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A folio from the Late Shāh Jahān Album (1650-58 CE) housed in the collection of the Chester Beatty Library 
shows a Sufi saint in a white jāma sitting under the shade of a tree on a high marble platform addressing a 
group of disciples (Fig. 1). In the large border surrounding the main scene holy men of diverse lineages are 
located against a backdrop of magnificently illuminated plant life. On the top right a border figure reads 
from an open book to his Sufi companion sitting across from him. Minutely scribbled on the open pages of 
this tiny book is a Farsi couplet, simple at first glance, but in fact linking the central subject of the painting 
to its imperial patrons.1 Almost hidden in plain view, the verse can be translated as the following:

O Thou, King of the world (Shāh Jahān), Thou its possessor (Dārā)

O Thou possessor (Dārā) and Thou the world-adorner (Jahānārā)

Composed in 1645 CE, these are the opening lines from the famous Shāh Jahān period Sufi saint Mullā 
Shāh’s Risāla-i Shāhiyya (The Treatise of Shāh).2 In fact, the bearded saint preaching to his disciples in the 
painting is none other than Mullā Shāh (1584-1661 CE) of the Qādrī order of Islamic mysticism, and the 
spiritual guide of both the heir apparent to the throne, Dārā Shikoh, and his elder sister and the Mughal 
‘first lady’, Jahānārā Begum. 

Initially this couplet appears to address the Mughal Emperor Shāh Jahān by three royal epithets: King, 
Possessor and Adorner of the World. Through a clever wordplay the verse also simultaneously addresses his 
two most beloved and influential children, thereby attesting to their privileged status among the Emperor’s 
progeny. To complicate the meaning further, ‘Shāh’ is the nom de plume of Mullā Shāh. In the context of 
the treatise it becomes clear that the poet is primarily addressing God by calling him the king of the world. 
The double-presence of the saint as the subject of the painting and as speaker in one of the folios of the 
Late Shāh Jahān Album shows the influence of Islamic spirituality in court life, and also attests that both 
Jahānārā and Dārā Shikoh held considerable sway in the Mughal court. Considering their involvement in 
major cultural endeavours during this period, it is likely that they were equally influential in grand imperial 
painting projects such as the Late Shāh Jahān album. As has been well documented in their own writings, 
both were devout followers of the Muslim Sufi path of tasawwuf. 

Throughout the development of Indian painting, the depiction of Muslim saints has served a variety 
of narrative purposes: to fulfil well-established Persian pictorial conventions; to validate the divine right of 
kingship; and, in the case of prodigious Mughal court painters such as Daswant, Basāwan and Govardhan, 
to capture the daily practices and rituals of dervishes.3 In this paper I will demonstrate how the charismatic 
figure of Mullā Shāh, in collaboration with the mystical inclinations of Jahānārā and Dārā Shikoh, significantly 
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reconfigured the genre of Muslim devotional painting 
in India in the mid-sixteen hundreds.

The first half of the survey briefly discusses 
conceptual arguments from within Indian Sufism 
that sanctioned the creation of saints’ portraits 
as icons. In the second half, the paper examines 
thematic shifts in devotional portraiture that appear 
to have coincided with the imperial siblings’ initiation 
into the Qādrī order in 1640 CE. Relying heavily 
on Jahānārā’s autobiography Risāla-i Sāhibiyya, I 
will demonstrate how the representation of saints 
evolved from historical and ‘genre’ scenes, like those 
found regularly in the great Mughal albums of the 
Jahāngir and Shāh Jahān eras, to a more iconic form 
of portraiture focusing on singular images of known 
Sufi saints.4 This portrait type became increasingly 
popular after the mid-seventeenth century and 
subsisted well into the Colonial period.

