robes of honour [xil' atlar] and th 
same several formerly in the Lodi service or in that 0~ 
the sultans of who had were With 

L 



The Emperor's Clothes • 39 

(shalva), two pairs of shirts (kamis), two girdles and a scarf. Finally, 
and most valuable of all, was a garment, or set of garments, worn 
personally by the emperor (malbus-i khas).24 

Once the Mughal empire was firmly consolidated, establishments 
were set up for the manufacture and storage of huge quantities of 
fine textiles destined for members of the imperial family and house
hold, and as gifts for the servants of empire and to meet the need for 
diplomatic exchanges. The chronicles are replete with accounts of 
robings on almost every page, recording traditions of political the
atre which would survive down to the time during the eighteenth 
century when the Mughal emperors were mere rois faineants. Thus, 
Sir Thomas Roe, James I's ambassador to the court of Jahangir, 
witnessed in 1616 the reception of the envoy of the Safavid Shah 
'Abbas I, to whom Jahangir presented 'a handsom turbant, a vest of 
gould, and a girdle.'25 Roe himself, upon leaving Agra, received one 
of Jahangir's own garments: 

a cloth of gould Cloake of his owne, once or twice worne, which hee Caused 
to bee putt on my back; and I made reuerence, vary vnwillingly. When his 
Ancester Tamerlane was represented at the Theatre the Garment would well 
haue become the Actor; but it is here reputed the highest of fauour to giue 
a garment warne by the Prince, or beeing New, once layd on his shoulder.26 

Few Mughal sources provide a more revealing picture of the 
workings of ceremonial robing than the Baharistan-i Ghayb of 'Ala' al
Din lsfahani Mirza Nathan, a local chronicle chiefly concerned with 
Kuch Bihar and Assam, which begins with Jahangir's reorganization 
of the province of Bengal from 1016/1607 onwards. Among many 
instances of robing, one is especially interesting. This was the occa
sion when the new provincial governor, Islam Khan, soon after his 
arrival in Bengal, undertook several punitive expeditions against 
refractory chiefs and landholders (zamindars). Among the latter, he 
induced the hitherto independant Raja Pratapaditya of Jessore to 
submit to imperial authority. Mirza Nathan's words, describing the 
occasion, are highly significant: 

Islam Khan, for the sake of drawing the attention of other Zamindars and 
also in consideration of the high position held by the aforesaid Raja among 
the Zamindars of Bengal, bestowed honours upon him beyond measure, and 
consoled and comforted him. On the first day he was presented with a horse, 
a grand robe of honour and a bejewelled sword-belt, and thus he was 
converted into a loyal officer.27 

Raja Pratapaditya was, of course, a Hindu. 
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Like other members of his family, Jahangir welcomed visiting 
scholars and celebrities to his court, the hospitality offered often 
including gifts of robes of honour. When Mutribi al-Asamm Samar
qandi, a scholar and poet from Bukhara, visited his court, Jahangir 
ordered that he be appropriately honoured. 'A top-quality turban 
and Kashmiri shawl were given to me; and a gold-embroidered robe, 
a sash with good golden thread and decorated skirt to my son ... . 1 2s 

Later, the padshah offered him the choice of either an Iraqi or a 
Turani horse, to which his guest replied, 'Whichever is most expen
sive!' and he gave the same answer when offered the choice between 
a velvet or a broadcloth saddle, indicating that the recipients of gifts 
were not exclusively concerned with the honour they conferred, but 
also with their market-value.29 On another occasion, the padshah 
was so pleased with a storyteller from Thatta, a one-time servant f 
the former ruler of Sind, that he granted him a sonorous title, a ro~e 
of honour, a horse, an elephant and a palanquin, together With a 
thousand rupees.30 

At the other extreme, when an abortive coup on behalf of the h . 
apparent failed, Jahangir forced the wretched Prince Khusr ell'
parade between the ranks of his impaled supporters, while ha~ to 
the coup's leaders sewn up in animal-skins, which then contrac; d ~d 
the heat causing agonizing suffering to those inside them. Per~ lll 
Jahangir regarded these grotesque costumes as 'robes of dishono a:i;:s 

Among the surviving Mughal miniatures of durbar see ur. 1 

number include elements of the Khil'at ceremony. At least~~' a 
probable examples are to be found in the sumptuous manuscr· ree 
'Abd al-Hamid Lahawri's Padshah Nama, now in Windsor ~pt of 
Library. In 'Jahangir receives Prince Khurram [thefutureShahJ ~stle 
on his return from the Mewar campaign', the prince is shown a an] 
ing a dose-fitting jacket of gold brocade (nim-astin) as he pros:ear
himself before his father. The assumption that the jacket, perha ates 
former possession of his father, has just been given to him as a kh~~ ~ 
is reinforced by the figure on the left, holding out a bejeweU ~ 
scimitar, which also appears to be a gift.32 e 

In 'Jahangir presents Prince Khurram with a turban ornament' th 
pri~ce, again wearing a nim-astin, receives a turban ornament (sarp~ch~ 
which had formerly been worn by the emperor Akbar and was held 
to be propitious for the dynasty.33 

_In 'Sha~-Jahan. hono~ring ~rince Aurangz~b at his wedding', this 
prince too lS wearing a mm-astm, and commenting upon this particular 
occasion, another chronicler, 'Inayat Khan, in his Shah Jahan Nama, 
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records that A urangzeb received from his father 'a handsome robe of 
honour, a gold-threaded vest (charqub) [perhaps the one shown in the 
miniature], and two rosaries of pearls; a gold dagger with incised 
ornament and a sword and belt both studded with gems; two splen
did horses, an Iraqi and an Arab, one with jewelled, the other with 
enamelled saddle; and a superb elephant with silver housings, ac
companied by a female one. With his own hand too, His Majesty 
fastened a tiara of pearls, strung with rubies and emeralds on the 
brow of that noble youth.'34 

It is no less interesting to note the part played by the Khil'at 
ceremony in the course of routine administration. The fo!Jowing 
examples are taken from surviving documents-diary of events (siyaho 
huzur)-relating to Prince Auranzeb's first vkeroyalty of the Deccan 
provinces between 1046/1636 and 1054/1644. 

l. On 5th Rajab 1047 /13th November 1637, news reached 
Aurangzeb's camp that his uncle 'Umdat al-Mulk Shayista Khan 
[brother to his mother, Arjumand Banu BegamJ was encamped nearby 
Shayista Khan was invited into Aurangzeb's private quarters (.ghusl 
khana), where he received a sar-u pa, a charqub (a Turkish-sty]e tunic 
emboidered with cloth of gold),35 two Iraqi horses, and a bejewelled 
dagger. Here is an example of a very senior official (and a kinsmen) 
receiving acknowledgement of his illustrious status.36 

2. A few days later, on 9th Rajab 1047 /17November1637, a formal 
durbar was held to celebrate Aurangzeb's twentieth birthday. The 
prince was weighed.in coins and received gifts of money (nazar). He 
in turn distributed robes of honour among twenty to thirty service 
nobles (mansabdars). The list is interesting, including Shayista Khan, 
Yusufb. Malik Am bar [son of the Mughals' great foe in Ahmadnagar ], 
a steward of Aurangzeb's elder sister Jahanara Begam, and several 
Hindu mansabdars: Prithi Raj, Bhimsen Rathore, Rustam Rai, 
Bhagwandas Bundela and Shivaji Hanmant.37 

3. On 19th Rajah 1047 /27 November 1637, robes of honour were 
distributed to some men from Bijapur, perhaps envoys of the sultan 
of Bijapur, Muhammad 'Adil Shah, and to five eunuchs of the impe
rial household.38 

4. On 13th Dhu'al-Hija 1053/12February1644, Muhammad 'Adil 
Shah, sultan of Bijapur, sent gifts to Aurangzeb. Robes of honour 
were conferred upon the envoys who had brought them.39 

Such examples of robing in the course of routine public appear
ances are further confirmed in the chronicle-literature. The instances 
given below are taken from Saqi Must' ad Khan'sM'aathir-i 'Alamgiri, 
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an abbreviated history of the reign of Aurangzeb (1068/1658-1118/ 
1707). 

1. On 21st Shawwal 1069 /2 July 1659, at a durbar celebrating the 
birthday of Aurangzeb's third son, Muhammad 'Azam, the prince 
received a sarpech, a jewelled dagger, and five horses. On this occa
sion, a robe of honour, an honorific title, and promotion were con
ferred upon Malik Jiwan, zamindar of Dadar, who had taken prisoner 
Dara Shukoh and his son Sipihr Shukoh.40 

2. Also in 1070/1660, an envoy from Subhan Quli Khan, the Uzbek 
ruler of Balkh, arrived at court, dying shortly afterwards. His com
panions were robes of honour and 20,000 rupees, and sent 
away.41 

3. Meanwhile, there arrived in Surat one Qasim Aqa, envoy of 
Husayn Pasha, Ottoman governor of Basra. Like the other 1::u·t0assi.es. 
the purpose of this mission was to congratulate Aurangzeb upon h. 
accession, and the pasha's gifts included both Arab and Per . 18 

horses, as well as Georgian slaves. On his reception by thee- smn 
· f h d " 1Peror the envoy received a robe o onour an 5,000 rupees. At his con ,' 

he was given another robe of honour and 12,000 rupees; his ge, 
dants received 1,000 rupees each; and a bejewelled sword w atten
to the pasha.42 as sent 

4. Budaq Beg, the envoy of 'Abbas II, was received in Delhi 
Shawwal 1071 /22 or 23May1661, and after presenting to Aura 
the shah's letter of congratulation upon his accession ngzeb 
robe of honour, a turban-jeweC a bejewelled'-'-"'""''~·· 
(argaia) in gold cup and saucer, and betel-nut in a golden 

At on 10th Dhu on 
Budaq 
a lakh 

. PM~~ th 
gifts to the included a h e 

a gold and bridle, two elephants, a howdah a ;rse 
elephant-litter with gold and decoration, and a pa1anqui~ an 
similar trappings.43 

5. On 4th Rabi' II 1071 November 1661, an envoy arrived fr 
'Abd of Bukhara. received a robeo~ 
honour, a dagger with a pearl-encrusted strap and 20,000 rupees a d 
was provided with a house in which to At his conge, ' n 

robe a bejewelled dagger, and 30,000 
6. Finally, the ended, Aurangzeb of the 

his Mir Jumla, in Kuch Bihar and 
son, Muhammad Amin Khan, a 
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honour, while sending to Mir Jumla himself a congratulatory farman, 
a special robe of honour, a standard of yaks' tails signifying the rank 
of 10,000 [tuman-tuqh], and a crore [10,000,000or100 lakhs] of rupees. 
This sum, however, may not have been a gift per se, but reimburse
ment for military expenses.45 

One further instance: Aurangzeb sent Sir George Oxenden, the 
East India Company's president in Surat, who had successfully 
defended the English factory there from a Maratha attack in 1664, 
'a Collator Serpaw, a Robe of Honour from Head to Foot,' with an 
abatement of customs tolls.46 

The instances given above exemplify the many ways in which 
robes of honour and the Khil'at ceremony served the political objec
tive of rewarding, honouring, and bonding servants of the state, 
personnel of the imperial bureaucracy, and the representatives of 
foreign rulers. Significantly, during the decades of Mughal mili
tary, political, and economic decline that followed the death of 
A urangzeb in 1118 /1707, the ceremonial granting of robes of honour 
continued to carry great weight. Throughout the eighteenth century, 
those Mughal governors who converted themselves into de facto 
independant rulers (e.g., in Awadh, Bengal, and Hyderabad), invad
ers from outside the sub-continent, and military adventurers of all 
kinds from within all maintained a ceremony which constituted the 
quintessential act of public bonding between a superior and an 
inferior. 

An interesting example of the ubiquity of robing is provided by 
Ahmad Shah Abdali, founder of the Durrani Afghan monarchy, who 
arrived in Delhi in Jumada II 1170 /January 1757 on one of his several 
visitations to the Mughal capital. On this occasion, among those he 
honoured was Mughalani Begam, the widow of Mu' in al-Mulk, the 
late governor of Panjab, who, since her husband's death in 1167 I 
1753, had become a prominent political figure in north-western In
dia. At the time of granting her the government of Jalindhar duab, 
Jammu and Kashmir, he conferred upon her some of his own cloth
ing (malbus-i khas), the highest possible honour, together with a 
sarpech.47 Although Mughalani Begam herself was not a sovereign 
princess but merely an agent of the Durrani padshah, she herself 
conferred robes of honour upon her dependants, including, on one 
occasion, the kotwal of Jammu.48 A somewhat parallel case to Ahmad 
Shah Abdali's recognition of Mughalani Begam was the occasion 
when the Mughal padshah, Shah 'Alam, granted what was described 
as a magnificent robe of honour to Zeb-un-Nisa Begam (better known 
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as the Begam Samru) for her spirited rallying of Mughal troops on 
the battlefield.49 

In all likelihood, women gave to and received from each other 
robes of honour, but by the eighteenth century it seems to have 
become accepted practice for some at least to award them to men. 
After the death of Shah' Alam's minister, Mirza NajafKhan, in Jomada 
I 1197 /April 1782, his sister, Khadija Sultan Begam, threw herself 
into the maelstrom of court intrigue as a major power broker. As part 
of the struggle to control the outcome of events, she sent robes of 
honour on various occasions to her nephew, Mirza Shafi Khan, to 
'Abd al-Ahd Khan Majid al-Daw la, the diwan of the khalsa, to sev
eral other imperial officers, and t~ ~he E.as! India Company's agent in 
Delhi, Major James Browne.50 Political fiction represented these robes 
as a mother's gift 'to her children,' although in reality they we 
unambiguou~ evidence of the begam's political patronage.s1 re 

By this time, it had long become normative in India for 
Muslims to be recipients of robing honours. In 1736, for exam pl no~
nawab of Arcot, Dos~ Ali Khan, dispa!ched to Pondicherry a e, t e 
sought farman granting the Compagme des Indes Orientales . 
ing rights. It was accompanied by a robe of honour for the gov rnint
Benoit Dumas.52 In 1743, the nizam Asaf Jah entered the Carn:r.nor, 
regulate its affairs and to expel the Marathas from Trinchinopolyt:i~o 
East India Company's governor of Fort St. George, Richurd Be·, ~ 
prudently 'sent an embassy with gifts to the nizam, who nson, 
them in Trinchinopoly. Each of the individual members of 
Company's mission received a sar-u pa, and later that same d the 
nizam's representative handed over a sar-u pa wrapped in a ay,~~e 
cloth, accompanied by several horses with their accoutremen;' ite 
presentation to Governor Benson.53 In 1794, the British merces, for 
George Thomas, then in the of Apa Khande Rao 

0 
naryf 

Shinde's commanders in northern India, found himself acc;m;e 0 

ing Apa Khande Rao and his fellow Maratha officers into the any
ence of Shah 'Alam to affirm to the padshah the loyalty of Shinde' 
successor, Daulat Rao.54 They all received robes of honour, probabl 5 

similar to those which Lieutenant William Francklin received fro~ 
Shah 'Alam in the following year, described as consisting of a light 
Indian dress, 'a turban, jammah [jama, surcoat] and kummerband 
all cotton, with small gold sprigs.'55 ' 

Perhaps, in eighteenth-century India, the venerable custom of 
nwarding of honour for service was becoming lTivialized into 
something little better than a pourboire. The raffish nawab of Awadh, 
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Asaf al-Dawla, would as casually bestow a robe of honour upon his 
engraver for carving an unusually attractive signet ring as he would 
upon the superintendent of his arsenal for casting a fine cannon.56 

CONCLUSIONS 

To conclude, it may be said of Mughal robing customs that, while 
they conformed to practices established throughout the Islamic world 
centuries earlier, they had long since lost any religious significance if 
indeed they ever had any. Naturally, 'ulama', fuqaha' and Sufi shaykhs 
continued to be among the recipients of honours, but the ceremony 
had acquired such an unambiguously non-denominational character 
that it now permitted rulers and notables of impeccable religious 
credentials to use it to honour and reward women and children as 
well as men; slaves and eunuchs as well as the freeborn; and non
Muslims as well as believers. 

NOTES AND REFERENCES 

1. Parts of this chapter were read at panel entitled 'The Politics of Ceremo
nial in Mughal and Post-Mughal lndia,' 28th Annual Conference on South 

University of Wisconsin at Madison, 160ctober 1999. 
2. For further information, see Robes and Honor: The Medieval World of 

Investiturq, edited by Stewart Gordon (New York: Palgrave, 2001). 
Robing in medieval Iceland might not have been anticipated. See, for 

example, the saga of Egil Skallagrimsson. The English king, Aethelstan (924-
939) rewarded Egil for his poetry with two gold arm-rings and a fine cloak 
that the king himself had worn. Later in the saga, the Norwegian noble, 
Arinbjorn, gave Egil for Yuletide 'a ~obe made of silk, thickly embroidered 
with gold, and with gold clasps all the way down [and] ... a full set of 
garments newly made cut from English cloth in many colours.' Egil's Saga, 
trans. Christine Fell (London: J.M. Dent), 1975, pp. 86, 125. 

3. J. M. Rogers, The Uses of Anachronism: Cultural and Methodological 
Diversity pi Islamic Art, an inaugural lecture delivered on 17 October 1991 by 
J.M. Rogers, Nasser David Khalili, Professor of Islamic Art and Archaeology 
in the University of London (London: School of Oriental and African Studies, 
University of London, 1994), p. 30. 

4. G. S. Colin, 'BARAKA,' Encyclopaedia of Islam [hereinafter, EI], 2nd edn, 
vol. 1, p. 1032. 

5. See, for example, Simon Digby, 'Tabarrukat and Succession among the 
Great Chishti Shaykhs of the Delhi Sultanate,' in Delhi througlz the Ages: 
Essays in Urban History, Culture and Society, ed. R. E. Frykenberg (Delhi: 
Oxford University 1986), pp. 63-103. [Note that this chapter is omitted 



46 • Robes of Horwur 

from the 1993 paperback edition!] See also R. Basset, 'BURDA,' EI (2), vol. p. 
1314. 

6. Paula Sanders, Ritual, Politics; and the in Fatimid Cairo York: 
State of New York Press, 1994), p. 

7. This is central thesis of my chapter, 'From Baghdad to Bukhara, 
from Ghazna to Delhi: The Khil'at ceremony in the transmission of 
pomp and circumstance', in Robes and Honor. 

8. Taj al-Din Hasan-i Nizami, Taj al-M.a' athir, trans. 
Saud Ahmad Dehlavi, 1998), p. 110. See also A. B. 
Founda-tion of Muslim Rule in India (Allahabad: Central Book 
pp. 61-2; Muhammad Aziz Ahmad, Political and 
Early Turkish Empire of Delhi (New Delhi: Orient Books 
1972), 79; and Peter Jackson, The Delhi Sultanate 

9. v. 
1991), p. 3. 

Press, 1999), p. 10. 
Kanlwdade Prabandha (New Delhi: 

10. Minhaj-i Siraj Juzjani, Tabaqat-i Nasiri, ed. A. H. Habibi I 
Historical Society of Afghanistan, 1963-4), pp. 411-2. 

11. At the birth of a nephew, Mahmud of Ghazna is said to haves b 
mother and child robes of honour. See H. M. Elliot and J. en t oth 
of India as Told by its Own Historians V (Loudon: Trubner and 1869) 

12. The slaves, naturally, tended to be mamluks or eunuchs. ' 
also gave robes of honour to Muslims. The twelfth-century 
Usama b. Munqid, mentions how during a truce in 1108 
horse to 1.hncrcd, count of Antioch. The Kurdish groom who uunn'~-·-
the animal so the Norman with his 



The Emperor's Clothes • 4 7 

Qasida by Rudaki', Journal of the Rayal Asiatic Society (1926), 213-37; and E. 
Yarshater, 'The Theme of Wine-Drinking and the Concept of the Beloved in 
Early Persian Poetry,' Studia Isiamica 13 (1960): 43-7. 

15. Nizami 'Arudi Samarqandi, Chahar Maqala, ed. M. Qazvini (London: 
Luzac and Co., 1927), pp. 82-5; trans. E.G. Browne (London: Luzac and Co., 
1921), pp. 115-8. 

16: Ibid. (Qazvini), pp. 64-5; ibid. (Browne), pp. 92-5. 
17. 'Account of the Grand Festival by the Amir Timur on the Plains of 

Kaneh Gul, or Mine of Roses ... trans. from the Mulfuzat Timuri ... by Colonel 
[William] Francklin,' Miscellaneous Translations from Oriental Languages (Lon
don) 2 (1834), p. 7. 

18. Zahiruddin Muhammad Babur Mirza, Baburnama, ed. and trans. 
W. M. Thackston, I (Cambridge, Mass.: Department of Near Eastern Lan
guages and Civilizations, Harvard University, 1993), p. 207 (para. 102b). In 
a subsequent version, Thackston suggests that maftullug qualifying bark 
might mean 'the high-peaked Mongolian hat decorated with a twisted 
applique or braid ... ' W.M. Thackston, The Baburnama (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), p. 140. He takes the stone (tas) accompanying the 
quiver to refer to a thumb-ring, perhaps of jade. Ibid., p. 140. 

19. Baburnama, op. cit., vol. 3, pp. 747-9 (paras 351b-353a). 
20. Ibid., vol. 3, pp. 777-9 (para. 367b). 
21. Ibid., vol. 3, p. 795 (para. 376a). 
22. Ibid., vol. 3, pp. 796-7 (para. 377a). 
23. Bayazid Biyat, Tadhkira-ye Humayun wa Akbar, ed. M. Hidayat Hosain 

(Calcutta: Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1941), pp. 141-2. 
24. The subject of exactly what Khil' at consisted of deserves further study, 

but see William Irvine, 'The Army of the Indian Moghuls: Its Organization 
and Administration', Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, new series (July 1896), 
509-70 (p. 533); idem., The Army of the Indian Moghuls, (London: Luzac & Co., 
1903), p. 29. 

25. William Foster, ed., The Embassy of Sir Thomas Roe to the Court of the 
Great Mogul, 1615-1619, 11 (London: Hakluyt Society, 1899), p. 296. 

26. Ibid., vol. u, p. 334. Roe would have been familiar with stage perfor
mances of Marlowe's Tamburlaine the Great, first performed in 1587 and 
thereafter frequently revived in the following decades. 

27. Mirza Nathan, Baharistan-i Ghaybi, trans. M. I. Borah, 1 (Gauhati: 
Government of Assam Press, 1936), p. 27. 

28. 'Mutribi' al-Asamm Samarqandi, Conversations with Emperor Jaha11gi.r, 
trans. Richard C. Foltz (Costa Mesa: Mazda Publishers 1998), p. 24. 

29. Ibid., p. 37. 
30. Jahangir, Tuzuk, trans. Alexander Rogers and Henry Beveridge, I 

(London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1909-14), pp. 68--9. 
31. Ibid., See also, Fernao Guerreiro, Relai;am, trans. C.H. Payne, /aJ-.angir 

and the Jesuits (London: George Routledge & Sons Ltd., 1930), pp. 8--11. 



48 • Robes of Honour 

32. M. C. Beach, et al., King of the World (London: Azimuth Editions, 1997), 
PP· 94-5. 

33. Ibid., pp. 96-7. 
34. Ibid., pp. 108-9. W. E. Begley and Z. A. Desai, The Shahjahannama of 

'Inayat Khan (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 208. 
35. A. J. B. Pavet de Courteille, Dictinnnaire Turk-Oriental (Paris, 1870), 

p. 274. 
36. M. Naseer al-Din Khan, Selected Documents of Shah Jahan's Reign 

(Hyderabad: Daftar-i Diwani, 1950), pp. 27-9. 
37. Ibid., pp. 33-43. 
38. Ibid., pp. 50-6. 
39. Ibid., pp. 115-6. 
40. Saqi Must' ad Khan, Maasir-i-' Alamgiri, trans. Jadunath Sarkar (Calcutta: 

Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1947), p. 15. 
41. Ibid., p. 20. 
42. Ibid., pp. 20-2. 
43. Ibid., pp. 21-2. 

