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Abstract 

Marigolds and Munshīs: Horticultural Writing and Garden Culture in Mughal South Asia 
 

 

This dissertation explores the role of gardens and gardening in the intellectual and 

material culture as well as the social life of early modern South Asia through the study of 

writings on gardens and horticulture across multiple languages and diverse textual genres. In 

addition, it draws on the pictorial record of the visual arts and surviving garden sites as well as 

continuing horticultural practices to contextualize and interpret these. The study argues that by 

the sixteenth century, a particular conception of the (elite) garden began to crystallize that 

combined a Persianate formal layout and temperate plant species introduced via West and 

Central Asia with Indian horticultural practices and vegetation, as well as an increasing number 

of new plants introduced from the Americas and East Asia. This idea of the garden, widely 

generalized across all but the southernmost regions of the Indian Subcontinent and transcending 

religious and linguistic divisions, emerges as a hallmark of the cultural world shared by the 

Mughals and most of their vassals, competitors, and eventual regional successors. Gardens are 

are thus both materially and symbolically prominent sites, and in turn feature extensively 

throughout the literature and arts of the period. Two distinct traditions of technical literature on 

gardening and farming – one in Sanskrit, the other in Persian – saw a spate of new and subtly 

innovative compositions and recompilations from the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries 

that reflect their encounter with each other as well as with the material reality of the Indo-Persian 
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garden. Moreover, they can be situated in the context of a global efflorescence of gardening 

manuals beginning in the sixteenth century. While the sudden proliferation of such works in 

Western Europe has been attributed to the rise of print, a similar trend manifesting at the same 

time in South Asia, the Ottoman Empire, and even East Asia suggests a much more widespread 

phenomenon with more complex causes. Beyond gardening manuals, writers in Persian as well 

as vernaculars like Urdu and Brajbhāṣā produced lengthy and sophisticated – and uniquely South 

Asian – descriptions of gardens both real and imagined. Literary works, especially in tightly 

constrained genres like the Persian and Urdu ghazal, were also enriched by elaborate conceits 

based on detailed and specific botanical knowledge. The image of the well-tended garden was a 

central metaphor in the Mughals’ conception of their state, and the upwardly mobile class of 

highly educated clerks tasked with the everyday running of that state – the munshīs of the title – 

produced some of the most personal and expressive records of Mughal horticulture. Gardens and 

gardening, in real life as well as in text and image, became an important nexus for a complex 

array of societal relations and a site for assertions of status and of community or individual 

identity. A garden could be a public display of power and prosperity, but was also imagined as 

an escape from society’s moral strictures. It could be an Islamic symbol of paradise or allude to 

the sacred landscapes through which the Hindu god Kr̥ṣṇa cavorts with his beloved Rādhā; it 

could proclaim ethical refinement or a personal passion, and express, paradoxically, both 

conformity and individuality. Through this kaleidoscope of meanings, gardens and gardening – 

and what South Asians chose to write about these topics prior to European colonial rule – serve 

to illuminate the contours of an incipient Mughal modernity, and of the intellectual and material 

foundations onto which the developments of the colonial and post-colonial periods have 

subsequently been built. 
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A Note on Transliteration and Translations 
 

Throughout this dissertation, Library of Congress conventions have been used for the 

transliteration of Sanskrit, Persian, and Urdu, while the various early forms of Hindi, such as 

Brajbhāṣā and Avadhī, have been transliterated according to the standard set by ISO15919. The 

short -a inherent in Hindi consonants is always represented, except in the case of personal names 

and the titles of literary works where they are commonly dropped in modern Hindi 

pronunciation. Names of authors and historical figures are transliterated according to the 

language in which they wrote or with which they are most associated. Place names generally 

appear in their accepted anglicized spelling and without any diacritics, with the exception of 

some smaller or little known places and specific gardens, which appear transliterated according 

to the respective convention for the language in which they are named. All translations, except 

where explicitly noted, are my own. 
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Lo menos que yo puedo 
para darte las gracias porque existes 
oh flor, milagro múltiple; 
es conocer tu nombre y repetirlo. 
 
The least I can do 
To thank you for existing 
Oh flower, manifold miracle; 
Is to know your name and repeat it. 
 

– Salvador Novo, Florido Laude (1945) 
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Introduction 
 

Yeh ḥasrat reh ga’ī kyā kyā mazon se zindagī karte 
Agar hotā caman apnā gul apnā bāghbān apnā 
 
This longing remained – in what enjoyments would I spend life 
If the parterre were my own, the rose and the gardener mine 
 

– Mirzā Jān-i Jānān ‘Maz̤har’ (1699-1781)1 
 
 
This dissertation began with verses like the one above, and the question how, and to what 

extent, their garden imagery could be connected to horticultural realities. As Sunil Sharma 

writes, “floral images are on so many objects in Mughal art and architecture, just as the 

metaphors of garden and paradise were applied to almost every place in Persian historical and 

poetic texts of this time, that one is a bit stumped by their clichéd connotations.”2 At the same 

time, their very ubiquity seems to suggest that they held considerable cultural importance – that 

flowers, gardens, and gardening mattered a great deal in Mughal society and thought. As 

architectural artefacts, some of these gardens have been the subject of an extensive body of 

scholarship, but human intellectual engagement with such spaces – how people conceived of 

them, what knowledge was associated with them, how they were represented, what they might 

communicate, and so on – has been studied comparatively little. Moreover, the study of gardens 

in the context of Mughal South Asia has rarely contended with the ancillary body of knowledge 

and practice that is inextricably intertwined with the very concept of a garden: horticulture, 

literally “the cultivation of gardens,” inheres implicitly in any evocation of such a space, though 

often the link is in fact made quite explicit. Note how the Urdu poet Jān-i Jānān ‘Maẓhar,’ in the 

couplet cited above, condenses the dream of a garden of one’s own, however metaphorical the 

                                                       
1 Shamīm T̤āriq, Mirzā Jān-i Jānān: Monogrāf (Dihlī: Urdū Akādimī, 2015), 92. 
2 Sunil Sharma, Mughal Arcadia: Persian Literature in an Indian Court (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2017), 131. 
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intent of that image might be in the larger context of his Sufi message of longing for divine: there 

is the parterre, meaning the formal layout, and the rose, the element of beautiful nature – but also 

the gardener, who creates the former, tends to the latter, and combines them skillfully to produce 

the whole that actually constitutes the garden. To truly make sense of gardens, both in real life 

and in their literary and artistic manifestations, thus requires a corresponding understanding of 

gardening, the human practice that brings these spaces into being in the first place. Conversely, 

to comprehend the way people wrote about, painted, and otherwise represented aspects of 

gardens and horticulture, and the full range of their inspiration and intentions in doing so, 

necessitates close, critical attention to the relationship between these representations and material 

reality.  

Craig Clunas, in his study of the social and economic role of gardens in Ming Dynasty 

China, insightfully notes that “what makes gardens so interesting is that they are not restricted to 

a single sphere. They were expensive pieces of real estate, but they were also consciously 

constructed and aesthetically perceived artefacts. They overlap intriguingly the boundaries of 

several…categories, and have a power to illuminate the border regions they traverse.”3 Along 

similar lines, Leah Knight, in her work on the many ways of writing “about” plants – both 

literally and in the widespread deployment of vegetal metaphors – in early modern England, 

continually stresses the close connection between the material reality of plants and gardens that 

impinged continually on writer’s lived experience and their representation in text and painted or 

printed image. She notes that “this was a time when people interacted with and depended on 

plants in ways now generally forgotten or concealed by industrialization” and that “even in their 

                                                       
3 Craig Clunas, Fruitful Sites: Garden Culture in Ming Dynasty China (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 1996), 15. 
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sheer raw materials, plants and books were remarkably intertwined in this period.”4 Moreover, 

she points out “elisions between books about gardens and books pretending to be gardens” and 

states that “plants and texts both belonged to a broader culture of collecting…[p]lants and texts 

were both collectible objects, susceptible to encyclopedic or selective gathering, while gardens 

and books were sites in which to store and display these objects.”5 As the ensuing chapters will 

demonstrate, the same overall patterns, if not expressed in quite the same material forms and 

textual genres, applied in early modern South Asia, where, much as in England, gardens were 

both a material and a symbolic obsession, a dominant literary convention and a defining feature 

of everyday life. This dissertation, consequently, is not one that pursues one single central 

argument, beyond the overarching aim to demonstrate the often unrecognized centrality of 

gardens and horticultural writing in the culture early modern South Asia. Rather, guided by the 

primary sources on which this research is based, it seeks to highlight different aspects of 

Mughal-era engagement with gardens and gardening knowledge, arguing several separate but 

thematically related claims over the course of the various chapters. In doing so, it goes some way 

towards piecing together the complex mosaic of different spheres and categories that gardens and 

horticulture traverse, as Clunas states, and the “border regions” they illuminate.  

Gardens of course lend themselves to metaphors of cultivation and of control over land 

and natural life, and this is in indeed the line of interpretation along which most scholarly 

recognition of the horticultural aspect of Mughal gardens falls, as well as much attribution of 

political meaning. In tracing the emergence of a pastoral mode in Persian poetry describing the 

region of Kashmir during the reign of the Mughal emperor Shāh Jahān (r. 1628-1658), Sharma 

                                                       
4 Leah Knight, Of Books and Botany in Early Modern England (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 
2009), 7,8. 
5 Knight, Of Books and Botany, 4; see also Reading Green in Early Modern England (Farnham, 
Surrey: Ashgate, 2014). 
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notes that Persianate rulers were commonly imagined as gardeners, and that “Shah Jahan’s poets 

and historians could portray the emperor as tending the garden that was the vast empire.”6 Within 

the study of the history of art and architecture, Ebba Koch has similarly characterized the garden 

under Shāh Jahān as “a political metaphor for a golden age brought about by the good 

government of the Great Mughal” and, more generally, as a representation of the order of 

Mughal rule imposed on northern India.7 In this she follows fellow historians of architecture 

Catherine Asher and James Wescoat, who see early Mughal gardens as attempts to order and 

render familiar the landscape of northern India, while communicating imperial power and control 

in doing so.8 Koch has also highlighted the study of nature, including botanical investigation and 

the recording of its findings in painting, as a characteristic of the persona of Shāh Jahān’s father 

Jahāngīr (r. 1605-1627) as a powerful and “enlightened” ruler.9 In a somewhat parallel case, 

Gülru Necipoğlu has highlighted the proliferation of naturalistic floral ornament in Ottoman art 

beginning under under Sultan Süleyman (r. 1520-1566) as representing both the metaphor of the 

empire as flourishing garden and an early modern artistic innovation.10 

                                                       
6 Sharma, Mughal Arcadia, 131-132. 
7 Ebba Koch, “Carved Pools, Rock-Cut Elephants, Inscriptions, and Tree Columns: Mughal 
Landscape Art as Imperial Expression and Its Analogies to the Renaissance Garden,” in Gardens 
of Renaissance Europe and the Islamic Empires: Encounters and Confluences, ed. Mohammad 
Gharipour (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2017), 187. 
8 See Catherine B. Asher, “Babur and the Timurid Chār Bāgh: Use and Meaning,” 
Environmental Design 1-2 (1991): 45-66, and James L. Wescoat Jr., “Landscapes of Conquest 
and Transformation: Lessons from the Earliest Mughal Gardens in India, 1526-1530,” 
Landscape Journal 10 (1991): 105-114, and “Gardens versus Citadels: The Territorial Context of 
Early Mughal Gardens,” in Garden History: Issues, Approaches, Methods, ed. John Dixon Hunt 
(Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1992), 331-358. 
9 Ebba Koch, “Jahangir as Francis Bacon’s Ideal of the King as an Observer and Investigator of 
Nature,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society Series 3, 19, no. 3 (2009): 293-338. 
10 Gülru Necipoğlu, “Early Modern Floral: The Agency of Ornament in Ottoman and Safavid 
Visual Cultures,” in Histories of Ornament: From Global to Local, ed. Gülru Necipoğlu and 
Alina Payne (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), 132-155. 



 6

This dissertation expands on this interpretive framework to argue for a critical appraisal 

of the “cultivation” of gardens and gardening on multiple, mutually interdependent levels – that 

is, as material artefacts in the real world, as literary or artistic creations, as evolving bodies of 

knowledge, and as an overarching cultural ideal amenable to various symbolic uses. All of these 

are taken to be facets of a single “garden culture,” taken here to mean a complex of social, 

intellectual, literary, and artistic practices connected to a shared vision of what a garden is and 

what it ought to look like, as well as a corresponding set of horticultural practices. The reach of 

this garden culture, it is argued, far transcended the Mughal court and the gardens created by 

members of the Mughal imperial family which have been the predominant focus of the work of 

architectural historians, or even early writers on garden history such as Constance Villiers Stuart 

and Marie Luise Gothein.11 Consequently, many of the materials examined in this context 

originate with people outside of the high nobility – figures necessarily elite enough to have been 

literate but not necessarily part of the court or directly connected to state power. The munshīs in 

the title of the study are a reference to this broader scope, munshīs or scribal clerks and 

administrators – literally “producers of inshā” or epistolary prose – being emblematic of the sort 

of rising professional classes who originated outside of the nobility yet owed their very upward 

social mobility to their command of the language and practices of Persianate high culture, as has 

been extensively illuminated in recent years by the scholarship of Muzaffar Alam and Sanjay 

Subrahmanyam as well as Rajeev Kinra, among others.12 As the research to be presented here 

                                                       
11 See Constance Marie Villiers Stuart, Gardens of the Great Mughals (London: Adam and 
Charles Black, 1918) and Marie Luise Gothein, Indische Gärten (Berlin: Drei Masken Verlag, 
1913). 
12 See, for instance, Muzaffar Alam and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “The Making of a Munshi,” 
Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East 24, no. 2 (2004): 61-72, and 
“Eighteenth-Century Historiography and the World of the Mughal Munshī,” in Writing the 
Mughal World (Ranikhet: Permanent Black, 2011), 396-428, as well as Rajeev Kinra, Writing 
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will demonstrate, it was such groups, as much as the ruling class themselves, who invested in the 

culturally dominant ideal of the garden, both literally through construction and cultivation and 

figuratively through their writings. Moreover, in doing so they turned this particular vision of the 

garden, and their engagement with it, into a means of both communal and individual identity 

claims. Distinct religious claims could be both articulated through the shared representational 

repertoire of garden and horticulture and simultaneously integrated into the greater whole of a 

religiously diverse society through the literally and metaphorically shared practices of gardening. 

Class differences could be enforced through the policing of the right attitudes and actions vis-à-

vis flowers and gardens yet also undermined in the pursuit of social mobility through a double 

act of cultivation – cultivation of the self through one’s relationship to horticultural cultivation. 

Finally, as today, an exceptional passion for gardening and concomitant expertise could be a 

personal mark of distinction, and one which could in turn be employed to advance or affirm 

one’s social standing. Rebecca Bushnell, in her study of gardening manuals in early modern 

England, “far from being tedious prescriptions, the early English garden books were full of 

dreams of nature – and of men’s dreams for themselves.”13 The same undoubtedly holds true in 

early modern South Asia, even if the literary idiom in which these dreams were articulated, and 

the gardens they imagined, looked very different. 

Not only were these profound and multivalent engagements with the realm of horticulture 

not limited to the Mughal ruling house, they were also not strictly contained within its empire. 

Rather, the garden culture under study here was shared widely by various regions at the margins 

of the Mughal Empire, as well as the successor states that rose over the course of the eighteenth 

                                                                                                                                                                               
Self, Writing Empire: Chandar Bhan Brahman and the Cultural World of the Indo-Persian State 
Secretary (Oakland: University of California Press, 2015). 
13 Rebecca Bushnell, Green Desire: Imagining Early Modern English Gardens (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 2003), 9. 
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century in the wake of the decline Mughal political power. One possible way to delineate these 

regions is in fact by the spread of the shared garden typology itself, which appears to have 

remained largely absent from the Tamil- and Malayalam-speaking deep south of the subcontinent 

that remained beyond the reach of the Deccan sultanates and the Mughal Empire at their furthest 

point of expansion, or cultural enclaves such as the Portuguese dominions on the Indian west 

coast.14 However, these areas also logically coincide with those parts of the Indian Subcontinent 

that were at least broadly part of what has been termed the Persian Cosmopolis, in parallel 

Sheldon Pollock’s coinage of the Sanskrit Cosmopolis.15 That is, in simplest terms, they were 

part of a realm where the Persian language was used to some extent as a language of power and 

culture, and its literary heritage and the values and ideas it espoused would have held some sway. 

However, as Emma Flatt argues in her discussion of the concept of the Persian Cosmopolis, it 

“should be seen as functioning as a powerful set of common cultural resources: individual actors 

were able to choose from – or reject – a broad range of conceptual categories.”16 Moreover, as 

Flatt, drawing on Richard Eaton and Philip Wagoner, points out, Persian and Sanskrit traditions 

of literature and scholarship often worked in broadly parallel ways, which let to denizens of the 

overlapping Sanskrit and Persian spheres who “consciously made conceptual translations 

                                                       
14 Portuguese landscape architect and garden historian Cristina Castel-Branco argues that 
Persianate gardens seen by the Portuguese nobility in India significantly influenced the design of 
elite gardens in Portugal during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. However, she attributes 
this to Portuguese envoys, missionaries, and travelers having seen such gardens in the heartland 
of the Mughal Empire, rather than adducing any evidence of the Indo-Persian garden typology in 
Goa or other territories controlled by the Portuguese Estado da Índia; see Cristina Castel-Branco, 
A Índia nos jardins portugueses (Lisboa: Babel, 2017). 
15 Sheldon Pollock, “The Sanskrit Cosmopolis, 300-1300 CE: Transculturation, 
Vernacularisation, and the Question of Ideology,” in Ideology and Status of Sanskrit, 
Contributions to the History of the Sanskrit Language, ed. Jan E. M. Houben (Leiden: Brill, 
1996), 197-248. 
16 Emma J. Flatt, The Courts of the Deccan Sultanates: Living Well in the Persian Cosmopolis 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2019), 19. 



 9

between the two systems, eventually resulting in a broadly shared vocabulary of polysemic 

symbols, legible to a culturally variegated audience, although of course the extent to which these 

two cosmopolises displaced, overlapped, interpenetrated or merged with each other varied over 

time and space.”17  

While Flatt is specifically discussing vocabularies of political power and legitimacy, the 

encounter of Sanskrit and Persian traditions of scholarship and literature same applies equally to 

the realm of gardens and gardening. Consequently, while the geographic and cultural frame of 

this study is defined by the extent of the Persianate cultural sphere, and the particular ideal of the 

garden that it centers on is a notably Indo-Persian one, it draws not only on Persian materials or 

those in overtly Persianate registers such as rekhtah or Urdu. Sanskrit works are equally 

considered, as are those in North Indian vernaculars generally believed to follow Indic, Sanskrit-

based literary conventions – as opposed to Persian ones – such as Avadhī and Brajbhāṣā. In fact, 

it is precisely by tracing the incidence of Persianate horticultural imagery – and its largely 

Persian- and Arabic-derived vocabulary – that its significance as a widely shared cultural value 

becomes apparent. Moreover, it is in the encounter of Sanskrit conventions of garden description, 

and the older Indic traditions of horticulture and garden design on which they are based, with 

their more recently introduced and increasingly influential Persian equivalents from the sixteenth 

onward that some of the most noteworthy and dynamic innovations in pre-colonial South Asian 

writing about gardens arise. Especially in the interaction of Sanskrit and Persian traditions of 

garden manuals, both with each other’s established conventions of content and with a new real-

life referent – that is a garden increasingly Persianate in its formal layout, yet located in an 

Indian environment and filled with a plant palette that is drawn partly from temperate Iran and 

                                                       
17 Flatt, The Courts, 20. 
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Central Asia and partly from tropical South Asia – the mixing and eventual synthesis that 

obtained in real life produced notable, if complicated and haphazard, attempts at accommodation 

and incorporation. What Fabrizio Speziale writes in discussing the incorporation of material 

from Sanskrit sources in Indo-Persian medical texts – namely “that looking at the intertwined 

issues of the creation of a new field of knowledge, and the interaction with Others’ learning, 

allows for a more accurate understanding of how Persian medical studies evolved and adapted to 

different natural and cultural settings during the late medieval and modern periods” – can easily 

be extended to both Persian and Sanskrit gardening treatises.18 More broadly, a study of this 

particular site of interaction between Persian and Sanskrit/Persianate and Indic streams if of 

scholarship, which this dissertation is first to provide, constitutes a new contribution to the 

growing body of scholarship on the Mughal-period encounters between Sanskrit and Persian 

knowledge systems and literary practices, exemplified by the work of scholars such as Audrey 

Truschke and Supriya Gandhi.19 However, this dissertation goes well beyond these earlier studies 

of interaction between linguistic, literary, and religious traditions by not focusing on one point of 

interaction but rather pursuing a specific, thematically-defined subject matter through most of 

Mughal India’s major literary languages and numerous textual genres, as well as evidence from 

the visual arts. 

In more overtly literary genres, this same dual encounter of textual and horticultural 

traditions produced a distinctly South Asian type of garden set piece that sought to capture and 

celebrate the increasingly standardized and reified Indo-Persian garden in great architectural, 

                                                       
18 Fabrizio Speziale, “Rasāyana and Rasaśāstra in the Persian Medical Culture of South Asia,” 
History of Science in South Asia 7 (2019): 1. 
19 See Audrey Truschke, Culture of Encounters: Sanskrit at the Mughal Court (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2016), and Supriya Gandhi, The Emperor Who Never Was: Dara 
Shukoh in Mughal India (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2020). 
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botanical, and horticultural detail and according to a set structure in which its layout was cleverly 

encoded. Tellingly, this manner of describing gardens was shared across the North Indian literary 

languages of Mughal and Persianate South Asia, appearing prominently in Persian, 

rekhtah/Urdu, Brajbhāṣā, Avadhī, and possibly beyond.20 In describing this literary phenomenon 

and tracing it across the variegated linguistic and literary landscape of sixteenth- to eighteenth-

century North India, as well as in chronicling the proliferation of Persianate garden references in 

what are typically seen as primarily Indic literary genres, such as bhakti poetry and 

hagiographies of Hindu poet-saints, this dissertation builds on, and the seeks to contribute to, the 

recent flowering of scholarship on literary interaction and experimentation in the multilingual 

and multi-religious milieu of Mughal North India. This includes Sharma’s work on Indic themes 

in early rekhtah poetry as well as more generally on Indo-Persian topographical poetry, Stefano 

Pellò’s research on Hindu poets of Persian, and that of Heidi Pauwels on vernacular literary 

developments at the Rajput court of Kishangarh.21 

                                                       
20 Philip Wagoner has discussed a description of what appears to be a Persianate garden created 
by a Muslim noble that, based on the excerpts presented and plants listed, might fit the pattern – 
of both garden style literary description – in the sixteenth-century Telugu Yayāti Caritramu; see 
Philip B. Wagoner, “In Amīn Khān’s Garden: Charitable Gardens in Qutb Shāhi Andhra,” in 
Garden and Landscape Practices in Pre-colonial India: Histories from the Deccan, ed. Daud Ali 
and Emma J. Flatt (New Delhi: Routledge, 2012), 98-126. 
21 See, Sunil Sharma, Fa’iz Dihlavī’s Female-Centered Poems and Representation of Public Life 
in Late Mughal Society,” in Affect, Emotion, and Subjectivity in Early Modern Muslim Empires: 
New Studies in Ottoman, Safavid, and Mughal Art and Culture, ed. Kishwar Rizvi (Leiden: Brill, 
2018), 168-184, and “The City of Beauties in Indo-Persian Poetic Landscape” Comparative 
Studies of South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East 24, no. 2 (2004): 73-81; 
Stefano Pellò, “Persian as Passe-Partout: The Case of Mīrzā ‘Abd al-Qādir Bīdil and His Hindu 
Disciples,” in Culture and Circulation: Literature in Motion in Early Modern India, ed. Thomas 
de Bruijn and Allison Busch (Leiden” Brill, 2014), 21-46, and “Black Curls in a Mirror: The 
Eighteenth-Century Persian Kṛṣṇa of Lāla Amānat Ray’s Jilwa-yi zāt and the Tongue of Bīdil” 
International Journal of Hindu Studies 22, no. 1 (2018), 71-103; and Heidi Rika Maria Pauwels, 
Cultural Exchange in Eighteenth-Century India: Poetry and Paintings from Kishangarh (Berlin: 
EB-Verlag, 2015), “Culture in Circulation in Eighteenth-Century North India: Urdu Poetry by a 
Rajput Krishna Devotee,” in Culture and Circulation: Literature in Motion in Early Modern 
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Much of this scholarship focuses on developments of the eighteenth century, a period 

marked by the decline of Mughal central power, the rise and cultural efflorescence of various, 

increasingly independent successor statements, and repeated invasions of the northwest of the 

subcontinent, beginning with the bloody sacking of the imperial capital of Delhi by the Iranian 

ruler Nādir Shāh (r. 1736-1747) in 1739. Yet as the aforementioned scholarly contributions and 

many others like them have amply demonstrated in recent years, this time of upheaval was a also 

a remarkably productive and creative one in intellectual, literary, and artistic terms. In her study 

of eighteenth-century Mughal architecture and its pictorial representation, Chanchal Dadlani 

observes: 

During the long eighteenth century, architects and patrons skillfully bridged past 
and present, drawing upon an arsenal of emblematic architectural forms while 
simultaneously responding to rapidly shifting sociopolitical currents, adapting to 
new modes of urbanism, and grappling with a growing interest in architectural 
representation. As a result, the political misfortunes of the Mughal eighteenth 
century coincided with – and at times resulted in – dynamism and creative 
transformation in the architectural sphere. Ultimately, architecture allowed the 
later Mughals to animate their past, refashion their identity, and stage authority, 
even as they experienced political loss.22 
 

Gardens, as at least partially architectural artefacts, are of course to some extent included in this 

assessment, and Dadlani discusses several important eighteenth-century garden sites in Delhi, 

including the tomb complexes of Najaf Khān and Ṣafdarjang, in considerable detail.23 However, 

even aside from particular gardens as a architectural monuments, there are parallels to these 

observations to be found in the realm of horticulture and garden writing. Some of the most 

                                                                                                                                                                               
India, ed. Thomas de Bruijn and Allison Busch (Leiden” Brill, 2014), 247-277, and “Two 
“Gardens of Love”: Raskhān’s Prem-Vāṭikā and Nāgrīdās’ Iśk-Caman,” in Patronage and 
Popularisation, Pilgrimage and Procession: Channels of Transcultural Translation and 
Transmission in Early Modern South Asia: Papers in Honour of Monika Horstmann, ed. Heidi 
Rika Maria Pauwels (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2009), 23-38. 
22 Chanchal B. Dadlani, From Stone to Paper: Architecture as History in the Late Mughal 
Empire (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2018), 1. 
23 Dadlani, From Stone to Paper, 84-111. 
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elaborate and, so to speak, “standardized” examples of the garden descriptions previously 

mentioned appear in the eighteenth century, perhaps similarly in an attempt to reanimate and fix 

a revered historical form among conditions of flux. The localization of Persian gardening 

manuals and their incorporation of materials borrowed from the Sanskrit tradition, are also 

particularly marked during this period, and some particularly revealing engagements with 

gardens and horticultural knowledge – on which this study draws extensively – appear in places 

as unexpected as Persian lexicons. In a sense, then, this dissertation could also be counted as a 

contribution of to the ongoing reevaluation of the history and cultural production of northern 

India during the eighteenth century. 

However, none of the phenomena to be discussed in the ensuing pages – not the distinct 

garden typology that came to be a seemingly hegemonic archetype, not its verbal reproduction in 

elaborate garden description, not the subtle yet ongoing adaptation Sanskrit and Persian 

horticultural manuals in their struggle to correspond to it, nor its use in the articulation of 

religious, class, and personal identities – were strictly limited to the tumultuous times of the 

eighteenth century. As a result, the temporal scope of this dissertation consists broadly of the 

period from 1500 to 1800, roughly coinciding with the – at least nominal – existence of the 

Mughal Empire (1526-1857) and the early modern period, though naturally primary materials 

from earlier periods are also drawn upon, both for their continued relevance during the time 

under study and to contextualize later developments. These parameters were chosen not only 

because they are convenient in terms of historiographic periodization, but because of the obvious 

connection between the coalescing of the particular garden typology and garden culture and the 

spread of Mughal cultural hegemony, as well as the embeddedness of these developments in the 

cultural processes of early modernity. These include not only the arrival of new plant material 
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due to the upswell in global travel and trade, but also the new possibilities of self-fashioning and 

of social mobility in which gardens and horticulture, both actual and as a subject of textual 

composition, became means of expression and advancement. 

The latter is a phenomenon that has been explored not only for early modern England, as 

in the work of Bushnell and Knight already cited, or somewhat more recently that of Ayesha 

Mukherjee, but also for seventeenth-century France and, most importantly, for the Ottoman 

Empire.24 Aleksandar Shopov’s dissertation on Ottoman writings on gardening and agronomy 

highlights the fact that from approximately 1500 onwards, multiple new works on agriculture 

were written in the Ottoman Empire; moreover, Shopov writes, “from the mid-sixteenth century 

agricultural practice and spaces were invoked not only in books exclusively devoted to farming 

but in other genres as well: histories, biographical dictionaries, autobiographies, cosmographies, 

etc.”25 In the Ottoman context, he is ultimately able to link these developments to a historical 

development in which urban elites where increasingly investing in the acquisition and 

agricultural development of rural lands at the periphery of major cities, while also tracing the 

material changes brought to the overlapping realms of agriculture, horticulture, and botany by 

the arrival of new plants, in particular from the Americas, due to the early modern period’s rapid 

expansion of exploration, travel, and trade.26 Shopov’s work also complicates the common 

attribution of the efflorescence of horticultural writing in the early modern period solely to the 

                                                       
24 See Ayesha Mukherjee, Penury into Plenty: Dearth and the Making of Knowledge in Early 
Modern England (London: Routledge, 2015); on gardening and books on flowers in seventeenth-
century France, see Elizabeth Hyde, Cultivated Power: Flowers, Culture, and Politics in the 
Reign of Louis XIV (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), while on garden 
advice texts in the Ottoman Empire, see Aleksandar Shopov, “Between the Pen and the Fields: 
Books on Farming, Changing Land Regimes, and Urban Agriculture in the Ottoman Eastern 
Mediterranean ca. 1500-1700,” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2016). 
25 Shopov, “Between the Pen and the Field,” 5. 
26 Shopov, “Between the Pen and the Field,” 265-274, 281-284. 
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spread of print in Western Europe.27 The present study offers additional evidence from yet 

farther east that this is hardly the whole story, and thereby aims to contribute to what 

increasingly appears to be a near-global vogue of early modern garden writing. As Shopov notes, 

“it is very likely that this research has only scratched the surface; it should be taken as a 

preliminary study of a genre whose existence has scarcely even been recognized.”28 

With regard specifically to South Asian writings on horticulture, as well as those 

circulating within the subcontinent in pre-colonial times, the present study largely treads new 

ground, though with a few important exceptions. Historian Irfan Habib in his influential study of 

the agrarian economy of the Mughal Empire during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

draws not only on the Ā’īn-i Akbarī and a range and of historiographic texts to determine what 

crops where grown but also on two manuscript versions of an Iranian agronomic treatise.29 Ali 

Akbar Husain’s book on flowers and scent in Dakanī Urdu poetry in effect also amounts to an 

extended exploration of gardens and horticulture in the Deccan sultanates. He discusses two 

Persian horticultural manuals based on manuscripts held in Hyderabad; these are posited as 

evidence for the geographic reach of medieval Arabic models of agronomic writing within the 

Islamic world, though Husain does note evidence of borrowing from Sanskrit texts as well.30 

                                                       
27 See, for example, Bushnell, Green Desire, 49-83. 
28 Shopov, “Between the Pen and the Field,” 4. 
29 Irfan Habib, The Agrarian System of of Mughal India 1556-1707, 3rd ed. (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 39-62; the text in question is the one that has been published as 
Ma‘rifat-i falāḥat or Davāzdah bāb-i kishāvarzī; see Abd al-‘Alī bin Muḥammad bin Ḥusayn 
Bīrjandī, Ma‘rifat-i falāḥat (Davāzdah bāb-i kishāvarzī), ed. Īraj Afshār (Tihrān: Markaz-i 
pizhūhishī-i mīrās̲-i maktūb, 2008). 
30 Ali Akbar Husain, Scent in the Islamic Garden: A Study of Literary Sources in Persian and 
Urdu (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2000), 58-61; the manuscripts in question are Kitāb-i 
khizān va bahār, Manuscript, Mutafarriqāt 686, and Risālah-i bāghbānī, 1762, Manuscript, 
Mutafarriqāt 164, Government Oriental Manuscripts Library and Research Centre, Hyderabad 
(India). The former is copy of Ma‘rifat-i falāḥat/Davāzdah bāb-i kishāvarzī, while the latter is an 
independent work. 
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Daud Ali’s work on gardens in medieval Indian court culture based on Sanskrit sources likewise 

considers both overtly literary and ostensibly technical genres, and goes some way towards 

bringing the two into productive conversation.31 

It would be amiss not to mention one final work of scholarship that fundamentally shaped 

the original idea for this dissertation. James McHugh’s study of smell and perfumery in pre-

modern India, though largely concerned with an earlier time period and drawing predominantly 

on Sanskrit materials, provided an important model for the pursuit of ideas associated with a 

particular set of material goods and practices across various textual genres. Moreover, McHugh’s 

close and insightful reading of Sanskrit perfumery manuals as literary works in their own right 

served as motivation to apply the same approach and analytical rigor to technical literature on 

gardens and gardening.32 It is hoped that this study will serve as a first step towards a similarly 

thorough and creative accounting of horticulture as both a material and intellectual concern, and 

that it will be a useful starting point – or fill in some gaps – for future explorations of diverse 

facets of the cultural and literary history of early modern South Asia. 

Synopsis of Chapters 

Meant primarily to lay the groundwork for the analysis in the subsequent chapters, 

Chapter 1 serves as an introduction to the Indo-Persian bāgh, the formal garden typology that is 

the central referent for the various developments discussed throughout the dissertation. It begins 

with brief overview of the terms that have been used to discuss this garden type, primarily within 

                                                       
31 Daud Ali, “Botanical Technology and Garden Culture in Someśvara’s Mānasollāsa,” in 
Garden and Landscape Practices in Pre-colonial India: Histories from the Deccan, ed. Daud Ali 
and Emma J. Flatt (New Delhi: Routledge India, 2012), 39-53, “Gardens in Early Indian Court 
Life,” Studies in History 19, no. 2 (2003): 221-252, and “Bhoja’s Mechanical Garden: 
Translating Wonder across the Indian Ocean, circa 800–1100 CE,” History of Religion 55, no. 4 
(May 2016): 460-493. 
32 See James McHugh, Sandalwood and Carrion: Smell in Indian Religion and Culture (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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art history, such as the “Mughal garden,” the “Islamic garden,” and the Persian chahār bāgh, and 

assesses their potential limitations in the context of the present study. Thereafter it seeks to 

delineate the formal features and floristic make-up, while also giving an idea of its eventual 

cultural reach, through textual and visual representations drawn from three rather different 

primary sources: the well-known description of an ideal Timurid garden layout and planting plan 

from the Persian agricultural manual Irshād al-zirā‘ah, written in Herat in 1515, a painting 

produced in the Mughal successor state of Avadh at the very end of the eighteenth century 

showing a king being entertained in his paradigmatically illustrated garden, with every feature of 

the scene precisely labeled in a mix of Persian and Urdu, and an excerpt from a highly literary 

Sanskrit description of the Nishāṭ Bāgh, a still extant garden built by Shāh Jahān’s father-in-law 

and prime minister Āṣaf Khān in Kashmir, written by Jagannātha Paṇḍitarāja in the second 

quarter of the seventeenth century. The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of an 

eighteenth-century map of the environs of the then newly built city of Jaipur, capital of a Hindu 

dynasty, in which the formal typology of a quadripartite scheme has quite literally been rendered 

into a symbol, a cipher representing the very concept of a garden. 

Chapter 2 focuses specifically on Sanskrit and Persian horticultural manuals and the 

various attempts over time to both make them more closely reflect the horticultural realities of 

early modern Indo-Persian bāgh and its particular composite garden flora, as well as to make 

these texts more “practical,” in the sense of being based on actual observation and experience. It 

begins by discussing the Sanskrit and Persian gardening treatises as part of the broader, possibly 

global upwelling in technical writings on horticulture and farming, before turning to the different 

“textures” of composition to be found in these works and their relationship to different types of 

content, ranging from the straightforward and practical to the literary, fanciful and even 
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marvelous. What follows next is a discussion of potential ways to account for the persistence of 

marvelous and seemingly impractical content, both in relation to experienced practitioners who 

would have recognized such procedures as unworkable or ineffective, and against the backdrop 

of the complete turn away from advice not based on empirical observation in garden writing 

produced in other parts of the world over the same time period. This is followed by an overview 

of the historical development of the Sanskrit and Persian traditions of horticultural treatises over 

time, with particular attention paid to patterns of excerpting and compilation and the importance 

of encyclopedic works. Finally, the chapter turns specifically to evidence of the garden typology 

explained in Chapter 1 and its attendant plant palette influencing new Sanskrit horticultural 

writing, before highlighting ways in which South Asian authors and compilers of new gardening 

manuals in Persian sought to Indianize the tradition and make it more practically oriented. This 

final section concludes with a discussion of a remarkable eighteenth-century painting from 

Mewar in northwestern India that depicts numerous gardens and horticultural operations and is 

inscribed with a Brajbhāṣā verse of garden advice that constitutes the sole pre-colonial example 

of such a text in a North Indian vernacular found over the course of this research, and which 

provides further evidence of the merging of Indic and Persianate modes of horticultural writing 

around a common vision of gardens and gardening. 

In Chapter 3 the focus turns to more self-consciously literary treatments of gardens and 

horticultural knowledge. Much of the chapter serves to identify and analyze a particular mode of 

exuberant garden description that strives to encapsulate the dominant garden ideal, including its 

layout, architectural features, and botanical inventory. It asserts, moreover, that this is a distinctly 

South Asian literary feature that is bounded by cultural geography rather than language, 

appearing not only in Indian Persian but across various North Indian vernaculars, yet not in 
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Persian written outside of the subcontinent. Related to this manner of rendering garden into text 

are more isolated deployments of horticultural and botanical expertise as part of literary conceits, 

which are discussed alongside contemporary evidence for the importance that was accorded to 

the proper understanding of such material, at least by the literary cognoscenti. It is also in this 

chapter that the range of plants that commonly feature in this botanical universe is fleshed out 

most fully, and evidence from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Mughal and Rajput painting 

is marshalled rather more frequently to highlight the correspondences between written and and 

visual representation and horticultural reality. 

Chapter 4 chronicles the social uses envisioned for gardens and their products, beginning 

with an exploration of a spectrum of garden uses prescribed for a king according to a pattern 

with roots in medieval Sanskrit. Representing a gradient from public to private, this range of 

social functions meant to be carried out in various garden spaces is traced through pertinent 

accounts from the memoirs of the Mughal emperor Jahāngīr as well as poetry and paintings from 

the Udaipur court of the Sisodiyā Rajput rulers of Mewar, the latter drawing in particular on the 

work of art historian Dipti Khera. Having followed idealized kingly uses of gardens from public 

display to private pleasure, the subsequent sections focuses specifically on the idea of the garden 

as a secluded or hidden space, a refuge from the outside world that allows for the pursuit of 

transgressive pleasures. As a cultural ideal and literary trope, this notion is substantiated by 

means of close readings from several eighteenth-century Urdu poetic works. In the last section of 

the chapter, garden produce and botanical expertise are discussed in the context of ritualized gift-

giving, drawing on the eighteenth-century Persian lexicon Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ of the prominent 

munshī Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ’ as well as the memoirs of Jahāngīr and a letter attributed to the 
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famous Safavid poet Ṣā’ib Tabrīzī (1592-1676) and included in an eighteenth-century Indian 

collection of inshā. 

Chapter 5 centers on the intersection of the Indo-Persian garden ideal with the realm of 

religion. It begins by considering the importance of gardening in the hagiographic memory of the 

poet-saint Agradās, before turning to his Brajbhāṣā compositions and the Avadhī Rāmcaritmānas 

of Tulsīdās to highlight the importance of the Indo-Persian garden ideal as well as the cultural 

script of royal garden visits in devotional visions of the god Rāma and his wife Sītā. The 

following section pivots from Rāma bhakti or devotion to Rāma to the larger and more 

influential movement of Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti. In particular, it argues for the central importance of both 

the form and language of the Indo-Persian bāgh in the (re)claiming of Kr̥ṣṇa’s mythical 

childhood homeland of Braj, located between the Mughal imperial capitals of Delhi and Agra at 

the very heart of the empire, as a major center of Kr̥ṣṇa devotion and pilgrimage from the 

sixteenth century onward. The importance of the garden typology in the real-world development 

of Braj, and in particular of the city of Vrindavan, is discussed alongside cases of its subsequent 

use to create secondary Vrindavans as centers of Kr̥ṣṇa devotion elsewhere in northern India. 

More importantly, however, Persianate garden imagery and its distinctive terminology and plant 

palette is shown, along with images of horticultural labor, to have played a prominent role in the 

discursive construction of the idea of Braj and Kr̥ṣṇa’s exploits there, as illustrated by examples 

drawn from work of several prominent Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti poets writing in Brajbhāṣā between the 

sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. The final section of chapter returns to Indo-Persian writings, 

specifically an anecdote from the Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ and a passage from an eighteenth-century 

Persian gardening, to show that horticulture served as a shared material practice that allowed for 
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the acknowledgment and integration of religious difference in an overarching cultural and social 

whole. 

At last, Chapter 6 revolves around the role of a love of flowers, gardens, and gardening in 

the construction of one social and personal identity. The chapter opens with the brief account of 

buying land and laying out a quintessential suburban bāgh on the outskirts of Delhi that appears 

in the Ṭahmāsnāmah, the Persian autobiography of a former slave brought to India from Turkey, 

arguing that the establishment of the garden marks an instance of self-definition as a member of 

Delhi society. It then systematically assesses the references to flowers, greenery, and gardens in 

the Mīrzānāmah, an Indo-Persian manual on correct gentlemanly comportment and modes of 

material consumption dating to the second half of the seventeenth century. A close reading of 

this text demonstrates that the interest a man showed in flowers and gardens and the way he 

interacted with them materially were primary sites for the enactment of masculinity and social 

class and gendered norms of behavior – and consequently also the focus of intense anxieties 

around the subversion of gendered norms of behavior and increasing social mobility. The second 

part of the chapter returns one more time to Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ’ and a number of his Persian 

compositions as a case study of botanical connoisseurship and a passion for gardening as 

markers of a distinct individual identity, in an act of literary self-fashioning that builds on some 

of the normative expectation of garden appreciation and love of flowers discussed in the previous 

section but far exceeds them to produce a decidedly (early) modern case of personal expression. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Parterre, Pool, Pavilion: Outlining a Cultural Ideal of the Garden 
 
Yeh to kyā baṛe aise hain jo bāgh-o-caman 
Hain khile kyāriyon men nargis-o-nasrīn-o-saman 
Hauẓ favvāre hain banglon men bhī parde cilvan 
Jā bi-jā qumrī-o-bulbul ṣadā shor-afgan 

 
What greater gardens and parterres are there than this? 
Narcissi, wild roses, and jasmine are blossoming in the garden beds, 
There are a pool, fountains, and reed screen curtains in the pavilions, too, 
Here and there the chatter of doves and nightingales  
 

–  Naz̤īr Akbarābādī (1735-1830) 33  
 
 

The lines above form part of a lengthy satirical Urdu poem entitled Paise kī falāsafī, or 

“The Philosophy of Money,” its mocking tone already evident in the rather jarring use, 

throughout the poem, of the English borrowing falāsafī rather than its Perso-Arabic cognate 

falsafah. Yet while the intent may have been to mock superficial luxuries and the excessive 

material consumption of the rich, Valī Muḥammad ‘Naz̤īr’ Akbarābādī famously being “the poet 

of the bazaars” who speaks popular reason to the high and mighty, the verse also provides a 

succinct snapshot of a particular cultural understanding of what a “proper” garden ought to look 

like. Formal parterres of flower beds, filled with fragrant flowers, a water basin, fountains, and 

pavilions equipped so as to allow visitors to while away time in pleasant shade and protected 

from prying eyes – one could read Naz̤īr’s words as a veritable recipe for the archetypal garden 

typology that predominated in all but the southernmost reaches of the Indian Subcontinent 

throughout the early modern period. A synthesis of formal and floristic elements introduced from 

Iran and Central Asia and those indigenous to northern India and the Deccan, this matrix of 

                                                       
33 Valī Muḥammad ‘Naz̤īr’ Akbarābādī, Kulliyāt-i Naz̤īr Akbarābādī, ed. Maulānā ‘Abdulbārī 
Ṣāhib Āsī (Lakhna’u: Rājah Rām Kumār Pres, 1951), 646. 



 23

garden design and horticultural practice is at the heart of the various social, intellectual, and 

artistic engagements with gardens and gardening to be discussed in the ensuing chapters. It is the 

particular imaginaire of the garden that, this dissertation argues, underpinned an entire, complex 

ecosystem of creating, cultivating, and inhabiting gardens, and of describing, celebrating, and 

utilizing them in literature and the visual arts. Consequently, this chapter aims to provide a brief 

introduction to this artefact per se, illuminating its defining features and delineating its reach, 

before the subsequent chapters delve into its central, multifaceted role in the social and 

intellectual life of early modern South Asia. 

Much of the scholarship to have hitherto dealt with this garden typology has been 

pursued under the rubric of the “Mughal” or, more broadly, the “Islamic” garden.34 While 

obviously drawing on a lot of the valuable work that has been produced within such frameworks, 

this study largely avoids these categorizations as too limiting and overdetermined. The study of 

“Mughal gardens” has largely focused rather narrowly on sites directly associated with the 

imperial family, and especially on those of which physical structures remain to be studied in the 

context of the history of architecture. Here, on the other hand, the primary concern is the place of 

gardens in the culture much more broadly – its role in the social, intellectual, artistic, and 

                                                       
34 A complete overview of works in this vein is well beyond the scope of this work, but for a 
range of representative examples in various languages, see Constance Marie Villiers Stuart, 
Gardens of the Great Mughals (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1913), Richard Ettinghausen, 
ed., The Islamic Garden (Washington D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1976), Steen Estvad Petersen, 
Paradiset – Den Islamiske Have (København: Borgen, 1992), Luigi Zangheri, Brunella Lorenzi, 
and Nausikaa M. Rahmati, eds., Il giardino islamico (Firenze: Leo S. Olschki, 2006), and D. 
Fairchild Ruggles, Islamic Gardens and Landscapes (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2008); more historically and geographically nuanced studies that are nonetheless collated 
under these broad headings can be found in Attilio Petruccioli, Gardens in the Time of the Great 
Muslim Empires: Theory and Design (Leiden: Brill, 1997) and James L. Wescoat and Joachim 
Wolschke-Bulmahn, eds., Mughal Gardens: Sources, Places, Representations, and Prospects 
(Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1996), as well as among the extensive work of James 
Wescoat and Ebba Koch generally. 
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religious life and imagination – not only at the imperial court but throughout society, or at least 

those comparatively elite sections of society privileged enough to have left written or other 

testimony of their engagements with gardens and horticulture. Nor, as already mentioned, is the 

focus strictly on the Mughal Empire proper; rather, it is the extent of the Persianate culture of 

which this garden typology is a part within the Indian Subcontinent – the South Asian reach of 

what has been termed the Persian Cosmopolis – that defines what falls under the purview of this 

dissertation.35  Though phrases such as “the Mughal-Rajput ideal of the garden” may 

occasionally be used as a shorthand for the garden type discussed here, part of the intervention 

intended here is to highlight the ubiquity and pervasiveness of this specific vision of 

horticulturally manipulated space well beyond the confines of the court, and outside the sphere 

of direct Mughal rule. Ali Akbar Husain’s work on gardens and garden literature in the Deccan 

as well as many of the other contributions in the subsequent conference volume edited by Daud 

Ali and Emma Flatt that it prompted, for instance, make abundantly clear that the same garden 

typology and largely the same role of gardens in social and cultural life were operative in the 

Deccan sultanates even before they were eventually annexed by the expanding Mughal Empire.36 

The focus of this study, then, is on the broad cultural realm of Mughal South Asia, but the 

particular type of garden at its heart is by no means restricted solely to the Mughal Dynasty in a 

narrow sense. 

Similarly, the characterization of such gardens as “Islamic” is unhelpful here because 

both in material practice and as an aesthetic ideal they were in no way restricted to Muslim 

communities. Gülru Necipoğlu has highlighted how Ottoman gardens have failed to be studied 

                                                       
35 See Flatt, The Courts of the Deccan, 17-24. 
36 See Husain, Scent in the Islamic Garden, and Daud Ali and Emma J. Flatt, eds., Garden and 
Landscape Practices in Pre-Colonial India: Histories from the Deccan (Delhi: Routledge India, 
2015). 
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adequately under the hegemony of the “Islamic Garden” rubric because they lack the particular 

structure and symbolic elements predetermined to be its defining trademarks.37 “Islamic” gardens 

are generally held to be defined by a symmetric, quadripartite layout, supposedly in reflection of 

Qu’ranic descriptions of paradise, which is often assumed to be reflected in the Persian term 

chahār bāgh or “four gardens” frequently employed to describe large or royal gardens. As 

Necipoğlu notes, Ottoman gardens rarely corresponded to these formal features, despite the 

dynasty’s obvious Islamic faith and claim to the caliphate or leadership of the entirety of Sunni 

Islam.38 Meanwhile, on the level of terminology and form, Mahvash Alemi, among others, has 

pointed out that the so frequently referenced term chahār bāgh in fact does not necessarily 

denote a fourfold layout or, by extension, Islamic paradise symbolism.39 The garden culture of 

early modern South Asia under study here presents essentially the inverse of what Necipoğlu 

observes for the Ottomans: the garden typology corresponds closely and consistently to the 

theoretical ideal of the “Islamic” garden divided symmetrically into four quadrants, but those 

who created, maintained, used, wrote about, and painted these spaces were almost as likely to be 

Hindus or other non-Muslims as followers of Islam. D. Fairchild Ruggles diagnoses this as a 

problem problem in the study of Rajput gardens, which share the formal appearance of their 

“Islamic” Mughal counterparts but lack their supposedly Islamic context and symbolic 

                                                       
37 Gülru Necipoğlu, “The Suburban Landscape of Sixteenth-Century Istanbul as a Mirror of 
Classical Ottoman Garden Culture” in Gardens in the Time of the Great Muslim Empires, ed. 
Attilio Petruccioli (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 32-71. 
38 Necipoğlu, “The Suburban Landscape of Sixteenth-Century Istanbul,” 32. 
39 Mahvash Alemi, “Chahar Bagh,” Environmental Design 1 (1986), 38–45, and "The Royal 
Gardens of the Safavid Period: Types and Models" in Gardens in the Time of the Great Muslim 
Empires: Theory and Design, ed. Attilio Petruccioli (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 72-96; for a concise 
overview of this particular issue of form and nomenclature see Laura Parodi, “Islamic Gardens 
and Landscapes by D. Fairchild Ruggles,” Review of Islamic Gardens and Landscapes, by D. 
Fairchild Ruggles, Journal of Islamic Studies 21, no. 3 (2010), 439–443. 
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underpinnings.40 However, explicitly Islamic paradise references are actually surprisingly rare in 

early modern South Asian discussions of gardens, regardless of the religion professed by the 

author of the text or the patron of the garden in question. When paradise metaphors do occur, 

they tend to employ terms that are fairly neutral with regard to religion, such as the Persian 

bihisht and bāgh-i iram or the Sanskrit indraloka. Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad ‘Fā’iz’ (1690-1737), 

who will appear again in Chapter 2 as the compiler of a horticultural manual, even managed to 

combine the two references in a single hemistich in an Urdu masnavī celebrating the Indian 

spring festival of Holī, here notably being celebrated in a garden: 

Har chabīlī az libās-i kesarī / Tāzah kartī hai bahār-i ja‘farī 
Baiṭh hinḍole jhūltī gātī hinḍol / Le gulāl hat gāl mal kartī ṭhaṭhol 
Nāctī gāgā ke horī dam ba-dam / Jyūn sabhā indar kī dar bāgh-i iram41 
 
Every lovely woman in her saffron clothes / Refreshes the bloom of the French 

marigolds 
Sitting and swinging on the swing, singing Rāg Hinḍol42 / Taking colored powder 

in hand and rubbing it jokingly on others’ cheeks 
Continuously dancing and singing Holī songs / Like the assembly of Indra inside 

the Garden of Iram. 
 

The aim here, then, is to get a grasp of the range of formal features and the mode of horticulture 

that early modern South Asians within the wide reach of Persianate cultural influence came to 

regard as what constitutes a garden without presupposing specific religious associations or 

meanings. The intersection of religion, gardens, and gardening will return as the central subject 

of Chapter 5, though with a more nuanced focus on the role of Indo-Persian gardens and 

                                                       
40 D. Fairchild Ruggles, “At the Margins of Architectural and Landscape History: The Rajputs of 
South Asia,” Muqarnas 30, no. 1 (2013), 98-100.  
41 Kausar Maz̤harī, Fā’iz Dihlavī (Dihlī: Urdū Akādimī, 2007), 108; for a study of Fā’iz’s 
treatment of local color and Indic literary topoi in Urdu poetry, see Sunil Sharma, “Fa’iz 
Dihlavī’s Female-Centered Poems and Representation of Public Life in Late Mughal Society,” in 
Affect, Emotion, and Subjectivity in Early Modern Muslim Empires: New Studies in Ottoman, 
Safavid, and Mughal Art and Culture, ed. Kishwar Rizvi (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 168-184. 
42 The musical mode associated with swinging, hinḍol meaning “cradle” or “swing.” 
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horticultural activity in the religious imagination of early modern North India, and the use of 

gardens as a site for the staging and negotiation of religious identity, rather than the potential 

religious symbolism of the design typology itself. 

One way to illustrate the constitutive features of this style of garden and its cultural 

pervasiveness in early modern South Asia would be to provide a catalog of the practically 

innumerable literary descriptions and painted depictions of such gardens produced in the Indian 

Subcontinent between the sixteenth and early nineteenth centuries. However, as that is beyond 

the scope of this – or perhaps any – study, a few particularly notable examples will have to do. 

To begin with, there is the comprehensive vision offered by the Irshād al-zirā‘ah or “Guidance 

on Agriculture” of Qāsim ibn Yūsuf Abū Naṣrī Haravī, a Persian manual on horticulture 

completed in Herat in modern-day western Afghanistan in 1515. As arguably the most elaborate 

and the most studied historic Persian agricultural text to have circulated in South Asia, the Irshād 

al-zirā‘ah will be discussed in greater depth in the following chapter. However, its unique eighth 

chapter, elaborately titled “On the Planting of Trees, Flowers, and Fragrant Herbs in Relation to 

Each Other in a Chahār Bāgh Design,” provides a remarkably complete and detailed plan of an 

ideal Timurid Persianate garden. Though Herat was by then under Safavid rule, Maria Subtelny 

has extensively argued that a central concern of the Irshād al-zirā‘ah was the preservation and 

revival of the agronomic achievements associated with the flowering of Herat under the 

Timurids, whose rule over the city and its environs was ended by the Uzbeks in 1507.43 

Consequently, the works contents are to be seen as reflecting primarily Timurid models. Leaving 

aside for now the fraught issue of what exactly the term chahār bāgh may have denoted at 

                                                       
43Maria E. Subtelny, “A Medieval Persian Agricultural Manual in Context: The Irshād al-Zirā‘a 
in Late Timurid and Early Safavid Khorasan,” Studia Iranica 22, no. 2 (1993): 181-209. 
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different times and to different audiences, its description of what such a design might look like 

runs as follows: 

The paradise-like pavilion should be on the southern side facing north 
… 
Layout of the Chahār Bagh and Pavilion [‘imārat] 
The layout is such that all around the garden, three zar‘44 from the foot of the 

[garden] wall are left and after that a water channel one zar‘ wide is constructed, 
and on the side of the water channel towards the wall white poplars are planted 
close together since this looks nice, and pine is not as elegant or cheerful. On the 
other side of the channel, as a border, iris is appropriate, and over another three 
zar‘ a subterranean channel that doubles as a walkway is placed. After that 
another zar‘ towards the [central] watercourse and along the subterranean channel 
is planted as a border of iris. In the bed with raised edges,45 which is five zar‘ 
from the poplars, apricots are planted. There should be a space of eight zar‘ 
between two apricot trees and roses and peach trees are suitable [for planting] 
between them. After the aforementioned apricots and leaving a space of five zar‘ 
in between, more apricots should be planted and plums grafted on them, and after 
that in the center [of the garden] a straight main watercourse is placed that carries 
water to the pool in front of the pavilion. Along its edge should be regular and 
khanjarī irises and calendula46 as this will look good, and on both sides of the 
aforementioned main watercourse a subterranean channel serving as a walkway is 
laid out. Beyond that, a space for trefoil is arranged, and on each side of the 
trefoil, on a higher level, four separate plots [chaman] are laid out, the first with 
pomegranates, the second with quinces, the third with peaches and nectarines, and 
the fourth with pears. After this set of four plots small flower beds [bāghchah] are 
arranged; the first with purple violets, bulbous iris, and double gul-i zībā; the 
second with saffron, narcissi, and single gul-i zībā47; the third with various types 

                                                       
44 The length of the zar‘ or cubit in Timurid Iran appears to have varied somewhere between 60 
and 70 cm, or about two feet; Maria E. Subtelny, “Mīrak-i Sayyid Ghiyās and the Timurid 
Tradition of Landscape Architecture,” Studia Iranica 24 (1995), 42. 
45 The Persian reads lūlah pal, which denotes a prepared garden bed or field with low earthen 
embankments drawn up around its edges to contain irrigation water, as is still common practice 
in many arid or seasonally dry regions, including much of South Asia. 
46 The Persian term here, hamīshah bahār or “always spring,” usually denotes the white-
flowered chamomile (Matricaria chamomilla), but the Irshād al-zirā‘ah’s entry for the term 
makes it clear that Qāsim ibn Yūsuf takes it to encompass both that species and the yellow or 
orange calendula or pot marigold (Calendula officinalis), for he writes that it occurs “in yellow 
as a double, with a black center, and plain, and in white which is also called bābūnah,” the latter 
being a variation on the Arabic bābūnaj for Matricaria chamomilla. Given that yellow and 
orange calendulas make for an eye-catching contrast next to blue or purple irises, it is likely the 
author primarily thought of them here; Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, Irshād, 216. 
47 Gul-i zībā or “beautiful flower” cannot be clearly identified, but the description given by 
Qāsim ibn Yūsuf suggests that it is a bulbous plant similar to sūranjān (Colchicum luteum), with 
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of tulip and iris48, single corn poppies and Kābulī poppies49; the fourth with lilac, 
white redbud50, yellow pansies51, double Shirley poppies and stock; the fifth with 
various damask and musk roses and Persian yellow rose52; the sixth with Austrian 
copper rose53 with opium poppies in between; the seventh with yellow jasmine, 
‘six-month’ rose54, lilies, morning glories, carnations, daylilies55, and hollyhocks; 
the eighth with annual mallows, white jasmine, shab badūstān56, and chaman 
afrūz57; and the ninth with lālah-i khaṭā’ī58 and love-lies-bleeding. This will be 
suitable as each [combination] will flower together all at once. 