Conceptual Premises for the 
Representation  
of Saints as Icons
Sufism, or tasawwuf, is the mystical dimension in 
orthodox Islam that guides the seeker towards union 
with God. The history of walāya (sainthood in Islam) 
unfolds primarily within the domain of tasawwuf, 
which is viewed as an aid to the deepening of one’s faith, rather than constituting an independent religious 
sect. In South Asia, tasawwuf is woven into the very fabric of Muslim culture and religious devotion is 
often linked to Sufi saints and their shrines. Literary depiction of the lives of saints, known as the tazkarā 
(remembrance) constitutes one of the most prolific genres in the history of Muslim literature. Popularised 
by the 12th century Persian mystic Farid ud-Din Attar with his Tazkarāt ul-Auwliyā (Remembrances of the 
Friends of God) this genre quickly took root and flourished in India.5 Very often the visual iconography of 
Sufi saints in Indian painting draws directly from these biographical ‘portraits’.

Quranic and Prophetic Hadith literature is another crucial literary source for the visual representation of 
saints. Completed in 1655 CE, the collection of ecstatic Sufi verses composed by Dārā Shikoh titled Ḥasanāt 
al-ʿārifīn begins with the Quranic, ‘He is the First and the Last, the Outwardly Manifest and the Inwardly 
Hidden’.6 It is immediately followed by, ‘Wheresoever you turn, there is the face of God’.7 Dārā Shikoh takes 
it to mean that, ‘wherever you look, it is My (God’s) face. Which means that your (the saint’s) face is My 
face’.8 This is a direct reference to the well-known Hadith of the Prophet Muhammad that is found in both 
Shi’ite and Sunni sources which states that, ‘looking at the face of ‘Ali is worship’.9 Many traditional exegetes 
link this utterance with the Quranic verse 55 of chapter 5 which says, ‘Your walī (guardian-friend) can be 
only God; and His messenger and those who have faith, who establish worship and pay the poor due, and 

Figure 1: Mullah Shah with disciples, from the Late Shah 
Jahan Album, circa 1640-60, Chester Beatty Album (7B.39), 
© The Trustees of the Chester Beatty Library, Dublin. 
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bow down (in prayer)’.10 God not only calls Himself by the word walī, or guardian-friend, but also includes 
the Prophet and the mu’minūn (the faithful), hence the title auwliyā’ for Muslim saints. According to this 
verse the exemplars among the faithful are those who give while rāki’ūn (bowed down during ritual prayer). 
This is seen as a Quranic allusion to ‘Ali who once gave his ring while bowed in prayer when a beggar came 
petitioning for alms in the mosque.11 Following this Quranic allusion as well as many other utterances, Sufis 
have traditionally seen ‘Ali as the essence of sainthood, a direct link between the spiritual traveller and the 
Prophet of Islam, and, consequently, to direct identity with God. In Islamic metaphysics all the great Sufi 
brotherhoods trace themselves, through an unbroken chain of masters, back to the Prophet’s cousin and 
son-in-law ‘Ali. Every saint, or walī, owing to his or her self-effacement and extinction in God, shares this 
function awarded to the prince of saints, ‘Ali: namely that seeing a realised saint is an act of worship.

There are numerous anecdotes in South Asian tazkarās that emphasise the transformative power of 
mutual viewing, or darshan, of a saint, whose one nazar (glance) can send the disciple into ecstatic rapture. 
An early Indian Muslim example comes from a biography of the beloved South Asian saint, Nizām ul-Dīn 
Auwlīyā of Delhi, written by his Raj Kumar Hardev in the fourteenth-century.12 He explains:

Hazrat [Nizām ul-Dīn] lifted his gaze toward me. His eyes were wet with tears, and in those tears it 
seemed as if I could see the entire cosmos swaying to and fro. Hazrat only looked at me, he didn’t utter 
a word, and I started trembling. Within his tears I saw everything and in a state of selflessness I got up to 
kiss his feet. But as soon as I got up something within me started to whirl. Instead of going to place my 
head at Hazrat’s feet I started dancing in the centre of the gathering. Every moment I wanted to restrain 
myself and abstain from this rudeness and insolence, but I no longer had any power or control over 
myself. I could see the sky and earth dancing and whirling before me. I was not unconscious, I could 
understand and see everything, but I could not explain what was happening within me and why I was 
dancing… Hazrat was weeping profusely and my gaze was fixed on his face. In each tear there were such 
wondrous depths that I cannot express them in words. In his tears I could see my country, my parents, 
the statue of Krishna Ji playing the reed.13 