44. Ibid., pp. 22-3. For furbt~er ~orma~nzo~~~s~Fdip~omatic missions 
at the beginning of Aurangze s reign, see . . a1, ore1gn Embassi t 
Aurangzeb's Court at Delhi, 1661-65, in R. E. Frykenberg (ed.), Delhi Th es ~ 
tlzc Ages: Essays in Urban History, Culture and Society, (Delhi: Oxford U r?ug 1 

sity Press, 1986), pp. 192-204. [Omitted in the 1993 paperback editio::;ver-
45. Ibid., p. 24. For the phrase tiiman-tugh, see Pa vet de Courteille, 0~ . 

pp. 236, 246. In the A'in-i Akbari, Abu'l Fad! remarks: ·cit., 

'The chatrtugh, a kind of 'alam [standard], but smaller than it, is adorned With th . 
of Tibetan yaks. The tUmantugh is like the chatrtugh, but longer. Both insignia aree~ails 
of the highest dignity, and the latter is bestowed upon great nobles only.' [Trans!" ags 
tion modified.] ltera-

(Abu'l Fad! 'Allami, A'in-i Akbari, trans. H. Blochmann and I-I. s. Ja 
1 (Calcutta: Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1927-48), p. 52.) rrett, 

46. William Crooke, ed., A New Account of East India and Persia ... by John 
Fryer, 1 (London: The Hakluyt Society, 1909-15), p. 223. 

47. Tahmas Beg Khan, Tahmas Nama, trans. P. Setu Madhava Rao, (Bomba . 
Popular Prakashan, 1967), pp. 46-7. y. 

48. Ibid., p. 74. 
49. J. Baillie Fraser, Military Memoir of Lieu.-Col. James Skinner, C.B., 

1 (London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1851), pp. 287-8. 
SO. Sir Jadunath Sarkar. Persian Records of Maratha History, vol. 1, Delhi 

Affairs (1761-1788) (News-letters from Parasnis Collectinn) (Bombay: Govern
ment of Bombay Press, 1953), and Krishna Dayal Bhargava, Indian Records 
Series: Broome Correspondence (Delhi: National Archives of India, 1960). 

51. Bhargava, op. cit., pp. 35-6. 
52. J. Frederick Price and K. Rangachari, eds, The Private Diary of Ananda 

Ranga Pillai, Dubash to Joseph Franqois Dupleix, Governor of Pondicherry, 1 



The Emperor's Cwthes • 49 

(Madras: Government of Madras Press, 1904-28), p. 3. The Compagnie des 
J ndes Ori en tales seems to have developed a modified version of robe-giving 
to its servant:;. See, e.g., ibid, 1: 56--7. 

5:i. J Till boys Wheeler, Annals of the Madras Presidency, 1861-62, 111 (rpt by 
Low Price Publication, Delhi, 1990), pp. 242-3. 

54. William Francklin, Military Memoirs of Mr. George Thomas; ... a general 
i11 the Si'ruic1' of the native powers in the north-west of India (London: John 
Stockdale, 1805), pp. 23--4. 

55. William Francklin, 'An Account of the Present State of Delhi,' Asiatick 
Ri'scarclzcs 4 (1795): 426. 

5(). Yusuf Husain, News-Letters, 1767-1799 (Nawab Mir Nizam Ali Khan's 
F!,ei,i.;11) (Hyderabad: Hyderabad Government Press, 1955), pp. 56, 59. 



• 

3 

'Voluntary' Re/,ationships and Royal Gifts 
ofPan in Mughal Bengal 1 

David 

This ch.apter explores 'giving' ~nd 'taking up' ~iin as an ambi.gu
ous and changing system of signs through which a ruler and his 

subjects could enact political relations in the somewh~t pu.blic space 
of a South Asian court. It focu~es on the Mughal period m Bengal, 
and on the first half of the eighteenth century, when governor 
(nawabs) of Bengal became virtually independent of control from th: 
Delhi court. 

This chapter is upon four premises that fippJy equally t 
royal gifts of pan; and to k~iil' at, or robes of ho~1our, and to many othe~ 

gifts of honour durmg the Mughal period. :me premise is 
despite the development of some bureaucratic to enabI 

rule over a vast territory, courtly politics in the Mughal empire con~ 
tinued to be upon personal relations with the emperor, and 
this 'patrimonial' dimension of the empire was repeated at 

of courtly within it.2 The second is that to thf' extent 
that relations in Mughal polity were personal relations, they 
could be both represented by and constituted through royal gift-giv

in general gifts from rulers 'embody every bit as much 
n"r"",.'" as their relations. The third is that it is important to 

the rational, self-interested, 'calculative dimension' of gifts 
so and constituted personal political relations;4 

and that this 'calculative dimension' can be found in the two, poten-
differenl of the donor and the recipient Therefore, 

the public meaning of an act of gift-giving is subject to negotiation 
and remain ambiguous, The final premise is that to understand 
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gift-giving in a particular context as Stewart Gordon 
gues, analysis of the relationship of the two participants, 
analysis of a mediating which share through the 
encounter of and of the audience for 
this encounter, 

Royal of 
gifts. Like many of honour in South 
participated in an asymmetrical process by a 
'marked' the bodies of his subjects, thus both subordinating them 
and honouring them in his polity. In some gifts of 

also was a special reciprocal gesture, 'taking up' to indicate 
the acceptance of a particular command (or, possibly, of a new rela
tion between subject and ruler). An expectation that 'taking up' 
was to be voluntary implied limits to the ruler's authority, through 
the possibility, however remote, that piin might not be 'taken and 
the command thereby declined. This chapter examines both 
historical accounts and Bengali narratives to attempt to trace 
changing uses of royal gifts of It suggt~sts trends in the Mughal 
period to greater emphasis to more finely elaborate and 
expensive gifts of honour, and to impose new courtly ceremonies 
expressing a Mughal ruler's more absolute and bureaucratic author
ity. I will argue that the ceremony of giving and 'taking 
mained only marginally useful to the Mughals because, more than 
other gifting ceremonies, it signified personal choice on the part of 
the recipient. By attending closely to the politics of changing, 
ambiguous, and contested meanings, this chapter also shows where 
royal gifts of piin and the ceremony of 'taking up' pan were modified 
to express a more absolute authority, or were displaced towards pe
ripheral, ephemeral, or ambiguous relationships. It suggests a per
sistent thematic contrast between voluntarily 'taking up' piin in 
unofficial or improvised ceremonies, and the less conditional 
sometimes coerced obeisance dramatized in official, imperial 
Mughal ceremonies. 

GIFTS OF PAN AS ROYAL HONOURS 

In travellers' rPrvw1~" 
medieval and 
monies of giving tiimlnlla, that 
with lime, shaved areca nuts 
robes of honour, of tlimbi.lla were 

literature from late 

.. 
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constitute political relationships. Such gifts can be documented 1 n 
South and South-East Asia, and in both Muslim and Hindu courtsh 

For example1 gifts of piin and areca nuts concluded feasts arranged 
by Sultan Muhammad Tughluq for his nobles and for foreign visi
tors, and were received with expressions of homage.7 Ibn Battuta 
records the ceremony for this occasion: 

It is their custom that the person to whom this [platter containing 'betel' I is 
brought out takes the platter in his hand, places it upon his shoulder and 
then does homage with his other hand touching the ground.8 

Similarly, gifts of piin and areca nuts were part of the 'hospitnlity 
gifts' of Sultan Muhammad Tughluq when he arranged to supply 
food in kind, and cash maintenance allowances to favoured foreign 
guests upon their arrival at his court. Ibn Battuta's 'hospitality gift' 
was fixed at 1,000 pounds of flour, 1,000 pounds of 'flesh-meat', and 
1,000 'betel leaves', together with sugar, tubers and areca nuts.9 I fos
pitality gifts of piin and camphor also are described at the court of 
Vijayanagar,10 and in a variety of Mughal courtly settings. 

Both in courts and in wealthy homes gifts of tiimbiila also were 
customary to honour guests at their departure. A Sanskrit witticism 
states, 'Oh friend, there are a hundred-thousand good qualities of . 
tiimbula. It has, however, one great fault (mahiindo~o), viz. the send in'~ 
away [of guests] after its ~estowal.'11 A! Ga~dikota Jean Baptist~ 
Tavernier received such a gift from Nawab Mir Jumla of Golkond· 
after showing M"ir Jumla je~els which he hoped would be purchase'J 
by the king of Golkonda.1 Peter Mundy, in India from 1628--:q 
briefly mentioned gifts of piin to guests at parting, 'soe that w h . ' 
they send for Paane, it is a sign of dispeedinge, or that it is tyme hi ;)

1

~ 
g~n.' 13 N~colo Manucci (1653-1708) clearly described the etiquette ~ 1~ 
this practice: 

It is an exceedingly common practice in India to offer betel leaf by W<iv of 
politeness, chiefly among the great men, who, when anyone pays thc;n ,1 

visit, offer betel at the time of leaving as a mark of good will, and of tlw 
estimation in which they hold the eerson who is visiting them. It would be a 
great piece of rudeness to refuse it. 4 

l .ike robes of honour, gifts of tiimbUla differed in value, and thus tlwy 
could indicate how much the recipient was favoured by the donor 
Gifts of piin could differ by the number of piin leaves included. A text 
of Dharmashastra suggests that 32 leaves were appropriate for a 
king, 24 for a tributary prince1 6 for an enemy, and 4 for a common 
person.15 Piin leaves themselves were also graded by colour, tasll', 
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smell, and tenderness to the tongue.16 tiimbUla could in-
in addition to the . ingredients of finely 

sliced areca nut, and shells, a variety of very 
costly imported and 'medidnes', among which we 
list catechu, ambergris, doves, and rarest of 
camphor. 'the used tamlnila prepared with these 
additional ingredients.17 

Courts distributed and consumed large quantities of piin leaves. 
In marginal notes to the travel account of John Huyghen van Lin
schoten, Bernard ten Broecke appends the following comment about 
use of piin by Nizam Shah of Ahmadnagar: 
It is said that [Nizam thereof, to the valew of above 
thirtie thousand Milrcyes. is banquetting stuffe, and this 
make a of it to and the KinPs it to their subjects. 
the mixed with their own and lo ot:hers by their Servants. When 

send any man of or when anybody will travel; there are 
certain Silke Purses full of prepared Bettele delivered unto him, and no man 
may depart before it be delivered him, for it is a token of his passe port.

18 

The A'm-i Akbari mentions bundles of piin of truly imperial dimen
sions: 'A bundle of 11,000 leaves was formerly called a 'Lahasa' 
which name is now given to a bundle of 14,000'.19 Associated with 
using tiimb17la and giving it to others were costly implements: 
elled boxes in which the leaves were stored, with 
ments for areca-nuts, spices, camphor, or other &ubshmces 
applied to the le,wes, elaboratelv decorated tools to cut areca nuts 
into small and, of course,'spittoons. Sets of these implements 
are also found throughout South and South-East Asia.20 Like of 
robes of honour, royal gifts of piin must have required economic or
ganization to ensure supply of the necessary ingredients for tiimb11la, 
and supply of the implements with which they were prepared and 
presented. Nevertheless, one tiimb11la looks rather like another, and I 
assume that for the same expense a ruler could have given them to a 
much larger number of people than he could have robes of 
honour. 

Like of robes of honour, of 
the of who by a trace of 
ruler's own body; for the gift which carried the most honour was a 
tiimbula prefiared for the ruler's use, and better, given by the ruler's 
own hand, 1 and it was to be taken into the subject's mouth. We 
recognize an asymmeh~ical symbolic process usual to royal gifts of 
food, of perfumes and unguents, of robes of honour,22 and of tiimbula: 
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dinating 
mains 'unmarked' 

Royal of may have differed other 
Ordinarily tamlmla were valuable only 

24 One cannot that they were as endur-
as were robes of honour and the writs 

(farnzan) of honour often Can we assume 
that the ceremonfo I ~6'"m~"" of 

and the 

'ENJOYMENT' (BHOG) AND THE THIRTEEN 
PROPERTIES OF TAMBULA 

Dharmashastra thirteen qualities of 
even in heaven.' Tiimbufa is: 

bitter, sweet, 
.,,,..,,,;,..id,.. it removes phlegm and 

the mouth; and it makes the fire 

tiimb1Ba was forbidden to 1,;1c1L1>::.•~1> 
sire' should not increased: ascetics 

widows and others who were 
and menstruating women, for 

as 
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There also were mental of tiimlnlla, for 
understanding and intelligence were thought to be more acute if 
one was in the condition of rather than 'wet' heat. An Arabic 
medical treatise lists among the benefits Indians from the 
dry heat of taml1iJla, that it 'raises the uL1x:u1~"' 

The Indians use it instead of wine after which brightens their minds 
and drives away their cares . Whoever uses it becomes he has a 
perfumed breath, of its aromatic, the which 
it brings, and its 1n1••d•>·r,, 

An European traveller also reported both mental and 
benefits: 'In this way [by chewing areca nuts and piin leaves] 
and stomach are cleared, and the gums teeth strengthened '

31 

Finally, there were social benefits of having good breath. This same 
traveller, Garcia da Orta wrote: 

Chiefly when men go to have an interview with some person of quality, they 
approach [pan] in their mouths, so as to out a pleasant smell. 
Among these people it is so detested to smell that common 
people put their hands before their mouths so as out an unpleas-
ant smell when in presence of a person in authority. 

Because it causes 'fire' to burn more brightly, while removing 
'wind' and counteracting 'phlegm', tamliUla might have been both 
given and 'taken up' in order to produce the kind of person who 
could undertake a difficult: mission, someone with the mental and 
moral qualities of and fortitude, besides the 
ones of good health and a capacity for and ac
tion, and someone who could be introduced with pleasure to court]~ 
society because of his sweet breath. I have found no Bengah 
text which explicitly this instrumental explanation for 
gifts of as 'tonic and prophylactic', but such explanations are 
given for robing in a variety of contexts, because the donor's 
tual state' was transferred by a he had worn or 
Perhaps the idea needed no 

'TAKING UP' PAN 
Whereas making gift<> of pan to show honour-to Muslims 
and Europeans alike, and to both subjects and visitors from 
was a custom South Asian Muslim rulers, an 
apparently associated with some royal of 

,,v..,.,.,.-1;,",1- for rallying non-
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Muslims, at least in the period of the Delhi Sultanate. This was !he 
gesture of 'taking up' piin in order to symbolize acceptance of a par
ticular command or assignment from the ruler. For example, Barani 
reports that in 1290 rebellious Hindu warriors, the 'rawats and pai ks' 
of Hindusthan, 'flocked around [Balaban's nephew Malik Chhaju], 
and the most noted of them received betel from him, and promised to 
fight against the standards of the Sultan [Jalal al-Di:n].'34 Other 
authors emphasize the action of 'taking up' the tiimbiila, not just pas
c;ively receiving it from the ruler's hands, as the gesture signifying 
acceptance of responsibility for carrying out a particular, and oft('11 
dangerous command.35 We will see that references to 'taking piin' can 
be found in middle Bengali narrative literature from the fifteenth to 

the '"ighteenth century, and the idiom 'taking up piin' to mean 'ac
cepting a command' also exists in Hindi.36 Of course, a latent possi · 
bility of the latter ceremony was its opposite: occasionally the subject 
properly might decline the ruler's command, by declining to 'take 
up' the gift of piin.37 In this way, 'taking up' piin recognizes a mon• 
limited authority than that of 'fealty', where the obligation to serve in 
theory was conditional (the ruler had to meet his obligations to pro
vide a livelihood) but unspecific.38 The voluntary dimension of 'tak
ing up' piin, albeit limited in practice-opens more space for 
ri12gotiation between a ruler and his nobles, and the ceremony in 
court might have sealed a bargain the two already had reached. f 
the next section I will describe the way one Bengali text from ll 

1 ~ 
latter half of the sixteenth century extends the ceremony of 'takin 

1
,(; 

piin, by developing a potential for gifts of piin to be distributed to~i 
large number of people. 

GIFTS OF PAN IN MUKUNDA'S CAJ:.!QfMANGAL 

This section will examine royal gifts of piin in the long Bengali narra
tive poem, Ca7Jqf:mangal by Mukunda Cakrabarn,39 a man widely ac
knowledged to have been the best author of all Ca7Jqfmangal, if not of 
all mangal-kalJya.40 Mukunda's Ca7Jqfmangal was written in the second 
half of the sixteenth century.41 During the period of Mughal rule in 
the following century and a half, it became well known and wide! y 
copied throughout Bengal. Although new Ca7Jqfmangal continued 
to be composed in this period, most later poets closely folloWl'( l 
Mukunda's model, at least in the region of Rarh, the deltaic plains 
south of the Ganga and west of the Bhagirathi rivers.42 One episode 
of this poem describes how Kalketu1 an untouchable hunter dwelling 
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Mukunda's version is 
founding his Kalketu 

who came to settle. 
I agree with Sukumar that Mukunda Cakrabarfi 

wrote his the first Mughal of 
which and ended with the 

in 1580. an account of the poem's 
found in some manuscripts, mentions the Hindu 
nor for later Man of 
Gaur, Bm1ga and Utkal' and 
his from Bengal 'as Man 
Singh became in chieO of Bihar in 1587, 
and campaigned in Bihar between 1588 1590, and in Orissa be
tween 1590 and 1594. He was appointed 
in and in east Bengal between 1594 and 
1598 he to return to to 
deputy. The verse in which Man is 
how and after the Raja's departure, Mukunda also 
home village in what now is Burdwan West 
small Hindu of (probably 
upland and then at the border between 
and he received the patronage that him to 

46 However unlike Mukunda's near 
who composed his version of 

to the Mughal rebellion 
does not mention Akbar. Nor does he mention 
noble, or Raja Man 
in or the 
temple, which Man 
ably Mukunda would heard of those recent events from eye-

if indeed he had moved to and composed his 
Brahmanbhum some time after 1598. Sukumar Sen has 

the he has proposed a 
case, I think that 

of reflects "'''""''u 

In situation 

.. 
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of labour scarcity, village headmen, who themselves were labour 
controllers, used their mobility to negotiate for better terms from al
ternative rulers. Crucial to their interests were: an initial period of tax 
free possession to allow development of cultivation, of title 
to the land would cultivate, permanency of settlement of the 
land revenue demand, absence of labour taxes or additional cesses or 
taxes in kind, and their own control of agency for tax collection from 
sub-leasors (rather than tax collection by the ruler's officials).50 Vil-

headmen also considered the procedure for assessing the land 
revenue demand strictly, by measurement of the land, or more 
loosely, per plough), its remission for harvest failures, the schedule 
of its instalments, and the security held for and the rate of interest 
assessed on unpaid instalments of the land revenue before har
V<:'sting.51 On the other hand, a ruler's problems were how to satisfy 
the demands of various labour controllers coming to his territory 
with their dependants, given competition for scarce labour on the 
agrarian frontier, and at the same time how to establish direct and 
permanent relationships with those dependants (circumventing 
the mediation of village headmen). In Mukunda's narrative, Kalketu 

pan to show honour to all his subjects. I suggest that an ex
panded ceremony presenting royal gifts of pan to all subjects, rathe 
than only to those receiving special honour or accepting a specif~ 
command, was recommended in thi<> text in order to create dire 

1~ 
links betwt?en a ruler and his subjects. c 

In this text, 'taking' a gift of piin always symbolizes a willingness 
to the superior who Several instances of of piin h i 
us to see different contexts. Cal,1~11 command:~ 

to build Kalketu's and with th 
Bisvakarma 'held directive: 

were of course oral. I 
indicates the afljali gesture of settling a burden 

upon the to indicate of a command. We are told 
that Risvakarma 'held upon his head'.52 

Gifts could be in the context of a particular command 
or of an enduring relationship of fealty. When BiSvakarma had buil~ 

turned to the problem of providing it with set
and eventually asked Indra for assistance. Indra in turn com-

manded . . to help 'Take my piin, You will repay 
Qmckly go with Ca1;11;lika.'53 Salt was of course one of the 

of military servin:>. To be 'true to ones salt' meant to be loyal, 
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and to 'repay ones salt' meant to perform the duties or to fulfill the 
responsibilities for which one had been engaged as a military re
tainer, in a relationship where a general fealty was expected of the 
~nferior, a~d whe~e continued fealty depended on the superior's abil
ity to provide the salt' of remuneration!-4 

Piin seems not to have been 'given' or 'taken' in relations of equal
ity.55 Mukunda's text however suggests that·the ceremony might be 
used beyond the context of a particular command, wherever a rela
tionship allowed for the subject's choice, and combined aspects both 
of fealty and of redistribution. Thus, we are told of Muslims, the first 
group of settlers in Kalketu's kingdom, 'Having taken the hero's piin, 
all the Muslims settled; he gave them the western quarter.'56 Royal 
gifts of piin could serve as the reciprocal of gifts of bhet given by 
potential subjects, gifts which in this text always precede a petition 
requesting the superior for particular assistance or for a new relation
ship. Thus, in Mukunda's narrative when kayasthas came to settle 
Kalketu's kingdom, they brought ordinary gifts of bhet-curds, fish, 
and ghee in clay pots-to initiate a relationship. They promised to 
settle their dependants (priijaga1J.), and requested that Kalketu give 
them and their d-cpcndnnf9 piin, along with good lands well delim
ited, houses, paddy seed, and mon~ to buy bullocks; and that he 
delay requiring them to repay loans. Here the gifts of piin to kayas
thas closed the preceding bargaining between them and Kiilketu, 
reciprocated their gifts of bhet to him, and initiated a series of 
much more valuable gifts from him to these honourable, literate, and 
well-spoken subjects, the ornaments of his city,58 and to their depen
dants, gifts upon which their settlement in his kingdom had been 
conditioned. · 

In the case of br~hman settlers, Kalketu provided gifts of piin with
out receiving from them any initiatory gifts of bhet which might have 
indicated their inferiority to him. Kalketu's gifts of piin to brahmans 
also initiated a series of much more valuable gifts, for he had prom
ised to give brahmans houses and lands free of all revenue demands 
in perpetuity,59 and conveyed these gifts to them after purifying his 
own hands with mantras, kus grass, sesame seeds and water.

60 
In the 

relationship thus initiated, Kalketu did not expect to command these 
brahmans, even at some future date; instead he had promised to 'be 
the servant of brahmans, to fulfill the hopes of all and to accomplish 
the honour of each one.'6i Nevertheless, the gifts of piin from the king 
to brahmans also instituted a redistributive economy. He gave them 
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rent-free land and houses, and from the brahmans Ki:ilketu received 
not the tangible gifts of bhet, nor the promise of future taxes, but their 
'judgment' of Shastras, and the intangible gifts of their blessings.62 

Mukunda's narrative suggests that Kalketu gave piin toall his sub
jects, both Muslim and Hindu, and both high-born and low. Gifts of 
piin were socially and religiously neutral symbols of inclusion in a 
kingdom which contained very different kinds of subjects.63 In one 
other place the text mentions gifts apparently distributed to all: 'De
pendants of various jiiti received houses as gifts (iman), settled, and 
were happy in the hero's city. Ki:ilketu honoured them and gave them 
beautiful clothes. Singing and dancing filled every house.'64 Gifts of 
piin mark out the autarkic boundaries of Ki:ilketu's royal redistribu
tion. Finally, in his pii.n growers (biirui, 'who continually gave the 
hero pii.n') could also count on a special relationship with him. He 
promised them that no one would take goods from them by force 
without their being able to call upon the king's intervention, and that 
he would impose no unjust regulation upon them.65 By synecdoche 
gifts ~f pii.n sug?est.the whole ~ed!stri~utive economy of a little king
dom m both directions of red1str1buhon, to and from the king· and 
they properly precede the more valuable royal. gifts of r~nt-free' land 
and houses, and the interest-free seeds and capital necessary to trans
form uncultivated land into productive fields. 