                                                                                                                                                                               
a double form that blooms in the fall and a single one that appears in the early spring; these 
appear to be switched here; Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, Irshād, 209. 
48 The specific names given cannot all be clearly matched to particular species or cultivars but 
they appear under the Irshād al-zirā‘ah’s entries for tulips and irises respectively, and the 
congruent flowering suggested by this arrangement would match as well; Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, 
Irshād, 213-215. 
49 Based on the description and instructions for cultivation given by Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, these are 
either multicolored corn or ornamental opium poppies; Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, Irshād, 214-215. 
50 Cercis siliquastrum ‘Alba’, a form of the Judas tree or European redbud with yellowish white 
flowers. 
51 Likely the pale yellow field pansy (Viola arvensis) or a mostly yellow form of heartsease 
(Viola tricolor), the wild progenitor of the modern garden pansy. 
52 Rosa foetida, a yellow-flowered species rose native to the Caucasus. It is the main source of 
yellow in rose breeding. 
53 Rosa foetida var. bicolor, known as gul-i ra‘nā in Persian and Urdu, is a variant of the Persian 
yellow rose with bright orange-red petals with paler yellow backs. It is a popular motif in Iranian 
floral painting of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
54 This most likely refers to the ‘Autumn Damask’ (Rosa x damascena var. semperflorens), the 
only rose flowering repeatedly throughout the summer and fall that appears to have been known 
in Europe and the Middle East prior to the introduction of the ever-blooming China rose (Rosa 
chinensis) to South Asia and subsequently Europe in the eighteenth century; less likely, it could 
be a China rose that made its way westwards earlier than otherwise documented. 
55 The Persian name here is sawsan-i līmū’ī or “lemon-yellow iris,” but given the often broad use 
of sawsan for lily-like plants and its grouping here based on time of flowering with flowers of 
high summer as well as the frequent appearance of clearly identifiable daylilies (Hemerocallis 
sp.) in the arts of Timurid Herat it seems likely that this means the latter. 
56 This, too, evades identification; according to Qāsim ibn Yūsuf it is a plant whose flowers 
resemble the caps put on hunting falcons and are intensely fragrant at night, and it blooms twice, 
once in early summer and once in fall, with the fall bloom being more abundant and of better 
color and fragrance; Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, Irshād, 200-201. 
57 Another unidentified plant; the similarity of the name chaman afrūz or “parterre enflaming” to 
būstān afrūz or “garden enflaming,” one of the Persian names of love-lies-bleeding (Amaranthus 
caudatus), and the remark that it is grown in the same fashion could suggest some sort of 
amaranth or cockscomb (Celosia sp.); Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, Irshād, 218. 
58 Also unidentified, though apparently this plant, too, can flower in both early summer and fall; 
Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, Irshād, 219. 
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At the end of the flowerbeds dog roses are planted on the east and west sides 
and likewise two the north of the pool two more dog rose bushes. 

The pool should be twenty zar‘ from the pavilion or whatever is deemed 
appropriate, and around the plinth of the pavilion there will be cucumbers and 
seedless mulberries59. As for around the pavilion, on the eastern side sour cherries 
are grown and on the western side sweet cherries and in between purple 
redbuds60, and on the southern side in a plot with raised edges that is in the shade 
apples, since these are afflicted by worms if they are in the sun. Figs are planted 
on the northern side that is facing the sun and protected from wind. One has to 
continuously make an effort to protect fruit trees and golden and multicolored 
flowers in order to obtain full enjoyment and untold benefit from the sapling of 
hope and flowers colorful and plain.61 

 
There have been several pictorial reconstructions based on this passage, for instance by Mahvash 

Alemi62 and Wiktor Moskaliuk63, though they vary in some respects because the description, 

despite its very precise spacing instructions, leaves much unclear. Nevertheless, a typology can 

indeed be derived from it, drawing on both what the text explicitly states and what it appears to 

assume. The garden here is understood to be walled, as the instructions for its layout begin “from 

the foot of the wall” – what wall this is, or that the garden is surrounded by a wall in the first 

place, does not need to be stated but is simply taken as a given. Similarly, the presence of a 

garden pavilion is posited as simple fact, with merely its location and orientation within the 

garden complex in need of clarification. The pavilion is to be situated at the southern end of the 

garden, on a raised plinth or terrace, and in front of the pavilion, that is on its northern side, there 

                                                       
59 This seems a bit odd, since mulberries are generally vigorous trees which, even though they 
generally respond well to pruning, seem ill-suited to being trellised against a wall as the 
cucumber vines are clearly meant to be here; perhaps, given that the word for mulberry, tūt, can 
also serve as a more generic word for “berry,” as in tūt-i farangī or “Frankish berry” for 
“strawberry,” a different vining or easily espaliered berry is meant here. 
60 The wide-spread Judas tree or European redbud (Cercis siliquastrum) or the closely related 
Afghan redbud (Cercis griffithi). 
61 Qāsim ibn Yūsuf Abū Naṣrī Haravī, Irshād al-zirā‘ah, ed. Muḥammad Mushīrī (Tihrān: 
Dānishgāh-i Tihrān, 1967), 280-282. 
62 Mahvash Alemi, “Chahar Bagh,” Environmental Design 1 (1986), 38–45. 
63 Maria E. Subtelny, “Agriculture and the Timurid Chahārbāgh: The Evidence from a Medieval 
Persian Agricultural Manual,” in Gardens in the Time of the Great Muslim Empires, ed. Attilio 
Petruccioli (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 127-128, and “Mīrak,” Studia Iranica 24 (1995), 59-60. 
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should be a pool. That pool, in turn, should serve as one endpoint of a main watercourse that 

bisects the garden as its central axis. This watercourse is to be flanked by walkways, and further, 

smaller water channels and accompanying paths run around the edge of the garden, along the 

inside perimeter of the garden wall. As for the suggested plantings, they display a logical 

movement from tall, more or less wild trees providing structure and shelter around the edge of 

the property to smaller, very much domesticated fruit trees and ornamental species further inside 

and an open parterre of ornamental shrubs, bulbous plants, and herbaceous annuals and 

perennials closest to the pavilion and pool, presumably the intended center of human activity for 

the garden. That the shelter belt of tall trees just inside the garden wall is an expected standard 

feature in Qāsim ibn Yūsuf’s conception of a garden can be gleaned from the way he justifies his 

preferred tree choice of white poplars by stating “this looks nice, and pine is not as elegant or 

cheerful.” The seemingly random mention of pines implies they were another popular option for 

what was clearly an obligatory boundary planting around the edge of a garden – an option of 

which the author of the Irshād al-zirā‘ah happens to disapprove on aesthetic grounds.64 Moving 

from this shelter belt inward, the borders of irises lining all the watercourses and walkways are 

quite straightforward, as are the orchard-like plots of various fruit trees with small embankments 

of earth drawn up for directing irrigation, but the parterre of nine flowerbeds called bāghchah – 

literally “small garden” – requires some unpacking.  

                                                       
64 There are other contenders for this role, too; many works in the corpus of seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century Indo-Persian garden manuals based on the eleventh chapter of Amān’ullah 
Ḥusaynī’s massive medical compendium Ganj-i bādāvard of 1611 – more on which later – 
suggest the use of the Oriental plane tree (Platanus orientalis), noting that, due to its size, “if it is 
planted along the walls of the garden or at the edges of a watercourse or on the sides of a path it 
will be better;” ‘Amal-i yazdahum, Manuscript Ms. or. Fol. (Persisch) 310, Staatsbibliothek zu 
Berlin, fol. 17 r., and Aḥmad ‘Alī bin Muḥammad Khalīl Jawnpūrī, Risālah-i nakhlbandiyyah, 
1790/1791, Manuscript, MS BL Add. 16,662, British Library, fol. 109 v. 
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Qāsim ibn Yūsuf offers nine combinations of varying numbers of flowering plants, with 

all the flowers within each set meant to bloom more or less simultaneously and the various beds 

in bloom one after another. It seems unlikely, however, that he actually intended that the given 

plants really be grown in this arrangement. For one, it appears somewhat counterintuitive to want 

to concentrate virtually all the flowering at any given time in only one bed in a parterre of nine, 

rather than trying to spread out types flowers blooming at various times so that the whole section 

of the garden looks attractive for as much of the year as possible. More importantly, however, 

the grouping based solely on flowering time produces very unequal sets, both in terms of the 

overall number of species and varieties they contain and in the size, growth habits, and needs of 

cultivation of the included plants.65 This leaves a situation in which either the beds are different 

sizes – somewhat unexpected given their uniform introduction as a set of nine – or those 

containing only a few modestly-sized varieties of flowers would either look very sparse or have 

to be planted with a vast number of specimens of the indicated species. This is of course a 

possibility; saffron crocuses after all are grown in fields as a commercial crop, and so are narcissi 

                                                       
65 The most diverse bed, the seventh representing high summer, contains seven different flowers, 
while the most sparse, the ninth representing late summer and fall, contains only two. Another 
set, the second bed evidently meant to flower in late fall and winter, includes saffron crocuses, 
narcissi65, and gul-i zībā, which is either a type of colchicum or at the very least colchicum-like. 
All three are relatively low-growing and delicate bulbous plants which, at least in size and form, 
would correspond to each other well, yet it is questionable whether the narcissi’s love of 
moisture and rich soil would make it a good bedfellow for the saffron crocus, which requires 
excellent drainage. The fourth bed, blooming in late spring, features lilac, white redbud, yellow 
pansies, double Shirley poppies, and stock. Lilac and redbud are small trees with a pronounced 
tendency to sucker and sprawl and are significantly larger than any other plants listed for any of 
the nine beds, and yet their bed also apparently has to have space for ground-hugging pansies 
and roughly knee-high Shirley poppies somewhere around or between the trees. Lilac in 
particular also has a a very strong and dense root system that efficiently absorbs any available 
moisture and tends to make it difficult for other plants – let alone small, thirsty herbaceous ones 
like pansies and poppies – to grow near its base.  Similarly, the fifth bed is said to contain several 
varieties of Damask and musk roses, as well as the Persian yellow rose. None of these are as 
large as a mature lilac or redbud, but they can still become sizeable, sprawling bushes, so for the 
bed to house even just one specimen of each variety it would have to be very large. 
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for use as cut flowers, especially in Iran. In fact, the Irshād al-zirā‘ah’s specific entries for these 

two flowers do focus on their cultivation in large plots or fields which are to be set up with raised 

edges as a lūlah pal – a Persian technical term equivalent to the Hindi-Urdu word kyārī Naz̤īr 

Akbarābādī employs in the verse in the epigraph of this chapter.66 However, there is also the 

distinct possibility that the planting combinations listed by Qāsim ibn Yūsuf for his nine 

flowerbeds are not meant entirely literally but as a sort of floral calendar, informing the reader 

which flowers one has to work with at various stages throughout the year. These seasonal 

palettes could then be used to determine ornamental plantings, both in the central flower garden 

adjacent to the pool and pavilion and beyond. That Qāsim ibn Yūsuf does not necessarily see the 

use of flowers as limited to this portion of the garden complex is borne out by his suggestions 

that roses may be planted between the apricots and redbuds between the sweet and sour cherries 

on either side of the pavilion, and the iris borders that he wants lining every watercourse and 

walkway. 

Apart from the plantings in the beds and borders, there are some further aspects of the 

Irshād al-zirā‘ah’s prototypical garden description that are somewhat puzzling. The most glaring 

of these is the orientation on which Qāsim ibn Yūsuf insists for his garden, with its pavilion at 

the southern end facing north and the rest of the layout oriented towards that pavilion and the 

pool in front of it. He claims that this will make for a shady area on the southern side of the 

pavilion where heat-averse apples can be grown and a sunny and sheltered place for sun-seeking 

figs on the northern side. However, this does not make sense in Herat – or anywhere in South or 

Central Asia for that matter – because in the Northern Hemisphere the sheltered, sunny side of 

any structure is the southern one, while the northern one would be in the shade. Consequently, 

                                                       
66 Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, Irshād, 210-212. 
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Qāsim ibn Yūsuf’s apple trees would actually get scorched by the Khurāsānī sun, its heat 

reflected and amplified by the pavilion behind them, and be easy prey for pests. Meanwhile his 

fig trees would languish in the shadow cast by the building, especially during the coldest parts of 

the year. If one assumes that the area in front of the pavilion and around the pool is where people 

are primarily supposed to rest or otherwise spend leisure time within the garden, then one also 

has to question this orientation from the perspective of human experience. During the heat of 

summer the cool and shady north side of the pavilion would be attractive, but what about the rest 

of the year? During the mild, fleeting spring, when the trees and flowers of the garden would 

disproportionately be at their peak, would garden visitors want to sit in the gloomy shade of a 

building? Would it be desirable to have the main façade of the pavilion not be illuminated by 

direct sunshine at any point in the year? Altogether it therefore seems unlikely that the 

orientation Qāsim ibn Yūsuf seems to so emphatically prescribe for the garden – he notably both 

opens and closes the practical part of his description with references to it – was indeed standard 

practice. Somewhat less troubling, it also remains unclear how exactly the pavilion, the pool, and 

the main watercourse are to relate to each other in three-dimensional space, regardless of the 

cardinal direction towards which the ensemble is oriented. The text states that the pavilion sits on 

a raised platform, that the pool is located in front of it, and that the main watercourse carries 

water to the pool. Maria Subtelny argues that the pool most likely shares the platform on which 

the pavilion stands but in that case either the entire main watercourse would have to be raised for 

it to carry water towards the pool, or the flow of water is in fact in the opposite direction, from 

the pool to the watercourse and away from the pavilion.67 This latter option would also make 

sense of the somewhat cryptic instruction that the plots of pomegranates, quinces, peaches, and 

                                                       
67 Subtelny, “Agriculture,” 118. 
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pears be “on a higher level,” since this could then indicate a terraced level change across the site, 

and would in fact correspond to what one finds at many seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 

South Asian garden sites. Alternatively, the pool could actually be located below the plinth of the 

pavilion and thus level with the watercourse and garden. Or perhaps Qāsim ibn Yūsuf was 

merely speaking figuratively, and did not in fact intend any particular direction of water flow for 

the central watercourse, as would indeed be the case in the primarily ornamental central 

watercourses of many Indo-Persian bāghs laid out on level ground. 

Though written outside of the Indian Subcontinent and just beyond the borders of the 

Mughal Empire at the point of its widest expansion, the Irshād al-zirā‘ah’s blueprint of an ideal 

Timurid garden corresponds closely to the garden typology that came to be popularized in 

northern India from at least the time of the establishment of Mughal rule in 1526, if not earlier. 

Bābur, founder of the dynasty, famously laid out various gardens over the course of his 

tumultuous life, including several in India in his final years.68 In the Bāburnāmah, his memoirs 

originally composed in Chaghatay Turkish, he remarks the following regarding the laying out of 

gardens in Agra, as per Annette Beveridge’s translation: 

One of the great defects of Hindustan being its lack of running waters, it 
kept coming to my mind that waters should be made to flow by means of wheels 
erected wherever I might settle down, and also that grounds should be laid out in 
an orderly and symmetrical way. With this object in view, we crossed the Jamuna 
River to look at garden grounds a few days after entering Agra. Those grounds 
were so bad and unattractive that we traversed them with a hundred disgusts and 
repulsions. So ugly and displeasing were they that the idea of making a Char 
Bagh (Four Gardens) in them passed from my mind, but needs must, as there was 
no other land near Agra, that same ground was taken in hand a few days later.  

                                                       
68 On the Indian gardens of Bābur, see Anthony Welch, “Gardens that Babur Did Not Like: 
Landscape, Water, and Architecture for the Sultans of Delhi” and Elizabeth B. Moynihan, “But 
what a happiness to have known Babur!,” in Mughal Gardens: Sources, Places, Representations, 
and Prospects, ed. James L. Wescoat and Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn (Washington, DC: 
Dumbarton Oaks, 1996), 59-126. 
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The beginning was made with the large well from which water comes for 
the hamam, and also with the piece of ground where the tamarind trees, and the 
octagonal tank now are. After that came the large tank with its enclosure…Then, 
in disorderly Hindustan, plots of garden were seen laid out with order and 
symmetry, with suitable borders and parterres in every corner, and in every border 
rose and narcissus in perfect arrangement.69 

 
As in the prototypical chahār bāgh proposed in the Irshād al-zirā‘ah, a number of features are 

salient here, aside from the actual use of the term in the slight variant chārbāgh: an emphasis on 

order and symmetry, water features including a central tank or basin, enclosure – and, 

conspicuously, parterres of formal flower beds. This last design feature generally receives the 

least scholarly attention, in part perhaps because it is so ephemeral as to leave little trace in 

surviving garden sites. However, in the context of South Asian horticultural practice, it 

constitutes arguably the most fundamental intervention wrought by Persianate influence. South 

Asian gardens as documented in textual descriptions and artwork prior to the encounter with 

Central and West Asian practices revolve predominantly around large flowering and fruiting 

shrubs, trees, and vines; formal beds of herbaceous flowers or even smaller shrubs such as roses 

grown in formal arrangements are conspicuously absent. Along with enclosing walls, central 

pools, and straight walkways and watercourses meeting at right angles, the parterre of flower 

beds – the chaman and bāghchah in the Irshād al-zirā‘ah’s Persian nomenclature, or kyāriyān in 

Naz̤īr Akbarābādī’s more Indic idiom – should thus be noted as a defining feature of the specific 

Indo-Persian typology that came to be culturally hegemonic across the Mughal realm and 

beyond, as far as Persianate cultural influence carried it. 

The entire garden typology, including the prominence of the formal chaman or floral 

parterre, is perfectly illustrated in a late eighteenth-century painting of a king enjoying a night 

                                                       
69 Ẓahīr al-Dīn Muḥammad Bābur, Babur Nama: Journal of Emperor Babur, trans. Annette 
Susannah Beveridge, ed. Dilip Hiro (Delhi: Penguin India, 2006), 278. 



 37

entertainment in a garden shown in Figure 1.1. The ruler, along with a prince, is sitting on a 

square platform under a canopy, watching a t̤avā’if or courtesan dance to the music produced by 

a troop of musicians. The platform sits at the meeting point of four long watercourses studded 

with fountains, which produce four garden plots that are in turn divided into chamans of four 

square flower beds each. In the center of the two farther plots, servants are shown lighting 

fireworks; beyond that, a large terrace sits in front of a luxurious pavilion, its front opening in an 

īvān or arcade of arches, shaded by a sumptuous awning. At the front of the painting a wall with 

an imposing gate and a belt of cypresses and other trees shields the garden from the street 

outside, where elephants, palanquins, and numerous guards and attendants stand waiting. The 

watercourses and central platform are fenced in by delicate trelliswork holding small lamps, and 

candles in tall lampshades on the platform and back terrace further illuminate the assembly. 

Intriguingly, all the elements of the scene have been labeled in Persian – with a slight admixture 

of Urdu-Hindu – as if intended for a viewer unfamiliar with the elite garden culture of early 

modern South Asia who is trying learn its nomenclature. The watercourses are labeled nahr-i 

favvārah, or “fountain canal,” the blocks of flower beds are a chaman-i gulzār or “parterre of 

flowerbeds;” the pavilion is labeled ‘imārat, literally “building” but in the context of garden 

building usually referring specifically to the main garden pavilion or pavilions, and the 

trelliswork holding little lamps is marked, using an Indic term, ṭaṭṭī-i roshnī, or “fence of lights.” 

Altogether, while this does not reflect the description included in the Irshād al-zirā‘ah almost 

three hundred years earlier exactly, the correspondences are readily apparent: an enclosing wall, 

a shelter belt of trees, central watercourses, a raised platform in front of an imposing pavilion, 

and an expanse of flowerbeds, broken up into many regular plots planted with a carpet of 

multicolored herbaceous plants. 
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Figure 1.1: "Ruler entertained by dancers in a paradise garden," Avadh, 1790-1800; Art Institute of Chicago 
1919.953 
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That these were the features that defined the ideal of the garden across Persianate South 

Asia in the early modern period is driven home, too, by a remarkable Sanskrit panegyric written 

by the preeminent Sanskrit poet Jagannātha Paṇḍitarāja between 1628 and 1641 in praise of Āṣaf 

Khān (c. 1569-1641), prime minister and father-in-law of Mughal emperor Shāh Jahān (r. 1628-

1658). Apparently commissioned by a Kashmiri notable named Mukund Rāy, the Āsaphavilāsa 

or “Recreation of Āṣaf” celebrates Shāh Jahān and Āṣaf Khān in the context of the landscape of 

Kashmir, with a special focus on the garden Āṣaf Khān laid out there, the famous and still extant 

Nishāṭ Bāgh or “Garden of Gladness.”70 In describing it in densely ornate literary prose, replete 

with multiple layers of meaning and imagery rooted in Sanskrit literary convention, Jagannātha 

nonetheless clearly endeavored to capture the essential elements of this garden – the symmetrical 

watercourses with their rows of fountains and the parterres of herbaceous flowers, which can be 

seen in a twentieth-century photograph of the place in Figure 1.2 – that had been foreign to this 

tradition’s conception of idealized gardens: 

…ambunikurumbairāpūritābhirvāpībhiśca manoharamekīkr̥tamiva 
trailokyalakṣmīlāvaṇyaṃ niśātopavanaṃ praviśadbhir-
vāṅmanasavartmātivartipuñjīkr̥tasakalakusumasaukumāryasāramayairavayavaiḥ 
svayamanaṅgeneva nirmitābhiḥ bhr̥śaṃ nayananipātasthānībhavadaṅgībhis- 
tanutaratanucchāyādanturitavanāntarābhirnikaṣaśilātalollikhatābhiriva 
kāñcanarekhābhiḥ nibiḍataranīlapayodabhrameṇāgatābhiriva saudāminībhir- 
daravikasitaradanamaṇikiraṇasaraṇisamāpyāyita cakorībhirupari-
vibhrāmyamāṇenāpi…71 
 
…with ponds filled with floods of water, the Niśāt Garden, lovely like Lakṣmī72 
of the three worlds made one in delight, with eminences projecting [terraced], 
with sections of the best sorts of delicate flowers all assembled, moving and 

                                                       
70 Audrey Truschke, “Regional Perceptions: Writing to the Mughal Court in Sanskrit,” in 
Cosmopolitismes in Asie du Sud: sources, itinéraires, langues (XVIe-XVIIIe siècle), ed. Corinne 
Lefèvre, Ines G. Županov, and Jorge Flores (Paris: École des hautes études en sciences sociales, 
2015), 263. 
71 Jagannāthā Paṇḍitarāja, Paṇḍitarājakāvyasaṁgraha, ed. Aryendra Sarm and K. Kamala 
(Hyderabad, TL: Sanskrit Academy, Osmania University, 2002), 95. 
72 The Hindu goddess of wealth and domestic bliss, consort of Viṣṇu and known for her beauty. 
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bumping into each other as if endowed with thought and speech, as if created by 
Kāmadeva73 himself, limbed beings [trees] rooted in place with their eyes cast 
downward, in woods filled with flickering shadows of delicate branches that 
extend to rows of lightning-like white fountains, closely set [in basins] with 
polished bottoms of stone like touch stones lined with gold, like streams of dense 
blue clouds come together, issuing forth in a lively manner from their spouts like 
a ray of light refracted through a jewel, with partridges roaming about…  
 

The syntactic tour de force of Jagannātha’s stacked nominal compounds translates into English 

only uneasily, nor is it possible to reproduce all of the layered images and wordplay contained in 

the passage – the reference to trees as aṅgin or “limbed beings,” for instance, is a play on the 

epithet used earlier for the love god Kāmadeva, namely Anaṅga “the limbless one” or “the one 

without a body.” Even so, two of the defining, eminently Persianate features of the Nishāṭ Bāgh, 

its stone-lined watercourses with their rows of spouting fountains and the parterres of delicate, 

low-growing flowers, come through quite vividly even in translation. Given the lack of Sanskrit 

literary convention for the depiction of these elements, Jagannātha’s musters considerable 

originality in evoking them. He could have omitted them in favor of more traditional imagery – 

indeed, this is what he does throughout much of the rest of the Āsaphavilāsa, where the images 

are intricate and the language elegant and artfully constructed, but with little connection to any 

material realities or historical specificity, save the mention of the names of Shāh Jahān and Āṣaf 

Khān. Yet the formal, fashionable garden that was Āṣaf Khān’s contribution to the landscape of 

Kashmir was clearly of paramount importance, and Jagannātha considered it necessary to capture 

what, in the eyes of people of his time and place, made it such an exemplary architectural and 

horticulture creation – including, most prominently, its fountains and flowerbeds.  

 

 

                                                       
73 The Hindu god of love, who shoots people with arrows made from flowers to make them fall 
in love and lacks a corporeal form after having been burned to ashes by the third eye of Śiva. 
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Figure 1.2: "Nishat Bagh, Srinagar, Jammu-Kashmir, India," by Clive Foss; Harvard Fine Arts Library, 
Digital Images & Slides Collection 1989.14930   
 

Conclusion 

An eighteenth-century map of Jaipur and environs, created there shortly after the 

inauguration of the city in the 1730s, marks numerous gardens in and around the city with 

variations on a basic schematic rendering. As can be seen in Figure 2, gardens appear essentially 

as squares divided by a cross, the four quadrants thus created dotted with orbs of green indicating 

trees. In larger gardens, a central pool is discernible, as is the further subdivision of garden plot. 
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Figure 1.15: "Map of Jaipur and environs", Jaipur, mid-eighteenth century; Maharaja Sawai Man Singh II 
Museum MSMS II P16, reproduced in Susan N. Johnson-Roehr, “Centering the Chārbāgh: The Mughal 
Garden as Design Module for the Jaipur City Plan,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 72, no. 
1 (2013): 28-47. 
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In its abstraction, this mode of indicating gardens communicates poignantly what was seen as 

their basic essence, in Jaipur and throughout much of early modern South Asia. Despite the 

Vaiṣṇava Hindu orthodoxy promoted by Savāī Jay Singh II, who founded Jaipur and at whose 

court this map was produced, the garden typology here is solidly, consistently that of the 

Persianate bāgh, defined by symmetry and watercourses, pools and parterres. It is a clear 

descendant of the vision of the garden set forth in the Irshād al-zirā‘ah and of the same mold as 

the Nishāṭ Bāgh as described by Jagannātha; it is the garden of orderly parterres of narcissi and 

roses that Bābur saw arising in Agra and that Naz̤īr Akbarābādī, a son of the same city, 

envisioned money buying – and it is the specific understanding of what makes a garden that lies 

at the root of the intellectual and literary developments and social practices discussed in the 

pages that follow. 
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Chapter 2 
 

By the Book: Sanskrit and Persian Technical Writing on Horticulture and Agronomy 
 

śāstrāni tāvad avalokya mayā munīnām 
arthaḥ sa eva gaditaḥ paramātma yuktyā | 
evaṃ vilokya likhitam ca vicārayantaḥ 
santaḥ svabhāvasaralā mudam āpnuvantu || 

 
Having reviewed the śāstras, I state what was meant by the sages with my own 
utmost discernment. Seeing what I have written and considering it fully, may 
good people of honest character obtain happiness. 
 

– Surapāla, Vr̥kṣāyurveda, Verse 3 (late eleventh to early twelfth 
century)74 

 
…dar ‘unfuvān-i shabāb chūn sayr-i gulistān basī marghūb būd bakhaṭir-i qāṣir 
khuṭūr kard kih shammah az aḥvāl-i ashjār va nujūm taḥrīr numāyad binā’ 
‘alayhi az rūyi kutub-i īn fann…ānchih munāsib dānist baqayd-i taḥrīr darāvard 
ummīd az nāẓirān ānkih sahv rā iṣlāḥ numāyand va ta‘arruz̤ rā kār nafarmāyand. 
 
…In the prime of youth, when he was very eager to tour flower gardens, the 
thought entered his inadequate mind that he should compose a little something 
about trees and plants. Therefore he has captured in writing what he took to be 
appropriate according to the books of this art…and his hope of those that see it is 
that they will correct oversights and not engage in undue criticism. 
 

– Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad ‘Fā’iz’, Zīnat al-basātīn (1721)75 
 

 
Sometime around 1577, Cakrapāṇi Miśra, a scholar of the Mathur Brahmin community 

associated with the court of Mahārāṇā Pratāp (1540-1597) of Mewar in what is now southern 

Rajasthan, penned a gardening book in Sanskrit.76 Though he was most likely unaware of it, with 

                                                       
74 Surapāla, Das Wissen von der Lebensspanne der Bäume: Surapālas Vr̥kṣāyurveda, ed. and 
trans. Rahul Peter Das (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1988), 61. 
75 Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad ‘Fā’iz,’ Zīnat al-basātīn, 1721, Manuscript, Acc. No. 1085, Punjab 
University Library, Lahore, fol. 1 r-v. 
76 Cakrapāṇi Miśra, Viśvavallabha, with a translation by Nalini Sadhale and commentaries by 
Nalini Sadhale and Y.L. Nene (Secunderabad: Asian Agri-History Foundation, 2004), v-vi. 
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this book of his, titled Viśvavallabha,77 Cakrapāṇi Miśra was in fact participating in a bit of a 

global trend. The same year, in faraway England, Thomas Hill published The Gardener’s 

Labyrinth, a more sophisticated follow-up to his The Most Profitable Arte of Gardening of 1563, 

which had been the first horticultural manual in English. In the Ottoman Empire, 1577 saw the 

production of the oldest now extant copy of the Revnaḳ-ı būstān, the first horticultural work in 

Ottoman Turkish, likely composed in Edirne not much earlier, and coming on the heels of an 

uptick in new compositions on agronomy in Arabic in the Ottoman province of Egypt earlier in 

the century.78 Of more direct import for the world in which Cakrapāṇi Miśra was (writing about) 

gardening, two new horticultural manuals in Persian, the Irshād al-zirā’ah of Qāsim ibn Yūsuf 

Abū Naṣrī Haravī and a variably titled work attributed to ‘Abd al-‘Alī bin Muḥammad bin 

Ḥusayn Bīrjandī (d. 1528), had appeared in the agriculturally rich region of Khurāsān in what are 

now western Afghanistan and northeastern Iran in 1515 and 1523, respectively.79 Gardening 

manuals, in other words, were beginning to experience something of a boom in the sixteenth 

century. While they were appearing for the first time in some languages, like English and 

Ottoman Turkish, even in those that already had a venerable tradition of agronomic treatises, 

such as Arabic, Persian, and Sanskrit, these new compositions represented a sort of revival after 

                                                       
77 This compound could be variously translated as something along the lines of “dear to the 
world” – the text’s modern editors’ choice – or “universally beloved,” presumably a reference to 
the centrality of successful plant cultivation to human flourishing. It could also potentially reflect 
veneration of Vallabhācarya (1479-1531), founder of the Vaiṣṇava Puṣṭimārg sampradāya 
prominent in northwest India, including Mewar, though the shift of the sect’s spiritual center of 
gravity to Nathdwara near the Mewari capital of Udaipur admittedly only took place about a 
century later with the move of the Śrīnāthjī icon of the god Kr̥ṣṇa from Mathura in 1672. 
78 Shopov, “Between the Pen and the Fields,” 32, 50, 72-81, 156-176, 196-197, 231. 
79 Īraj Afshār, preface to ‘Abd al-‘Alī bin Muḥammad bin Ḥusayn Bīrjandī, Ma‘rifat-i falāḥat 
(Davāzdah bāb-i kishāvarzī), ed. Īraj Afshār (Tihrān: Markaz-i pizhūhishī-i pīrās̲-i maktūb, 
2008), 17-19. 



 46

a notable lull of a century or more.80 This efflorescence of garden writing would continue 

through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; in English, French, German, and Dutch the 

works of Thomas Hill would soon be followed by an exponentially multiplying body of ever-

more specialized gardening manuals, in a stream of textual production that arguably continues to 

the present day. For early modern England, this phenomenon has been discussed at length by 

Rebecca Bushnell and more recently Leah Knight.81 Other Western European languages saw 

more sporadic production of such texts but nonetheless commonly had their first horticultural 

manuals appear in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.82 Even in China, interestingly, the 

seventeenth century saw the publication of several influential gardening texts; Ji Cheng’s Yuan 

Ye, written between 1631 and 1634, constitutes the first Chinese manual of landscape design, 

                                                       
80 In Arabic, no agricultural or horticultural manuals are recorded between the second half of the 
fourteenth century and Al-Ghazzī al-‘Āmirī’s Jāmi‘ farā’id al-milāḥa fī jawāmi‘ fawā’id al-
filāḥa, which Aleksandar Shopov dates to 1510-1511; in Persian, no horticultural treatises are 
known from between the early fourteenth century and the Irshād al-zirā’ah of 1515, and in 
Sanskrit Cakrapāṇi Miśra’s work appears to have been the first since the gardening chapter of the 
encyclopedic Śārṅgadharapaddhati of 1363; Shopov, “Between the Pen and the Fields,” 73-75. 
81 Rebecca Bushnell, Green Desire: Imagining Early Modern English Gardens (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2003), and Leah Knight, Of Books and Botany in Early Modern England 
(Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2009) and Reading Green in Early Modern England (Farnham, 
Surrey: Ashgate, 2014). 
82 For Spanish, for instance, Portuguese historian Ana Duarte Rodrigues identifies four works for 
this two hundred-year period:  Gabriel Alonso de Herrera’s Agricultura General (1513), 
Gregorio de los Rios’ Agricultura de Jardines (1592), Miguel Agustí’s Libro de los secretos de 
agricultura, casa de campo, y pastoral (1625), and Francisco Gilabert’s Agricultura Pratica con 
la qual puede uno llegar a ser perfeto Agricultor (1626). Even as far north as Scandinavia full-
fledged, if isolated, vernacular gardening treatises appear by the seventeenth century, in the form 
of Hans Raszmusson Block’s Horticultura Danica of 1647 and the 1694 Horticultura of 
Christian Gartner, city gardener of Trondheim in central Norway. See Ana Duarte Rodrigues, 
“Gardening Knowledge Through the Circulation of Agricultural Treatises in Portugal from the 
Sixteenth to Eighteenth Centuries,” in Gardens, Knowledge and the Sciences in the Early 
Modern Period, ed. Hubertus Fischer, Volker R. Remmert, and Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn 
(Basel: Birkhäuser, 2016), 309, Jette Abel, “The Oldest Danish Book About Gardening,” 
Medievalists.net, accessed October 6, 2019, https://www.medievalists.net/2012/06/the-oldest-
danish-book-about-gardening/, and “Christian Gartner,” Norsk Biografisk Leksikon, accessed 
October 6, 2019, https://nbl.snl.no/Christian_Gartner. 
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while the Cao Hua Pu of Gao Lian (1573-1620) and Chen Haozi’s Hua Jing of 1688 are 

extensive treatises on ornamental plants.83 

In the Middle East and South Asia the trend was slightly more subdued but nonetheless 

discernible; in Arabic, Ottoman Turkish, and (Indo-)Persian, gardening manuals continued to 

appear through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, before largely petering out – or, under 

conditions of colonial rule, being superseded by European texts and local ones modeled on them 

– in the 1800s.84 Cakrapāṇi Miśra’s Viśvavallabha, in this context, actually occupies a liminal 

position, between an inherited tradition of textual knowledge on one side and an incipient turn to 

real-life observation and practical experience and the recording of local horticultural realities on 

the other. What Aleksandar Shopov observes in his groundbreaking dissertation with regard to 

the almost exactly contemporary Ottoman Turkish Revnaḳ-ı būstān is eminently pertinent to the 

Viśvavallabha as well:  

Indeed, in the introduction, the author of the Revnaḳ-ı Būstān states that its pages 
combined “the opinions [aḳvāl] of the philosophers written down in the books on 
farming”—some of whom, like the sixth-century agricultural writer Qasṭūs ibn 
Iskūlastīka (Cassus Bassianus), he cites—and “the pearls of reason [‘uḳud-ı ‘uḳūl] 
that [he] heard from the people of practice.” By contrast, by 1637, when the Ġars-
nāme (Book on Planting), the second earliest known book on farming in Turkish, 

                                                       
83 Alison Hardie “Translator’s Preface” in Ji Cheng, The Craft of Gardens: The Classic Chinese 
Text on Garden Design (New York: Better Link Press, 2012), 11, and Zheng Yangwen, China on 
the Sea: How the Maritime World Shaped Modern China (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 260-261; of the 
Hua Jing there is a French translation: Hao-tzú Ch'ên, Miroir des fleurs: Guide pratique du 
jardinier amateur en Chine au XVIIe siècle, translated by J. Halphen (Paris: Librairie Plon, 
1900). 
84 An exception to this general trend can be found in the Mafātīḥ al-arzāq of the Qajar official 
Muḥammad Yūsuf Nūrī from Shiraz, composed in the 1850s and, in South Asia, in the 1897 Braj 
Bhāṣā verse Viṭapavilāsa of Bābū Pyāre La‘l, though the latter arguably reflects its colonial 
context and the influence of English garden writing, much as it draws on medieval Sanskrit 
source texts; see Muḥammad Yūsuf Nūrī, Mafātīḥ al-arzāq, yā, Kilīd-i dar-i ganjhā-yi gawhar, 
ed. Hūshang Sāʻidlū and Mahdī Qumīnizhād. (Tihrān: Anjuman-i Ās̲ār va Mafākhir-i Farhangī, 
2002) and Bābū Pyāre La‘l, Viṭapavilāsa (Baroṭhā: Makhzan-ul‘ulūm Pres, 1897). 
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was written, the emphasis had shifted entirely to practical knowledge as mediated 
through observation.85  
 

Though not explicitly stated by author, the Viśvavallabha, too, combines these two elements, as 

will subsequent horticultural treatises produced in South Asia over the next two centuries. Yet 

the process never progresses as far it had in the Ottoman Empire by the middle of the 

seventeenth century; the complete reliance on empirical observation Shopov notes in the Ġars-

nāme less than a century after the Revnaḳ-ı būstān does not appear in South Asia until the 

production of agricultural manuals along the lines of contemporary English models under 

colonial rule well into the nineteenth century.86  

To put all of this another way, beginning in the sixteenth century, there was a notable 

uptick in agronomic and horticultural technical literature being written across a large swath of 

the world, and over the course of the next two centuries, gardening manuals came to increasingly 

reflect practical observations and local botanic and horticultural realities gleaned from 

experience as opposed to received knowledge from a classical tradition. In the beginning, 

methods that may not appear realistic or practically sound from a contemporary perspective were 

prominent everywhere; in her study of early modern English gardening books produced between 

the sixteenth and early eighteenth centuries, Rebecca Bushnell tellingly writes of such texts, 

“they are odd, to be sure, and I would not recommend that modern gardeners follow much of 

                                                       
85 Shopov, “Between the Pen and the Fields,” 42. 
86 The first full-blown example of such a book in a vernacular language is the Urdu vegetable 
gardening textbook Daulat-i Hind by Henry Fenwick, published in print in Calcutta (Kolkata) in 
1847; however, the influence of English “scientific” agronomic works can already be discerned 
in a brief Persian manual on rice and vegetable cultivation in Bihar that survives in a manuscript 
copy from 1816 held at the Royal Asiatic Society in London and a print edition from 1826. See 
Henry Fenwick, Daulat-i Hind (Calcutta: Bishop’s College Press, 1847), Zirā‘atnāmah, 1816, 
Manuscript, Codrington/Reade No. 193, Box 77, Royal Asiatic Society, London, and Risālah-i 
zirā‘at (Kalkatah: Shaykh Hidāyatullah, 1826). 
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their advice.”87 Moreover, she states, in tracing the relationship of early English gardening books 

to Italian and German “books of secrets,” or collections of magical and alchemical lore,  

“remarkable in such compendia of recipes is the indiscriminate mixture of what could and could 

not work.”88 Bushnell theorizes this factually impractical or ineffective advice as part of the 

“green desires” in the title of her story – that is, miraculous prescriptions persisted as part of, and 

in response to, authors’ and audiences’ desire to produce new and marvelous plants and effects in 

their gardens. Conversely, they were eventually superseded not only because of better 

information rooted in practical observation and an improved grasp on the workings of plant 

biology, but also as a reaction to what came to be perceived as attempt to interfere with divine 

creation, and as foolish pride on the part of people who thought they might be able to work 

miracles.89 A more distant analogue to what was going on with the seemingly fantastical in early 

modern gardening manuals may be found in works not unlike the books of secrets to which 

Bushnell ultimately traces these elements in the early English treatises. In his study of a fifteenth 

century Latin necromancer’s handbook, Richard Kieckhefer postulates that much as supposed 

results of many of the spells and conjurations described in the text were merely meant to 

entertain, reading about them and imagining their possibility itself might have served as 

entertainment, without ever having to actually attempt to invoke any spirits.90 He remarks that 

“the tales told in this necromantic manuscript are perhaps best described as literary boasts, 

analogous to those in medieval literature.”91 Along similar lines, though much closer to to early 

modern Indian horticultural treatises in geography, culture, and language, James McHugh finds 

                                                       
87 Rebecca Bushnell, Green Desire, 11. 
88 Bushnell, Green Desire, 141, 144. 
89 Bushnell, Green Desire, 145-148. 
90 Richard Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites: A Necromancer’s Manual of the Fifteenth Century 
(Stroud, UK: Sutton Publishing, 1997), 45-47. 
91 Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites, 46. 
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literary delight and entertainment to be prominent elements in a Sanskrit perfumery manual he 

dates tentatively to the fourteenth century.92 Granted, in this case there are no ineffective or 

seemingly unreasonable prescriptions to explain; even so, the incorporation of a layer of literary 

entertainment into an ostensible practical manual may go someway towards explaining not only 

the inclusion but the staying power in gardening manuals of elements that are unlikely to have 

been put into practice, or that someone with actual gardening experience would have almost 

certainly recognized as unworkable. Bushnell’s identification of a cultural discomfort with undue 

human pride in the creation of horticultural novelties or “marvels” as a factor in the increasing 

suppression of the more colorful elements of early modern gardening manuals in England further 

suggests that the opposite attitude – that is, high cultural value placed on the novel or miraculous 

– may also have contributed to the persistence of such elements. The vibrant literature of ‘ajā’ib 

or “wonders” in the medieval and early modern Islamic world, represented most prominently by 

the thirteenth-century Arabic ʿAjā'ib al-makhlūqāt wa gharā'ib al-mawjūdāt or “Wonders of 

Creations and Strange Things in Existence” of Abū Yaḥyā Zakariyā’ ibn Muḥammad al-Qazwīnī 

and its Persian translations, suggests that this may well have been the case. Sanskrit literature, 

too, seems to delight in the analogous concept of the vicitra or “marvel” – and indeed, it is under 

the explicit heading of vicitra or ‘ajā’ib that some, though by far not all, of the more outlandish 

instructions of Sanskrit and Persian gardening manuals in early modern South Asia appear, as 

will be discussed below.  

In any case, the move away from this older model mixing inherited, fantastical, and 

practical advice advanced at different speeds and to varying degrees – while much of Western 

Europe as well as the Ottoman Empire moved quite rapidly from works largely rooted in Roman 

                                                       
92 James McHugh, Sandalwood and Carrion, 119-131. 
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and Byzantine sources and replete with what might strike an informed contemporary reader as 

unrealistic prescriptions based on alchemy or sympathetic magic to sober, no-nonsense texts 

based on actual practice, in Mughal South Asia this turned out to be a much slower development, 

still very much ongoing when it was cut short by the imposition of English modes of agronomic 

writing – by then staunchly practice-based and scientific – under British colonial rule in the 

nineteenth century.93 As this chapter will discuss, the turn to rational observation and practical 

experience was very much in evidence in the horticultural literature produced in the wider 

Mughal realm between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries – and the contents of Cakrapāṇi 

Miśra’s Viśvavallabha are clearly indicative of this – but there continues to be an ongoing 

negotiation within each text composed or compiled between elements of inherited, often 

unrealistic convention and workable instructions grounded in real horticultural practice. What 

this looks like in detail will be explored at length later on; for now, two brief examples from the 

Viśvavallabha should suffice to illustrate the two strains, and how apparent this difference ought 

to be to a reader knowledgeable and experienced in horticulture. On the side of what one might 

label an almost magical method, consider this verse – in fact a comparatively straightforward and 

sober example of the type: 

sadyohatasya cchāgasya drumaskandhaṃ chadasya carmaṇā |  
subaddhāyāṃ ca śākhāyaṃ phalapāko na jāyate || (Ullāsa 9, Verse 26)94 
 
When a tree trunk is covered with the skin of a recently slaughtered goat / On its 

well-tied branches fruit will not ripen. 

                                                       
93 Ayesha Mukherjee has recently explored the early stages of this development in great depth 
through her work on the writings of Hugh Platt (1552-1608), especially his 1608 gardening 
treatise Floraes Paradise; see Ayesha Mukherjee, Penury into Plenty: Dearth and the Making of 
Knowledge in Early Modern England (London: Routledge, 2015), ““Manured with the Starres”: 
Recovering and Early Modern Discourse of Sustainability,” Literary Compass 11, no. 9 (2014): 
602-614, and “Floraes Paradise: Hugh Platt and the Economy of Early Modern Gardening,” The 
Seventeenth Century 25, no. 1 (2010): 1-26. 
94 Miśra, Viśvavallabha, 51. 
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There is no discernible scientific reason why a goat skin wrapped around a tree’s trunk 

should keep its fruit from ripening – let alone that the efficacy of this procedure should be 

affected by a factor such a how recently the goat in question was killed, though of course 

the material and experiential features of a fresh, bloody skin would have been notably 

different from an old, putrid one. In fact, Cakrapāṇi Miśra essentially admits as much by 

grouping this verse under the heading of vr̥kṣacitrīkaraṇam or “plant marvels.” Compare 

this to the entirely rational advice on the time for planting in the following verse, 

complete with an acknowledgment of the importance of experience and learning from 

other practitioners: 

himāgamo grīṣma ubhau niṣiddhau vāpetha jyeṣṭhaḥ kathitaśca kaiścit | 
sarvepi kālā vihitāstadānīṃ yadātiyatno vanasecane syāt || (Ullāsa 4, Verse 2)95 
 
Both the beginning of winter and the hot season are forbidden, [though] someone 

experienced may plant if advised to do so by people / Even unsuitable 
times may be [appropriate for planting] when during that time a great 
effort is made in the irrigation of the garden. 

 
Terse yet dense with information, these brief lines very accurately note that in northern India’s 

extreme subtropical monsoon climate, early winter and the hot season preceding the monsoon – 

characterized by dry cold and extreme heat and drought, respectively – are generally not suitable 

for planting. Yet they also allow for the fact that in specific cases, experienced gardeners may 

override this general rule based on their own or others’ practical knowledge, and that fastidious 

irrigation may be able to offset the adverse conditions of seasonal drought. Side by side, these 

two examples clearly demonstrate the competing layers of realistically instructive and literarily 

fanciful elements that persisted in ostensibly “practical” horticultural texts – in South Asia as 

well as the Middle East and Europe – at the beginning of a widespread upswell in their 

                                                       
95 Miśra, Viśvavallabha, 37. 
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production and circulation in the sixteenth century.96 South Asian gardening and farming treatises 

continued to oscillate between these two elements over the next two centuries, while in much of 

Western Europe and the Ottoman Empire rational observation won the upper hand rather sooner. 

Thus, by the time English gardening manuals came to South Asia at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, they were rather different from the hitherto locally available works – even 

though when the early modern global vogue in garden writing had first begun, they would not 

have been that different at all.97 

In Mughal South Asia, however, there was another factor shaping gardening manuals and 

farming treatises, and technical writing on most subjects more broadly, and that was the 

encounter of two linguistically and culturally distinct, if in many ways parallel, traditions of 

instructive texts. Prior to the arrival of British models of agronomic writing during the nineteenth 

century, horticulturally-inclined readers in much of South Asia would have been able to resort to, 

on the one hand, the set of Sanskrit śāstra or technical treatises generally known as vr̥kṣāyurveda 

– the tradition to which the Viśvavallabha belongs. The other texts to which they could have  

turned constitute a roughly equivalent corpus in Persian, with roots in the eastern Mediterranean 

and the Persophone heartland of what are now Iran and Afghanistan but much expanded, both in 

                                                       
96 That this was very much still the case in European garden manuals at this time is readily 
apparent, for example, in Thomas Hill’s The Gardener’s Labyrinth, which like the Viśvavallabha 
dates to 1577, and where, among countless other fantastical prescriptions, the author advises that 
to avoid hail damage, the gardener “draw about the grounde (whether it be fielde, Orchard or 
Garden) the skinne of a Seale, or Crocodil, or Hyena, and hang it after at the entrie or comming 
in of the place, as the worthy Philostratus, in his Greke comentaries of husbandry, hath noted” – 
note both the belief in the magical powers of animal pelts shared with Cakrapāṇi Miśra’s work 
and the reference to a classical textual authority rather than real-life observation; Dydymus 
Mountaine (Thomas Hill), The Gardener’s Labyrinth (London: Henry Bynneman, 1577), 75. 
97 Bushnell attributes the shift in English garden writing in part to a better understanding of plant 
sexual reproduction and hence of intentional plant breeding, and, locating these developments in 
the early eighteenth century, uses them as the cut-off point for her study; see Bushnell, Green 
Desire, 9. 
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volume and content, after it reached the Indian Subcontinent. Unlike in much of Europe or in the 

Ottoman Empire, the early modern vogue of horticultural manuals did not go hand-in-hand with 

vernacularization in northern India; technical literature remained firmly in the domain of Sanskrit 

and Persian, the classical, transregional languages of learning and scholarship of the broader 

Mughal realm, until the nineteenth century. Sanskrit vr̥kṣāyurveda and the Persian texts on 

gardening that reached South Asia, such as the Irshād al-zirā’ah or Bīrjandī’s 1523 text known 

variously as Ma‘rifat-i falāḥat or Davāzdah bāb-i kishāvarzī,98 have much in common, from the 

already mentioned combination of workable information based on experience with fantasies 

drawn from textual tradition to long histories of composition by compilation. Notable, too, is the 

prominent role of encyclopedic works in both bodies of texts. In both Sanskrit and Persian, 

chapters on gardening were repeatedly included in large encyclopedias of general knowledge 

before being excerpted and circulating as treatises in their own right. Even so, the actual content 

of texts in the two traditions is generally quite distinct, beginning with the emphasis 

vr̥kṣāyurveda works inevitably place on the treatment of plants with liquid concoctions, plasters, 

and fumigations paralleling human medical treatment – vr̥kṣāyurveda literally means 

“knowledge of the life span of plants” or, more simply, “plant medicine,” since āyurveda or “life 

span knowledge” is one of South Asia’s traditional systems of medicine. The Sanskrit and 

Persian also work with largely different plant palettes; Sanskrit works reflect almost exclusively 

the tropical and subtropical vegetation known in India since antiquity, while Persian agronomic 

texts normally focus on the temperate and Mediterranean flora of southern Europe and Western 

and Central Asia. This difference ultimately reflects the differing points of origin of the two 

traditions: while Sanskrit vr̥kṣāyurveda is indigenous to the Subcontinent, the Persian agronomic 

                                                       
98 “Knowledge of Cultivation” and “Twelve Chapters on Agriculture,” respectively. 
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texts of the period mostly trace their beginnings to Byzantine works. As a result, the non-

empirical elements in the two traditions that are more textual convention than actual horticultural 

advice likewise tend to have a noticeably distinct character.  

However, here, too, the Viśvavallabha emerges as a liminal work, on the threshold 

between traditions and the interactions and developments they were to undergo during the 

Mughal period. In at least a partial reflection of the shared horticultural reality of northern India 

at the time, which combined South Asian plant material and horticultural practices with 

increasingly Persianate style and a growing palette of temperate botanical elements from the 

Mediterranean and Central Asia, texts such as the Viśvavallabha begin to incorporate content, 

and often vocabulary, from the respective other tradition. Garden features and plant material not 

previously discussed in Sanskrit appear in the Viśvavallabha, along with names borrowed from 

Persian and, to a lesser degree, North Indian vernaculars. Similarly, Persian treatises produced or 

adapted in South Asia come to feature prescriptions borrowed from vr̥kṣāyurveda and plants not 

usually discussed in Iranian and Central Asian works, along with terminology taken from local 

vernaculars or Sanskrit. 

Moreover, later Mughal writers working in Persian would also notably turn to a rather 

exceptional source within that tradition, which had incorporated an unusual array of South and 

East Asian plants, in a clear effort to better reflect and respond to their horticultural realities 

while remaining true to textual authority. Altogether, gardening and farming manuals in Mughal 

South Asia, for all their supposedly rustic subject matter, became a site for the negotiation of the 

competing intellectual traditions that shaped the empire and its culture. At the same time, they 

had a real-life referent – gardens and their cultivation – that largely transcends linguistic, 

religious and other discursive cultural distinctions in a given place while simultaneously being 
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bound to have a considerable level of local specificity due to its dependence on local conditions 

of climate, soil, and water. In other words, technical writing on gardening in early modern North 

India reflected not only the encounter of Persian and Sanskrit traditions of garden writing, but 

also contended, at least to a certain degree, with contemporary local realities of garden design 

and gardening practice. 

With the rise of the garden typology discussed in Chapter 1, in particular, gardens in 

Mughal South Asia, at least for the elites, took on a particular, recognizable shape, with formal 

Timurid Persian design elements in a distinctly Indian guise and a floristic inventory combining 

South Asian and some West Asian and Mediterranean temperate species with new arrivals from 

East Asia and the Americas. The Sanskrit and Persian gardening manuals produced and 

circulated in the Mughal realm never quite capture the entirety of this horticultural matrix, but 

they do strive to adapt to it and be in its service, even as they oscillate between inherited textual 

prescriptions and practical observation. Before further delving into the finer workings of this 

ongoing textual, horticultural, and linguistic negotiation, however, it will be useful to briefly 

trace the history of the two traditions, Sanskrit and Persian, and their major works, leading up to 

and through the Mughal Period. 

Vr̥kṣāyurveda, from Ancient to Mughal Times and Beyond 

Sanskrit vr̥kṣāyurveda and the related kr̥ṣiśāstra or, literally, “science of ploughing” 

concerned with the field cultivation of grain, and in particular rice, have roots going at least as 

far back as the Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya, believed to have been compiled in its presently known 

form by the beginning of the fourth century CE, where as Daud Ali observes, “both terms 

(kr̥ṣitantra and vr̥kṣāyurveda) appear in Kauṭilya’s manual on politics, the Arthaśāstra, as 

distinct but juxtaposed spheres of knowledge which were to be mastered by the ‘overseer of 
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planting’ (sītādhyakṣa).”99 The Kāmasūtra, believed to be marginally later than the Arthaśāstra, 

lists vr̥kṣāyurveda as one of the sixty-four arts to be mastered by a cultured woman.100 The first 

surviving full, albeit brief, chapter on vr̥kṣāyurveda  appears in the sixth century CE in the 

encyclopedic Bṛhatsaṁhitā of Varāhamihira; just preceding this chapter is a rather longer one on 

detecting underground water which contains material likewise often included in later works on 

horticulture, and there are further chapters on the prognostication of crops on the basis of plant 

growth and the stars.101 Between the sixth and the eleventh centuries, the encyclopedic 

Viṣṇudharmottarapurāṇa and Agnipurāṇa incorporate brief vr̥kṣāyurveda chapters, and rice 

farming is discussed at length in the Kr̥ṣiparāśara.102 The first surviving work dedicated entirely 

to horticulture is the Vr̥kṣāyurveda of Surapāla, from whose introduction the first half of the 

epigraph of this chapter is taken. Surapāla appears to have been a physician in Bengal, at the 

court of a small regional potentate by the name of Bhīmapāla, in the late eleventh or early twelfth 

century.103 His text borrows heavily from the Bṛhatsaṁhitā and other earlier works, and would in 

turn itself become a major source of later recompilations.104 Next come the garden chapters of 

the courtly encyclopedia Mānasollāsa or “Delight of the Mind,” composed in 1131 for the 

                                                       
99 Kauṭilya, King, Governance, and Law in Ancient India: Kauṭilya’s Arthaśāstra, trans. Patrick 
Olivelle (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 29-31; Daud Ali, “Botanical Technology,” 
40. 
100 Vatsyayana, Kamasutra, trans. Wendy Doniger and Sudhir Kakar (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), xi-xii, 14-15. 
101 Varāhamihira, Bṛhat-Saṁhitā of Varāha-Mihira, trans.  N. Chidambaram Iyer, ed. Johan 
Hendrik Caspar Kern and Shrikrishna ‘Jugnu’ (Delhi: Parimal Publications, 2013), I: 199-204, 
242-244, II: 64-101. 
102 Lallanji Gopal, Vr̥kṣāyurveda in Ancient India (New Delhi: Sundeep Prakashan, 2000), 105; 
Agnipurāṇam: Hindīvyākhyopetam, ed. Śivaprasāda Dvivedī (Dillī: Caukhambā Saṃskr̥ta 
Pratiṣṭhāna, 2004), 606-607; Parāśara, Kr̥ṣiparāśara, ed. and trans. Girija Prasanna Majumdar 
and Sures Chandra Banerji (Kolkata: The Asiatic Society, 1960). 
103 Das, introduction to Surapāla, Das Wissen, 17-19. 
104 Das, introduction to Surapāla, Das Wissen, 50-51, and Surapāla, Das Wissen, 391-422; Das 
provides a systematic list of verse concordances between Surapāla’s Vr̥kṣāyurveda and numerous 
other Sanskrit texts on p. 47-52. 
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Western Cālukya king Someśvara III (r. 1126-1138) in the north of present-day Karnataka, and 

also known as Abhilāṣitārthacintāmaṇi or “Wishing Gem of all Desires.”  The are titled 

Bhūdharakrīḍā and Vanakrīḍā or “Play on a Mount” and “Play in a Grove,” respectively, and 

compared to most other vr̥kṣāyurveda texts, the Mānasollāsa’s gardening sections stands out for 

a certain sophistication in the quality of their verses and elegantly constructed garden imagery.105 

They could perhaps be said to represent a hybrid of śāstra and courtly kāvya. Interestingly, the 

same court had already produced a vernacular encyclopedic work with a section on gardening 

very much in line with the sort of instructions given in Sanskrit vr̥kṣāyurveda texts about a 

century earlier. Known as the Lokopakāra, this text was written in 1025 by the poet Cāvuṇḍarāya 

II in the local tongue of Kannada, and perhaps points to the primacy of that language in the 

process of vernacularization – that is, the translation of Sanskrit literary forms and knowledge 

into local languages – that has been theorized by Sheldon Pollock.106 The Mānasollāsa’s section 

on gardens can be contrasted with the next surviving vr̥kṣāyurveda text to appear, which is the 

gardening chapter of yet another encyclopedia, the Śārṅgadharapaddhati or “System of 

Śārṅgadhara” compiled in 1363, most likely in what is now eastern Rajasthan.107 Drawing 

liberally on Surapāla’s work, this chapter, known as the Upavanavinoda or “diversion of 

gardens,” appears to have far outdone both its main source as well as more elegant and original 

                                                       
105 Someśvara III, Mānasollāsa, ed. Gajanan K. Shrigondekar (Baroda: Central Library, 1925-
1961); Sheldon Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men: Sanskrit, Culture, and 
Power in Premodern India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 184-185. 
106 Chavundaraya, Lokopakara, trans. Sri Valmiki Sreenivasa Ayangarya (Secunderabad: Asian 
Agri-History Foundation, 2006), 19-28; see also Ali, “Botanical Technology,” 43. For the 
vernacularization of South Asian literary activity over the course of the second millennium and 
beginning with Kannada, see Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men. 
107 Gopal, Vr̥kṣāyurveda, 76-77. 
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compositions like the Mānasollāsa in popularity.108 It had a long afterlife as an independent 

horticultural treatise known as the Upavanavinoda; Rahul Peter Das in preparing his critical 

edition of the Vr̥kṣāyurveda of Surapāla, had recourse to thirteen whole or partial Devanāgarī 

manuscript copies of the entire encyclopedic text and fifteen of just the Upavanavinoda.109 The 

Mānasollāsa’s section on horticulture, meanwhile, does not seem to have circulated 

independently.  