The episode gives a revealing account of Hindu-Muslim spiritual symbiosis in medieval India. For Raj Kumar 
Hardev the concept of darshan unexpectedly becomes a spiritually rewarding experience given to him by 
‘one of the most lovable and charismatic of Indian Sufi Sheikhs.’14 

Visualising the guide has been an integral component on the path towards union with God in most Sufi 
orders. In addition to the daily repetition of litanies given to the new initiate when (s)he enters a tarīqā (Sufi 
order), the novice is also taught how to visualise the image of his or her guide in the mind. This technique 
is called tasawwur-e sheikh and its ultimate aim is extinction in the spiritual substance of the master. In the 
Risāla-i Sāhibiyya 1641-42 CE) Princess Jahānārā gives a personal account of the practice of visualisation as an 
aid to gaining intimacy with the Divine Beloved. ‘And during certain prescribed times I would contemplate 
on the image of Hazrat’s blessed face. And on the first day [of my initiation], my learned brother … engaged 
me in the technique of tawajjuh (concentrating) on the face of the Guide and tasawwur (visualising) of the 
faces of the Prophet and the four honourable friends (the first four caliphs) and the other Auwliyā Allah.’15 
In this statement she clearly distinguishes between the technique of tawajjuh (concentrating) on a shabīh 
(image/portrait) of the Guide and the standard method of tasawwur (visualisation). As I will explain later 
in the paper, the growing number of paintings made as icons after the mid-seventeenth-century suggests 
that certain Indian Sufi tarīqās permitted the visualisation of actual portraits of saints. The present survey 
suggests that this technique was formalised under the patronage of Jahānārā and Dārā Shikoh.
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The Emergence of a New Form of Devotional Portraiture
Architectural historians Koch and Bokhari have highlighted the role of the royal siblings and their guide 
Mullā Shāh in patronising major building projects in Lahore and Kashmir.16 However, there has been no 
attempt to identify the same relationship in the parallel realms of literature and painting. As demonstrated 
in the following analysis, an indepth enquiry into literary sources and artistic style offers concrete evidence 
that Mullā Shāh, Jahānārā and Dārā Shikoh’s influence catalysed the emergence of Sufi portraits conceived 
as icons.

Although Mughal rulers maintained close relationships with Sufis and Hindu yogis, regularly seeking 
advice on various matters, it is extremely rare to find examples of notable royals actively following an 
initiatic spiritual path with the goal of attaining union with God. According to Jahānārā, 

…from the family of Amir Timur, Lord of Heavenly Conjunction, it is only us two brother and sister 
who are pursuing the path of Truth, and are attached to our guide. None of our predecessors has been 
blessed with this joy, and none took the step on the path of God-seeking and Truth-searching. For this 
[good fortune], I am eternally grateful, and there is no end to my joy.17  

The siblings’ literary output discloses their active participation in mysticism. Dārā Shikoh dedicated almost 
half of his second volume of biographies of saints, Sakīnat ul-Auwliyā’, to Mullā Shāh.18 Transporting the 
reader into the saint’s daily life of devotion, the book also contains several important mystical verses written 
by Mullā Shāh himself.19  

Completed on the cusp of 1642 CE, Jahānārā’s Risāla-i Sāhibiyya is an autobiographical account of 
the princess’s quest for a spiritual master. Recent studies on Jahānārā imply that her privileged position 
as a favoured princess would have given her unprecedented access to the Sufi milieu, assuming that she 
intended to use association with spiritual authorities as a tool to further consolidate her political influence.20 
However, by her own account, establishing contact with Sufi masters was not an easy undertaking. In her 
memoir the princess mentions her long and arduous search for a spiritual master. From the age of twenty 
it had been her wish to be initiated into the Chishtīya, the most popular Sufi order in India. Her desire was 
so great that a few years prior to writing the Risāla-i Sāhibiyya she made a pilgrimage to the shrine of Mu’īn 
al-Dīn Chishtī in Ajmer. Despite various attempts to make contact with Chishtī guides, she was denied 
formal initiation. Persistent in her devotion, she maintained a close association with the Chishtīs even after 
her initiation into the Qādrī order, and wrote a hagiography titled Mu’nis ul-Arwāh, detailing the lives of the 
great Chishtī saints.21 This volume is evidence of her immersion in the tazkarā literature introduced to her 
by Dārā Shikoh.22 