I find only one mention of something like robes of honour and th 
associated with them, and they were given only to.a very e 
set of recipients. To each of his panegyrists (bliiit), who of cour 

would be keeping records of his own honourab~e 
deeds, Ki:ilketu 'a pair of fine cloths (khiisii jorii) and a horse t e 
mount.' in turn 't~1~mght.contlnuaHy of the hero's weH-being.'6~ 

Unlike Mughals 11I1penal of turbans, sets of courtly cloth-
robes o~ hon~ur, j~wel~, . h~rses and elephants, gifts 

were imag111ed m this text as bemg gtven to all subjects, rather 
than being. fo! a nobiJity. suggest a direct relationship 

kmg and subJects, even the text also specifies a me-
diatory role for kayastha headmen over their dependants. If how-

Mukunda's recommendation were put into practice, and gifts 
had become commonplace, the value of receiving them also 

would decreased. Furthermore, as gifts they both sealed and 
bargaining about the specific terms offered to settlers, a proc

which must have been intensely competitive, given the general 
conditions of labour scarcity on the frontier. Therefore, be-
hind of we may or a series of prices, as 
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the king divided his among subjects who were valuable to him 
in different ways and in different and as they in turn came 
to terms with him about the taxes he eventually had to collect, and 
computed both the economic value of his terms of settlement, and the 
degree of honour he would show them. 

ALTERNATIVES TO 'TAKING UP' PAN 
IN MUG HAL CEHEMONY 

Among the European travellers who describe the uses of Ber
nard ten Broecke (a contemporary of John Huyghen van Unschoten 
who was in India in the years 1583-89) seems to have been the last to 
notice its use in royal ceremony other than as a simple gift of honour, 
and his probably mistaken account of its use as a 'passe port' does 
not unambiguously refer to 'taking up' piin to indicate acceptance of 
a command.67 Later European travellers described gifts of piin as to
kens of honour but not 'taking up' piin as a ceremony to ac
ceptance of a royal command. 

One reason be that although the Mughals gave piin as signs of 
honour,68 they apparently did not include 'taking up' piin among 
their imperial ceremonies. Abii'l Fazl, in a well known passage, de
scribes 'regulations for the manner i~ which people are to show their 
obedience.' Akbar hin1self had introduced two new forms of saluta
tion: the kornish and the tasltm. In the former, the implied limit to 
royal authority in the gesture of 'taking up' pa·n-the possibility that 
the command might be refused and ptin might not be 'taken up'
was replaced by an unconditional submission to imperial authority, 
made as soon as the subject entered the presence of the emperor, and 

any specific commands could have been given. 
The second ceremony of salutation, the taslim, is described as 

follows: 

the back of the right hand on the and the:n 
raising it till the person stands erect, when he puts the pa.Im of his 
hand upon the crown of his head, which pleasin&, manner of salutmg 
fies that he is to himself as an offering. · 

As this was a ceremony to be performed upon receipt of a new com-
mand and upon taking leave, it can be compared to the gift as a 
token of honour upon a subject's dismissal from court. for 
'disciples' who would 'look upon a prostration before his 
prostration before God' Akbar allowed an optional form, 
prostration, touching the forehead to the ground as in daily 
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Mirza Nathan's diary records how he used a 
combination of taslim, r full to re-

imperial writs, when they were conveyed by a messen
from Prince Khurram. ~rrza Nathan sent boats to convey the 

imperial messenger in state to the place where he was to be met, 
having erected velvet canopies there for a 'ceremony of to 
be performed by himself and his subordinate Khans and Rajas. 
~rrza Nathan continues: 

the aforesaid place where Yakka Bahadur [the was sitting 
under the shllmiy1inas he (Nathan} and all others, and 
dismounted from their horses and elephants and began to observe the rites 
of obeisance from a distance of one arrow-shot Heaching near Yakka Baha-

Shitab Khan, the author of this book [Nathan], made three obeisances 
and prostrations of gratitude (taslrm wa sijda) and then he the Farmans 
respe<:ttu11Jy with his two hands over his head and performed the rites 

and prostrations of and put on the robe of honour. 
After offering royal salute for the third time, he took the Farman for Mfrza 
Bahram [who had not willingly the authority of Prince Khurram] 
and thrust it on the head of the M"'"rrza, and he was made to perform 
his obeisance with his face turned toward Jahangirnagar Prince 
Khurram was Then Raja Lakshmi Nararan and after him Raja 
Satrajit were made to the rites of obeisance.7 

Imperial farmiin embodied the presence of the emperor or princes of 
the Mughal lineage, and were with tasffm, the obeisance 
which was reserved for the emperor; optionally, might be re
ceived with the full prostration of daily prayer. Mfrza Nathan's diary 
also describes a Mughal noble taking the imperial farman 'by both his 
hands, and plac[ing] it on his head with great respect.' Others hon-
oured fimmin 'placing them on their heads and , before per-

'the formalities of 172 In to 
ceremonies for the of farmfin 

'"'""''r'u"'""' to display a more centralized and 
the honour given to accompanying writs. 

In this passa.ge Mirza Nathan also vividly confirms evidence from 
Mughal paintings that coercion was used in courtly ceremonies to 
compel from 73 The more abso-
lute apparent in being 'made to obeisance' should 
be with the voluntary acceptance of a new command or a 

which we often have seen in the ceremony of 'taking up' 

Equally important to Mughal courtly ceremony were a rich array 
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of expensive gifts, including robes of honour, horses, riding ele
phants, jewelled swords, standards, kettledrums, turbans, and jewel
lery; gifts which conveyed new honours accompanying new titles 
and responsibilities.74 Expensive and finely graded gifts of honour, 
presented to selected nobles who had displayed conspicuous loyalty 
and ability in their service, reveal the dynasty's concern to display 
more exactly hierchical relations of honour, but to do so only among 
their noble subjects. 

REPLACEMENTS FOR THE CEREMONY OF 'TAKING' 
PAN IN BENGALI LITERATURE 

The following remarks are based on an initial sampling of Bengali 
verse narratives from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. I ar
gue that during these centuries Bengali literature closely followed 
Mughal courtly ceremony and emphasized royal gifts of clothing, 
jewellery and horses to accompany royal commands, rather than 
royal gifts of pan. 

'Taking' pan to signify acceptance of a command does not con
tinue to have the same emphasis in Ca1Jq'imangal texts later than 
Mukunda's. Mukunda, for example, gives a precise account of how 
the merchant Dhanapati first declined piin, and then accepted it un
der duress, when commanded by his king to journey to Simhal.

75 

Neither Dvija Madhab (1579) nor Ramananda Yati (1766) mention 
the merchant's 'taking pan' on this occasion. Dvija Madhab does 
write that Dhanapati 'took the command upon his head', suggesting 
only the afijali gesture.76 In the di:!scription of Dvija Ram' deb (1649) 
we see both 'receiving' pan, and 'binding a favour' to the head, but 
does 'receiving' pan still indicate acceptance of a command? Cer
tainly pan is only the first of two 'honours' accorded to the merchant 
by the king. 

[The merchant] gave presents and honoured the jewel of kings. He bent his 
knee to the ground and pressed his palms together. First, the merchant re
ceived a tiimbula made with camphor. Then his heart's worries were greatly 
relieved.77 

No command to journey to Simhal had so far been given. When it 
was, Dhanapati objected at some length, until the king himself re
iterated his command and further 'favoured' (prasad karila) the mer
chant with a jewelled ring. Then the merchant 'could not remain.' 
Apparently in a ceremony of taking leave, 'the merchant bound the 
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favour (prasiid, apparently the ring just the king tightly to 
his head' and then departed.78 If the gesture of 'binding the favour' 
to the head still indicates acceptance of a the 'favour' itseli 
no longer is piin, but the much more valuable of a jewelled 
ring. 

Very often in later texts gifts of turbans or robes of honour, to-' 
gether with other costly royal gifts, are described instead of gifts of 
piin to convey new honours that accompany new commands, or new 
n~lations or responsibilities. I have found no Ca~1q11ncnigal written af
ter Mukunda's in which Kalketu distributes gifts of piin to his new 
~ ..... ~.,·~ Mukunda's near contemporary, Dvija Madhab (1579), how
ever, also emphasize gifts of clothing which establish direct r'F" 
lations between Kalketu and all his dependants: 

The headman went with all his dependants, and with his officers, 1ldvisors 
and brahmans; they went to meet the hero [Kalkctu] and he saw them. The 
hero gave the headman a horse and palanquin, and wrapped the heads of all 
his dependants with silk scarves (pater piicharti). 79 

In contrast, Dvija Ram' deb (1649) restricts gifts of royal honours to 
the headman alone: 

They arrived at the court [of the hero] in Gujarat. They offered presents 
lbhetila] before the hero, and bowed to him. The dependants looked on the 
hero with delight. He the headman a royal turban (rrij'pag'si~b for his 
head. The headman horses and a palanquin, and departed. 

The late eighteenth-century author Ramananda Yati (1766) sug
gested the importance of written records by his mention of a royal 
clerk. Otherwise, he elaborated upon the works of authors later than 
Mukunda by replacing piin with lavish royal 

The hero spent money and established homes and homesteads, and people 
came, and became his followers. The clerk wrote on papers, the treasurer 
examined <'verything; maidservants and menservants ceaselessly came and 
went. 

Everyone tied his horse with a tether, and wore a turban and pair of 
cloths, and had a mace-bearer to run before him. They had companions to 
flatter them and hold umbrellas over their heads, and their watchmen care
fully stayed awake. 

In plaster-walled houses, learned hrahmans recited Puriinas; they had 
beds and palanquins and litters, cloths and ornaments beyond 

and hundreds of embroidered · 
recited while cavalry paraded Arabian 

and Turkish galloped by. Their old men and womenfolk 
[and?] while army officers sat .112 
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In. the new by this author, everyone apparently re
ceived some extravagant honours, though learned religious elites, 
Hindu and Muslim, and cavalry soldiers are singled out by 
favours. 

When piin is mentioned, often the one who gives is less than a 
king. A seventeenth-century author, Kabi Kr1?i:tariim Das, 
'taking' piin in a context which is clearly not royal. In his 
(written sometime after 1677) a merchant wished to build 
could not arrange it himself. His navigator (kany.aifhar) ti""''""'tn•·"' 
gave piin to two shipwrights, Bisvakarma and H.anuman in human 
disguise, and took them to the merchant, who in tur.n 'satisfied' them 
with unspecified 'favours' Later, we are toldi the merchant gave the 
navigator a set of clothing (siropa) as a sign of his favour when the 
ships had been completed.83 not even the merchant, but only 
the merchanfs navigator gives piin to initiate a reiationship of em
ployment. 

We may conclude with a few brief examples from Ghanaram's 
Dharmama1igal, an early eighteenth-century text (1711).84 Piin, in this 
text, is used to accompany commands and to honour lowly 
people. For example, a minor local king gives hunters piin the 
command to trap a man-eating 85 In perhaps the most important 
case of its use, Lausen's mother gives wrestlers with the com
mand that they break her son's limbs in the ruse of him 
wrestling, so that he will be unable to leave home to prove his mascu
linity and to win his fortune as a warrior. 'Having tied the 
securely, the wrestlers did obeisance' and went to find Lausen. In 
this last case we are far indeed from gifts of in a public, courtly 
ceremony. 

In Ghanaram's text, in general, kings give much more valuable 
honours to more important subjects. It will take us too far afield to 
trace in this text all the gifts kings distribute to subjects who have 
accepted new responsibilities, but gifts of clothing are .~rnns1:ncuous. 
For example, the 'lord of Gau( sent Som Gho~ to collect taxes from 
the locality ruled by Kan:ia Sen, who had failed to send remit-
tances of his taxes. 'He Ghos two shawls and a of turbans. 
As a present (lmkshish) again gave him a horse to mount, and a 
trumpet, a banner, and a written command. Ghoi;; did obeisance and 
departed.'87 Similarly, the king's sending spies against his 
enemies, gave them 'a pair of shawls, a turban (sarband), and a set of 
clothing (siropii).'88 

In eighteenth-century Bengali literahire, sets of 
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shawls, cloths embroidered with golden threads, and other 
jewellery, palanquins, banners and trumpets all appear in 
various combinations as royal gifts which show royal 'favour' to sub-

who have accepted royal commands new responsibilities. 
as with Mughal gifts of honour, this rich array of literary gifts 

makes it possible for authors to reflect the exact degree of honour 
being shown their recipients. Only Ramananda Yati maintains 
Mukunda's dream that all subjects would be bound by gifts to their 
common king, but his text emphasizes expensive and luxurious 
goods as signs of the king's favour. Royal gifts of prin to all subjects 
might have been possible, as Mukunda had described but in 
eighteenth-century Bengali literature they usually suggest a small 
honour, because the degree of honour a gift carried depended upon 
its rarity and value. In Ramananda Yati's narrative, royal gifts were 
oxymorons, extremely valuable and conveying honour, and 
given to all and so commonplace, and his description of them was 
therefore utopian. 

MUGHAL AND POST-MUGHAL GIFTS 
OF PAN IN BENGAL 

Turning from literature to narratives which at least claim to have a 
more direct relationship with contemporary events, one finds abun-
?ant to 'gifts of piin' to show honour, but very few to 'tak-
ing up' to indicate acceptance of a command. Still, occasionaUy, 
gifts of pan continued to be 'taken up' to mark the affirmation of 
relationships and the acceptance of commands, despite the apparent 
absence of this gesture from official, imperial Mughal ceremony. In 
this section, I explore a few cases of 'taking piin, most of which oc
curred in Bengal. I will argue that the ceremony of 'taking up' royal 
gifts of piin often seems to have been either modified, or displaced 
towards more peripheral, ephemeral or ambiguous relationships . 
. It is not surprising to find mention of giving piin to relatively pe

ripheral people in the context of giving a directive which might have 
been declined, exactly as contemporary Bengali literature suggests. 
The Maida Diary and Consultations of the English East India Com
pany, for example, records an instance of giving piin to Indian rner
c_hants in the context of such a directive. In 1681, when the English 
finally had paid bribes sufficient to receive permission to collect cloth 
from Indian merchants at their new factory at 'Englezavad', Jam Sher 

the Mughal krori, the officer in charge of,collecting provincial 
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taxes, 'called our Picars them Bettle and good words and bid 
them goe to us at our new and their to us &ca'. 
The word 'bid' and the gifts of 'Bettle and good words' per
suasion rather than or as well as command, and some choice on the 
part of the Indian merchants. 

On the other hand an interesting example of the cere-
mony of up' appears in ~rrza Nathan's diary, where the 
modification that the of pan had no choice. The 
incident happened in his career. Musa Khan, Masnad-i-' Ala, 
was the son of 'Isa who in turn was the leader of twelve, 
mostly Afghan, 'lords of the soil' of Bengal, with whom the Mughals 
contested for sovereignty early in the seventeenth cenhiry. ]nitially 
both son and father appeared to submit to the Mughals, and were 
treated with leniency by the governor, Islam Khan. Shortly thereafter 
Musa Khan, the son, apparently gave secret support to a conspiracy 
against the Mughals among his own men. The leader of these rebel<> 
was I:f usayn Khan, who defeated a Mughal army sent by the gover
nor himself. Nathan relates how the governor, Islam Kl1im, reacted 
when he heard news of his army's defeat: 
When this news reached Islam Khan, he sent for Musa Khan, Masnad-i-' Ala, 
and administered a sharp rebuke to him which was in fact more painful than 
a wound inflicted by a and said,-'This is a rose sprung from 
garden. I:Iusayn Khan is your product and now you must exert to 
dispose of him.' Musa Khan, greatly perturbed these words, took a dao 
(big knife) and a of (betel leaf) from Islam Khan and sent 200 war 
boats belonging to and his own brothers, under the command of one 
of his tribesman [sic] named Khan Afghan, a trustworthy officer of Musa 
Khan. 

Explaining the situation in turn to Alu Khan, Miisa Khan made clear 
what the governor had meant by adding the 'big knife' to the roll of 
'l'_iin: 'There is no way out of it except victory or death'. Thereafter, 
AIU Khan defeated and captured I:fusayn Khan, and Nathan con
cludes that as a reward for this service, 'Islam Khan paid many trib
utes to Musa Khan and comforted him' 90 One senses that this was an 
embarrassing and perhaps a threatening episode for the 
After all, his own leniency might have been blamed for army's 
loss. No farnziin is mentioned; the order to Musa Khan seems to have 
been oral. Perhaps 'taking up' piin was used in this case to signify 
acceptance of an oral command given in a situation where neither 
the superior nor the inferior could have a written and 
official scrutiny of what he had done, at least until after 
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of the rebellion. Nonetheless, the brilliant improvisation of adding a 
'big knife' to the roll of piin clearly indicated the Mughals' claim to 
unquestioned authority. 

However, as Mughal power declined during eighteenth cen-
tury, precisely that aspect of the gesture of 'taking up' piin which had 
made it undesirable for Mughal imperial ceremony-the implicit re
cognition of the subject's choice and agency----sometimes again 
seemed important to chroniclers. Tod's summary of the Annals of 
Marwar gives a vivid example from the decision forcibly to expel 
and replace Sarbuland Khan as Governor of Gujarat in 1730, after he 
had both used to collect a variety additional taxes from the 
merchants of Surat, and had concluded an unauthorized treaty with 
the peshwa Baji Rao.91 To find a noble willing to undertake this task, 
according to the chronicler, the emperor [Muhammad Shah] had a 
beera (roll) of piin placed upon a golden salver, which a court official 
'bore in his extended arms, slowly passing in front of the no
bles ranged on either side of the throne .' At 'no hand was 
stretched forth' because courtiers feared they would be defeated by 
Sarbuland Khan. However, after a long moment of imperial distress, 
Mahiiraja Singh of Jodhpur finally 'stretched forth his hand, 
and placed the in his turban .'92 However, was this scene of a 
subordinate noble's sudden, heroic, and honourable response only a 
literary of the chronicler? It tells us nothing of the complex 
factional rivalries in Delhi and Gujarat, rivalries that pitted Sarbu
land Khan against his Mughal opponents at the court (and the 
peshwa against Maratha war bands he had agreed to help sup
press).93 The chronicler does immediately add a list of imperial hon
ours and payments made to Abhay Singh, prior to his setting out.94 

It is hard to believe that had not been the subject of intense and 
prior negotiations.95 

. I~ another incident giving and 'taking up' piin was transformed to 
m1t1gate the dishonor of having to relinquish an office. In 1748, after 
his decisive over a combined Afghan and Maratha force at 

Alivardi Khan decided to give his nephew Siraj
ud-daulah the office of governor of Azimabad IBihar], and to make 
a Bengali kayastha, Jiinkiram, deputy governor, the person who 
would actually bear the responsibilities of this office locally in Azi
mabad. 96 Another of Alivardi's nephews, Sayyid AJ:tmad Khan, 

already held the office of deputy governor. Therefore, after 
Siraj-ud-dau lah and JankTriim had been invested and given suitable 
robes of honour and other presents, the nawab improvised a 
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ceremony at which Sayyid AJ:tmad Khan would semi-publicly and 
voluntarily relinquish his office to Jank1ram: 

to Sayd-ahmed-qhan's good will to this arrangement, as well as to 
s~ften his mind, Djankiram received orders [from Alivardi] to wait upon 
h.rm' and to ask his consent in a respectful manner. Sayd-ahmed-qhan gra
c10usly granted it, although highly humbled by a transaction that exposed 
his charncter; and he gave him a Biry of Paan, according to the custom of 
India, in token of that consent; his intention being to avoid everything that 
might disoblige his uncle; and it is remarkable that Djankiram went by the 

fAlivardi'sl in company with Sadr-el-hac·qhan, to 
more weight to his submission.97 

This improvised ceremony seems to have been useful precisely 
because Jankiram's symbolic 'submission' to Sayyid A~mad Khan, 
enacted by taking piin from him, partially veiled the latter's loss of 
office, and public exposure of his loss of favour with the nawab. This 
veiling was possible because the ceremony's expected dramatization 
of a choice was displaced from the recipient of piin to the giver. 

In the ambiguous and ambivalent relations of courtly politics at 
the end of Mughal rule, the meaning of gifts of piin could become 
problematic, even when they were ostensibly given to show honour 
or favour, without any context of command. During Siraj-ud-daula's 
final months as nawab of Bengal and Bihar in the spring of 1757, he 
was confronted with Clive's victories at Calcutta and Chander
nagore, with the increasing support for the British among members 
of his court, cind with the demand by the British that he deliver 
agents of the French East India Company to them. Hoping to retain a 
relationship at a distance, in a ceremony of departure he gave the 
Frenchman Monsieur Jean Law piin from his own hand, before re
questing him to depart from Murshidabad to the north-west to es
cape the British. Nawab Siraj-ud-daulah suggested that he would 
send for Law 'if there should happen anything new'; but Law told 
him plainly 'that this is the last time we shall see each other,'98 A few 

later, in a fit of rage Siraj-ud-daulah threatened the viikil of the 
British that he would extirpate their race from his kingdom, but later 
that day he repented this rashness, and summoned the same viikil 
and gave him piin, apparently in the vain hope of his own 
enmity and allaying theirs.'l9 No command accompanied either gift; 
although both were ostensibly gifts of honour, the contexts were 
friendship in the former case and enmity in the latter; but both sug
gest Siriij-ud-daulah's ambivalent desire for relationships which he 
also thought had become impossible. 
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Still more ambiguous is the following inddent by 
Ghulam Husain Khan. In 1763 he began to believe that Nawab Mir 
Qasim was holding him 'as a kind of pledge for [his] father's 
behaviour, and as an for that of [his] brother', both 
had absented themselves from the nawab's cap.lp. Too ill to move 
himself,.and under suspicion for his extensive contacts with the Brit-

Ghulam Husain Khan that he 'was 
of [his] life and honour.' Secretly he arranged that 
brother also should depart the nawab' s camp. 

one remaining 
when he had 

r.nt•nUPT'l'•rl his health, Ghulam Husain Khan seized an "nnnrh1n 

bow to the nawab before M"rr Qasim his 
Nawab M"rr Qasim gave him twq'rolls of piin from 
supply, and ominously that it was a good 
nawab had done to allow both of Ghulam Husain Khan's 
take some rest and enjoy themselves for a while.' 
Ghulam Husain Khan in turn feigned applause for the 
ness and generosity, along with thanks for the honour shown 
him by the gift of piin.100 Here the excessive favour shown by a gift of 
piin from his own hand veils the nawab's profound distrust, which is 
only hinted at verbally, and Ghulam Husain Khan's of 
gratitude similarly veil his sudden terror. 