This preference for shorter – as in the Upavanavinoda vis-à-vis Surapāla’s Vr̥kṣāyurveda 

– or stylistically simpler – as in comparison to a more ornate and literarily ambitious work like 

the Mānasollāsa – versions appears to have been common in other realms of technical writing as 

well: Wendy Doniger and Sudhir Kakar note that among Sanskrit treatises on the erotic the later, 

much shorter and more straightforward Anaṅgaraṅga of Kalyāṇamalla was for a long time better 

known and more widely available in South Asia than the much older as well as more 

comprehensive and sophisticated Kāmasūtra.110 Furthermore, in the vernacular literatures of 

northern India, it was traditionally not the Kāmasūtra that served as the archetypal sex manual 

but the likewise later and more to the point Ratirahasya of Kokkoka.111 However, it should be 

                                                       
108 Das, introduction to Surapāla, Das Wissen, 17, and Ludwik Sternbach, Subhāṣita, Gnomic, 
and Didactic Literature (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz Verlag, 1974), 17-18. 
109 Rahul Peter Das, introduction to Surapāla, Das Wissen von der Lebensspanne der Bäume: 
Surapālas Vr̥kṣāyurveda, ed. and trans. Rahul Peter Das (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1988), 
22-28. 
110 Vatsyayana, Kamasutra, lii-liii. 
111 The Kāmasūtra is tentatively dated to the third century of the common era, the Ratirahasya to 
the ninth, and the Anaṅgaraṅga to the first decade of the sixteenth; the Anaṅgaraṅga was 
dedicated to a certain Lāḍ Khān, evidently a Muslim and likely a vassal of the Afghan Lodī 
dynasty whose Delhi-based rule of the North Indian plains immediately preceded the Mughals; 
for the complete text of the Ratirahasya and the Anaṅgaraṅga in German translation and with 
extensive commentary, see Klaus Mylius, Das Ratirahasya des Kokkoka und der Anaṅgaraṅga 
des Kalyāṇamalla: Zwei indische Lehrbücher der Liebeskunst (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 
2009). The status of Kokkoka’s work in North Indian vernacular culture can be gauged from 
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noted that the relative simplicity or complexity of these works in literary terms does not 

correspond neatly to the realism or practicality of their contents. The Upavanavinoda contains at 

least as much that is marvelous or plain impractical as the Mānasollāsa – it just presents it in a 

more bare-bones manner. The Upavanavinoda, then, appears to have been to earlier, more 

elaborate vr̥kṣāyurveda works what the Ratirahasya and the Anaṅgaraṅga were to the 

Kāmasūtra – a significantly shorter and less sophisticated abridgement that came to be much 

more widely circulated and frequently read than its source texts. In comparing different Sanskrit 

medical texts from the Mughal period and their reception history, Dominik Wujastyk similarly 

notes the success of shorter, simpler works. In his case study, however, these also happen to be 

the more innovative compositions, both in terms of medical content and literary style, compared 

to longer and more elaborate but also more conservative works that found little success. In 

particular, Wujastyk highlights the popularity of the Vaidyajīvana or “A Doctor’s Livelihood,” 

of Lolimbarāja, a sixteenth-century Brahmin āyurveda practitioner from Junnar near Pune who 

also found renown as a poet in both Sanskrit and Marathi and was reportedly married to the 

daughter of a Muslim ṣūbahdār or provincial governor. The Vaidyajīvana is creatively structured 

                                                                                                                                                                               
literary references like this ghazal couplet by the Urdu poet Inshā’allah Khān ‘Inshā’ (1753-
1817):  

‘Inshā’ kī bātcīt men jo cheṛ chāṛ hai / So lazzat al-nisā men kahīn hai nah kok 
men 

 
The friction that exists in conversation with ‘Inshā’ / Such relish is nowhere to be 

found in the Lazzat al-nisā nor in Kokkoka 
 

The term lazzat al-nisā or “the delight/deliciousness of women,” the first part of which does 
double duty here as the “relish” that can supposedly be found in necking banter with Inshā but 
not in the technical literature on the erotic arts, is a play on a Persian translation of the 
Ratirahasya of that title, while kok is a vernacular rendering of Kokkoka – the short verse thus 
references not one but two versions of the work; Fārūq Argalī, Rekhtī: Urdū ke nāmvar rekhtī-go 
shā‘iron ke kalām kā mukammal majmū‘ah (Dihlī: Farīd Buk Ḍīpo, 2006), 215. 
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as a series of poems addressed to this wife, known after marriage as Ratnakalā, full of praise of 

her beauty and abilities, yet with a medical prescription given in each verse.112 

The next surviving work of vr̥kṣāyurveda is the Viśvavallabha of Cakrapāṇi Miśra 

already discussed at some length, which shares something of the innovative spirit of 

Lolimbarāja, though it does not appear to have found similarly wide circulation. While clearly 

informed by earlier works, especially the Bṛhatsaṁhitā and Upavanavinoda, the Viśvavallabha 

stands out as a a largely original composition. Cakrapāṇi Miśra very rarely recycles verses from 

previous works – one notable example being when he provides the Upavanavinoda’s Hanumān 

mantra, an invocation of the Hindu monkey Hanumān calling on him to protect plants from 

insect pests, along with one line explaining its application.113 More importantly, as previously 

intimated, it marks the beginning of efforts to update and localize horticultural treatises so as to 

reflect the realities of early modern North India’s Indo-Persian gardens. Along with an increasing 

emphasis on practical experience and observation – albeit in continued tension with fanciful 

elements inherited from textual tradition, perhaps to display the textual erudition of the author – 

the temperate-climate plants and Persian as well as North Indian vernacular vocabulary of 

Mughal and Rajput gardens begin to pervade the Indian groves of Sanskrit textual tradition. 

Far from such innovation, the final work of pre-colonial vr̥kṣāyurveda that has so far 

come to light mostly reproduces the text of the Upavanavinoda, reassembling them to constitute 

the gardening chapter of yet another encyclopedia. The text in question is the 

                                                       
112 See Dominik Wujastyk, “Change and Creativity in Early Modern Indian Medical Thought,” 
Journal of Indian Philosophy 33, (2005): 95-118; for the text of the Vaidyajīvana and an 
extensively annotated German translation, see Jürgen Hanneder and Thomas Schäfer, Āyurveda 
und Poesie: Lolimbarājas Lehrgedicht “Leben des Arztes” (Marburg: Indica et Tibetica Verlag, 
2018). 
113 Miśra, Viśvavallabha, 39-40, and Upavanavinodah, Kṛṣṇānandajhā-viracitayā Śyamalayā 
Hindīvyākhyayopetaḥ (Darbhaṅgā: Kāmeśvarasiṃha Darabhaṅgā Saṃskṛta Viśvavidyālayaḥ, 
1984), 22-23. 
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Śivatattvaratnakāra attributed to Basavarāja, who from 1696 to 1714 ruled over the kingdom of 

Keḷadi, a successor state of the Vijayanagara Empire that controlled parts of central and coastal 

Karnataka until its annexation in 1763 by the kingdom of Mysore under Haydar ‘Alī.114 If there 

is a noteworthy feature of the Śivatattvaratnakāra’s chapter on horticulture, it is perhaps the 

emphasis in its opening verse that to lay out a proper garden requires the construction of a lake 

and artificial mountain. Pleaure hills as features of gardens and cultivated landscapes have 

antecedents in Sanskrit literature; in Kālidāsa’s Meghadūta (fourth or fifth century CE), for 

instance, there is a krīḍāśailaḥ kanakakadalīveṣṭanaprekṣaṇīyaḥ or “play hill encircled by golden 

banana plants worth seeing,” and the late ninth- to early tenth-century Kāvyamīmāṁsā of 

Rājaśekhara prescribes a krīḍāparvataka or “small play mountain” for the garden of a poet.115 

However, in vr̥kṣāyurveda texts this feature is generally curiously absent; Surapāla’s work 

contains a verse, which recurs in the Upavanavinoda, that commands the construction of a 

veśman or “building” at the center of the garden that is śiśiraśikharispardhin or “vying with cool 

peaks,” but this does not appear to mean an actual artificial mount.116 Only in the gardening 

section of the Mānasollāsa is the man-made hill likewise front and center, suggesting that as an 

element of vr̥kṣāyurveda works this may be a feature favored in the Deccan, or else in the 

context of more explicitly courtly encyclopedic works.117 The conservatism of the 

                                                       
114 Radha Krishnamurthy, Sivatattva Ratnakāra of Keladi Basavaraja: A Cultural Study (Keḷadi: 
Keladi Museum and Historical Research Bureau, 1995), 1-4. 
115 See Kālidāsa, Meghadūta, ed. E. Hultzsch (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers, 
1998), 40, verse 74, and Rājaśekhara, Kāvyamīmāṁsā, 3rd. ed., ed. C. D. Dalal, R. A. Sastry, and 
K. S. Ramaswami Sastri Siromani (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1934), 49-50.  
116 Verse 297; Das, introduction to Surapāla, Das Wissen, 385. 
117 The verse in the Śivatattvaratnakāra, most likely referring to the Keḷadi King Veṅkaṭappa 
Nāyaka (1586-1629), reads as follows: 
 

svāmin! Veṅkaṭabhūpāla sthale laṅgalanāmake | 
 dharaṃ taṭākaṃ nirmāpyodyānaṃ tatrāpyakārayat || (Taraṅga 10, Verse 1) 
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Śivatattvaratnakāra’s gardening chapter parallels what James McHugh has found regarding its 

section on perfumery, which he finds to be drawing heavily on the Mānasollāsa and 

Bṛhatsaṁhitā. McHugh rather insightfully suggests that the Śivatattvaratnakāra does not so 

much reflect contemporary practice but creates an “archive” of “classics.”118 

There are also number of extant fragments and very short treatises, mostly in the verse 

typical of Sanskrit śāstra though sometimes in prose, that have not been dated but clearly 

represent further, and likely also quite late, iterations of the tradition.119. Intriguingly, there is 

also a gardening book from the late nineteenth century that, while shaped by the colonial context 

and the English gardening books that it brought to South Asia, nonetheless clearly draws on the 

conventions and typical content of the vr̥kṣāyurveda tradition.120 The Viṭapavilāsa or “Enjoyment 

                                                                                                                                                                               
 
Oh Lord! King Veṅkaṭa, in the place called Laṅgala / Having had a hill and a lake 

constructed, had a garden made right there. 
 
In the Mānasollāsa, the instruction to make a mountain likewise appears early on, in the third 
verse of the gardening chapter: 
 

kārayetparvataṃ rājā tuṅgaśr̥ṅgavirājitam | 
nānāvr̥kṣasamākīrṇaṃ suviśālaśilātalam || (Adhyāya 1, Chapter 5, Verse 3) 
 
A king ought to have a mountain constructed, adorned with a lofty peak / Covered 

in diverse plants, with large rocks. 
 

Recall that the Mānasollāsa’s chapter on gardens and gardening is titled Bhūdhārakrīḍā or 
“mountain play,” making it even more tempting to see in this garden feature a reflection of the 
northern Deccan’s characteristic hilly, boulder-strewn landscape; further research may yet reveal 
more about specific regional conceptions of the ornamental landscape; Krishnamurthy, 
Sivatattva Ratnakāra, 583, and Someśvara III, Mānasollāsa, I: 172. 
118 McHugh, Sandalwood and Carrion, 118. 
119 Rahul Peter Das provides the edited texts of four of these as appendices to his critical edition 
of Surapāla’s Vr̥kṣāyurveda; see Das, Das Wissen, 466-501. 
120 The extent to which Bābū Pyāre La‘l’s activity as a writer was shaped by colonial English 
education can be gleaned from his numerous other publications, which unlike the Viṭapavilāsa  
are mostly Victorian-style textbooks in Urdu or Hindi prose; among them is the Jauhar-i Nabātāt 
of 1893, an Urdu gardening book in a wholly European “scientific” mode. The July 1894 issue of 
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of Trees,” is a treatise in Braj Bhāṣā verse by Bābū Pyāre La‘l (1870/71-1917), a prolific writer 

from a landowning family from a village on the outskirts of Aligarh. It is evidently inspired by 

the Upavanavinoda, and, like the Viśvavallabha, reproduces that text’s Hanumān mantra.121 Yet 

it also clearly reflects the vocabulary and content of Persian horticultural writing, which 

constituted the other half of the body of gardening manuals circulating in Mughal South Asia and 

to whose historical development this chapter now turns. 

Persian Gardening Treatises, From the Eleventh to the Eighteenth Century 

Writing on agriculture and gardening in New Persian appears to begin at the western end 

of the Persophone World with the eleventh- or twelfth-century Varznāmah, believed to be a 

translation of a Middle Persian version of the now lost sixth-century Greek compilation Peri 

georgias eklogai by Cassianus Bassus Scholasticus, which was also a source of the tenth-century 

Byzantine Geoponika and itself based on the fourth-century compilation of Vindonius Anatolius 

of Beirut.122 It was also translated into Arabic, apparently both from the Greek original and from 

the Middle Persian Varznāmak, resulting in at least two much-confused and debated lines of 

transmission under various versions of the titles Filāḥa al-rūmiyya, Filāḥa al-yūnāniyyā, and 

Filāḥa al-fārisiyya, translating respectively to “Roman/Byzantine agriculture,” “Greek 

                                                                                                                                                                               
The Indian Magazine and Review gave Jauhar-i Nabātāt a glowing – if simultaneously 
condescending and subtly racist – review that attests to this, stating that “an Urdū treatise of 
considerable merit has just been published at Meerut, by a zamīndār named Pyāre Lāl…it seems 
to be his intention to supply his compatriots with a really good set of semi-scientific manuals…It 
is the first book of the kind which has appeared in India, and it shows very clearly that Indians 
are now making serious efforts to improve their condition;” Bābū Pyāre La‘l, Jauhar-i Nabātāt 
(Meraṭh: Vidyā Darpan Pres, 1893), and F.P., review of Jauhar-i Nabātāt, by Pyāre Lāl, The 
Indian Magazine and Review 283 (1894): 355. 
121 La‘l, Viṭapavilāsa, 9-10. 
122 Ḥasan ‘Ātifī, introduction to Fastiyūs bin Askūrāsīkah, Varznāmah (Tihrān: Markaz-i nashr-i 
dānishgāhī, 2009-2010), 7-9, and Robert Rodgers, “Garden Making and Garden Culture in the 
Geoponika,” in Byzantine Garden Culture, ed. Antony Littlewood, Henry Maguire, and Joachim 
Wolschke-Bulmahn (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 2002), 161-162. 
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agriculture,” and “Persian agriculture.”123 Through these various channels of transmission, 

Cassianus’ work was also an important source for medieval Arabic and, through them, early 

modern Ottoman gardening manuals. Cassianus is cited frequently, for example, throughout the 

Kitāb al-filāha of the Andalusian agronomist Ibn al-‘Awwām, completed in Seville in 1180. He 

appears as both Qusṭūs and Kasiyūs, with Ibn al-‘Awwām clearly distinguishing between the 

two, which suggests that the Andalusian author had access to two rather different recensions of 

the text.124 His importance as one of the sources of the Ottoman Revnaḳ-ı būstān is likewise 

established; Shopov, in the passage on the combination of textual tradition and practical 

experience in the treatise cited earlier, specifically notes him as one of the sources cited in the 

work.  

While the Varznāmah itself might not have made its way to South Asia, most subsequent 

Persian-language works on agronomy and horticulture did circulate in the Subcontinent, as 

indicated by the manuscript record. The oldest among these are a litany of brief chapters in 

encyclopedic works dating to the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, such as the Yavāqīt al-

‘ulūm va darārī al-nujūm, the Jāmi‘ al-‘ulūm attributed to the famed theologian and polymath 

Fakhr al-Dīn Rāzī (1150-1210), and the Nafā’is al-funūn fī ‘arā’is al-‘uyūn.125 More importantly, 

however, there is the Ās̲ār va aḥyā’ from the early fourteenth century, a lengthy book that is the 

                                                       
123 See, for instance, Angelo Alves Carrara, “Geoponica and Nabatean Agriculture: A New 
Approach into Their Sources and Authorship,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 16 (2006): 103-
132, and Francisco Javier Mariscal Linares, “Comentarios a la edición jordana de la Filāḥa al-
Rūmiyya,” Asociación Española de Orientalistas 39 (2003): 67-77. 
124 Yaḥya ibn Muḥammad ibn al-ʻAwwām, Libro de agricultura, ed. and trans. Josef Antonio 
Banqueri (Madrid: Ministerio de Agricultura, Pesca y Alimentación, 1988), 9. 
125 Īraj Afshār, preface to Rashīd al-Dīn Faz̤l Allāh Hamadānī, Ās̲ār va aḥyāʾ, ed. Īraj Afshār 
(Tihrān: Muʾassasah-ʾi muṭālaʻāt-i islāmī-i Dānishgāh-i Makgīl bā hamkārī-i Dānishgāh-i 
Tihrān, 1989), 64, Fakhr al-Dīn Rāzī, Kitāb mustaṭāb sittīnī mawsūm bi-Jāmi‘ al-‘ulūm 
(Bamba’ī: Mīrzā Muḥammad Khān, 1905), 137-139, and Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad Āmulī, 
Nafā’is al-funūn fī ‘arā’is al-‘uyūn (Tihrān, 1892), 152. 
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work of the renowned Jewish-born physician and historian, Rashīd al-Dīn Faz̤l Allāh Hamadānī 

(1247-1318). From Hamadan in western Iran as the epithet Hamadānī suggest, he also served as 

a minister under the Mongol Ilkhanid rulers Muḥammad Ghāzān (r. 1295-1304) and Öljaitü (r. 

1304-1316). The title of his work on gardening and botany appears in two versions, Ās̲ār va 

aḥyā’ and Ās̲ār va akhbār, roughly translating, respectively, to “traditions and the living” and 

“traditions and new information” – a hint, perhaps, of an early recognition of the inherent tension 

in such technical literature between textual heritage and empirical observation? The work 

notably includes not only familiar Mediterranean and temperate-climate plants but also has a 

section discussing a total of twenty-five South and Southeast Asian  as well as Chinese species, 

marked as such by the listing of Indian and/or Chinese names, information on which Hamadānī 

had clearly gleaned from secondary sources most likely available to him through the far-reaching 

contacts between the various Mongol courts throughout Asia.126 That he had recourse to such 

far-ranging source materials for his much more famous work, the monumental history Jāmi‘ al-

tavārīkh or “collection of histories,” has long been established, so it stands to reason that the 

same is true for the Ās̲ār va aḥyā’.127 The entries for these exotic plants  are a mix of factual 

information and legendary tales and generally offer little practical instruction regarding their 

cultivation, suggesting that these plants were known primarily for the processed articles of trade 

derived from them or as literary references rather than as objects of horticulture. Most of the 

entries include names for these plants in Hindī or “Indian” and two forms of Chinese, Khatā’ī 

and Manzī, although it must be said that Hindī here does not appear to refer to a specific South 

Asian language, let alone an early version of the one now called Hindi. This is made clear by 

                                                       
126 Rashīd al-Dīn, Ās̲ār va aḥyā’, 70-103. 
127 See John Andrew Boyle, “Rashīd al-Dīn: The First World Historian,” Iran 9 (1971): 19-26, 
and Sheila Canby, “Depictions of Buddha Sakyamuni in the Jami‘ al-Tavarikh and the Majma‘ 
al-Tavarikh,” Muqarnas 10 (1993): 299-310. 
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entries such as that for the coconut – itself named jawz-i hindī or “Indian nut” in the Persian of 

the time – where Hamadānī claims that “in the Indian language, they call it nārgīl when its outer 

husk is not opened and tīnkān when they open its outer shell,” drawing a false distinction 

between what are actually corruptions of the plant’s name in Sanskrit, nārikela, and its Tamil 

equivalent tēṅkāy.128 As for Chinese plant names, a good example is the entry for dārchīn(ī) or 

cinnamon, which notes that “in Khatā’ī and Manzī,” it is called kvay sī, clearly corresponding to  

modern Mandarin guìzhī.129 Remarkably, the Ās̲ār va aḥyāʾ has so far received minimal 

scholarly attention beyond the preparation of a modern print edition. It was clearly known in 

Mughal India, however, and was an important source for what would become one of the most 

widely copied treatises on horticulture in the subcontinent.  

The next work, both chronologically and in a gradual movement eastward within the 

Persian-speaking world, is the aforementioned Irshād al-zirā‘ah, written by Qāsim ibn Yūsuf 

Abū Naṣrī Haravī in Herat in 1515. This text is arguably the most ornate among the surviving 

works in the Persian horticultural tradition, with all the trimmings of an elegant Persian literary 

work. These include elaborate praise of God, the Prophet, and the current ruler, in this case the 

Safavid Shāh Ismā‘īl (r. 1501-1524), a lengthy introduction explaining the author’s background 

and reason for writing, and playful decorative verses throughout the prose text.130 Moreover, the 

Irshād al-zirā‘ah is unique among Persian works in possessing a chapter wholly devoted to the 

overall layout and planting of a garden – to landscape design, that is – which has been the basis 

in recent decades of numerous attempts at pictorial recreation of a “prototypical” Timurid 

                                                       
128 Hamadānī, Ās̲ār va aḥyā’, 70. 
129 Hamadānī, Ās̲ār va aḥyā’, 77. 
130 On the praise of Shāh Ismā‘īl in the introduction of the Irshād al-zirā’ah and its significance, 
see Maria E. Subtelny, “A Medieval Persian Agricultural Manual in Context: The Irshād al-
Zirā‘a in Late Timurid and Early Safavid Khorasan,” Studia Iranica 22, no. 2 (1993), 198, 205-
208. 
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garden.131 In a parallel to the seemingly low impact of the Mānasollāsa’s gardening chapter 

compared to the success of the more rustic Upavanavinoda of the Śārṅgadharapaddhati, the 

Irshād al-zirā‘ah, too, does not seem to have enjoyed quite the same popularity as other, more 

rustic Persian texts. Several of the manuscript copies of the Irshād al-zirā’ah that do survive in 

fact largely omit the work’s distinctively literary features, jettisoning large parts of the 

introduction, most or all of the decorative verses, and the final chapter detailing a sample garden 

layout. Even so, it needs to be noted that the context of its composition was intimately connected 

to early Mughal garden projects in India. As discussed by Maria Subtelny, the primary informant 

for his work identified by Qāsim ibn Yūsuf was a prominent gardener and landscape architect 

named Sayyid Niẓām al-Dīn Amīr Sulṭān Maḥmūd, known as Mīrak-i Sayyid Ghiyās.132 Part of a 

familial lineage of agronomists and garden designers, this Mīrak-i Sayyid Ghiyās began his 

career in Herat before eventually migrating to India and then to Bukhara in modern-day 

Uzbekistan. In 1529, three years after the founding of his South Asian empire, the first Mughal 

ruler Ẓahīr al-Dīn Muḥammad Bābur (1483-1530) employed him in construction projects in 

Agra and Dholpur.133 At some point thereafter Mīrak-i Sayyid Ghiyās found himself in Bukhara, 

then the capital of the Uzbeks, where he appears to have died sometime in the 1550s.134 

However, a son of his known as Sayyid Muḥammad-i Mīrak appears to have returned to India. 

Following in his father’s footsteps professionally, he is recorded as having been in charge of the 

construction of the monumental garden tomb complex of the Emperor Humāyūn (r.1530-1540 

                                                       
131 Such reconstructions can be found, for instance, in Mohammad Gharipour, Persian Gardens 
and Pavilions: Reflections in History, Poetry, and the Arts (London: Tauris, 2013), 140, Maria E. 
Subtelny, “Agriculture,” 127-128, Petersen, Paradiset, 126, and The Islamic Garden, ed. 
Elisabeth B. MacDougall and Richard Ettinghausen (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1976), 
XIII. 
132 Maria E. Subtelny, “Mīrak,” 21-24. 
133 Subtelny, “Mīrak,” 27-28.  
134 Subtelny, “Mīrak,” 32, 34-35. 
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and 1555-1556) in Delhi, completed in 1571 and an important precursor to later grand garden 

tombs of Mughal elites, including most famously the Taj Mahal.135 There is also the possibility 

that the author of the Irshād al-zirā‘ah himself may have migrated to India, since a “Mullā 

Qāsim” is mentioned as having been employed at Agra and Dholpur alongside Mīrak-i Sayyid 

Ghiyās, and Humāyūn’s sister Gulbadan Begam in her Humāyūnnāmah mentions “the architect 

Khvājah Qāsim,” who was instructed by Bābur to carry out in Agra whatever building projects 

the Emperor’s aunts ordered.136 In addition, there is a copy of the work, likely mid-sixteenth-

century, that was once at the Mughal court and bears the stamp of the Emperor Aurangzeb (r. 

1658-1707) – although it, too, is missing the eighth and final chapter on garden design.137 

The next gardening treatise, too, has been mentioned already: the Ma‘rifat-i falāḥat or 

Davāzdah bāb-i kishāvarzī dated by its most recent Iranian editor, Īraj Afshār, to 1523 and 

attributed to the astronomer and mathematician ‘Abd al-‘Alī bin Muḥammad bin Ḥusayn 

Bīrjandī (d. 1528), who, as his epithet suggests, hailed from Birjand in Khurāsān in the far east 

                                                       
135 Subtelny, “Mīrak,” 31, 48-49; see also, among various others, Lisa Golombek, “From 
Tamerlane to the Taj Mahal” in Islamic Art and Architecture: Essays in Honor of Katharina 
Otto-Dorn, ed. Abbas Daneshvari (Malibu: Mazda Publishers, 1981), 43-50, Glenn D. Lowry, 
“Humayun’s Tomb: Form, Function, and Meaning in Early Mughal Architecture,” Muqarnas 4 
(1987), 133-148 (although he erroneously conflates Sayyid Muḥammad-i Mīrak and his father 
Mīrak-i Sayyid Ghiyās), and Laura Parodi, “‘The Distilled Essence of the Timurid Spirit’: Some 
Observations on the Taj Mahal,” East and West 50, no. ¼ (2002), 535-542.  
136 Subtelny, “Mīrak,” 37; Gulbadan Begam, Humāyūnnāmah, ed. Annette S. Beveridge 
(London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1902), 14. 
137 Subtelny, “Mīrak”, 49; the seventeenth-century manuscript in question is bound up with two 
other treatises on gardening and agriculture and has marginalia giving the equivalent in Indian 
months of operational timings stated using Perso-Arabic zodiac names, translations into simpler 
Persian of various Arabisms, general explanations such as “oak is a type of tree,” and, in at least 
one instance, the local Hindustani name of a plant (methī written next to the Arabic ḥilbah for 
fenugreek) – Qāsim ibn Yūsuf Abū Naṣrī Haravī, Irshād al-zirā‘ah, 1515, Manuscript, MS BL 
Or. 7557, British Library, London. Further South Asian manuscript copies are found in 
Majmū‘ah-i Rasā’il, Manuscript, C-391/Ac. Nos. 672-674, Dr. Zakir Husain Central Library, 
Jamia Millia Islamia, Delhi, as well as Irshād al-zirā‘ah, Manuscript, Society Collection 1614, 
and Irshād al-zirā‘ah, Manuscript, Curzon Collection 628, Asiatic Society, Kolkata. 
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of modern Iran.138 Thus close to the Irshād al-zirā’ah in both time and geography, the Davāzdah 

bāb-i kishāvarzī in fact borrows two of its three prefaces, on astrological omens and the timing 

of agricultural operations over the course of the year, verbatim from the slightly older work from 

Herat.139 Even so it is very different in style, completely devoid of literary pretense; there are no 

verses, no praise of authorities divine or temporal beyond one perfunctory line invoking God and 

the Prophet – and that, too, missing in many manuscript copies – and no background on the 

author or stated reason for writing.140 If the manuscript record is any indication, readers on the 

whole appear to have preferred this less elaborate, less polished work. Afshār identifies twenty-

seven copies produced between 1550 and the early twentieth century, at least nine of which are 

almost certainly South Asian, and the research for this study so far has turned up a further Iranian 

copy dated to 1697 and three more nineteenth-century Indian copies.141 Of the latter, one 

completed in 1835 in Ludhiana in the Punjab and now held at the Royal Asiatic Society, London, 

is noteworthy for two reasons. Firstly, its colophon attributes its authorship to one Muḥammad 

Fāz̤il, gardener at the Shālīmār Bāgh in Lahore during the reign of Shāh Jahān (r. 1628-1658). 

More importantly, however, it has an added thirteenth chapter purportedly drawn from another 

work named Fann-i falāḥat or “Art of Cultivation.” Clearly of South Asian origin, this section 

                                                       
138 Afshār, preface to ‘Bīrjandī, Ma‘rifat-i falāḥat (Davāzdah bāb-i kishāvarzī), 17-19. 
139 Abd al-‘Alī bin Muḥammad bin Ḥusayn Bīrjandī, Ma‘rifat-i falāḥat (Davāzdah bāb-i 
kishāvarzī), ed. Īraj Afshār (Tihrān: Markaz-i Pizhūhishī-i Mīrās̲-i Maktūb, 2008),7-13, and 
Haravī, Irshād al-zirā’ah, 69-78. 
140 Bīrjandī, Ma‘rifat, 3-5. 
141 The Iranian manuscript appeared at auction at Bonhams, London, on 23 October 2017; see 
Islamic and Indian Art including Modern and Contemporary South Asian Art, 23 October 2017, 
Bonhams, accessed October 4, 2019, 
https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/24198/lot/27/?category=list&length=12&page=3; the Indian 
copies in question are Majmū‘ah-i rasā‘il, Manuscript, C-391/Ac. Nos. 672-674, Dr. Zakir 
Husain Central Library, Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi, Falāḥnāmah/Hamīshah bahār, 1835, 
Manuscript, Codrington/Reade No. 212, Box 82, Royal Asiatic Society, London, and Kitāb-i 
khizān va bahār, Manuscript, Mutafarriqāt 686, Government Oriental Manuscripts Library and 
Research Centre, Hyderabad (India). 
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uses Indic months alongside Persian ones and specifically North Indian names for certain plants, 

such as chanbelī for royal jasmine (Jasminum grandiflorum). It also mentions various 

ornamental plants, and especially annual flowers and flowering shrubs, that do not appear in 

earlier Persian agricultural works, including several introductions from the Americas, such as 

marigolds (Tagetes sp.) and pride of Barbados (Caesalpinia pulcherrima). A letter dated July 

1846 accompanying the manuscript by Claude Martin Wade (1794-1861), Agent to the 

Governor-General for the Affairs of the Punjab and North-West Frontier from 1823 to 1840, 

explains that the book had been sent to Wade by Ranjīt Singh, the ruler of the Sikh Empire (r. 

1801-1839) along with a plan of the Shālīmār Bāgh and a gardener’s son tasked with elucidating 

any part of the text that might be unclear. The book was thus arguably part of a culture of 

horticulturally-based gift-giving, a phenomenon that will explored at greater length in Chapter 5. 

While anecdotal, the presentation of the book by Ranjīt Singh to the British agent does suggest 

one potential purpose for such works, and a mode of circulation: as elite possessions and 

presents, they could have expressed an investment in gardens and horticulture as well as practical 

erudition, very much in keeping with social ideals of refinement and masculinity that will be 

explored in Chapter 6. Practical applicability would have been secondary in this context; 

moreover, as has already been suggested, “holdovers” from older textual traditions could have 

served as markers of prestigious classical learning. At the same time, that Ranjīt Singh thought to 

send a young man raised in the horticultural trade along with the manuscript to interpret it for the 

British agent also implies an awareness that these texts were best used in combination with, or 

moderated through, the knowledge of experienced practitioners, as already suggested by 

Cakrapāṇi Miśra in the Viśvavallabha. 
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Continuing the eastward trajectory, the next important text is the first in this tradition to 

be actually composed in the Indian Subcontinent. The early seventeenth-century Ganj-i 

bādāvard or “treasure carried on the wind” is a gargantuan pharmacopeia and medical 

encyclopedia composed by the physician and courtier Amān Allāh Khān Zamān Ḥusaynī (d. 

1636), eldest son of the prominent Mughal general and governor Mahābat Khān, and is also 

known as the Qarābādīn-i Khānzamānī or “pharmacopeia of Khān Zamān.”142 Amān Allāh 

Khān cites over a hundred sources for his compendium, mostly Arabic and Persian medical 

works but also including several āyurveda texts.143 The massive text’s ‘amal-i yazdahum or 

“eleventh chapter” constitutes a treatise on gardening and agriculture heavily indebted to 

Hamadānī’s Ās̲ār va aḥyāʾ, closely following that text’s structure and with significant sections 

being unmarked and greatly abridged quotations from it. However, as we shall see, there are also 

noteworthy interpolations discussing South Asian plants not mentioned by Hamadānī, as well as 

further innovations that make this work a distinct product of Mughal South Asia.144 Like the 

Upavanavinoda extracted from the Śārṅgadharapaddhati, the ‘amal-i yazdahum took on a life of 

its own as an independent treatise, and left a manuscript record that speaks to considerable 

popularity. At least two eighteenth-century recensions are framed distinctively enough to merit 

separate mention. One of these is the Zīnat al-basātīn or “ornament of gardens” by the Mughal 

noble, scholar, and poet of Persian and Urdu Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad ‘Fā’iz,’ dated to 1721, 

                                                       
142 Nabi Hadi, Dictionary of Indo-Persian Literature (New Delhi: Indira Gandhi National Centre 
for the Arts, 1995), 74-75. The supposed tomb of Amān Allāh Ḥusaynī is apparently still kept in 
the town of Samana in the Indian Punjab by Shī‘ah sayyid families that trace their ancestry 
through him; see Aanchal Malhotra, Remnants of a Separation: A History of the Partition 
through Material Memory (Noida: HarperCollins India, 2017), 174-175. 
143 Tazimuddin Siddiqi, “Two Eminent Physicians (of Unani Medicine) During Shah Jahan’s 
Reign,” Indian Journal of History of Science 16, no. 1 (May 1981): 27-29. 
144 ‘Amal-i yazdahum: Fragment einer Abhandlung zur Landwirtschaft, Manuscript, Ms. or. fol. 
310, Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, Berlin, fol. 19 r and 21 v. 
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from whose introduction the second half of the epigraph to this chapter is taken.145 Interestingly, 

Ṣadr al-Dīn notes Hamadānī’s Ās̲ār va aḥyā’, referred to by him as Ās̲ār va akhbār-i Rashīdī, as 

one of the sources of “his” work but fails to acknowledge the authorial and editorial 

interventions of Amān Allāh Ḥusaynī.146 The other notable independent version of the ‘amal-i 

yazdahum is the Risālah-i nakhlbandiyyah or “horticultural treatise” produced in 1790/1791 by 

Aḥmad ‘Alī bin Muḥammad Khalīl Jawnpūrī; however, he states clearly in his very brief 

introduction that he has taken the text from the work of Amān Allāh Ḥusaynī.147 

Last but not least there is the Risālah-i bāghbāni of 1762; this short, anonymous “treatise 

on gardening” is written in a similar prose style as other Persian horticultural manuals but in 

content it essentially constitutes a Persian rendering of vr̥kṣāyurveda, except perhaps in the final 

section on growing turnips. This includes a focus on South Asian tree crops like mango and betel 

nut palm (Areca catechu) and “medical treatment”-style techniques such as elaborate fertilizer 

regiments involving watering, smearing and fumigation with concoctions of various herbs, 

manures, and the meat, bones, and fat of various animals. Several ayurvedic herbal ingredients 

even appear under lightly Persianized versions of their Sanskrit or North Indian vernacular 

names, such as bā’ī bidang for vāyuviḍaṅga (Embelia ribes).148 In a sense, the work is thus the 

culmination of the peculiar bout of textual innovation in both Sanskrit and Persian technical 

writing on gardens and gardening that took place in Mughal South Asia. 

                                                       
145 Hadi, Dictionary, 161, and Sunil Sharma, “Fā’iz Dihlavī’s Female-Centered Poems,” 168-
184. 
146 Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad ‘Fā’iz,’ Zīnat al-basātīn, 1721, Manuscript, Acc. No. 1085, Punjab 
University Library, Lahore, fol. 1 r. 
147 Aḥmad ‘Alī bin Muḥammad Khalīl Jawnpūrī, Risālah-i nakhlbandiyyah, Manuscript, 
1790/1791, Manuscript, BL Add. 16,662, British Library, fol. 1 r. 
148 Risālah-i bāghbānī, 1762, Manuscript, Mutafarriqāt 164, Government Oriental Manuscripts 
Library and Research Centre, Hyderabad (India). 
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One final Persian text that should be mentioned here, although it is not strictly in the vein 

of other gardening or farming treatises, is the Bayāẓ-i khvushbū’ī or “Fragrant Notebook.” 

Written in Mughal India in the 1640s, it is somewhere in between manual and recipe book for a 

large elite household, covering topics ranging from perfumes and food to dyestuffs and stable 

supplies over seventeen brief chapters. Chapter 7 dar sākhtan-i ‘imārat va bāgh or “on the 

construction of the [garden] building and garden” has very little to say about plants or cultivation 

– the only plant mentioned by name is sih-bargah or trefoil – but focuses primarily on the layout 

and dimensions of various garden structures and the maintenance infrastructure – both in terms 

of gardeners and beasts of burden and with regard to the number of wells – required for a garden 

of a given size. These calculations are conveyed through examples of various existing garden 

complexes, of which the respective building dimensions or area, numbers of gardeners, wells, 

and heads of cattle are listed in a table format, as can be seen in Figure 2.1. However, the 

features of architecture and layout indicated to closely match the typology of the Indo-Persian 

bāgh as discussed so far, as does the familiar terminology used to describe them. Most strikingly, 

the last section of the chapter uses the local vernacular term kyārī to describe the rectangular 

beds to be laid out in a bāghchah, the ornamental “little garden” or parterre at the heart of a 

larger bāgh or making up a smaller domestic garden space.149 

                                                       
149 Bayāẓ-i Khvushbū’ī, Manuscript, I. O. Islamic 828, British Library, London, fol. 111r -112v.; 
the garden chapter of the Bayāẓ-i Khvushbū’ī has been discussed in Irfan Habib, “Notes on the 
Economic and Social Aspects of Mughal Gardens,” in James L. Wescoat and Joachim 
Wolschke-Bulmahn, eds., Mughal Gardens: Sources, Places, Representations, and Prospects 
(Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1996), 132-133, and Gauvin Bailey, “The Sweet-Smelling 
Notebook: An Unpublished Mughal Source on Garden Design,” in Gardens in the Time of the 
Great Muslim Empires: Theory and Design, ed. Attilio Petruccioli (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 129-
139. 
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Figure 2.1: View of fol. 110r-111v of the Bayāẓ-i Khvushbū'ī, showing tables indicating numbers of gardeners, 
cattle, and wells involved in the operation of various examplary garden complexes. 

 
Updating Tradition: Sanskrit and Persian Horticultural Treatises in the Mughal World 

This chapter begins with the late sixteenth-century Viśvavallabha of Cakrapāṇi Miśra 

because it appears to be the first South Asian ripple of the early modern wave of horticultural 

technical writing, but also because it marks the first instance in which an author working in 

Sanskrit appears to respond to Indo-Persian gardening realities. While it is overall consistent 

with the typical style and subject matter of vr̥kṣāyurveda texts – fully two out of nine chapters, 
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for instance, are dedicated to the typical “ayurvedic” treatment of plants with elaborate 

concoctions of various animal products, foodstuffs, and medicinal herbs meant to fertilize or 

ward of pests and diseases – it nonetheless includes multiple instances of innovation. Most 

significantly, it lists garden plants not previously discussed in vr̥kṣāyurveda works and generally 

foreign to the world of Sanskrit literature and scholarship. These include the corn poppy 

(Papaver rhoeas), which appears as gulāla from Persian gul-i lālah, fālsah (Grewia asiatica), 

which here becomes phirasā, and walnut and pistachio, which appear, respectively, as āṣoṭa – 

from Urdu/Hindi akhroṭ – and pista, from the same name current in both Persian and North 

Indian vernaculars.150 Similarly, the apple appears as seva, from Persian sīb, and the almond 

(Prunus dulcis) appears as both vidāma and badāma, both from Persian bādām.151  

In addition to the appearance of plants novel to Sanskrit literature and technical treatises, 

and the incursion of Persian and North Indian vernacular vocabulary, the Viśvavallabha also 

contains indications of garden design that diverge from the Sanskrit literary ideals reflected in 

earlier vr̥kṣāyurveda works like the Vr̥kṣāyurveda of Surapāla and the Mānasollāsa. Notably, 

there is this reference to laying out gardens wherever feasible inside a durga or fort that recalls 

the architectural as well as martial realities of elite life in sixteenth-century Rajputana: 

durge yathāmānayathāvakāśaṃ kuryācca sādhāraṇavāṭikā ca | (Ullāsa 3, Verse 
28)152  

 
In a fort, a regular garden is to be laid out according to particular dimensions and 

the space available. 
 

More subtly, perhaps, Cakrapāṇi Miśra reveals a responsiveness to local conditions when it 

comes water and irrigation. Whereas Surapāla and Śārṅgadhara place verses on the detection of 

                                                       
150 Miśra, Viśvavallabha, 36-37.  
151 Miśra, Viśvavallabha, 35, 37, 38. 
152 Miśra, Viśvavallabha, 36. 
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groundwater towards the end of their compilations and say little about bodies of water other than 

that gardens should have them, Cakrapāṇi Miśra, cognizant of Mewar’s arid climate and rocky, 

mountainous terrain, opens his treatise with robust and detailed chapters on finding water and 

building water reservoirs, tanks, and ponds.153 The author of the Viśvavallabha strives to 

reconfigure received knowledge transmitted in translocal Sanskrit to suit very local conditions; 

he dares to acknowledge a garden flora, and an idea of the garden, beyond the bounds of 

vr̥kṣāyurveda and of traditional Sanskrit literary images – beyond the bounds of the Sanskrit 

language, in fact. The appearance of the Persian gul-i lālah or corn poppy and of walnuts and 

pistachios points clearly to the horticulture of temperate and Mediterranean plants envisioned in 

the Persian horticultural manuals. However, the corn poppy in particular also alludes to the 

growing importance of beds of herbaceous and annual flowers, a salient feature of Mughal 

horticulture and of North Indian gardening to the present day, yet entirely absent from other 

vr̥kṣāyurveda texts. In the Viśvavallabha, then, we see a grappling with a horticultural reality that 

is no longer reflected in the supposedly relevant technical literature, and a tentative effort to 

address that divergence. To a significant degree, this mirrors what McHugh has found with 

regard to perfumery, another subject of Sanskrit technical treatises. He notes that “it is likely that 

this courtly perfume culture was displaced by Islamic and Persianate Perfume culture.”154 In 

discussing two perfumery manuals, the Gandhavāda consisting of a mixture of Sanskrit verses 

and ones composed in a form of Hindi as well as a Marathi commentary and tentatively dated to 

between 1350 and 1550 and a later Sanskrit Gandhasāra that draws extensively on it, he notes 

the appearance of several ingredients more typical of Persianate and Middle Eastern perfumery 

under derivations of Perso-Arabic names. These include frankincense, referred to as lobāna from 

                                                       
153 Miśra, Viśvavallabha, 25-34. 
154 McHugh, Sandalwood and Carrion, 117. 
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Arabic lubān, ambergris or ambara, from Arabic ‘ambar, and covā, from Persian chūbah or 

chūvah.155 McHugh also notes that the Gandhavāda contains recipes for gulālaguṭikā or 

“rose/pink pills” and takes the term gulāla to be a borrowing from Persian. This appears to be the 

very word which appears in the Viśvavallabha as as Sanskritization of the Indo-Persian gul-i 

lālah for poppy. The derivation could be the same here – poppies do, after all, most commonly 

come in reds and pinks – or from the Persian gul for flower or, more specifically, rose. However, 

there is also the possibility that here gulāla reflects the North Indian vernacular term gulāl for 

colored powder, whose etymology is rather more obscure; R.S. McGregor ventures that it may 

be derived from Sanskrit guṇḍaka or “dust,” which would make it an indigenous tadbhava156 

term.157 Be that as it may, the parallel to Cakrapāṇi Miśra’s Viśvavallabha in the gradual, partial 

reflection in Sanskrit texts of a changing material culture, and specifically of the increasing 

adoption of Persianate goods and aesthetic values, is readily apparent. 

The subtle adjustments in Cakrapāṇi Miśra’s gardening manual herald change, but of a 

slow and fitful sort. They belie a shift towards reflecting new ways of gardening and new plant 

material, and towards greater empiricism and local relevance, but there is a tension between a 

profound conservatism, which emphasizes the authority of tradition and its faithful, unchanging 

                                                       
155 This term, likely a corruption of chūbak or “little wood,” originally refers to Acanthophyllum 
squarrosum, a low prickly shrub of arid habitats in Iran and Afghanistan whose saponin-rich 
roots were traditionally used to make shampoos; McHugh’s text has formulae for covā, however, 
and he notes that in the Ā’īn-i Akbarī the term seems to denote distilled aloeswood, suggesting 
that the term came to encompass multiple things other than just the original botanical ingredient; 
see McHugh, Sandalwood and Carrion, 117-118, 271, and Nasrin Aghel, Eskandar 
Moghimipour, and Azadeh Raies Dana, “Formulation of a Herbal Shampoo Using Total 
Saponins of Acanthophyllum squarrosum,” Iranian Journal of Pharmaceutical Research 6, no. 3 
(2007): 167-172. 
156 “Arising from that,” a word derived from Sanskrit but which has undergone phonetic and 
orthographic change over time, as opposed to a tatsama or “same as that” term, which is a word 
borrowed from Sanskrit unchanged. 
157 R.S. McGregor, The Oxford Hindi-English Dictionary (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2002), 272. 
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transmission even when crossing between languages, climate zones, and sets of realistically 

available flora, and an incipient textual recognition of the variability of real-world conditions and 

practices. Whether in Sanskrit or Persian, horticultural technical writing, and apparently also its 

readers, frequently resisted this shift even where it seems only logical in the face of real-life 

conditions or developments. One just has to recall the much greater success of the Davāzdah 

bāb-i kishāvarzī vis-à-vis the Irshād al-zirā‘ah, despite the fact that the latter covered a much 

greater part of what must have been common aspects of most real-life gardening, including the 

layout of a garden complete with ornamental flower beds in its final chapter – a chapter which, 

again, is in fact missing in many surviving copies. Or consider the fairly outlandish vicitra or 

“marvel” of the eggplants and the wax gourd (Benincasa hispida), which recurs in most 

vr̥kṣāyurveda texts. In the Upavanavinoda of the Śārṅgadharapaddhati it appears as follows: 

vārtākabījaṃ ghrtamākṣikārkaviśoṣitaṃ gomayaliptarandhre | 
bālasya kuṣmāṇḍaphalasya pakvātalād gr̥hītaṃ phalitaṃ mahat syāt || (Verse 167)158 
 
An eggplant seed dried with ghee, honey, and crown flower159 in a cow dung-
smeared hole of a young wax gourd fruit, taken from the ripe fruit and fruiting 
[itself], will be great. 
 

Cakrapāṇi Miśra, too, includes the fanciful concept, explaining it in his own words in somewhat 

greater detail:  

madhvājyālulitaṃ viśoṣya kiraṇaiḥ sūryasya vārttākajaṃ bījaṃ valliyute vidhāya 
sukhiraṃ kuṣmāṇḍake komale | 

kṣiptvā gomaya vilipya sahasā pakve samuddhr̥tya taccoptaṃ sve samaye phalaṃ 
vitanute kūṣmāṇdatulyaṃ mahat || (Ullāsa 9, Verse 7)160 

 
Having dried an eggplant seed rolled in honey and ghee in the sunshine and 
placed it in a hole in a tender wax gourd attached to the vine, and having smeared 

                                                       
158 Upavanavinodah, 44. 
159 Calotropis gigantea, a tropical shrub with waxy bluish white flowers common on arid land in 
South Asia. 
160 Miśra, Viśvavallabha, 50. 
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it with cow dung, upon retrieving that seed when [the wax gourd is] ripe and 
planting it, it shall produce in its proper time fruit the size of wax gourds. 
 

Innovation and anti-empirical adherence to transmitted textual tradition thus clearly coexist, even 

in the same text, and in fact they are often strikingly intertwined. The eggplant germinated in a 

wax gourd and thereby imbued with its qualities, it turns out, did not just get reproduced in 

practically every work of vr̥kṣāyurveda; it also managed to make it into Persian as soon as South 

Asians took to compiling new horticultural treatises in that language. In the prose of the ‘amal-i 

yazdahum of the Ganj-i bādāvard it is marked as an ‘ajā’ib al-filāḥat or “wonder of agriculture” 

– this itself reflecting the Sanskrit vr̥kṣāyurveda’s classification of the vicitra or “marvel” – and 

reads as follows: 

Tukhm-i bādinjān dar shahd va rawghan haft rūz biparvarad va dar sargīn-i 
āgandah khushk sāzad va qar‘ah161 rā ya‘nī pīthah-i khurd kih āghāz-i bar 
āmadan kunad bishakāfad va tukhm’hā-yi mazkūr darū andākhtah bāz vaṣl kunad 
chūn qar‘ah-i mazkūr buzurg shavad tukhm-i mazkūr bīrūn āvard har gāh ānrā 
bikārand dar būtah-i bādinjān qar‘ah bār dahad.162 
 
One keeps eggplant seed in honey and ghee for seven days and dries it in manure 
from the stable, and [then] one opens a gourd, meaning a small peṭhah163 just 
beginning to grow and, having placed the aforementioned seeds inside it, closes it 
back up. When said gourd has ripened the seed is taken out; wherever it is planted 
it will bear gourds on an eggplant bush. 

                                                       
161 This word is a bit of a mystery; it appears in a slightly different variant in every manuscript 
copy of the ‘amal-i yazdahum reviewed for this study, and not one of those forms appears to be 
attested in any dictionary. The context makes clear that this has to be a word for gourd – the 
Urdu-Hindi peṭhah given for clarification unambiguously indicates the wax gourd – and the most 
likely candidate seems to be qar‘ah, the generic Arabic word for gourds, pumpkin, and squash. 
Since this is a relatively uncommon word in Persian, and because in the nasta‘līq calligraphy of 
most manuscripts a number of letters look very similar and are easily confused, successive 
scribes unfamiliar with the term probably guessed at its reading and progressively corrupted it 
into various nonsensical forms. For the sake of clarity, it has here been corrected to the standard 
qar‘ah in the transcription. 
162 ‘Amal-i yazdahum: Fragment einer Abhandlung zur Landwirtschaft, Manuscript, Ms. or. fol. 
310, Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, Berlin, fol. 5 r. 
163 Peṭhah or peṭhā is the modern vernacular name of the wax gourd in Urdu and Hindi; here it 
serves to specify what kind of gourd is meant with a precision the available Persian 
nomenclature apparently did not allow. 
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The Persian work’s slight confusion as to the supposed outcome of this operation – actual wax 

gourds growing on an eggplant as opposed to eggplants which are merely wax gourd-sized – 

notwithstanding, the consistency is striking, especially given that the procedure, for all its 

intricacy, has no realistic hope of being effective. Yet at the same time, the incorporation of 

material from the vr̥kṣāyurveda tradition in a Persian treatise still speaks of a desire to localize 

the Persian text, to make it relevant to its South Asian context at that time. It might not be based 

on empirical observation of a real garden and its cultivation in Amān Allāh Khān’s seventeenth-

century North Indian surroundings, but it nonetheless represents a strategy meant to update and 

Indianize the horticulture of Persian technical texts and bring it into accordance with the 

gardening reality of the Mughal realm.  

To that same end, Amān Allāh Khān, in compiling the gardening chapter of the Ganj-i 

bādāvard, was also strategic in his choice of sources from the Persian agronomic tradition itself. 

As previously mentioned, he draws primarily on Rashīd al-Dīn Faz̤l Allāh Hamadānī’s early 

fourteenth-century Ās̲ār va aḥyā’, the only medieval Persian horticultural text to discuss a 

significant number of tropical South Asian plants. The influence of the Ās̲ār va aḥyāʾ is 

noticeable not only in the selection of plants covered – nearly every plant included in the ‘amal-i 

yazdahum also appears in the Ās̲ār va aḥyā’, and the entries for many plants are greatly abridged 

versions of those in the older text – but also in the very structure of the work, as almost all of the 

plants appear in the same order as they do in Hamadānī’s work. Occasionally, the very phrasing 

of the older work survives more or less unchanged in the Ganj-i bādāvard. Take, for instance, 

the beginning of the description in the Ās̲ār va aḥyāʾ of the khiyār-i chanbar, the amaltās or 

Indian laburnum (Cassia fistula): 
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Bimiqdār-i dirakht-i sīb būdah va shākh bisyār dārad va barg-i ān khurd bāshad 
bimiqdār-i barg-i aspist andakī buzurgtar, va barg-i ān mānand-i dīgar khaz̤ir-i 
hamvārah dar āshhā-yi tursh va ghayr tursh va qaliyah kunand. Khvush ṭa‘am va 
khvush bū’ī va lazīz buvad va nāzuk, va pūst va sāq-i dirakht-i ān amlas 
bāshad…164 
 
It is of the shape of the apple tree and has many branches and its leaves are small, 
in the shape of those of clover but slightly bigger, and its leaves, like those of 
other similar greens, are used in bitter and non-bitter soups and stews. It is of 
pleasant taste, fragrant, delicious, and delicate, and the bark and trunk of its tree 
are smooth… 

 
The account of the leaves being used as a cooked vegetable is somewhat odd and suggests some 

confusion with the drum stick tree (Moringa oleifera), another common tree in the Indian 

Subcontinent with some superficial similarities to the Indian laburnum and of which both the 

fruit and the foliage are used as vegetables. That aside, compare it to the rather more concise but 

clearly related version from the ‘amal-i yazdahum of the Ganj-i bādāvard: 

Dirakht-i khiyār-i chanbar miqdār dirakht-i sīb mī bāshad va sāq-i vay amlas va 
shākhhāyish bisyār va barghāyish khurd va dar bīshahhā mīrūyad165 
 
The Indian laburnum is of the shape of the apple tree and its trunk is smooth and 
its branches many and its leaves small and it grows in groves. 

 
Tellingly, Amān Allāh Khān Ḥusaynī, undoubtedly familiar with a tree ubiquitous in his native 

northwest India, excises the erroneous attribution of culinary uses to the leaves of the Indian 

laburnum, but otherwise retains the exact vocabulary and general phrasing of his favorite source 

text. 

Though very few, the occasional instances where Amān Allāh Khān clearly strays 

beyond subject matter provided by the Ās̲ār va aḥyā’ speak even more clearly to his effort to 

reconfigure the tradition of Persian agronomic technical writing he had inherited to be relevant to 

                                                       
164 Hamadānī, Ās̲ār va aḥyā’, 74. 
165 ‘Amal-i yazdahum: Fragment einer Abhandlung zur Landwirtschaft, Manuscript, Ms. or. fol. 
310, Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, Berlin, fol. 19 r. 
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the gardens and gardening of his world in seventeenth-century Mughal South Asia. One of these 

is the instance of obvious borrowing from the vr̥kṣāyurveda corpus already discussed. The other 

four are concise, no-nonsense entries for quintessentially South Asian plants, namely two shrubs 

that produce edible berries, the phālsah and the karaundā (Carissa carandas), ginger (Zingiber 

officinale), and the banana (Musa sp.). Interestingly, the last three had long featured in 

vr̥kṣāyurveda texts, while the phālsah, despite also being native to South Asia, was itself new to 

the tradition when Cakrapāṇi Miśra included it in the Viśvavallabha and indexed his attempt to 

bring Sanskrit gardening śāstra in line with horticultural realities. Meanwhile, the entry on the 

banana is particularly interesting for how it contrasts with instructions for banana cultivation 

rooted in vr̥kṣāyurveda convention and routinely reproduced not only in Sanskrit works but also 

in the eighteenth-century Persian Risālah-i bāghbānī. This vr̥kṣāyurveda convention consists of a 

set of instructions for a bit of what one might term sympathetic magic that is supposed to make 

for especially large bananas. In the Vr̥kṣāyurveda of Surapāla it appears in the following form: 

karīṣakolebhaturaṅgamāsthikr̥śānusantāpitalohasūcyā | 
viddhāḥ kadalyaḥ khalu vallimūle karīndradantāyatasampadāḥ syuḥ || (Verse 

271)166 
 
Banana plants punctured at the root of their trunk with an iron needle properly 
heated in a fire of dung and the bones of horses, elephants, and hogs will surely be 
endowed with fruit the size of the tusks of a king of elephants. 
 

The Persian Risālah-i bāghbānī, meanwhile, gives the following version: 

Dar ṭarīq-i darāz shudan-i mawz va shīrīn shudan biārad sargīn-i asp va sargīn-i 
khar va sargīn-i khawk-i jangalī va sargīn-i fīl dar miyān-i ātishdān andāzad va 
ātish zanad sallakh-i āhan darū andākhtah dar vay garm kunad ba‘dihi bīkh-i 
mawz rā dāgh dahad kih mawz zūd bār gardad muvāzanah-i kharṭūm-i fīl darāz 
va siṭabr shavad va shīrīn gardad.167 
 

                                                       
166 Surapāla, Das Wissen, 359. 
167 Risālah-i bāghbānī, 1762, Manuscript, Mutafarriqāt 164, Government Oriental Manuscripts 
Library and Research Centre, Hyderabad (India), fol. 11 r. 
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On the method of causing bananas to become long and sweet – Bring together 
dung of horses, mules, wild boars, and elephants, put them in a fire pit and set 
them on fire. Heat up an iron rod in it and then brand the root of the banana. The 
banana will soon bear fruit and the fruit will be long and thick just like the tusk of 
an elephant and will turn sweet. 
 

The replacement of the bones of horses, elephants, and pigs with only their manure aside, the 

Persian text here once again sticks closely to the fanciful instructions from vr̥kṣāyurveda 

tradition. This makes for a stark contrast, however, to the passage on the banana in the ‘amal-i 

yazdahum body of works:   

Dirakht-i kelah dar bīshahhā va bustānhā mirūyad va gāhī tukhm-i vayrā 
bikārand va aksar bachchah-i ān binishānand va ṭarīq-i kāshtan-i vay chunānast 
kih zamīn rā nīk rāst mikunand va narm mīsāzand dar har sih chahār gaz ḥafrah 
mīkunand va az ān afrā‘ kih gird-i vay rustah bāshad bā rīshah bar kunand va 
dar har mighākī az ān naṣb mikunand va āb dahand chandānkih buzurg shavad 
va mīvah āvarad168 
 
The banana plant grows in thickets and gardens and sometimes its seeds are sown 
but more often offsets of it are planted. The method of cultivating it is such that 
the soil is cleared and leveled and properly loosened. Every three to four gaz169 a 
hole is dug and the saplings that grow around it are dug up with roots and planted 
in each pit and watered so that they grow up and bear fruit. 
 

Here there is nothing of magic or marvel – the cultural instructions for the banana given are a 

simple, accurate representation of how bananas are still generally grown in North India, and 

probably many other tropical and subtropical regions of the world. Even the remark that bananas 

are occasionally grown from seeds, nonsensical with regard to the seedless, sterile banana 

cultivars used for human consumption, can perhaps be explained by the presence in India of 

various seed-producing wild banana species as well as the closely related Indian false banana 

(Ensete superbum), which might have been grown for ornament or medicinal purposes. 

                                                       
168 ‘Amal-i yazdahum: Fragment einer Abhandlung zur Landwirtschaft, Manuscript, Ms. or. fol. 
310, Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, Berlin, fol. 19 r. 
169 A variable measure of length in early modern South Asia, though generally roughly 
equivalent to a yard. 
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Tellingly, the text uses the Indic vernacular word kelah to denote the plant, not just the Persian 

mawz or any of the plant’s many Sanskrit names. This, then, is the real business of practical 

gardening in South Asia intruding on the world of the text, in contradistinction to both the 

second-hand, quasi-mythological knowledge of some Indian plants inherited from Rashīd al-Dīn 

Hamadānī’s Ās̲ār va aḥyā’ and the likewise primarily literary artefact of some of the Sanskrit 

vr̥kṣāyurveda tradition’s more fantastical, alchemical prescriptions. The same Persian text, in 

other words, simultaneously attempts to come to grips with South Asian horticulture and botany 

in three different ways: through knowledge received within its own tradition via a detour through 

medieval Iran, by way of information similarly transmitted but in locally indigenous texts 

broadly dealing with the same subject matter, and through factual observation of current practice. 

None of these ways of knowing, describing, and instructing has a clear upper hand, and received 

tradition clearly has great authority and a long reach, as well as perhaps the advantage of the 

quite literally marvelous promise of its most flamboyant offerings. Yet one may glean that, by 

the early modern period in South Asia, a subtle negotiation is going on as texts are being 

recompiled and reedited. Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad ‘Fā’iz’, tellingly, does not include the miracle 

of the wax gourd and the eggplant in his version of the ‘amal-i yazdahum text; he does, however, 

keep the passage on growing bananas.170 

Remarkably, the banana plant as an indicator of the incursion of South Asian botanical 

and horticultural realities on Persianate convention is paralleled in early Mughal painting. While 

reign of Jahāngīr (r. 1605-1627) brought increasingly detailed and realistic depictions of 

specifically South Asian garden spaces and plants, garden depictions under his father Akbar (r. 

                                                       
170 Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad ‘Fā’iz,’ Zīnat al-basātīn, 1721, Manuscript, Acc. No. 1085, Punjab 
University Library, Lahore, fol. 11 r. 
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1556-1605) were still largely indebted to Timurid conventions, as well as influenced by 

European Renaissance art. As a result, they often show gardens as consisting of fanciful 

arrangements of small raised pools and zigzagging water channels set among more or less 

informal scatterings of plants, more flowery meadow than formal parterre. The plants depicted 

tend to be mere stylizations; when they are identifiable as specific species, they are usually those 

of Iran and Central Asia which appear in classical Persian literature and Timurid painting. One of 

the few notable exceptions to this general tendency is the banana plant, which appears in many, 

if not most, depictions of gardens produced at Akbar’s court, as if to signpost the South Asian 

setting of what might otherwise appear as bucolic, stylized visions of gardens or blossoming 

countryside in far-away Herat or Western Europe. A miniature painted in Lahore in 1588 by 

Mahesh to illustrate a copy of the dīvān of the Central Asian poet of Persian Anvārī (1126-1189) 

, shown in Figure 2, offers a particularly striking example: the garden appears a lose meadow of 

largely generic and stylized, non-descript flowers, with the exception of some roses, narcissi, and 

irises; the trees, seemingly as randomly scattered as the flowers, consist of the cypresses and 

stylized fruit trees in pink spring bloom long established in Persian painting. There is a central 

square pool with a fountain from which three rills emanate but it is not entirely clear what overall 

layout they are supposed to represent. In the crook formed by the strange turns made by one of 

these rills a checker box pattern indicates small ridges of soil drawn up to contain irrigation 

water, and two gardeners are shown digging and plucking flowers. 
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Figure 2.2: "It's the day for the garden," by Mahesh, fol. 173r of the Dīvān of Anvarī, Lahore, 1588; Harvard 
Art Museums 1960.117.173 
 
There are thus indications here of practical, realistic horticultural operations, but the garden 

space depicted is nonetheless one constructed from earlier Persian literary and pictorial 

convention. Except, that is, for the banana plant, which appears prominently displayed in the 

lower right-hand corner of the image. Here, then, is an incontrovertibly Indian and realistic 

element, clearly identifiable from a botanical and horticultural standpoint, just like the no-
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nonsense account of the banana and its cultivation, under its local vernacular name, in the 

various recensions of the eleventh chapter of the Ganj-i bādāvard. 