In 1639/40 CE Jahānārā travelled with her father and brother from Delhi to Lahore where she continued 
her search for spiritual masters. Much to her frustration, every saint that she visited turned her away, refusing 
her request for initiation on the grounds that it was the tradition of the Sufis to avoid excessive association 
with royalty.23 It is clear from the example of Mullā Shāh that Sufis were wary of getting entangled in court 
politics. This was not the only obstacle she faced: within the traditional Indo-Islamic cultural milieu it 
was not customary for a noblewoman observing pardah to visit and converse with a man outside of the 
family fold, even if he was a recognised saint. The fact is that Jahānārā’s royal seclusion prevented her from 
experiencing direct personal contact with any of the saints whom she asked for initiation. Among the many 
spiritual masters who refused Jahānārā were Shāh Daula of Gujarat and Khwājā Biharī of Lahore. Royal 
artists of the Mughal court painted both saints in the mid-seventeenth century.24 
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Eventually, through Dārā Shikoh’s intercession and a courtship-like correspondence in which the princess 
wooed the saint, Jahānārā was able to gain access to Mullā Shāh when she travelled to his hometown in 
Kashmir:

Since sending offerings was against proper adab (decency), the first time, I sent spinach and nān 
(bread) cooked with my own hands along with a letter, which my eunuch delivered [to the Sheikh]. 
Initially, Hazrat (His Excellency) did not reply for almost a month, and according to the level of his 
disinterestedness he exercised a lot of disdain. But he would read my letters and would say, “What have 
we to do with the worldly and the kingly?” However, I continued to dispatch letters. And whenever my 
brother, who knows the path of union, would attend to him [Mullā Shāh] he would profusely express 
my sincerity and faith. After that, through his own insight, he found this humble servant’s quest and 
neediness to be genuine. Realising that my real search is none other than the search for the True Path, 
he gradually began to respond to my letters. Thus, the taste for the perfume of hope that I harboured of 
being guided by him entered my soul. Once this wretch had become aware of Hazrat’s excellent rank 
and elevated station through her brother, the knower of Reality, there was no doubt left in the heart. 

I desired to outwardly see his [Mullā Shāh’s] blessed beauty. Because of this heightened desire the father 
of this abject one [Jahānārā] invited him. And Hazrat – motivated by the Quranic saying, Obey God, and 
obey the Messenger, and those in authority among you, and by the theme of the hadith of the Truthful 
Prophet, that accept invitations – arrived.25 From a separate place (a veil or screen) I saw him. 

While the exact nature of Jahānārā’s initiation by Mullā Shāh is undisclosed, she alludes to the traditional 
Sufi initiation in which the master takes the hand of the novice into his own while admitting him or her into 
the esoteric order:

Beams of light were emanating from his enlightened forehead, and my Truth-witnessing eyes and 
devoted intelligence were awestruck. My belief in him grew a thousand times stronger than before. 
The conditions I had set for myself – that I would not follow a guide I hadn’t seen with my own eyes or 
someone who didn’t have my brother’s endorsement – vanished. Through my brother’s intercession I, 
with my own humble hands, joyfully held on to Hazrat’s mantle, and made him my True Guide in the 
world and religion. He showed great favour and kindness – something that a true guide shows to his true 
disciples – and gave me the method and practice of the Qādrī order, in which my auspicious brother 
instructed me. 