I have found no evidence from Bengal that piin was given or 'taken 
up' in order to constitute relations of fealty among rebels 
Mughal rule. Although negative evidence is never 
haps the late seventeenth-century zamindari rebellion of 
Singh on the western frontier of Mughal Bengal can serve as an ex
ample. The most nearly contemporary Mughal of the rebel
lion is silent about the procedures used to recruit foUowers.101 

Gautam Bhadra's analysis of of the rebellion the 
ways the zamindar may have found a core of support among poor 
people from the caste of Bagdis in his zamindari in western Mid-

to which caste his lineage apparently retained ritual 
and to which it may once have belonged-102 In contrast, 

dha Ray emphasizes the ways leaders of the rebellion attempted to 
themselves as and failed nevertheless to control looting 

their peasant followers. About recruitment of peas
ants to the Ray astutely comments: 'Peasants after the fall 
of a rebel would always point to the fact that had paid [taxes] 

to a king-and had, in effect, only the transfer of 
that had effectively changed hands. their partici-

pation in a of voluntarily up' piin to a rebellion 
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would not served 
event of the rebellion 

interests of self-protection in the 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has explored the ambiguous, changing, and contested 
meanings in gifts Throughout South Asia, was 
both in courts and in families to show honour to ;i gre«t 
variety of recipients. Like of robes of honour, some gifts of 

constituted by ch;inging the bodies of who 
received leaving a trace of the ruler's body in the The 
gift which carried the most honour was a tiimbUla 
ruler's use, and better, given by the ruler's own and "'v'""'"+"r1 
to be taken into the subject's mouth. By asymmetrically 
subjects, of from the ruler's hand constih1ted them as 
inferiors in relation.c;hip to him, while transferring to them some 
of the ruler's virtue and authority. On the hand, an apparently 

ceremony associated with some of piin seems 
emphasized the recipient's independent agency. This was his 

'voluntary' of 'taking up' in order to symbolize accep
tance of a particular command or assignment from the ruler. Finally, 

they were thought to cause 'fire' to burn more brightly, 
while removing 'wind' and counteracting 'phlegm', ttinzb1.ila might 
have been both given and 'taken up' as a tonic and prophylactic, in 
order to produce the kind of person who could undertake a difficult 
mission, someone with the mental and moral qualiti1:."S of intelligence 
and fortitude besides the physical ones of good health and a 
for passionate and action, and one who could be 
duced with because of his sweet smelling 
breath. 

In Mukunda's sixteenth-century Car14fmmigal we saw that 
tonymy the acceptance of a of could acknowledge 
into an enduring and relationship between subject and 
ruler. In this narrative gifts of marked out the autarkic bounda-
ries of redistribution. However, behind the of to 
all Kalketu's subjects, we discerned a series as subjects and 
the king terms of settlement on the frontier. Fur-

if could have become so commonplace as to 
the value of would 

Mukunda mentions 'taking' ina of other courtly 
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human and divine, to indicate acceptance of a royal command. In 
literature written after Mukunda's poem, is men-
less frequently, and tends to be djsplaced to 

more peripheral and ephemeral than those of a court. in 
later literature kings use a rich array of gifts, including dothing, 
weapons, jewels, palanquins, banners, and trumpets, to show 
royal favour. This rich array of gifts is usually given to a few subjects 
who have commands and new responsibilities, not to 
subjects in generaL Because and 'taking' piin in are not 
motifs necessary to the told, variations in how and 
where these motifs are used are more likely to reflect changing cus
toms than to have been made for literary or rhetorical purposes. 

Evidence from texts more closely linked to historical events also 
c•1<.i<.c"''"' that royal gifts of pan probably became less important in the 

course of Mughal rule in Bengal. One reason seems to have been 
as Bengali literature suggests, gifts of were displaced by more 
elaborate, finely graded, and expensive gifts of honour, gifts which 
better conveyed the promised advantages of obedience to a few fa
voured subject-.. However, another reason seems to have been that 
the ceremony of 'taking up' piin, and its implicit recognition of a 
subject's 'voluntary' agency, often may not have served the interests 
of Mughal rulers, who organized courtly ceremonies to express a 
more absolute authority. 

Mughal ceremonies for of new offices or responsibilities 
written Jarman, the of office which provided a per-

manent record of new whereas in the few records I 
have found of the in Mughal Bengal, appears to have 

up' in the context of accepting oral When 'tak-
up' was used in Mughal ceremony, sometimes the ceremony 

was modified to a more absolute authority, as when the gov-
ernor of Bengal Khan his refractory Afghan subject both 

and a big knife to indicate the choice of obedience or death. 'Tak
up' piin to indicate voluntary of a directive seems to 

have been towards more peripheral or ephemeral relation~ 
as when the krori Jam Sher Beg piin to silk while 

bidding them to supply the English East India Company at a new 
Giving and 'taking up' piin were sometimes used in order to 
ambiguity in a relationship; as when Nawab Alivardi de

vised a ceremonial gift of piin for one of his nephews, to indicate the 
nephew's of an office from which he had 
ln fact been 
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Even without context of a the of a gift of 
pan depended on the which were its context, and on the 
motives of and recipi,mt, as in the very different ... ,,(•;11~11·1cr~ of 

almost simultaneous of pan to the H,.,,,,,.,.11'"""'"" 
Monsieur Law and to viikil of the This was true also with 
'taking up' in the context of a In that context, 

persistently noted some of choice to or decline 
both and directive. An expectation of on the 

at least in the background, even when 
was denied by a modification to the ceremony, 

or when it was displaced from the to the I 
do not argue that choke-and its concomitant 
of the price for an essential and unchanging part of 
the ceremony of I do that the cere-
mony of 'taking remained marginally useful, because it usu-
ally signified personal choice on the part of the recipient, and that it 
remained marginally useful even though rulers in Mughal courts 
placed much emphasis on ceremonies that a less 
conditional to a more absolute authority. 
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When Soldiers and Statesmen Meet 
'Ethnographic Moments' on the Frontiers 

ofEmpire, 1800-15 1 

Bernardo A. Michael 

l would say that every day we are confronted by some otherness that teases 
us to interpretation. When that otherness is outside our cffltural system, we 
call those moments of interpretation 'ethnographic moments'. But we have 
those moments within culture as well. In times of conflict or social ambiguity, 
we make a ritual of interpretation. 

Greg Dening 2 

A fter 1765, following the acquisition of the subas of Bengal, Bihar 
and Orissa, the frontiers of the English East India Company 

extended right alongside that of the expanding Himalayan kingdom 
of Gorkha (present-day Nepal).3 Since then, both the British and 
Gorkhali came into increasing contact with each other. These early 
meetings were not unproblematic. Separated by an otherness that 
revealed itself in unfamiliar language, ideas, institutions, and prac
tices, each came to represent different cultural worlds, and perform 
actions whose encoded meanings were as much open to understand
ing as to misunderstanding. Thus, these early encounters often regis
ter the many fumbling attempts of these (largely) men to communicate 
the meanings and practices of their worlds to one other. 

One issue that often vexed Company officers was the question of 
accepting nazrs from their Gorkhali counterparts. Nazrs were pre
sents or gifts usually from an inferior to a superior, symbolizing the 
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submission to the latter. They also could be a ceremonial 
of between two leaders of equal In short, 

nazrs n&>.r::i 1m" of exchangl." that conferred honour on the 
ent. They could also the forging lovalties, 
and ties of dependency, and subordination between the 
The items of exchange could from amounts as small as one 

to items such as cloth, 
elephants, weapons, like. British and Gorkhali 
ers often encountered mutual embarrassments when they 
each other on and numerous instances illustrate 

Some time in 1813 budakaji Amvar Simha 
mander of the Gorkhali forces on the western front 
Kumaon--Garhwal fronti<:'r) met Colonel David 
to the governor-general and commander of the 
the Punjab, at a place near Pinjore (in the present day state 
At this meeting, both soldiers were accompanied by their "'""'"""·f.i 
sons, Ramdas Thapa and Ochterlony 6 When both soldiers met, the 
customary exchange of presents did not occur. The Gorkhali com
mander then commenced (in Ochterlony' swords) Ia boured 
speech' on the illustrious history of Anglo-Gorkhali 

Next, the Gorkhali commander initiated a cerc-monv which would 
seal the friendship between the two by · their sons in 
a special relationship called mityari. Mityari or is a form of 
fictive kinship practiced widdy in the Hima.layan the 
many variations in the form of this kinship bond, one facet that 
it does seem to emphasize is the permanence of the bond that is 
established, and its potential extension outwards to embrace the 
extended famili0s, clan, or moiety of the In 
this manner lfamdas Thapa and Od1terlony Jr. would become mils 
and their respective fathers would become mifbabas <father of the 
mit). David Ochterlony on this part of the with 
Amvar Simha Thapa thus: 

After many inquiries respecting Mr. Hastings and different"-"·"'""""' 
had been on the missions to Nepaul, he [Amvar Simha ex1:iressea 
himself very anxious that my assistant Mr. and second son 
who was present at the meeting should exchange Turbands. To this unex
pected request I was at a loss at first what to reply but at last told that 
I should be gliid of any circumstance which could mark our "'"'"n''" 
ality; but as his request might be made under erroneous m11prc~ss1orus, 
necessary to inform him that our usages were and 
though his son might succeed to a share of the power and command which 
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he himself enjoyed, Mr. Ochterlony was not even a militury man, but at
tached personally to me, who might be removed soon to another command. 
His answer was, that he did not wish it on such an account, but to prove our 
personal friendship, and the ceremony was generally adjusted him:;e/f, 
that, as Mr. Ochterlony did not possess a Turband, I that he 
present his new brother with a Khillaut, in which there should be a Turband 
and receive one in return (emphasis 

It would appear from this that Ochterlony was not aware 
the full symbolic significance of the exchanges made; of the ties of 
mityari that were being established between the two sons, and prob
ably by extension to their fathers as well. His reference to the presen
tation of a khil'at by his son also seems to be out of place, for reasons 
that should become evident in a moment. Ochterlony also seems to 

rationalized that Amvar Sim.ha Thapa was making a long term 
investment in his son (that Ochterlony Jr.), who the budakaji seems 
to erroneously concluded would be a natural successor to his 
(David Ochterlony's) That the move was initiated and ex
ecuted by the kaji himself, makes it evident that Ochterlony had little 
idea of what was transpiring, or sought to distance himself from the 
proceedings, so that he would not get tainted by its semantic impli
cations. The exchange of turbans between the two boys, not only 

the personal friendship between two military officers, 
but also between the two states they represented. This seems to 
emerge from the tenor of the budakaji's letters to his superiors. In
triguingly, while Ochterlony (in his correspondence with secretary 
Adams), does mention the exchange of khil'ats and turbands (sic) 
between the two young men, he omits any reference to the new 
mityari relationship established between them.10 

The reason for Ochterlony's suggestion that his son present a 
khil'at to his 'new brother' requires further clarification. David 
Ochterlony did not give the khil'at ~ a khil'at. Realizing that the 
Gorkhali commander was determined to go ahead with an exchange 
of turbans (for reasons that were not entirely clear to Ochterlony) 
between their sons, Ochterlony pointed out that his son would not be 
able to reciprocate Ramdas Thapa's gift of a turban as the young 
Englishman did not possess one. Ochterlony saw a way out of this 
uu1.1a~::.t:: if Ochterlony Jr. were to present a khil'at to Ramdas Thapa, 

the khil' ats, the robes of honour, in their possession were accom
panied by turbans. Thus, while the British commander was probably 
aware of the symbolic significance of a khil'at, in this case he was 
offering a khil'at only because his son did not have the required 
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turban for the of the mityari It seems 
that the exchange of turbans and presents between the two young 
men constituted an integral part of the Gorkhali It 
is not known whether this ceremony possessed its own , 
expressed in this, or if the exchange of turbans was an innovation on 
the part of the Gorkhali commander. Akhil'at, it might be had 
no place in ceremony. There is no mention in Amvar Simha 
Th a pa's letter that the exchange of turbans and gifts Ramdas 
Thapa and Ochterlony constituted a khil'at. 11 In the ultimate analy-

it could be suggested that the mityari (set in motion 
through the mutual exchange of turbans between might 
have been semantically short-circuited by Ochterlony's presentation 
of a 'khil' at' In the end, both leaders fumbled and stumbled 
this ceremony. The meanings of their actions, and of the 
embedded in the ceremony, eluded them, rendering the encounter 
ambiguous. Following the exchange of turbans, the kaji then initiated 
a ceremonial exchange of gifts between their sons, Ramdas Thapa 
and Ochterlony Jr. While Ramdas Thapa a turban, a shawl, 
varieties of cloth, velvet, two gold coins, and .one horse to Ochterlony 
Jr., he received the latter a turban, a shawl, Banarasi 
cloth, scarves, and two gold coins. 

Then, in what was probably a continuation of the cer-
emony, Ramdas Thapa stood up, presented a gold coin (ashmp1) as a 
nazr and gave a salutation (salaam) to David At this 
juncture, the budakaji expected a similar gesture from 
son. But unsure about how to give vent to his thought, he 
Ochterlony's munshi (scribe), Barkat Ali Khan. The mm1shi n"lf'•"rrinP(1 

him that since the rise of British power in India, the British had never 
indulged in offering nazrs and salaams to anyone 
kasailai salaam garyako chaina).13 The munshi realized the 
they were all in and the Gorkhali commander's 
receive a reciprocal salaam. In a creative move, he, 
lony Jr. to present a salaam, not to Amvar Simha 
have been the case, but to his own father, David 
munshi acting as a cultural broker, had, in to 
sitl1ation, only added to its ambiguity. 

Needless to say, the munshi's 'resolution' of this dilemma did not 
satisfy Amvar Simha Thapa. The Gorkhali comm<lnder noted that 
was baffled when he saw Ochterlony rise up and to 
salaam his fat:her! 14 David Ochtcdony, a veteran of many such en

seems to have read the budakaji's discomfiture. He reacted 
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quickly. announced that as J~amdas Thapa had 
salaam, there was no reason why his own son should 
Amvar Simha Thapa, which would only be fair. ,-,,.,.,,..,-i,," 
younger Ochterlony present~d an ashrapi and a salaam to the 
Gorkhali commander. The GorkhaHs then departed, but not before 
offering gifts (saugad) of deerskin, a live musk deer, 9 
pods, and 21 partridges to the British. It is unclear whether 
reciprocated this 

The following Amvar Simha returned with 
those Gorkhali bhardars (nobles) who had been unable to accompany 
him on the visit. Mum:;hi Barkat Ali Khan informed the 
Gorkhali commander that this time Ochterlony was of 
conferringkhil'ats of honour) on Anwar Simha Thapa and the 
Gorkhali notables accompanying him. Curiously, Am var Simha Thapa 
refused the khil' at saying that all that mattered to him was the 
establishment of friendship with the British, and such behaviour is 
indeed intriguing. A khil' at traditionally confers respect and honour 
on the recipient. Then why did the budakaji refuse this 
that would only have cemented that very 
commander had sought to establish in the first 

that the budakafi was probably unsure of 
oe1rce·nti1m of this gesture, given the penchant for British ntt-'""'''"' 

downplay the symbolic significance of such 
ably, in a unconscious way, the Gorkhali soldier was unsure 
about how British represented and distributed hmiour in their 
world and what his position would be within a scheme of 
things. Gorkhali commander's concerns were justified, 
Ochterlony's ambiguous handling of the mityari ceremony the 
ous day. On the other hand, khil'ats are usually conferred on persons 
of subordinate rank as a mark of recognition of their service to a ruler. 

in this equation, the budakaji might have been wary of 
being seen as Ochterlony's subordinates and chose not to 
accept it. Whatever it might have been, we will never know the actual 
reason. We are however certain about one thing: the of the 

to have undergone some change 
The usual symbolic equation that 

the and the object (the robes of honour, now 
dysfunctional. For the budakaji at least, the khil'at had n~cu•nn'•n 
ambiguous 

Ochterlony on his part, took his cue from this and refrained from 
offering any khil'ats to the budakaji and the of GorkhaJi 
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bhardars accompanying him. The bhardars were anyway reluctant to 
accept any khil'als as their own commander had not accepted one. 

Ochterlony did make one exception. He offered a khil'at to 
Bhakti Thapa 1.~ who was also a member of that delegation, the 

only apparent reason for doing so being that the sardar was carrying 
a sizable quantity of own gifts (to present to Ochterlony?). 1

h The 
reason for Bhakti acceptance of these gifti; in the face of his 
commander's refusal to them will probably never be known, 
but it does throw up some new questions. For instance, where did 
Bhakti Thapa stand in relation to Amvar Simha Thapa and Ochterlony 
after accepting Ochterlony's khil'at? Does this mean that he had 
admitted to Ochterlony being his superior? Why did he accept the 
khil'at, when the other Gorkhali chiefs, including his commander, 
had not? Was the 'khil'at' conferred really a khil'at? What did 'khil'at' 
actually mean to the participants? Sardar Bhakti Thapa's irregular 
behaviour suggests that his relationship with kaji Amvar Simha 
Thapa might have been an ambiguous one, produced out of the very 
nature of the administrative arrangement.:; set up by the Gorkhalis. 
We know that some time in 1794, Bhakti Thapa was appointed as a 
Sardar with full authority to oversee administrative and military 
matters in the Kumaon region. In 1804, Amvar Simha Thapa was 
appointed supreme commander of the Gorkhali forces on the west
ern front, with the additional charge of overseeing the general ad
ministration of the region. 1804 Amvar Simha Thapa, a kaji 
by rank, was appointed the seniormost Gorkhali officer in the West
ern region, superseding senior officials such as Sardar Bhakti Thapa, 
or even a high ranking member of the royal family such as chautara 
Barn Shah. Thus, the ambiguous relationship between officials such 
as Amvar Simha Thapa and Bhakti Thapa can be attribuied to the 
fluctuating nature of Gorkhali administrative arragements in the 
Kumaon-Garhwal region that left administrative hierarchies inco
herent, producing conflicts and overlaps in jurisdictions. It is sug
gested that ambiguities in the Gorkhali administrative set-up of the 
region crept into the ceremonies of symbolic: exchange and rendering 
them ambiguous.17 

On the following day, to continue with our narrative, the Gorkhalis, 
as a token of their goodwill, sent 4 hill horses for their English 
counterparts at Pinjore. The theatrics of these exchanges came to an 
end when Ochterlony was instructed by his superiors to send all the 
gifts he had received to the presidency at Calcutta. This was keeping 
in line with the Company's policy of forbidding its to 
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treat as personal such gifts as were obtained during the course of 
their public duties.18 

However, the matter did not end there. A Ramdas 
Thapa fell ill and was taken to Ochterlony who provided a physician 
for his care. On Ramdas Thapa was escorted to his 
father's camp by the doctor who had looked after him. On meeting 
Amvar Simha Thapa, the doctor presented him, among other things, 
a binocular and a pistol. When the time arrived for the doctor to 
return to Ludhiana, the Gorkhali rnmmander, in an act of reciproca
tion, presented him a horse and hundred and fifty rupees. The doctor 
refused both, saying that he had only come to drop off the boy and 
not take anything. In all probability deeply insulted, the budakaji 
responded to this by returning the presents (nazr) the doctor had 
given him.19 In the end, perhaps realizing the embarrassment his 
insensitivity was generating in the Gorkhali camp, the doctor re
lented and took the horse, but on reaching his station at Ludhiana (in 
Punjab), returned that as well!20 

Asimilar experience seems to have dogged Archibald Seton when 
he was stationed as the British resident to the Mughal court at Delhi. 
Seton was the recipient of a formal visit from one Singh, a Sikh 
chieftain of 'Ladooa (?)'.In this particular meeting, Singh offered 
a nazr of 21 gold mohurs which Seton promptly saying that 
he had accepted the nazr with his heart, 'it being the custom of the 
executive officers of the British government to accept nazrs of Sardars 
with their only[f]' embarrassment this might have caused 
to Ajit Singh not recorded can very well be imagincd.21 How-
ever, the matter not seem to have rested here. When Ajit Singh 
persisted and sent 41 gold mohurs to the Compay's government at 
Calcutta, it too returned them. 

In a meeting took place between one Colonel Nicolls, com-
manding at Kumaon and the Gorkhali chautaria Barn Shah, 
who at that time was superintending Gorkhali operations in Doti, 
Garhwal, and Kumaon. Barn Shah offered a nazr of two small el
ephants to Colonel Nicolls. The latter refused to accept this by argu-

somewhat unconvincingly, (from a Gorkhali standpoint), that 
ceremony was required only amongst strangers and that anyway 

this custom was alien to British customs. Nicolls eventually gave in, 
when it became apparent that the chaulara displayed .mrt and 

of his intentions!22 Later, Edward Gardner, (the assistant to 
general in Kumaon), on receipt of these 'two small 

informed the government at Calcutta that he would not 
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keep them for his private use, but would surrender them to the 
Commissariat Department as 'public property' (emphasis mine).23 

Human beings are creative in their actions and in their ability to 
innovate. Thus, responses to nazr giving were not always uniform. In 
some instances we find Company officials accepting these nazrs, but 
putting them to uses that rendered the very act of nazr-giving am
biguous. In 1815, the zamindars of Darbhanga and Tirhut (in the 
present day Indian state of Bihar) were bestowed khil'ats by the 
Co~pany government as recognition of their loyalty and services 
dunng the Anglo-Gorkha war of 1814-16. They in return presented 
nazrs fo Philip Monckton, the acting magistrate at Tirhut, who 
promptly used it to pay off the debts of some debtors in jail! We have 
no information on the response of the zamindars to Monckton' s act. 24 

On the Anglo-Gorkha frontier, problems of imperfect translation 
were always at the heart of such encounters between the soldiers and 
statesmen of both sides. Imperfect translation, and a mutual incom
prehension of one another's practices seems to have extended itself 
to a range of encounters that went beyond the intricacies of gifting 
giving and exchange. Such processes appear to have been at work in 
the boundary investigations conducted by the Company's agents 
such as Major Paris Bradshaw. For Paris Bradshaw, political agent in 
Nepal and in charge of the boundary investigations and the negotia
tions for peace between the East India Company and Gorkha (1813-
16), these problems caused grave concern. Bradshaw, a stickler for 
official formality and decorum, came up with an endless litany of 
complaints against his Gorkhali counterparts: about their manners, 
language, lack of punctuality, and so on. For instance, he constantly 
complained that the hill discourse employed by the Gorkhali repre
sentatives had 'obscure and ambiguous modes of expression'. Mat
ters came to such a head, that Bradshaw began insisting that the 
Gorkhali chief negotiator, Gajraj Mishra, should actually submit any 
reports he (Mishra) might send to Kathmandu, prior to actually send
ing them, so that he (Bradshaw) was satisfied that his arguments had 
been properly representedF-5 Similarly, the Gorkhali negotiators 
must have been intrigued by Bradshaw's insistence on them observ
ing punctuality, and confining their official interactions to formal 
written (rather than oral) communications. Indeed, Bradshaw's deal
ings with the Gorkhali negotiators provides innumerable instances 
of such problems of understanding that often took place between the 
officers of these two states. 