The intermingling Sanskrit and Persian textual tradition and local realities in horticultural 

technical writing that has been chronicled throughout the preceding pages is at last summarized 

rather strikingly in a remarkable painting from Udaipur, the capital of Mewar, the same princely 

state which had been home to Cakrapāṇi Miśra and his Viśvallabha. Dated to between 1715 and 

1720 and shown in Figure 2.3, the image presents a panoramic view of several towns and 

villages teeming with human activity, including at the far right a walled city under siege. Yet the 

main focus of the image is what is happening between the houses, temples, and fortifications: in 

numerous garden plots of varying sizes, people are shown hard at work, weeding, watering, 

propping up, pruning, and felling trees, and so on. The gardens themselves are shown in various 

states, though most are evenly divided into a grid of rectangular kyārī beds with raised 

embankments and surrounded by protective scrub hedges. Some are bare, others just sprouting, 

some lush green and others in blazing flower. Some of the larger ones have stands of trees and 

clumps of banana plants, and in the upper right of the image is a sprawling woodland-orchard, 

presumably abundantly watered by the two Persian wheels that frame it. That the horticultural 

activities are the central concern here is confirmed by the verse inscribed on a deep yellow band 

across the top of the image, as it summarizes some of the gardening practices shown. 
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Figure 2.16: "A guide to arboriculture," Udaipur, c. 1715-1720; National Gallery of Victoria AS123-1980 

 
The verse is the only example come to light so far of pre-colonial horticultural instruction in a 

North Indian vernacular. Stylistically, it clearly reflects the influence of the Sanskrit 

vr̥kṣāyurveda, and that, indeed, appears to be how a curator understood it, as indicated by the 

word “arboriculture” – a rather literal attempt at rendering vr̥kṣāyurveda into English – in the 

title applied to the painting. Yet Indo-Persian garden culture is very much part of the gardens and 

horticultural practices envisioned here, beginning with the parterres of low-growing herbaceous 

plants that make up most of the gardens shown. The orthography and language of the verses, a 

mixture of Brajbhāṣā and dialectal Mewarī, are challenging. Consequently, the following 

transliteration and translation are somewhat tentative. Even so, they clearly illustrate the early 
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modern convergence of the two streams of textual tradition and material practice traced 

throughout this chapter, as well as their local adaptation: 

boṭe boṭe gulana ū̃sāran kī vāra karẽ pātare se põdā poṣa pānī pratipārevo | 
naṭā naṭā gae pāya tinhai ṭekana de ũce karẽ ũce vaṭha gae tāhĩ jarur 

bāgaḍāravo | 
phūlī phūlavāda aba leve ū̃mohi aura ghana darakhata eka ṭhora tẽnuṣāravo | 
mālina kãu mahipatti ūdita vrata devī dāśa cyāra ghanīra tarahẽ ītano vicāravo || 
 
Around the various plants and flowers make a hedge; nourishing the plants from a 

vessel pour down water; 
Ones that have become bowed, propping up their trunk with supports, make them 

upright; where banyans have grown tall, there for sure lay out a garden; 
A blossoming flower garden now make even more enchanting; remove trees that 

are crowded [too close together] in one place; 
A gardener bound by vow to the Goddess is proclaimed king of the earth; 

consider these four instructions to be manifold. 
 

The garden here appears as bāga, flowers as gulana, and trees as darakhata, from Persian bāgh, 

gul, and dirakht, respectively. Moreover, what has been translated above as the four 

“instructions” the verse claims to have given appears as tarahẽ, from Persian – and ultimately 

Arabic - ṭarḥ, a term which means “manner, method” but is also the Persianate technical term for 

a layout or architectural design. The verse thus appears to conclude with an invocation of the 

Persianate vocabulary of landscape design, linked to a fourfold division. While not wanting to 

overload the interpretation of this admittedly cryptic text, it is enticing to surmise that something 

of the terminology and aesthetics of the Indo-Persian garden ideal is encoded in this detail as 

well. Beyond the integration of Indic vr̥kṣāyurveda conventions and Persianate elements, 

however, two other aspects of this text and image are worth highlighting. One is the emphasis on 

hedges, seen around every garden plot in the painting and invoked at the very beginning of the 

verse. These are not a feature that generally appears in either Sanskrit vr̥kṣāyurveda texts or 

Persian agricultural manuals, but they are very much a reality of rural gardening in many parts of 

South Asia, especially in the comparatively arid northwest of India where Mewar is located. 
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This, then, is a reflection of local reality and practice, incorporated both into the advice text and 

represented prominently in its illustration. The second noteworthy feature lies in the utter 

practicability of this and all the other instructions. Admittedly, the verse is very brief, yet the 

image, with all its dizzying detail, likewise seems to stick firmly to horticultural realism. 

Thus, while the idiom remains broadly that of vr̥kṣāyurveda, the shift to down-to-earth, practical 

advice appears here to be complete, the garden advice text wrested not only from the high 

literary languages and rendered into a localized vernacular, but moreover brought into direct, 

visual correspondence with realistic, rustic practice. 

Conclusion 

This account of the gradual accommodation of the realities of the early modern Indo-

Persian garden and the gardening practices associated with it in the horticultural technical 

literature of Mughal South Asia began with the irruption of Persian gul-i lālah or corn poppies 

into the Rajput fort gardens of Cakrapāṇi Miśra’s Sanskrit Viśvavallabha of 1577 and concluded 

with the practical, no-frills instructions for growing the desī kelah or banana in the Indo-Persian 

early seventeenth-century Ganj-i bādāvard  and its 1721 recension by Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad 

‘Fā’iz,’the Zīnat al-basātīn. The poppy and the banana – one temperate and one tropical, one a 

West Asian import and the other indigenous to the Indian Subcontinent – could stand as symbols 

for the two streams of codified gardening knowledge that met and eventually mingled in early 

modern South Asia. A rather enigmatic painting, shown in Figures 2.4 and 2.5, dating to the mid-

eighteenth century and attributed to Shaykh Tājū, master artist at the Rajput court of Kota 

somewhat to the east of Cakrapāṇi Miśra’s home region of Mewar, appears as though created to 

illustrate this nexus. 
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Figure 2.4: "Fort Walls and Garden" by Shaykh Tājū, Kota, mid-eighteenth century; Rao Madho Singh 
Trust Museum, Fort Kota; image from The Stuart Cary Welch Islamic and South Asian Photograph 
Collection, Fine Arts Library, Harvard University 
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Figure 2.5: "Fort Walls and Garden" by Shaykh Tājū, Kota, mid-eighteenth century; Rao Madho Singh 
Trust Museum, Fort Kota; detail image from The Stuart Cary Welch Islamic and South Asian Photograph 
Collection, Fine Arts Library, Harvard University 

 
In the paintings somewhat distorted perspective, a schematically drawn fort, consisting only of 

gates, walls, and guard towers, stands on a hill above a lake ornamented by blooming lotuses. 

Besides the lotuses on the lake, the only section elaborated in painstaking detail is the garden, 

laid out inside the fort as instructed by Cakrapāṇi Miśra. It consists of a formal parterre of 

herbaceous flowers, among them red and purple-pink poppies – and there, among the beds of 

poppies and other flowers, rises a single banana sapling. Like the Viśvavallabha and the Zīnat al-

basātīn, this garden image unites the two sets of idioms – one Persianate and one Indic, each 

with its own language, textual tradition, plant palette, and design conventions – that shaped the 
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gardens and garden culture of the Mughal world. At the same time, it is very much a partial 

image, just as the engagement with the horticultural and botanic realities of early modern South 

Asia in technical literature and the transition from inherited “knowledge” gleaned from textual 

authorities to rational information based on empirical observation and practical experience 

remained very much partial and incomplete. As subsequent chapters will explore, other textual 

genres, though ostensibly more literary, came to record many facets of gardens and garden 

culture not reflected in these “practical” manuals. Even so, their production and circulation, and 

the innovations they underwent from the Viśvavallabha onward, attest to the importance 

accorded to knowledge of plants and gardening, and the active and ongoing engagement with 

matters horticultural. From Surapāla to Ṣadr al-Dīn, South Asian thinkers reviewed the śāstras 

and considered “the books of this art” to know about gardens and gardening, yet they also used 

their “own utmost discernment” and reproduced what they “took to be appropriate.” Garden 

writing, like the gardens for which it provided more or less useful advice, was a fertile site. 
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Chapter 3 
 
Two-Tone Roses, Two-Faced Lovers: Plants, Gardens, and Horticulture in Literary Texts 

 
Riyāḥīn bar zamīn-i purnigārash 
Chū bar dībā-yi rangārang taṣvīr 
 
Fragrant herbs on a ground full of designs 
Like images on colorful brocade 
 

– Ṭālib Āmulī (1585-1657)171 
 

 
The previous chapter traced the body of technical literature on gardening and agriculture 

that would have been available to some degree in Mughal South Asia, and the subtle yet 

significant ways in which these texts were being changed and expanded from the early sixteenth 

century onward – roughly in tandem, that is, with the establishment and expansion of Mughal 

and Safavid rule across the north of the Indian Subcontinent, Afghanistan, and Iran. However, 

this ostensibly – if not always actually – straightforward and practical “how to” literature 

represents only a part of the textual life of South Asian horticulture during the Mughal Era. 

Gardens and gardening knowledge also feature prominently in texts that are more plainly 

literary, across most genres in the various textual languages of Mughal South Asia – including, 

besides Persian and Sanskrit, Brajbhāṣā, Avadhī, and the various early registers, such as Dakanī 

and rekhtah, of what is now known as Urdu. 

 Imagery drawn from the realm of gardens and plants, of course, is a staple of many, if 

not most, literary traditions. Just about any introduction to Persian or Urdu poetry discusses the 

standard repertoire of botanical symbolism developed in the former and adopted more or less 

wholesale in the latter as well as in other Persianate literary traditions, such as Ottoman Turkish.   

                                                       
171 Sayyid Muḥammad ibn ‘Abd Allāh Ṭālib Āmulī, Kulliyāt-i ash‘ār-i malik al-shu‘arā’ Āmulī, 
ed. Ṭāhirī Shahāb (Tihrān: Kitābkhānah-’i Sanā’ī, 1967), 1003. 
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The rose as the ephemerally beautiful, unattainable beloved, the narcissus as a languid, 

intoxicated eye, the cypress as a representation of the beloved’s tall, elegant figure – these and a 

number of other plant-based images, predicated on a vision of the garden as both a paradisiacal 

space and a symbolic microcosm of society, are generally well known to those familiar with 

Persian poetry or any of the literary traditions it so heavily influenced.172 Beyond this most 

fundamental and ubiquitous level of plant and garden references, Julie Scott Meisami has 

explored the allegorical use of the garden in classical Persian poetry, and Christine van 

Ruymbeke has inventoried the plants mentioned in the Khamsah of Niẓāmī Ganjavī (1141-1209) 

and their pharmacological associations.173 Sunil Sharma has identified a seventeenth-century 

trend among poets of Persian writing in Mughal India of a pastoral poetry centered on Kashmir, 

with a prominent focus on its famous gardens and landscape shaped by horticultural activity.174 

When it comes to Sanskrit and North Indian vernacular languages, the scholarly attention paid to 

this particular facet of literary imagery has been comparatively less robust, despite the early 

exploration of garden descriptions in Sanskrit literature in the first chapter of Marie Luise 

                                                       
172 For an extensive discussion of this inventory of images and attendant symbolism, see, for 
instance, Annemarie Schimmel, A Two-Colored Brocade: The Imagery of Persian Poetry 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992), 161-176; in Persian see Bahrām Girāmī, 
Gul va giyāh dar hazār sāl-i shiʻr-i Fārsī (Tihrān: Intishārāt-i Sukhan, 2007) and Ghulāmḥusayn 
Rangchī, Gul va giyāh dar adabiyāt-i manẓūm-i Fārsī (Tihrān: Muʾassasah-ʾi Muṭālaʻāt va 
Taḥqīqāt-i Farhangī, 1993). For a discussion specifically of the rose, arguably the most 
prominent and ubiquitous of floral symbols, see Maria E. Subtelny, “Visionary Rose: 
Metaphorical Interpretation of Horticultural Practice in Medieval Persian Mysticism,” in 
Botanical Progress, Horticultural Innovation and Cultural Change, ed. Michel Conan and W. 
John Kress (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 13-34. 
173 Julie Scott Meisami, “Allegorical Gardens in the Persian Poetic Tradition: Nezami, Rumi, 
Hafez,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 17, no. 2 (May 1985): 229-60; and 
Christine van Ruymbeke, Science and Poetry in Medieval Persia: The Botany of Nizami’s 
Khamsa, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
174 Sunil Sharma, Mughal Arcadia, and “Kashmir and the Mughal Fad of Persian Pastoral 
Poetry,” in Borders: Itineraries on the Edges of Iran, ed. Stefano Pellò (Venice: Edizioni 
Ca’Foscari, 2016), 183-202. 
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Gothein’s 1926 Indische Gärten.175 Even so, the prominence of garden or landscape descriptions 

and the ubiquity of vegetal objects of comparison, chief among them the lotus, should be familiar 

to any student of Sanskrit texts, and Daud Ali has recently written about the depiction of gardens 

of mechanical wonders in medieval Sanskrit story literature, though notably in connection to the 

diffusion of literary imagery from the Byzantine, Persian and Arab Worlds.176  Much further 

afield geographically yet close to the subject matter of this study both in time and in its efforts to 

connect technical literature on gardens to their literary evocations, Leah Knight in Of Books and 

Botany in Early Modern England  and Reading Green in Early Modern England has noted how 

the appearance of specialized gardening books in English in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 

England was paralleled by a proliferation of botanical and horticultural metaphors in the naming 

and structuring of literary works not actually about gardening.177  

Literary texts framed as metaphorical gardens are certainly a phenomenon common to 

early modern South Asia – one consider only the great Persian classics of Sa’dī (1210-1291/92), 

the Gulistān and Bustān, or “Rose Garden” and “Orchard,” respectively, which stood at the 

beginning of many a Mughal-era literary education.178 Similarly, there are works such as the 

Persian Chahār Chaman or “Four Gardens/Garden Beds” of the Brahmin Mughal courtier 

Chandar Bhān ‘Brahman’ (d. 1662/63), recently studied at length by Rajeev Kinra, and the  

Dakanī Urdu masnavī Gulshan-i ‘ishq, or “Rose Garden of Love,” of Mullā Nuṣratī of 1657-

                                                       
175 Marie Luise Gothein, Indische Gärten, 7-37. 
176 Daud Ali, “Bhoja’s Mechanical Garden,” 460-493. 
177 Leah Knight, Of Books and Botany, xi-xvi, 1-12, and Reading, 46, 51-60. 
178 On the central role of the Gulistān in early modern Persophone education, see, for instance, 
Mana Kia, “Adab as Literary Form and Social Conduct: Reading the Gulistān in Late Mughal 
India,” in ‘No Tapping Around Philology’: A Festschrift in Celebration and Honor of Wheeler 
McIntosh Thackston Jr.’s 70th Birthday, ed. Alireza Korangy and Daniel J. Sheffield 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2014), 281-308. 
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1658.179 However, this chapter seeks to explore and elucidate two interconnected manifestations 

of the horticultural in the literatures of the Mughal Empire that, while not entirely unconnected, 

go well beyond such instances of mere – or merely metaphorical – flowery language, not simply 

likening a literary work to a garden or its words to flowers but engaging with garden subject 

matter and specialized gardening knowledge on a more profound level.  

The first and more easily identifiable of these is a particular mode of writing gardens, a 

set of descriptive conventions that encode in verse – or, less commonly, in prose – the vision of a 

garden outlined in Chapter 1 and intimated by the developments in horticultural technical texts 

discussed in Chapter 2. While ultimately rooted in older models of writing about gardens in both 

Sanskrit and Persian, from the sixteenth century onward – seemingly in tandem with the 

efflorescence of technical writing on horticulture – these garden ‘set pieces” not only become 

ever longer and more elaborate, as well as more central to the literary works that contain them, 

but also increasingly reflect the formal Mughal-Rajput garden typology that becomes 

horticulturally hegemonic for all but the southernmost reaches of the Subcontinent throughout 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Appearing in Persian as well as Avadhī, Brajbhāṣā, 

Dakanī, and ultimately Urdu rekhtah, and describing both real historical gardens and ostensibly 

imaginary ones, these sections of works parallel the objects and practices they are describing in 

transcending linguistic and communal distinctions on the basis of a shared material reality and 

visual idiom.180 Mirroring in some ways depictions in the visual arts, which they almost certainly 

                                                       
179 Rajeev Kinra, Writing Self, Writing Empire, and “Master and Munshī: A Brahman Secretary’s 
Guide to Mughal Governance,” The Indian Economic and Social History Review 47, no. 4 
(October 2010): 527-561. 
180 As mentioned in the introduction, there may even be examples in some of the Dravidian 
languages of South India; Philip Wagoner has discussed a garden description that appears to 
follow the pattern – of both garden style and flora and literary description – in the sixteenth-
century Telugu Yayāti Caritramu; see Wagoner, “In Amīn Khān’s Garden” 106-126. 
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influenced and were in turn influenced by in a relationship of mutual reinforcement, given the 

close relationship between image and literary text in Mughal and Rajput painting and book arts, 

these garden descriptions reveal much that the technical texts remain largely silent on, from 

garden layout to design innovations and new plant material. While still an idealized and at times 

spotty record, these literary garden set pieces thus provide an important complement to the two 

traditions of garden advice text discussed in the previous chapter in tracing a picture of both 

garden aesthetics and practices and their larger cultural import in Mughal South Asia. 

The second, rather more diffuse literary engagement with gardening subject matter to be 

taken up here is the use of specialized horticultural or botanical knowledge as literary conceit. 

These are not the botanically generic associations of “every rose has its thorns” or “a rose by any 

other name would smell as sweet.” They are more akin to when Oscar Wilde, in garden-mad 

Victorian England, incorporates the following dialog in The Importance of Being Earnest: 

Algernon: Thank you. Might I have a buttonhole first? I have never any 
appetite unless I have a buttonhole first. 
Cecily: A Maréchal Niel? [Picks up scissors.] 
Algernon: No, I’d sooner have a pink rose. 
Cecily: Why? [Cuts a flower.] 
Algernon: Because you are like a pink rose, Cousin Cecily.181 
 

The audience here is expected to be familiar with the heavily fragrant, sulphur-yellow Noisette 

rose ‘Maréchal Niel,’ first introduced in 1864; it is expected to know that it is a rose and what it 

looks like, without either of those things being explicitly stated, so as to render intelligible the 

contrast to the pink rose that Algernon thinks better reflects the qualities of his beloved Cecily. 

Against the overarching backdrop of the broader imaginaire of the garden discussed in Chapter 1 

and conveyed in the garden set piece, such references to specific plant varieties or their 

                                                       
181 Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest and Other Plays (London: Penguin Classics, 
2000), 322. 
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characteristics or to specific horticultural techniques do not just constitute displays of authorial 

virtuosity but illustrate the extent to which a common conception of the garden and gardening as 

well as sophisticated horticultural knowledge were generally expected in an educated audience. 

Far from being the sole preserve of professional gardeners and lowly peasantry, knowing one’s 

plants and having a certain amount of gardening know-how could thus be essential to fully 

participate in the elite pursuit of literary connoisseurship, so central to social and professional 

advancement.182 At the same time, literary play with horticultural expertise could also present an 

opportunity to express personal predilections and construct a distinct public persona, to set 

oneself apart, as will be discussed at greater length in Chapter 6.  

Together, the extensive garden descriptions as well as the more isolated botanical and 

horticultural references found throughout many of the literatures of early modern South Asia 

clearly attest to the central importance of gardens and horticulture in Mughal-era thought and 

society. Gardens emerge as vital social spaces and celebrated emblems of high culture, with 

detailed knowledge of their design, their management, and their plants a distinguishing feature of 

the cultured – or cultivated – individual. At the same time, these literary treatments of gardens 

and horticulture rather neatly complement the gardening and farming manuals in constructing a 

record of the elite garden in the Mughal world. Aspects of this horticultural reality that the much 

more conservative body of technical writing only touches upon as an exception or gentle attempt 

at innovation – such as the Irshād al-zirā’ah’s discussion of garden layout, the Viśvavallabha’s 

subtle inclusion of temperate Central Asian plant species, or the Ganj-i bādāvard’s efforts to 

account for indigenous South Asian plants like mangoes and bananas – appear much more fully 

                                                       
182 On the role of literary education as a means of professional advancement, see, aside from the 
previously mentioned works of Rajeev Kinra, Muzaffar Alam and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “The 
Making of a Munshi.” 
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and freely in literary accounts. Also featured, if nowhere near to the extent to which they likely 

proliferated in real life, are newly introduced plants from the Americas and East Asia, which 

remain entirely absent from the technical texts. Especially when reading across its many 

iterations and in conjunction with the visual and material evidence proffered by Mughal and 

Rajput painting, surviving garden sites, and continued horticultural practice in South Asia today, 

this literary account of the garden in early modern South Asia thus not only aides the 

reconstruction of past horticultural realities but sheds light on the increasing codification of a 

specific cultural ideal and the ways it permeated a period of history and its attendant intellectual 

and artistic production. For as the rekhtah poet Najmuddīn Shāh Mubārak ‘Ābrū’ (1683-1733) 

quips in a saucy play on the Persian word sabz meaning both “green” or “sprouting” and, by 

poetic extension, “with incipient beard growth,” which celebrates India as a land of both vegetal 

abundance and human beauty: 

Hū’ā hai Hind ke sabzon ka ‘āshiq / Nah hoven Ābrū ke kyon hare bakht183 
 
 He has become a lover of India’s greenery / Why should Ābrū’s fortunes not turn 

green? 
 

The Garden Set Piece 

The title of this chapter was inspired by a couplet which forms part of a lengthy 

description of a garden in a 1734 masnavī by Shaikh Z̤uhūruddīn Shāh ‘Ḥātim’ (1699-1783) 

entitled Bazm-i ‘ishrat, or “Feast of Revelry;” the line in question runs as follows: 

Do-rangī choṛ apnī bulbulān sang / Gul-i ra‘nā huā us ān yikrang184 
 
Giving up its duplicity with the nightingales / The gul-i ra‘nā thus came to be of a 

single color. 

                                                       
183 Najmuddīn Shāh Mubārak ‘Ābrū,’Dīvān-i Ābrū, ed. Muḥammad Ḥasan (‘Alīgaṛh: Idārah-i 
Taṣnīf, 1967), 23. 
184 Shaikh Z̤uhūruddīn Shāh ‘Ḥātim,’ Dīvānzādah, ed. ‘Abdulḥaq (Dillī: Neshanal Mishan fār 
Menuskripṭs, 2011), 422. 
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It constitutes one of over a hundred verses of rapturous horticultural ekphrasis, if one accepts a 

garden as a type of Gesamtkunstwerk, that stand at the heart of a narrative about a spring-time 

excursion by a group of friends, led by the speaker of the poem, from Shāhjahānābād, that is the 

Mughal “old city” of Delhi, to a garden on the capital’s outskirts. The story begins with a 

description of the greatness of Shāhjahānābād in terms of the attractiveness of the people and 

goods to be met with in its bazaars, followed by praise of the reigning Mughal emperor 

Muḥammad Shāh (r. 1719-1748). Inspired by the exuberant atmosphere of spring, the narrator 

then sends letters to a number of friends, inviting them on a garden outing to make the most of 

the season. After the friends excitedly assemble, the scene shifts to the garden itself and a 

lengthy description of its horticultural glories and the preparations being carried out for the 

arrival of the revelers. The narrative then returns to the group of friends who are en route to the 

garden, along with some of the city’s most skilled and ravishing tavā’ifs or courtesans and many 

supplies, including “several carts of Portuguese wine” and plenty of gulāl or colored powder for 

playing Holī.185 They soon encounter a muḥtasib, the supervisor of markets and trade charged 

with enforcing moral behavior in the public spaces of the city. Confronting this arbiter of public 

morality, the narrator makes a bold claim for the validity of the individual pursuit of happiness 

under the sharī‘a and offers the muḥtasib the choice to fight them or join them. Shamefacedly, 

he opts for the latter and accepts a cup of wine. The rest of the poem chronicles the group’s 

arrival and exploration of the garden, the beginning of the feast with musical performances, the 

celebration of Holī with water guns and colored powder, and the elaborate illumination of the 

garden at night. ‘Ḥātim’ brings together multiple traditions in this work: the sāqīnāmah or “book 

of the cup-bearer,” a genre of poems addressed to the sāqī or server of wine that flourished in 

                                                       
185 Shāh ‘Ḥātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 424. 
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Persian in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and frequently deals with matters of ethics and 

kingship, the shahrāshūb or “city disturber” mode of describing urban spaces by inventorying 

the attractive members of various professions present within them, the masnavī as an account of 

a particular journey or real-life event, and the celebration in poetry of spring and in particular of 

the Hindu festival of Holī.186 The significance of the meeting with the muḥtasib and of the 

garden excursion as a social event will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter 4. For now, it 

will suffice to focus on the description of the garden itself. It is the garden that is most central to 

the text, and while an analysis of the entire horticultural set piece would extend this chapter 

beyond all reason, a close reading of the verse of the gul-i ra‘nā will provide a taste of the 

density of botanical detail and literary allusion that characterizes this intricately constructed 

textual image of a late Mughal garden, before delving into the history and inner workings of this 

mode of garden description more broadly. 

The poet’s artistry in the evocation of the gul-i ra‘nā as part of the Bazm-i ‘ishrat’s 

garden idyll relies not only on the classical symbolic association of the nightingale and gul or 

rose – the nightingale representing a devoted lover, the rose the ephemerally beautiful but 

indifferent and fickle beloved that he is courting – inherited from Persian literary tradition but 

more specifically on a familiarity with the characteristics of a particular variety of rose. The 

specific name of the plant in and of itself does not convey this information, since the adjective 

ra‘nā  qualifying gul or “rose” just means “beautiful” or  “delicate,” Platts and Steingass 

accordingly gloss gul-i ra‘nā as “a beautiful and delicate-scented rose” and “a beautiful rose,” 

                                                       
186 On the sāqīnāmah genre, see Sunil Sharma, “The Nizamshahi Persianate Garden in Zuhūrī’s 
Sāqīnāma,” in Garden and Landscape Practices in Pre-colonial India: Histories from the 
Deccan, ed. Daud Ali and Emma J. Flatt (New Delhi: Routledge, 2012),163, and Paul Losensky, 
“Vintages of the Sāqī-nāma: Fermenting and Blending the Cupbearer’s Song in the Sixteenth 
Century,” Iranian Studies 47, no. 1 (2014): 131-157; on shahrāshūb, see Sunil Sharma, “The 
City of Beauties,” 73-81. 
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respectively.187 However, it actually specifically refers to Rosa foetida var. bicolor, known in 

English as the Austrian copper rose and characterized primarily by the unusual coloration of its 

flowers, the petals of which are bright orange-red on their upper side and pale yellow on the 

other, as can be seen in a photograph in Figure 3.1 and in an eighteenth-century floral study in 

Figure 3.2 .188  

 

Figure 3.1: Austrian copper rose (Rosa foetida var. bicolor) in Park City, Utah, May 2019 

                                                       
187 John T. Platts, “Gul,” in A Dictionary of Urdū, Classical Hindī, and English (Springfield, 
VA: Nataraj Books, 2007), 911, and Francis Steingass, “Ra‘nā’,” in A Comprehensive Persian-
English Dictionary (Springfield, VA: Nataraj Books, 2012), 580. 
188 That this unusual polychrome nature of the flowers of the gul-i ra‘nā was seen as its defining 
characteristic can also be gleaned from the transference of the name in contemporary Iranian 
Persian to the blanket flowers Gaillardia aristata and Gaillardia pulchella, American 
herbaceous perennials often grown as summer bedding plants that have virtually nothing in 
common with the shrubby Austrian copper rose except that they, too, have flowers that are part 
yellow and part orange-red. The original gul-i ra‘nā, that is Rosa foetida var. bicolor, was a great 
favorite in Iranian decorative arts of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, appearing in 
illuminated manuscript margins and on lacquered book covers, pen boxes, and the like.  
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Figure 3.2: "A floral study," North India or Deccan, eighteenth century (though with an apocryphal 
inscription attributing it to the seventeenth-century Iranian painter Muḥammad Zamān); Sotheby's, Arts of 
the Islamic World, 26 April 2017, Lot 133 
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Shāh Ḥātim assumes his audience is aware of this trait, for the word rendered here as “duplicity,” 

do-rangī, literally means “two-coloredness.” Consequently, by abandoning its metaphorical two-

facedness – the cruel fickleness and unreliability as a beloved attributed to roses in Persianate 

poetic convention – the gul-i ra‘nā is here envisioned actually becoming monochrome. Fully 

comprehending and savoring the poet’s play on words, therefore, requires equal parts literary 

training and botanical expertise. Tellingly, Shāh Ḥātim’s couplet on the Austrian copper rose 

also converges significantly with the Irshād al-zirā‘ah’s entry for the variety in its listing of rose 

varieties: 

Ra‘nā – az zard va surkh avval-i sawr. 
Shi‘r 

Bā khūn-i dil va chihrah-’i zard āmadah ra‘nā 
Zān mīkushad īnhā kih nah az yikjihatānast189 

 
Ra‘nā – yellow and red, at the beginning of Taurus. 

Verse 
The Austrian copper rose has come with heart’s blood and a yellow face 

And goes on to kill, for it is not one of the friendly ones. 
 

Note the information the gardening treatise provides regarding this particular type of rose: that it 

has two-tone red and yellow flowers and that it flowers at the beginning of the sign of Taurus, 

that is in late April. It further emphasizes the distinctive coloring of the flower with a couplet that 

revolves entirely around it, evoking the red and yellow through the conventional poetic image of 

the blood of the lover’s heart and his pale, jaundiced/yellow face in the first hemistich and then 

using a pun to expand on it in the second by implying that the gul-i ra‘nā is a cruel, even 

murderous beloved because it is not of the yikjihatān – a term that metaphorically means 

“friends” or “agreeable ones” but literally translates to “one-sided ones,” in a clever play on the 

nature of the Austrian copper rose’s petals which are red on one side and yellow on the other. 

                                                       
189 Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, Irshād, 203. 
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The salient, defining fact to be retained regarding the gul-i ra‘nā, then, are its polychrome 

flowers, and not surprisingly it is this feature that Shāh Ḥātim turned into a poetic conceit, one 

not entirely unlike the one contained in the Persian gardening books own ornamental verse.  

Beyond the gul-i ra‘nā, Shāh Ḥātim has the garden enjoying the shade of grape arbors, 

playing on both the intoxicating potential of the grapevine’s main product and the ability of the 

sprawling vines to shelter revelers not only from the sun but also from disapproving onlookers 

when he muses the following, in an image that will be revisited at greater length in the next 

chapter: 

Nah hoven kyon kih gul mastī se be hosh / Huā angūr kā sāyah caman-posh190 
 
Why should the flowers not pass out from inebriation / The shade of the grapevine 

has come to cover the flowerbed. 
 

There are fountains, cypresses – in two rows, the text specifies – and roses, violets, narcissi, 

irises, calendulas, corn poppy, larkspur, cambelī or royal jasmine (Jasminum grandiflorum), 

ketakī,191 Arabian jasmine (Jasminum sambac), lotuses – albeit slipped in somewhat vaguely by 

comparing other flowers to lamps shaped like lotuses and hence called kanval.192 The assortment 

of American plants is particularly impressive; apart from French and African marigolds,193 globe 

amaranth,194 four o’clock (Mirabilis jalapa), and tuberoses,195 he has sunflowers (Helianthus 

                                                       
190 Shāh ‘Hātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 423. 
191 Pandanus odorifer, the fragrant screwpine, occurs in forms with more golden yellow 
inflorescences and ones that blossom in creamy white; the former are more commonly called 
ketakī and the latter kevṛā or ke’oṛa; most early modern North Indian authors, maintain this 
distinction. 
192 Nelumbo nucifera. 
193 Tagetes patula and Tagetes erecta, respectively; despite their misleading English common 
names, both are native to Mexico. 
194 Two species of this flower, native to Mexico, are commonly cultivated - Gomphrena globosa 
in shades of purple and Gomphrena haageana with red flowers. 
195 Polianthes tuberosa, a bulbous plant originally from Mexico with greyish green, grass-like 
leaves and tall spikes of creamy white flowers that emit an intense, sweet perfume at night. 
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annuus) and the gul-i t̤urraḥ or pride of Barbados (Caesalpinia pulcherrima). Yet this is not 

merely a laundry list of plant species; as the specification of grape arbors shading the flowerbeds 

or cypresses in two rows suggest, there is a spatial dimension to this description as well, an 

indication, albeit modest, of garden design. 

To understand the significance of these extended garden descriptions in South Asia’s 

early modern literary traditions, it will be helpful to now trace them chronologically, before 

ultimately returning to two further Urdu examples from the later eighteenth century that surpass 

even the Bazm-i ‘ishrat in intricacy and detail, if not in literary complexity. Sanskrit kāvya or 

formal, usually versified and often courtly, literature is rich in garden and forest descriptions, as 

are other Sanskrit genres such as kathā or story literature and influential devotional texts such as 

the Bhāgavata Purāṇa (c. 800-1000 CE). Book X of the latter, for instance, features a famous 

and repeatedly illustrated scene in which the gopīs search for Kr̥ṣṇa in the forest and enquire 

about his whereabouts from various flowers, which appear in much the same groupings in which 

they would continue to be referenced in the various literary languages of North India until at 

least the eighteenth century.196 Daud Ali discusses two fairly extensive Sanskrit garden 

descriptions that share many features with those produced in Persian and North Indian 

vernaculars during the Mughal period in an article mechanical automata and the concept of 

wonder in medieval Sanskrit literature, one from the Yaśastilakacampū of 959 and the other from 

                                                       
196 For instance, lines 71-4 of Book X, Chapter 30, read kaccittulasi kalyāṇi govindacaraṇapriye 
/ saha tvālikulairbibhraddr̥ṣṭasto’tipriyo’cyutaḥ / mālatyadarśa vaḥ kaccinmallike jātiyūthike / 
prītiṃ vo janayanyātaḥ karasparśena mādhavaḥ or “Auspicious Tulasī, to whom the feet of 
Govinda are dear / Have you seen Acyuta, so beloved of you, wearing you with swarms of bees, 
anywhere? / Mālatī, Mallikā, Jātī, Yūthikā – have you seen him anywhere / Mādhava, who 
causes love with a touch of his hand while passing by?”; tulasī is holy basil (Ocimum 
tenuiflorum) while mālatī, mallikā, jātī, and yūthikā are the fragrant flowering vines Aganosma 
heynei, Jasminum sambac, Jasminum grandiflorum, and Jasminum auriculatum, respectively. 
Śrīmadbhāgavatapurāṇam, Sanskrit Documents, accessed September 2, 2017, 
http://sanskritdocuments.org/all_pdf/bhagpur99.pdf. 
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the Śṛṅgāramañjarīkathā dating to the first half of the eleventh century.197 However, it may be in 

the premākhyāns, or versified Sufi romances written in the in the literary dialect of Avadhī 

between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, that extensive garden set pieces of the type 

considered here first appear. The Mirigāvatī of Qut̤ban Suhravardī, written in 1503, contains one 

which, though relatively poorer in botanical detail than other examples to be discussed here, very 

much fits the patter. Interestingly, Suhravardī appears aware of the potential shortcoming, as he 

cleverly concludes the section by saying “all the flowers ever heard or seen I have told, / and also 

those that only occur in poetry. / The blossoms that occur in poetry have been described in 

beautiful rasas. / There are many other flowers in the world, who can know all their names?”198 

Malik Muḥammad Jāyasī (1477-1542), in his epic Padmāvat of 1540, includes a rather more 

floristically rich version. In the first eight of a total of sixteen couplets, he leads the reader 

through an orchard lush with both the indigenous tropical fruit and nuts of South Asia – citrons 

(Citrus medica), pomelos (Citrus maxima), bananas (Musa sp.), star fruit (Averrhoa carambola), 

āmlā,199 karaundā,200 cirauñjī201 – and the trees of temperate climes esteemed in Persian lands, 

including almonds, (musk) willow,202 figs, and apples, referred to by their Persian names even 

amongst the otherwise largely Indic diction of this provincial vernacular work.203 Jāyasī then 

                                                       
197 Daud Ali, “Bhoja’s Mechanical Garden,” 1-34; the original text and English translations of 
the garden passages from both works can be found in the appendix of the article. 
198 Qut̤ban Suhravardī, The Magic Doe: Qut̤ban Suhravardī’s Mirigāvatī, ed. Wendy Doniger, 
trans. Aditya Behl (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 116. 
199 Phyllanthus emblica, the Indian gooseberry or emblic myrobalan, a widely grown fruit in 
South Asia. 
200 Carissa carandas, a thorny shrub used for hedging with white flowers and red berries often 
processed into pickles and preserves. 
201 Buchanania lanzan, a small nut that is used as a flavoring, particularly of sweet dishes. 
202 Salix aegyptiaca, a shrubby willow from whose fragrant catkins a perfume is made. 
203 Malik Muḥammad Jāyasī, Padmāvata, ed. Vāsudeva Śaraṇa Agravāla (Jhānsī: Sāhitya Sadan, 
1998), v. 34-35; Aditya Behl discusses the significance of the description of Siṅghala 
Dīpa/Laṅkā that contains this extended garden scene as an allegory of Sufi and Gorakhnāthī 
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remarks on the irrigation of the garden via channels supplied by waterwheels that draw water 

from wells before arriving at the ornamental heart of the garden, a collection of garden flowers 

he introduces with the following line: 

Puni phulvārī lāgi cahũ pāsā / Birikha bedhi candana bhai bāsā204 
 
Moreover, flower gardens were laid out in four directions / With the scent of 

sandalwood wafting through the trees. 
 

Two things are notable here: the use of the term phulvārī or “flower enclosure” to denote 

a confined, more or less formal space for the cultivation of ornamental plants, perhaps a 

parterre of sorts, and the emphasis that these flower gardens were laid out on four sides. 

The reference to four directions can of course generally mean simply “all around.” 

However, given the wide currency of the term chahār bāgh or “four gardens” in Persian 

garden terminology and the extent to which a quadripartite layout would soon become the 

very archetype of a garden in the Indo-Persian culture of the Mughals and their various 

vassals, rivals, and eventual regional successors, it seems hard to believe that this 

phrasing is coincidental here, rather than a comment on garden layout. 

The rest of the garden description lists a plethora of ornamental plants, most of 

them trees, shrubs or vines with fragrant flowers, indigenous or long naturalized in South 

Asia and with Indic literary antecedents. These include, aside from various jasmines, the 

harsiṅgār,205 campā,206 maulsarī,207 bitter orange (Citrus aurantium), fragrant screwpine, 

                                                                                                                                                                               
Yogic notions of the subtle body and the individual’s spiritual progress and also provides a good 
translation in Aditya Behl, “The Soul’s Quest in Malik Muhammad Jayasi’s Hindavi Romance” 
in Islam in South Asia in Practice, ed. Barbara D. Metcalf (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2009), 63-76. 
204 Malik Muḥammad Jāyasī, Padmāvata, 35.1. 
205 Nyctanthes arbor-tristis, a shrub or tree commonly grown throughout South Asia for its 
masses of fragrant white flowers with orange throats, which were once also commonly used to 
make an orange dye. 
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and the kadamba (Neolamarckia cadamba), a tree commonly associated with the Hindu 

god Kr̥ṣṇa and his homeland of Braj, the once-pastoral region along the River Yamuna 

between the Mughal imperial capitals of Delhi and Agra. However, two of the 

herbaceous annuals most typical of the Indo-Persian floral parterre do manage to slip in, 

and that too under Persian names. The corn poppy, (gul-i) lālah in early modern Indian 

Persian, appears as gulāla, the same Indianized version of its name under which 

Cakrapāṇi Miśra would insert it into his Viśvavallabha three decades later. Meanwhile 

the marigold, only very recently arrived from Mexico via either Iran and/or the Spanish 

and Portuguese galleon trade, appears as sadabaraga, an Avadhī rendering of Persian 

ṣadbarg or “hundred-petalled” – a name that, in its numerical attempt at conveying the 

fullness of the flower, rather serendipitously recalls the Nahuatl cempōhualxōchitl or 

“twenty flower,” the Aztec name for the plant and origin of the modern Mexican Spanish 

cempasúchil. Both at the level of layout and plant palette, then, this ostensibly Indic 

literary garden, like the slightly earlier one of Suhravardī, evinces an early modern 

Persianate sensibility. There are of course earlier antecedents of Indo-Persian poetic 

descriptions of garden excursions and of the poetic celebration of certain Indian plants, 

notably in the masnavī Daval Rānī Khiz̤r Khān of Amīr Khusraw (1253-1325), which 

contains both a lengthy gulgasht or “flower tour” of a garden as well as mentions of some 

of the typically Indian flowers, such as campā and maulsarī. However, these descriptions 

                                                                                                                                                                               
206 Magnolia champaca, a tall tropical magnolia long revered in South and Southeast Asia for the 
intense perfume, elegant shape, and pale yellow to orange color of its blossoms. In the north of 
the subcontinent the name campā is today also commonly applied to frangipanis (Plumeria sp.) 
introduced from Central America, which also have fragrant flowers that are frequently shades of 
white or yellow and which are much easier to grow. 
207 Mimusops elengi, a dense evergreen tree widely grown in South and Southeast Asia and 
appreciated for its small, intensely fragrant flowers. 
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lack the architectural and horticultural detail and verisimilitude of the later creations, 

focusing instead to a much greater extent on the inherited, generic floral imagery. 208  

While this might not be all that surprising given the author’s Muslim identity and the 

work’s overall Sufi allegorical thrust, it should nevertheless be noted that before 

embarking on his garden description proper, Jāyāsī celebrates the wider landscape in 

several verses.209 Here, the register and the plant palette are entirely Indic, with trees like 

mango, jackfruit, coconut, and monkey jack,210 and while not exactly wild, Jāyāsī clearly 

separates this vegetation conceptually from the more intimate and artful space of the 

garden. This pattern, arguably, finds itself repeated in later garden descriptions, where 

these species, when included, tend to occupy the outer, less ornamental zones of the 

garden. 

Writing half a century after Malik Muḥammad Jāyasī, the poet Keśavdās (c.1555-1617) 

in his Brajbhāṣā poetry manual Kavipriyā of 1601, provides a versified theorization and example 

of garden description. As Allison Busch notes, Keśavdās is generally posited as the first major 

figure of the Brajbhāṣā courtly literature that was later to be known as rīti poetry, and a large part 

of his oeuvre is dedicated to the vernacular adaptation of Sanskrit poetics that is seen as rīti 

poetry’s defining feature.211 She also points out that Keśavdās’s poetry was considered difficult, 

even by pre-colonial readers, and that the influential early-twentieth-century Hindi literary critic 

Rāmcandra Śukla faulted him for failing to adequately depict nature and local color – a criticism 

                                                       
208 Amīr Khusraw, Davalrānī Khiz̤r Khān, ed. Rashīd Aḥmad (‘Alīgaṛh: Maṭba‘ Insṭiṭyūt, 1917), 
105-109, 125-138. 
209 Malik Muḥammad Jāyasī, Padmāvata, v. 27-33. 
210 Artocarpus lacucha, a relative of the jackfruit. 
211 Allison Busch, “The Courtly Vernacular: The Transformation of Brajbhāṣā Literary Culture 
(1590-1690),” (PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2003), 97-9. 
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which has also often been directed at Indo-Persian and Urdu literature.212 Both of these points are 

relevant to the following section from the Kavipriyā on bāga varṇana, or “garden description,” 

consisting of a dohā, or couplet of instruction, followed by a longer kavitt or quatrain example: 

Lalita latā taruvara kusuma kokila kalarava mora 
Barani bāga anurāga syõ bhãvara bhãvata cahũ ora 
 
Sahita sudarśana karuṇā kalita kamalāsana bilāsa madhuvana mīta māniye 
Sohiye aparṇā rūpamañjarī aura nīlakaṇṭha keśaudāsa pragaṭa aśoka ura āniye 
Rambhā syaũ sadambha bolaĩ mañjughoṣā urabasī haṁsa phūle sumanasa saba 

sukha dāniye 
Deva ko divāna so pravīṇarāya jū ko bāga indra ke samāna tahā̃ indrajīta 

jāniye213 
 
Graceful vines, large trees, and flowers, the sound of the koel214 and the peacock 

–  
One describes a garden with bees due to passion bumbling in every                

direction 
 
Understand there to be Viṣṇu with his discus and full of compassion, Brahma 

reposing, and Kr̥ṣṇa/Understand there to be jāmuns215 and citrons, a 
retreat of lotus and Indian laurel,216 and the Indian cuckoo217 

There appear Parvatī, Rūpamañjarī, and Śiva in divine splendor, ‘Keśavdās,’ the 
heart gains evident freedom from sorrow/There flourish 

                                                       
212 Busch, “Courtly Vernacular,” 100-2.  
213 Keśavdās, Kavipriyā, ed. Lakṣmīnidhi Caturvedī (Prayāg: Mātr̥-Bhāṣā-Mandir, 1952), 96. 
214 Eudynamys scolopaceus, a species of cuckoo. 
215 Syzigium cumini, a tree with deep purple astringent fruit much loved in South Asia. 
216 Terminalia elliptica, a large tree indigenous to South Asia. 
217 Cuculus micropterus, another species in the cuckoo family. 
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karīr,218rūpamañjarī,219 and the peacock, ‘Keśavdās,’ and aśoka 
trees220 evidently please the heart 

Mañjughoṣā and Urvaśī proudly talk to Rambhā, radiant Surya [sun], the kind 
god, brings happiness to all/The dove, singing sweetly from the banana 
grove, enchants the heart, swans and blossoming flowers bring 
happiness to all 

Pravīṇ Rāy’s garden is like the Court of the Gods, there know Indrajīt to be equal 
to Indra. 

 
The instructive dohā is fairly straightforward and tersely lays out the most basic elements of a 

typical garden description in the Sanskrit literary tradition, though its inclusion itself may point 

to the increasing prominence of these horticultural set pieces.221 On the other hand, the example 

verse is nothing if not a poetic showpiece.  

An elaborate example of śleṣa or artful double meaning, the first three lines of the 

quatrain can be read in two different ways due to numerous double meanings. One evokes a 

                                                       
218 Capparis decidua, a close relative of the caper that is native to dry, rocky habitats in South 
Asia and produces lovely, edible orange flowers.  
219 It is uncertain what plant species rūpamañjarī or “beauty cluster” denotes here. Muḥammad 
Jāyasī in his Padmāvat lists it in a group with “golden (pale) yellow” sevatī (Rosa brunonii or 
Rosa moschata) and mālatī (Aganosma heynei), all climbing plants with clusters of intensely 
fragrant yellowish white flowers; this, the name, and the context – if this is not a vine, this 
illustration would have none at all, despite their prominent mention in the instructional couplet – 
suggest that rūpamañjarī shares the same attributes, which might point to either a type of 
jasmine or creeper like the two known in North Indian vernaculars as madhumālatī, Hiptage 
benghalensis and the Rangoon creeper (Combretum indicum). 
220 Saraca indica, a native South Asian tree that produces brilliant clusters of orange flowers in 
spring – but only after being kicked by a beautiful young woman, according to Sanskrit literary 
convention. 
221 Sections specifically on the description of gardens are not universal in Sanskrit works of 
poetics or alaṅkāraśāstra, even among those that have a separate discussion of varṇana or 
“description” in the first place. For instance, the sixteenth-century Alaṅkāraśekhara of Keśava 
Miśra, which Busch identifies as one of the sources for the Kavipriyā, only singles out “flower 
collecting” and “trees” in its section on “what is to be described,” and these, too, not in 
conjunction but separated by eight other topoi. On the other hand, as early as the turn of the tenth 
century, Rājaśekhara in his Kāvyamīmāṁsā prescribes, in a terse sentence not unlike the dohā by 
Keśavdās, that a poet should have a garden with trees and climbing plants, ponds and streams, 
and peacocks, swans, and various other birds. See Keśava Miśra, Alaṅkāraśekhara, ed. Paṇḍita 
Śivadatta and Kāśīnātha Pāṇḍuraṅga Paraba (Mumbāpura: Nirṇayasāgaramudrāyantrālaya, 
1895), 58-60, and Rājaśekhara, Kāvyamīmāṁsā, 49-50.  
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series of deities and celestial nymphs, the other, given in bold above, an idyllic garden with all 

the requisite features. The last and only unequivocal line ties these readings together by making 

explicit the comparison they suggest: the garden described is paradisiacal and glamorous like the 

court of Indra, king of gods. This is not an unusual comparison in Indic descriptions of courts 

and gardens – Muḥammad Jāyasī in his garden description in the Padmāvat also uses it 

repeatedly – but it is particularly apt here, for Keśavdās’s patron was the fortuitously named 

Indrajīt of Orchha, and the garden he chose as the subject of his paradigmatic bāga varṇana was 

that of Pravīṇ Rāy, the prince’s favorite consort and Keśavdās’s favorite student, to whom he 

also dedicated the Kavipriyā.222  Pravīṇ Rāy’s mansion and substantial remnants of her garden 

survive today, though of course the plants are not necessarily those of the turn of the seventeenth 

century and Keśavdās’s brief description omits any information on architecture and landscaping 

in favor of its botanical puns.223 These appear to be putting this garden depiction squarely in line 

with the Sanskrit literary tradition that Keśavdās purports to emulate, since both the botanical 

and religious or mythological referents are solidly Indic. Note, however, that this is a description 

of Pravīṇ Rāy’s bāga, which is like the deva ko divāna (court of the Gods), and serves as an 

example of barani bāga or “describing gardens” in general – the word bāga being the Brajbhāṣā 

rendering of the Persian bāgh, and divāna a slight adaptation of the likewise Persian dīvān for 

“royal court.” In other words, the terminology Keśavdās chooses to use to describe garden and 

court – and, significantly perhaps, their intersection – is Persianate, even as he is adapting the 

Sanskrit literary heritage to a newly ennobled vernacular. Perhaps this is not surprising for a poet 

who eleven years later would pen the Jahāngīrjascandrikā or “Moonlight on the Fame of 

                                                       
222 Busch, “Courtly Vernacular,” 119. 
223 What remains of the garden is discussed from an art historical perspective in D. Fairchild 
Ruggles, “At the Margins,” 98-100.  
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Jahāngīr” in honor of the reigning Mughal emperor; tellingly, the Hindi commentary by editor 

Lakṣmīnidhi Caturvedī of the modern edition of the Kavipriyā used here is more Sanskritized 

than the poet’s own language, as Caturvedī resolutely replaces deva ko divāna with the fully 

Sanskrit tatsāma devasabhā in his gloss. Yet even he uses the Persian bāgh in his explanations, 

despite the existence of potential Sanskritic alternatives such as udyān.224 These may appear like 

mere lexical minutiae, yet they point to the extent to which the literary depiction of gardens, 

especially in relation to elite or courtly culture, came to be based on a broadly shared 

representational repertoire simultaneously Persianate and Indic within the wider ambit of Mughal 

South Asia. 

This same repertoire is apparent in a garden description of Amr̥t Rāy, a contemporary of 

Keśavdās, that is included in his Māncarit, dedicated to the Kacchvāhā Rajput ruler and Mughal 

general Mān Singh (1550-1614). Amr̥t Rāy’s garden set piece is more straightforward than 

Keśavdās’s complex śleṣa construct, consisting almost entirely of long lists of plants supposedly 

to be admired in Mān Singh’s capital of Amer. It is nonetheless a poetic tour de force due to 

Amr̥t Rāy’s masterful alliteration and the sheer wealth of botanical nomenclature he marshals: 

Dekhe vicitra su bāga bahu bidhi phūla phala taruvara ghaṇe 
Campā campelī mālatī vara veṣa maurasirī vaṇe 
Ketakī kuñja kumoda kūjāṃ kevarā pāḍala mahā 
Piya pārijātaka marua maṇi jāhī juhī johī jahā 
Āṃle amba anāra aṃvilī nimba nimbū nāragī 
Sundara sadāphala sada supārī seba sapatālu ṣagī  
Jāmūṇa jambhīra vijaura añjira jarada jaradālū ghaṇe  
Kaṭahala karauṃdā nāliyara baḍhi veli vaṇa vaḍhahala vaṇe 
Pīpala palāsa palaraka pīlū mahu makoī phārase 
Bara bāsa beri babūra bāriva tūta taiṃdū tāri se 
Khīraṇi khajūrī khaira khūhaṇi jāhi kivaṃ agaṇita gaṇe 
Baranau banāi binoda bāhira bāga ati bahu bidhi baṇe 
 

                                                       
224 Keśavdās, Kavipriyā, 97. 
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Various beautiful gardens are to be seen, dense with many kinds of flowers, fruit, 
and large trees, 

Campā, royal jasmine, and mālatī of fine appearance, groves of maulsarī, 
Thickets of yellow screwpine, ponds of white waterlilies,225 white screwpine, and 

great trumpet trees,226 
Lovely harsiṅgār, basil, and jewel-like jasmine,227 
Āmlā, mango, pomegranate, tamarind, neem, limes, and tangerines 
Beautiful pomelos, nice betel nut palms, apples, and peaches flourishing, 
Jāmun, lemons, citrons, figs, and masses of yellow apricots, 
Jackfruit, karaundā, coconut palms, a great stand of bel trees228 and groves of 

monkey jack, 
Pīpal,229 palāś,230 Indian rosewood,231 pīlū,232 mahuā,233 black nightshade, and 

phālsā,234 
Very fragrant jujubes, gum Arabic acacias,235 bāriva,236 mulberries, ebony 

berries237 like fruit of the palmyra palm,238 
Khirnī,239 date palms, khair,240 khūhaṇi,241 how to count the innumerable 

varieties! 
With joy I describe the gardens outside and very many kinds of groves.242 

                                                       
225 Nymphaea lotus, a night-blooming species of waterlily with large white flowers. 
226 Stereospermum chelonoides, a South Asian tree with large clusters of tubular flowers ranging 
in color from yellow and brown to purplish pink. 
227 The names listed here are variant vernacular names of Jasminum auriculatum. 
228 Aegle marmelos, a citrus relative that produces large fruit with a hard shell and edible pulp; it 
is associated with Śiva and widely revered. 
229 Ficus religiosa, a type of strangler fig extremely common in South Asia and considered 
sacred. 
230 Butea monosperma, a deciduous tree that produces brilliant red or orange flowers on bare 
branches at the end of spring. 
231 Dalbergia sissoo, a common Indian tree. 
232 Salvadora persica or Salvadora oleoides, small trees adapted to very arid conditions with a 
range of medicinal uses. 
233 Madhuca longifolia, a tree whose seeds are used for their oil and its flowers to make a 
traditional liquor. 
234 Grewia asiatica, a shrub grown for its edible black berries. 
235 Acacia nilotica, a fairly large acacia species with yellow pompon flowers. 
236 The identity of this plant is unclear. 
237 Diospyros melanoxylon, which not only has black wood but also produces small sweet fruit. 
238 Borassus flabellifer, a palm species grown for its sweet fruit and the sap of its inflorescences 
used to make toddy. 
239 Manilkara hexandra, a large evergreen tree. 
240 Acacia catechu, a small, gnarled species of acacia with elongated white flowerheads. 
241 This name is obscure; Busch translates it as milkhedge (Euphorbia neriifolia), a succulent 
used for hedging in arid parts of South Asia. 
242 Amr̥t Rāy, Māncarit, in Māncaritāvalī: amber ke suprasiddh rājāmānsiṃh ke carit se 
sambandhit pāṃc rājasthānī racnāoṃ kā saṅkalan, ed. Gopalnarayan Bahura (Jaipur: Maharaja 
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Unlike Keśavdās, constrained by his sophisticated śleṣa to use only plant names that can do 

double duty as epithets or attributes of divine beings and thus likely only able to mention a tiny 

fraction of what would have actually grown in Pravīṇ Rāy’s garden, Amr̥t Rāy is free to provide 

a veritable inventory of Amer’s supposed floral wealth. He, too, attests to the Persianate element 

in the region’s garden culture at the time by referring to the Kacchvāhā capital’s gardens as 

bāga. However, like in Malik Muḥammad Jāyasī’s Padmāvat, the integration of West and 

Central Asian influences here once goes a step further, beyond the merely lexical, as Amr̥t Rāy 

not only lists the pomegranate as anāra – from Persian anār – but also includes some notable 

temperate-climate plant material, all listed using adaptations of Persian terminology. There are 

seba/seb or apples, sapatālu/shaftālū or peaches, añjīra/anjīr or figs, jarada jaradālu/zard zard-

ālū or “yellow apricots,” and tūta/tūt or mulberries. Moreover, this list may represent more than 

just a record of Central or West Asian plants that had made it into North Indian gardens at the 

turn of the seventeenth century. Rather than strictly reflecting reality it may well be aspirational, 

for while mulberries and figs grow quite willingly in the North Indian plains and the low hills of 

Rajasthan, and peaches, while finicky, can be coaxed into a reasonable performance, apricots and 

especially apples – the latter a quintessential fruit of cool and cold areas – appear highly unlikely 

as denizens of any garden in Amer’s extreme subtropical monsoon climate. In other words, Amr̥t 

Rāy may have inserted in his garden description some trees of which in reality only the fruit, 

imported from cooler regions like Afghanistan or the foothills of the Himalayas, would have 

been available in Amer, or which were only known from literary sources, because he felt they 

                                                                                                                                                                               
Savai Man Singh II Sangrahalay, 1990), 97-9, cited in Allison Busch, “Listening for the Context: 
Tuning in to the Reception of Riti Poetry,” in Tellings and Texts: Music, Literature and 
Performance in North India, ed. Francesca Orsini and Katherine Butler Schofield (Cambridge, 
UK: Open Book Publishers, 2015), 259-60. 
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should be there as part of a particular image of abundance and luxury. The garden, already a 

prominent site for the display of wealth and power and the assertion of cultural identity in real 

life, is thereby further heightened in these functions in the literary realm. 

Also noteworthy with regard to the intersection of horticultural knowledge and literary 

convention is the way in which Amr̥t Rāy chooses to group plants within his list. While the needs 

of the poet’s artful alliteration and assonance certainly dictate much of the structure of the piece, 

there is also a classificatory logic to the order and combinations in which plants appear. Lines 2-

4 contain only ornamental plants, almost all of them with white, cream, or pale yellow flowers 

and intensely fragrant. The text then pivots to cultivated fruit trees for lines 5-8, before moving 

on in lines 9-11 to a mix of hardier species grown in more marginal conditions, which includes 

both some fruiting trees and shrubs as well as various “wild” species appreciated for their beauty, 

auspiciousness, or various practical uses. Even within these sections, the grouping of plants is 

not entirely haphazard or dictated by phonetic effect. Note, for instance, the pairing of the makoī 

or black nightshade (Solanum nigrum) and phālsā or fālsā – both shrubby plants with edible 

black berries. This underlying organization is significant not just for what it reveals about Amr̥t 

Rāy’s knowledge of plants, since it turns out to be a trait shared by many of the garden 

descriptions in the literatures of Mughal South Asia, and is thus ultimately an element of the 

common representational matrix that underpins them. Keśavdās’ quatrain on the garden of 

Pravīṇ Rāy has only two plant species in common with Amr̥t Rāy’s botanically richer garden 

piece, the jāmun and the citron – but those two fruit trees appear conspicuously grouped together 

in both works. There is an understood order, then, to how plants are to be arranged, whether in 

the garden or on the page. As an additional layer of information encoded in garden references or 

descriptions, this order would have further enriched the images of gardens authors like Keśavdās 
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and Amr̥t Rāy, as well as their colleagues working in Persian or Urdu, to be discussed below, 

were able to evoke in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century South Asian audiences. Moreover, the 

known association of particular pairs or whole groups of plants, either based on characteristics 

such as fragrant white flowers or based on horticultural practice, as in the case of the 

combination of larkspur and corn poppy referenced by Shāh Ḥātim, gave authors a further facet 

of gardens and plant life that they could play on for literary effect. 