Jahānārā’s fascinating account of her contact with Mullā Shāh and subsequent initiation sheds light on an 
aspect of spiritual practice that is directly linked with images of saints. It is here that she explains the use of 
saints’ portraits as icons, referring to paintings made by artists working in the royal Mughal ateliers: 

Even before I could witness the perfection of my revered guide with my own eyes, my brother had given 
me Hazrat’s blessed shabīh (portrait), painted on paper by his [Dārā Shikoh’s] musawwir (painter). And 
I would gaze at his revered portrait all the time with a pure and faithful viewing. And during certain 
prescribed times I would contemplate on the image of Hazrat’s blessed face. And on the first day [of 
my initiation], my learned brother according to the method of Our Guide which is the way of the noble 
Qādrī order, engaged me in the technique of tawajjuh (concentrating) on the face of the Guide and 
tasawwur (visualising) of the faces of the Prophet and the four honourable friends (the first four caliphs) 
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and the other Auwliyā Allah (friends of God).26 The next day I made my ablution, put on purified clothes 
and kept a fast… Then I sat until midnight in the mosque that I have in my quarters. After performing 
tahajjud (the pre-dawn prayers) I came to my room and sat in a corner, facing the qiblah (niche in the 
direction of the Kaaba), and concentrated my mind on the picture of the master, whilst at the same 
time visualising the company of our holy Prophet, his companions and the friends of God, may God be 
pleased with them all. 

This thought crossed my mind: since I am a follower of the Chishtiyā order and now am come to the 
Qādrīyyah, will I receive any spiritual openings or not?27 And will I benefit from the guidance and 
instruction of Hazrat-e-Shāhī [Mullā Shāh]? While lost in this thought I entered a state in which I was 
neither asleep nor awake. I saw the Holy Prophet seated with his companions and the great saints in 
a sacred gathering. Hazrat-e-Akhund [another title for Mullā Shāh] who was also present sitting close 
to the Prophet, had placed his head on his Grace’s blessed feet. And the Prophet, Peace be upon him, 
spoke, saying, “O Mullā Shāh! You have lit the Timurid lamp.”28 At that moment I returned from that 
state, joyous and ecstatic, and thanked the Lord with many prostrations.29  

This strikingly candid passage touches upon several fascinating themes, offering us a rare window into early 
modern Muslim India as seen through the eyes of a woman. It not only reveals gender dynamics within 
a rigidly segregated ruling elite, but also sheds light on the doctrines and methods of Islamic spirituality. 
Of chief significance for the present survey is Jahānārā’s description of the Sufi portrait being used as a 
contemplative icon and tool for spiritual visualisation. 

The existence of an array of lavishly decorated paintings depicting Mullā Shāh confirms Jahānārā’s 
statements. Her description of the purpose of these artworks adds to our understanding as viewers. A 
number of contemporary portraits of other influential saints are also found both in the Shāh Jahān period 
royal albums as well as those from lesser courts. 

Based on Jahānārā’s account and a broader view of Indian devotional practice it becomes clear that 
the contemplation of the image of the guide was part of the spiritual method of the Qādrī order. Athar 
Abbas Rizvi explains that, ‘Generally dervishes meditated on some particular verse of the Qur’an, and at the 
same time an image of the pir (guide) was recalled to mind’.30 In a fourteenth-century collection of spiritual 
utterances of Nasīruddīn Chiragh Dehlī, the revered poet and saint recalls his Sheikh, Nizamuddīn Auwliya, 
saying that, ‘Zikr (remembrance of God) should be continually recited at the same time as a recollection 
in the heart of the presence of one’s guide’.31 According to Rizvi, ‘The preliminary requirement for the 
zikr of a Chishti disciple was to imagine that his Shaikh was personally present before him, directing his 
contemplation. The practice amounted to a belief that the Shaikh’s spirit was divine both in its emanation 
and power’.32 Based on these accounts, it is plausible to conclude that Dārā Shikoh had his guide’s blessing 
to commission portraits of Sufi saints for purpose of contemplative viewing.