Today, protocols between modern armies follow standardized 
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This however was not the in the nineteenth cen-
when soldiers belonging to different cultures came into contact 

for first time on the frontiers of these two 
Their meetings became ethnogTaphk moments, rich in 
difficult to read, and often ambiguous in their content. There were no 
established preordained narratives to adhere to. and 
tices drawn from different worlds were 
stood or The Gorkhalis when 
symbolic (such as khil' at, nazr, were draw-
ing from the meaningful of the Mughals as well of their 
own hill cultures. For Amvar Simha Thapa, the establishment of 
mityarirelationships between his son and David 
symbolic of gifts was a matter of honour. Besides 
ening existing between the Company and these ex-
changes would also have cemented his n"'""''n::1 
another soldier, and an important functionary of a state. In 
1813 this was very important for Arnvar Simha Thapa. The GorkhaH 
commander had lost much face in that area, after his consistent 
inability to capture the fort of Kangra in 1806, or even undo the 
schemes of displaced rajas such as Sansar Chand or Ram 
Saran (of Hindur). Moreover, as he himself notes in his these 
rulers were downplaying his moves to establish with the 
British, asserting that the Gorkhali commander's with the 
British were no different from their own meetings with For 
the budakaji, being their conqueror and by virtue of their supe-

meant a loss of face. Therefore, it became a matter of 
for him to conduct the meeting with Ochterlony in a manner that 
made it different from, and superior to, the had 
been having with the other rulers of the area. the ~,..,,u,.u., 
significance of the mityari ceremony. The kaji was also for 
some commitment of support from the British, so that he could 

his lost honour and regain the fort of this 
also brought him into close contact with a of the 

European world that Ochterlony represented. such as bin-
oculars, weapons such as guns, and held not only 

pragmatic value but symbolic too, ,.,,,..,t,.,.,.,., 
status on their In fact, during much of the 
nineteenth centuries such European objects were 

as by elites around the 
Amvar Simha took this nr:•..t··t.~" 

Himalayan context to 
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context.Company officials, on the other hand, with their strong sense 
of 'public service' and 'private' life, and their reluctance to partici
pate in exchanges which could be construed by their superiors as 
'corruption', and conscious of the formality of their offices, were 
themselves drawing from a semantic world that was the product of 
many centuries of state formation, with its own set of rituals of rule.28 

Theoretically, honour and status were to be maintained through 
impartiality in public life, impersonality in their dealings with people, 
and a clear conception of the distinctions between the 'public' and 
the 'private' realms of their lives. Thus, while both possessed notions 
of honour, authority, and exchange, they expressed them in very 
dissimilar fashions. 

Such ambiguous encounters were largely produced under condi
tions of political flux and situations of cross-cultural encounter.29 

Moreover, as in the case of the budakaji's encounter with Ochterlony, 
some of these exchanges were carried out by Gorkhali and Company 
officials, in areas along the Anglo-Gorkha frontier, far away from the 
influence of central authorities. Undoubtedly, their official stations 
across a common political frontier and the courtesies associated with 
this brought these tvvo officers into contact with each other. In the 
end, however, these early encounters, left both Gorkhali and Com
pany officers locked within a lirninal space where the established 
'grammar' of these ceremonies eluded them. Both parties brought 
their own cultural baggage to these meetings, negotiated its fluid 
meanings, and then came away often unsure as to what had actually 
transpired, at least in symbolic terms. Ochterlony, for instance, never 
realized the nature of the mityari ceremony, and his insertion of the 
element of the khil'at might have only generated further confusion, 
especially in the mind of the budakaji. The budakaji was now probably 
unclear about the semantic location of Ochterlony in this ceremony. 
Thus, while these meetings were rich in symbolic content, we are 
unsure about what meanings the actors were actually apprehending. 
Both came to 'know' each other only partially as each officer's under
standing of the other was refracted through the thick fog of his own 
cultural predilections. However, these dissonances were not only 
present betvveen the Gorkhalis and the British. They existed even 
within the Gorkhali camp. Thus, the relative positions of Amvar 
Simha Thapa and Bhakti Thapa were rendered ambiguous when the 
latter accepted Ochterlony's khil'at, while the former did not. Conse
quently, the objects exchanged (turbans, robes of honour, etc.) were 
uncoupled from their usual semantic moorings, only to remain 
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entangled within the multiple 'webs of significance' spun by each 
participant. Such ambiguities and surpluses of meaning were what 
rendered these exchanges 'ethnographic moments'. 

Historians stand to gain much by treating these exchanges as 
'ethnographic moments'. In doing so, we would be compelled to 
acknowledge their semantic wealth, and usefully incorporate such 
encounters into our accounts of (for instance) state formation. These 
ethnographic moments were not instances of 'mere' ceremonies gone 
awry or rendered meaningless.30 Rather, they were saturated with 
issues of meaning and power. Indeed, such ceremonies constituted 
critical aspects of pre-colonial forms of governance, for building 
alliances, pursuing political projects, and representing authority. They 
were also diagnostic of flexibility, contradictions, ambiguities, and 
dissonances that problematize unitary notions of culture, power, 
kingship, etc. Encounters such as that between Amvar Simha Thapa 
and David Ochterlony, when contextualized, tell us much about the 
conflict between contrasting rituals of rule, and the absence of any 
immediate resolution.31 They also signal the fluid political situation 
that existed on the western areas of the Anglo-Gorkha frontier. Our 
histories of state formation need to incorporate accounts of such 
'ethnographic moments'. By doing so, we would render them ethno
graphic histories of state formation. 
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(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991), pp. 347-83. The 
quotation is from page 355. 

3. The Mughal Empire was divided into large provinces called subas. A 
suba typically consisted of sarkars, parganas, and in, not 
always, descending order. 
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between Sardar Bhakti Thapa and Col. Ochterlony. See 'V.S. 1870 Marga Sudi 
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significance in such ceremonies. See William Kirkpatrick, An Account of the 
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14. The kaji noted, ' ... yas kurama mero chitta bhujena ... ' .. See 'V.S. 1870 

Marga Sudi 1', p. 13, line 28. 
15. Sardar Bhakti Thapa belonged to the Punwar clan of the Thapa family. 

Originally employed by the king of Lamjung, he entered the service of the 
Shah kings of Gorkha, following his capture at the battle of Siranchok in 
1781. In Nepali history, he is better known as Vir Bhakti Thapa and remem
bered for his memorable assault on the East India Company's fort at Deuthal 
in 1815, where he was killed in action. See Jagdish C. Regmi, 'The Thapas', 
P· 47, fn. 1. For details about Bhakti Thapa's acceptance of Ochterlony's 
khil'at see, 'V.S. 1870 Marga Sudi 1', p 13. For details about Bhakti Thapa's 
life, see Maheshraj Pant, 'Vir Bhakti Thapa', Purnima 3, no. 2 (vs 2023), and 
issues thereafter. 
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16. The details of Bhakti 
Ochterlony's letter to John Adam, 20 Dec. 1813, FJl Procs. 4 Feb. 
1814, no. 40, NA!. Intriguingly, makes no mention of the gifts he 
had given to Bhakti Thapa, something that Amvar Simha Thapa noted in his 
letter to kaji Amar Singh Thapa. See 'V.S. 1870 Marga Sudi 1', p. 13. 

17. For details pertaining to the ambiguous character of Gorkhali admin
istration in the western regions, see Mahesh C. Regmi, Imperial Gorkha: An 
Account of Gorkhali Rule in Kumaon, 1791~1815 (Delhi, 1999). See especiaJJy 
pp. 49-60. 

18. John Adam, to govt. to Col. David Ochterlony, 4 Feb. 1814, FP 
Procs. 4 Feb. 1814, no. 42, NA!. 

19. The budakaji seems to have treated the doctor's gifts as a nazr, and 
instructed latter be returned (tesle nazr raklryako tesailai firaideu). See 'Nepal 
Angrez Yudh', p. 62, notes. 

20. See 'Nepal A ngrez Yudh', pp. 61-2. See also Itihas Prakash (Kathmandu, 
vs. 2012) pt 1, p. 26. 

21. Translation of a letter from Seton to Ajit Singh, FP Procs. 16 Feb. 1811, 
no. 64, NA!. 

22. Edward Gardner, asst. to the Gov.-Gen. in Kumaon to Col. Nicolls, 
Commanding at Kumaon, 14 May, 1815 in FP 20 June 1815, no. 10. NA!. 
Edward Gardner also became the first British resident to Nepal after the 
Anglo-Gorkba war of 1814-16. 

23. Edward Gardner to John Adams, Secy. to govt., 17 May 1815 in FP 
PTocs. 20 June 1815, no. 30, NA!. Distinctions between realms such as 
vate' and 'public' can often be found in the Company's official discourse. 

24. C.A. Molony, dty. Persian Secy. to govt. to Philip Monckton, 
magistrate at Tirhut, 30 May 1815 in FS Procs., 20 Sept. 1815, no. 152, 
Philip Monckton, actg. magistrate at Tirhut to C.A. Molony, dty. 
to govt., in ibid., no. 153, NA!. 

25. Lieut-Col. Paris Bradshaw to J. Adams, to govt., 7 June 1815 in 
FS Procs., 28 June 1815, no. 9, NAI. Bradshaw was promoted from Major to 
Lieut.-Col. in Dec. 1814. 

26. 'V.S. 1870 Marga Sudi 1', pp. 11-12, lines 19-20. 
27. Ochterlony informed the budakaji in quite unambiguous terms that the 

British would support neither Ranjit Singh (the Sikh ruler) nor the Gorkhalis. 
The Gorkhali commander noted wryly that as he was unable to express 
himself frankly to Ochterlony he had to let the matter rest. See 
Yudh', p. 53. In fact, Ochterlony's meeting with Bhakti Thapa seems to 
confirm this hypothesis. Bhakti Thapa, passing on a message from Amvar 
Simha seems to have sought the neutrality of the in the event of 
the Gorkhalis making a second attempt at regaining Kangra. The Gorkhalis 
seemed to have been convinced that the British would support Ranjit Singh 
of the Punjab in the event of the Gorkhalis attempting to retake Kangra. 
Ochtcrlony on his made no such commitment. See Col. D. Ochterlony 
to John Adams, to govt. 20 Dec. 1813, in FP procs., 4 Feb. 1814, no. 
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NAI. The earlier restitution of the disputed village of 'Betowly' by the 
Gorkhalis to the British should be seen within this larger context of the 
attempt of Am var Simha Thapa to recoup the honour he had lost in his defeat 
at Kangra at the hands of the Ranjit Singh-Sansar Chand combine, by 
securing the friendship (and neutrality) of the British. 

28. For more details on this, see Philip Corrigan and Derek Sayer, The 
Great Arch: English State Formatwn as Cultural Revolutwn (London, Blackwell, 
1985). 

29. My use of the term 'cross-cultural' does not admit of simple dichoto
mies such as East vs. West, Orient vs. Occident, pre-colonial vs. colonial, or 
British vs. Gorkhali. It recognizes the nuances of such encounters by admit
ting that they could even take place within these categories, to blur their 
internal coherence. The studies on such cross-cultural encounters around the 
world during the past 400 years bear ample testimony to this fact. The 
literature on this subject is too vast to be cited here, but see for example, Inga 
Oendinnen, Ambivalent Conquests: Maya and Spaniard in Yucatan, 1517-40 
(Cambridge, 1987); Greg Dening, Islands and Beaches: Discourse on a Silent 
Land: Marquesas, 1774-1880 (Honolulu, 1980); Jonathan D. Spence, Question 
of Hu (New York, 1988). 

30. Maheshraj Pant, for instance comments that the British refusal to 
present nazrs arose out of their pride and self·conception as being the most 
superior power in South Asia. This analysis misses out on some of the issues 
that have been taken up in this account. See 'Nepal Angrez Yudh', p. 60. 

31. To some 1•xtent these older rituals of rule would be gradually glossed 
over by those sponsored by the British, but this does not mean that the British 
would craft the landscape of political signification out of whole cloth. In
deed, some of the newer rituals of rule. they fashioned would draw inspil'ar 
~on from older forms, that were reinterpreted to give new meaning. For 
instance, this is clearly visible in the British appropriation of the ceremony 
of the darbar. See Bernard S. Cohn, 'Representing Authority in Victorian 
India,' in An Anthropologist Among the Historians and Other Bssa.ys (Delhi, 
1987), pp. 632-82. 
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Several historical legends emerged in early modern India featur
ing deliberately poisoned khil'ats or 'robes of honour' The 

legends presented here are set in the contemporary Indian state 
of Rajasthan between ca 1677 and 1752 CE. These tales share 
themes, and motifs with the poison-garment of'"'""''"''"'"""' 
folk legends, in victims are killed by contaminated 
Because historical legends often crystallize around actual people 
events, and reflect contemporary anxieties and moral dilemmas of 
the tellers and their these poison khil' at stories have 
to tell historians as well as folklorists. They are intriguing 
of the way recurrent narrative patterns emerge under cultural 
sure to reveal fault lines within a given society's accepted values and 
social practices. 

Recurrent legends are narratives with analogous motifs and themes 
across cultures, time periods, and geography. One hallmark of recur
rent legends is that the familiar becomes threatening: an ordinary 
scenario (here, receiving a gift of special clothing) is taken to 
shocking but logical extreme, with extraordinary results (the gar
ment causes the death of the wearer). Reali.,tic details, local 
names, dates, and historical personages are common 
devices that enhance the plausibility and currency of 
narratives. Such legends circulate as long as they address significant 
concerns in a given society. The Oral Tales of India, published in 
listed several motifs related to deadly garments from 'old 
lore' collected during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.2 
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Indic versions caught the attention of early British travellers and 
imperialists who recognized similarities to familiar European folk
lore and who, coincidentally, harboured their own anxieties about 
costume, status, and contagion in India. 

Poison-garment legends swirled around the equivocal custom of 
presenting a robe of honour to a friend or enemy. We will argue that 
complex meanings for gifts of clothing developed in historical India 
prior to the introduction of khil' at ceremonies. These meanings could 
either resonate with, or problematize, the gifting of luxurious robes 
of honour. When the British first arrived in the subcontinent, they 
often found the many-layered possibilities of khil'at presentations 
difficult to understand. However, during the eighteenth and nine
teenth centuries, the British imperialists who collected stories and 
legends about poisoned khil' ats did so in the context of their own 
preconceptions and anxieties about living in an environment that 
they often found threatening. 

I 

Conventions about clothing transactions within the classical Indian 
environment, including potentially destructive clothing, provided 
an exceptionally powerful infrastructure for legends about poison 
khll'ats. Gifts of new cloth or clothes 'attended every major life cycle 
ritual in pre-industrial Indian society', and 'cloth transactions also 
took place during [Hindu] worship and in the creation or confirma
tion of political alliances', according to C. A. Bayly. He suggested 
'three basic uses of doth in the social process [uses which in practice 
overlapped]: first, its use in symbolizing status or in recording changes 
of status; second, its magical or 'transformative' use, in which the 
moral and physical being of the wearer/recipient was perceived to 

actually changed by the innate qualities of the doth or the spirit 
and substance it conveyed; third, its use as a pledge of future protec
tion' In India, 'the complexity of the [Hindu] social order [imparted] 
unusual variety to the symbolism of ... dress'. An authoritative Hindu 
law book written long before the advent of Islam stated that 'a man 
receiving a wrong or inappropriate gift is "reduced to ashes like a 

of wood [and] evilly taken a gamzent [will destroy] his skin'". 3 

the moral ambiguities and physical dangers suffusing clothing 
transactions pre-dated the poison-khil'at legends in India by many 
centuries. 

As a 'second skin' that protects the wearer, cloth can pose physical 
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pe_rils to th~ body, such ~s _flammability, poisons absorbed by th,e 
skm, and disease transm1ss10n, as well as symbolic harm. Besides 
toxins, poison garment beliefs in India often specified cholera, ma
laria, or smallpox. Cholera is water-borne and malaria insect-borne, 
but air- and dust-borne smallpox virus can infect cloth for years. 
Long before the germ theory of disease, experience taught that illness 
could be contagious, and that textiles and sealed containers could 
harbour disease.4 Symbolic harm could destroy the wearer's status, 
power, or fortune. These physical and symbolic fears interacted 
when legends coalesced around historical events, creating scenarios 
in which an enemy used clothing as a secret weapon. 

Giving cast-off contaminated clothing to outsiders was a 
long-standing Indian folk ritual and was probably used to cope with 
the fevers and epidemics that raged in Mughal times. In the late 
nineteenth century, Indian Civil Service official William Crooke (b. 
1848) was fascinated by deliberate disease transference rituals, and 
published descriptions of several 'disease riddance' customs that he 
believed had been long-term practices. These are crucial to our un
derstanding of poison-khil'at tales that circulated in Mughal India, 
because they suggest that it was widely known that contagion could 
be deliberately passed on to others. Crooke related one spell for 
infecting an enemy: 'to transfer his malady to another', one 'gets hold 
of the latter's cloth' and draws on.it secret images in lampblack
'when the owner puts on his cloth he contracts the malady'. In 
Crooke's other examples, smoke from the pyres of smallpox and 
leprosy victims was believed to be contagious and ashes from cre
mated smallpox patients were thrown at enemies; Punjabi babies 
were 'inoculated' by placing them on shrouds from graves of small
pox victims; people saved smallpox scabs in a cloth worn around the 
waist; and infected clothing, bedding, and shrouds were given to 
captive strangers or lower castes. Images of disease goddesses (such 
as M;:i.ri Bhavani) or corked containers of disease were also relayed 
from village to village in an effort to banish epidemics.5 

The primary concern in these Indian folk rituals was usually to get 
rid of disease, but infecting outsiders was a direct and expected 
result. 'In Northern India during epidemics', notes Crooke, rags were 
used to 'pass on' disease. Villagers afflicted by smallpox placed scabs 
and infected cloth at a crossroads in the hope that someone else 
would contract the disease and take it away. This was morally ac
ceptable, Crooke was told, because it passed the illness on to strang
ers on a public road, but it must never be done with 'malice or 
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pretence' to any known person.6 This folk prohibition expresses the 
kind of ethical controversy and ambivalence about deliberate infec
tion that informs the poison khil' at narratives. 

Crooke also recorded a rumour that explicitly links beliefs about 
disease transference with khil'at symbolism. Although Crooke did 
not attach a date to this unique legend of a khil'at that was clearly 
labelled as contaminated with a dread epidemic disease, we believe 
that it arose during the vicious infighting that led to civil war be
tween Safdar Jang, governor of Awadh and wazir (first minister, 
theoretically second in command to the emperor) and the Mughal 
emperor Ahmad Shah. Ahmad Shah appointed Safdar Jang wazir in 
1748; the two spent the next five years in deadly intrigues that led to 
civil war in 1753. Safdar Jang was accused of diverting imperial 
funds for his own use, particularly the embellishment of his capital 
city, Faizabad, and of impoverishing the Mughal court as a result.7 

Crooke related a 'grim story' of 'Safdar Jang, Nawab of Oudh [Awadh] 
···who, when he was building the town of Faizabad, received a robe 
of honour from the emperor of Delhi. When he opened the box he 
found an image of Mari Bhavani (the godling of cholera and plague), 
and became so alarmed that they abandoned the site'.8 A robe of 
honour folded around an image of disease sent a powerful shorthand 
?1essage from the angry emperor. It neatly combined the long-stand-
1~g folk method of transmitting a dread disease with a strong allu
sion to the by-then notorious method of murder by poison khil'at. 
This legend can be considered a meta-poison khil' at tale; as the M ughal 
empire became more Byzantine and corrupt, the traditional emblem 
of honour and investiture assumed especially sinister meanings, 
reflecting the popular circulation of the legends detailed below. 

The act of giving clothing from one's own body thus entailed 
powerful and ambiguous meanings in the period prior to colonial 
rule. A garment might simply be a token of friendship, gratitude, 
resp~t, or remembrance of some significant event. However, be
s.towing clothing could also figuratively or literally transfer a condi
tio~ (such as authority or disease). Among Hindus and Muslims in 
I~d1a, then, gifts of apparel might draw on one or all of these func
tions, and on those cited by Bayly above, or else the ideal intentions 
of a khil'at might be inverted. One could never be sure of the 'true' 
spirit or effect of a gift of clothing. The deadly khil'at tales explore 
wh~t can happen when these intertwined social expectations were 
accidentally or deliberately overturned. 
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II 

From the seventeenth until the twentieth century, British merchants, 
travellers, imperial ethnographers, and amateur folklorists have 
claimed the authority to create knowledge about India and Indian 
peoples. The changing contours of Western historiography over the 
past three centuries and the creation of a separate discipline of 
folklore studies in late nineteenth-century Europe determined how 
poison-dress legends would be collected in English-language litera
ture. Historians, both Europeans and English-educated Indians, who 
wrote during the British Raj, tended to accept Turkish and Persian 
court chronicles as valid sources for Indian history and dismissed 
pre-existing Hindu sources as ahistorical. Hindu history expressed 
through khyats (historical chronicles) in regional languages was a 
mode of 'embedded history' in which 'historical consciousness has 
to be prised out', and this escaped many Raj historians. 9 The history 
of Indian folklore collection from the early nineteenth century, when 
travellers 'typically published a few legends, myths or tales', to the 
mid- to late-nineteenth centurv work of British officers, missionar
ies, and their Indian translato;s, who collected legends and beliefs, 
has been traced by Islam and Ramanujan.10 After 1878 when the 
Folk-Lore Society was established in Britain, 'a new scholarship' of 
annotation, footnotes, and motif indexes determined the methods of 
collecting Indian legends. The disciplinary boundaries between folk
lore and history, separated during the professionalization of the 
social sciences in nineteenth-century Europe, are today melded 
through interdisciplinary 'cultural studi.es'. Thus, the poison-khil'at 
legend collected by James Tod and others (see below) now prove to 
be an important primary source for both historians and folklorists. 11 

In the deadly clothing tales that arose in early modern India, we 
find striking parallels to classical Greek, ancient Hebrew, and mod
ern European, and American poison-garment lore. In the basic script 
of poison-garment legends, an unsuspecting victim receives special 
clothing as a gift from another (a stranger or enemy, usually of 
another race, ethnic group, status, gender, etc.). The garment burns 
up the victim or causes a fatal fever. Heat, water, perspiration, and 
cremation are common motifs, and the place of death is frequently 
associated with healing or medicinal hot springs. The ethical rela
tionship between poisoner and victim is ambiguous. The tale plays 
on fears of contamination via an everyday item and raises questions 
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about fair rules of gift-exchange and trust, evoking controversy 
among the performers and audience, and among believers and doubt
ers.12 Many British imperialists, knowledgeable about European ver
sions of poison garment tales, were primed to pay attention to 
familiar-sounding tales in India, especially as the tales coincided 
with their own anxieties in relations with Jndians concerning diplo
matic status, health, and costume. 