Turning to Persian, and in particular to Mughal masnavīs written later in the seventeenth 

century, the garden descriptions get ever longer, and the balance between Indic and Persianate 

elements not surprisingly shifts somewhat in favor of the latter. Nonetheless, the distinctly South 

Asian garden repertoire continues to crystalize. Abū Ṭālib Kalīm Kāshānī (1581/1585-1651), an 

Iranian émigré and Mughal Emperor Shāh Jahān’s poet laureate from 1632 onward, composed 

two masnavīs with extended garden descriptions, one on the capital city of Agra and one on 

Kashmir. In the former, his praise of the Bāgh-i Jahānārā243 contains extended sections on a 

whole series of South Asian plants: campā, maulsarī, ke’oṛā, guṛhal or hibiscus,244 and neem.245 

Of these, all but the hibiscus also occur in Amr̥t Rāy’s list; the first three appear in the initial 

grouping of fragrant white or yellow flowers, and even the order in which they appear is the 

same in both texts.  

While the plants that Kalīm singles out for special exaltation are those of established 

Indic or West Asian literary pedigree, he also mentions plants and plant combinations that lack 

these antecedents but are prominent features of North Indian horticulture in his time, and whose 

                                                       
243 Ebba Koch discusses this garden, also known as Zahara Bāgh, in greater detail in “The 
Mughal Waterfront Garden,” in Gardens in the Time of the Great Muslim Empires, ed. Attilio 
Petruccioli (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 140-60. 
244 Hibiscus rosa-sinensis. 
245 Abū Ṭālib Kalīm Kāshānī, Dīvān-i Abū Ṭālib Kalīm Kāshānī, ed. Partaw Bayz̤ā’ī (Tihrān: 
Kitābfurūshī-i Khayyām, 1957), 346-51. 
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presence indicates the way that horticulture was evolving. Focusing on a particular combination 

of annual flowers he writes, for instance: 

Baham tāj-i khurūs va ja‘farī yār / Nishastah bā ham andar bazm-i gulzār 
Chunān bā ham basar-i yārānah burdand / Kih ābī dar chaman bī ham 

nakhvurdand 
Dar āghūsh-i hamand az mihrbānī / Chū yāqūtī kih andar zar nishānī246 
 
The cockscomb247 and the French marigold are lovers / Sitting together in the 

feast of the flowerbed 
They exist in such affection for each other / That they do not even take a drink of 

water in the parterre without each other 
Out of love they are locked in an embrace / Like a ruby that is set in gold 
 

Once again, the focus here is on a particularly fortuitous planting combination common in South 

Asian gardening. The cockscomb’s wild ancestors’ native range includes South Asia but the 

French marigold, despite its misleading English name, is, of course, native to Mexico. Here then 

is a a relatively recent arrival brought to South Asia by the Columbian Exchange that has gained 

a place in the elite literary garden – and, in Kalīm’s charming conceit, acquired a local lover. 248  

                                                       
246 Kalīm, Dīvān, 349. 
247 Celosia cristata, an annual flower with large, velvety, brain-like flower heads in red or less 
commonly yellow or orange. 
248 The Columbian Exchange, a term first coined by historian Alfred W. Crosby in his 1972 book 
The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492, refers to the 
widespread transfer of plants, animals, pathogens, people, and culture between the Americas and 
the rest of the world in the wake of European “discovery” and colonization. For most of the great 
number of species that arrived in South Asia as part of this process the precise circumstances and 
timeline of their arrival are very difficult to trace. Some, like the marigolds, appear in the literary 
and artistic record quickly and ubiquitously, with local names and seemingly little or no local 
awareness of their foreign origins. Others, such as papayas or chili peppers, are hardly mentioned 
or depicted at all until they appear in British colonial sources around the turn of the nineteenth 
century, but seem well established by that point. Today American plants are extremely 
prominent in the cultivated flora of northern India, in particular species from Mexico and Central 
America that had already been domesticated and developed by indigenous cultures there. 
Moreover, the edible products of many of them – chili peppers, tomatoes, corn, etc. – have 
contributed greatly to shaping local cuisine and dietary habits; see Alfred W. Crosby, The 
Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (Westport, Connecticut: 
Greenwood Publishing Group, 1972); for more recent work drawing on the concept see, for 
instance, Judith A. Carney, “African Rice in the Columbian Exchange,” Journal of African 
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A look at other seventeenth-century Indo-Persian works reveals that not just Kalīm and 

Muḥammad Jāyasī had taken to the marigolds. In tandem with their real-life conquest of South 

Asian floriculture – there is hardly a flower more ubiquitous in South Asian daily life today – 

they become standard inventory of the literary garden set piece. Abū al-Barakāt ‘Munīr’ Lāhūrī 

(1610-1644), unlike Kalīm a native of Lahore rather than an immigrant from further West in the 

Persianate World, likewise wrote a masnavī on Kashmir and one on a place in the North Indian 

plains, in this case Bengal. In the latter, Munīr does not describe gardens per se but he does 

devote a significant portion of the work to the plants of the province, most of which are clearly 

cultivated rather than wild, and prominent among them appears the ṣadbarg or African marigold, 

the French marigold’s heftier, usually bright orange and fully double cousin, under the same 

name under which Malik Muḥammad Jāyasī already introduced it in his Padmāvat. Apart from 

this Mexican newcomer and a number of flowers that cannot be clearly identified based on the 

name and description he provides, Munīr mentions the corn poppy, Joseph’s coat amaranth 

(Amaranthus tricolor), the cambelī or royal jasmine, Arabian jasmine, sevatī (Rosa brunonii or 

Rosa moschata), yellow and white campā, ke’oṛā, jūhī (Jasminum auriculatum), cotton 

rosemallow (Hibiscus mutabilis), muskseed (Abelmoschus moschatus), balsam (Impatiens 

balsamina), greater galangal (Alpinia galangal), globe amaranth, nāgkesar (Mesua ferrea), 

coconut palm, sugar cane, mango, banana, pineapple, citron, monkey jack, jackfruit, phālsā, and 

starfruit.249 Again, the stalwart campā and ke’oṛā are present, as are numerous other plants that 

appeared in Keśavdās and Amr̥t Rāy’s garden descriptions, and there is also once again a 

structural movement from ornamental flowers to fruit trees. Aside from the African marigold, at 

                                                                                                                                                                               
History 42 (2001): 377-396, and J. R. Mcneill, “Europe’s Place in the Global History of 
Biological Exchange,” Landscape Research 28, no. 1 (2003): 33-39. 
249 Abū al-Barakāt Munīr Lāhūrī, “Maẓhar-i gul,” in Surūdhā va navishtahhā-i Munīr Lāhūrī, ed. 
Sayyid Farīd Akram (Tihrān: Bunyād-i Mawqūfāt-i Duktur Maḥmūd Afshār, 2009), 163-81.  
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least two others among the plants mentioned are introductions from the Americas, namely the 

globe amaranth and pineapple, pointing to the permeability of the botanical repertoire and its 

openness to reflect not only the realities of the South Asian environment but also change within 

it. 

Kalīm and Munīr’s masnavīs on Kashmir likewise evince signs of the coherence of the 

developing South Asian matrix of garden depiction, despite the valley’s temperate climate 

allowing for the standard plants of Iranian and Central Asian literary tradition. The prominence 

of the lotus in its landscape of lakes and floating gardens invites the authors to dwell on this most 

Indian of plants ubiquitous in Sanskrit literature and Indian religious iconography. Both mention 

it by its Urdu name, kanval, in conjunction with nīlūfar or waterlilies, and praise it and the 

general verdure and abundance of flowers on the lakes and rivers of Srinagar and environs in a 

long, prominent section preceding the discussion of any specific gardens.250 When it comes to 

the latter, the descriptions are replete with precise horticultural detail. Munīr, for instance, writes 

in his description of the Nishāṭ Bāgh: 

Miyān-i mīvah’hā chūn ghālibī nīst / Bih juz angūr kas rā ṣāhibī nīst 
Azān naqd-i mazah dar chang dārad / Kih zardālū zi lazzat rang dārad 
Chih shiftālū kih har kū khvurad az shawq / Lab-i khvud mī makad tā ḥashr az 

zawq 
Hazārān mīvah dar ṣaḥrāst khvudrū / Kih gashtah shāh-i īshān shāh ālū251 
 
Among fruit there is none like the ‘Ghālibī’ grape252 / There is no master except 

for the grape [Only among the grapes there is a ‘Sāḥibī’253], 
The apricot has so many golden coins to spend on enjoyment / That it colors from 

pleasure and deliciousness 

                                                       
250 Kalīm, Dīvān, 375-378, and Abū al-Barakāt Munīr Lāhūrī, “Masnavī-i bahār-i jāvīd,” in 
Surūdhā va navishtahhā-i Munīr Lāhūrī, ed. Sayyid Farīd Akram (Tihrān: Bunyād-i Mawqūfāt-i 
Duktur Maḥmūd Afshār, 2009), 227-32. 
251 Munīr, “Masnavī-i bahār-i jāvīd,” 237. 
252 The context suggests that this is a variety of grape. 
253 This is another example of īhām: ṣāhibī means “lordship” or “rule” but it is also the name of a 
grape variety. 
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What a peach that anyone who eats it with pleasure / Sucks his lip until judgment 
day due to the flavor 

Thousands of fruit trees grow freely on the land / The sweet cherry has become 
their king 

 
Similarly, Kalīm and Munīr’s contemporary Ḥājī Muḥammad Jān ‘Qudsī’ Mashhadī (c. 1582-

1646), another Iranian émigré, writes in a description of Kashmir’s Shālīmār Bagh or Bāgh-i 

Faraḥbakhsh: 

Dar īn bustān buvad payvastah darkār / Bi-shaftālū ribābī-’i būsah-’i yār 
Azān ‘unnāb rā shud lālah awṣāf / Kih az ‘unnāb gardad rang-i khūn ṣāf 
Zi bas tākash kashīdah sar bar aflāk / khvurad bar khūshah-’i parvīn sar-i tāk 
Nihāl-i ja‘farī bā sarv hamsar / Shudah sūsan ham āghūsh-i ṣanawbar254 
 
In this garden is continuously levied / From the peach the tithe of the beloved’s 

kiss 
The jujube came to be described like the tulip / Because from jujubes the color of 

blood becomes clear 
Since the grapevine has stretched its head to the heavens / Its tip collides with the 

cluster of the Pleiades 
The French marigold is wedded to the cypress / The iris has embraced the pine 
 

Munīr here mentions the same temperate-climate fruits that had been listed by Amr̥t Rāy, adding 

the grape – and even specifying particular varieties! – and the sweet cherry. Qudsī, for his part, 

likewise mentions grapevines and peaches, as well as the jujube, another fruit tree that had been 

part of Amr̥t Rāy’s inventory, and whose supposed health benefit of “cleaning the blood” is 

played on here. He then turns his attention to flowers, and once again it is the recently arrived 

French marigold that adorns the garden, this time in close embrace not with the cockscomb but 

with the cypress, one of the quintessential trees of Iranian poetic symbolism. The second half of 

the couplet then mirrors this combination of herbaceous flower and coniferous tree with the 

image of an iris clinging to the pine tree. On one hand this constitutes an evocative mingling of 

temperate-climate species long prominent in Persian literature from Iran and Central Asia with 

                                                       
254 Ḥājī Muḥammad Jān ‘Qudsī’ Mashhadī, Masnavī-i Qudsī Mashhadī (Amritsar: Mat̤ba‘-i 
afg̠ẖānī, 1904), 132. 
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flora reflective of the horticultural realities of seventeenth-century South Asia in general and 

Kashmir in particular. However, it also paints an actual picture of conifers rising from borders of 

marigolds and irises, of dark green against blocks of bright yellow and blue or white.  

A further aspect of the matrix of literary garden description in Mughal South Asia that 

comes to be increasingly prominent – and, as previously discussed, is largely absent from most 

technical writing on gardens – consists of the treatment of layout and architecture. Of the 

pavilion in the garden of Jahānārā, located on the bank of the Yamuna in Agra, Kalīm writes: 

Sih jānib gulshan va dar pīsh daryāst / Kih har mawjī kham’zulfī faraḥ’ast255 
 
On three sides are flower gardens and in front the river / Of which each wave is 

like a delightful curly tress 
 

He goes on to elaborately describe the pool in the pavilion and the fountains throughout the 

garden, though he might be outdone by Munīr’s extensive celebration of the canals and fountains 

in Kashmir’s Shālīmār Bāgh which begins thus: 

Ravān nahrī bah bāgh-i shālih’mār ast / Kih gulzār-i ṭarab rā ābyār ast 
Khayāl-i shīvah’hā-yi mukhtalif kard / Kih az favvārah’hā mashq-i alif kard 
Zi luṭf uftādah ābash āshnārū / Buvad favvārah andar vay ṣad va ū 
Buvad favvārah’hā dar chashm-i pākān / Chū mizhgānhā bah chashm-i 

giryah’nākān 
Azān favvārah’hā vaqt-i bahārān / Kashīdah ṣaf muqābil-i sarbadārān256 
 
A canal is flowing through the Shālīmār Bāgh / That is the irrigation of the 

flowerbed of joy 
It evoked different arts and skills / Since with its fountains it practiced calligraphy 

of the letter alif257 
Its water falls gracefully to make one’s acquaintance / In it were a hundred 

fountains and the water itself 
The fountains are in the eyes of the pure / Like the lashes to the eyes of the crying 
From those fountains at spring time / A row of people drawn up facing the 

condemned  

                                                       
255 Kalīm, Dīvān, 350; Ebba Koch highlights the importance of this type of layout in the gardens 
of Agra, with special reference to the Bāgh-i Jahānārā; see Koch, “Waterfront Garden,”, 141-2. 
256 Munīr, “Masnavī-i bahār-i jāvīd,” 240. 
257 The first letter of the Perso-Arabic alphabet, its shape a straight vertical line. 
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Returning to Brajbhāṣā, the work of Somnāth, a court poet of the Jāṭ rulers of Bharatpur 

active in the second half of the eighteenth century, offers up another illuminating example of 

garden description. In his account of the palace complex at Deeg constructed in 1772 he writes: 

Aru nagara kūla subāga / Phūlai phalai cahu bhāga 
Ketaki gulāba cameli / Aru ketikī bara beli 
Karanā juhī karabīra / Saugandharā iva hīra 
Gulakhairu aru gulalāla / Rabi mukhya guṛahara nāla 
Sata varganā karmāna / Gula bāsa sobha nidhāna258 
 
And in the town a lake with beautiful gardens / Blooming and fruiting in four 

parts 
Screwpine, rose, and camelī / And coiling upon the screwpine a vine 
Bitter orange, jasmine, and oleander / Like fragrant jewels 
Wallflowers259 and corn poppies / Sunflowers beside hibiscus 
A heap of African marigolds / A splendid treasure of flowers and fragrance 
 

In the remainder of the section, Somnāth goes on to list pistachios, almonds, quinces, apples, 

grapes, dates, jujubes, star fruit, plums, apricots, tangerines, jackfruit, āmlā, bel, karaundā, 

cirauñjī, phālsā, figs, khirnī, maulsarī, lemon, citron, pomegranate, lasoṛā (Cordia 

dichotoma),260 wood apple (Limonia acidissima), aṅkol (Alangium salviifolium),261 kacnār 

(Bauhinia variegata), ebony, tamāl (Garcinia xanthochymus), lotus, and night-flowering 

waterlilies. The picture is rounded out by swans, ducks, and cranes, and the reader learns that the 

garden has “lofty walls on all four sides/in its middle a beautiful dwelling.”262 Somnāth 

essentially brackets his bāga varṇana with details of layout of the sort that are absent in 

Keśavdās and Amr̥t Rāy’s descriptions but prominent in those of Kalīm and Munīr, Rangīn and 

Shāh Ḥātim. The gardens are cahu bhāga or quadripartite, reflecting the symmetrical fourfold 

                                                       
258 Somnāth, Somanātha Granthāvalī, ed. Sudhākar Pāṇḍey (Vārāṇasī: Nāgarī Pracāriṇī Sabhā, 
1969), 820-1. 
259 Erysimum cheiri. 
260 A small deciduous tree that is a mainstay of traditional Indian medicine. 
261 Alangium salviifolium, another species frequently used in traditional pharmacology. 
262 Somnāth, Granthāvalī, 821. 
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unit of the chahār bāgh at the core of later Persianate garden design in the Subcontinent, whether 

it be in its Mughal, Rajput, or Jāṭ incarnations, with the sound of the Persian “four gardens” 

fortuitously echoing in the Braj Bhāṣā “four parts.” They are impressively walled on all four 

sides, with the palace buildings in the center of the garden, and with terraces overlooking the 

lake. Within the account of plants there is again the organizational logic that moves from shrubs 

and vines bearing fragrant flowers – note the bitter orange, grown for its fragrant blossoms more 

than its bitter fruit, appearing here rather than with other citrus fruit listed later – to herbaceous 

ornamentals, then fruit trees and finally species growing wild or on more marginal land. This, 

then, is a garden description that unites all the idioms – architectural and botanical, realistic and 

fanciful, Persianate and Indic – that writers in the cultural sphere of Mughal North India drew 

upon and were shaped by in their representation of domesticated, ornamental green space. It also 

notably echoes Malik Muḥammad Jāyasī’s garden set piece in the Padmāvat, with which this 

account begins almost three hundred years earlier, in a number of points. There is the somewhat 

oblique introductory reference to the four-fold layout of the garden and much shared flora, 

including the tell-tale corn poppy and African marigold listed under slightly corrupted versions 

of the same Indian Persian names, gul-i lālah and ṣadbarg. Less obvious, perhaps, but all the 

more remarkable is the fact that both include the bitter orange in the host of plants grown in the 

flower garden for their pale, fragrant blossoms, rather than listing it with the other species of 

citrus in the orchard woodland in the outer reaches of the garden. The logic of this classification 

must indeed have been deeply ingrained, or at least continuously taught as part of the rules of 

garden making and/or description, to appear in this manner, consistently, instinctively, over 

centuries. 
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Having thus traced early modern South Asia’s distinctive, exuberant mode of garden 

ekphrasis over close to three centuries, and having demonstrated that, to an informed reader and 

within the context of its tradition, this descriptive mode conveys a treasure trove of botanical, 

horticultural, and design detail, two final examples in rekhtah or Urdu will drive home just how 

richly architectural the literary garden set piece can be, and how common and integral of 

narrative and descriptive works it had become. The Siḥr al-bayān or “Magic of Description” of 

Mīr Ḥasan (1727-1786) is often considered the greatest masnavī romance in Urdu. Its story line 

is a rather conventional one of adventure, love, and magic, centered around a prince named 

Benaz̤īr, but what is of interest here is the lavish description of a garden on which Mīr Ḥasan 

embarks almost as soon as the story begins. Running to over ninety couplets, the section under 

the subheading dāstān t̤ayyārī men bāgh ke, or “the tale of the preparation of the garden,” is 

framed as a sāqīnāmah, much like the Bazm-i ‘ishrat, a fact that is explicitly linked to the 

description – or “construction” – of a garden: 

Mai-i arghavānī pilā sāqiyā / Kih ta‘mīr ko bāgh kī dil calā263 
 
Give crimson wine to drink, oh sāqī / Since my heart has set out to build a garden  
 

Mīr Ḥasan then launches into a detailed description of the construction and luxurious furnishings 

of the garden pavilion, before moving on to the layout and planting of the garden proper: 

Banī sang-i marmar kī caupaṛ kī nahar / Ga’ī cār sū us kī pānī kī lahar 
Qarīne se gird us ke sarv-i sahī / Kuch ik dūr dūr us se seb-o-bahī 
Kahūn kyā main kaifiyat-i dārbast / Lagā de rahen tāk vān mai-parast 
Havā-yi bahārī se gul lahlahe / Caman sāre shādāb aur ḍahḍahe 
Zamarrud ke mānand sabze kā rang / Ravish par javāhir lage jaise sang 
Ravish kī ṣafā’ī pe be ikhtiyār / Gul-i ashrafī ne kiyā zar nisār  
Caman se bharā bāgh gul se caman / Kahīn nargis-o-gul kahīn yasaman264 
 

                                                       
263 Mīr Ghulām Ḥasan, Masnaviyāt-i Mīr Ḥasan (Lakhna’ū: Tej Kumār Pres, 1966), 29. 
264 Mīr Ḥasan, Masnaviyāt, 30. 
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A watercourse of marble had been made running crosswise / The ripples of its 
water ran in four directions 

Arranged symmetrically around it upright cypresses / A bit further apples and 
quinces 

What should I say about the way the trellis was made / The wine lovers were 
growing grapevines there 

The flowers were swaying in the spring breeze / The parterre was all lush and 
verdant 

The color of the greenery like emerald / The paving stones of the walkway like 
jewels 

On the polished surface of the walk, involuntarily / The pot marigold has scattered 
gold 

The garden full of flowerbeds, the flowerbeds full of flowers / Here narcissi and 
roses, there jasmine. 

 
The description continues on in this vein, listing a staggering number of the by now familiar 

plants: four varieties of Arabian jasmine, royal jasmine, tuberose, corn poppies, French and 

African marigolds, chrysanthemums, campā, dog and musk roses, maulsarī, bananas, and 

screwpine.265 Aside from this common catalog of plants, however, note how emphatically Mīr 

Ḥasan inscribes the now familiar typology of the formal garden in his description: a cross-axial 

layout of watercourses, lined with orderly rows of fastigiate cypresses, a trelliswork grape arbor, 

a parterre of flowerbeds, and elegant paved walkways. The fields of flowers in the caman are 

characterized as swaying in the breeze, in an echo of Jagannātha Paṇḍitarāja’s efforts to translate 

Persianate garden aesthetics into Sanskrit in his description of the Nishāṭ Bāgh discussed in 

Chapter 1. Later on the reader learns that the garden also features the obligatory ḥauẓ or pool, 

and of course it is filled with the song of nightingales and turtledoves and the chatter of 

parrots.266 Mīr Ḥasan also acknowledges the horticultural labor that goes into creating and 

maintaining such a space: 

Liye hāth men belce mālinen / Caman ko lagen dekhne bhālinen  

                                                       
265 Mīr Ḥasan, Masnaviyāt, 30-31. 
266 Mīr Ḥasan, Masnaviyāt, 33. 
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Kahīn tukhm-pashī karen godkar / Panerī jamāven kahīn khodkar267  
 
Hoe in hand the female gardeners / Go to look after the parterre 
Somewhere they scatter seed, having cultivated the soil / Elsewhere they collect 

saplings to transplant. 
 

Altogether, then, this is a detailed and realistic portrait of a garden and its horticultural 

operations, even if the garden in question is an imaginary one that features in a fairy-tale 

romance. At the same time, it relies on a rather consistent matrix of elements – just consider, of 

instance, the correspondence between the features highlighted in this garden set piece and the 

ones included in the summary of an archetypal rich person’s garden in the satirical poetry of 

Naz̤īr Akbarābādī that opens Chapter 1. They are all but identical, down to the specific grouping 

of narcissi, roses, and jasmine in the enumeration of plants filling the flowerbeds. 

Somewhat later than Mīr Ḥasan’s work, the Masnavī-i dilpazīr of Sa‘ādat Yār Khān 

‘Rangīn’ (1757-1835), written in 1798, is a similar, if perhaps slightly more elaborate and risqué, 

tale of  adventure and romance in masnavī format. It also contains a garden set piece of similar 

length, running to roughly eighty couplets, and if anything even greater detail. After describing 

the excellent masonry of the walls that surround the imaginary Bāgh-i dilkushā or “Heart-

Expanding Garden” “on all four sides,” the explication of its interior layout begins as follows: 

Bīc ke dar ke thī muqābil nahar / Kam nah thī Narbadā se is kī lahar 
Ṣuffe se le ke vān tilak sāre / Paṛe chuṭte the us men favvāre 
… 
Yūn jhaṛī lag rahī thī un se jon / Barsen din rāt sāvan aur bhādon 
Pānī menh us ke āge bhartā thā / Sāmne āte abr ḍartā thā 
Do t̤araf thā ravish pe jo chaṭṭā / To bayān us kā ho kisī se kyā 
Ṣandal aur ābnūs mangvākar / Un ko kārīgāron se cirvākar 
Chaṭṭe cobī banā’e the aise / Hain voh Kābul kī cauk men jaise 
Tāk un par caṛhā’e the sāre / Tā kisī kā nah dhūp jī māre 
Pānī donon t̤araf se thā jārī / Is ravish thī ravish kī tayyārī268 

                                                       
267 Mīr Ḥasan, Masnaviyāt, 31. 
268 Sa‘ādat Yār Khān ‘Rangīn,’ Masnavī-i dilpazīr, ed. Sayyid Sulaimān Ḥusain (Lakhna’ū: 
Niz̤āmī Pres, 1992), 94. 
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Across from the central gate was a canal / Whose waves were no less than those 

of the Narmada River 
All the way from the portico to there / Fountains were spouting forth from it 
… 
Cascades were falling from them / As if the rains of Sāvan and Bhādon269 were 

falling day and night 
In front of them such showers came down / A cloud would be daunted coming 

before them 
The trelliswork on both sides of the walkway / How can anyone describe it! 
Having ordered sandalwood and ebony / And having had them split by craftsmen 
Wooden pergolas were made / Like those in the squares of Kabul 
Grapevines were made to grow all over them / So that no one be bothered by the 

sun 
On both sides water was flowing / In this manner was this walk laid out 
 

Here, then, are the same canals and rows of fountains running along the axes of the garden, with 

walks shaded by grapevines like those of which Munīr even expected his audience to know 

different varieties. In a further elaboration of the information provided in the Siḥr al-bayān, the 

grapevine trellises are here specified to be forming arbors spanning the walks from either side – 

still a common sight in many Indian gardens – which are said to be like those in Kabul, thus 

evoking the prestige of a place then known for its scenic beauty, pleasant clime, and delicious 

fruit. Rangīn goes on to describe the planting of the garden, claiming that “what flowers appear 

in this world/in this garden they were all present.”270 He lists dog roses, four different varieties of 

Arabian jasmine, chrysanthemums, four o’clock, tuberoses, sevatī, ketakī, corn poppy, ke’oṛā, 

French and African marigolds, narcissi, campā, iris, Judas tree,271 hārsingār, and damask roses.  

Finally, he turns to the garden’s central pavilion, whose construction and interior design he 

describes in exacting, exuberant detail, and while the materials he envisions are fanciful – think 

                                                       
269 These are the monsoon months of Indic calendar systems. 
270 Rangīn, Masnavī-i dilpazīr, 94. 
271 Cercis siliquastrum, a close relative of the American redbud (Cercis canadensis), widespread 
from the Mediterranean through the Middle East and Central Asia, with bright pink-purple 
flowers appearing on bare branches and even the trunk before the emergence of the leaves in 
early spring. 
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precious stones, coral, and crystal – the actual architectural forms he describes are perfectly in 

keeping with actual eighteenth-century Mughal and Rajput practice. Persianate yet Indian as it is, 

Rangīn’s garden also has both peacocks and nightingales contributing to its soundscape. Like 

Mīr Ḥasan, Rangīn, too, invokes the labor and technical skill that goes into maintaining a garden 

such as this, describing in several verses how the – once again female – gardeners operate the 

garden’s irrigation system while singing and joking.272  This corresponds strikingly to the scene 

depicted in the background of a painting dated to 1767 of Mahārāṇā Arī Singh of Mewar (r. 

1762-1772) enjoying himself in the Jagmandir palace – or rather, garden – complex, shown in 

Figure 3.3. This is also, notably, where the Mughal prince Khurram, the future Shāh Jahān, is 

believed to have found refuge while rebelling against his father Jahāngīr from 1623 to 1624. In 

another, somewhat earlier painting showing the garden from the other side, to be seen in Figure 

3.4, the women of the court can be seen thronging the same Persian wheel-equipped irrigation 

tower to watch Mahārāṇā Jagat Singh II (r. 1734-1751) shooting water buffalo battling in the 

waters of Lake Pichola. 

 

Figure 3.3: Detail of "Mahārāṇā Arī Singh with his ladies at Jagmandir," by Jīva, Udaipur, 1767; Maharana 
of Mewar Charitable Foundation, image via Harvard Fine Arts Library, Digital Images & Slides 
Collection 1997.17136 

                                                       
272 Rangīn, Masnavī-i dilpazīr, 95. 
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Figure 3.4: "Mahārāṇā Jagat Singh II amuses himself in his pleasure palace," Udaipur, c. 1750; Philadelphia 
Museum of Art 1996-120-4 

The other features of both Mīr Ḥasan and Rangīn’s perfect gardens – the formal 

walkways watercourses, pools and pavilions, grape arbors and flowerbeds – are readily 

identifiable in these paintings of a real garden as well. Though it jettisons fruit trees in a pivot to 

the purely ornamental, Masnavī-i dilpazīr’s Bāgh-i dilkushā otherwise retains most of the hybrid 

Indo-Persian catalog of plants in the making as far back as the Padmāvat, and in its emphatic and 

systematic exposition of its overarching architectural logic – boundary walls to gateway to 

watercourses, walkways, grape arbors, and plantings in the parterre, and finally to the central 
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pavilion, from the outside in – it can well stand as a culmination of the elaborate rendering into 

words of the Mughal-Rajput garden so prevalent across the literatures of the Mughal realm.273 

Botanical and Horticultural Expertise as Literary Conceit 

Shāh Mubārak ‘Ābrū,’ who like most Urdu poets of his century had frequent recourse to 

a sophisticated type of punning or double-entendre known as īhām-go’ī, eighteenth-century 

Rekhtah’s analog to the śleṣa of Keśavdās, expected his audience to be knowledgeable not only 

in Persian literary convention and a wide swath of Urdu lexical registers but also in the finer 

botanical details of the vegetable market when he penned the following couplet, once again 

expressing his love for both his Indian homeland and the facial hair of its young men: 

Har ek sabz hai Hindūstān kā ma‘shūq / Bajā hai nām kih bālam rakhā hai khīron 
kā274 

 
Every beloved in India is sprouting stubble / It is only appropriate that they should 

name cucumbers “Beloved” 
 

Here, the common-place Persianate double meaning of the Persian word for green, sabz, as 

“sprouting” and therefore “with peach fuzz” is humorously extended to the conclusion that male 

beloveds in India are literally green like a khīra or cucumber (Cucumis sativus). Fortuitously, a 

specific Indian variety of that particular cucurbit is called bālam, which also means “beloved” in 

a more Indic, desī register of the language that here contrasts artfully with the high Persian 

diction of the first hemistich. Without the requisite familiarity with both the range of linguistic 

registers and botanical nomenclature, however, the verse remains practically nonsensical. 

                                                       
273 While in all its details and plant palette this typology was distinctively Indo-Persian, some of 
its elements appear to echo Byzantine practice and literary depictions – not surprising, perhaps, 
given the Byzantine pedigree of Persian horticultural manuals discussed in Chapter 2; see, for 
instance, Antony Littlewood, “Gardens of the Byzantine World,” in Byzantine Gardens and 
Beyond, ed. Helena Bodin and Ragnar Hedlund (Uppsala: Uppsala Universitet, 2013), 68-69. 
274 Najmuddīn Shāh Mubārak Shāh Mubārak ‘Ābrū,’Dīvān-i Ābrū, ed. Muḥammad Ḥasan. 
(‘Alīgaṛh: Idārah-yi Taṣnīf, 1967), 7. 
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Particular gardening practices, too, come to be enshrined in poetic play on words, as 

when the somewhat later Urdu poet Inshā’allah Khān ‘Inshā’ (1752-1817) writes the following 

in a verse of rekhtī, or Urdu poetry in an explicitly female voice: 

Bolī nargis kī jo kyārī men nah dekhā pānī / Hai hamarī t̤araḥ tujh ko bhī kyārī 
rozah275 

 
Said Nargis when she saw no water in the garden bed / “Like us, garden bed, you 

too are fasting” 
 

The conceit here hinges on the fact that the Persian and Urdu word for narcissus, nargis, doubles 

as a common female given name. As a result, the first line introduces a female character 

contemplating a kyārī or garden bed but also evokes the flower that is cultivated in precisely 

such plots, their edges drawn up in earthen embankments to contain precious irrigation water. 

Since the narcissus flower is traditionally likened to an eye in Persianate literatures, the act of 

looking by Nargis/the narcissus adds another aspect of literary showmanship to the image, while 

the absence of water that she notes is remarkable precisely because of the very purpose of the 

kyārī and the narcissus’s need for moisture. The statement by Nargis/the narcissus in the second 

hemistich then relates this untoward state of affairs to fasting, and particularly the fasts so 

frequently kept by South Asian women, perhaps with a mild punning echo of the Arabic word 

rawz̤ah for garden in the Persian-derived Urdu word rozah for “fasting.” What such a bed of 

narcissi looks like can be gleaned from many a painting produced in early modern South Asia, 

though a particularly charming and realistic depiction appears in a portrait of Jahāngīr in a 

garden by Abū’l Ḥasan which is shown in Figure 3.5. 

                                                       
275 Inshā’allah Khān ‘Inshā,’ Kulliyāt-i Inshā’allah Khān, (Lakhna’u: Maṭba‘ Munshī Naval 
Kishor, 1876), 206. 
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Figure 3.5: "Emperor Jahāngīr with holy men in a garden" by Abū'l Ḥasan, c. 1650-1620; San Diego 
Museum of Art 1990.345 
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Cucumbers and narcissi are among the common garden plants whose cultivation also 

receives a fair amount of attention in technical texts but as previously mentioned, literary texts 

capture much that is largely absent from the manuals. A particularly conspicuous case is the 

pairing of corn poppy and larkspur; both annual flowers, in South Asia the two were and still are 

commonly grown together, mixed or in alternating rows.276 Not only do they have similar needs 

in cultivation, but in both color and shape the larkspur’s typically dark blue flowers borne in 

rigidly upright spikes perfectly complement the corn poppies’ deep red chalices swaying above 

sprawling plants. The combination is ubiquitous in literature and the visual arts, as indicated by 

Figures 3.6-3.8, but it is almost completely absent from the horticultural treatises, which discuss 

the cultivation of poppies and occasionally larkspur, but are generally silent on their use in 

garden design. Yet in literary works a familiarity with it is expected, as can be deduced from this 

verse by Ābrū’s fellow Delhiite and īhām-go’ī poet Shāh ‘Ḥātim,’ author of the Bazm-i ‘ishrat 

discussed above: 

Mujhe us shokh nāfarmān ne mārā apne ghar lā ke 
Bajā hai merī turbat par rakho gar phūl lālā ke277 
 
That flirtatious rebel, having taken me to his house, killed me 
It would be fitting if you were to put corn poppy flowers on my grave 
 

Beyond all the usual conventions of Persianate poetic traditions, such as the cruel beloved and 

the expired lover speaking from beyond the grave, the conceit here derives from the canonical 

pairing of larkspur and corn poppy. The word nāfarmān, rendered in the translation above as 

“rebel,” also serves as the name, in Urdu and Indian Persian, of larkspur. In Ḥātim’s punning 

play on this image, since the beloved is nāfarmān, his partner-turned-victim ought to be 

                                                       
 
277 Shāh ‘Ḥātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 383. 
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commemorated with the complementary corn poppy. Once again, to fully appreciate these lines 

and the range of images they aim to evoke, one obviously needs to have some familiarity with 

botanical nomenclature as well as horticultural practice. Much the same is true of a passage in 

the introduction to the Parī’khānah, the Persian text written by the Delhi-based courtier, poet and 

passionate gardening aficionado Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ’ (1699-1750) to accompany his personal 

album of paintings, which refers to the same common-place gardening practice: 

Ṭarrāḥī-i ibdā‘ash agar bih tartīb-i muraqqa‘-i bahār tavajjuhī namī farmūd, 
matn-i lālah’zār rā ḥāshiyah-’i nāfarmān kih tajvīz mī namūd?278 
 
If the architecture of His [i.e. God’s] creation had not paid attention to the 
organization of the album of spring, who would have arranged margin notes of 
larkspur for the text of the corn poppy bed? 
 

Now in Persian saj‘ or rhyme prose instead of Urdu verse, eighteenth-century North India’s 

favorite planting combination of corn poppy and larkspur  serves not only to extoll the beauty of 

the written page but becomes proof of the detail-oriented ingeniousness of God’s creation. 

 

Figure 3.6: Larkspur and corn poppies appearing, along with French marigolds, in "Jahāngīr and his vizier, 
I'timād al-Dawlah” by Manohār, c. 1615; Metropolitan Museum of Art 55.121.10.23 

                                                       
278 Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ,’ “Parī’khānah,” Maqālāt-i ‘Ārif, ed. Ārif Nawshāhī (Tihrān: Bunyād-i 
Mawqūfāt-i Duktur Maḥmūd Afshār, 2007), 746. 
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Figure 3.7: Larkspur and corn poppies filling the flowerbeds and making up the nosegay in the rājā’s hand in 
“Rājā Amr̥t Pāl of Basohli,” by Ranjhā, Kangra, c. 1765-1770; Los Angeles County Museum of Art 
M.80.223.1 
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Figure 3.8: Larkspur and corn poppies, along with narcissi and irises, in colored glass inlay at the City 
Palace, Udaipur 

 
That knowledge of such things was recognized as important to the proper understanding 

and appreciation of literature may also be gleaned from the entry on the French marigold 

(Tagetes patula) in the Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, a lexicon of poetic usage Mukhliṣ completed in 1745: 

Gul-i ja’farī gulī ast zardrang, dar Shāhjahānābād nīz bah vufūr mī shavad. Būyī 
nadārad. Muḥsin Ta’sīr guftah:  
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Rubā‘ī 

 
Khaṭṭ jalvah’furūz-i ḥusn-i mah’rūyān ast 
Bar ātish-i ḥusn dūd-i khaṭṭ dāmān ast 
Ān rang-i ṭalāyī khaṭ-i mushkīn khvāhad 
Harjā gul-i ja’farī ast bā rayḥān ast 
 

Ma‘lūm bād bah qismī kih dar Hindūstān lālah va nāfarmān yakjā mī kārand, dar 
Vilāyat ja‘farī va rayḥān yakjā mī shavad, chunānchih az rubā‘ī kih bah qalam 
āmadah, īn ma‘nī paydāst.279 
 
The French marigold is a yellow-colored flower and it is also plentiful in 
Shāhjahānābād [Delhi]. It does not have a fragrance. Muḥsin Ta’sīr has said: 
 

Quatrain 
 

Beard growth illuminates the spectacle of the beauty of the moon-
faced ones 

Around the fire of beauty the smoke of the sprouting beard is the 
hem 

That color of gold leaf requires black calligraphy [musk-scented 
black stubble]280 

Wherever there are French marigolds it is together with basil 
 

May it be known on oath that in India corn poppy and larkspur are grown 
together, while in Iran French marigold and basil go together, so that from the 
quatrain above this sense emerges. 
 

Clearly Mukhliṣ considers it important to explain how the poetic comparison made by the Iranian 

Safavid poet Muḥsin ‘Ta’sīr’ Tabrīzī (1650-1719) may be grounded in horticultural reality in 

                                                       
279 Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ’, Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, ed. Chandar Shīkhar, Ḥamīd Riz̤ā Qīlich’khānī, and 
Hūman Yūsifdāhī (Dillī: Neshanal Mishan fār Menuskripṭs, 2013), 621. 
280 Here again the poetic play hinges on double meaning: the word khaṭṭ used for the first beard 
growth also means “line,” and by extension “writing” or “calligraphy,” while mushkīn means 
“musk-scented” but, due to the dark color of musk, it can also mean “black;” therefore, just as a 
gilded page requires jet-black calligraphy for maximum contrast and visual impact, the bright, 
moon-like face of a beautiful beloved is made more attractive by black and musk-scented beard 
growth. This conceit is then extended to the next line, where the yellow color of the French 
marigolds – like gold leaf and the beloved’s face – calls for its pairing with basil, which is 
mushkīn in the sense of “fragrant”. 
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Iran, just as plays on poppy and larkspur like that of Shāh Ḥātim are in India. In fact, according 

to him, it is only from understanding this that the verse becomes meaningful.  

Apart from its notably Indian conventions of content, what marks the South Asian mode 

of depicting and referencing gardens in Mughal India vis-à-vis the rest of the Persianate world is 

the seeming absence of a similar efflorescence of complex garden depictions in Iran and Central 

Asia, despite ample and sophisticated real-life garden construction under the Safavids.281 Ta’sīr, 

the poet cited by Mukhliṣ in his entry on the French marigold – and a great number of other 

entries in the Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ besides, Ta’sīr clearly being one of his favorite Iranian poets – is 

one of a few Iranian poets that contravene this overall tendency, perhaps due to the influence of 

poets, immigrant or native-born, who had found fame in India. While he does not delve into 

discussions of flora to quite the same extent as the likes of Kalīm and Munīr, he does frequently 

reference plants, including ones not part of the medieval Iranian floral canon such as the 

marigold and the likewise American four o’clock, and he writes extensive descriptions of the 

gardens of the Safavid capital Isfahan which are both structurally and stylistically very similar to 

the Indian garden set pieces.282 It is conceivable, then, that part of what made Ta’sīr such an 

appealing poet to an Indian intellectual like Mukhliṣ, lover of gardens that he was, was the 

Safavid word smith’s relatively more “South Asian” engagement with gardens and plants.283 The 

                                                       
281 Sunil Sharma, emails to the author, July 9 and August 31, 2017. Also, Hushang Alam, “Gol,” 
Encyclopædia Iranica, XI/1, 46-52; available online at http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/gol 
(accessed online 10 September 2017). For discussion of actual Safavid gardens, see for example 
Mahvash Alemi, “The Royal Gardens of the Safavid Period, Types and Models,” in Gardens in 
th Time of the Great Muslim Empires, ed. Attilio Petruccioli (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 72-96. 
282 Muḥsin ‘Ta’sīr’ Tabrīzī, Dīvān-i Muḥsin Ta’sīr Tabrīzī, ed. Amīn Pāshā Ijlālī (Tihran: 
Markaz-i Nashr-i Dānishgāhī, 1994), 134-252. 
283 Another notable exception is Muḥammad Ḥādī ‘Ramzī’ Kāshānī’s Ramz al-riyāḥīn of 1678, 
which contains some descriptions of architectural features of Isfahan and its gardens as well as a 
lengthy “competition” between over twenty ornamental garden plants, including the French 
marigold; however, most of the other plants belong to a notably temperate or West Asian palette, 
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extent to which Mukhliṣ valued precise botanical knowledge as the basis of literary imagery can 

also be gauged from a note he includes in the Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ regarding the saffron crocus 

(Crocus sativus): 

Rang-i gulash banafsh būd va rīshah’hā-yi zardī dāsht kih za‘afarān ‘ibārat az ān 
ast. Āṣafī gūyad: 
Kabūdī-i rukh-i zardam zi sang-i aghyār ast / Tū rā khiyāl kih gul kardah 

za‘afarānzār ast284 
 
The color of its flower was violet and it had yellow pistils, which are what is 
called saffron. Āṣafī says: 
The purple of my pale yellow face is from the stones thrown by my rivals / To 

you it will appear as though a saffron field has blossomed 
 

While many poetic references to saffron evoke shades of yellow or orange, due to the color 

imbued by the widely traded and exorbitantly expensive spice and dye stuff to both food and 

cloth, Mukhliṣ singles out a verse by the relatively little known Timurid poet ‘Āṣafī’ Haravī (d. 

1517) because in its imagining of a pale face badly bruised purple evoking a field of blooming 

saffron crocuses, it makes unmistakably clear that the poet, like Mukhliṣ himself, was acquainted 

with the botanical realities of the saffron crocus, and not just with its commercial product, like so 

many other poets.285 

                                                                                                                                                                               
and the overall structure is rather different from most South Asian garden descriptions; see also 
Alam, “Gol.” An earlier sixteenth-century Safavid extended garden description can be found in 
the Jannat-i ‘adn of Khvājah Zayn al-‘ābidīn ‘Alī ‘Abdī Bayk Shīrāzī (1515-1580/1581), 
discussed at length in Paul Losensky, “The Palace of Praise and the Melons of Time: Descriptive 
Patterns in ‘Abdī Shīrāzī’s Garden of Eden,” Eurasian Studies 2 (2003), 1-29. 
284 Mukhliṣ, Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, 472. 
285 Interestingly enough, knowledge of the botanical realities of the saffron crocus also appears 
linked to literary sophistication in a much earlier Sanskrit verse by the Kashmiri poet Bilhaṇa, 
who around 1087 wrote, sahodarāḥ kuṅkumakesarāṇāṃ bhavanti nūnaṃ kavitāvilāsāḥ / na 
śāradādeśam apāsya dṛṣṭas teṣāṃ yad anyatra mayā prarohaḥ or “Those who delight in poetry are 
truly siblings of the saffron flowers / After leaving the country of Śāradā I have not seen even a trace 
of them anywhere else.” The “country of Śāradā” refers to Bilhaṇa’s homeland of Kashmir, Śāradā, 
or “the autumnal one” being an epithet of Sarasvatī, goddess of learning, music, and the arts, under 
which she has been historically worshipped in the temperate mountainous region. At the same time, 
autumn is when the saffron crocus sprouts and blooms, and Kashmir has long been famous as South 
Asia’s only area of commercial saffron cultivation much as it has been known as center of Sanskrit 
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The marigold in whose description Mukhliṣ has recourse to the work of Ta’sīr also makes 

for a particularly striking case of divergence in the botanical and horticultural information 

presented in literary and technical texts. In literature – as in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 

North Indian visual arts – this Mexican newcomer is ubiquitous. Yet in the realm of gardening 

treatises, it is mostly conspicuous by its absence. Given the fact that quite a few other plants 

introduced between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, such as, for example, papayas (Carica 

papaya), chili peppers (Capsicum anuum), and frangipanis (Plumeria sp.), do not appear to have 

left a mark even in literary texts, despite becoming very much integrated in the real-life material 

culture of northern South Asia, this discrepancy becomes even more baffling. Why did the 

marigold become a standard feature of literary gardens but not make it into technical garden 

writing, when other popular newcomers did not even manage the former? At least part of the 

answer may lie in the authority of literary precedent. The marigold, notably, is one of three 

American plants Abū’l Faz̤l lists in the Ā’īn-i Akbarī at the very beginning of the sixteenth 

century, the other two being the sunflower and the pineapple. Already using its still-current 

Persian and Urdu name gul-i ja‘farī, he notes that it comes in shades of yellow and orange 

single- and double-flowered forms and blooms within two months, that it can grow to about the 

height of a man, and that its leaves are like those of the willow but finely divided.286 The Ā’īn-i 

Akbarī was clearly widely read and influential; Mukhliṣ in the Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ has an appendix 

on various flowers and fruit of the Indian Subcontinent in which he combines entire sections of 

                                                                                                                                                                               
learning and general literary and artistic production. The word translated here as “trace,” prarohaḥ, 
literally means “sprout,” thus evoking the growth habit of the saffron crocus. See Whitney Cox, 
“Saffron in the Rasam,” in South Asian Texts in History: Critical Engagements with Sheldon Pollock, 
ed. Yigal Bronner, Whitney Cox, and Lawrence McCrea (Ann Arbor: Association for Asian Studies, 
2011), 177-201. 
286 Abū’l Faz̤l ibn Mubārak, Ā’īn-i Akbarī, ed. H. Blochmann (Kolkata: Asiatic Society of 
Bengal, 1872), 89, 99. 
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Abū’l Faz̤l’s text with his own observations.287 Therefore, even though Mukhliṣ’s brief account 

of the marigold is original, it stands to reason that inclusion in the Ā’īn-i Akbarī, and other 

canonical imperial texts like it such as the Bāburnāmah and the Tūzuk-i Jahāngīrī, helped codify 

botanical subject matter as worthy of literary treatment, even if just obliquely by bringing it to 

the attention of latter authors whose education included such works.288 The relatively solid 

literary record of the sunflower and the pineapple further supports this assumption; the latter 

especially stands out given the dearth of references to other exotic fruit introduced to the 

Subcontinent during this period in literary texts or technical writings.  

It should also be noted, however, that the effect of literary precedent is discernable not 

only in the case of newly introduced plants or practices and those largely excluded from 

horticultural treatises. Others, too, can receive a boost from the textual endorsement of a literary 

authority and the ensuing repetition turning them into a convention increasingly independent of 

material reality. Take, for instance, the set of Indian plants in yet another work of Amīr Khusraw, 

the 1318 Nuh Sipihr, a paean to the superiority of his Indian homeland vis-à-vis other parts of the 

Persianate world: mango, banana, jackfruit, campā, and ke’oṛā or white-flowered screwpine.289 

These are South Asian indigenous plants already well attested in Sanskrit literature and even 

vr̥kṣāyurveda gardening manuals, which likely influenced his choice of these particular plants as 

representatives of South Asia’s fabulous flora. After Amīr Khusraw, and almost certainly at least 

in part because of him, these plants also become the most common representatives of 

                                                       
287 Mukhliṣ, Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, 326. 
288 On the abiding influence of Abū’l Faz̤l on literary education in the later Mughal period, see 
once again Alam and Subrahmanyam, “The Making of a Munshi,” 68. 
289 Amīr Khusraw, Nuh Sipihr, ed. Mohammad Wahid Mirza (Calcutta: Oxford University Press, 
1949), 90. 
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distinctively Indian vegetation and horticulture in Indo-Persian, Avadhī, Brajbhāṣā, and finally 

rekhtah or Urdu literature.  

 

Conclusion 

As the preceding pages have demonstrated, between the sixteenth and eighteenth 

centuries, a specific vision of what a garden ought to look like as well as a particular 

understanding of horticultural practice were invoked, repeatedly and consistently, across various 

North Indian literary traditions in multiple languages. Most prominently, this took the form of 

extensive garden set pieces, especially in Persian and rekhtah or Urdu masnavīs but also in 

various types of Avadhī and Brajbhāṣā poetry. Yet the cultural ubiquity of the cohesive and 

detailed panorama of idealized garden design and gardening practice in these descriptions also 

allowed for briefer, more condensed invocations of this horticultural universe in the form of 

literary conceits and imagery hinging on precise and specific horticultural knowledge, be it of 

particular varieties of cultivated plant, canonical planting combinations, or cultivation 

techniques. In other words, the prominence of a particular kind of literary garden, corresponding 

closely to regional horticultural reality even if at times it was somewhat idealized, required of 

both the writer and the audience of literary poetry and prose a commensurate level of expertise in 

garden design, gardening, and botany. 

A close look at one more painting will perhaps convey more vividly what this literary 

universe presupposes on would know with regard to gardens. Produced at practically the same 

time as Shāh Ḥātim’s Bazm-i ‘ishrat, Nidhāmāl’s depiction of Muḥammad Shāh riding in a 

garden constitutes nothing less than a pictorial analog to the rapturous garden description in that 

work, as well as those in the Siḥr al-bayān and the Masnavī-i dilpazīr and so many other literary 
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works of early modern South Asia. Shown in its entirety in Figure 3.9, the image captures a 

luxurious suburban bāgh, down to the most minute stylistic and architectural details. 

 

Figure 3.9: "Muḥammad Shāh in a Garden," by Nidhāmāl, Delhi, c. 1735; Museum of Fine Arts Boston 
14.686  

 
There is a tall enclosing wall and an imposing gate, and just inside of these a shelter belt of lush, 

tall trees. A cross of water channels with spouting fountains defines the layout of the center of 

the garden, with one axis of running from the entrance gate to the middle of the garden and the 

other towards the arched portico of a luxuriant pavilion, while a large square water basin 

occupies the center. The wooden grape arbors can be spotted spanning the outer walkways 

around the perimeter of the garden, especially on either side of the main pavilion as shown in the 

detail image in Figure 3.10. A parterre of flowerbeds fills the four quadrants created by the 

fountain-studded watercourses and the walkways that accompany them; small flowering and fruit 

trees and columnar cypresses line the paths. While not all the plants that appear in the painting 
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are fully identifiable, the ones that are correspond perfectly to the set that has appeared again and 

again throughout this chapter and that should ultimately to be seen as part of the makeup of this 

garden typology, much like its layout and architectural elements. 

 

Figure 3.10:  Detail of "Muḥammad Shāh in a Garden," by Nidhāmāl, Delhi, c. 1735; Museum of Fine Arts 
Boston, 14.686; detail image from The Stuart Cary Welch Islamic and South Asian Photograph Collection, 
Fine Arts Library, Harvard University 

 
In Figure 3.10, for instance, pink damask roses, orange African marigolds, red corn poppies, 

white chrysanthemums, and orange trees are discernible, along with the aforementioned 

grapevines and cypresses. Most charmingly, perhaps, at the very front of the image, in a detail 

better visible in Figure 3.11, a blooming and fruiting clump of banana and a campā, its elegant 

pale yellow buds and flowers almost hidden among the foliage, are nestled in the dense 

woodland planting that lines the outer edge of the garden, entirely according to form. The tree 

crowns and banana foliage, along with the sharp exclamation marks of the cypresses, tower and 
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sprawl over the garden wall that forms the lower boundary of the image, simultaneously further 

hiding the garden’s pleasures and offering a tantalizing glimpse of its botanical treasures. 

 

Figure 3.11:  Detail of "Muḥammad Shāh in a Garden," by Nidhāmāl, Delhi, c. 1735; Museum of Fine Arts 
Boston, 14.686; detail image from The Stuart Cary Welch Islamic and South Asian Photograph Collection, 
Fine Arts Library, Harvard University 

 
The plantings “like images on colorful brocade” evoked by Jahāngīr’s poet laureate Ṭālib 

Āmulī in the epigraph to this chapter may appear at first glance to be mere poetic fancy, simply 

ornament and thus superfluous. Yet as the seemingly inexhaustible corpus of elaborate garden 

depictions and sophisticated horticultural references only tentatively sampled here ought to make 

clear, this ornamentation was once a central concern in its own right, underpinned by both a 

widely shared ideal and a large body of both theoretical and real-life knowledge. The vision of 

the garden that the likes of Munīr, Somnāth, Rangīn, and Nidhāmāl committed to paper, each in 

their own manner, constituted a shared value and societal point of reference, and as such coming 
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to terms with it more fully is essential to a better understanding of the myriad intellectual and 

artistic productions that drew on or were inflected by it. 
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Chapter 4 
 
In the Grapevine’s Shadow: The Social Life of Gardens 
 

Ā liyā ūs ne dauṛ kar mujhko 
Tāk ke ojhal ek kyārī men 
 
He came running and took me 
Into a flowerbed hidden beneath the grapevine. 
 

–   Inshā’allah Khān ‘Inshā’ (1753-1817)290 
 
 

In the Mānasollāsa, the twelfth-century Sanskrit encyclopedia from the court of 

Someśvara III briefly discussed in Chapter 2, the two sections on vr̥kṣāyurveda evince a 

particular concern not only with how gardens are to be cultivated, but also with how they are to 

be used. The titles of these consecutive passages, Bhūdharakrīḍā and Vanakrīḍā or “Play on a 

Mount” and “Play in a Grove,” respectively, point to the garden as a place to disport and 

entertain oneself. Though the text appears to implicitly figure all the activities it chronicles or 

prescribes as games of a sort, in these chapters a difference can still be detected between the 

majority of verses specifically concerned with such prosaic matters as propagation or the 

concoction of fertilizers and others that serve primarily to convey a rather more complex pattern 

of idealized garden use. They suggest a dichotomy between public formality and performance on 

the one hand and private pleasures and on the other, between the representation and affirmation 

of social order and an explicit escape from it: 

rājabhiḥ sahitānpuṃsaḥ paṇḍitānsuvicakṣaṇān | 
samāhūya mahīpālaḥ kr̥taśr̥ṅgāraśobhitam || (Vimśati 5, Adhyāya 1, Verse 106) 
… 
apsarodhikaramyabhirmahilābhirupāsitam | 
śanaiḥ śanaiḥ sukhaṃ gatvā paryantaṃ vanamāviśet || (Vimśati 5, Adhyāya 1, 

Verse 109) 
… 

                                                       
290 Inshā, Kulliyāt, 92. 
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tato visarjitān sarvān ramanībhiḥ samāvr̥taḥ | 
rājate pr̥thivīnāthaḥ śakra ivāpsarasāṃ gaṇaiḥ || (Vimśati 5, Adhyāya 1, Verse 

121)291  
 
Having assembled wise scholars along with his nobles, 
A man becomes a king...292 
… 
Attended by women more lovely than celestial nymphs, 
Having gone slowly towards it, happily, he enters the grove. 
… 
Then, having dismissed all, ensconced with beautiful women, 
The lord of the earth reigns powerfully, like Indra among hosts of nymphs. 
 

Leaving aside the layers of descriptive detail contained in the verses omitted here, the 

Mānasollāsa clearly envisions a royal visit to a garden that is divided into two distinct parts. The 

first is eminently public and consists of quite literally holding court in the garden, with an 

assembly of nobles and learned men surrounding the king. Moreover, as a further verse not 

quoted here notes, these courtiers should be honored with prasādapātrebhyaḥ or “platters of 

gifts.”293 Eventually, however, these guests are explicitly dismissed, and in the second part of the 

garden sojourn the king is to disappear into the pleasure grove surrounded only by his beautiful 

female attendants to pursue more private pleasures – in imitation of the god Indra in his heavenly 

paradise, no less, a frequent image in hyperbolic garden descriptions already noted in Chapter 1 

and 3. The adjective samāvr̥taḥ describing the king here, and translated above as “ensconced,” 

primarily carries the meaning of “surrounded” or “enveloped,” referring here to the king among 

his women. Yet by extension it can also carry the notion of “enclosed” or “concealed,” thus 

doubly fitting here in the sense of the king withdrawing into the “privacy” of his household’s 

                                                       
291 Someśvara III, Mānasollāsa, 182-184. 
292 The last compound of this line, translating to something like kr̥taśr̥ṅgāraśobhitam or “made 
resplendent with passion” is difficult to fit in here; its referent is not entirely clear but may be in 
the ensuing verse. 
293 Someśvara III, Mānasollāsa, 184; see also Daud Ali, “Botanical Technology,” 45, and Nalini 
Sadhale and YL Nene, “Bhudharakrida (Royal Enjoyment on a Pleasure Mound) in 
Manasollasa,” Asian Agri-History 14, no. 4 (2010): 328. 



 153

womenfolk. Notably, this shift into seclusion itself is made quite public, as the king formally 

bids his courtiers and male attendants farewell, thereby announcing his withdrawal into a more 

intimate space and more intimate company. It constitutes, paradoxically, a public, performative 

display of privacy, in keeping with the Mānasollāsa’s overall focus on the enactment of a 

particular idealized vision of kingly life. This pattern of two related yet distinct types of garden 

excursion, split along axes of public versus private, display versus concealment, and order versus 

transgression, would continue to be operative throughout the Mughal period, even as the 

appearance of the gardens on which it was to play out changed to reflect the formal ideal of the 

Mughal-Rajput bāgh. 

Thus, if the preceding chapters delineated a dominant ideal of the garden and the ways it 

was propagated, both literally and figuratively, through evolving technical writing and 

ubiquitous literary description and pictorial representation, this one will focus on the human uses 

such gardens were put to, or that were imagined for them. To the extent that Mughal gardens 

have been studied as a site for social functions, the focus has generally been on the activities of 

the ruling emperors and their immediate family and the gardens created by them – that is, on 

Mughal gardens in the narrowest sense. This chapter, too, will begin by exploring some aspects 

of the more or less public use of gardens by the Mughal emperors as a setting for courtly 

functions, and the roots of these practices in older Indic ideals of both kingship and garden use as 

indicated by the Mānasollāsa’s script for a kingly garden outing – which, it should be noted, is 

itself rooted in earlier literary precedents from kāvya and kāmaśāstra – on the one hand, and 

Persianate conceptions of cultivated sociality on the other. 294  From there, however, it will turn 

                                                       
294 On gardens as settings for idealized elite gatherings in the Islamicate world more generally, 
see Dominic P. Brookshaw, “Palaces, Pavilions, and Pleasure-Gardens: The Context and Setting 
of the Medieval Majlis,” Middle Eastern Literatures 6, no. 2 (2003): 199-223.  
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to the role of gardens in society more broadly, both among lower-ranking, local nobility as well 

as other groups elite enough to have left textual or pictorial traces of their engagement with the 

realm of horticulture. Specifically, it will trace the on-going importance of the second half of the 

Mānasollāsa’s vision of how gardens are to be utilized, namely the ideal of the garden as a place 

of seclusion, a space set apart and hidden from the public sphere and the normal rules of society, 

which allows for the pursuit of private and transgressive pleasures – an outdoor analog, in some 

sense, to the bedroom and domestic women’s quarters. Finally, the chapter will briefly touch on 

the way garden products, and especially flowers, figured into interpersonal relationships and 

exchanges in early modern North Indian “polite society” through the practice of ritualized gift-

giving, and the botanical knowledge and appreciation evidently expected to inform the 

performance of this particular social grace.  