The literary and artistic records strongly suggest that Jahānārā’s unique experience as an initiated female 
disciple contributed to the creation of a new category of devotional portraiture. By commissioning court 
artists to make paintings of living saints a disciple who did not have direct access to those saints could 
benefit from the barakāh (divine grace) that comes from their darshan. 

It is well known that Dārā Shikoh frequently sought the company of living sages, seeking advice on 
spiritual matters. Artists are very likely to have accompanied him on his many visits to Mullā Shāh and other 
saints. Rendering individualised portraits of living saints must have come easily to painters trained in the 
imperial atelier where they were already well versed in depicting living royals and courtiers.
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An exquisitely rendered line-drawing in the 
collection of the Walters Museum, Baltimore, is 
a superlative example of the artistic practice of 
making descriptive sketches of living saints with the 
intention of later transforming them into paintings 
(Fig. 2). It can be dated between 1634, the year of 
Dārā Shikoh’s first visit to Miān Mīr and Mullā Shāh 
as a nineteen-year old, and 1639/1640, the year of 
his initiation. The drawing depicts the Qādrī Sheikh 
Miān Mīr with his disciples. The great saint is shown 
facing his successor Mullā Shāh (Fig. 2 detail), 
while the other Sufis surround him in a circle. The 
composition is repeated in a famous painting from 
the Freer Sackler collection, discussed later in the 
paper, which additionally features Dārā Shikoh. All 
of the figures in the Walters Museum drawing are 
clearly labelled. Clockwise, after Miān Mīr, they are: 
Khwājā Bihārī, Shāh Dilrubā, Shāh Khyālī, Miān Abul 
Mu’ālī, and Mullā Shāh (Fig. 2 detail). Apart from the 
many portraits of Miān Mīr and Mullā Shāh, I have 
located Shāh Jahān period paintings of both Abul 
Mu’ālī and Shāh Dilrubā. It is clear that drawings such 
as the Walters Museum sketch served as prototypes 
for many individual portraits. (Fig. 2 detail and Fig. 3). 

Mapping the Genre Through 
Portraits of Mullā Shāh
The evolution of this genre in the second half of 
the seventeenth-century can be mapped through 
portraits of Mullā Shāh himself, charting the 
transmission of the prototype established by imperial 
artists into regional workshops throughout North 
India. The later portraits gradually moved away from 
the imperial model, which favoured naturalism, 
towards a more iconised representational language. 
This development demonstrates the growing 
independence of this genre during the eighteenth-
century. 

An outstanding early example from the royal 
group of paintings is the Freer Sackler’s ‘Dara Shikoh 
with Miān Mīr and Mullā Shāh,’ which Milo Beach 
attributes to the court artist Lalchand (Fig. 4).33 To my 

Figure 2: Mīan Mīr with disciples, circa 1635, Walter Art 
Museum (W.696), image courtesy of the museum. 

Figure 3: Shah Abul Mu’āli, circa 1650, Chester Beatty 
Library (11.A.48), photo by the author. 
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understanding the occasion depicted is an initiatic 
scene in which Mīan Mīr’s successor, Mullā Shāh, is 
presenting the young royal aspirant to the great saint. 
Milo Beach dates the painting to circa 1640; two years 
after Mīan Mīr’s death but the very year Dārā and 
Jahānārā entered the path. This date further supports 
my theory that it is an imagined representation of 
the rite of initiation.34 An identical painting made by 
the same hand is included in the Nasir ud-Din Shāh 
Album in Tehran, whose existence bears witness to 
the importance of this visualisation of the initiatic 
rite of passage.35  

Court artist Chitarman repeats this theme in a 
slightly later, simplified composition from circa 1655, 
housed at the Victoria & Albert Museum, London 
(Fig. 5). In this otherworldly scene Dārā Shikoh has 
arrived at Mīan Mīr’s modest abode and is humbly 
seated with joined hands in a gesture of receiving 
blessings (fez) from the great Sufi sheikh. We know 
this to be an imagined depiction rather than an 
actual event because Dārā Shikoh met Mīan Mīr 
only twice as a teenager, accompanied by his father 
Shāh Jahān.36 In the Chitarman painting the prince 
is much older. Mullā Shāh himself is seated next to 
Mīan Mīr and acts as the ontological bridge between 
the sheikh and the prince. According to the couplet 
bordering the painting the darshan takes place at 
dawn in an enclosed garden complex. Many of the 
well-known signifiers for Indian devotional depiction 
are present, including a raised platform and shade-
giving tree. A careful reading of the accompanying 
verse suggests that the entire composition, including 
the natural surroundings, is a representation of the 
inner state of the initiate in the process of receiving 
divine illumination. The verse reads:

I received, full of wonderment, the fez (spiritual teaching) at dawning/the magical place,

I found The Beloved of the Spirit (God) from the awakened heart.

In addition to the group compositions, there are many paintings that were executed by court artists 
depicting Mullā Shāh alone. In the individual portraits a third person such as the visiting prince does not 
act as a conceptual intermediary between the viewer and the saint. Instead, the viewer/devotee looking at 
the image directly receives fez from the act of darshan, as (s)he would when seated before a saint in real 

Figure 4: Dārā Shikoh with Mīan Mīr and Mullah 
Shah, attributed to Lalchand, circa 1640, Freer Sackler 
(S1986.432), Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler 
Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.: 
Purchase — Smithsonian Unrestricted Trust Funds, 
Smithsonian Collections Acquisition Program, and Dr. 
Arthur M. Sackler, S1986.432. 
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life. In a previously unidentified example from the 
British Museum, Mullā Shāh is shown seated under 
a tree wearing his customary white Afghani turban 
(Fig. 6). This portrait is marked by his blissful smile, 
black bushy eyebrows and rounded features. Both 
Dārā Shikoh and Jahānārā particularly mention his 
jovial demeanour, explaining how, ‘he was always 
cheerful, expansive and smiling. His way was not of 
dryness and constriction. Sometimes he would laugh 
joyously’.37 Compared to the Freer Sackler painting he 
is shown considerably older. The noticeably wrinkled 
face and whitened beard imply that the work was 
made during the 1650s. The crowded cityscape on the 
banks of a lake under the shadows of the mountain 
range is most likely the view of Kashmir from the 
saint’s retreat (Fig. 6 detail). As Dārā Shikoh in his 
Sakīnat ul-Auwliyā’ explains, ‘At present your blessed 
abode, which is the Ka’ba of seekers and the Qiblah 
for the needy, is located between the Kashmir Fort on 
Koh-Hari Hill, which is a very pleasant place with a 
view of most of the city below.’38 In the photograph of 
Mullā Shāh’s mosque we can similarly make out the 
city in the shadows of the great mountains (Fig. 7). 
It is possible that a painting such as this was placed 
in a consecrated niche in the royal harem, serving as 
an integral part of Jahānārā’s daily practice of ritual 
and devotion. It is also evident from several known 
examples that the precedent of having Sufi portraits 
made for this function was imitated by lesser nobility 
all across India. 

By the end of the seventeenth-century the genre of Sufi portraiture spread rapidly into regional 
centres across the subcontinent, including the Deccan, Kashmir and Avadh. It has even been suggested by 
Mohammad Amir-Moezzi that paintings of the Prophet and the Shi’ite Imams made in eighteenth-century 
Avadh influenced painting in Qajar period Iran, giving birth to a Shi’ite variant on the genre of Muslim icons.39 
Through a survey of the dissemination of this imperial Mughal genre we can see the process of localisation 
and transformation into regional styles. In centres such as Kashmir the planar recession witnessed in 
seventeenth-century examples is consciously attenuated in favour of a flattened representation of space. 
The three-dimensionality favoured during the Jahāngir and Shāh Jahān periods gives way to flat blocks of 
colour that reject all sense of naturalistic space. The viewer is placed in an otherworldly ‘holy’ space. Images 
of Sufi saints shift away from complex compositional schema in favour of a more direct and iconic vision of 
the sacred personage. Rather than presenting believable spaces occupied by historical figures, the imagery 
is reduced to the most essential symbolic signifiers – elements that are chosen to help identify the saint in 
question.