In addition, the British were predisposed to find parallels between 
biblical and classical stories in India, because these were among the 
tools they used to try to make sense of the different societies they 
encountered in the Indian subcontinent.13 In the late eighteenth cen
tury, Sir William Jones, an East India Company official steeped in 
Greek and Latin, was a leader in the study of Sanskrit. Analysis of 
this classical language of Hindu civilization led to the discovery of 
the Indo-European language family. Jones considered Hinduism to 
be the 'living cousin' of 'ancient Greek and Roman texts: and he 
developed 'a series of parallels among Greco-Roman gods and Hindu 
ones'.14 In the Victorian period, Alexander of Macedon's conquest of 
north-west India (fourth century BCE) was well known, and scholar
officials speculated unreservedly about direct Grecian influence on 
what they found to admire in Indian culture. They found support for 
their notions in ancient Greek texts: both Plutarch and Dio Chrysostom 
had claimed that Homer's epics were well known in India.15 

In the European body of lore about deliberately contaminated 
clothing, the earliest examples were from classical Greek myth and 
the Old Testament. Variants appeared in early modern Europe and 
hav~ been collected in Mongolia, Africa, and the Americas. The 
motifs and themes poison-khil'at legends share with European poi
son garment types can be illustrated by the following examples from 
Gr~ece and the America<;.16 The Greek myth of Heracles' death in a 
p01soned cloak is the classic poison-garment tale. Deianeira daubed 
~ ceremonial robe with what she thought was a love charm and sent 
it to her unfaithful husband Heracles. When he donned the gift, he 
su~denly began to perspire and the garment burst into flame. The 
pmson corroded his flesh, ate into his bones, and boiled his blood. He 
tried to rip away the cloth but it adhered to his skin as it burned. He 
sought relief by plunging into a stream, but the flames only burned 
more fiercely. He prepared a pyre and immolated himself. The scald
ing stream where Heracles sought relief was famed in antiquity, and 
the hot spring is associated with healing 
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Historical legends with strong overtones relevant for our study 
also grew up around the smallpox-infected garments distributed to 
native Americans by the Spanish, French, and British in the early 
colonial era. One notorious incident was documented in British 
military correspondence. In 1763, the British commander Lord Jef
frey Amherst at Fort Pitt (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania today) ordered 
his men to give the leaders of the Delaware tribe blankets that he 
knew were fatally infected with smallpox. Similar stories with differ
ent victims and perpetrators circulated in the Americas. The victims 
of these robes sought relief from burning fevers in rivers and sweat 
baths, but perished from virulent smallpox.18 

The British officials who came to India during the eighteenth 
century almost certainly knew of the use of smallpox blankets as 
secret weapons. We know, for example, that Lord Amherst was 
lauded in England and his nephew was appointed governor-general 
in Bengal in 1823.19 Classical Greek and biblical education in the 
British Isles had already made the notion of poisoned robes familiar 
to the British, whose own legendary hero King Arthur narrowly 
escaped murder by poison cloak. Numerous medieval and early 
modern European court intrigues involving poisoned articles of 
clothing echoed the biblical, classical, and Arthurian stories, which 
permeated both popular and fine art in Britain at the time when the 
poison-khil'at legends were collected in India.20 

British preconceptions about Asian cultures also encouraged offi
cials and collectors of legends to notice tales that conformed to 
stereotypes about 'Oriental' poisonings. Similar notions already ex
isted in ancient Greek literature; for example, the Asian witch Medea 
was a poisoner and Persians were portrayed as poisoning experts.21 

One early traveller's tale concerned the Turk Mahmud Shah I 
( 'Begada'), the 'poison sultan', who was ruler of Gujarat from 1458-
1511 and the model for the English satirist Samuel Butler's seven
teenth-century lines: 'The Prince of Cambay's daily food/ls asp and 
basilisk and toad'. Duarte Barbosa, a Portuguese who visited Gujarat 
in the early sixteenth century, supported this popular tale and claimed 
that the sultan had been so saturated with poison 'that if a fly settled 
on his hand it swelled and immediately fell dead' .22 Noting that early 
European travellers to India frequently wrote of 'the poisoning of 
princes', British folklorist William Crooke himself asserted that 'se
cret poisoning' increased during outbreaks of epidemics 'which 
suppl[ied] favourable chances of evading detection'.23 
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III 

Ceremonious presentations of robes were known in Muslim courts of 
north India and the Deccan, (central India) and in the Hindu courts of 
the area now known as Rajasthan, at least two centuries before 
Zahiruddin Babur (1483-1530) founded the Mughal (from 'Mongol') 
empire in 1526 CE.24 The circulation of poison khil'at legends flour
ished during the time of the 'Great' Mughals, from Emperor Akbar (r. 
1556-1606) to the death of Emperor Aurangzeb (1707). Akbar's fa
ther, Hurnayun, fled north India in 1540 and took refuge in the court 
of Safavid Iran (Persia). When he regained the Mughal throne in 
1555, he brought back many customs, including a stronger emphasis 
on the Persianesque robes-of-honour ceremonies as symbols of sub
mission. We know that the 'sheer numbers of robes given out in
creased dramatically under Humayun'. 25 During Akbar's reign, khil' ats 
were normally confined to the emperor's ruling circle. After Jahangir' s 
reign (d. 1627), robes of honour were distributed by Mughal com
manders in the field. A memoir by Mirza Nathan, a Persian noble 
who served in military campaigns ordered by Emperors Jahangir 
and Shah Jahan (r. 1628-58), provides hundreds of eyewitness ac
counts of how khil' ats were used to create and cement political rela
tionships in the early seventeenth century in the Bengal region.26 

During the Mughal era, when costly khil' at exchanges were raised 
to a sophisticated art with high stakes, rumours and legends about 
dangerous investitures were especially resonant for Indians and 
foreigners. The Mughal khil'at conferred titles, responsibilities, and 
rewards, but it also entailed obedience. If the emperor did not per
sonally drape the robe on the recipient, protocol demanded that one 
immediately don the khil'at.27 Acceptance of a robe indicated acqui
e~cence to the giver's authority. Refusal of a gift of clothing from a 
fnend would be a grave insult, but rejection of a robe from a superior 
could be treason. The possibility that novel clothing from a suspect 
source, especially a khil'at that could not be refused, could be a secret 
weapon evoked anxiety not only about the giver's motives but also 
the cloth's purity. As a projection of a superior's body and will, a gift 
of secretly poisoned clothing embodied the hidden malice of the 
giver and poisoned the system's agreed-upon rules. It is no surprise 
that in hostile situations the robe of honour was believed to be a 
potential weapon to destabilize hierarchy and destroy enemies. The 
risk inherent in accepting a robe was compounded by the knowledge 
that cloth could actually carry contagion. 
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The perpetually shifting valences of robes of honour meant that 
any khil'at was open to manipulation and negotiation. Examples of 
robes used to dishonour, insult, trick, and harm abound in early 
modern Indian history. A khil'at could become a loyalty test or a 
contest of wills; it could be offered by a friend or an enemy. Myriad 
ambiguities and fault lines in the custom could be exploited; one 
could manoeuvre rivals into accepting khil'ats that hid hypocrisy, 
treachery-even poison. Legends about such subterfuges expose the 
cracks in the khil'at system. 

The three following narratives elaborate historical events that oc
curred between ca 1677 and 1752. The chronological setting and per
sonages are identified for each tale (and variants), as are the collectors 
and their sources. The narratives are followed by comparL<>ons with 
other poison garment analogues and contextual interpretations. In all 
the three tales, the goal was murder by means of a khil'at that trans
mitted disease. These tales were set in the contemporary Indian state 
of Rajasthan, among the Hindu Rajput kingdoms (Amber, Idar, Mar
war, Mewar below) called 'I~ajputana' during British rule Fig. 1). 

Rajput 'princes' established regional states loosely connected 
through clan communities between the seventh and early thirteenth 
centuries CE, when the Delhi Sultanate was established in the geo
graphical centre of north India (1206 Renowned for fierce inde
pendence and military prowess, the Rajput clan leaders fought each 
other for hegemony, and in pursuing their own goals they alternately 
resisted and collaborated with non-Rajput states from the twelfth 

until the end of the Mughal empire in the nineteenth cen
The British colonial-era interpretation of Turkish invasions 

Rajput displacements in north India developed within the com
plex power politics that characterized the weakened Mughal empire 
and the aggressive British commercialism of the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. British administrators and scholars who 
translated indigenous records placed the information they gleaned 
within the frameworks of evolving European paradigms of human 
evolution, history, and religion. During the British Raj, the collectors 
of the poison khil'at tales cast them according to their individual 
preconceptions of Muslims and Hindus.29 

TALE l. EMPEROR AUI~ANGZEB AND PRITHVI SINGH 

Emperor Aurangzeb (r. 1658-1707) was a master at manipulating 
khil'at investitures. During his rule, many stories circulated about 
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khil'ats used to insult, trick, and harm enemies. During Aurangzeb's 
struggle to the Mughal throne, for example, his brother Dara 
Shukoh received a jewel-encrusted khil' at from their father. A urangzeb 
later captured brother, stripped him of his fine raiment, and 
forced him to don dishonourable clothes before having him executed. 
'The heir to the richest throne in the world' was paraded through 
Delhi 'clad in travel-tainted dress of coarsest doth, with a dark, 
dingy-coloured turban, such as only the poorest wear'.30 

Aurangzeb contributed to the empire's decline by pursuing pyrrhic 
military campaigns and destabilizing alliances with Rajput leaders 
who had been loyal peers of his Mughal predecessors. For a number 
of British writers, Aura ngzeb was a man of paranoid cunning, treach
ery, and poisoning; it was that his subjects considered him 
a fakir (religious mendicant, popularly believed to have extraordi
nary powers). According to the Venetian Manned, writing in 1653-
1708, Aurangzeb's grandfather established a pharmacy of deadly 
poisons, including ointments for treating doth, poisons that would 
have been available for Aurangzeb's use.32 

The powerful Rajput kingdom of Marwar, also known by the 
name of its capital city, Jodhpur, was strategic for the Mughal emper
ors, because it controlled lucrative trade routes from the western sea 
coast to Mughal capital cities. Maharaja Jaswant Singh Rathor (or 
Rathaur, r. 1638-78), was both the ruler of Marwar and the chief peer 
of Aurangzeb's court, although he had not supported Aurangzeb in 
his wars for succession nor had proved to be a faithful ally.u Thus, 
the emperor and the maharaja were often in conflict despite their 
theoretically close relationships (as political overlord and chief re
tainer, and close kin). Sent on a military mission to the north-west by 
Aurangzeb, Jaswant Singh died there in 1678 (poison was rumoured) 
and Aurangzeb moved to seize his kingdom.34 This decision led to 
the Rajput rebellion of 1679-81, during which Aurangzeb's son, 

Muhammad Akbar, joined the rebels against his father in a bid 
to himself become emperor Tale 2). 

Our first poison-khil'at legend concerns the death of Jaswant' s son, 
Prithvi (Prithi, Pirthivi) Singh Rathor (1652-7n The British military 
and political agent Lt. Col. James Tod (1782-1835) published a collec
tion of genealogies and stories of politically prominent Rajput 
in 1829-32. He had joined the East India Company in 1798; in 1806 
he accompanied a diplomatic mission to Mewar; from then until 
left India in Tod focused on antiquarian materials on 
Rajput history based on his of henring their oral 
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Variant A: Tod 

'The tyrant' Aurangzeb, says Tod, sent Jaswant Singh to war in 
Afghanistan in about 1670. Then he rival's son, 
Prithvi Singh, to his court; the ·received him with the 
most specious . During the last interview between A urangzeb 
and Prithvi Singh, reported, the emperor suddenly grabbed his 
hands and threatened him. The young prince's defiant response 
apparently convinced that he should him with a 
poisoned robe of honour. Pretending presented the 

with' a splendid dress', which, 'as customary', Prithvi 
immediately 'put on, and having made left the nrl>«i">inN" 

confident of the 'That day was his last!-he was taken 
ill soon after reaching his quarters, and expired in torture, and 
to this hour f1820sl his death is attributed to the robe of 
honour presented by the This mode of being rid of enemies 
firmly believed by the Rajputs, and several other instances of it are 
recorded. Of course, [death] must be by porous absorption; and in a 
hot climate, where only a thin tunic is worn next to the much 
mischief might be done, though it is difficult to understand how 
death could be accomplished . That the belief is of ancient date we 
have to recall the story of Hercules put in doggerel by [Alexander] 

who Dejanire/Wrapp' din th' envenom' d shirt, and set on 

Variant B: Temple 

Temple related that 'Aurangzeb sent for Prithivi Singh and 
him with much courtesy, giving him a khila't or robe of honour, 
which etiquette he was obliged to wear on leaving the court. On 
reaching house he died suddenly in pain that same 
and from that day to this 1900] his death has been attributed to 
poison in the robe. There of course no evidence to show 
that the was poisoned and how it came to affect his health so 
rapidly.' The prince's body was burned on a on the of the 
Jamuna river. Temple published the bard's followed 
his own translation. 

between enemies is 
naive young 
poison causes 

the theme of an 
a shrewd pretends to a 

soon as the victim the insidious 
death, and he is cremated ·near a 



108 • Robes of Honour 

sequence that conforms to the classic poison garment script, espe
cially the myth of Herakles. Tod's direct comparison of this legend to 
the myth of Herakles tortured by the burning tunic shows his keen 
interest in proving racial links between the Rajputs and the ancient 
Greeks. 

Controversy over the legend's meaning continued as the British 
performers Tod and Temple debated the legend's historical truth. Tod 
inserted scientific speculations into the Indian tale, remarking on the 
peril of wearing 'only a thin tunic next to the skin in a hot climate',. 
allowing absorption of harmful substances through the pores. Tod 
may also have had in mind the mythical detail of Herakles' profuse 
perspiration in the burning cloak. Norman Chevers' s Manual of Medi
cal Jurisprudence for India (1870) recounted many bizarre crimes and 
legendary homicides involving poisons native to India. Reflecting 
British health concerns, Chevers attributed the cause of death in Tales 
1 and 3 (see below) to powerful vesicants (skin irritants) impregnat
ing very thin fabric and entering pores exposed by perspiration.42 

The comments on the dangers of sweating through the filmy gar
ments favoured by Indians reveal the British obsession with perni
cious clothing in India. They insisted on wearing thick flannel next to 
the skin as a barrier to tropical disease. Dread of pernicious 'miasmas' 
and tropical fevers in India was another factor in the British preoccu
pation with infected clothing.43 Notably, the smallpox-blanket tales 
and classical myths focus on perspiration, body heat, and absorption 
of toxins through skin pores. Asian Indian poison khil'ats typically 
infect with fatal fevers, echoing the biblical and smallpox-blanket 
tales, whereas fire and heat are stressed in the classical tales.44 

Despite these additions of European concerns, distinctive Indian 
elements are deeply embedded in Tale 1. The rhetoric of the khil'at 
relationship, obligation, etiquette, obeisance, summoned, commanded, re
~pect, honour, is characteristic of the world of khil' ats and is prominent 
m the ceremonies within Persian-influenced cultures. Just as the 
smallpox blankets foreshadowed Amherst's defeat of the Delaware 
in America, Aurangzeb' s poison khil' at prefigured his imperial claim 
on Marwar. 

TALE 2. AURANGZEB AND HIS SON, 
PRINCE MUHAMMAD AKBAR 

This narrative describes Aurangzeb' s thwarted attempt to murder 
his traitorous son Prince Muhammad Akbar (b. 1658; hereafter Prince 
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Akbar) with a poisoned garment. The prince joined his father's army 
in Rajasthan when it occupied Marwar upon the death of Maharaja 
Jaswant Singh Rather in 1678. The Maharaja's only living son, Ajit 
Singh, was a posthumously born infant whose right to the throne of 
Marwar was contested by Aurangzeb and championed by a small 
band of loyal Rather nobles. The Sisodia ruler of Mewar, whose state 
was also known by the name of its capital city, Udaipur, was alarmed 
by the military might that Aurangzeb had brought to his neighbour's 
territory and decided to protect young Ajit Singh with financial and 
military aid against the Mughals. 

During the year before his rebellion, Prince Akbar had defeated 
several Rajput rebels in his father's name. Perhaps because of his 
military success, Akbar then decided to challenge his father and, with 
the promise of Rajput support, declared himself emperor in early 
1681. He was however, no match for Aurangzeb in either military 
boldness or diplomatic manoeuvring. His rebellion collapsed almost 
immedia~ly and, helped by a few loyal Rajputs, he fled to the Maratha 
court in western India where Raja Shivaji's son, Shambhuji, ruled his 
father's kingdom.45 Raja Shambhuji gave the prince asylum, but after 
five years (in 1687) Prince Akbar fled to the Persian court, where he 
died in 1704.46 

The tale of Aurangzeb and Prince Akbar was published in 1727 by 
the Scottish adventurer-merchant Captain Alexander Hamilton. He 
traded in the East Indies in 1688-1723, arriving in India the year after 
Prince Akbar's flight to Persia. His memoirs are chiefly concerned 
with shipping, harbours, trade opportunities, local histories, and 
gossip about royal intrigues, based on his detailed merchant seaman's 
journals and memories. Hamilton reported what he learned from 
'Natives': he says knew some of their 'vernacular Languages'. Before 
becoming an independent trader, Hamilton commanded East India 
Company naval forces in skirmishes against Rajputs and pirates. At 
some point he heard about or met two English sea captains who 
claimed to have arranged Akbar's escape to Persia in 1687. In 1908, 
Hamilton's biographer praised Hamilton's 'honesty and truthful
ness', but cautioned that his work relied on memory and brief notes.47 

Hamilton related several other anecdotes in which Aurangzeb 
manipulated robes of honour to steal other men's wives and swell his 
treasury by 'many millions'.48 Yet he did not mention Aurangzeb's 
notorious murder of Prithvi Singh with a poison khil' at, which would 
have occurred shortly before Prince Akbar's failed rebellion of 1681. 
His silence suggests that Tale 1 about the Rajput prince cited by Tod 
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in 1832 and the subject of Temple's ballad published in 1900 must 
have become current after 1723, decades after death. 
Moreover, the fact that Tod and Temple omit Hamilton's anecdote in 
their list of poison khil' ats implies that this rumour of attempted 
murder circulated during the Rajput rebellion and was later assimi
lated into the more famous legend of Aurangzeb and Prithvi Singh. 

Tale Text 

'About the Year 1685', writes Hamilton, 'when Aurengz.eli's Army 
was in Decan', he wanted 'to bring Rajah [Raja Shivaji] to 
submission'. A 'Son of called Sheek Eckbar [Prince Akbar], 
had contracted a Friendship with the l~ajah'. Aurangzeb "entic'd the 

to come to his Camp', intending to capture and kill but 
Shivaji escaped, which Aurangzeb blamed on Prince Akbar 
had happened in 1665). Aurangzeb intended to kill his son in 

revenge, by a 'Stratagem; wherefore, pretending more Kindness than 
ordinary to his Son, he sent him a Vest, which was very rich and 
beautiful, but poisoned by a perfumed Powder. His Son, with great 
Acknowledgments, received the Present, but, being too well ac
guah1tcd with his Father's Subtilty, put not the Vest on, but deferred 
it to another Time, that he might put it on with more Solemnity' Then 
he· ordered it to be put on a Slave, who died a Day or two after he put 
it on. On which Sheek Eckbar fled to R.ajahpore', from whence he 

with the help of 'two English gentlemen', Bendal and 
who 'provided a Vessel to carry him to Persia'. Rajapur was 

renowned for its· natural hot Bath reckoned very medicinal' .49 

Hamilton reported as a 'genuine' event the rumour, rich with raw 
material, had heard during Aurangzeb's reign. He con-

nected Akbar's subsequent (1681) secret alliance with Raja 
son, Shambhuji, to Shivaji's abrnpt escape earlier (1665) 

Aurangzeb's camp, perhaps aided by Prince Akbar. He also 
<::rn17vc><::tf•n that Englishmen were somehow involved with the rebel-

or, at least, with Prince Akbar's escape. One of 'Benda!', 
was probably Ephraim Bendall, an for the British Crown and 
the East India Company until 1711 

The conflict between Aurangzeb and his son crackles with moral 
In a cascade of betrayals, the son's rejection of his father's 

the of both men. The corrupts the 
mE!anmg of honour and and Prince Akbar 



Early Modem Legends of Poison Khila'ts in India • 111 

only survives by weaseling out of the expected khil' at etiquette. The 
vest was sprinkled with a 'powder' from Aurangzeb's storehouse of 
poisons, bringing to mind cloth deliberately infected with smallpox 
dust (cf. the smallpox blankets). The prince fled to a place famed for 
its curative hot springs; Hamilton thereby concludes with a common 
poison garment motif.s1 

TALE 3. THE PRINCESS OF IDAR, lSHWAR SINGH, 
AND BAK.HT SINGH 

The legend of Maharaja Bakht (Bakhta, Bakhat, Bukht, Vakhat) Singh 
Rather's death in 1752 is entangled in Rajput clan rivalries and 
Mughal claims of overlordship in the region. It appeared in Tod's 
1829-32 Annals. It was repeated by N. Chevers in 1870, garbled by 
C. J. S. Thompson in 1926, derisively dismissed by J. Sarkar in 1939-
40, and resurrected by R. A. Singh in 1992. BakhtSingh (1706-52) was 
the second son of Maharaja Ajit Singh of Marwar (Jaswant Singh's 
posthumous son, born 1678, shortly after Prithvi Singh's death). Ajit 
Singh fought both the Mughals and neighboring Rajput clans for the 
Marwar throne, which he won only after Aurangzeb's death in 1707. 
He received crucial aid from Maharana Jai Singh II Kachhawa (or 
Kachvaha, d. 1743), a leading noble at the Mughal court from the 
state of Amber, also known by the name of its capital city, Jaipur. 
During his reign (1710-24), Ajit Singh tried to gain political and 
economic advantages from the Mughals even as he exploited the 
weaknesses of A urangzeb' s successors, and he habitually encroached 
on his own Rajput neighbours.s2 In 1724, Ajit Singh was murdered in 
his sleep by his second son, Bakht Singh. A variety of reasons were 
offered for the murder, from a plot masterminded by Abhai Singh 
0703-49), Ajit Singh's eldest son and Bakht Singh's brother, to the 
claim that AjitSingh had seduced BakhtSingh's wife and 'was guilty 
of incestuous intercourse'.53 The Mughal emperor Muhammad Shah 
(d. 1748) immediately confirmed Abhai Singh's succession to the 
Marwar throne (r. 1724-49). Three of Abhai's younger brothers re
belled against him and took refuge in Idar. In the ensuing civil war, 
Abhai's brother Bakht, who had murdered their father, finally re
established his loyalty to his own clan, the Rathors, and to his state, 
Marwar.54 

The tangled dynastic histories of Marwar's and Amber's ruling 
clans provided a ripe setting for poison khil'at tales. In 1743 (the year 
Jai Singh II died), the Mughal emperor Muhammad Shah confirmed 
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Jai Singh's second son Ishwar (Iswar, Ishwari, !sari, Isri) Singh 
Kachhawa to the Amber throne. When Abhai Singh died in 1749, 
BakhtSingh (r. 1751-2) claimed the Marwar throne over Abhai's son, 
Ram Singh, and was supported by the Mughal emperor. However, 
Ishwar Singh backed Abhai Singh's son Ram Singh rather than 
Abhai' s brother Bakht Singh (the emperor's choice) and, to strengthen 
his ties to Ram Singh, married his daughter to him. The ruling 
houses of Marwar and Amber had often intermarried; Bakht Singh 
was the uncle of Ishwar Singh' s wife, a Princess of Idar, who was also 
Ram Singh's sister. Bakht Singh died in 1752: of cholera according to 
Persian records; of poison administered by his niece, the Princess of 
Idar, according to Rajasthani sources. The throne of Marwar passed 
to Bakht Singh' s son Vijaya Singh, but Ram Singh, although exiled 
in Jaipur city, did not give up his military efforts to win it for 
himseu.ss 

Tod cited inscriptions on the Rajput battlefields and at the mauso
leum of 'the Rathor' (Bakht Singh) where a 'simple record of name, 
clan, and sakha [lit. branch; family] of him whose ashes repose be
neath, with the date' was inscribed 'in rude characters. Of these 
monumental records I had copies made of about a score; they furnish 
fresh evidence of the singular character of the Rajput' .56 According to 
Lindsey Harlan, Rajput men still cite Tod's renditions of tales that 
exemplify the inherited traits of Rajput character.57 Alternate versions 
of Tale 3, see later, attribute Bakht Singh's death to a curse pro
nounced by Ajit Singh's wives when they became sati (which means 
both 'a good woman' and 'a woman who dies on her husband's 
funeral pyre'). Harlan's research documents still-existing local beliefs 
that women attained both the power to give a curse (shrap) and the 
power to confer a blessing (ashirvad) in the period between their vow 
of sati and their death.58 

The early-twentieth century Indian historian Jadunath Sarkar dis
missed poison as the cause of Bakht Singh's death and ridiculed 
Tod's reliance on the 'bardic gossip' of 'Rathor fabricators' and 'opium 
eaters' that surrounded these events up through the twentieth cen
tury. He attributed Tod's errors to the latter's own careless notes or 
else to his clerks' mistranslations of Rajasthani sources.59 In a recent 
history of Rajasthan, however, Rajvi Amar Singh supports Tod's 
version, as corroborated by the khyats (historical chronicles) of Ram 
Singh (lshwar's son-in-law) and Bakht Singh. R. A. Singh recounted 
that the 'Rathore Rani, the dowager queen of Isri [Ishwar] Singh, 
Ajan Kanwar of Idar, presented a poisoned robe to Bakht Singh' in 
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1752. He named the seer-doctor who attended the dying Raja Bakht 
Singh as 'the Vaidya Suraj Mal' and noted the place of death as 
Sonoli, Jaipur [Amber].60 

Tale Text 

In 1832, Tod related that the 'Queen (the Rha torni) wife of Eesuri Sing 
[Ishwar Singh], Prince of Jeipur [Jaipur, i.e. Amber]' helped him kill a 
rival, Raja Bakht Singh of Marwar. They gave Bakht Singh a poi
soned robe and he soon developed a fever. The physician could do 
nothing; the 'vedya' [vaidya, a healer-seer] confirmed that he was 
dying. Bakht Singh prepared a pyre and recalled a curse that he 
would be consumed in a foreign land. After his cremation a 'ceno
taph was erected and is still called Booro Dewul the "shrine of evil'"61 

Crooke' s 1920 edition of Tod's war k add~d background information. 
'To lull all suspicion', the Princess of Idar visited Bakht Singh in his 
camp on the 'frontier of Mewar, Marwar, and Amber' and presented 
him with a poisoned robe of honour as the 'medium of revenge'. 
'Soon after the arrival of [the Princess] his niece', Bakht Singh was 
'declared in a fever; the physician [healer-seer] was summoned [and} 
declared he was beyond the reach of medicine'. The 'intrepid Raja' 
Bakht prepared a pyre for himself, made his chiefs promise to defend 
his son's rights, and summoned the 'ministers of religion' to receive 
his 'last gifts to the church'. However, his dying thoughts were of the 
curse that haunted him: 'May your corpse be consumed in a foreign 
land!' The curse, now fulfilled by his death on the border, had been 
uttered by his father's wives as they mounted his cremation pyre to 
become sati; women he had, in effect, also murdered.62 

The 1920 edition inserted European concepts (eg. 'last gifts to the 
church' for last rites) into a local Rajput legend and inscription on a 
monument elaborating upon the turbulent struggle among Rajput 
clans and the Mughals after the death of Aurangzeb. Assassinations, 
family betrayals in the name of revenge, the poison/ cholera contro
versy, tension over contradictory khil' at prestations, continually shift
ing Mughal support, the curse of the murdered man's wives-all 
created a fertile ground for folklore. In the legend, the burden of 
hierarchical corruption is carried by the anathema hurled by the 
wives immolating themselves, and it culminates in a poisoned robe 
of honour. These devices, along with the seer summoned to the raja' s 
tent, the body burnt on the spot, the commemorative shrine, lend an 
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India-specific shape to a characteristic poison garment that results in 
a fatal fever followed by cremation. 