Courtly Gardens and the Garden as Court 
 

Among the many paintings that show the Mughal emperor Jahāngīr (r. 1605-1627) in a 

garden setting, a particularly exquisite yet disturbing one, shown in Figure 4.1, illustrates an 

account from his memoirs, the Tūzuk-i Jahāngīrī or Jahāngīrnāmah. At the beginning of 

Jahāngīr’s reign, his eldest son Khusraw had rebelled; the rebellion was put down, and Khusraw 

and two of his most prominent supporters, Ḥusayn Bayg and ‘Abd al-Raḥīm were brought before 

Jahāngīr in a garden on the outskirts of Lahore originally laid out by Mīrzā Kāmrān, one of the 

brothers of Jahāngīr’s father Akbar. Khusraw is quickly sent off in chains, but his two 

accomplices are subjected to a much more gruesome punishment. Ḥusayn Bayg is put in a fresh 

cowhide and ‘Abd al-Raḥīm in that of a donkey and they are paraded around the city on the 

backs of donkeys. ‘Abd al-Raḥīm survives the ordeal but Ḥusayn Bayg is not so fortunate; the 

drying cowhide contracts and suffocates him. What matters here, though, is the emphasis 
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Jahāngīr’s account places on the garden setting. Though one might think it matters little, he 

highlights that it was in the garden of Mīrzā Kāmrān that this event took place at the very 

beginning of the anecdote: 

Dar rūz-i panjshanbah sivum-i muḥarram-i sanah-i hazār va pānzdah dar bāgh-i 
Mīrzā Kāmrān Khusraw rā dast bastah va zanjīr dar pā az ṭaraf-i chap birasm va 
tūrah-i Chingīz Khānī binaẓar-i man dar āvardand.295 
 
On Thursday, 3 Muḥarram 1015 [AH], they brought Khusraw before me in the 
garden of Mīrzā Kāmrān, with his hands bounds and feet in chains, from the left 
side according to the practice and custom of Chingīz Khān. 
 

After quickly outlining the ordeal of Ḥusayn Bayg and ‘Abd al-Raḥīm, Jahangīr’s narration 

again foregrounds the garden setting, as he concludes the passage by noting the following: 

Az rūz-i dūshanbah-i ākhirī-i zī ḥijjah tā nuhum-i muḥarram-i sanah-i mazkūr 
bivāsṭah-i zabūnī-i sā‘at dar bāgh-i Mīrzā Kāmrān tavaqquf vāqi‘ shud.296 
 
From Monday, the last of Zī al-Ḥijjah until 9 Muḥarram of the aforementioned 
year because of the inauspiciousness of the timing we halted in the garden of 
Mīrzā Kāmrān. 
 

Altogether this highlights the role of Mughal gardens as a setting for the more or less public life 

of the court. For ten days, a garden complex originally laid out by his uncle becomes Jahāngīr’s 

abode, as was clearly common practice for Mughal emperors as well the nobility and elites more 

broadly. The garden turns into a site for the exercise of state power and the performance of 

justice, or at least what Jahāngīr, newly installed on the throne and in no position to brook any 

opposition to his authority, let alone open armed rebellion, takes to be justice. While in this 

instance Jahāngīr provides no actual description or details regarding the garden in question, his 

bracketing of the episode – dark, certainly, though notably one of victory and retribution for him 

– with the specification of its spatial setting in the bāgh of Mīrzā Kāmrān underlines the 

                                                       
295 Mīrzā Nūr al-Dīn Bayg Muḥammad Khān Salīm ‘Jahāngīr,’ Tūzuk-i Jahāngīrī (Lakhna’ū: 
Maṭba‘-i Munshī Naval Kishūr), 33. 
296 Jahāngīr, Tūzuk-i Jahāngīrī, 33. 
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significance of gardens as essential sites for the staging of the functions of the state, which 

include not only displays of pomp and pageantry or luxurious revelry, but also the more somber 

and even brutal enactment of royal authority and state power. The painted image, moreover, 

appears to reflect this importance accorded to the garden setting, in its exquisitely realistic 

detailing of the majestic trees, down to pruned and broken branches. 

 

Figure 4.1: "Khusraw brought before Jahāngīr in Mīrzā Kāmrān's garden," by Manohar, c. 1610-1620; Raza 
Library, Rampur, Album 1, fol. 6r 
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More conventional, however, are indeed visions of elegant courtly display and of 

celebrations in garden settings, both in literature and painting. Still on the fairly sober end of the 

spectrum is a remarkably detailed depiction of Jahāngīr’s son Shāh Jahān (r. 1628-1658) meeting 

with his son Dārā Shikūh and his father-in-law and prime minister Āṣaf Khān in a garden in 

Kashmir which is shown in Figure 4.2. Dating to about 1663, it ornaments the autograph 

manuscript of the Persian masnavīs of Aḥsanallah Abū’l Ḥasan ‘Ẓafar Khān,’ who had served as 

governor of the province. The emperor and his son and father-in-law are shown sitting rather 

formally on a platform at the edge of a pool, surrounded by courtiers standing at attention. In the 

background, a wide central watercourse runs from a pavilion to cascade down into the pool. 

Right before the cascade, stepping stones across the stream connect two platforms made up for 

comfortable seating with carpets, large bolsters, and diaphanous sheets. They are flanked by 

chinār or Oriental plane trees (Platanus orientalis), perhaps the most iconic trees of Kashmiri 

gardens; behind these, rows of poplars run back towards the pavilion. On either side are spread 

out geometric flowerbeds filled with blue and white irises, red poppies, and pink roses; to the left 

these are seen extending into a large parterre with intersecting paths, dotted with further plane 

trees as well as cypresses and fruit trees in white and pink spring blossom along the paths. The 

garden is no longer identifiable with absolute certainty, though the one at Achabal, laid out by 

Jahāngīr’s wife Nūr Jahān, seems like the most likely candidate. On the whole, this is an image 

of serene springtime beauty, and of a peaceful meeting. Yet even so, the scene depicted – 

however stylized it may be – is neither intimate nor relaxed. All the figures are depicted in rigid 

courtly formality, with the meeting of the central trio of family members observed by an entire 

row of senior courtiers standing stoically. This, then, is still a stately, measured enactment of 

courtly ritual, not exactly public perhaps, but also far from private; as in the case of Jahāngīr 
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imposing punishment on those who had dared to contest his right to rule, this is still an instance 

of the garden serving as the stage for the official, formal functions of the highest echelons of the 

court. It corresponds, that is, to the first half of an emperor’s garden activities as envisioned by 

the Mānasollāsa, the ruler “having assembled wise scholars along with his nobles,” and one 

should note, once again, the attention lavished on the precise depiction of the garden, which 

suggests the grandeur and significance of such a setting as an integral part of this social practice. 

 

Figure 4.2: "Shāh Jahān seated with Dārā Shikūh and Āṣaf Khān with five courtiers," c. 1663, in Kitāb-i 
Mathnawiyyāt-i Ẓafar Khān; Royal Asiatic Society Manuscripts Collection, Cambridge University Library, 
RAS MS 310, fol. 15v-16r. 
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Many further anecdotes from Jahāngīr’s memoirs attest to the centrality of gardens to 

courtly life and specifically to their importance as spaces for communal feasting and revelry. 

Particularly illustrative is the emperor’s account of two gardens he visited and used for social 

functions during his visit to the province of Gujarat. The first of these, the Fatḥ Bāgh or “Victory 

Garden,” is one to which Jahāngīr returns repeatedly, both physically as well as in the course of 

his narration. He introduces it as follows: 

Īn bāgh dar zamīnī vāqi‘st kih sipah sālār Khānikhānān Ātālīq bā Nabū kih khvud 
rā bi-Muẓaffar Khān mukhāṭab sākhtah būd  jang ṣaf kardah shikast dādah azīn 
jihat Bāgh-i Fatḥ nām nihādah va ahl-i Gujarāt Fatḥ Bāṛī mī gūyand.297 
 
This garden is located on the ground where commander Khān-i Khānān Ātālīq 
faced Nabū, who called himself Muẓaffar Khān, in battle and defeated him, and 
for this reason it was named Bāgh-i Fatḥ [“Garden of Victory”] and the people of 
Gujarat call it Fatḥ Bāṛī.  
 

Then, after relating various details surrounding the Mughal conquest of Gujarat at some length, 

Jahāngīr once again picks up his commentary on the garden: 

Bāghī kih Khānikhānān dar ‘arṣah-i kārzār sākhtah bar kinār-i daryā-yi Sāmarthī 
[Sābarmatī] vāqi‘ ast va ‘imārāt-i ‘ālī bā ṣuffah dar khvur-i ān mashraf bar 
daryā binā nihādah va aṭrāf-i bāgh rā dīvārī az sang va āhak dar ghāyat istiḥkām 
kashīdah va īn bāgh yikṣad va bīst jarīb ast va bī takalluf sīrgāh-i khvushī ast 
yumkin kih do lak rūpiyah kharch shudah bāshad marā khvud khaylakī dar ūftād 
tavān guft kih dar tamām Gujarāt misl-i īn bāghī nabāshad jashn-i mubārak 
shanbah kardah bih bandahā-yi khaṣṣ piyālah ‘ināyat namūdam va shab dar ānjā 
bisar burdah ākhirhā-yi rūz jum‘ah bishahr dar āmadam.298 
 
The garden that the Khān-i Khānān has built on the expanse of the battle field is 
located on the bank of the Sābarmatī River and he has constructed great buildings 
with seating areas built on the eastern side of that eminence over the river and 
around the sides of the garden he has drawn up extremely solid walls of stone and 
plaster, and this garden is of 120 jarīb299 and it is an untroubled, happy spot for 
outings. It is possible two lakh [200,000] rupees have been spent [and] it pleased 
me – it can be said that in all of Gujarat there is no garden like this one. Holding 

                                                       
297 Jahāngīr, Tūzuk-i Jahāngīrī, 215. 
298 Jahāngīr, Tūzuk-i Jahāngīrī, 216. 
299 Approximately 72 acres; see Irfan Habib, “Notes on the Economic and Social Aspects of 
Mughal Gardens,” 132. 
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the Thursday celebration, I presented my special confidantes with cups and, 
having spent the night there, went into the city at the end of the day on Friday. 
 

Clearly, the garden in and of itself is of great interest to Jahangīr, and his description of it makes 

clear that it reflects the familiar typology: formal, with imposing and elegant walls and pavilions, 

and built facing a river like the gardens of the nobility in Agra, for instance that of Jahānārā, a 

description of which by Shāh Jahān’s poet laureate Kalīm has been touched upon in the previous 

chapter. What is most relevant here, however, is what all of this discussion of the Fātḥ Bāgh 

culminates in: the emperor having a drinking party with his inner circle of courtiers, and 

spending the night in garden revelry. Overall, this still falls quite clearly in the first part of the 

ideal script for royal garden excursions laid out by the Mānasollāsa, consisting of a more or less 

public reception of courtiers and dignitaries. However, compared to the somber business of 

punishing rebel princes and their associates, or even Shāh Jahān’s sober, rigid meeting with Dārā 

Shikūh and Āṣaf Khān under the watchful eyes of courtiers formally lined up and standing at 

attention, this is already an altogether different garden soirée. There is a certain level of intimacy, 

as the event appears to be limited to, or at least focused on, Jahāngīr’s bandahā-yi khaṣṣ, literally 

his “private slaves” or “special servants” but actually referring to his closest circle of high-

ranking courtiers. More importantly, this is a jashn or “celebration,” and the royal gift of cups 

suggests that drinking was central to this particular party. This, then, is an event that begins to 

shade into the second, and arguably more prominent, category of garden use, where the garden 

serves as a space of retreat and seclusion which allows for potentially controversial, non-halal 

pleasures such as the consumption of alcohol. 

Essentially the same scene repeats in the second garden to be discussed as part of 

Jahāngīr’s recollection of his sojourn in Gujarat, and here the association with wine drinking and 
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the enjoyment of gustatory pleasures is even more blatantly entwined with the material realities 

of the garden: 

Rūz-i mubārak shanbah-i bīst va haftum dar bāghchah binigīnah nām kih dar 
darūn dawlatkhānah vāqi‘st va ānrā yikī az salāṭīn-i Gujarāt sākhtah and bazm-i 
piyālah tartīb yāft va bandahhā-yi khaṣṣ bisāgharhā-yi labrīz-i ‘ināyat sarkhvush 
gashtand yik takhtah-i angūr darīn bāghchah bih kamāl rasīdah būd ḥukm 
farmūdam kih jam‘ī az bandahhā kih piyālah khvurdah and khūshahhā-yi angūr 
bidast-i khvud chīdah mazah sāzand.300 
 
On Thursday the 27th, a drinking party was organized in a little garden named 
Nigīnah [“gem”] which is located inside the palace and which had been laid out 
by one of the sultans of Gujarat, and my special confidantes became tipsy with the 
overflowing goblets of my favor. One plot of grapevines in this little garden had 
ripened to perfection; I commanded that all of my servants who were drinking 
pluck the clusters of grapes with their own hands and enjoy them. 
 

Once again, it is Thursday and the emperor is partying with his top group of courtier-

companions, bestowing his generosity upon them in the form of drink. In addition to the wine, 

however, this time Jahāngīr is able to offer a special treat in the form of fresh grapes directly 

from the garden, which the “special servants” are encouraged to harvest themselves. Jahāngīr is 

thus encouraging his courtiers to interact personally, physically, with the garden, and thereby 

seeks to orchestrate another level of enjoyment of both the space and the gathering. At the same 

time, the grapevines and their fruit, as the ultimate source of wine, reinforce the theme of 

drinking and revelry, foreshadowing a literary image of grapevine arbors sheltering scenes of 

intoxication and transgressive pleasure which will be discussed at length in the next section of 

the chapter – and which underpins the Urdu couplet in the epigraph to this chapter. Finally, while 

not directly related to the common, convivial social use to which these spaces are put, it is 

worthwhile to highlight the typological distinction Jahāngīr makes between the two gardens that 

host his Gujarat garden parties. One, the “Victory Garden” is a bāgh: large, suburban, and a 

                                                       
300 Jahāngīr, Tūzuk-i Jahāngīrī, 218. 
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freestanding complex in its own right. The other, the “Little Gem Garden,” is consistently 

referred to with the diminutive bāghchah, and is specifically noted to be located inside the 

former palace of the Gujarat sultans. It appears more than likely that as a type, the smaller 

bāghchah here corresponds to the vāṭikā which, according Cakrapāṇi Miśra in his Sanskrit 

Viśvavallabha, is to be laid out “wherever there is space” inside forts, as discussed in Chapter 2. 

Jahāngīr’s account of courtly conviviality in the gardens of Gujarat, then, also reveals an 

adherence to a widely shared understanding of the classification of garden spaces and their place, 

quite literally, in the architectural landscape of early modern North India. 

Moving beyond the Mughal court proper yet returning to the matter of the social use of 

gardens, countless further examples of both painted depictions and textual descriptions could be 

marshalled to illustrate the role of gardens as sites of convivial enjoyment and the pursuit of 

sensory delights, from across the various establishments of the Mughals’ vassals, rivals, and 

eventual successors. Even so, the artistic output associated with the court of Mewar over the 

course of the eighteenth century presents a particularly rich archive of societal ideals of garden 

merry-making, and will serve as an apt transition into a discussion of the pervasive cultural trope 

of the garden as an escape from the strictures of society, a place of concealment that permits the 

pursuit of transgressive pleasures away from prying eyes. Art historian Dipti Khera has argued in 

her recent work that the pursuit of pleasure and its representation in painting and poetry, and the 

cultivation and capturing of the bhāva or “feeling” of a place or scene, were integral parts of how 

Mewar’s Sisodiyā Rajput rulers sought to present their state, and in particular their capital 

Udaipur, as a flourishing, well-balanced realm.301 Positing a “political economy of pleasure,” she 

                                                       
301 Dipti Sudhir Khera, “Picturing India’s “Land of Kings” Between the Mughal and British 
Empires: Topographical Imaginings of Udaipur and Its Environs” (PhD diss., Columbia 
University, 2013), 110-126. 
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notes that “gardens are central spaces where ideas of pleasure and aesthetics were located in a 

wide variety of literary texts that ideate on court cultures in pre-Mughal and Mughal South 

Asia.”302 Focusing specifically on Udaipur’s Jagnivās Lake Palace, and drawing on Foucault by 

way of Daud Ali, Khera establishes that this garden complex “was imagined as a heterotopia – as 

a circumscribed space for pleasure that included the cultivation of the senses of sight, smell, 

sound, taste, and touch through the spatial beauty of the palace’s locale and its architecture, and 

the enjoyment of poetry, music, dance, food, and wine in the companionship of (mostly) 

powerful men who appreciated such material delights within the courtly environs of this lake-

palace.”303 The garden, in other words, is a place apart, whose social role is specifically tied to 

enjoyment of sensory experiences and a selective sociality – the activities projected for the 

Jagnivās essentially mirror the inner circle of Jahāngīr’s bandahhā-yi khaṣṣ drinking wine and 

picking grapes in the Bāghchah-i Nigīnah of the Gujarat sultans, all in concordance with the 

cultural script for garden “play” laid out as far back as the Mānasollāsa. 

In her analysis of the mutually reinforcing relationship between royal portraiture, 

topographical painting, and verbal panegyric at the early modern Mewar court, Khera provides 

an extended analysis of a lengthy narrative poem written by the court poet Nandrām in 

Rājasthānī-inflected Brajbhāṣā to commemorate the inauguration of the Jagnivās around 1746.304 

This poem was playfully titled Jagavilāsa, which can mean, simultaneously, “the pleasure of the 

world,” “the pleasure of the Jagnivās” or “the pleasure of Jagat Singh II” the latter being the 

Mewari ruler who had commissioned the building of the Jagnivās and whom Nandrām’s poetic 

creation was meant to celebrate. While Khera’s discussion of the work traces many elements of 

                                                       
302 Khera, “Picturing India’s “Land of Kings”,” 122. 
303 Khera, “Picturing India’s “Land of Kings”,” 127. 
304 Khera, “Picturing India’s “Land of Kings”,” 117. 
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the interplay between courtly praise poetry and topographical and garden description on the one 

hand and representation in painting on the other, drawing in part on some of the same work by 

Allison Busch cited in the previous chapter of this study, here just a few aspects are particularly 

relevant as they illustrate the enactment of particular types of sociality in garden spaces and the 

specific formal features of the gardens in question.  

Khera points out that the narration of the poem does not in fact begin in the new Jagnivās 

complex but rather in the garden courtyard at the highest point of Udaipur’s City Palace – a 

space analogous to Jahāngīr’s Bāghchah-i Nigīnah and Cakrapāṇi Miśra’s garden inside a fort, 

but also such sites as the one in the Agra Fort now generally known as the Angūrī Bāgh or 

“Grape Garden.” She notes how closely the very conception of this garden space is intertwined 

with the notion of pleasure, stating that “the prominent garden-courtyard in the Udaipur palace, 

the Amar Vilas Mahal (built by Amar Singh II, r. 1698-1710), was and is commonly called as the 

Badi Mahal – meaning the garden (bāḍī)-palace (mahal) – a type of space that is included in 

almost all courtly palaces in early modern northern India” and that “the elaborate coinage of the 

original name of this garden-palace, built by Amar Singh II at the highest level of the hill, as the 

“Shivprasana Amar Vilas Mahal” suggests even more specifically how courtly patrons and 

architects associated the garden-palace with idealized landscapes. This nomenclature 

metaphorically relates the garden-palace to the joys (prasana) of (or that make) Lord Shiva’s 

abode, and identifies his abode as a place for the patron Maharana Amar Singh’s joys and 

pleasures (vilāsa).”305 One could add that the meaning of amar, that is “eternal” or “immortal,” 

introduces a further level of word play and significance into these names, as the garden is not just 

marked as that of Amar Singh but as the eternal site of his – and Śiva’s – pleasure, or else of 

                                                       
305 Khera, “Picturing India’s “Land of Kings”,” 130-131. 
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pleasure that is in itself everlasting. Clever naming aside, however, what is truly noteworthy is 

the way Nandrām sets up the Amar Vilas Mahal as the spatial context for what is clearly the first, 

more formal and public, and less sensual, stage of the royal garden visit as prescribed by the now 

familiar cultural imaginary. As Khera summarizes, Jagat Singh II is described “getting dressed, 

arriving at his throne, offering his prayers to various deities, listening to devotional songs 

(kīrtana), and giving various kinds of charity (dāna). All these activities were performed in the 

garden-courtyard of the Amar Vilas Mahal.”306 In Nandrām’s description of those in attendance 

at these proceedings, the echo of the Mānasollāsa’s “assembled wise scholars along with his 

nobles” is unmistakable: 

tihi gera madhi rājatrāna / jānou ki īsa kailasa ra thāna 
parihāra sadi bhojana mañgāya / āgyā prmāna āne sutāya 
saba sūbhaṭa avara sevaka samāja / beṭhari pankti agdhariya bāja 
vidhi vidhi prakāra paruse pravīna / ṣatrasa savāda nita prati navīna307 
 
There are assembled in the middle the rājas and rāṇas / It appears as though this 

is the Lord’s abode on Mount Kailasha 
Food devoid of any blemish was ordered / And arrived instantly according to the 

specifications 
All the great scholars as well as lowly servants together / Were seated in a row, 

with a stool308 in front of them 
Various servings of different kinds of delicacies / Six tastes and flavors always 

new. 
 

The use of the garden courtyard of the Amar Vilas Mahal as a site for entertaining is amply 

attested in painting as well; in a work dated to circa 1755 that can be seen in Figure 4.3, Rāj 

Singh II (r. 1754-1761), still a child, is depicted with a group of courtiers and attendants 

watching a dance performance in the space. Another painting from a few decades earlier 

                                                       
306 Khera, “Picturing India’s “Land of Kings”,” 132. 
307 Khera, “Picturing India’s “Land of Kings”,” 133; the translation, like that of the remaining 
verses quoted here from Nandrām’s work, is the author’s own and differs somewhat from that 
provided by Khera. 
308 As Khera notes, this would have been to hold the thālī or platter on which each diner would 
have been served; see Khera, “Picturing India’s “Land of Kings”,” 133. 
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highlights that, despite its inward-facing architecture and location in the interior of the palace, 

this was still very much a public space geared towards outward display. The work in question, 

shown in Figure 4.4 below, depicts Mahārāṇā Sangram Singh (r. 1710-1734) receiving an envoy 

from the Dutch factory in Surat in the very same space. That this particular garden could be used 

– or at the very least imagined to be used – as the setting for a meeting with a foreign merchant 

envoy suggests that it was far from a private or secluded space, but rather a representative one. 

 

Figure 4.3: "Rāj Singh II and his nobles being entertained," Mewar, c. 1755; Victoria & Albert Museum 
IS.77-1990 
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Figure 4.4: "Mahārāṇā Sangram Singh receives the embassy of Johan Josua Ketelaar," Udaipur, c. 1711; 
Victoria & Albert Museum 09405(IS) 
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As Khera points out, in addition to the luxurious meal served in the garden courtyard of 

the Amar Vilas Mahal, Nandrām also records further gift-giving to nobles and scholars in 

attendance, explaining that “several verses are devoted to the act of ceremonial gift-giving by 

Jagat Singh II to all the thakurs, and these enumerate the names of the the individual thakurs and 

their clans and offer details of the gifts they have received on the occasion, whether horses, 

gems, gold, or robes.”309 This, of course, parallels what Jahāngīr recalls of his garden receptions 

in the Tūzuk-i Jahāngīrī: his bandahhā-yi khaṣṣ become Jagat Singh II’s ṭhākurs, and the food, 

drink, and fresh pick-your-own grapes he bestowed on them have here expanded to include much 

more lavish gifts – as was no doubt often the case for Jahāngīr and his vassals as well. As the 

inauguration party as described by Nandrām moves to the garden-palace complex of Jagnivās 

located in Lake Pichola, the spatial shift is accompanied by a subtle shift in the social 

configuration and mood – the bhāva or feeling of the place and situation – as things become less 

about stately public ritual and more intimate as well as sensual, in the literal sense of being 

focused on sensory gratification. To be sure, this is by no means a retreat or intimate affair in any 

true sense, as Jagat Singh II’s inaugural visit to his new pleasure palace is clearly still an 

elaborate and public undertaking, in which he is accompanied not only by his nobles but also 

musicians and doubtlessly a large staff of multifarious servitors. Yet, if one is to go by Khera’s 

analysis, there are intimations of intimacy, so to speak. Nandrām equates one of the gardens in 

the Jagnivās complex, specifically that of the Bado Mahal or “Big Palace,” to a kuñj or “bower” 

in Braj, the secluded, erotically-charged setting of the adolescent love-play of the Hindu god 

Kr̥ṣṇa with his beloved Rādhā, which will be discussed at some length in Chapter 5.310 In making 

this association, he necessarily, and no doubt intentionally, conjures an image of the garden as a 

                                                       
309 Khera, “Picturing India’s “Land of Kings”,” 145-146. 
310 Khera, “Picturing India’s “Land of Kings”,” 158. 
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concealed, private space imbued with eroticism. Less overtly erotic, Khera assesses the 

proceedings at the Jagnivās as characterized by an ethos of bonding; as she writes elsewhere, “in 

pre-modern Indian paintings, chronicles and poems, gardens were favored aesthetic spaces where 

kings and connoisseurs assembled to bond over poetry, philosophy, and the arts. Friends and 

associates would perform an act of ‘sitting together,’ sharing perfumes and food in scented 

spaces.”311 However, lofty pursuits such as poetry and the arts were evidently not always a 

necessary focus for this type of comparatively intimate bonding, since she finds a particularly 

salient example of the practice in a painting by the artist Jay Rām that portrays Jagat Singh II 

frolicking in one of the pools at the Jagnivās. Shown in Figure 4.5, this is admittedly still a fairly 

busy scene, since Jagat Singh II is not only shown surrounded by and playing with a sizeable 

group of companions, but the outer sections of the painting moreover reveal numerous servants 

preparing food and moving about. Even so, there is a notable level of intimacy here, as 

recognized by Khera, who notes that “here bonds of shared experience are formed during a pool 

party in the intimate circumscribed spaces of pleasure within the Jagnivas.”312 This is not just a 

matter of the physical proximity between the semi-clothed revelers – one man is even going 

down a slide riding on another! – but also of the small, enclosed space, and the way Jay Rām 

chose to depict it. The partial bird’s-eye perspective of the painting emphasizes the tall walls and 

colonnades that surround the pool and separates the playing men from the busy servants in other 

sections of the complex around all around them. Moreover, it creates an exaggerated contrast 

between the constrained central space of the pool and the seemingly much broader and more 

open passages and terraces on the other side of the walls that surround it. 

                                                       
311 Dipti Sudhir Khera, “The Joys of Bonding,” in Visions of Paradise: Indian Court Painting, 
ed. Wayne Crothers, Dipti Khera, Shailka Mishra, and Suneeta Peres da Costa (Melbourne: 
National Gallery of Victoria, 2018), 110. 
312 Khera, “Picturing India’s “Land of Kings”,” 161. 
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Figure 4.5: "Mahārāṇā Jagat Singh II frolics in a palace pool," by Jay Rām, c. 1746-1750; The San Diego 
Museum of Art 1990.624 

 
Returning to more explicitly horticultural matters, it is worth noting how in describing the 

formal and botanical features of the gardens at the Jagnivās, Nandrām highlights their Persianate 

character, meaning their conformity to the Mughal-Rajput garden typology, down to the use of 

Persian-derived vocabulary that contrasts notably with the Indic diction that otherwise 

predominates in the poem: 

sabtina bado mahala taha kahu puraba disa so banī / dilārāma bāriya kāma 
bhāriya rūpa besa banī dhanī 

ika hoja bīca anūpa rājata dekhate sukha pāvhī / rastāna men nala haĩ ghane 
gulkyāri hai susuhāvani313 

 
There is the biggest palace, which has been constructed on the eastern side / 

Dilārām has done excellent work, the forms and outward trim are done 
beautifully 

An incomparable pool in the middle shines, seeing it one finds happiness / There 
are rills in the paths and dense beds of roses are exceedingly beautiful. 

 

                                                       
313 Khera, “Picturing India’s “Land of Kings”,” 157. 
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This vision of garden, in its idyllic, pristine beauty, is thoroughly that of a Mughal bāgh. 

Tellingly, even the person – presumably the architect – credited with its creation bears a Persian 

name: Dil-ārām, or “Heart’s Ease.” The features of the garden highlighted in praise consist of a 

central pool, paths lined with small water channels and lush beds of roses. Each of these is 

denoted at least partially using Persian-derived vocabulary: the pool is called hoja, from Persian 

– and ultimately Arabic - ḥawz̤, the paths adorned by rills carrying water are rastāna from 

Persian rāstah, and the roses are Persian gul. The beds they grow in are referred to as kyārī, 

which may be an indigenous Indic word but is nonetheless emblematic of the horticultural 

technical terminology that accompanies the cultural complex of the “Mughal” bāgh, as discussed 

in the previous chapters. This, then, is a manifestation of a broadly shared garden ideal, put to 

use for a likewise shared and long-codified pattern of garden sociability.   

Intriguingly, beds of roses like those Nandrām saw in the newly inaugurated Jagnivās 

appear to have been of special concern to the Mewar court, or at least it its artists. Within the 

corpus of sprawling topographical paintings documenting and celebrating the Sisodiyā 

mahārāṇās’ exploits in and around Udaipur which became such a hallmark of their painterly 

production there is a subgenre of sorts depicting spring celebrations in gardens, their central 

parterre most commonly filled with a sea of pink damask roses in full bloom. The gatherings to 

be seen in these paintings fit squarely into the pattern of a potentate – or elite more generally – 

feasting in the company of a select group of companions. Many of them also include entertainers 

such as musicians and dancers and some servants within the central space of the garden, and 

occasionally Hindu renunciants – marked by their ash-smeared, grey bodies and brownish matted 

hair – appear among the denizens of the garden as well. Nevertheless, the composition of these 

paintings clearly conveys that they are spaces apart – heterotopias, as Khera and Ali have noted – 
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limited to a select few, and marked by a sense of dream-like calm and intimacy compared to the 

hectic swirl of life outside them. A 1750 painting of Jagat Singh II in a rose garden by one 

Raghunāth, shown in Figure 4.6, exemplifies this contrast perfectly. The upper half of the frame 

is taken up by the garden, an expanse of rose bushes covered in pink blossoms, with some trees 

scattered around its edges. Four paths converging at right angles in the center of the space 

produce the typical quadripartite layout of the Persianate garden; Jagat Singh II and his 

companions are seated on a cabūtrah platform at the intersection of the paths, while some 

attendants stand just in front of and to the left of it and a group of entertainers and ascetics – or 

entertainers dressed up as ascetics? – are approaching on the path from the right. Platters of rose 

sit between Jagat Singh II and his courtiers, with bunches of red corn poppies and blue larkspur – 

the iconic floral duo discussed in the previous chapter – tucked into them. The lower half of the 

picture presents a distinctly different scene. It is separated from the blooming heart of garden by 

a red wall of fabric, as used in royal encampments. Below this is a space still within the garden 

walls, dotted with shrines and with several guards and servants as well as an elephant and horse 

standing and waiting. Beyond the garden gate, in turn, is the open street, on which Jagat Singh II 

and his courtiers are shown once again with myriad attendants in their busy, crowded procession 

to the garden. The contrast between the two spaces is palpable, and the sense of deliberate 

enclosure and concealment is accentuated by the prominent rendering of the temporary screen 

wall put up to to visually divide the central, blooming parterre from the outer reaches of the 

garden complex. A red cloth palisade of precisely the same type features no less prominently in a 

very similar painting of Sangram Singh from a few decades earlier, shown in Figure 4.7, where it 

is tellingly shown to wall off even larger sections of the garden, including lush groves and a 
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blooming plot of jasmine. Interestingly, there appears to be a parallel to these privacy curtains in 

the Mānasollāsa, not in the vr̥kṣāyurveda chapters but in the discussion of drinking parties: 

tirohitaiḥ kāṇḍapaṭaiḥ nānāvarṇamanoharaiḥ | 
niveśayedyathāmānaṃ paṅktisthā varayoṣitaḥ || (Vimśati 5, Adhyāya 10, Verse 

473)314 
 
With entertainments of various kinds hidden behind a curtain, 
He ought to have the best young women line up accordingly, standing all in a 

row. 
 

As the previous verse specifies, these activities are to take place udyāneṣu drumacchāye 

gr̥hopavanakeṣu ca or “in gardens, in the shade of trees, and in small domestic gardens.” The 

distinction made between a regular udyāna or “garden” and the gr̥hopavanaka, an upavana or 

“garden” marked as smaller by the diminutive suffix -ka and as attached to a dwelling by being 

compounded with gr̥ha or “house,” appears to prefigure the typological distinction noted with 

regard to Jahāngīr’s account of the suburban Fatḥ Bāgh and the smaller Bāghchah-i Nigīna inside 

the Ahmedabad palace. It is thus presumably in this garden context that the curtain is introduced 

as yet another layer of privacy, to shelter the saucy entertainments to which the protagonist king 

is instructed to get up with beautiful young women, literally lined up for the purpose. However, 

herein also lies the one significant difference to what can be seen in the Udaipur paintings as 

well as early modern literary explorations of the theme. While the Mānasollāsa prescribes the 

curtains, and garden privacy more generally, specifically for the highly gendered, erotic play 

with his wives and female attendants, the paintings show them used primarily for the mahārāṇās 

communing with their male courtiers. These scenes that may well have had erotic overtones at 

times, but in general were more likely to be marked by platonic companionship. As will be 

discussed further below, the correspondence between the participants’ gender, erotic potential, 

                                                       
314 Someśvara III, Mānasollāsa, 219. 
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and the level of garden privacy appears to have become rather more blurred in the early modern 

period and outside of Sanskrit literary conventions heavily gendered vision of courtly romance. 

A third painting, shown in Figure 4.8 and a bit earlier still, of Amar Singh II celebrating 

the spring-time festival of Holī, again with a small group of courtiers, does not feature the cloth 

walls or include what is happening outside the confines of the garden. Nonetheless, the sense of 

seclusion is, if anything, even stronger here. The garden wall, the gate at its center closed and 

manned by two guards, forms the lower boundary of the painting. Above it, and along the other 

three sides of the image, tall, dark trees rise in a lush grove, visually enclosing the scene of 

revelry taking place on and around the platform in the center of the garden. The expanse of 

flowers surrounding this platform is divided in four by paths in the familiar cross pattern; the 

kyārīs in this case are filled with blazing red corn poppies instead of soft pink roses. Rows of 

closely spaced cypresses along the paths and around the platform further disrupt the line of 

vision, obscuring portions of the unfolding scene. As a result, they convey a clear sense of 

concealment and mystery. Even though Amar Singh II is here with what is presumably his inner 

circle of male courtiers, rather than the ladies of his harem, it is evident that scenes like these, 

with multiple layers of enclosure and concealment separating the garden from the wider world 

and, at least symbolically, shielding the things taking place there from the view of the wider 

public, tend towards the latter part of the Mānasollāsa’s script for elite garden outings. In the 

Sanskrit encyclopedia’s terminology, a king at this stage in his garden sojourn is to retreat into a 

relative form of privacy and that certainly appears to be an apt description of the visual coding of 

these garden scenes relative to the wider world in which they are set. These instances of elite 

garden socializing sit on a spectrum with Jahāngīr’s imperial meting out of public punishment in 

the garden of Mīrzā Kāmrān and Jagat Singh II’s reception for nobles, Brahmin scholars, and 
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servants in the Amar Vilas Mahal’s garden courtyard, yet they are decidedly more exclusive, 

intimate, and oriented towards to sensual enjoyment. The garden can thus alternatively host both 

sabhā or majlis and the goings-on of the harem, depending on how it is configured and 

conceived – and in that way, too, it becomes like a stage for the performance of the good (social) 

life. 

 

Figure 4.6:"Mahārāṇā Jagat Singh II celebrating the Festival of Flowers in the Gulāb Bāṛī Garden," by 
Raghunāth, Udaipur 1750; National Gallery of Victoria AS144-1980 
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Figure 4.7: "Mahārāņā Sangram Singh celebrating the spring festival with his nobles in the rose garden in 
Udaipur," Udaipur, 1715-1720; Francesca Galloway, New York 

 

 

Figure 4.8: "Mahārāṇā Amar Singh II's Holī Durbar in the Sarvar̥tu Vilās garden," Udaipur, c. 1708-1710; 
National Gallery of Victoria AS74-1980 
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Gardens, and the particular forms of social intercourse they engender, were clearly 

integral to the construction and projection of royal as well as more generally elite social status. 

This is expressed even more categorically than in the Mānasollāsa in the opening verses of the 

older Vr̥kṣāyurveda of Surapāla, included also in the Upavanavinoda of the 

Śārṅgadharapaddhati: 

puṃsāṃ sarvasukhaikasādhānaphalāḥ 
saundaryagarvoddharakrīḍālolavilāsinījanamanaḥ sphītapramodāvahāḥ | 

guñjadbhr̥ṅgavinidrapaṅkajabharasphārollāsaddīrghikāyuktāḥ santi gr̥heṣu 
yasya vipulārāmāḥ sa pr̥thvīpatiḥ || (1) 

navam vayo hāri vapurvarāṅganāḥ sakhā kalāvit kalavallakīsvanaḥ | 
dhanāni sarvaṃ viphalaṃ sukhaiṣiṇo vinā vihāropavanāni bhūpateḥ || (2)315 
 
He is lord of the earth in whose houses there are broad gardens endowed with 

large shining lakes filled with lotuses opened by buzzing bees, whose fruit 
is the means of men’s every happiness [and] which bring great joys to the 
minds of the womenfolk unrestrained in pride of their beauty and unsteady 
in their play. 

Young age, an attractive body, beautiful women, a friend knowledgeable in the 
arts, the sound of a melodious vallakī, riches – all these are useless to the 
ruler seeking happiness without pleasure gardens. 

 
The close concordance between the garden activities recorded by and for Jahāngīr and the 

various Sisodiyā mahārāṇās of Mewar over the course of the eighteenth century and those 

prescribed by Sanskrit vr̥kṣāyurveda manuals centuries earlier, aside perhaps from a certain 

slippage in the gender division between male courtiers and female playmates, points to a 

remarkably persistent and widely shared conception of how a monarch, and more generally an 

elite, cultured man, is to socialize in gardens.316 This vision evinces a gradation from public to 

                                                       
315 Surapāla, Das Wissen, 58-60. 
316 This slippage might represent the most significant intervention in this context – apart from the 
actual appearance of the gardens and their botanical inventory – wrought by Persianate cultural 
influences vis-à-vis earlier Indic traditions as codified in Sanskrit. Sanskrit literary convention 
tends to present romance, and courtly sociality more generally, in strongly gendered terms. 
Medieval and early modern Persian literature, on the other hand, often casts romance and 
eroticism in rather gender-neutral imagery, an effect further strengthened by the absence of 
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increasingly private, exclusive, and intimate social exchanges, tied to an understanding of 

gardens as potential spaces of seclusion and concealment. The following section focuses on 

literary imaginings of garden use by various characters, including non-royal and imaginary ones, 

which follow largely the same pattern, but with a specific, explicit focus on the idea of the 

garden as an escape from regular life and society, a retreat from the public eye where the visual 

cover provided by walls, trees, and vines enabled pleasurable transgressions of the usual norms 

of society. 

Garden Outings and Illicit Pleasures 
 

The verse by Inshā that forms the epigraph to this chapter – translating to “He came 

running and took me / Into a flowerbed hidden beneath the grapevine” – hinges on a common yet 

rarely remarked upon image in the Urdu poetry of the eighteenth and early nineteenth century 

that links arbors covered in grapevines to the pursuit of potentially illicit pleasures, or at least 

ones understood as requiring strict privacy. The sprawling vines’ foliage and tendrils, trained 

over pergolas and trellises, are imagined as providing shelter from prying eyes and thus creating 

a private space in which people are free to engage in activities that might otherwise invite moral 

censure. Foremost among these is the consumption of wine and resultant drunkenness, given the 

obvious connection between the grape vine and its most prominent and problematic product. 

However, the protective capacity of the grape arbor also extends to transgressive romantic and 

                                                                                                                                                                               
grammatical gender in the language. This, along with the prominence of courtesans and other 
female performers appearing in otherwise male spaces, may have contributed to certain amount 
of conceptual blurring between the formal courtly assembly or a party of platonic male friends 
and more intimate gatherings that may or may not have erotic potential, with a consequent 
destabilizing of the gender make-up of both, but especially the latter. Tellingly, for Safavid Iran, 
in his study of intoxicants in early modern Iranian history, Rudolph Matthee notes sex with both 
female and male beloveds as being part of the bazm or drinking party, and further points that the 
tradition of bazm was shared by the Mughals; see Rudolph P. Matthee, The Pursuit of Pleasure: 
Drugs and Stimulants in Iranian History, 1500-1900 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2005), 49. 
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sexual assignations, as implied in the aforementioned verse, and perhaps more explicitly in 

another couplet by Inshā, this one in the genre of rekhtī, or Urdu poetry in the female voice: 

Calo sair-i bāgh ko begamā hu’e hain dirakht hare bhare 
Voh jo tāk hain so nashe men hain nahīn ko’ī aur vare pare317 
 
Let’s go tour the garden lady, the trees have turned green and lush 
The grapevines are drunk, there is no one else around 

 
On the one hand, the image of the shady, secluded grape arbor reflects a horticultural reality; 

grape arbors spanning walkways are still fairly common in private gardens in northern India 

today, and if literary descriptions, eighteenth-century paintings, and early photographs from the 

middle of the nineteenth century are any indication, they were a ubiquitous garden feature during 

precisely the period in which Urdu literature came into its own in the north.318 Yet the 

association of grapevines with privacy and being hidden from view also allows for a clever bit of 

word play, an example of the īhām-go’ī or punning that characterized much eighteenth-century 

Urdu poetry, in that the Persian term for grapevine often used, tāk, is also the stem of tāknā, an 

Urdu verb meaning “to stare” or “to spy on.” More importantly, however, it represents a 

microcosm of how gardens as a whole came to be conceived in eighteenth-century Urdu poetry, 

and more broadly by the culture that shaped it. Rather than merely being the setting for a series 

                                                       
317 Sa‘ādat Yār Khān ‘Rangīn’ and Inshā’allah Khān ‘Inshā,’ Dīvān-i Rangīn va Inshā (Badāyūn: 
Niz̤āmī Pres, 1924), 141. 
318 That grape arbors are rarely seen in historic gardens or public parks in India today is 
reflective of changes in garden styles and landscape management implemented from the second 
half of the nineteenth century onwards. In a colonial adaptation of the English Gardenesque, 
expansive lawns, isolated specimen trees and shrubs, and uninterrupted lines of sight came to 
characterize most public green spaces on the subcontinent, including, at least until very recently, 
the many historic garden sites under the management of the Archaeological Survey of India. See 
Nicolas Roth, “Politics in the Park: Public Green Spaces and the Negotiation of National Identity 
in India and Oman,” BA Thesis, Harvard University, 2011; for recent efforts to return some sites 
managed by the Archaeological Survey of India to a more historically accurate planting 
regiment, see Evan Nicole Brown, “Two Centuries-Old Riverfront Gardens in India Return to 
Full Bloom,” Atlas Obscura, January 11, 2019, accessed March 19, 2019 < 

https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/restoration-taj-mahal-gardens>. 
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of symbolic flora and fauna dictated by Persian literary convention and representing different 

aspects of the drama of unrequited – or at least fickle – love, such as the rose as the beautiful but 

indifferent beloved, the nightingale as the plaintive lover, or the narcissus as a languid, 

intoxicated eye, the garden here becomes a space of liberation. Removed, literally and 

figuratively, from the public forum of society, the garden offers privacy and a partial suspension 

of rules that permit the pursuit and fulfillment of desires not sanctioned by social norms. The 

vision of the garden encapsulated by the grape arbor sheltering drinking parties or a lesbian 

rendezvous is distinct from more conventional literary uses of garden imagery in that it sets up 

the garden not as the perfection of a societal or imperial ideal – a material manifestation of a 

divine order – but as a rejection of and escape from such forms of structure and control. Going to 

the garden becomes an act of rebellion, an assertion of the primacy of personal choice and 

personal pleasures indicative of an increasingly modern sense of individual subjectivity.319 

This particular notion of the garden outing is perhaps nowhere made more explicit than 

Shaikh Z̤uhūruddīn Shāh ‘Ḥātim’ Bazm-i ‘ishrat or “Feast of Revelry,” already touched upon in 

the previous chapter. The poem chronicles a spring-time excursion by a group of friends, led by 

the speaker of the poem, from Shāhjahānābād, that is the Mughal “old city” of Delhi, to a garden 

on the capital’s outskirts. The story begins with a description of the greatness of Shāhjahānābād 

in terms of the attractiveness of the people and goods to be met with in its bazaars, followed by 

praise of the reigning Mughal emperor Muḥammad Shāh (r. 1719-1748). Inspired by the 

exuberant atmosphere of spring, the narrator then sends letters to a number of friends, inviting 

them on a garden outing to make the most of the season. After the friends excitedly assemble, the 

                                                       
319 Here the study follows Ruth Vanita, who writes regarding the (fictional) female speakers of 
Urdu rekhtī poetry that “claiming her pleasures and predilections, woman in rekhtī emerges as 
the figure of an indigenous modernity;” see Ruth Vanita, Gender, Sex and the City: Urdu Rekhtī 
Poetry, 1780-1870 (Hyderabad: Orient Blackswan, 2012), 12. 
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scene shifts to the garden itself and a lengthy description of its horticultural glories and the 

preparations being carried out for the arrival of the revelers. The narrative then returns to the 

group of friends who are en route to the garden, who soon encounter a muḥtasib, the supervisor 

of markets and trade charged with enforcing moral behavior in the public spaces of the city. 

Confronting this arbiter of public morality, the narrator makes a bold claim for the validity of the 

individual pursuit of happiness under the sharī‘a. The rest of the poem chronicles the group’s 

arrival and exploration of the garden, the beginning of the feast with musical performances, the 

celebration of Holī with water guns and colored powder, and the elaborate illumination of the 

garden at night. Shāh ‘Ḥātim’ brings together multiple traditions in this work: the 

aforementioned sāqīnāmah or “book of the cup-bearer,” a genre of poems addressed to the sāqī 

or server of wine that flourished in Persian in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and 

frequently deals with matters of ethics and kingship, the shahrāshūb or “city disturber” mode of 

describing urban spaces by inventorying the attractive members of various professions present 

within them, the masnavī as an account of a particular journey or real-life event, and the 

celebration in poetry of spring and in particular of the Hindu festival of Holī. Even so, it is the 

garden that is most central to the text. It constitutes the destination of the characters’ movement 

and the setting for the fulfillment of their desires and descriptions of it and the activities that take 

place within it – and are made possible by it – make up the bulk of the poem. Moreover, the 

floral imagery of the garden and the countryside suffuses the text even when the garden is not 

actually being described and while the revelers are still in the city, as befits a work that is 

intended in part as an exuberant celebration of spring. Thus when the poet-narrator sets upon his 

work he declares the following: 
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Caman ke bīc nargis ko qalam kar / Raqam kartā hūn varq-i yāsaman par320 

 Making a narcissus in the parterre my pen / I write on a petal of jasmine. 

Similarly, when spring gives him the idea for the garden outing he proclaims this: 

Suno yāro kih ā’ī hai bahār ab / Hū’ā hai kūh-o-ṣaḥrā lālāzār ab 
Har ik jā dasht men phūlā hai ṭesū / Raqībon kā hū’ā san zard ab rū321 
 
 Listen friends, spring has now come / Hillside and plain have turned into poppy 

fields  
Everywhere in the countryside the flame of the forest322 has blossomed / The 

faces of my rivals have all at once turned yellow. 
 

The last hemistich is contains a particularly subtle and multilayered instance of īhām. It plays 

once again on the convention of a face that is zard, or pale and jaundiced, as a sign of weakness 

and decline, but at the same time yellow in northern India is considered the quintessential color 

of spring, as blooming mustard fields turn much of the countryside acid yellow and people don 

yellow clothes for spring celebrations. Moreover, san, the word here translated as “all at once” – 

admittedly an obscure meaning of the term – also serves as the common name of Indian hemp 

(Crotalaria juncea), a fodder and fiber crop that likewise sports bright yellow blooms. The 

Persianate literary convention of the raqīb or romantic rival is thus interwoven with, if not 

subsumed by, the vernal efflorescence of the cultivated landscape This, then, is primarily a 

poetic celebration of the garden and aestheticized nature, and of the human experiences they 

enable. 

The image of the grape arbor hiding drunken revelry from view appears in the Bazm-i 

‘ishrat as well, as already cited in the previous chapter, skillfully woven into the description of 

                                                       
320 Shāh ‘Ḥātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 418. 
321 Shāh ‘Ḥātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 418, 420. 
322 Butea monosperma, known in Urdu as ṭesū, ḍhāk, or palāsh, a deciduous tree native to South 
Asia that produces conspicuous red, orange, or rarely yellow flowers in spring before the 
appearance of the leaves; these flowers have also traditionally been used to make colors for Holī. 
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the garden as it is being readied for the arrival of the party of friends and the celebrations to 

follow: 

Nah hoven kyon kih gul mastī se be hosh / Huā angūr kā sāyah caman-posh323 
 
Why should the flowers not pass out from inebriation / The shade of the grapevine 

has come to cover the flowerbed. 
 

Here, the flowers themselves stand in for the revelers and get intoxicated, prefiguring what the 

garden’s human visitors shall be doing under the shelter of grape arbor once they arrive. At the 

same time, the rhetorical question posed in the first hemistich drives home the point that drinking 

alcohol and getting drunk, despite the framing of this masnavī in the conventions of the 

sāqīnāmah and the widespread consumption of alcoholic beverages in elite Mughal culture, were 

nonetheless conceived of as transgressive. Only within the sheltered privacy of the garden, and 

more specifically behind the screen provided by the grape leaves, may such activities be pursued 

with abandon.  

It is in the scene that follows this initial description of the garden, however, that Shāh 

‘Ḥātim’ most clearly reveals the significance of the garden outing as an act liberation from the 

usual moral strictures of society. The encounter with the muḥtasib stands out several ways. It 

constitutes the only overt instance of adversity in what might otherwise appear a purely 

celebratory account of beauty and pleasure, and it marks the transition of the group of friends 

from the space of the city to that of the suburban garden. The legal enforcer of moral norms 

stands as the one significant obstacle the would-be revelers have to overcome in order to reach 

the garden and be able to pursue their desires. They notably anticipate this confrontation: 

Cale sab jama‘ kar kar bāgh kī sair / Dilon men muḥtasib se bāndh kar bair324 
 

                                                       
323 Shāh ‘Hātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 423. 
324 Shāh ‘Hātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 424. 
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Having got everything together they set out on their garden excursion / Having 
fastened enmity of the muḥtasib in their hearts 

 
While the run-in with the muḥtasib takes place outside of the garden and while still within the 

built-up space of the city as he “emerges suddenly from an alley,” the episode nevertheless 

underscores the garden’s association with privacy and personal freedom.325 The work of the 

muḥtasib, though little studied in the context of Mughal South Asia, was historically closely 

circumscribed by notions of personal privacy. Beyond his primary obligations of enforcing 

market and trade regulations and ascertaining the accuracy of weights and measures, it was the 

muḥtasib’s responsibility “to command the right and forbid the wrong” in accordance with 

Islamic laws.326 In doing so, however, he was limited to the public sphere and prohibited from 

intruding on what was perceived as private. As Roy Mottahedeh and Kristen Stilt have put it, 

“the muhtasib may only address a wrong that is manifest (zahir); the muhtasib is not permitted to 

try to gain information about a sin that a person conceals in his home behind a closed door.”327 

While different medieval authors articulated certain technical exceptions, in general the muḥtasib 

was not allowed to search people, enter private homes, scale walls – such as those enclosing the 

elite gardens of Mughal Delhi – to uncover sin.328 Yet when the group of friends – courtesans, 

                                                       
325 Shāh ‘Hātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 424. 
326 Roy Mottahedeh and Kristen Stilt, “Public and Private as Viewed Through the Work of the 
Muhtasib,” Social Research: An International Quarterly 70, no. 3 (2003): 735. 
327 Mottahedeh and Stilt, “Public and Private,” 737. 
328 One should notice in this context that the consumption of alcohol – the most consistently 
evoked “private” and, to some, morally questionable pleasure in this chapter – occupies an 
ambiguous place with regard to its social permissibility. It would have generally been 
permissible for non-Brahmin Hindus, though potentially restricted by concerns of purity, public 
propriety, or aspirations to higher – read: more Brahminical – ritual status. For Muslims, 
meanwhile, it was theoretically prohibited, and yet wine-drinking was widespread, including, or 
perhaps especially, among rulers and the nobility, as evidenced by Jahāngīr’s Thursday drinking 
parties with his bandahha-yi khāṣṣ. Matthee records the same state of affairs for Safavid Iran, 
including state and religious authorities’ haphazard and unsuccessful attempts to clamp down on 
the practice, noting both the longstanding tradition and importance and royal drinking parties and 
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wine, and party supplies in tow – runs into the muḥtasib in the streets, they are still out in public, 

leading the poet-narrator to make a rather more striking argument for the partiers’ right to do as 

they please: 

Kih hai gar tujh ko laṛne ka irādah / To ham ḥāẓir hain mat kaho ḥarf-i ziyādah 
Va gar dil men tire mat̤lūb hai ṣulḥ / behtar khūb se khūb hai ṣulḥ  
Agar tujh ko sharī‘at par naz̤ar hai / Ḥaqīqat se va lekin be khabar hai  
Qulūb al-mu’minīn ‘arsh-i khudā hai / Tujhe kab ‘arsh kā ḍhānā ravā hai 
Mirā dil toṛnā tujh ko bajā nahīn / Yeh mīnā lā’iq-i sang-i jafā nahīn 
Kih yeh dil manzil-i maqṣūd hai gā / Sarāpā ka‘bah-i ma‘būd hai gā 
… 
Hamāre hāt se ik jām pī jā / Bhalā de marg ā yik dam to jī jā329 
 
If it is your intention to fight / Then we are here and ready, say no more 
And if your heart seeks peace / All the better, peace is the best 
If you are concerned with the sharī‘ah / Your intentions are sincere but 

uninformed 
The hearts of the believers hold up the throne of God / Since when is it your place 

to tear down the throne of God? 
It is not appropriate for you to break my heart / This glass vessel does not deserve 

the stone of oppression 
This heart is to be the destination of desires / From head to toe it will be the 

venerated Ka‘bah 
… 
Drink a cup from my hand / Let death come, but come on and just live for once! 

 
The revelers, it is established from the start of the speech, are willing to fight for their freedom; 

they are confident enough that what they are doing is not actually wrong to be willing to stand up 

to worldly legal and moral authorities if necessary. Even so, they prefer to avoid conflict and 

preserve peace, and the speaker strives to convince the muḥtasib that he ought to tolerate their 

activities through reason couched in distinctly Islamic terms. He boldly claims that obsessing 

with the sharī‘ah – that is, a narrow, legalistic interpretation of Islamic rules – is misguided, for 

it is ultimately the individual faithful on which the reign of God depends. Their happiness, 

                                                                                                                                                                               
the general notion that drinking was to be tolerated as long as it was not taking place in the 
common, public space; see Matthee, The Pursuit of Pleasure, 37-96. 
329 Shāh ‘Hātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 425. 
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therefore, is the utmost good, and breaking their hearts is akin to desecrating the Ka‘ba. The 

narrator concludes his appeal to the muḥtasib with a more down-to-earth plea to live a little and a 

have a drink, given how fleeting life can be: 

Yeh baten sun ke mere pās āyā / Piyālā pī khajil ho munh chipāyā330 
 
Having heard this he came up next to me / He drank a cup and, getting 

embarrassed, hid his face. 
 
The situation is thus resolved and the party saved; everyone proceeds to the garden to drink and 

enjoy music, singing, and the raucous and erotically charged Holī celebrations. Yet the maneuver 

could have been a risky one; well-reasoned as the poet-speaker’s argument might be, it is 

undeniably daring in impugning the understanding of the sharī‘ah of the very authority tasked 

with enforcing it, and constructing an argument based on Islamic theology, and couched in 

imagery of Islam’s holiest site, for the permissibility of bodily pleasures ostensibly in 

contravention of Islamic norms. Though it is not explicit in the speaker’s appeal to the muḥtasib, 

the ultimate success of this strategy may be tied to the intended destination of the trip; while he is 

making a general claim for people’s right to their individual pursuit of happiness, what he is 

requesting in practice is that the garden outing as an escape from the usual social norms be 

respected. The muḥtasib may uphold the system as a whole but he is asked to tolerate the 

existing loophole, respecting the inviolable, if ultimately fictive, privacy of the suburban garden. 

Emphasizing the importance of this sense of protection and safety, and its connection to the 

space of the garden, the narrator concludes the episode by once again addressing the sāqī with 

these words: 

Piyālah de kih sab aman-o-amān hai / Bahār-i gul hai dīd-i gul-rukhān hai331 
 

                                                       
330 Shāh ‘Hātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 425. 
331 Shāh ‘Hātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 425. 
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Give me a cup, for everything is peace and safety / it is the spring of flowers and a 
vision of flower-faced ones332 

That the garden is a safe space free from the moral opprobrium of society at large is also 

the central idea of yet another rekhtī poem by Inshā’ Allāh Khān ‘Inshā.’ A ghazal of six verses, 

it consists of a female speaker assuring her – likewise female – paramour that the garden is a 

safe, private space where they can do as they please, humorously explaining away as innocuous 

and pleasing features of the garden a number of things that might startle her. She begins with this 

verse: 

Ko’ī nahīn ās pās khauf nahīn kuch / Hotī ho kyon beḥavas khauf nahīn kuch333 
 
There is no one around, nothing to fear / Why are you so beside yourself, there is 

nothing to fear. 
 

Subsequently, she explains that the wafting fragrance is the scent of the flowers, not the perfume 

of some spying woman, that what she might take to be a caukīdār or watchman is actually just a 

pile of grass, and that what she might believe to be a fire lit by someone else in the garden are 

just the flowers of the flame of the forest. Here, too, the garden outing is tied to a specific season 

by this quintessential flower of South Asian spring time, and the garden charged with erotic 

potential underscored by the easy slippage between the alluring features of beautiful flowers and 

attractive people. What ultimately allows for the enjoyment of these things, however, and is thus 

of more fundamental value than the aesthetic titillation of transgression, is the privacy, and hence 

safety, provided by the garden. This is driven home like a protective mantra – and arguably a 

plea that it may remain true – by the refrain that ends the first two lines and every subsequent 

verse: khauf nahīn kuch or “there is nothing to fear.” 

                                                       
332 Shāh ‘Hātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 425. 
333 ‘Inshā,’ Kulliyāt-i Inshā, 205. 
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While drinking, feasting, and illicit trysts are the transgressions most commonly 

envisioned in Urdu poetry as being made possible by removing oneself to a garden, the safe 

space gardens afford in fact allows for a wide variety of socially transgressive behaviors. A 

poignant example may be found in another masnavī rich in garden description first discussed in 

Chapter 2, the Masnavī-i dilpazīr of Sa‘ādat Yār Khān ‘Rangīn,’ written in 1798. As previously 

noted, it recounts the adventures of the prince Mahjabīn and his sidekick Dānishvar as Mahjabīn 

endeavors to win over and marry Nāznīn, a queen who completely eschews the company of men. 