Figure 5: Dārā Shikoh with Mīan Mīr and Mullā Shāh, 
Chitarman, circa 1665, Victoria & Albert (IM.250-1921),  
© Victoria and Albert Museum. 
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A previously unidentified painting of Mullā Shāh 
in the collection of the Victoria & Albert Museum 
demonstrates the process by which the imperial 
Mughal genre of saints’ portraits became localised 
by region (Fig. 8). Apart from the colour palette and 
certain iconographic elements, the V&A example 
shares very little with portraits of Mullā Shāh made 
by imperial court artists. Given the V&A painting’s 
marked difference in style, skill and iconography, and 
the fact that it appears to have served as a model for 
a later album made in Kashmir, I believe that it was 
produced in a workshop somewhat removed from 
the imperial sphere. It is also likely that it was made 
after the death of Mullā Shāh in 1661, and an exact 
likeness to the historical figure was not available. I 
was able to identify this portrait as Mullā Shāh’s after 
locating a nearly intact muraqqa from Kashmir in the 
collection of the Lahore Museum in Pakistan dated 
1703 CE. The Kashmiri album painted by the artist 
Muhammad Musa begins with a portrait of Mullā 
Shāh, whose name is inscribed at the top of the page. 
It is an exact copy of the V&A figure (Fig. 9). Another 
similar copy of Mullā Shāh made by the same artist 
is housed at the Metropolitan Museum of Art,  
New York.

In 1557 CE the emperor Shāh Jahān fell seriously 
ill, and a war of succession broke out within his 
family. Aurangzeb emerged victorious, and after 
assassinating his brother Dārā Shikoh in 1559, he 
proclaimed himself the Mughal emperor. At a time 
when the new emperor put all of his resources 
into expanding the Mughal territories, shrinking 
patronage forced royal artists to look for support 
elsewhere, enabling the spread of seventeenth-
century Mughal style and iconography into regional 
courts throughout the subcontinent. The V&A 
painting was likely made during this early period 
of dissemination. Compositionally this painting 
belongs to the genre of group portraits and echoes the 
many paintings showing Mīan Mīr in conversation 
with Mullā Shāh.40 Similar to the Freer Sackler 
image, the leader of the order is seated on the right, 
addressing his senior disciple. In the V&A example 
the hierarchy is made even more evident by enlarging 

Figure 6: Mullā Shāh, circa 1655, British Museum 
(1949,0212,0.5), © British Museum. 

Figure 7: Mullah Shah Mosque, Srinagar, Kashmir, 
1650, Fozia S. Qazi, 2009, courtesy of the Aga Khan 
Documentation Center at MIT. 
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Figure 8: Mullā Shāh with disciples, Large Clive Album, regional Mughal, circa 1665, Victoria & Albert 
(IS.133:85/B-1964), © Victoria and Albert Museum.



254 Sufi Icons: Jahānārā, Dārā Shikoh and the Birth of a Genre

Mullā Shāh’s figure and placing him slightly higher 
than the disciple opposite him. It is my contention 
that such scenes depicting gatherings of Sufis are in 
fact staging the investiture of spiritual authority and 
transmission of fez from master to chosen disciple. 

Conclusion
In the course of my research I have come across 
numerous single folios depicting Muslim saints as 
well as series and albums dedicated entirely to this 
theme. These works hail from as far north as the Pahari 
hills in the Himalayas to Mysore in South India. The 
aim of this brief survey has been to provide a context 
for their representation as figures for devotional 
viewing in an early-modern Muslim Indian milieu. 
I have attempted to locate the key moment for the 
iconicisation of Sufi portraits in order to identify 
the genre as a visual parallel to the more established 
literary convention of the tazkarā. By concentrating 
on Mullā Shāh and his direct links with Mughal 
royalty in the mid-seventeenth-century this paper 
highlights the intriguing example of a mystic who 
was not only the subject of artworks but also a key 
agent of cultural transmission – whose influence on 
the genre persisted well into the nineteenth-century. 
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