This legend implicated Ishwar Singh because of his high stakes in 
the intrigue, even though he himself had taken poison to escape a 
related political crisis in 1750, two years before Bakht Singh died in 
1752. To Chevers, who included the legend in his 1870 medical law 
manual, the death demonstrated once again the perils of Indian 
apparel and climate.63 C. J. S. Thompson, curator of London's Royal 
College of Surgeons Museum (1899-1931) who wrote on the 'ro
mance' of sensational poisoning crimes, conflated the Princess of 
Idar with the heroine of a different poison-khil'at tale, citing the 
conflated legends as an example of the stereotypical female, 'Orien
tal' poisoner. 64 

Late-nineteenth and early twentieth-century English-language 
publications by Indian authors generally followed the methodologi
cal paradigms of their colonial contemporaries; what appears to be a 
much earlier version of this particular legend centred on Idar and set 
during the reign of Emperor Akbar (d. 1601) appeared in Hind Raja
sthan, or the Annals of the Native States of India, compiled by Mehta and 
Mehta in 1896 using a miscellany of largely British sources. Accord
ing to Hind Rajasthan, Viram Dev was the son of the chief of Idar, who 
had rebelled against the Mughal government, was defeated in 1573, 
and escaped to the nearby hills, leaving his capital in Mughal hands. 
Both father and son obeyed Emperor Akbar's summons to appear at 
Delhi (n.d.). When Viram Dev demonstrated unusual bravery in an 
episode with a tiger, the delighted emperor restored his hereditary 
state of Idar. Viram Dev proved to be 'as cruel and tyrannical as he 
was brave and daring' ordering the murder of his brother and attack
ing neighbouring chiefs. He visited Amber, where his half-sister was 
m~ried ~o the ruler. Viram Dev Awas apprehensive that she would 
pmson hun to take revenge for her [other] brother's [murder]; there
fore he used every precaution in regard to what he ate or drank. At 
the time of taking leave, a very valuable dress of honour was pre
sented to [him], which, however, was poisoned'. Viram Dev returned 
to Idar, 'forgot his fears, and put on the dress. He was immediately 
seized with excruciating pains, and within an hour became a corpse'.65 

IV 

Lore about contaminated garments had already developed in India 
by the time Europeans arrived: the European collectors cited 'natives', 
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bards, and storytellers, old manuscripts, epic poems, family annals, 
and temple chronicles' as their sources. In later editions of the stories 
and in quotations of each other's publications, variations, and 
contradictions crept into the surviving variants of each of these tales, 
all in keeping with the characteristics of living folklore. The British 
collectors saw themselves as faithful recorders of genuine Indian 

but understanding the standpoints of these later legend per-
formers is Many drew explicit comparisons between the lndian 
tales and Greek myths, and we can detect European strands 
interwoven into some khil'at tales. Yet in all three legends and their 
variants, the cultural details, situations, and historical characters 
remain firmly rooted in distinctive Indian milieus. 

A unique combination of factors contributed to the development 
of poison khil' at legends among Rajputs and Mughals and then 
helped perpetuate versions of those tales among the British in India. 
Rajputs, Mughals, and British all participated in the custom of ritu
ally presented clothing in diplomacy and all experienced anxieties 
about status conferred by costume and feared the potential for con
tagion in clothing. Different cultural perspectives of course shaped 
these intersecting sets of beliefs and fears, traditions and 'realities', of 
course, but their complementary character meant that poison gar
ment tales in India were bound to attract the notice of the British. 

In interpreting these legends, it is essential to bear in mind 
Korom's cautions about forcing English translations of South Asian 

European folk genres."" Bangladeshi scholar Mazharul Islam's 
critical history of South Asian folklore collection by foreigners is also 
valuable in this regard, as is folklorist A. K. Ramanujan's stress on the 
importance of context and uniquely Indian themes and motifs in 
comparing European parnllels.67 Bearing all of these cautions in 
mind, we suggest that the following parameters influenced the three 
poison-khil' at legends recounted here. 

First, the tales tell us something about the dynamics of power, 
status, hierarchy, and control by Mughals and Rajputs of their allies 
and enemies, through the system of khil'at exchange, and through 
poisoned khil'at exchange. By demonstrating the logical extremes of 
subtle khil'at relationships, these shocking tales enrich our under
standing of the robe of honour system. The tales circulated 'true' 
historical incidents, but the truth of poison dress tales is moot: their 
retelling and variations in this time period demonstrate the unre
solved ten<;ion, among Indians and British, about the status, honour, 
and even health conferred by khil'ats. A robe of honour was never a 
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mere gift. The complex and ancient custom lent itself to 'worst-case' 
scenarios, giving rise to legends in which gift clothing could be 
wielded as a weapon. The khil'at's unique potential for symbolic and 
physical harm came to the fore in Mughal espedaHy under 
Aurangzeb, who manipulated investitures for political ends. The 
folklore of poison garments challenges the ideal that a khil' at could 
ever be a transparent conduit of power. 

Second, long-standing folk beliefs in India linked gifts of clothing 
to disease or misfortune. Efforts to banish smallpox, fatal 
cholera, and other epidemics that raged in pre-modern India led to 
ritual practices that depended on popular knowledge of 
Such practices could arouse negative judgment, as seen in the 
that only strangers should be infected. The British living in India 
were aware of these public rituals. 

Third, nuances of power relationships and metaphorical 
embodied in robes of honour were in the first instance confusing to 
Europeans initially looking for simple market exchange in India. The 
meaning(s) of khil'at oscillated depending on the giver's motives and 
the recipient's understanding; acceptance could send inadvertent 
signals of submission, while refusal might be taken as an insult or 
treason. Hearsay about and personal experience with Aurang.zeb 
and other rulers' khil' at ploys, plus a desire for economic 
and political treaties, made khil' ats items of extreme ambivalence 
among the British. Indian oral or written tales that linked khil' ats 
with fever or misfortune resonated with the and anxi-
eties of the British imperialists, who selected historical tales for 
publication. The selection of these tales demonstrated the British 
desire to understand and to participate in the political hierarchy 
controlled by khil'at exchange despite anxiety about 
their place in the subcontinent. 

Fourth, poisoning was a long-standing theme in Indian history 
and folklore. Norman Penzer has traced biological warfare tech
n~ques back to ancient Sanskrit epics; folklore about poisonous indi
viduals appeared by the seventh centurv CE in India, with parallels 
to classical Greek legends. Similar lore ~bout exotic 'Oriental' poi
sons had circulated since ancient Greek times. 

Fifth, knowledge of biblical, ancient and European f,,.,.,,.,rl" 
of murder by gift cloaks, plus the expectation of finding 
European equivalents in India, led British Hke Tod, 
Temple, and Crooke to notice poison khil' at tales India (similarities 
to European versions may well have been foregrounded in their 
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col~e~tion, a possibility acknowledged at the time).68 Many British 
officials were also aware of the smallpox-infected blankets presented 
to native Americans in the New World. 

Sixth, health issues associated with garments obsessed the British 
in India, who were nervous about tropical disease, absorption of 
toxins through and dangers of locally made cloth touching the 
skin. Their concerns about the barrier /transmitter functions of cloth
ing were congruent with Indian popular beliefs about the protec
tive/harmful attributes of special garments. Elaborate theories about 
'insensible' perspiration, hot baths, fevers, and body heat, 'cholera' 
sashes/belts, the search for fabrics impervious to poisons, and the 
avoidance of contaminated clothing are remarkably evocative of the 
distinctive motifs of poison-garment tales from classical times to the 
present. Sara Suleri points out that fear of deadly clothing was one 
of a series of 'subcontinental threats' described in the memoirs of 
British women in India during the Raj. For example, Harriet Tytler, 
the daughter and wife of British military officers, recounted the story 
'of the death of a poor little English baby' in her memoirs (ca 1858). 
When an ayah (nurse) tried to comfort the crying child, she inadvert
ently caused the scorpion hidden in its nightdress to sting repeatedly 
until the baby died. Suleri concludes that 'the tale ... [serves] as a 
parable for the extreme vulnerability of Anglo-India, in which each 
home (and even baby clothes) can be infested with deadliness' 

What can historians and legend scholars glean from these tales? In 
the early contact and colonial periods in India, complementary and 
long-standing belief patterns in the interacting cultures about physi
cal and symbolic perils lurking in costume interacted. Indian oral or 
written tales that linked clothing with fever or misfortune conformed 
to the expectations and anxieties of the British colonials, who se
lected such historical tales for publication in English. The 
structure of such recurrent legends 'provides a "body" to be "clothed" 
in performance', in the words of contemporary scholar of legends 
Paul Smith. Each localized legend is 'dressed in a way that provides 
an opportunity to discuss a relevant issue' at some particular time 
and place, and similar plot structures may later appear 'reclothed' to 
express similar issues by another group elsewhere.70 

Recurrent historical legends demonstrate how old story lines can 
reappear re-clothed in the cultural concerns of the Similar anxi
eties in different cultures similar story patterns in the attempt 
to impose meaning on historical events. The Indian tales collected by 
the British reveal significant cultural expectations and controversies. 
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By suggesting the logical extremes of subtle khil'at relationships, and 
exposing the dynamics of power, status, hierarchy, and control as 
expressed through the system of khil' at prestnt:ions, and through 
corrupt khil'at exchnnge, these narratives enrich our understanding 
of the robe of honour system. The popularity of such tales in this 
particular time period lays bare unresolved tensions among Mughals, 
Rajputs, and the British. Such were told and retold as long 
as the events they described pack a visceral punch and articu-
late otherwise cloaked ethical ,.,, . ...,i-.-,_.,,,,.,,., 
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The Emperor's Old Clothes 
Robing and Sovereignty in Late Mughal 

and Early British India 

Gail Minault 

As the British gradually conquered north India in the late eigh
teenth and early nineteenth centuries, they reduced the Mughal 

empire to a shadow of its former self, and the Mughal emperor to a 
mere pensioner. In the course of these events, the British East India 
Company made the transition from subordinate to ruler, and the 
Mughal emperor from ruler to subordinate. This shift in power rela
tions was symbolized by rituals of sovereignty, with the British at 
first offering of their submission, but later showing increased 
reluctance to participate in forms of ritual suborqination that were at 
odds with political reality. These rituals evoked the sources of Mughal 
legitimacy, and it behoved the British both to tap the same sources, 
and eventually, to divert them to their own benefit. 

The Mughal empire had once rested upon a firm base of military 
power, sustained by the loyalty of men of talent to the central figure 
of authority, the emperor. The emperor's authority, effected in the 
first instance by military conquest, was then perpetuated by an 
elaborate structure of symbols and rituals. Among his symbols of 
authority were the yak tails of Turko-Mongol kingship and dynastic 
descent from the charismatic Timurids, the throne and other trap
pings of Persian kings, and the umbrella, drums, and 
symbols of Indian rulers. The symbols Islamic 
khutba-(the sermon read in the emperor's name in the 
service in mosques throughout the realm), and the swca--1 
minted in the emperor's name), also bolstered the authority of 
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These symbols however, would have been 
to sustain the dvnastv without further territorial 

sion and constant reinforcc{ment, of the emperor's position through 
rituals in which his subordinates reaffirmed their obedience and he 
invested them with his authority1 

RITUALS OF MUGHAL AUTHORITY 

These rituals took various forms, all of them designed to confirm the 
ties of loyalty among the emperor and his officers at the 

of the Mughal administrative hierarchy. Symbolizing the 
and protection, on the one hand, and clientage and 

on other, these rituals also linked imperial authority to 
divine authority, the source of all earthly power. 

An example of a Mughal imperial ritual that reinforced 
authority and symbolized the of his subjects was 

the iharoka. This was a begun on the custom 
of Rajput rulers, of appearing on a balcony in the morning for 
all his subjects there present to see, to assure that he was 
in health, to prostrate themselves, and to tender petitions. The 
jharoka was elaborated by Akbar and his successors, who sometimes 
followed it with a great public audience (diwan-i-'am), during which 
the imperial officer corps was arrayed before and below the emperor 
in intricate order of with ordinary also in atten-

to seek their afflictions.3 

The symbolism of the jharoka tapped Rajput 
perpetuated the Persian tradition that held that 
accessibfo to all his for the redress of In its 

the custom resembled the military audi-
ences held by Central Asian Turkish conquerors and their Indian 
successors, from Mahmud of Ghazna to Muhammad bin Tughlaq, 

to overawe all and sundry, hence reinforce royal au-
In the role of the of boons and 

as final court of appeal, the ritual gave a in the sacred order 
too: as bt~tween ordinary men and God's 

The Mughals wove together a number of cultural strands 
and symbolized their authority for all their regardless of 
rank or religion.5 

The ritual that 
dinate to the 

symbolized the personal loyalty of the subor-
and the of for service was 

the The subordinate would the 
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with a nazr (an usually gold or silver 
ruler would presenting his servant with a or 
robe of honour. An important element in this exchange was its 
personal and nature. The term nazr (derived from 
Arabic nadhr, or implied an oath of allegiance that was custom-
arily presented in opposed to a pishkaslr, or that 
could be sent to ruler without a personal appearance 

The khil' at, in turn, if not the shirt off his back, was at a 
garment that the emperor had worn, or foiling that, which at the 
very least, been brushed across his shoulder. In the 
emperor was symbolically making the recipient an extension of 
himself, and hence delegating some of his authority. To accept a 
khil' at was an honour, but also an acknowledgment on the of the 
recipient of subordination to the donor. The robe was ~~·~"'h"'""'< 
accompanied by other of the emperor's esteem, as a 
bejewelled sword, or turban ornament, a fine steed, or a new 
office or title. The subordinate would then prostrate himself before 
the emperor as a further of loyal submission. Variations of 
this ritual endured into nineteenth century, with British 
too presenting nazrs to the later Mughals and 
were increasingly threadbare, both of 
thority.8 

In addition to these rituals that symbolized 
ideology o{ protection and service was ex1DrE!SSc~d 
term kha11azad1" referred to devoted, ""'''"''"'"'°' 
nasty. This term, similar to the ritual submission 
implied not only a personal connection to the emperor, but also an 
extended familial as in the of a slave to his master, or 
a religious to his spiritual . 
also implied notions of lineage to origins outside 
India) and shared culture. the incorporative nature of Mughal 
rituals, however, 'pure' lineage must have been broadly_ c~n-
strued indeed. Men of talent, whether from outside or w1thm, 
once granted imperial office and favour, claim klia1111znd status. 

This terminology was also employl'd in the sense the 
empire as a social organism, with the emperor as the 
officers as the 'limbs' This usage particularly 
notion<> of the social order. For example, in an 
count in Persian of his career in Mughnl service in the late seven-
teenth century, Bhimsen, a North Indian himseli 
as a khanazad.11 His hereditary link to the Mughals from his 
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father and uncles to other members of his family, all of whom had 
served as middle-ranking officials for the Mughals: inspectors, audi
tors, and paymasters with the Mughal forces in the Deccan during 
Aurangzeb's campaigns against the Marathas. Bhimsen described 
the working of the empire in organic terms as follows: 

[God] hoisted the banner of love in the field of the human body by making 
the heart the ruler of the empire of the physical body of man, and He gave 
orders to the parts and the limbs of the body to abide by the commandments 
of the heart ... 12 

Similarly, he and members of his family, as minor but necessary 
'limbs', served God and the social order by serving the emperor, who 
was the 'heart' of the imperial body.13 

The ideology of loyal service to the Mughal emperor thus encap
sulated elements that appealed to all his subjects, regardless of faith, 
and other elements that were specifically Islamic. In this latter sense, 
the emperor was not only a political patron, but also the symbol on 
earth ofGod'sauthority and protection. Just as the emperor's bounty 
was shared with those who served him, so God's bo1.1nty was be
stowed upon those who served Him. Wealth, consequently, was a 

of divine favour. 14 If God's bounty were withdrawn, this could 
be construed, not just as misfortune, but as a sign of spiritual failure. 
This helps to explain why, as the Mughal empire declined, the more 
pious of its servants sought to save the situation by becoming better 
Muslims. Others maintained their symbolic loyalty to the emperor 
while recrenting the imperial order on a smaller scale and eventually 
creating new polities, as did, for example, the first nizam of 
Hyderabad.is 

The ideology of service to the empire, therefore, was not without 
its elements of flexibility and realism in the {ace of adversity. Service 
to the emperor might be next to godliness, but if God's favour had 
somehow deserted the empire, what then? One's prosperity in the 
world and one's salvation in the next might, in that case, require 
adaptive behaviour. The eighteenth century, frequently described as 
a time of collapse and confusion, is replete with examples of creative 
restructuring that testified to the power of Mughal ideology and its 
flexibility in the face of challenge and change. Successor states emerged 
in Hyderabad, Awadh, Bengal, Bhopal, and elsewhere. Rival realms 
emerged under the Marathas in the Deccan and the Sikhs in Punjab. 
All these powers perpetuated Mughal culture and symbolism in 
variou."I ways.16 
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THE BRITISH COMPANY 
AND THE MUGHAL RITUAL ORDER 

The British East India Company, as it expanded its territories in 
India, fitted into this pattern, first by recognizing Mughal authority 
and participating in its rituals, and then by replacing the Mughal as 
the source of military might, protection, and patronage. Robert Clive, 
for example, though aware of the Mughal's military impotence, nev
ertheless recognized that the emperor was the source of political 
legitimacy and that certain niceties of form had to be observed. In 
1758, the Mughal awarded the victor of Plassey the elaborate title, 
'Zabdat ul-Mulk, Nasir ud-Daulah, Colonel Clive Sabat Jang Bahadur', 
at the request of the nawab of Bengal. Clive was thus ostensibly a 
client of the nawab, who was a client of the Mughal, whereas actually 
the nawab owed his position to British arms, and the Mughal was 
simply ratifying a state of affairs that he had no ability to prevent. 
Clive did not appear in person to receive this honour, thereby break
ing with the traditions of the ritual, but rather sent a nazr via a 
representative. He later received from the nawab a jagir to go with his 
title; it was a grant of revenues from the lands around Calcutta 
already held by the Company. This caused a certain stir in London, as 
the Company had become, thereby, a tenant of one of its own ser
vants.17However, as Clive pointed out, the only change was that the 
revenues would now go to him (and thus be 'to this nation a profit'), 
instead of to the government of the Bengal nawab. 18 

The question of who was patron to whom was becoming hope
lessly tangled.19 In 1765, when the Mughal granted the Company the 
diwani of Bengal, Clive's audience with the emperor took place at 
Clive's encampment near Allahabad, the throne a hastily impro
vised, doth-draped chair atop the dining table in Clive's tent.20 The 
emperor was nevertheless seated at a higher level, implying his 
superior station and Clive's subordination. The proceedings gave an 
aura of legality and even sanctity to the fait accompli of British 
military and economic dominance in the lower Ganges plain. 

The British defeat of the Marathas near Delhi in 1803 opened a 
new chapter in Anglo-Mughal relations. The Mughal became a pen
sionary of the British with no real power except within the walls of 
Red Fort. The British had become his overlords. Thereafter, the 
Governors-General discontinued the practice of presenting nazrs to 
the emperor, as they no longer wished to offer even symbolic obei
sance. Lesser officials, however, continued their expressions of 
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deference and loyalty. Lord Lake, the conqueror of for ex-
ample, was instructed to show the emperor demonstration of 
reverence, respect and attention, and every of regard for [his] 
comfort '21 Lake was received by Shah Alam 1759-1806) in Red 
Fort in September 1803, expressed his loyalty, and was granted an 
elaborate title: 'Samsam ud-Daulah, Astia ul-Mulk, Klrnn-i-Dauran, 
Khan Bahadur, Sipah-i-Salar, Fateh Jung', and the office of Com
mander-in-Chief (that is: sipuh-i-salar), an office he already held in the 
British forces.22 The Mughal thus again only ratified a de facto situ
ation over which he had no control, notwithstanding ritual appear
ances to the contrary. 

Thereafter, British concern the niceties of Mughal etiquette 
followed the trends of administrative policy. Governors-General in
sisted upon equality. of status and refused to meet the M ughal on any 
other basis, but lesser officials, particularly the British resident at the 
Delhi court and other important visitors, maintained elaborate ritu
als of deference and continued to present nazrs and receive khil' ats. 
Illustrative of these gradations is the foUowing description of an 
audience in 1828 between the Mughal emperor, Akbar Shah II (r. 
1806-37), and the British Governor-General, Lord written 
by Edward Raleigh, a member of Amherst's staff. Raleigh first notes 
the negotiations leading up to the audience, reflecting not status 
concerns on both sides, but also the Mughal's economic realism and 
the British concern to offer him some face-saving device: 

It is here necessary to state that the of the Governor General of 
India on anything like equal footing had never occurred No Gov. Gen. has 
ever sat in presence of [Mughal] Royalty. Our Resident was obliged to 
go through on some occasions menial forms in acknowledgement of 
I nforiori ty 

It appears that the King [i.e., the Mughal, Akbar Shah], who receives a 
stipulated income from the Company, was very desirous of an increase of 
allowance, and consequently sought an interview with the Gov. Gen. This, 
the Gov. Gen. of India expressed his wish to accede to, but only on one 
condition: 'That as representative of the British Govermnent and the Crown 
of England, he should be received on equality by the King of Delhi and sit 
in presence as did the King'!!! 