Upon arriving at the outskirts of her capital, the prince and his friend sneak into queen’s glorious 

garden, which is described in extensive architectural and botanical detail much like the garden at 

the center of the Bazm-i ‘ishrat. Disguised as women, Mahjabīn and Dānishvar ingratiate 

themselves with some of the queen’s servants by virtue of their musical abilities, distracting 

them from the preparations for Nāznīn’s impending visit to the garden that they are supposed to 

be carrying out. When the servants report back to the queen, the two supposedly female 

performers are invited to appear before the queen. What follows is an extended description of 

Mahjabīn and Dānishvar significantly upping their drag. They put on stylish and alluring clothes, 

make-up, and tasteful, understated jewelry. Dānishvar chooses simpler, less ornate items of 

clothing and accessories, presumably so as not to outshine his social superior, though this is not 

explicitly stated. At last each chooses a drag name for himself; Mahjabīn becomes Nūrbānī or 

“Lady of Light” while Dānishvar turns into Bī Faẓīlat or “Lady Excellence.” The disguise 

ostensibly serves a practical purpose, namely to enable our heroes to get close to Queen Nāznīn 

despite her wariness of men. However, there is obvious aesthetic delight in the game of dress up, 

a relishing of the performance of femininity and reveling in its accoutrements that suggests that 

this itself is a pleasurable activity, and perhaps a facet of Mahjabīn and Dānishvar’s artistic 
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expression as performers. Note, for instance, the following lines summing up Mahjabīn’s 

transformation: 

Pehene do tīn cār gehne aur / Kaisā bānkā hai apnā sārā t̤aur 
Sumran ik motiyon kī hāth men ḍāl / Ho liyā sāth un ke nai ko sanbhāl 
Kar yeh sādah banā’o us ne tamām / Rakhā liyā apnā nūrbānī nām334 
 
He put on a few more pieces of jewelry / How stylish is his whole manner! 
Putting a pearl rosary in his hand / He got ready, taking his flute 
Having completed his getup / He named himself Nūrbānī 
 

Mahjabīn/Nūrbānī may be a female impersonator out of necessity, but he clearly does drag with 

considerable enthusiasm and panache. The details of his disguise, especially the flute and pearl 

rosary, also evoke the Hindu god Kr̥ṣṇa, in whose iconography they feature prominently, a 

connection underscored by the use of the adjective bānkā or “bent, stylish, foppish” which is 

frequently used to describe the alluring, playful god. Kr̥ṣṇa’s association with gardens and 

idealized landscapes, already alluded to previously, will be analyzed at greater length in Chapter 

5. Here let it suffice to say that disguised as the female Nūrbānī, the male Mahjabīn thus 

paradoxically mimics a male god, in an intricate reenactment of the deity’s own gender-bending 

tendencies. For Kr̥ṣṇa, also known as Mohan or “the enchanter,” may turn into Mohinī, “the 

enchantress,” as the need arises. Moreover, in northern India his cult occasions real-life instances 

of men cross-dressing as women, as devotees of the Sakhī-Bekhī Sampradāya dress as the gopīs, 

the cowherd maidens that are the companions of Kr̥ṣṇa’s youth, in order to be closer to their 

beloved god. Mahjabīn as Nūrbānī thus channels both Mohan and Mohinī, both courtly female 

musician and playful god. Far from a mere means to an end, his and Dānishvar’s cross-dressing 

is to be read as play and pursuit of aesthetic pleasure – yet another transgression of convention, 

that is, for the sake of personal fulfillment of expression, and arguably justified by the need for 

                                                       
334 ‘Rangīn,’ Masnavī-i dilpazīr, 99. 
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the freedom to seek these. It is the suburban garden that is the logical setting for this freedom, as 

rules of society are suspended by the privacy within its walls and bowers. It is the garden – 

named Bāgh-i dilkushā or “heart-expanding garden” – that allows Nāznīn to live her utopia of a 

female-only world, until its privacy is breached by Mahjabīn and Dānishvar, and it is the garden 

that allows the two intruders to become Nūrbānī and Bī Faẓīlat, to be both Mohan and Mohinī. 

The period during which Shāh ‘Ḥātim,’ ‘Inshā,’ and ‘Rangīn,’ were writing, from the 

eighteenth into the early nineteenth century, was long seen as a period of decadence and decline 

in Mughal South Asia. Muḥammad Shāh, the emperor under whose rule the Bazm-i ‘ishrat was 

composed and whom Shāh ‘Ḥātim’ praises within it, was nicknamed ‘Rangīlā’ or “the colorful” 

and has been derided for his lack of real power and for devoting himself more to earthly 

pleasures than politics. It has since been recognized that much as it might have been fracturing 

politically, northern South Asia was not necessarily less vibrant in its intellectual and material 

culture or economically prosperous during this period.335 Muḥammad Shāh, too, has at the very 

least been recognized for greatly revitalizing Mughal patronage of the arts, with artists of the 

royal atelier producing, not surprisingly, exquisite depictions of gardens, the celebration of Holī, 

and even of the emperor himself in the act of making love – on a terrace overlooking a formal 

parterre of exquisitely rendered gul-i mehndī or balsam (Impatiens balsamina), as it were – as 

can be seen in Figure 4.9.336 That gardens – and specifically the formal Persianate bāghs of 

                                                       
335 Vanita, Gender, Sex and the City, 21-22, 29-32; for extensive discussions of the complex 
intellectual and social developments of the Mughal realm in the eighteenth century, see, for 
instance, Abhishek Kaicker, “Unquiet City: Making and Unmaking Politics in Mughal Delhi, 
1707-1739,” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2014).  
336 See Dadlani, From Stone to Paper, as well as William Dalrymple and Yuthika Sharma, ed., 
Princes and Painters in Mughal Delhi, 1707-1857 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2012); on the portrait of Muḥammad Shāh making love, see Kavita Singh, “The Congress of 
Kings: Notes on a Painting of Muhammad Shah (r. 1718-1739),” in A Magic World: New Visions 
of Indian Painting, ed. Molly Aitken (Mumbai: Marg Publications, 2016), 38-49.  



 191

Mughal and Rajput elites – were imagined as an ideal setting for carnal relations is also driven 

home by a set of forty erotic miniatures dated to the last two decades of the seventeenth century 

and attributed to the workshop of the artist Rukn al-Dīn, associated with the Rajput court of 

Bikaner which Imma Ramos has studied at length. In the mode of a catalog of sexual positions, 

each painting shows a Mughal emperor or Rajput noble making love to a woman in a different 

configuration, almost always against an elaborate garden background. A Persian inscription on 

each painting marks these as the khilvat, meaning the “seclusion” or “privacy” of the respective 

figure.337 Here, then, the very concept of privacy is metaphorically conflated with sexual 

intimacy and pleasure and with the secluded, sheltered environment of the garden. 

 

Figure 4.9: "Muḥammad Shāh in sexual congress with a woman," by Chitarman, Delhi, c. 1735; British 
Library Johnson Album 66.1 

                                                       
337 See Imma Ramos, “‘Private Pleasures’ of the Mughal Empire,” Art History 37, no. 3 (2013): 
408-427. 
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Shāh ‘Ḥātim’ in his Bazm-i ‘ishrat, and many Urdu poets like him, appears to have 

recognized the need for this idea of escape from judgment and control, and of safe spaces were 

people could be true to themselves and their desires, or at least imagines themselves to be so. 

Upon receiving the letter of invitation sent by the narrator of the Bazm-i ‘ishrat, his friends 

blossom at the prospect of the garden escape:  

Sabhon kā dil huā jūn gul shiguftah / Khulā nāme se sab rāz-i nahuftah338 
 
Everyone’s heart bloomed like a flower / Due to the letter all hidden secrets were 

revealed 
 

Aside from a skillful visual pun connecting the image of blooming flowers to the revelation of 

secrets – in Urdu script, the verbs khilnā or “to blossom” and khulnā or “to open, to be revealed” 

are indistinguishable – the implication of these lines is clear: human flourishing, like the 

blooming of flowers, requires the protected conditions of the garden, the chance to open up. As 

the Bazm-i ‘ishrat’s poet speaker opines, kih is se maṣlaḥat behtar nahīn hai / kisī kā bāgh andar 

ḍar nahīn hai or “that there is no better course of action than this / inside a garden there is 

nothing to fear.”339 

Flowers Worth Gifting: Plants and Produce in Social Exchange 
 

One final facet of the way in which gardens and horticulture played into social exchange, 

or where expected to do so according to cultural conventions and etiquette, consists in the use of 

flowers and fruit in formal gift-giving. The previously mentioned references to gifts being 

distributed by rulers as part of receptions held in gardens ranging from the Mānasollāsa to 

Nandrām underscore the prominence of presents as a part of ritualized social events. This, of 

course, was not limited to events actually held in gardens, nor did the gifts necessarily have to be 

                                                       
338 Shāh ‘Hātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 421. 
339 Shāh ‘Hātim,’ Dīvānzādah, 421. 
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garden products. In fact, the more valuable gifts – such as the horses, jewels, and robes of honor 

mentioned by Nandrām – generally were not products of horticulture. Even so, flowers and fruit 

made common and valued gifts. While Jahāngīr was sojourning in the Fatḥ Bāgh, for instance, he 

reports receiving a shipment of melons from the town of Kārīz in Khurāsān, once renowned for 

its melons:340 

Dar īn tārīkh hazār va pānṣad kharbuzah-i Kārīz kih Khān-i A‘ẓam pīshkash 
firistādah būd rasīd hazār kharbuzah bih bandahā-yi kih dar rikāb budand in‘ām 
shud va pānṣad kharbuzah bi-ahl-i maḥal va chahar rūz darīn bāgh bi‘aysh va 
kāmrānī guzarānīdah shab-i dūshanbah-i bīst va chaharum bishahr āmadam azīn 
kharbuzah chandī bimashāyikh-i Aḥmadābād ‘aṭā shud.341 
 
On this date, 1500 melons from Kārīz arrived which Khān-i A‘ẓam had sent as 
tribute. A thousand melons were awarded to the servants who were in attendance 
and five hundred melons to the people of the palace [the womenfolk], and having 
spent four days in this garden in enjoyment and happiness, on the night of 
Monday the 24th I entered the city. Of these melons a few were gifted to the 
shaykhs of Ahmedabad.  
 

                                                       
340 For a reference to Kārīz melons from the time of Jahāngīr’s successor Shāh Jahān and further 
discussion see Rajeev Kinra, Writing Self, Writing Empire, 109-110. The section on melons is 
one of the longest passages dedicated to a particular plant in the Irshād al-zirā‘ah, the gardening 
manual composed in the nearby urban center of Herat; see Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, Irshād al-zirā‘ah, 
118-123. Kārīz is also about halfway from Herat to the city of Turbat-i Ḥaydariyyah, to which 
Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, the author of the Irshād al-zirā‘ah, traces his ancestry. Specifically, he 
attributes the epiphany that ultimately leads him to turn his authorial attention to horticulture and 
farming to a spiritual blessing from the Sufi saint Khvājah ‘Abdullah Anṣārī (1006-1088), which 
he believes he receives in a “hereditary” fashion due to his descent from one Abū Naṣr Ṭabasī 
who, like his “parents and grandparents,” hailed from the vaṭan-i ma’lūf or “familiar homeland” 
of Zāvah, as Turbat-i Ḥaydariyyah was then known. Today the city is the most important center 
globally for the cultivation of saffron (Crocus sativus) and barberries (Berberis integerrima), two 
quintessentially Iranian crops discussed at length in the Irshād al-zirā‘ah; Qāsim ibn Yūsuf, 
Irshād, 8, 28, and Maria E. Subtelny, “A Medieval Persian Agricultural Manual in Context: The 
Irshād al-Zirā‘a in Late Timurid and Early Safavid Khorasan,” Studia Iranica 22, no. 2 (1993), 
170-171. The special agricultural reputation of the place continues to pop up in other places, too:  
in the US today, an heirloom “Iranian Squash” is advertised as having been collected in 1940 in 
Turbat-i Ḥaydariyyah; see “Iran Squash,” Baker Creek Heirloom Seeds, accessed December 8, 
2017, https://www.rareseeds.com/iran-squash/. 
341 Jahāngīr, Tūzuk-i Jahāngīrī, 217. 
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As during his drinking party in the Bāghchah-i Nigīnah, Jahāngīr rewards his loyal servants and 

supporters and, in this case, the dignitaries of the local Islamic religious establishment, with a 

present of melons. Note the multiple levels of gifting here: Jahāngīr receives the coveted 

Khurāsānī melons as a formal, ritual gift or tribute from one of the nobles serving the Empire; 

he, in turn, distributes virtually the entire delivery to others among his retinue and household, in 

an ongoing chain of gift-giving – and he later chooses to write about the fact, in detail, in his 

memoirs. Clearly, gifts of produce were a matter of some importance, and an opportunity for a 

figure like Jahāngīr to exalt himself both in giving and receiving them. 

Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ,’ the Delhi-based munshī, poet, lexicographer, and wide-ranging 

chronicler of the material and intellectual culture of his eighteenth-century Mughal world, uses a 

specific term to denote an object’s quality of being suitable for gifting: tuḥfagī, or “gift-ness,” 

from Persian tuḥfah for “gift” or “present.” It is a word he notably resorts to most frequently in 

discussing fruit and flowers. An exceptional mango from the Deccan containing a black bee is 

reported to have been presented to Emperor Awrangzīb’s tragically short-lived successor 

Muḥammad A‘ẓam Shāh (r. March-June 1707) bar sabīl-i nudrat va tuḥfagī, that is “on account 

of its rarity and worthiness of gifting.”342 Of the pineapple, he writes the following: 

Dar navāḥ-i Shāhjahānābād pīsh az īn faqaṭ bih Murādābād mī shud va az ānjā 
bih aṭrāf bih tuḥfagī mī raft. Dar īn ayyām bih Shāhjahānābād ham bih vufūr-i 
tamām bālīdah va khvub mī shavad.343 
 
In the environs of Shāhjahānābād prior to this it was only to be had in Murādābād 
and used to be sent all over from there as a gift/because of its suitability for 
gifting. These days it is also available in great plenty, well grown and good, in 
Shāhjahānābād. 
 

                                                       
342 Mukhliṣ, Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, 697. 
343 Mukhliṣ, Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, 697. 
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The implication here is that, at least while they were locally rare, pineapples were primarily 

significant as gifts. Once they became readily available, their value as presents presumably 

declined. In several other instances, Mukhliṣ stresses that it is the rarity of a flower that lies at the 

root of its tuḥfagī. In the case of a double-flowered narcissus, analyzed in greater depth in 

Chapter 6, he simply states that binā bar kamyābī tuḥfagī dārad or “based on its rarity, it has the 

quality of being suitable for being given as a gift,” despite the fact that in both fragrance and 

form, he judges it inferior to more common single-flowered narcissi.344 The gifting of plants or 

cut flowers, and the communal viewing and discussion of such gifts in the context of an elite 

gentleman’s majlis or assembly, figure also in Mukhliṣ accounts of peach blossoms and saffron 

crocuses, to be discussed further in Chapter 6. Of an usual cluster of bananas of the ‘Sohan’ 

variety grown in his garden, Mukhliṣ writes the following: 

Dar chārchaman-i ṣaḥn-i dīvānkhānah-i faqīr dirakht-i kīlah-i sūhan khvush bār 
āvardah būd kih qarīb dūṣad kīlah balk afzūntar dāshtah khvāhad būd. ‘Ajabtar 
ānkih īnhā hamagī kih haryikī dar saṭabrī va ṭūl bih qadr narāngusht khvāhad 
būd naw‘ī barābar ham bā yikdīgar payvastagī va bar khvud chīdagī dāsht kih 
gūyī naqqāsh naqsh kashīdah yā ustād az kaghaz burīdah ast va ṣūrat-i khūshah 
mī mānad bih ānkih aṭfāl nukhūddānahhā rā ba pūst dar ḥālatī kih sabz mī 
bāshad bih rishtah kashīdah va yik chīzī barā-yi bāzī tartīb mī dahand. Az ānjā 
kih nihāyat gharāyib va tuḥfagī dāsht, az naẓar-i Navvāb Ṣāḥib Vazīr al-Mamālik 
Bahādur guzarānidah shud va īshān az naẓar-i anvar khalīfah-ī dīn va dawlat 
guzaranīdand va zarī‘ah-’i tafrīḥ va inbisāṭ ṭab‘-i aqdas shud. ‘Umdah al-mulk 
Amīr Khān Bahādur va Abū’l-Manṣūr Khān Bahādur kih dar ānvaqt ḥāz̤ir 
būdand, az tamāshā-yi ān ḥaṣil-i bahāristān-i qudrat bih ḥayrat raftah, bih īn 
ma‘nī kih pīsh az īn chunīn khūshah bih naẓar narasīdah, iqrār namūdand.345  
 
In the parterre of the courtyard of my reception room a plant of ‘Sohan’ banana 
bore fruit nicely, [consisting of] what must have been in excess of two hundred 
bananas. The stranger thing was that all of these in their entirety, each being of 
the size of a thumb in length and thickness, were arrayed evenly stuck together 
and curled upon each other, appearing as though a draftsman had drawn a picture 
or a master artist had cut them out of paper, and the appearance of the cluster 
turned out as when children strings seeds of chickpeas in their pods when they are 

                                                       
344 Mukhliṣ, Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, 462. 
345 Mukhliṣ, Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, 498. 
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still green on string to fashion a plaything. Since it was of great strangeness and 
suitability for gifting, it was presented to Navvāb Ṣāḥib Vazīr al-Mamālik 
Bahādur and he presented it to the illumined glance of the caliph of religion and 
state [the Mughal Emperor Muḥammad Shāh] and it became a means of cheer and 
joy for the most holy of characters. ‘Umdah al-mulk Amīr Khān Bahādur and 
Abū’l-Manṣūr Khān Bahādur who were present at this time, astonished upon 
witnessing this result of the spring garden of divine might, meaning they had not 
previously seen such a cluster, confirmed this.  
 

Here, notably, it is a product of Mukhliṣ’ very own horticultural exertions that feeds into the 

courtly culture of elaborate gift-giving and sharing of novelties and natural wonders. The plant 

Mukhliṣ grew was probably a banana variety identical or akin to the one known today as ‘1000 

Fingers,’ shown in Figure 4.10. In his narration of the episode, it sounds almost as if, once he 

realizes just how unusual this banana cluster is, Mukhliṣ feels obligated to present it to his patron 

and superior, the prime minister. It is with obvious pride that he recounts that the latter passed 

his marvel of homegrown produce on to none other than the emperor itself, and that this most 

exalted of figures was delighted by it – a fact that, he makes sure to note, was confirmed by two 

further high-ranking nobles, who witnessed the presentation of the rare bananas, were themselves 

surprised and impressed by them, and can and attest to the emperor’s joyful reaction to this 

particular tuḥfah. Mukhliṣ thus conveys something of the role this gift-giving played in the 

development and maintenance of the networks of interpersonal relationships and patronage that 

underpinned the careers of munshīs like Mukhliṣ and courtiers and clerks in the early modern 

Persianate world more generally.346 By presenting his rare banana crop to the prime minister, he 

indirectly obtains the attention of and ingratiates himself with the emperor, as well as impressing 

various other high-ranking courtiers, as well as doubtlessly many lower-ranking servants and 

attendants who here go unmentioned, along the way. One extraordinary gift of fruit, in other 

                                                       
346 On the elaborate networks of patronage and loyalty and their continual cultivation through 
correspondence and exchange, see Emma J. Flatt, The Courts of the Deccan Sultanates: Living 
Well in the Persian Cosmopolis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2019), 83-119. 
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words, whether of a rare and unusual banana variety or a large consignment of particularly prized 

melons, can go far within the social web of patronage and dependence, whether to curry favor 

with those further up in the hierarchy or to express appreciation towards and ensure loyalty from 

those below. 

 

Figure 4.10: '1000 Fingers' Banana (Musa x paradisiaca '1000 Fingers'); image © patioplants.com 
https://patioplants.com/product/showy-1000-fingers-banana-tree-musa-8-deep-plantation-pot/. 
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Returning briefly, at last, to narcissi, there is also indication that in these networks of 

social exchange, gifts of flowers and fruit could be requested, and that a certain amount of 

practical knowledge in dealing with this sort of produce was wont to be expected and to inform 

these interactions. The Majma‘ al-afkār, a voluminous compendium of exemplary inshā or 

epistolary prose – the literal bread and butter of the profession of the munshī, or “producer of 

inshā” – by an unknown eighteenth-century compiler, contains a letter attributed to the great 

Safavid poet Mīrzā Muḥammad ‘Alī ‘Sā’ib’ Tabrīzī (1592-1676) whose sole objective is a 

request for a bouquet of narcissi. Lengthy and exceedingly ornate in its prose, the letter at first 

appears primarily an exercise in just how many literary conceits around eyes and vision Sā’ib 

can construct based on the well-known literary image of narcissi being likened to eyes. However, 

the loquacious poet does eventually get down to the gist of his petition, and with notably precise 

and practical specifications: 

Bih irsāl-i chand dastah az nawrustagān-i chaman-i ṣan‘ kih hunūz ghunchah-i 
chashmshān bar rū-yi tamāshā-yi nashiguftah bāshad bī dil va dimāghān 
tangnāy-i ḥajīm-i afshurdagī rā bih nuzhat-sarā-yi khuld tar dimāghī rahnamūnī 
kunad.347 
 
By sending some bunches of the newly grown shoots of the parterre of creation 
that have not yet opened the buds of their eyes on the face of events, one gives 
refreshing guidance towards the pleasure palace of paradise to the heartless and 
despondent of the oppressive grave of depression.  
 

The elaborate imagery here draws on understandings of the body and the effect of fragrances 

upon it from humoral medicine, the scent of the narcissi acting as a mufarriḥ or exhilarant that 

expands and strengthens nose, brain, and heart – the things that the bī dil va dimāghān, “the 

heartless and despondent” as translated above but literally “those without heart and nose/brain,” 

                                                       
347 Majma‘ al-afkār, ed. Chandar Shīkhar (Dillī: Neshanal Mishan fār Menuskripṭs, 2016), 979. 
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are metaphorically said to lack.348 On a more practical note, however, Sā’ib not only expresses 

what a noble gesture it would be to grant him his wish of some bunches of narcissi, but he 

specifies that they should be buds still unopened. Stems of still unopened narcissi buds obviously 

travel better and, more importantly, they will last much longer in the vase. Thus, embedded in all 

the layers of literary play and ritual and elaborate epistolary etiquette is an eminently down-to-

earth, utilitarian florist’s concern. Giving and receiving flowers, here, is also a matter of knowing 

flowers. 

Conclusion 
 

As illustrated in both word and image by countless literary compositions and paintings, 

only a minuscule selection of which has been explored here, the Persianate bāgh was not just an 

aesthetic creation or materially productive site apart but also the preeminent setting for a whole 

range of social interactions, in real life and, more importantly perhaps, in the literary and artistic 

imagination. An established cultural script, already in evidence in Sanskrit gardening manuals of 

the eleventh and twelfth centuries, structured the spectrum of ways in which kings, and by 

extension cultivated, privileged people more generally, were to make use of and enjoy gardens to 

socialize and experience various sensory pleasures, from food to the consumption of alcohol and 

the pursuit of romance and sex. This pattern will return in Chapter 5, were it will be seen to 

pattern the way in which divine kings and couples, such as Kr̥ṣṇa and Rādhā and Rāma and Sītā, 

are imagined to cavort in gardens. It is a pattern marked by a progression from more formal, 

public, and sober events to levels of increasing seclusion, intimacy, and bacchanalian abandon. 

The latter aspect finds particular expression in a literary vision, abundantly reflected in 

                                                       
348 On the role of perfumes and medical understandings of smell according to yūnānī or “Greek” 
Indo-Persian medicine in elite Persianate culture, see Flatt, The Courts of the Deccan Sultanates, 
60-73. 
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eighteenth-century Urdu poetry, of the garden as a hiding place, a retreat from social reality 

which by virtue of its enclosure, of the literal blocking from view effected by walls and 

vegetation, creates a space for the pursuit of transgressive pleasures. It is a vision encapsulated 

by the frequent references to grape arbors as locations for drinking and love-making, as the 

screen produced by the trellised vine protects the revelers from the outside world and its fruit 

produce the raw material for intoxicating drink. Last but not least, those very same grapes, as 

well as the myriad other fruits and flowers a garden may produce, are revealed to have supported 

an economy of gift-giving and material exchange that was an integral part as well as means of 

the social networking that was essential to courtly relationships, and in particular to the careers 

of upwardly mobile figures like Ānand Rām Mukhliṣ, the munshīs and other professionals who 

rose to wealth and aristocratic status on the basis not of noble descent but of education, 

achievement and, importantly, their social network and interpersonal relationships. In this 

system, a gift from the garden could, quite literally go far – and might, like the melons sent to 

Jahāngīr from Kārīz, be appreciated in yet another garden, and be incorporated into the rituals of 

sociality performed there. 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 201

Chapter 5 
 
A Sapling from Kr̥ṣṇa’s Grove: Gardening and Religion in the Mughal World  
 

bahuta bāga sūṃ prīti rīti hari kī jin jāṇīṃ | 
nīndai gaundai āpa āpa parvāhai pāṇī | 
jo upajai phala phūla soī prabhujī kauṃ arapai | 
 
Understanding his garden to be Hari’s, he loved it very much, 
He weeded, dug, and watered all himself, 
Whatever grew of fruit and flowers, he offered it to Prabhu. 
 

– Rāghavdās, Bhaktamāl, Chappay 157.1-3 (1660)349 
 

The lines above are part of a hagiographic account of Agradās, a prolific sixteenth-

century devotional poet of the Vaiṣṇava Rāmānandī sampradāya and the reputed founder of its 

Rāma rasik tradition, in which devotees seek to experience the god Rāma through visualization 

of his līlā or love-play with his wife Sītā and emotional savoring of its aesthetic essence or rasa, 

characterized by sweetness and eroticism.350 However, at least in academic writing, Agradās’ 

predominant claim to fame today is as the guru of Nābhādās, the author of a Bhaktamāl or 

“Garland of Devotees” written sometime between the last decade of the sixteenth century and the 

first quarter of the seventeenth. A precursor to Rāghavdās’ work of the same title cited above, 

Nābhādās’ composition consists of hagiographic accounts in Brajbhāṣā verse of roughly 800 

exemplary bhaktas or devotees, and stands as by far the most famous and influential example of 

the genre, credited with shaping the subsequent contours of North Indian bhakti and even 

Hinduism more broadly.351 It is also Nābhādās who first associates Agradās with gardening, a 

                                                       
349 Quoted in Patton Burchett, “Agradās and Rām Rasik Bhakti Community: The Politics of 
Remembrance and the Authority of the Hindu Saint,” International Journal of Hindu Studies 22 
(2018): 437. 
350 Burchett, “Agradās,” 434. 
351 For an extensive study of the Bhaktamāl of Nābhādās and its history and influence, see James 
P. Hare, “Garland of Devotees: Nābhādās’ Bhaktamāl and Modern Hinduism,” (PhD diss., 
Columbia University, 2011). 
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detail that remains a constant in the poet-saint’s gradually expanding hagiography ever after. As 

traced by Patton Burchett, other elements of his story and significance – ranging from his 

identification in a previous birth with Sītā’s female friend Candrakalā to his taking up residence 

in the town of Raivāsā later in life and even his foundational role in the propagation of the Rāma 

rasik tradition – only become part of his hagiography over time. His passion for his garden, 

however, and the emphatic assertion that he personally tended it, are part of his story from the 

beginning.352 

What might the significance be of the consistent casting of a figure like Agradās as a 

dedicated gardener? Whether this characterization is indeed based on historical fact is ultimately 

of secondary importance – although both the early appearance of the information in the work of 

Agradās’ own disciple and its sheer idiosyncrasy make it seem unlikely that the horticultural 

proclivities of Nābhādās’ teacher are a mere fabrication. John Stratton Hawley suggests that the 

involvement of Agradās with gardening is linked to gardens as the preeminent setting of divine 

love-play, noting that “Agradās was famously a gardener, and it is worth asking whether there is 

an intrinsic connection between cultivation of this sort and the flower-filled bowers that are so 

typically envisioned as the favorite habitat of Radha and Krishna or, in his case, Sītā and 

Rām.”353 Citing Philip Lutgendorf and Narendra Jha, Burchett further suggests that a custom of 

formal flower gardens adjacent to temples dedicated to Rāma may have its roots in this Rāma 

rasik practice of visualizing Rāma and Sītā disporting themselves in a garden setting, and that 

Rāma rasik practitioners continue to commemorate Agradās’ horticultural leanings by attaching 

                                                       
352 Burchett, “Agradās,” 439. 
353 John Stratton Hawley, A Storm of Songs: India and the Idea of the Bhakti Movement 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015), 124. 
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to their names terms for garden or garden features, such as bāgh, vāṭikā, kuñj, and van.354 One 

could wonder, of course, whether these traditions are really a reflection of the example set by 

Agradās, or whether the supposed original Rāma rasik’s gardener persona was perhaps 

retroactively written into his hagiography to explain them. Either way, however, the close 

association of this important bhakti figure with the creation and tending of gardens points to 

something rather more fundamental about the relationship between gardens and religion in early 

modern South Asia.  

If horticultural activity was a salient feature of Agradās’ identity as a bhakti poet-saint, 

and the garden the quintessential setting for the experience of the divine as envisioned by his 

tradition, then this speaks as much to the central importance of the garden as a foundational 

cultural ideal as to any specific sectarian significance it holds for the Rāma rasik branch of the 

Rāmānandī sampradāya. In other words, the crux of the relationship between the horticultural 

and the religious in Mughal India, for the community of Agradās as well as for any other, lies 

precisely in the status and ubiquity of gardens and flowers as widely shared hallmarks of culture.  

Previous chapters have traced how this culturally specific conception of the garden, with 

its particular formal features and flora, came to be gradually and subtly incorporated into older 

traditions of technical writing and voluminously and elaborately codified in literary works, and 

how it came to constitute the preeminent, societally-sanctioned setting for the enactment of 

sophistication and the performance of the good life. It is in this context that gardens and 

gardening intersect with and shape negotiations of religious identity and practice – not primarily 

                                                       
354 Patton Burchett, “Bhakti Religion and Tantric Magic in Mughal India: Kacchvāhās, 
Rāmānandīs, and Nāths, circa 1500-1750,” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2012), 192; 
Burchett cites Philip Lutgendorf, The Life of a Text: Performing the Rāmcaritmānas of Tulsīdās 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 315, and Narendra Jha, Bhaktamāl: 
pāṭhānuśīlan evam vivecan (Paṭnā: Anupam Prakāśan, 1978), 34. 



 204

as part of a particular tradition’s symbolism but as common ground open to being claimed by any 

and all. The garden form commonly categorized as the “Islamic garden” and explained in terms 

of Qur’anic paradise symbolism thus emerges as a shared cultural blueprint essential not only to 

Agradās and his Rāma rasik tradition but also to other forces shaping the non-Islamic religious 

landscape of early modern North India. These range from the poet Tulsīdās who shared Agradās’ 

devotional focus on Rāma but gave expression to it primarily through the Rāmcaritmānas, his 

exceedingly influential Avadhī retelling of the Rāmāyaṇa, to the Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti movement that in 

many ways came to dominate the panorama of what would now be considered Hinduism in 

northern India and in particular its expression in elite forms of literature and the visual arts. The 

latter’s monumental project to (re)claim the god’s purported home region of Braj – located along 

the river Yamuna between the imperial capitals of Delhi and Agra and hence at the very heart of 

the Mughal Empire – as a major center of devotion and pilgrimage was at its core a process of 

(re)discovering and (re)constituting a sacred landscape that had served as the setting of the 

decidedly pastoral romantic exploits of an enchanting adolescent god. Not surprisingly, the 

dominant landscape aesthetic of the time and place – the Mughal “pastoral” ideal of a land of 

orderly gardens, wide-spread cultivation, and outstanding natural features – came to suffuse this 

(re)creation as well as the discourse that propelled it forward.355  The ecumenical nature of this 

ideal is reflected also in writing about gardens across various literary genres, where it is at times 

the very universality of the Mughal-Rajput garden and its attendant horticultural regiments that 

allows for the individual assertion, negotiation, and accommodation of religious differences.  

                                                       
355 On the Mughal pastoral as a phenomenon in Indo-Persian literature during the reign of Shāh 
Jahān (r. 1628-1658), see, again, Sunil Sharma, Mughal Arcadia, and “Kashmir and the Mughal 
Fad of Persian Pastoral Poetry,” in Borders: Itineraries on the Edges of Iran, ed. Stefano Pellò 
(Venice: Edizioni Ca’Foscari, 2016), 183-202; the particular aesthetics of landscape and garden 
at the heart of this trend were arguably operative well beyond mid-seventeenth-century Kashmir 
both temporally and geographically.  



 205

The Gardens of Rāma 

The gardens of Agradās’ hagiography, and those that he conjures up in his own writing as 

a setting for the divine exploits of Rāma and Sītā are, at least nominally, the Persianate ones of 

Mughal-Rajput high culture. As in the verse cited above, they are most commonly referred to as 

bāgh, Persian terminology tellingly erupting into the otherwise Indic registers of Brajbhāṣā when 

it comes to matters horticultural. Like Rāghavdās, Agradās’ own disciple Nābhādās refers to his 

guru’s garden as a bāgh: 

prasidha bāga soṃ prīti suhatha kr̥ta karata nirantara | 
rasanā nirmala nāma manhūṃ varṣata dhārādhara ||356 
 
He loved his famous garden and cultivated it continuously, 
The immaculate name of [of god/Rāma] raining from his tongue like rain from a 

cloud. 
 

Agradās himself, too, uses the term; in his Aṣṭayām Padāvalī, a lengthy series of pada poems 

chronicling the activities of Rāma and Sītā during the eight periods of the day, the word, in its 

Brajbhāṣā rendering, appears several times in a poem titled Śr̥ṅgāra Bana or “forest of love” – in 

fact, it is the very first word of the opening couplet: 

bāga bihāra karana cale pyāre | 
śrīnr̥panandana janakanandanī rūpaguṇan mẽ dou ujiyāre ||357 
 
The lovely ones went to enjoy the garden 
The one dear to the king [Rāma] and the one dear to Janaka [Sītā], both radiant in 

beauty and virtues. 
 

From the ensuing lines, the visit to the Śr̥ṅgāra Bana emerges as an outing to a walled garden on 

the outskirts of Ayodhya, which the divine couple and their attendants reach riding elephants – a 

garden excursion, that is, which closely follows the cultural script for a royal outing discussed in 

                                                       
356 Cited in Burchett, “Agradās,” 436. 
357 Agradās, Agra-granthāvalī, ed. Siyāśaraṇ Śāstrī (Raivāsā:  Śrīrāghavācāryajī Vedāntī, 1994), 
69. 
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Chapter 4 and attested as far back as the twelfth-century Mānasollāsa, yet still very much 

operative by the time of works like the eighteenth-century Urdu Bazm-i ‘ishrat. The devotional 

focus here is on the activities of Rāma, Sītā, and their sakhis or female attendants and 

confidantes, yet the general narrative framework and the projected social role of the garden 

follow virtually the same lines, as the following verses illustrate: 

kou sakhi śira para chatra kiye hai śubhracamvara kou liye kardhāre | 
apara sakhī liye bahuta sauja kara pahũce jāya bāga ke dvāre || 
 
… 
 
puni dou cale bāga vihārana kauṃ rosana para dou phirata khilāre | 
kahũ doi puṣpa utāri kamala kara thāka-thāka dhari nyāre-nyāre || 
 
… 
 
mora haṃsa suka sāri paṛhāvata mr̥gī jhuṇḍa rasa carita apāre | 
kuñjana madhi kahũ chūṭa phuhāre grīṣama pāvasa sama sukhasāre || 
 
… 
 
kahũ phūlan ke gaida uchārata kahũ jalakeli karaĩ matavāre | 
vividha bihāra bāga bana kuñjana kari puni ‘Agra’ mahala pagadhāre ||358 
 
 
One attendant holding a parasol over their heads, one holding a shiny yak-tail 

flywhisk in hand, 
Yet another attendant carrying many supplies, they arrived at the gate of the 

garden. 
 
… 
 
Then the two went to enjoy themselves in the garden, roaming playfully on its 

paths, 
Stopping here and there, again and again, picking flowers with their lotus hands. 
 
… 
 
Peacocks, geese, and parrots all chattering, herds of deer roaming in boundless 

bliss, 

                                                       
358 Agradās, Agra-granthāvalī, 69-70. 
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Somewhere in the middle of those bowers fountains spouted forth pleasing like 
the rain in the hot season. 

 
… 
 
Somewhere someone throws a ball of flowers, somewhere some play 

intoxicatedly in the water, 
Having enjoyed the garden, grove, and bowers in various ways, ‘Agra,’ they then 

proceeded to the palace. 
 

If not quite a garden ekphrasis of the sort found in the Urdu Bazm-i ‘ishrat, Siḥr al-bayān, or 

Masnavī-i dilpazīr, the Indo-Persian garden descriptions of the likes of Kalīm and Munīr, or the 

courtly Brajbhāṣā verses of poets like Amr̥t Rāy and Somnāth, this nonetheless conforms closely 

to Keśavdās’ prescriptive instructions for literary bāga varṇana or garden description. Note, 

also, the smattering of Persian-derived vocabulary used to describe formal, architectural features 

of the garden: the walkways are rosana, from Persian ravish, a fountain is a phuhāra, from 

Persian favvārah, and the “palace” or garden pavilion appears as mahala, from Arabic – via 

Persian – maḥall. While the significance of these lexical choices should not be overstated, and 

Agradās does use Persian-derived terms elsewhere in his Aṣṭayām Padāvalī, it is nonetheless 

noteworthy that, aside from the term used to denote the garden as a whole, it is the architectural 

elements of it that elicit, or necessitate, the use of Persian nomenclature.359 Tellingly, these are 

some of the features most emblematic of the Mughal Indo-Persian garden: formal walkways, 

central water features with fountains, palatial pavilions. It is quite safe to say, then, that the royal 

garden that Agradās imagines Rāma and Sītā visiting with their playmate-servants as part of their 

daily schedule is a Persianate bāgh in form as much as in name. While pictorial depictions of the 

early years of Rāma and Sītā’s married life as a leisured couple is generally of little interest 

                                                       
359 The primary other context in which Agradās’ diction veers Persian is the description of 
foodstuffs, with terms like mevā for “dry fruit and nuts” from Persian mīvah for “fruit,” murabbā 
for “jam,” and khurmā for “date;” see Agradās, Agra-granthāvalī, 55, 65, 67. 
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outside of the Rāma rasik community and rarely depicted in painting, a beautiful illustration 

from Kangra dating to between 1775 and 1780, shown in Figure 5.1, poignantly portrays 

Ayodhya as a city of walled gardens filled with orderly rows of blossoming fruit trees and 

laboriously irrigated with a Persian wheel powered by oxen. 

 

Figure 5.1: "Rāma's brothers Bharata and Śatrughna set out from Ayodhya to find Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa in 
the forest to inform them of the death of their father Daśaratha," Kangra, 1775-1780; Cleveland Museum of 
Art 2018.119 

Interestingly, Agradās’ Aṣṭayām poems include another description of a garden or 

garden-like space, this one name Aśoka Vana or “forest of aśoka trees.” Both the diction and the 

imagery here are notably more Indic, with a pronounced emphasis on imagery related to jewels 

and wealth as well as artistic artifice: 

śrī sarayū taṭa vana aśoka madhi rāsa racyo śrī avadha bihārī | 
cahũ diśi maṇimaya koṭi birājai madhya kuñja bahu nyārī nyārī || 
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tāke cahũ diśi pādapa rājai trai sampati yuta ati ruci kārī | 
tā āge bahu latā kuñja hai jāti jāti ke nyārī nyārī || 
tāke cahũ diśi kr̥trima pādapa jāti jāti maṇi ke chavi kārī | 
tāke cahũ diśi gamale sundara bahuta bhānti ke dharyo sudhārī || 
tāke cahũ diśi motina jhālara madhya mẽ racana bahuta prakārī | 
madhyabhūmi bahuraṅga maṇina ke belī buṭī vividha prakārī ||360 
 
On the banks of the Sarayū in the middle of the Aśoka Forest, the one who dwells 

in Ayodhya [Rām] puts on his dance 
On all four sides jeweled mansions gleam, in the center many different bowers; 
In all four directions trees endowed with three kinds of wealth are resplendent and 

very attractive, 
In front of them are many vines and bowers of many different varieties; 
In all four directions artificial trees of many types of jewels are splendid, 
In all four directions beautiful pots of many kinds stand in a perfect line; 
In all four directions borders of pearls, in the center designs of many kinds, 
On the ground in the middle creepers and shrubs of many-colored jewels and 

various types. 
 

The artificial features of this garden clearly reflect a longstanding Sanskrit -  and by extension 

broader Indic – literary trope, as noted by Daud Ali when he remarks on “the culmination of the 

Mānasollāsa’s description of gardening techniques with an account of artificial (kr̥trima) trees 

constructed from precious substances – silks, coral, gold, and gems. The fabulous trees of the 

Mānasollāsa are of course reminiscent of the famous ratnavr̥kṣas of Buddhist Mahāyāna 

paradises described in texts like the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka and Sukhāvativyūha.”361 To the extent 

that he does indeed make a distinction in garden typology between the Śr̥ṅgāra Bana and the 

Aśoka Vana, Agradās appears to be positing the latter as a more purely Indic – and more overtly 

literary and fantastic, and, in a sense, timeless – counterpart to the relative contemporary realism 

of the former’s Persianate bāgh. At the same time, one ought to wonder how conceptually 

separable these two visions of a garden really were in Agradās’ world. There is the slippage in 

terms, of course, because even though the Śr̥ṅgāra Bana is referred to most consistently as bāga, 

                                                       
360 Agradās, Agra-granthāvalī, 75. 
361 Daud Ali, “Botanical Technology,” 50. 
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it is also twice associated with the Indic bana/vana or “forest,” once in the very title of the poem 

and then again in its concluding line, although there the alliteration of bihāra bāga bana may 

have been the driving factor. The term kuñja or “bower” is amply shared between both vignettes, 

though this is hardly surprising given the term’s close association with the love play of divine 

couples like Kr̥ṣṇa and Rādhā or, in this case, Rāma and Sītā. More intriguingly, there is the 

relentless repetition in five of the first eight lines of the description of the Aśoka Vana of the 

phrase (tāke) cahũ diśi, meaning “on four sides (of it)” or “in four directions (from it).” While 

this is a fairly common way to indicate “all around” and may primarily serve to convey the sense 

of being surrounded by all-encompassing grandeur when inside this fairy-tale space, the 

conspicuous repetition of the number four as its organizational principle does raise once again 

the specter of the Persianate chahār bāgh.  

The same issue also arises with regard to the garden description in the Dhyān-mañjārī, 

Agradās’ most well-known work that is intended as a guide to visualizing the love-play of Rāma 

and Sītā and as such constitutes a foundational text of the Rāma rasik tradition.362 Having 

described the beauty of Ayodhya more generally, Agradās launches into his depiction of the 

royal garden with the following verse: 

śītala taru kī cā̃h vihaṅga kūjata manabhāye | 
cahū̃ or ārāma lagata upavana ju suhāye ||363 
 
In the cool shade of trees where birds call out pleasantly, 
Gardens were laid out in four directions as beautiful pleasure groves. 
 

Again, the diction is that of Indic literary tradition, but the reference to gardens “laid out in four 

directions” evokes the quadripartite symmetry of Persianate garden patterns, somewhat more 

                                                       
362 Burchett, “Bhakti Religion,” 180, 198, 215-217. 
363 Agradās, Agra-granthāvalī, 30. 
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forcefully here compared to the pada on the Aśoka Vana due to the explicit statement that this is 

an intentional arrangement, a form of formal landscape architecture. 

Given his great importance to North Indian traditions of devotion to Rāma, and the fact 

that he was a contemporary of Agradās, it is only appropriate here to also briefly consider the 

garden descriptions found in the work of Tulsīdās, and specifically in the Rāmcaritmānas, his 

hugely influential Avadhī retelling of the Rāmāyaṇa composed in 1574. The horticultural idiom 

in which Tulsīdās works is practically identical to that of Agradās; here, too, the features and 

terminology of the bāgh are operative, even if the description generally conforms to Indic 

literary convention. A striking example occurs early on in the epic, when the young Rāma and 

Lakṣmaṇa, having traveled to Videha, the kingdom of Sītā’s adoptive father Janaka to the east of 

Ayodhya, enter the royal garden in which they are to meet Sītā for the first time: 

bhūpa bāgu bara dekheu jāī | jahã basanta ritu rahī lobhāī || 
lāge biṭapa manohara nānā | barana barana bara beli bitānā || 
nava pallava phala sumana suhāe | nija sampati sura rūkha lajāe || 
cātaka kokila kīra cakorā | kūjata bihaga naṭata kala morā || 
madhya bāga saru soha suhāvā | mani sopāna bicitra banāvā || 
bimala salilu sarasija bahuraṅgā | jalakhaga kūjata guñjata bhr̥ṅgā ||364 
 
They went and saw the excellent garden of the king / Where the desirous 

atmosphere of the spring season always persisted. 
Various charming trees were planted there / And excellent vines of different 

colors spread about. 
Beautiful with new shoots, fruit, and flowers / They put the gods’ own wealth to 

shame. 
Black and pied cuckoos, parrots, and cakorā365 birds / Called musically there and 

peacocks danced elegantly. 
In the center of the garden was a pool of radiant beauty / With jeweled steps 

marvelously made. 

                                                       
364 Tulsidas, The Epic of Ram, Vol. 2, ed. and with a translation by Philip Lutgendorf 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016), 100. 
365 The cakora is a mythological bird believed to subsist on moonbeams and part of Sanskrit and 
general Indic literary convention, though at times the term is also applied to real bird species, 
such as the greater coucal (Centropus sinensis) or various kinds of partridges. 
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In its clear water grew many-colored waterlilies / Waterfowl cooed and bees 
hummed. 

 
In a particularly charming detail slightly further on in the narrative, Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa collect 

flowers from the garden, but only after obtaining permission from the gardeners: 

cahũ disi citai pū̃chi mālīgana | lage lena dala phūla mudita mana ||366 
 
Having gazed in all four directions and asked the troop of gardeners / They 

happily began to collect shoots and flowers. 
 

Here, then, are the four directions once again, and in virtually the exact same phrasing, cahũ disi, 

that Agradās uses. A painting illustrating this precise scene, executed in Kangra around 1780 

much like the previously discussed depiction of Ayodhya, further illuminates what sort of garden 

Tulsīdās’ description would have evoked for an early modern North Indian audience, even if 

perhaps with the particular inflection of the Himalayan foothills. Shown in Figure 5.2, the work 

depicts a walled garden in spring time; a Persian wheel in the back feeds water into rills 

irrigating a grid of rectangular flower beds filled with blazing poppies. Rows of pink and white 

blossoming trees evocative of the fruit and nut trees in the Prunus family – peaches, apricots, 

almonds – line the rills and flowerbeds, supplemented around the perimeter of the space by 

larger evergreen trees, columnar cypresses, and banana plants. There are birds flying about and 

perching in the trees, and a pair of peacocks cavort in the flower bed in the foreground. In the 

center of the garden is a square water basin, adjacent to which is the small goddess shrine to 

which Sītā comes to worship – the only explicitly Hindu element to the garden and only real 

disruption to its Persianate regularity. Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa are seen plucking flowers, having 

clearly just spoken to the gardener who stands in one of the poppy beds, spade in hand. While the 

image was classified simply as “A Painting from the Ramayana” when it was last auctioned at 

                                                       
366 Tulsidas, The Epic, Vol.1, 102. 
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Christie’s in London in 2013, it clearly depicts the garden scene of the first meeting of Rāma and 

Sītā in the Rāmcaritmānas – a scene whose popularity and enduring influence Philip Lutgendorf 

emphasizes when he writes that “watching Rām Līlā plays and listening to Rāmcaritmānas 

expounders in Uttar Pradesh, I was struck by the earthiness and humor with which Rām, Sītā, 

and their companions – no less than Kṛṣṇa, Rādhā, and their circle – were depicted, and also by 

the importance given the romantic episodes in the story: the beloved “flower garden” scene in 

Tulsīdās’s version (phulvārī), in which Rām and Sītā meet for the first time, and the tumultuous 

and extended celebration of the couple’s wedding.”367 With regard to both Tulsīdās’ and the 

Rāma rasik tradition’s imaginings of this happy early period of Rāma and Sītā’s lives,  

Lutgendorf also notes incisively “that these scenarios were … dependent for their tangible details 

of architecture, dress, and courtly protocol on the recent imperial model of the Mughals” and that 

“in visualizing another world, it is impossible to avoid seeing through the lens of one’s own, and 

we find this reflected as much in Rām’s Mughal-style durbar hall as in our own readings of the 

rasik tradition.”368 In the painting as much is evident, with its particular eighteenth-century hill 

country adaption of the contemporary Mughal-Rajput bāgh. Note also the visual emphasis given 

here, as well as the contemporary Kangra painting of Rāma’s brother’s leaving Ayodhya, to the 

practical realities of cultivation: the ox-powered Persian wheel, the water channels and sunken 

flower beds – the kyārī discussed previously – and the human labor, in the form of gardeners 

driving the oxen at the Persian wheel and cultivating the flower beds, that creates such spaces. 

This suggests that it is not just their aesthetic appeal that makes them preeminent settings for 

royal and divine performance and play, but also their association with the actual activities and 

                                                       
367 Philip Lutgendorf, “The Secret Life of Rāmcandra of Ayodhya,” in Many Rāmāyaṇas: The 
Diversity of a Narrative Tradition in South Asia, ed. Paula Richman (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1991), 218. 
368 Lutgendorf, “The Secret Life,” 231. 
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know-how of horticulture. In other words, not just the beautiful image of the garden constitutes a 

broadly shared, ecumenical ideal, but also the rustic, eminently local practices of its cultivation. 

 

Figure 5.2: "A Painting from the Ramayan," Kangra, c. 1780; Private collection, auctioned at Christie's, 
London, as lot 25 of "A Garden of Epics - A Private Collection of Indian Paintings on 10 June 2013; see 
https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/Lot/a-painting-from-the-ramayana-india-kangra-5693320-details.aspx. 

Considering Agradās and Tulsīdas shared object of devotion and their contemporaneity, it 

seems perfectly plausible that one might have influenced the other in their mode of portraying 

the garden setting for Rāma and Sītā’s and youthful love, even as Agradās’ primary theological 

and literary model is generally acknowledged to be Braj-centric Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti focused on the 

amorous exploits of Rādhā and Kr̥ṣṇa.369 Before turning to the horticultural aspects of that much 

more well-known and influential movement, however, it is also worth considering Tulsīdās’ 

                                                       
369 Burchett, “Bhakti Religion,” 178-179. 
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literary influences in relation to conventions of garden writing, and to assess one more revealing 

anecdote about Agradās. 

Apart from the Sanskrit Rāmāyaṇa of Vālmīki and older vernacular versions of the tale of 

Rāma, Tulsīdās’ Rāmcaritmānas builds on the series of Avadhī Sufi romances or premākhyāns, 

the garden set pieces of the last two of which, Qut̤ban Suhravardī’s 1503 Mirigāvatī and Malik 

Muḥammad Jāyasī’s 1540 Padmāvat, are touched upon in Chapter 3.  To illustrate the presumed 

relationship between the Rāmcaritmānas and these earlier Islamic models, Philip Lutgendorf 

points to the congruences between the pool edged with jewel-encrusted steps and surrounded by 

a beautiful garden that is the setting of the hero’s first sighting of the future object of his desires 

in the Mirigāvatī and the pools and ponds of Tulsīdās’ magnum opus.370 The intricate Sufi 

symbolism of the premākhyāns, and in particular the allegorical significance of landscape 

description in the Padmāvat, have been analyzed in great detail by Aditya Behl and need not be 

recapitulated here.371 What is significant, however, is the ease with which varied religious 

traditions reproduce consistent visions of horticultural perfection, imbue them with meaning, and 

exult them as the setting for divine unions and the heroic human quest for them. In other words, 

the garden as codified in these texts, stylistically and floristically somewhere between Sanskrit 

literary tradition and a much more Persianate horticultural reality, constituted a shared cultural 

resource whose value to projects of religious articulation lay in its very universality. As a 

common aesthetic ideal, aspirational and utopian yet rooted in an experientially familiar reality, 

                                                       
370 Philip Lutgendorf, introduction to Tulsidas, The Epic of Ram, Vol. 2, ed. and with a 
translation by Philip Lutgendorf (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016), xi. 
371 Aditya Behl, Love’s Subtle Magic: An Indian Islamic Literary Tradition, 1379-1545, ed. 
Wendy Doniger (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012); for analysis of the idealized 
allegorical landscape of Siṅghala Dīpa/Laṅkā in the Padmāvat, see Chapter 5, “The Landscape of 
Paradise and the Embodied City: The Padmāvat, Part 1,” 141-176, as well as again, “The Soul’s 
Quest in Malik Muhammad Jayasi’s Hindavi Romance” in Islam in South Asia in Practice, ed. 
Barbara D. Metcalf (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 63-76. 
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it could serve as stable ground on which to stake novel religious claims, and an ennobling, 

perhaps even sanctifying, space in which to enact paradigmatic performances of religiosity. 

The latter is illustrated poignantly in a hagiographic anecdote about Agradās that first 

appears in the Bhaktirasabodhinī, a commentary on Nābhādās’ Bhaktamāl composed by the 

Vrindavan-based Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava Priyādās in 1712. As recounted by Burchett, the story has 

Rājā Mān Singh I (1550-1614), the Kacchvāhā ruler of Amer and the most prominent Rajput 

noble and military leader in the Mughal Empire under Akbar, visiting Agradās with his 

entourage to pay homage to the poet-saint. This is the same Mān Singh who was the subject of 

Amr̥t Rāy’s Māncarit, and whose gardens at Amer the latter celebrated in a verse litany of 

botanical diversity. Mān Singh would also have been Agradās’ local ruler, as he was based, at 

least in the earlier years of his career, at Galtā, on the outskirts of modern-day Jaipur and very 

near the older Kacchvāhā capital of Amer.372 When the rājā and his people arrive, Agradās is 

busy in his garden, clearing fallen leaves, and guards at the garden’s entrance tell Mān Singh to 

wait. When he notices the throng of people outside his garden, he worries that his devotions will 

be disrupted and sits down to meditate on Rāma and Sītā, soon becoming absorbed in his 

visualization of their līlā. Nābhādās comes to speak to him and is moved to tears at the sight of 

his teacher in meditational bliss, and it is at this point that Mān Singh, having become impatient 

and gone to look for Agradās himself, comes upon them. The monarch is suitably impressed by 

the spontaneous display of deep emotion and devotion, and consequently convinced that Agradās 

                                                       
372 Tradition maintains that Agradās eventually left Galtā, where he had been the disciple of 
Kr̥ṣṇadās Payahārī, and moved north to the village of Raivāsā to found his own establishment, 
while his co-disciple Kīlhadev took up leadership at Galtā. Burchett notes, however, that the 
move to Raivāsā does not appear to be attested before the nineteenth century, and there is no 
historical records of any Rāmānandī institution there before the early eighteenth, suggesting that 
the link to Raivāsā may have been a retroactive addition to Agradās’ hagiography; see Burchett, 
“Bhakti Religion,” 195-198. 
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is indeed blessed by Rāma.373 As the setting of the humble poet-saint’s encounter with the 

highest echelons of Mughal state power, the garden here not only coheres with the previously 

established details of Agradās’ biography but serves quite literally as common ground for the 

encounter of spiritual and worldly realms. It is a stage for the performance of Agradās’ spiritual 

accomplishments and nonchalance in the face of worldly affairs, and Nābhādās’ devotion as a 

disciple, and the space in which Mān Singh gets to experience these and be moved by them. In 

this it mirrors the gardens Agradās imagines in his literary works as a setting for divine 

performances of royal enjoyments and the devotees’ visualization and savoring of these on the 

one hand and long-standing Mughal practices of using gardens as a site for royal and élite 

receptions, celebrations, and display – as explored in Chapter 4 – on the other. It also parallels a 

pictorial convention in Mughal and Rajput painting, evident in the seventeenth century but far 

more ubiquitous in the eighteenth, of depicting encounters between Sufis as well as bhakti 

renunciants and royalty or other worldly elite figures in rustic yet decidedly hortulan settings. 

The garden, then, is a place of spiritual encounter, precisely because as a basic pattern it is 

fundamentally non-denominational yet understood by all. A further dimension to this as concerns 

this particular anecdote may lie in Mān Singh and subsequent Kacchvāhā rulers’ primary 

devotional patronage of Kr̥ṣṇa worship, and of the Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava sampradāya – of which 

Priyādās was a member – in particular. Their involvement played a pivotal role in the 

(re)creation of Kr̥ṣṇa’s childhood homeland in Braj from the sixteenth century onward, and in 

the eighteenth century would substantially alter the (figurative) landscape of North Indian bhakti, 

much as it had helped transformed the literal landscape of Braj. It is to the gardens and garden 

writing associated with this land of Kr̥ṣṇa that this study will now turn. 

                                                       
373 Burchett, “Bhakti Religion,” 192-193. 
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Cultivating Vrindavan: The Horticultural Dimensions of Kr̥ṣṇa Bhakti 

As previously intimated, the Rāma rasik bhakti propagated by Agradās was modelled 

substantially on modes of Kr̥ṣṇa veneration, particularly as developed and promoted by the 

Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava sampradāya originating with the Bengali mystic Kṛṣṇa Caitanya Mahāprabhu 

(1486-1534). As Burchett writes, “it seems that ... it was the success of Krishna devotion and the 

influence of the theology of the Vrindavan Gosvāmīs that led Agradās to rapidly adapt their 

teachings and found the Rām-rasik sect. Indeed, it seems that Agradās and his disciple Nābhādās 

were very aware of, and significantly influenced by, developments in Vrindavan and that they 

held the leading figures of Caitanya’s Gauḍiyā Vaiṣṇava community there in high esteem.”374 

Kr̥ṣṇa devotion as pioneered in Gauḍiyā Vaiṣṇava theology married Sanskrit literary theory of 

rasa, the essential, universalized aesthetic experience distilled from the bhāva or individual 

emotion produced by a work of art, to the quest for experience of the divine. In this model, 

human love and devotion can be disciplined, through the visualization and contemplation of the 

līlā or divine play of Kr̥ṣṇa, and in particular of the romantic and erotic relationship between him 

and his cowherd consort Rādhā, into spiritual bliss and an experience of the divine. The Gauḍiyā 

Vaiṣṇavas, along with competing groups such as the Puṣṭimārg or Vallabha sampradāya and the 

Rādhāvallabha and Haridāsī sampradāyas, thus essentially grounded the path to god in an 

imaginaire of Kr̥ṣṇa and his world along received literary lines. As a result, the rasika or literary 

connoisseur of Sanskrit and Brajbhāṣā scholarship – literally “the one who experiences rasa” – 

became the consummate devotee of Kr̥ṣṇa and Rādhā, or, in the case of Agradās’ community, 

Rāma and Sītā, who could access spiritual bliss through a fusion of religious devotion and 

literary expertise. In this context, the discursive construction of Braj as the playground of the 

                                                       
374 Burchett, “Bhakti Religion,” 179. 
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divine couple and their companions came to be a salient element of devotional literature, as 

traced by Maura Corcoran for the Vaiṣṇava tradition broadly and John Stratton Hawley for the 

work of the sixteenth-century Brajbhāṣā poet Sūrdās specifically.375 

In tandem with this new emphasis on the literary description and meditative visualization 

of the exploits of the youthful Kr̥ṣṇa and Rādhā, as well as the settings for these activities, the 

land on which these events are believed to have taken place, that is the region of Braj, likewise 

underwent an actual transformation in real life. The “rediscovery” of sites associated with 

Kr̥ṣṇa’s life in Braj as well as of various stone images of the god precipitated construction on a 

massive scale, both of temples and of landscape features such as formal pools with steps and 

pavilions, if perhaps not lined with actual jewels like those imagined for Rāma’s Ayodhya by 

Agradās and Tulsīdās. Most notably, for the context of this study, it involved the designation and 

cultivation of various vanas or forests – a category that, as previously shown, often displays 

considerable slippage with the concept of the ostensibly more formal or artificial garden. The full 

Vaiṣṇava pilgrimage around the region is often called the ban yātrā or “forest 

journey/pilgrimage,” and David L. Haberman accordingly titled his seminal study of it Journey 

Through the Twelve Forests.376 Rājā Mān Singh I of Amer was a major early patron of the 

development of Braj, and at least as early as 1565 the Mughal emperor Akbar, too, began to 

support the Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava establishment in Vrindavan through land revenue grants.377 By 

1580 at least seven Braj temples  had received imperial land grants and, perhaps due to the 

influence of Akbar’s favored counselor Birbal (1528-1586), imperial support had been extended 

                                                       
375 See Maura Corcoran, Vr̥ndāvana in Vaiṣṇava Literature (Vrindavan: Vrindaban Research 
Institute, 1995), and John Stratton Hawley, “The Creation of Braj in the Poetry of Sūrdās,” 
Journal of Vaiṣṇava Studies 3, no. 1 (1994): 5-22. 
376 David L. Haberman, Journey Through the Twelve Forests: An Encounter with Krishna (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1994), xii. 
377 Haberman, Journey, 34-35. 
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beyond the Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava sampradāya to the Puṣṭimārg. In 1590, the former, under the 

direct patronage of Mān Singh, were able to dedicate the monumental Govindadev Temple, a 

monumental centerpiece to both the (re)creation of Vrindavan and Rajput Mughal patronage of 

Braj-centric Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti.378 In a revealing illustration of just how profound a transformation of 

the local landscape this was, and to what extent it was rooted in eminently horticultural 

conceptions of the land, Irfan and Faiz Habib have noted that Akbar’s first documented grant in 

1565 to Gopāldās, priest of the Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava Madanmohan Temple, is also the first 

surviving instance of the location actually being referred to officially as Vrindavan. Seven years 

earlier, the land that would become the town of Vrindavan had been sold by the headmen of the 

nearby village of Nagarā, the sale document noting that it contained the kuñj or bower of the 

Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava Rūp Gosā’in and defining its boundaries in terms of a kuñj galī, or “lane of 

bowers.” The land was bought at that point by a Muslim by the name of ‘Alī Khān, who was the 

headman of another village nearby, but immediately transferred at cost to Rūp Gosā’in’s nephew 

Jīv Gosā’in. According to Irfan and Faiz Habib, “it is significant that there is no mention of 

Vrindavan, under any of its variant names, in this document. Apparently, the name was not in 

use.”379 Even before Vrindavan is asserted to be Vrindavan, then, its landscape, as it was being 

colonized by Caitanya’s Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava followers, came to be conceived of in terms of the 

kuñj or bower, an essentially horticultural space. As Irfan and Faiz Habib explain, “as late as 

1718, I‘timād ‘Alī Khān in his diary, speaking of the Kunj Galī at Vrindavan, says it contained 

‘excellent bāghāt (gardens, groves) laid out by Hindus’… The sense of the grove stuck to the 

word kunj in legal documents, so that in the deed of gift of all his properties by Gobind Charan 

                                                       
378 Haberman, Journey, 35-36. 
379 Irfan Habib and Faiz Habib, “Mapping the Growth of a Mughal Period Township: 
Vrindavan,” Studies in People’s History 6, no. 1 (2019): 17-18. 
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Gosā’in to his successor Jagannāth as high priest of the Govindadev temple, he uses the word 

manzil (building) to define ḥavelī or house, but qat̤‘a (plot of land) to define kunj... Clearly, until 

then, a kunj must have been visualised as mainly a tree-filled plot of land containing a hut or 

cottage.”380 Evidently, the kuñj was to a considerable degree identified with the bāgh, and the 

“bowers” of the Vaiṣṇava ascetics settling and transforming Braj were, more or less from the 

beginning, garden properties constituted of an orchard-garden and a garden house. The Habibs 

do find that by the late nineteenth century the term, in the context of Braj, appears to have come 

to refer to a particular building form consisting of a quadrangle with an ornate gateway and a 

shrine on the opposite side.381 Even while this seems to shift the emphasis away from the garden, 

though, the architectural parallels to the walled, quadripartite Mughal and Rajput chahar bāghs 

of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries – gardens as described in the masnavīs discussed in 

Chapter 3 – are conspicuous.382 It may be tempting to surmise, given the literally pastoral setting 

of Kr̥ṣṇa’s youth in a community of rural cowherds – as opposed to, for example, the explicitly 

urban and courtly upbringing and early married years of Rāma and Sītā – and the frequent 

association of Islamic and Persianate cultural forms with cities, that Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti would be less 

likely to incorporate the aesthetics of the Persianate formal garden. There are indeed plentiful 

visual depictions of Kr̥ṣṇa’s exploits and devotional texts in the traditions dedicated to him that 

emphasize elements of “natural” or wild landscape, or imagine the bowers sheltering the love-

play of Kr̥ṣṇa and Rādhā to be part of spontaneously grown vegetation. However, as the analysis 

                                                       
380 Habib, “Mapping the Growth,” 17. 
381 Habib, “Mapping the Growth,” 17. 
382 Sugata Ray, in his recent work exploring the relationship between the sanctification of the 
Braj landscape and the catastrophic El Niño-related droughts experienced by South Asia as part 
of the Little Ice Age, argues for the transmutation of the kuñj into an architectural form as a 
response to the increasing urbanization of the ideally rural landscape of Braj in the eighteenth 
century; see Sugata Ray, Climate Change and the Art of Devotion: Geoaesthetics in the Land of 
Krishna, 1550-1850 ( Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2019), 102-119. 
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of Irfan and Faiz Habib and the frequent ambiguity in the meaning of vana and related terms 

between “forest” or “grove” on the one hand and “garden” or “orchard” on the other suggest, 

notions of cultivated, ornamental, and architecturally defined spaces are in fact frequently latent 

in these depictions. Vrindavan itself is, etymologically, vr̥ndā vana, the forest – or garden? – of 

the tulsī or holy basil (Ocimum tenuiflorum), deified as the goddess Vr̥ndā. A sacred medicinal 

herb, tulsī is ubiquitous in India’s everyday material culture; what it is generally not, however, is 

a wild plant. One could argue, in fact, that it is the most quintessentially domestic of South Asian 

plants, as it is cultivated in most households, often in specially designed containers prominently 

displayed in the courtyard of the home, its care and veneration a part of domestic ritual – a 

practice that by the eighteenth century had become a common motif in genre painting, as 

illustrated in Figure 5.3.383 Seen in this light, the intrinsic association of Vrindavan with the tulsī 

plant and with the category of the vana only lends further weight to the analysis put forth by 

Hawley that “ Brindavan and all of Braj seemed to have been fashioned by their Rajput and 

Mughal architects as the vast garden situated at the center of the new Rajput/Mughal cosmopolis. 