This matter required the most dexterous diplomacy to effect, but after 
much consideration ... the King of Delhi consented to allow the of 
England to be an 

The Governor-General arrived at the walled city of Delhi on 15 
February, 1828. About a mile outside the he was received by the 
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Mughal's eldest son and heir-apparent, who joined the to 
the British residency. Lord Aniherst encamped in the compound of 
the residency and held a dinner that night, attended by the prince. 
The meaning this British ritual was also subject to negotiation. 

explains: 

The Prince informed Sir C[harl«.!s] Metcalfe [the that it would have 
been his wish to have entertained the G.G. but that [at] the none but 
the could entertain. He asked Sir if he would allow 
the Sir CM. informed His I Iighness that at the he alone 
was the person to entertain, but that he should be happy to have the Prince's 
countenance at the table, and that he may imagine that he was the entertaini.'r. 
This the Prince highly approved of as a brilliant idea!!!24 

On the day appointed for the audience between the Governor
General and the Mughal, Raleigh describes the elaborate procession, 
the escort offered by another Mughal and the reception at the 
palace: 

17th [Feb. 1828]: At 8 a.m., the Gov. Gen. (not Ladies) with a 
full Sawaree [mounted joined to which was that of Sir 
Metcalfe's and invited headed by the body and followt~d 
'Skinner's Horse' and with emblem of State and dignity, left the 
Residency for the palace cf the of Delhi. On a elephant, on the 
Gov. Gen' .s right, was the Prince (4th son of the as escort Near to the 

the 55th and 17th were drawn up to salute. The 
entered the outer of the palace, and the Prince advancing, led 
thro' two inner portaL<> and At the second gate all but the Prince 
the G.G. dismounted and to the door of the The Prince and 
the Gov. Gen. came thus far on elephants and here dismounted and ad
vanced, followed by the Suite into the hall of in the centre of which 
the old King was seated on a square platform about four feet from the 
ground, covered by a canopy, the whole with at each corner a little 
gilded peacock having a string of pearl" hanging from their beaks. At the foot 
of this throne was a moveable flight of gilded which were removed 
when the King had ascended or descended and them. 

On the Gov. Gen.'s entering the Hall, the 
and advanced some way to meet him. An 
handed Lord Amherst to a gilded chair 
throne and then ascended his throne. Mr. standing near to ~•.,r~.r.-i 

between the two personages. Little in the way of conversation tran
After about ten minutes the Lord rose and the 
and placed at the foot of the throne. The 

to the distance at which he had met him 
Lord retreated and the retmncd to his 
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G.G. suite were at the sides and behind him, the attendants 
on each side of his throne The was a fine looking old man with a 
white beard and handsome countcnancc 

A few days later, the Governor-General's was to 
the Mughal, and did present nazrs and receive robes of honour. 
Raleigh describes the scene: 

23rd [Feb. 18281: This day the Staff of the G.G. were to be presented 
to the King in due form. We all assembled in full uniform at the Residency, 
mounted our elephants, and proct~eded, led Sir C. Metcalfe, in 
to the At the second all dismounted and walked 
next two squares. On entering the court into which the throne room opens 
and through the windows of which the beheld in distance, we were 
directed to bow our heads three times, saying Salam, whilst a herald with 
stentorian voice called out, 'Salam Padshaw, Ackbar Shaw' 

We then into the Hall of Audience, where we had to repeat our 
three Salams Having been ranged in lines on the right side of the hall, Sir 
C. Metcalfe (as Resident), who stood near the throne called us up one by one. 
And placing three gold mohurs on our white pock~?t handkl•rchief, with a 
bowing grace, we presented our offering. The King took the gold mohurs in 
his fingers and we walked backwards to our places. And when all 
had their nuzzer [nazr], we together made a profound and were 
then conducted to the balcony out5ide the hall. Here we were dressed in a 
killanth [khil'at] over our uniforms (the swords, epaulettes and lace of 
which were rather in the These killanths consisted of a petticoat of 
coarse gauze, spangled all over with silver spangles, and a yellow tinsilled 

Round the neck a of tinsil calico and round our cocked 
two or three bands of tinsil tape with tassels. The whole of these dresses 
were of the most wretched material and over military and civil uniforms of 
considerable splendour, had an effect only to be appr~ached the chimney 
sweepers of May 

The following 24 February, the emperor paid a return call on 
the Governor-General. He came to the residency in a procession of 
numerous elephants, similar to Lord Amherst's previous progress to 
the pafoce. His throne had sent ahead and set up in the largest 
room of the residency, with a chair next to it for the Govemor
GeneraL When the emperor descended from his elc~phant, he was 

to reception hall in a 'sort of seat'. Lord Amherst led the 
Mughal to the steps of the throne, and 'a little conversation took 
place' with Sir Charles Metcalfe as interpreter. Then the 
Covt~mor-General's gifts were presented to the MughaL Their value 
was carefully noted, though it is unclear whether they equalled or 
f'xcccded the value Lord Amherst from the Mughal: 
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The presents were now laid before the on the floor, 
shawls and to the amount of Rs 80,300 or 

He soon after descended, G.G. tRking his led him to the door, 
where he himself on the chair and was restored to his elephant, the 
Prince behind him. A salute of guns was fired on his arrival and departure, 
and the and Infantry were in saluting position near the palace 

Notwithstanding of all this dexterous diplomacy, the emperor's 
request for an increase in his stipend from the British was not granted. 
Akbar Shah then refused to meet the next Governor-General, Lord 
Bentinck, during the latter's tour of north India in 1831.28 Emily Eden, 
the sister of the subsequent Governor-General, Lord Auckland, writ
ing about their tour of north India in 1838, mentioned that she visited 
the palace but her brother could not, 'for some point of etiquette' 

Bishop Heber, during his visit to north India in 1824, was 
sented to Akbar Shah. As a distinguished British visitor, but not on 
a par with the Governor-General, the bishop was expected to present 
nazrs and receive a khil'at. Heber's writing style is livelier and more 
detailed than Raleigh's matter-of-fact account, although Raleigh gave 
a much fuller picture of British concerns over protocol and symbolic 
meaning. The bishop's description of the palace and his audience 
with the Mughal is a classic of the genre: 

[O]ur guides, withdrawing a canvas screen, called out in a sort of harsh 
cha.unt, 'Lo the ornament of the world! Lo the asylum of the nations! King of 

The Emperor Acbar Shah! Just, fortunate, victorious!' Opposite to 
us was a beautiful open p<1vilion of white marble, flanked 
rose-bushes and fount<1ins within which was a of people, and the 
poor old descendant ofTamerlane seated in the midst of them. Mr. Elliott [the 

resident] bowed three times very low, in which we followed his 
example. This ceremony was repeated twice as we advanced up the steps of 
the pavilion, the heralds each time repeating the sam<' expressions nbout 
their master's We then stood in a row on the right-hand side of the 

is a sort of marble bedstead ornamented with 
and raised on two or three steps. Mr. Elliott then stepped forwnrds, 
joined in the usual Eastern way, announced, in a low 
emperor, who I was. I then adva11ced, bowed three times 
a nuzzur of fifty-one gold mohurs in an embroidered purse, laid on my 
handkerchief ... I had thus an opportunity of the old gentleman more 
plainly. He has a thin, but handsome with an aquiline nose, and 
a long white His complexion is little if at all darker than that of an 
European. His hands are very fair and delicate, and he has some valuable" 
looking rings on them. His hands and face were all I saw of him, for the 
morning being cold, he was so wrapped in that he reminded me 
extremely of the Druid's head on a Welsh halfpenny 
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Heber then received a khil'at. Like Raleigh and his fellow officers, 
the bishop felt somewhat bizarre in his finery. He described the 
ceremony as follows: 

The emperor then beckoned to me to come forwards, and Mr. Elliott told me 
to take off my hat ... on which the emperor tied a flimsy turban of brocade 
... with his own hands, for which, however, I paid four gold mohurs more. 
We were then directed to retire to receive the 'Khela ts' (honourary dresses) 
which the bounty of the 'Asylum of the World' had provided for us. I was 
accordingly taken to a small private room ... where I found a handsome 
flowered caftan edged with fur, and a pair of common-looking shawls, 
which my servants ... put on instead of my gown, my cassock remaining as 
before. In this strange dress I had to walk back again, having my name 
announced by the criers ... as 'Bahadur, Boozoony, Dowlutmund, etc., to the 
presence ... I now again came forward and offered my third present to the 
emperor, being a copy of the Arabic Bible and the Hindoostanee Common 
Prayer, handsomely bound in blue velvet laced with gold, and wrapped up 
in a piece of brocade. He then motioned me to stoop, and put a string of 
pearls around my neck, and two glittering but not costly ornaments in the 
front of my turban, for which I again offered five gold mohurs. It was, lastly, 
announced that a horse was waiting for my acceptance, at which fresh 
instance of imperial munificence ... I again paid five gold mohurs. It ended 
by my taking my leave with three times three salams ... "1 

Later administrators chafed at these rituals, regarding them as 
meaningless relics of an increasingly irrelevant past. In 1828, the East 
India Company in Calcutta prohibited its officers in Delhi from 
accepting titles bestowed by the Mughal, but it appears that the 
practice continued, for in 1835, Calcutta reiterated that: 'the British 
government does not recognize the right of the Court of Delhi to 
confer titles on any of the Company's subjects'. The resident was 
instructed 'peremptorily to interdict the receipt in future of titles'.32 

This increasing inflexibility on the part of the East India Company 
was born of the desire to withdraw recognition from the Mughals as 
an equal sovereign power. 

Finally, in 1843, the practice of offering nazrs and receiving khil'ats 
was also forbidden. Such practices, noted the then Governor-Gen
eral, Lord Ellenborough, were 'altogether inconsistent with the rela
tive position of the King of Delhi and of the British government 
which now possesses the power from which alone the house of 
Timur derived its dignity'.33 When the emperor, Bahadur Shah II (r. 
1836-57) protested, Ellenborough noted that, though they would no 
longer offer nazrs, the value of such offerings in the past had been 
approximately Rs 10,000 per annum, so he proposed that they increase 
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the Mughal's stipend by Rs 833 per month. The emperor was not 
amused. He noted that the presentation of nazrs was intended to 
show respect to the throne of Timur, and consequently the proposal 
to commute nazrs into a monthly allowance was 'perplexing and 
astonishing'. He did not consent to the arrangement, though a de
cade later, during the Governor-Generalship of Lord Dalhousie, he 
asked for the arrears of this allowance. Dalhousie turned him down.34 

This gradual withdrawal of recognition from rituals that were 
symbolic of a power relationship that no longer existed may have 
seemed, to the British administration, the only practical and rational 
thing to do. In place of a symbolic exchange of patronage and protec
tion for loyalty and service, these British administrators saw only a 
form of payment for office, evidence-to them-of oriental deca
dence and decline. They regarded the practice of giving nazrs as 
tantamount to bribery. Where the exchange of nazrs for khil'ats was 
unavoidable, they established a strict scale of equivalence, so that 
instead of being a ritual of incorporation, the practice was reduced to 
a commercial transaction. This was already in evidence at the time of 
Amherst's visit, when Raleigh's account carefully enumerated the 
number of trays of shawls and jewels offered, and their value.35 This 
could then be placed in the account books as part of the Mughal's 
stipend, evidence not of equality, but rather of his subordination. In 
this way, the British administration continued the Mughal patronage 
system and even some of its rituals, but either misunderstood the 
symbolic meanings of those rihtals, or, more probably, deliberately 
altered their meanings.36 This was done in gradual stages and not 
without considerable debate in the councils of government and vo
luminous bureaucratic correspondence.37 In so doing, however, the 
East India Company was repudiating the very rituals that had given 
it a claim to legitimacy in the first place. It did so at its own peril. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In retrospect, it seems that one of the reasons the East India Company 
officials repudiated these rituals was that they believed, all too well, 
in their efficacy and no longer wanted to give the Mughal any reason 
to misunderstand his position. Indeed, withdrawal from the rituals 
signalled the emperor's subordination more clearly than the pay
ment of a stipend, as the latter might be construed as tribute. Even 
before the cataclysmic events of 1857, plans were under way to evict 
the Mughals from Red Fort, the one piece of territory where they still 
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held sovereignty, and oblige them to live in their near the 
Qutb Minar.38 'It is fitting', wrote Dalhousie, 'that we should exert 
our power and our right to the full On the death of the 
[Bahadur Shah Zafar] I would propose that the fMughal] 
should cease' Whether the emperor knew of this intention or 
not when he welcomed the mutineers from he may have 
suspected it. 

It therefore, no that after the revolt, the British Indian 
government, in seeking to its own power, instituted elaborate 
rituals of its own, played out in a series of fatuous Durbars. Lytton's 
pageantry of 187840 was followed by others, in the 
magnificant Coronation Durbar of 1911, at which V 
received the various of India in a 
emony, and in his role as successor to the Mughal, announced a 
the return of the imperial capital to Delhi. 
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Conclusions 

What, then, were the principal features of the 
khil'at ceremony in the South Asian context? In 

rent re-thinking of the term 'culture' as historically con
tested, and intertwined with politics and power, the khil'at ceremony 
was centrally about establishing a political between 
and receiver. At its simplest, this relationship was one of 

a generalized and largely unspoken loyalty. The giver 
maintenance; the receiver expected to serve with skills 

and his if necessary. The marked the body of the 
receiver and made him 'suitable' for court before an audience simi
larly We found the ceremony in active use, as one of the most 
common and important ceremonies of kingship South 
Asia for almost a thousand years. 

In actual however, khil'at was rarely The cer-
emony was enmeshed in local and 
politics. Many bestowed such as queens, male 

of the king, merchants, jurists, and Sufi teachers. This 
of investiture suggests many sites for initiative and power 

the political system, a feature also by the many 
rebellions and succession wars. Many also robes from sons 
of the down to forest guides. Great 

in a 'circulation of fabulous objects' ceremony 
from a demonstration of loyalty to an adult 

in control of a solvent state to the most of 
ceremonies at times of succession or otherwise 
We seen khil'at in competition with other ceremonies of 

giving of pan) as well as several occasions of refusal 
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khil'at. Let us now turn to some of the larger implications of this 
study. 

KHIL'AT AND BUREAUCRACY 

Khil'at is important for conceptualization of the empires in South 
Asia from perhaps the tenth to well into the nineteenth century. 
Scholars have long noted that during this period sultans and kings 
experimented with administrative structures that gave the ruler 
greater stability, power, and income. In many of these experiments, 
the ruler attempted to impose regular taxes collected by salaried 
officials who had written job descriptions. What is fascinating is that 
over the course of a thousand years these geographically dispersed 
experiments in bureaucracy and hierarchy did not displace fealty 
and its ceremonies, like robing. Rather, bureaucracy often ended up 
underneath fealty in an uneasy relationship. Perhaps one example 
will illustrate what I mean. 

In the sixteenth century, the Mughal empire indeed had written 
tax contracts, tax collectors, carefully structured assessment guide
lines, and officials who dealt with everything from the royal work
shops to the branding of horses among low-level soldiers. 
Nevertheless, an elite above this bureaucracy was structured by 
fealty. The mansabdars (that is, men holding a grant for the mainte
nance of troops), consisted of only a few thousand men, each-father 
and son-known to the emperor and raised tq this rank in a simple 
ceremony of fealty before him. No specific duties were attached to 
being a mansabdar. It was assumed and expected that any member of 
this elite would lead troops, even if his family had been administra
tors for generations. Likewise, it was expected that this elite would 
share in the ruler's prosperity either from peaceful development or 
expansion by war. As Gavin Hambly has described, ties of fealty 
were regularly renewed in face-to-face encounters between mansabdars 
and the emperor at court, in conference, and on the hunt. Robing was 
the ceremony that recognized successful service, whether in war or 
peace, and was especially used to maintain ties when distance pre
cluded face-to-face contact. Robes arrived in far-flung provinces by 
special emissary. Recipients faced the capital, bowed deeply, pros
trated, donned the robe in the presence of the troops and subordi
nates, placed the warrant on the forehead, and bowed deeply again. 

Whenever a ruler tried to adapt robing away from first-among
equals fealty toward bureaucracy or hierarchy, the process was 
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surprisingly similar. The ruler used his power to simplify the mean
ing of the robe, to wring ambiguity from its presentation, control its 
exact meaning, and formalize the personal ceremony, often by the 
addition of a written, fixed protocol for the ceremony, sworn oaths, 
and written warrants of duties. It is perhaps worth suggesting a few 
examples of this process outside India. As early as the eleventh 
century in Iran, certain robes of honour had become robes of office, 
the very name of the office stitched into the robe.1 As early as the 
tenth century, the Byzantine emperor before a campaign bestowed to 
the army robes whose worth was carefully 'ranked' to match the rank 
of the soldiers. The exact monetary value was sometimes stitched 
into robes. 

Nevertheless, the fealty aspects never completely disappeared 
from khil'at. In spite of developing bureaucracy, it was enormously 
useful that personal bestowal of the robe meant that the 'hand of the 
ruler' was in direct relationship to the receiver. Even in the normal 
run of things, any ruler, strong or weak, needed a way of maintaining 
a relationship with officeholders, especially when offices were heri
table. A ruler could demand of 'his' man (as marked with the robe) 
actions and loyalty that he could not ask of a mere salaried employee. 
Any reign could have crises in which just this sort of loyalty might 
make the difference, such as succession disputes, the frequent plots 
against the king by his own nobility, failure in war, an unpopular 
marriage, or a serious rebellion. For many in service, this personal 
aspect, characterized by robing, kept the ruler, if only in imagination, 
as a companion and accessible. 

RELIGION, THE LOCAL, AND KINGLY SYMBOLS 

One of the most striking features of the khil'at ceremony was that, 
with the exception of Sufi robing, it had no religious overtones in the 
giving or receiving. The custom was anything but exclusively 'Is
lamic'. It was in active use in hundreds of Hindu courts, Christian 
Constantinople, among Egyptian Jews, Buddhists in Tibet, and Con
fucians in China. Use by the Mughals in cementing loyalty by Rajputs 
was paralleled by similar use by Constantinople among the Eastern 
bishoprics. Both Constantinople and the caliph of Baghdad simulta
neously sent luxurious ceremonial robes in a bid for the loyalty of the 
royal families of Armenia during the ninth century. Early Christian 
travellers and ambassadors to India readily accepted khil'at. A few, 
such as Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, proudly had their portraits painted 
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in their robes. British lTaders and officials accepted khil'at well into 
the nineteenth century, notwithstanding an increasingly Evangelical 
tone to the Indian administration. 

This 'secular' functioning of khil'at suggests a need to reconsider 
other kiugly symbolism in South Asia. The umbrella, for example, is 
generally viewed as a 'South Asian' symbol and associated with 
Hindu kingship. The symbol is, however, found on 4000-year old 
Persepolis friezes in Mesopotamia. On these friezes, umbrellas shade 
kings. Other 'South Asian' kingly symbols have perhaps, equally 
deep roots and far-flung origins. The fly whisk, for example, has been 
found in late Neolithic kingly burials in Central Asia. The sunshade 
in its pipal-leaf shape is undoubtedly Indian, but the general use of 
a flat sunshade on a tall pole is also found in ancient Persia. 

Perhaps kingly symbols were of two types. One set drew on a 
common religious background; kings used them for integrating kins
men and ethnically similar local folk. This sort of symbolism might 
include regular patronage of a local temple or shrine or 'stages of life' 
ceremonies. The second set of symbols and ceremonies was known 
throughout a wide region and were 'secular'. In the South Asian 
context, horses, elephants, the umbrella, drums, horns, jewels and 
jewelled weapons, the sunshade, and banners might belong to this 
category. It is at least suggestive that a set of Bijauri paintings nearly 
contemporary with the Battle of Talkot show identical symbols sur
rounding the Hindu king of Vijayanagara and the Muslim sultan of 
Bijapur.2 Perhaps kings needed these more, widely, known symbols 
to integrate troops and tax-paying people beyond their own religious 
or ethnic group. 

We usually think of conflict and contestation between large, 
transnational symbol systems and local custom as a feature of the 
'modern'. The meanings of, for example, Coca-cola and Hollywood 
movies in local and especially non-Western settings have been the 
subject of much recent research and theory. The khil'at ceremony, 
however, challenges us to consider such 'globalization' in the pre
modern setting. Here we have a large-scale symbol system interact
ing with local customs that resulted in many of the phenomena 
associated with the 'modern' predicament. lbn Battuta visited sev
eral groups who were only a generation or two into the 'conversion' 
process: Timbuktu, the Mongol II-Khan, Samarkand. We find 
groups at the fringes of the robing world adopting the custom for 
many reasons-access to larger trading markets, luxury goods, credit 
networks, entry into wi.der knowledge often based on texts, 
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alliances with larger powers, 'suitability' in courts when and if they 
travelled. 

Local custom, nevertheless, hardly disappeared and the relation
ships of local custom to the larger symbol system of khil'at were 
complex and contested. In the Maldives, for example, resistance was 
the order of the day. Women simply refused to cover up even though 
lbn Battuta, as qadi, ordered them to do so} Also, in the Maldives, Ibn 
Battuta observed the existing local custom of 'throwing down' cloth 
when approaching a ruler or dignitary. It seemed to carry on com
fortably with khil'at.4 As lbn Battuta discovered, the constellation of 
honorifics included in a khil' at ceremony was adopted to focal cir
cumstances. Where horses were scarce, such as in south India, he did 
not receive them along with robes. This rich mosaic of responses 
suggests that, just as in the 'modern', we look to the interface of local 
custom and larger symbol systems for many of the issues raised in 
'modern' studies; agency, hegemony, subject-formation, identity, and 
legitimation.5 

LINES OF RESEARCH 

Let me suggest a few lines of research that might follow from our 
analysis of khil' at. First, it seems clear that we need to drop the simple 
categories of elite and subaltern for the pre-modern period in South 
Asia and accept the documented evidence that the elites were 'po
rous' at the bottom to groups, families, and individuals. Second, we 
need to shift our focus from normative texts and peaceful conditions 
to war. Military service was the commonest entrepreneurial activity 
of pre-modern South Asia. From successful military service came 
whole new castes-Marathas and Rajputs. From successful leader
ship in war came wholesale shifts in status. We need only think of 
Shivaji's move from general to ruler. I believe that khil'at was central 
to this process. It could be scaled up or down to recognize individu
a~s or groups and did not require or even suggest religious conver
s10n. It operated at the interface of local custom and a larger symbol 
system. It made the receiver both suitable for court and could raise 
his status in the eyes of followers. 

Third, the khil' at ceremony suggests a fresh approach to the gen
eral process of religious 'conversion'. We might view the practice of 
conversion as less about a profession of beliefs than a gradually 
closer or more important relation to a whole constellation of symbols, 

and ceremonies, not all of them overtly 'religious'. Here I am 
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following Richard Eaton and his analysis of an Islamicate 
Khil' at was one the core ceremonies that connected that world to 
others, especially local in courts across South Asia. 

Finally, I would recommend that the sort of analysis used here for 
khil'at be broadened to include other kingly symbols found in South 
Asia. I b1~1ieve that the reason that khil'at and many other 
symbols and ceremonies have been little studied is that one can 
approach them through These symbols and ceremonies 
have no text, handbooks, or Brahmanic accounts. By the 
privileging of text over practice in the study of kingship, 
have mi.c:;sed how rule actually worked. If we look, example, at the 
symbolism associated with Rajput, Maratha, or Mughal we find an 
eclectic mix of symbols of diverse origins. We need to be aware of 
agency among many more actors in the system than just the and 
see adoption of any symbol or ceremony as historically 
politically motivated, and contested. We need to analyse 
practice rather than only normative texts or theory. 
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