And at the heart of Brindavan lay, in turn, a garden: nidhi-ban, “the treasury-wilderness” that 

was most closely associated with the love play of Krishna and Radha.”384 The supposed forest, or 

“wilderness,” has been rendered into a walled garden; even if its internal layout and planting do 

                                                       
383 Tulsīdās, the “slave of Tulsī,” plays on the presence of the goddess-plant in his name in a 
playful couplet in the introduction of the Rāmcaritmānas: nāmu rāma ko kalapataru kali kalyāna 
nivāsu | jo sumarita bhayo bhā̃ga tẽ tulasī tulasīdāsa || “The name of Rāma is a wishing tree and 
abode of good fortune in this dark age / Recalling it, Tulsīdās turned from hemp into tulsī;” the 
longstanding reverence for the tulsī plant, its close association with Viṣṇu, and its common 
cultivation inside the home are attested by the ninth verse of Surapāla’s Vr̥kṣāyurveda, some 
variation of which occurs in most vr̥kṣāyurveda texts: yāvaddināni tulasī ropitā yadgr̥he vaset | 
tavadvarṣasahasrāṇi vaikuṇṭhe sa mahīyate || “As many days as the tulsī resides planted in his 
house / That many thousands of years he will be great in Viṣṇu’s heaven;” see Tulsidas, The Epic 
of Ram, Vol. 1, 63, and Surapāla, Das Wissen, 71. 
384 Hawley, A Storm of Songs, 154. 
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not entirely conform to the pattern of the Persianate bāgh, its very definition is inextricably 

intertwined with the categories set by elite Mughal and Rajput landscape ideals. Braj emerges as 

as both a geographic and sacred center consisting of multiple layers of idealized, cultivated – 

gardened – landscape. Given that this process was at least initially driven by the Bengali Gauḍīya 

Vaiṣnava community, that is by a movement originating in what to the Mughal imagination was 

still largely a wild, marginal land, as seen in Chapter 3, it is tempting to see in this also a 

reflection of the creative tension between the center and the periphery in a larger cosmogony. 

Braj as a garden at the center of the Mughal Empire – and of the Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti universe – and in 

turn containing the symbolic “garden” of Vrindavan and the nidhi-ban within that, may parallel 

the role as an axis mundi that links and draws in the periphery David Carrasco, drawing on 

Jonathan Z. Smith and Mircea Eliade, attests for the Templo Mayor of the Aztec capital of 

Tenōchtitlan.385 Notably, this capital city was conceived of as a representation of the Aztec 

cosmos and as “the foundation of heaven;” this cosmos was understood as “having five parts 

with four quadrants called nauchampa, literally the four directions of the wind, extending 

outward from the central section.”386 The parallels with the chahār bāgh and the cahũ diśi or 

“four directions” invoked time and again by Indian poets to describe the gardens inhabited by 

their gods and royals are readily apparent. It is perhaps fitting, then, that Carrasco begins his 

essay with an account of Tenōchtitlan before its destruction by the Spaniard Bernal Diaz de 

Castillo, who more than anything rhapsodizes about the Aztec city’s gardens – especially 

considering that many of the marvelous flowers and fruits of these gardens, from marigolds to 

                                                       
385 See David Carrasco, “Templo Mayor: The Aztec Vision of Place,” Religion 11 (1981): 275-
297. 
386 Carrasco, “Templo,” 282. 
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chilis, would soon appear in South Asia to fundamentally and permanently remake the material 

reality of life and horticulture in the subcontinent.387 

 

Figure 5.3: "Woman worshipping a tulsī plant," Mughal Empire, early eighteenth century; Victoria & Albert 
Museum IS.184-1955 

                                                       
387 Carrasco, “Templo,” 275. 
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To return, however, to Braj, the identification of the area with a garden – that is, an 

explicitly horticulturally manipulated space rather than an idyllic wilderness – may be found 

running through a poem by Sūrdās, the great sixteenth century Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti poet-saint: 

ihi tere br̥ndābana bāga 
suni rādhike kadamba biṭapa kī 
sāṣā eka amī phala lāga 
syāma pīta kachu aruṇa amita chabi 
barane na jāhī aṅg vibhāga 
ati supakva muralī ke parasata 
cui cui parata umaḍi rasa rāga 
braja banita bara bāri kanakamaya 
rokai rahata sudhā sura nāga 
tuva pratāpa chui sakata na sundari 
suka muni marakaṭa kokila kāga 
maĩ mālini jatanani jala jugayau 
sīcata suhatha pare haĩ dāga 
sūra suśrama uṭhi deṣi nayana bhari 
piu piuṣa avanī ke bhāga388 
 
Here in your garden of Vrindavan, 
Listen, Rādhika, on a branch of the kadamba tree,  
A nectar fruit has grown, 
Dark yellow and a little bid reddish, immeasurably lovely, 
Indescribable its parts and portions, 
So very ripe that at the touch of the flute 
The juice of love, overflowing, drips down; 
The women of Braj are a fine golden barrier, 
Keeping the nectar from gods and serpents; 
Your radiance no one can touch, beautiful one, 
Not parrots, munias, monkeys, cuckoos, or crows; 
I am the gardener, with such effort I have tended 
And watered that my beautiful hands have become calloused; 
Sūr, seeing such good labor, she rose, her eyes filling, 
With the nectar of love, this portion of the earth. 
 

The layering of poetic images here is rather more dense and complex than in Agradās and 

Tulsīdās’ descriptions of the garden retreats of Rāma and Sītā, with intricate interlocking 

references to divine nectar, rasa, and their literary, musical, erotic, and spiritual savoring. Even 

                                                       
388 Sūrdas, Sur’s Ocean: Poems from the Early Tradition, ed. Kenneth Bryant, with translations 
by John Stratton Hawley (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015), 270-272. 
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so, the unifying horticultural thrust of the poem is clear. Addressing Rādhā, the poem’s speaker 

defines the entirety of Vrindavan as her garden, her bāga; the trees of this garden produce the 

fruit that overflows with the juice, or rasa, of love, which is in fact the aesthetic and spiritual 

enjoyment – the literary and theological rasa – of experiencing Kr̥ṣṇa. That experience, in turn, 

is reserved for the women of Braj, Kr̥ṣṇa’s playmates in his youthful erotic adventures; they form 

a barrier – or hedge, as the term bāri can also mean – that prevents even the gods of the heavens 

and nāgas, the snake beings of the underworld, from approaching the nectar of the god’s 

amorous play. Nor can any of the garden’s typical animal inhabitants, the peacocks, monkeys, 

crows and so on dictated by the literary conventions of garden description but also very much 

found in real-life gardens in northern South Asia even today, so much as touch the radiance of 

the heroine Rādhā. The speaker then identifies herself as the gardener who has made such a 

consistent effort in irrigating the garden that her hands have become calloused; notably, the term 

used to describe the injuries to her hands is the Persian dāgh for “brand” or “mark,” quite 

frequently used in Persian and Urdu poetry as a rhyme word for bāgh. Moreover, it is a term with 

ample romantic connotations in Persianate literary traditions, as it denotes the burn marks left by 

the fire of passion on the heart or even the skin of a lover, or the dark blotch at the heart of red 

poppy and tulip flowers that is seen as symbolizing the lover’s heart burned to ashes. Finally, 

Rādhā, at the sight of such dedicated horticultural and devotional labor, gets up and waters avanī 

ke bhāga, “this portion of the earth,” that is the garden that is Vrindavan, with the nectar of love 

from her eyes, meaning her upwelling tears of love and emotion. Both the role of Rādhā and the 

women of Braj in Kr̥ṣṇa’s līlā and the devotion of those who worship him are thus inscribed in 

aspects of horticultural practice that are realistically necessary to maintain a garden or bāgh like 

the one Vrindavan is here posited to be.  
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The image of the devotee of Kr̥ṣṇa as a gardener appears also in a pada or song attributed 

the sixteenth-century female poet-saint Mīrābāī, interestingly with a distinct emphasis on the 

connection to wage labor: 

syāma mane cākara rakho jī | 
giradhārī lālā cākara rakho jī || 
cākara rahasū̃ bāga lagāsū̃ nita uṭha darasaṇa pāsū̃ || 
brindābana kī kuñjagalin meñ terī līlā gāsū̃ || 
… 
hare hare nita bāga lagāū̃ bica bica rākhū̃ kyārī | 
sā̃variyā ke darasaṇa pāū̃ pahara kusummī sārī ||389 
 
Śyām, take me as your servant, 
Lifter of mountains, take me as your servant. 
As your servant I will lay out a garden and daily, getting up, have your vision, 
I will sing of your play in the lanes of bowers of Vrindavan. 
… 
Always saying ‘Hare Hare!’ I lay out a garden and in the middle place 
flowerbeds, 
I obtain a vision of the dark-complexioned one, wearing a flowery sari. 
 

Twice in one poem Mīrā promises that she will lay out a bāgh, and each time envisions that 

through this work, she will obtain the darśana or “vision” of her beloved deity, the primary 

objective of the Hindu devotee. The second time around she specifies that in the center of this 

garden she will set out a parterre of kyārī flowerbeds, as dictated by the now well-known garden 

typology. It is there that she sees herself encountering her divine lord, dressed in a flower-

patterned sari as if she were part of, or emerging from, the flower garden she has created. The 

context Mīrā imagines for all of this is one of domestic employment: in the first two lines she 

implores the god to take her own as a cākara or “servant,” and in the third she explains that it is 

in that position – the term cākara recurs again – that she will lay out a garden for him. 

Horticultural work is thus clearly identified as wage labor, while simultaneously being imagined 

                                                       
389 Mīrābāī, Mīrābāī Padāvalī, Part 4, Pada 1, on Kavita Kosh; available online at 

http://kavitakosh.org/kk/पदावली_/_भाग-4_/_मीराबाई (accessed online 26 March 2020). 
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as a continual, daily act of devotion, parallel and akin to the ritual repetition of the god’s name. 

All of this is to take place in the hallowed landscape of Vrindavan, already imagined in its 

entirety as the garden of Rādhā by Sūrdās, and Mīrā refers specifically to the kuñj galī or “lane 

of bowers” that the Habibs identify as defining the boundaries of the town even before it became 

known by its modern, Kr̥ṣṇaite name, as the place where she will sing of Kr̥ṣṇa’s līlā or divine 

play. Horticulture is here explicitly transfigured into a devotional practice and embedded in the 

sacred landscape of the god; it is expressly a service to Kr̥ṣṇa and, like regular worship, is 

rewarded with an experience of the divine.  

Devout tears irrigating a garden as in Sūrdās’ poem likewise constitute an image 

particularly common one in early modern bhakti evocations of explicitly horticultural settings. 

Take, for instance, Tulsīdās, in the introduction to his Rāmcaritmānas: 

pulaka bāṭikā bāga bana sukha subihaṅga biharu | 
mālī sumana saneha jala sīc̃ata locana cāru ||390 
 
The flower gardens, parks, and groves of ecstasy, where beautiful birds of 

happiness sport, 
Are irrigated with the water of affection from the elegant eyes of the gardener of 

the heart. 
 

Here, again, the pleasures of alliteration made possible by the interchangeability of v- and b- in 

Avadhī and Brajbhāṣā lead Tulsīdās to lay out a whole hierarchy of landscape elements, from the 

intimate and artful vāṭikā to the monumental bāgh and the surrounding, larger and more formally 

ambiguous vana. That aside, the conceit here is much the same as in Sūrdās’ poem – a devotee, 

brimming with love, is imagined as a gardener who assiduously works to irrigate the gardens that 

constitute a paradisiacal landscape, and it is in fact the tears flowing copiously as a result of his 

ecstatic devotion that supply the gardens with water. The artistry of the image cuts both ways, for 

                                                       
390 Tulsidas, The Epic of Ram, Vol. 1, 89. 
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much as it suggests the boundless generative power of devotional love, its ability to nourish 

growth and produce abundance and bliss, it also reflects the fundamental reality of consistent, 

labor-intensive irrigation as the fundamental prerequisite for verdant cultivated landscapes in the 

North Indian plains. Once again, too, as in Mīrābāī’s pada, this horticultural work is imagined 

explicitly in the context of professional labor, in this case through evocation of the mālī or 

professional gardener, literally a “garland maker” from mālā or “garland.” Like many types of 

craftsmen and laborers, mālīs, too, historically constituted an endogamous occupational jāti or 

caste in many parts of the subcontinent.391 

Returning to Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti, the same image appears in the Iśk-Caman or “Parterre of 

Love” of the Kishangarh rājā and Brajbhāṣā poet Sāvant Singh (1699-1764), known as a poet 

under the pen-name Nāgarīdās. Aspects of the Iśk-Caman, dated to sometime before 1742, and 

other works by Nāgarīdās have been studied in depth by Heidi Pauwels as an example of poetic 

exchange, in the context of eighteenth-century Mughal and Rajput courtly culture and Kr̥ṣṇa 

bhakti, between the new style of rekhtah or Urdu poetry and Brajbhāṣā devotional poetry.392 

                                                       
391 Both the male mālī and female mālin are referenced frequently in poetry, both devotional and 
otherwise, though they seem to rarely be included in works of the Persianate shahrāshūb mode in 
which a city is eulogized through a desciptive inventory of the attractive tradespeople it houses. 
However, Sunil Sharma does discuss a rekhtah poem by Fā’iz Dihlavī celebrating a kāchan, a 
woman of the kāchī community of market gardeners specialized in vegetable growing. 
Interestingly, the poem posits her primarily as a vegetable seller plying her goods in the city, but 
metaphorically casts the infatuated heart of the speaker as the mālī of the garden of beauty; see 
see Sunil Sharma, “Fa’iz Dihlavī’s Female-Centered Poems,” 178. 
392 See Heidi Rika Maria Pauwels, Cultural Exchange in Eighteenth-Century India: Poetry and 
Paintings from Kishangarh (Berlin: EB-Verlag, 2015), “Culture in Circulation in Eighteenth-
Century North India: Urdu Poetry by a Rajput Krishna Devotee,” in Culture and Circulation: 
Literature in Motion in Early Modern India, ed. Thomas de Bruijn and Allison Busch (Leiden” 
Brill, 2014), 247-277, and “Two “Gardens of Love”: Raskhān’s Prem-Vāṭikā and Nāgrīdās’ Iśk-
Caman,” in Patronage and Popularisation, Pilgrimage and Procession: Channels of 
Transcultural Translation and Transmission in Early Modern South Asia: Papers in Honour of 
Monika Horstmann, ed. Heidi Rika Maria Pauwels (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2009), 23-
38. 
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Persian-derived vocabulary and Persianate poetic images, then, are programmatic in these works 

of the poet-king, who is also renowned for his relationship with the enslaved dancing girl Banī-

ṭhanī, who herself wrote Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti poetry under the pseudonym Rasik Bihārī, and his 

patronage of Kishangarh’s distinctive style of eighteenth-century Rajput painting.393 

Nonetheless, the horticultural specificity of the central metaphor of the Iśk-Caman and its garden 

nomenclature speak to the significance and ubiquity of the Mughal-Rajput garden ideal at a 

considerable level of detail, even as the conceit of irrigation by tears of love links it to earlier 

gardens of bhakti poetry: 

casmū̃ ke casmā jharaĩ jharnā āba phirāka | 
iska cama taba sabja rahaĩ dila jamīna hoya pāka || 
 
iska cimana ābāda kari iska cimana kõ gāva | 
nāgara ghara mahabūba kẽ iska cimana mẽ āva ||394 
 
A fountain spouts from the eyes, a waterfall of pain, 
The parterre of love will remain verdant as long as the soil of the heart is pure. 
 
Tend to the parterre of love, sing of the parterre of love, 
Nāgara, come into the house of the beloved in the parterre of love. 
 

The Persian term Nāgarīdās uses in the title of this work and repeats in almost every line, caman, 

is generally translated as “garden.” However, its usage in early modern South Asian horticultural 

terminology was rather more specific; it does not normally refer to a garden as a whole, but 

specifically to a parterre, a level expanse of formal flower beds, usually of herbaceous or 

otherwise fairly low-growing ornamental plants. The caman, in other words, is pointedly not the 

bāgh or vana, but specifically the set of flowerbeds usually found at its heart, surrounding any 

central water features and garden pavilions. Nāgaridās’ poetic association of garden features is 

far from random; rather, it encodes the paradigmatic typology of the ornamental heart of the 

                                                       
393 Pauwels, Cultural Exchange, 92-93. 
394 Pauwels, Cultural Exchange, 255. 
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Mughal-Rajput chahar bāgh in the ideal, standardized form it had attained by the eighteenth 

century. Ornate, distinctly a product of human artifice, and labor-intensive, the parterre lends 

itself perfectly to the metaphor of the devoted lover as dedicated gardener engaged in constant, 

tedious watering and working of the soil, aspects highlighted in these couplets. That these 

horticultural specificities indeed underpin the intended imagery of the Iśk-Caman is driven home 

by an idiosyncratic single-leaf painting/manuscript of the work now held at the Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art. Reproduced in Figure 5.4, the painting shows a stylized grid of dark 

green rectangular flowerbeds, on which the verses of the text are inscribed in gold as if they were 

the flowers. The beds are divided by a network of irrigation rills, which are filled with water by 

two streams of tears emanating from a large set of languid eyes at the top of the parterre. 

The horticultural precision of the conceit of gardening work as a metaphor of romantic 

and devotional labor that informs the Iśk-Caman and its unusual visual representation is further 

underlined by two further works Pauwels compares with the Iśk-Caman. One is explicitly a 

response to Nāgarīdās’ work: the Rasik-Caman or “Parterre of the Connoisseur/Devotee” of the 

Mewar ruler Aḍi Singh (r. 1761-1771), writing under the pen name Arsī, closely follows its 

model, both in its integration of Persian vocabulary and Persianate imagery with Brajbhāṣā 

poetic form, and its reflection of garden typology.395 Even one of the few verses without close 

correspondence in the Iśk-Caman implicitly reinforces the formal elements of the space as 

suggested in the verses above: 

gandā saba nandā kare bandā pai le pāra | 
iska cimana ke bīca jahā̃ sakala sudhā kau sāra ||396 
 
Everyone likes sugar cane but this slave manages to go beyond, 
In the middle of the parterre of love, an eternal pool of nectar. 

                                                       
395 Pauwels, Cultural Exchange, 128-132. 
396 Pauwels, Cultural Exchange, 265. 
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While the meaning here is clearly symbolic, playing on the sweet juice of sugar cane, divine 

ambrosia, and sweet rasa of literary enjoyment and spiritual bliss, the underlying horticultural 

reality is once again consistent: the ornamental parterre around the pool at the center of the 

garden, which is also where those visiting the gardens would most commonly congregate, picnic, 

and enjoy their sugar cane. 

 

Figure 5.4: "Mahārājā Sāvant Singh's tears irrigate the garden of his Poetry," Kishangarh, c. 1750-1775; Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art M.89.51.2 
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The other work Pauwels compares to the Iśk-Caman is the Prem-Vāṭikā attributed to Raskhān, a 

Brajbhāṣā author of Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti poetry whose biography is rather uncertain. Hagiographic 

tradition in the Puṣṭimārg or Vallabha sampradāya, which claims him as well as Nāgarīdās, 

maintains that by birth he was a Paṭhān or Muslim of Afghan descent named Sayyid Ibrāhīm 

who, while living in Delhi, fell in love with the son of a Hindu merchant. While he was 

apparently unsuccessful in courting the object of his affection, some Vaiṣṇavas remarked to him 

that if he practiced as much devotion for Kr̥ṣṇa as he had for the merchant’s son, he would be 

able to experience the divine. After they showed him a picture of the god, Raskhān did indeed set 

out for Braj, where he was eventually initiated into the Puṣṭimārg by Vitthalnāth, the son of the 

sect’s founder Vallabha and came to experience Kr̥ṣṇa’s līlā.397 This account would place 

Raskhān in the sixteenth century, and to whatever extent that it is true, is intriguing for its 

implication of a Muslim, and supposedly one from a pronouncedly Persianate cultural milieu, 

taking up not only Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti but Brajbhāṣā devotional poetry, in an apparent inversion of 

Nāgaridās and Aḍi Singh/Arsī’s later experiments with Persianate vocabulary and imagery.398 

Despite the largely Indic linguistic register and references, the central metaphor of the Prem-

Vāṭikā parallels that of the Iśk-Caman and Rasik-Caman, for the Sanskrit-derived vāṭikā, too, 

seems to imply a comparative intimate, domestic, and labor-intensive space. The centrality of the 

work of cultivation to the metaphor is made apparent in the work’s opening couplet: 

prema ayani śrī rādhikā prema barana nandananda | 
prema vāṭikā ke doū mālī mālina dvandva ||399 
 
The abode of love is Rādhikā, the color of love Nandananda [Kr̥ṣṇa] 

                                                       
397 Maura Corcoran, “The Life and Poetry of Rasakhāna,” in Bhakti in Current Research, 1979-
1982, ed. Monika Thiel-Horstmann (Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag, 1983), 75-76. 
398 Pauwels, “Two “Gardens of Love”,” 25. 
399 Pauwels, “Two “Gardens of Love”,” 28. 
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Of the garden of love these two are the gardener couple. 
 

Love, both devotional and romantic, needs to be tended like an ornate, artful garden, which must 

be continuously cultivated, fertilized, and irrigated. Consequently, Kr̥ṣṇa and Rādhā, in the 

cultivation of their passion and of the devotional fervor of their devotees, are the mālī and mālin, 

or male and female gardeners, of the vāṭikā – or caman – of love. 

As Pauwels remarks, Raskhān does not maintain the horticultural metaphor throughout 

the Prem-Vāṭikā, in contrast to Nāgarīdās and Arsī in the Iśk-Caman and Rasik-Caman.400 

Elsewhere in his oeuvre, however, the importance of the bāgh as the core element of the 

aestheticized landscape that hosts Kr̥ṣṇa’s love-play is readily apparent. The following savaiyā 

or quatrain, for instance, opens on a panoramic hierarchy of landscape elements that includes not 

only the vana, bāgh, and taṛāga or tank but also the kuñj galī or “lane of bowers” that Irfan and 

Faiz Habib found being used to define the boundaries of what would become Vrindavan, and 

which they note survives as the name of a locality within the town:401 

vana bāga taṛāgani kuñjagalī akhiyā̃ sukha pāi hai dekhi daī | 
aba gokula mā̃jha bilokiyaigī vaha gopa sabhāga subhāya raī || 
mili hai hãsi gāi kabai raskhāni kabai brajavālani prema bhaī | 
vaha nīla nicola ke ghū̃ghaṭa kī chabi dekhavī dekhana lāja laī ||402 
 
Having seen the divine in the forests, gardens, tanks, and lane of bowers these 

eyes have found joy, 
Now when will I see that blessed cowherd looking beautiful in Gokul, 
Having mingled, laughing, with the cows, and when, Raskhān, love having arisen 

among the people of Braj, 
Will I blush with embarrassment seeing that blue one see the beauty of my veil 

and dress? 
 

                                                       
400 Pauwels, “Two “Gardens of Love”,” 28. 
401 Habib, “Mapping the Growth,” 17. 
402 Rasakhāna, Rasakhāna granthāvalī saṭīka, ed. Deśarāja Siṃha Bhāṭī (Dillī: Aśoka Prakāśana, 
1966), 238. 
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A more sustained and somewhat more overtly Persianate garden image runs through another, 

startlingly erotic and charmingly fruit-forward savaiyā: 

bāgana kāhe ko jāo piyā baiṭhī hī bāga lagāma dikhāū̃ | 
eḍī anāra sī mauri rahī bariyā̃ dou campe kī ḍāra navāū̃ || 
chātina maĩ rasa ke nibuā aru ghū̃ghaṭa kheli kai dākha cakhāū̃ | 
ṭā̃gana ke rasa ke casake rati phūlani kī raskhāni lūṭāū̃ ||403 
 
What gardens are you going off to, darling? Just sitting here I will lay out a 

garden and show you, 
My heels are blooming like pomegranate blossoms, my arms are two campā 

branches blossoming, 
On my chest juicy lemons, lifting my veil I can feed you grapes, 
The relish of the juice of dates and the passion of flowers, Raskhān, I can give to 

be plundered. 
 

The list of plants here – pomegranate, campā, lemon, grapes, and dates - is one already 

encountered repeatedly in previous chapters in Persian, Brajbhāṣā, and Urdu garden descriptions 

in varying configurations of Persians and Indic vocabulary. Here, the pomegranate appears under 

its Persian name of anār; the other plants are referred to by names of Indic etymology, albeit 

ones – with the exception of ṭā̃gana for date – that would be regularly used in Urdu as well. 

Citrus fruit as an object of comparison for women’s breasts, too, are found commonly in Urdu 

poetry.404 The opening line of the verse rehearses the cultural script of the suburban bāgh as the 

destination of a pleasure outing as discussed in Chapter 4, and the implication of erotic 

enjoyment that it carries is what solicits the jealous speaker’s assertion and playful explanation 

that she, in her beauty, can offer all the pleasures of a garden, whether vegetal or sexual. As a 

literary conceit, this enmeshing of bodily and horticultural description depends on the reader’s 

knowledge of the codified garden ideal of Raskhān’s world – the vision of the garden that 

                                                       
403 Rasakhāna, Rasakhāna granthāvalī, 301-302. 
404 Valī Muḥammad ‘Naz̤īr’ Akbarābādī (1735-1830), for instance, produced a pair of lengthy 
erotic poems dedicated, respectively, to the sangtarā or sweet orange and the nārangī or 
mandarin, whose imagery hinges to a considerable degree on this poetic convention; see Valī 
Muḥammad ‘Naz̤īr’ Akbarābādī, Kulliyāt, 853, 869-870. 
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underpins the evocation – and real-life transformation – of Braj, or of Agradās’ and Tulsīdās’ 

Ayodhya, and of so much early modern North Indian cultural production in general. 

That the Mughal world’s vision of the landscape of Braj, and especially of Vrindavan, is 

at least in part one of an artfully gardened space is confirmed also by the “imitations” or 

“secondary” Vrindavans that eventually came to be created. As Pika Ghosh has studied, in their 

original homeland of Bengal in the seventeenth century, the Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇavas transformed 

Vishnupur, a capital of the local Malla dynasty, into their eastern home base and into a second 

Vrindavan. This involved the construction of temples as well as tanks and gardens. Ghosh notes 

that the identification with the sacred landscape of Kr̥ṣṇa’s playground in Braj was more 

symbolic than formal, as the architecture of Vishnupur reflected local traditions. Nonetheless, 

one should not forget what was in fact physically transplanted from Braj to create this sacred 

landscape – namely Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava scriptures and, lo and behold, plants!405 Gardening, in 

other words, was an essential component in the reproduction of Vrindavan and its sanctity. In the 

eighteenth century, Savāī Jay Singh II (r. 1699-1743), from the same Kacchvāhā dynasty that 

had been among the preeminent patrons of Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti in Braj since the days of Mān Singh, and 

instigator of a major reworking of the sectarian landscape of North Indian bhakti that shapes the 

region’s religious landscape to the present day, founded his new capital of Jaipur. He did so right 

between the old family stronghold of Amer once rapturously described by Amr̥t Rāy, and Galtā, 

where Agradās and Nābhādās had spent some, or perhaps even all, of their literarily productive, 

horticulturally-inflected lives.406 Susan Johnson-Roehr has argued that the design for the city 

                                                       
405 Pika Ghosh, “Tales, Tanks, and Temples: The Creation of a Sacred Center in Seventeenth-
Century Bengal,” Asian Folklore Studies 61, no. 2 (2002): 194-195, 198. 
406 For a detailed study of Savāī Jay Singh II’s influential project of religious reform, see Monika 
Horstmann, Der Zusammenhalt der Welt: religiöse Herrschaftslegitimation und Religionspolitik 
Maharaja Savai Jaisinghs (1700-1743) (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2009). 
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itself was patterned on the grid of a rectangular Mughal chahār bāgh, and that the city plan was 

designed around a pre-existing formal garden named Jay Nivās Bāgh.407 More immediately 

relevant to the central concern of this chapter, however, are the two garden settings Jay Singh 

devised for the Govindadev image of Kr̥ṣṇa, removed from Mān Singh’s temple in Vrindavan as 

a result of political upheaval in the 1670s. In 1714, Jay Singh installed the image in a Kr̥ṣṇa 

temple in a valley near Amer, adjacent to which a large quadrangular walled garden, in full-

blown Mughal style with a grid of fountain-studded water courses and central tanks, walkways, 

and flower beds, was laid out. The complex was named Kanak Vrindavan or “Golden 

Vrindavan,” as if to denote that it was more perfect even than the original sacred landscape of 

Braj.408 Once Jay Singh’s new capital of Jaipur was constructed, Govindadev was made to move 

once more, this time to a new temple designed to be the bāradarī, or arched garden pavilion, at 

the center of the Jay Nivās Bāgh, which had now become the garden of the Kacchvāhā rulers’ 

City Palace. As Hawley observes, “Jaisingh wanted to ensconce Brindavan at the symbolic heart 

of his newly vibrant kingdom, and his means of doing so was to provide for Govindadev… a 

residence that would be right at the center of Jaipur’s palace grounds. Brindavan was to be a 

garden in the middle of the city after all, and indeed a Mughal garden at that.”409 Again, the 

Persianate bāgh appears as the sacred center of both religious cosmos and political empire. 

The Infidel Gardener 

Having explored the Mughal-Rajput ideal of the formal garden as part of and through the 

development of bhakti in early modern North India and its literary productions, further details of 

                                                       
407 Susan N. Johnson-Roehr, “Centering the Chārbāgh: The Mughal Garden as Design Module 
for the Jaipur City Plan,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 72, no. 1 (2013): 28-
47. 
408 Rajiv Khanna, “The Revival of Kanak Vrindavan Valley, Jaipur,” Architecture + Design 9, 
no. 5 (1992): 33. 
409 Hawley, A Storm of Songs, 191-192. 
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the interactions of horticulture and religion can be filled in through evidence gleaned from Indo-

Persian texts. The bowers of Braj as eminently horticultural spaces take center stage, for 

example, in an anecdote recorded by Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ’ in his in his Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ of 

1745. Under an entry for a plant called madhumālatī, and after describing said plant, he recounts 

the following: 

Faqīr Ānand Rām Mukhliṣ qalamash rā dar sifālī az Bindrāban az kunj-i yakī az 
birāgiyān dar sāl-i yak hazār va yak ṣad va panjāh hijrī bih iḥtiyāṭ-i tamām 
āvardah, dar chār-chaman-i dīvānkhānah-’i ḥavelī-i Shāhjahānābād nishāndah 
būdam va hamīshah pardākht-i ān namūdam. Ba‘d az haft sāl durust gul kard; 
chunānchih ḥālā kih yak hazār va yak ṣad va panjāh haftum-i hijrī ast, āb va rang 
afzā-yi dīvānkhānah ast.410 
 
I, the lowly Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ,’ with great care brought a cutting of it in a 
potsherd from Vr̥ndāvan, from the grove of one of the bairāgīs, in the year 1150 
of the Hijra, and planted it in the parterre of the reception room of the 
Shāhjahānābād mansion and always tended to it. After seven years it flowered 
properly, so that now that it is 1157 of the Hijra, it is the glory of the reception 
room. 
 

Based on the description Mukhliṣ provides, his madhumālati is most likely not the Rangoon 

creeper (Combretum indicum) that commonly goes by that name in the Hindi- and Urdu-

speaking parts of South Asia today but another indigenous Indian vine with pale fragrant 

flowers, such as the now much rarer Aganosma heynei, still sometimes called mālatī. All that 

aside, however, the passage beautifully illustrates the association of Vrindavan, and in particular 

of the “bowers” of Vaiṣṇava ascetics that had been integral to the creation of the modern town, 

with horticulture and gardens. Moreover, it paints gardening as a ubiquitous and ecumenical 

activity, pursued as much in the bucolic “bowers” of the renunciants of the sacred pilgrimage 

center as in the mansion of the wealthy court official in the imperial capital. Yes, Mukhliṣ was a 

high-caste Hindu, and as such may have been admitted, in the context of Vrindavan, to spaces 

                                                       
410 Mukhliṣ, Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, 436. 
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from which Muslims or member of more marginalized communities would have been barred. 

Even so, from Mughal patronage of Braj religious establishments to the involvement of local 

Muslims in the land negotiations that made possible the very foundation of modern-day 

Vrindavan as uncovered by the Habibs and the purported biography of Raskhān, the historic 

record does seem to suggest the permeability of the “Hindu” spaces of Braj. In any case, what is 

more significant here is the link that Mukhliṣ establishes between the kuñj of the bairāgī, that is a 

constituent parcel of the garden of Vrindavan, and his own, very explicitly Persianate garden in 

the city. Moreover, in Mukhliṣ’ Persian the Indic kuñj as bower would be both orthographically 

and phonetically indistinguishable from the Persian kunj for “corner.” Such a corner, in turn, is 

where Sufi recluses were metaphorically thought to withdraw to. Consequently, the term 

fortuitously allows Mukhliṣ to bundle a set of associations that work in both of the cultural 

spheres he is here straddling. For while he is a Hindu, and evidently has Vaiṣṇava leanings, 

Mukhliṣ is thoroughly Indo-Persian in his writing and of the eighteenth-century Mughal elite 

with regard to material culture. He describes the space in which he plants the sapling brought 

from Vrindavan succinctly and precisely as chār-chaman-i dīvānkhānah-’i ḥavelī-i 

Shāhjahānābād, thereby indicating that it is a formal, likely quadripartite parterre adjacent to the 

reception room in his mansion in Shāhjahānābād, the then “new” city of Delhi built by Shāh 

Jahān in the previous century now colloquially known as “Old Delhi.” The level of detail here 

not only reveals Mukhliṣ the expert gardener who cares about such things but also echoes the 

specific emphasis on the caman or vāṭikā – as opposed to the bāgh or vana – in the roughly 

contemporaneous devotional Iśk-Caman and Rasik-Caman and the earlier Prem-Vāṭikā. In the 

assiduous tending to his plant in which he takes such pride, Mukhliṣ mirrors the repeated 

imagery of horticultural labor as dedicated spiritual devotion. At the same time, precisely 
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because as an activity it bridges the devotional Hindu space of Braj and the Persianate world of 

elite Mughal Delhi, horticulture here allows Mukhliṣ to acknowledge and incorporate religious 

difference. Instead of the usual, third-person ethnographic view of non-Iranian, non-Muslims 

traditions and practices in medieval and early modern Persian literatures, Mukhliṣ is able to 

integrate his pilgrimage to Vrindavan, and by extension his Vaiṣṇava religious identity, into his 

own narrative and implant it, like the madhumālati sapling, in his elite Persianate world. 

A somewhat more prosaic but no less illuminating example of the realm of horticulture as 

a neutral, shared site that allows for the acknowledgment and negotiation of religious difference 

appears in the Risālah-i bāghbāni of 1762, a Persian horticultural manual that, as discussed in 

Chapter 2, draws heavily on vr̥kṣāyurveda practices. In discussing a recipe for a fertilizer to be 

applied to the roots of trees, heavy in animal matter as is typical of vr̥kṣāyurveda “remedies,” the 

text rather laconically notes: 

Āb-i barg-i angūr va charbish va pīh-i chītal bā shahd va rawghan-i sutūr dar āb 
andāzad var dar bīkh bidahad dar vaqt-i bār āmadan nīz dar bīkh andāzad bār-i 
dirakht buzurg shavad va agar bāghbān kāfir buvad bā charbish-i va pīh-i chītal 
va pīh-i khūk bidahad bisyār fā’idah kunad.411 
 
One mixes the juice of grape leaves and the grease and fat of spotted deer412 with 
honey and ghee in water and applies it to the roots; if it is also poured on the roots 
at time of fruiting the fruit of the tree will become large, and if the gardener 
happens to be an infidel, if he applies the grease and fat of spotted deer and the fat 
of pigs it will be very beneficial. 
 

The term here rendered as “infidel,” kāfir, would probably be better translated as “non-Muslim” 

since in this case it hardly appears to carry the negative charge of its usual English translation. 

Quite to the contrary, the possibility of a gardener not being Muslim is here strongly implied to 

                                                       
411 Risālah-i bāghbānī, 1762, Manuscript, Mutafarriqāt 164, Government Oriental Manuscripts 
Library and Research Centre, Hyderabad (India), fol. 7 r. 
412 The chital or spotted deer (Axis axis), a midsized deer characterized by the white spots on its 
reddish brown fur and native to much of central, southern, and eastern India. 
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be an advantage, for a non-Muslim gardener is assumed to have no quandaries with the handling 

of pigs or pork products and will therefore be able to utilize an additional, “very beneficial” 

fertilizer ingredient. The very nonchalance with which this is stated conveys how quotidian and 

unproblematic an issue this is, while at the same time the fact that it is pointed out at all 

constitutes an acknowledgement that gardening is an activity and profession shared by Muslims 

and non-Muslims, and the garden an effectively non-denominational space, in a context of 

religious diversity. By pragmatically pointing out the advantage of a non-Muslim gardener, yet 

positioning it as a mere add-on to an already functional recipe, the text effectively notes the 

religious diversity of the people who engage in horticulture while simultaneously rendering it 

irrelevant. Anyone can garden; pig fat is a desirable fertilizer and those whose religion permits 

handling it are welcome to use it, but those who cannot will be just fine using deer tallow, honey, 

and ghee. 

Conclusion 

There are other facets to the intersection of North Indian bhakti and garden culture in the 

Mughal period that yet warrant further exploration. The Jat rulers of Bharatpur, patrons of the 

Brajbhāṣā poet Somnāth described in Chapter 3 and creators of the formal bāgh and palace 

complex just at Deeg just to the west of Braj that he described, were major patrons of the region 

and of the veneration of Kr̥ṣṇa.413 Members of their court, too, shaped the region; Maharājā Sūraj 

Mal’s (r. 1755-1763) Brahmin advisor Rūp Rām Kaṭārī, for example, hailed from the Braj 

village of Barsānā, reputed to be the birthplace of Rādhā, and used his fortune to adorn his 

hometown with temples, mansions, and gardens.414 In light of the exceptional investment in 

ornamental horticulture evident in the garden palace at Deeg, the horticultural activities of the Jat 

                                                       
413 Haberman, Journey, 136-141. 
414 Haberman, Journey, 173.  
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rulers and their patrons in Braj invite further study in the future, as does the garden building of 

the eighteenth-century Rajput nobility as it relates to religion, introduced here through some 

representative figures particularly prominent in the context of Kr̥ṣṇa bhakti, such as Sāvant 

Singh/Nāgarīdās of Kishangarh and Savāī Jay Singh of Amer and Jaipur. On the literary front, 

one could note that several students of the great Indo-Persian poet Mīrzā ‘Abd al-Qādir ‘Bīdil’ 

(1642-1720) supposedly wrote Persian description of the land of Braj, and Bīdil himself lived 

there for about three years.415 Here, too, there may be  more to discover in relation to gardens 

and horticulture and their significance for the ream of religious imagination and practice. 

That being said, what the materials analyzed here amply demonstrate is the ubiquity of 

the formal, Persianate garden as the fundamental unit of aestheticized landscape in early modern 

North India. Rather than having a specific religious symbolism inherent in their form, such 

gardens constitute a shared visual language and cultural ideal that is employed by multiple 

traditions, and in religious as well as non-religious contexts. Their ubiquity is illustrated 

beautifully in a painting of Kr̥ṣṇa and Rādhā celebrating by Nihālcand, a painter at the 

Kishangarh court, which Pauwels suggests may have been linked to a series of Nāgarīdās’ 

poems.416 Shown in Figure 5.5, it depicts the divine couple with a group of gopīs on a terrace, 

throwing colored powder at each other. In the background a luminously beautiful landscape 

unfurls into the distance; on the left rises a luxuriantly wooded hill with a few palatial buildings 

peaking out between the foliage, while on the right an impressive town – Vrindavan? Barsānā? – 

of tall mansions and temple spires borders a peaceful body of water. The expanse of open 

countryside beyond the water, however, is dotted with rectangular walled gardens, each a slightly 

                                                       
415 See Stefano Pellò, “Persian as Passe-Partout: The Case of Mīrzā ‘Abd al-Qādir Bīdil and His 
Hindu Disciples,” in Culture and Circulation: Literature in Motion in Early Modern India, ed. 
Thomas de Bruijn and Allison Busch (Leiden” Brill, 2014), 30-37. 
416 Pauwels, Cultural Exchange, 171-176. 
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different variety on a theme of pointy cypresses, soaring palm trees, and broad crowns of other 

trees rising over angular white walls and chatrīs or domed turrets. 

 

Figure 5.5: "Kr̥ṣṇa celebrates Holī with Rādhā and the gopīs," by Nihālcand, Kishangarh, c. 1750-1760; 
Museum of Fine Arts Boston 2002.901 
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As in this image, the formal garden, and the horticultural activities that sustain it, serve as a 

dignified – and dignifying – setting for the enactment of noble pursuits both human and divine. 

Those can consist of the līlā or play of gods swept up in erotic love, such as Kr̥ṣṇa and Rādhā or 

Rāma and Sītā early in their marriage, the fervent devotions of the faithful seeking to experience 

the rasa of that love as a way to reach these deities and experience spiritual bliss, or the very real 

gardening of an actual horticulturist. Yet in that very latitude, gardens, and more importantly 

garden writing, also open up spaces for the articulation of religious identity and the negotiation 

of religious and social difference through a shared aesthetic idiom. Horticultural imagery, after 

all, inheres even in the very titles of most of the works discussed in this chapter. Apart from the 

metaphor of the ornate and laboriously maintained garden parterre underpinning the Iśk-Caman, 

Rasik-Caman, and Prem-Vāṭikā, there are references to flowers or garden spaces in the titles of 

the various works called Bhaktamāl, the Dhyān-mañjarī of Agradās, and even the 

Rāmcaritmānas of Tulsīdās. The Bhaktamal or “Garland of Devotees” evokes the mālā or 

garland of flowers that is a mainstay of South Asian floristry, used in some form most in most 

celebrations and many forms of worship, and etymologically linked to mālī, the word for 

gardener used in many of the verses cited here. As for the Dhyān-mañjarī, Burchett describes the 

title as meaning something along the lines of “Handmaiden of Meditation,” taking mañjarī, in 

the context of Rāma rasik bhakti, to refer to the maidservant-companions of Rāma and Sītā with 

which devotees like Agradās identify.417 However, there is another layer to this term, as mañjarī, 

at its most basic level of signification, refers to a cluster of blossoms or bouquet. Agradās 

meditation manual, then, is also a “Flower Cluster of Meditation” or “Bouquet of Meditation,” 

recalling the contemporaneous poetic posies and nosegays of early modern English literature as 

                                                       
417 Burchett, “Bhakti Religion,” 216. 
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analyzed by Leah Knight.418 The Rāmcaritmānas, at last, is the “Pool of the Deeds of Rāma,” 

and Tulsīdās makes abundantly clear that this pool is the central water feature of a luxurious 

garden, albeit constructed of words and ideas: 

santasabhā cahũ disi ãvarāī | 
śraddhā ritu basanta sama gāī || 
bhagati nirūpana bibidha bidhānā | 
chamā dayā dama latā bitānā || 
sama jama niyama phūla phala gyānā | 
hari pada rati rasa beda bakhānā ||419 
 
The assembly of saints a mango grove on all four sides, 
Faith has become like the spring season; 
Bhakti and various explanations and definitions 
Of forgiveness, compassion, and self-control form a canopy of vines; 
Firmness and discipline amount to flowers, wisdom their fruit, 
Whose juice is love of the feet of Hari, as the Veda declares. 
 

Tulsīdās fills his pool, and the garden in which it is embedded, with a symbolism all his own, 

specific to his tradition and purpose. The formal elements of his garden, and the vocabulary to 

describe, however, are a universal language, and therein lie their power and fertility. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

                                                       
418 Leah Knight, Of Books and Botany, 1-12. 
419 Tulsidas, The Epic, Vol.1, 87. 
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Chapter 6 
 
A Gentleman Is Inclined to Gardens: Horticulture and the Staging of a Modern Self 
 

Rustah-i’ Nabī Ṣāḥib muttaṣil-i manḍvī-i rawghan-i zard chandān ābādī nadāsht 
kharīd kardah darān jā bāghī tartīb dādam va bisyārī dirakhthā-yi mīvahdār va 
gulhā-yi gulzār darān nishānīdah bivufūr-i rahaṭ muzayyan gardānīdam. 
 
The hamlet of Nabī Ṣāḥib adjacent to the ghee market was not very densely 
populated, so having bought land there I laid out a garden and, having planted 
many fruit trees and garden flowers in it, adorned it with the abundance produced 
by a Persian wheel. 
 

– Ṭahmās Bayg Khān, Ṭahmāsnāmah (1782)420 
 

 
The passage above appears near the end of an autobiography. Muḥkam al-dawlah I‘tiqād 

Jang Ṭahmās Bayg Khān Bahādur, writing under the takhalluṣ or nom de plume of ‘Miskīn,’ was 

born around 1738 in what is now eastern Turkey and captured as a small child by the forces of 

Nādir Shāh in the border wars between Iran and the Ottoman Empire. Passing through the 

households of several Uzbek military men, Ṭahmās Bayg eventually arrived in the Punjab with 

one of these families when he was around the age of ten and was gifted to the Mughal governor 

of the province, Mu‘īn al-mulk, also known as Mīr Mannū (d. 1753). It was under him and, more 

importantly, his formidable widow Mughlānī Baygam (d. c. 1779), that Ṭahmās Bayg was 

educated, began his administrative and military career, and eventually gained his freedom. As a 

free man he settled in Delhi and went on to work in military capacities first for the Rohilla 

Afghan chieftains Najīb al-dawlah (d. 1770) and Z̤ābiṭah Khān (d. 1785) and finally for the 

Iranian-born Mughal commander Najaf Khān (1723-1782).421 He attained wealth and social 

                                                       
420 Ṭahmās Bayg Khān Rūmī, Ṭahmāsnāmah, ed. Muḥammad Aslam (Lahore: University of the 
Punjab, 1986), 350. 
421 See Indrani Chatterjee, “A Slave’s Quest for Selfhood in Eighteenth-Century Hindustan,” The 
Indian Economic and Social History Review 37, no. 1 (2000): 53-86, and P. Setu Madhava Rao, 
introduction to Ṭahmas Bayg, Tahmas Nama: The Autobiography of a Slave, abridged and trans. 
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status for his family, and was even granted a noble title. The innovative Urdu poet Sa‘ādat Yār 

Khān ‘Rangīn’ (1757-1835), whose meticulously detailed description of a garden featured 

prominently in Chapter 3, was one of his sons, suggesting that Ṭahmās Bayg’s achievements – 

and perhaps a hereditary penchant for the written word – laid the foundations for continued 

familial success. Ṭahmās Bayg wrote poetry, a book on Turkish grammar, a small book of 

lessons for his children – and the above cited autobiography, known variously as Ṭahmāsnāmah 

or Qiṣsah-i Ṭahmās Miskīn.422 Much of the text focuses on Ṭahmās Bayg’s relationship to his 

mercurial mistress Mughlānī Baygam and his later employers, his work as a military leader and 

administrator, and the larger historical events against which these unfolded. Only in the latter 

part of the work do other personal interests occasionally crop up in the narrative, for example in 

brief references to Ṭahmās Bayg’s writing. This makes the passage about his garden quoted 

above all the more significant; it forms part of a concluding section at the very end of the former 

slave’s account of his life in which he takes stock of his achievements and seeks to convey a 

                                                                                                                                                                               
P. Setu Madhava Rao (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 1967), vii-viii; both Z̤ābiṭah Khān and Najaf 
Khān left subtle yet remarkable traces on the (garden) landscape of modern New Delhi. The 
former built a mosque to serve a village that was named Z̤ābiṭah Ganj after him; the village was 
destroyed to make room for the British colonial state’s new imperial capital of New Delhi in the 
early twentieth century, but the mosque remained. To this day it defiantly juts out into the long 
reflecting pool on the southern side of Rājpath close to India Gate, beautifully breaking the 
monumental symmetry of empire. Najaf Khān, meanwhile, was interred in an understated garden 
tomb on the southern end of the modern-day neighborhood of Jor Bagh, close to the much 
showier and better known tomb of Ṣafdarjang and the local Twelver Shī‘ī center comprised of 
the Dargāh Shāh-i Mardān and the Jor Bagh Karbalā complex. While its gate and outer walls are 
in ruin and the single-story tomb is quite plain, the orchard-like plantings of āmlā and various 
citrus varieties and the formal beds of several types of jasmine and rotating seasonal flowers, 
exquisitely maintained by a particularly skilled and dedicated group of gardeners, currently make 
this one of the most beautiful as well as historically authentic Mughal-era garden sites in the 
Indian capital; for an art historical analysis of the site and its urban context, see Dadlani, From 
Stone to Paper, 101-104. 
422 Ṭahmās Bayg, Ṭahmāsnāmah, 301, and Chatterjee, “A Slave’s Quest,” 59, 78. 
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sense of stability, of having arrived. Ṭahmās Bayg himself makes this quite clear through the 

sentence with which he concludes the section: 

Azīn sabab kih khudā faz̤l-i khvud namūd dar tamāmī-i mughal-i tūrānī va īrānī 
balki dar tamām lashkar ḥurmat va i‘zāz-i farāvān ḥāṣil kardam.423 
 
By the grace of God, among the entirety of the Tūrānī and Īrānī Mughals, nay 
in the whole military, I have obtained respect and honor. 

 
Just before discussing the suburban garden he explains that he has bought up several adjacent 

houses in the Delhi neighborhood of Ballīmārān and combined them to form a mansion for his 

household; right after describing it he proudly states that he has set up each of his sons and 

married daughters with their own houses, horses, and servants.424 The establishment of the 

garden, then, is central – quite literally, in the order of the narration – to Ṭahmās Bayg 

establishing himself and his family as respectable and permanent members of Delhi society. A 

garden – and note how perfectly the space Ṭahmās Bayg describes, from the fruit trees to the 

flower beds to the Persian wheel, matches the contemporary images of gardens from Kangra 

discussed in the previous chapter – constitutes part of the gentlemanly identity he has attained 

and is actively cultivating. It is evidently an essential accoutrement of setting up an elite 

household, along with building a mansion in a good part of town and setting up one’s children in 

material comfort and primed for societal success. This underscores not only the ubiquity of the 

formal bāgh as a quintessential setting and symbol of early modern North Indian high society, 

but also the cultivation of the garden as an enacted metaphor of the cultivation of the self.  

In his study of the seventeenth-century Brahmin munshī Chandar Bhān ‘Brahman,’ 

Rajeev Kinra highlights the horticultural imagery in that author’s literary self-fashioning as an 

exemplary “ethical Mughal subject” and cultured administrator in his grand, partially 

                                                       
423 Ṭahmās Bayg, Ṭahmāsnāmah, 350. 
424 Ṭahmās Bayg, Ṭahmāsnāmah, 350. 
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autobiographic account of the Mughal Empire under Shāh Jahān, the Chahār Chaman or “Four 

Parterres”.425 Ṭahmās Bayg’s engagement with the garden in his autobiography is decidedly 

more down to earth, and yet here, too, the image of the Mughal garden intersects with the 

construction of a successful, cultured, ethically and intellectually enlightened self. Indrani 

Chatterjee, in her work on Ṭahmās Bayg, and the Ṭahmāsnāmah in particular, stresses the role of 

the closely interrelated values of adab, or cultural and ethical refinement, literary education, 

loyalty, and spiritual detachment from matters of material wealth and similar “worldly” 

concerns.426 These are the same values, of course, that are a central concern of the work of 

Chandar Bhān ‘Brahman,’ as amply explored by Kinra, and that others have discussed more 

broadly as fundamental to elite Indo-Persian society in the Mughal Empire and Deccan 

Sultanates, as has been previously touched upon in Chapter 4.427 In their intersection with issues 

of gender and the performance of “proper” masculinity, they have also been analyzed at length 

by Rosalind O’Hanlon.428 The garden, in the case of Ṭahmās Bayg’s Ṭahmāsnāmah, does double 

duty in the demonstration of these requisite material and cultural attainments. As a real artifact in 

the world, it displayed Ṭahmās Bayg’s wealth as well as his cultural refinement, as expressed 

through his good sense to invest that wealth into the “right” kind of material acquisition, namely 

one that is aesthetically pleasing, productive, and morally valued. The description of the garden 

                                                       
425 Rajeev Kinra, Writing Self, Writing Empire, 67, 160-161. 
426 Chatterjee, “A Slave’s Quest,” 57-60, 67, 70, 76-77, 81. 
427 Kinra, Writing Self, Writing Empire, 60-94, 159-200; see Emma J. Flatt, The Courts of the 
Deccan Sultanates, 31-72, on the importance of such self-cultivation in the Persianate courtly 
societies of Southern India, and on the broader significance of Persianate akhlāq or ethics and 
adab in the Mughal polity, see Muzaffar Alam, The Languages of Political Islam, India 1200-
1800 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2004), 54-80. 
428 Rosalind O’Hanlon, “Manliness and Imperial Service in Mughal North India,” Journal of the 
Economic and Social History of the Orient 42, no. 1 (1999): 47-93, and “Issues of Masculinity in 
North Indian History: The Bangash Nawabs of Farrukhabad,” Indian Journal of Gender Studies 
4, no. 1 (1997): 1-19. 
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and the key features with which he endowed it allows Ṭahmās Bayg to replicate this virtue 

signaling within the text of his autobiography. Both garden and garden writing, in other words, 

confirm his claim to gentlemanly self-cultivation. One might think that highlighting the 

acquisition of a garden and investment in its development would run counter as markers of 

achievement and status, and the celebration of gardens as sites of conspicuous consumption more 

generally, runs counter to the ethos of indifference to the accumulation of material wealth 

expected as part of gentlemanly adab. Yet gardens, despite their obvious associations with 

material luxury, appear to straddle this seeming opposition between performative modesty and 

material simplicity on the one hand and display and indulgence on the other. It is effectively 

embodied in the contrast between the rustic horticultural labor and the sophisticated spaces and 

sensual indulgences it produces in the context of the Mughal-Rajput bāgh, the strenuous and 

dirty labor involved in “civilizing” and beautifying the land. This may be part of why the 

cultivation of the garden, the luxurious imagined setting for the sensual pleasures of royal and 

divine couples, fit so comfortably into the hagiography of the otherwise ascetic poet-saint 

Agradās, and it is part of the surprisingly complex ways in which gardens, plants, and literary 

and intellectual engagement with them play into the performance of normative forms of 

masculinity and class identity. Beyond this, however, a focus on matters horticultural can also 

serve to convey individuality, to distinguish by dint of a particular passion – as applies to 

Agradās – and thus, in the case of autobiographical writing, to carve out a distinct self and 

project an identity formed around specific interests and specialized knowledge.  

Cultivating Gardens, Cultivating Manhood 

One of the primary sources that speaks most eloquently to the role of gardens and flowers 

in the construction of an elite gentlemanly persona that is suggested by Ṭahmās Bayg’s 
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description of the garden in the summary of his life’s achievements is a text that has been studied 

rather extensively for what it has to say about norms of elite masculinity in Mughal society. The 

Mīrzānāmah held at the British Library is a brief manual on the etiquette, activities, and interests 

appropriate for a mīrzā or aristocratic gentleman written in Persian by an anonymous author and 

tentatively dated to the second half of the seventeenth century.429 Along with another, briefer 

Mīrzānāmah by one Mīrzā Kāmrān, roughly dated to the same period but rather more satirical in 

its description of mīrzā’ī or gentlemanly comportment, this text has served as the basis of a series 

of explorations of aristocratic Mughal manhood.430 Aziz Ahmad and Rosalind O’Hanlon have 

analyzed the work as indicating anxiety over increased social mobility and shifting codes of 

“masculine” behavior, in addition to providing abridged translations of the text.431 O’Hanlon 

and, building on her work, Katherine Schofield have further emphasized the text’s concern with 

perceived effeminacy and sexual propriety as they pertain to a man aiming to be a respectable 

aristocrat. In short, he is to avoid any behaviors culturally coded as feminine, which includes any 

element of romantic or sexual passivity – the mīrzā is to be the lover, not the beloved, and if the 

latter happens to be male, the mīrzā better top.432 It should be noted, however, that this stress on 

masculine behavior and an “active” social and sexual role does not necessarily correspond to the 

generalized homophobia and emphasis on procreative sex within heterosexual marriage which 

                                                       
429 Mīrzānāmah, 1739, Manuscript, Persian Manuscripts Add. 16, 817, British Library. 
430 M. Hidayat Husain, “The Mīrzā Nāmah (The Book of the Perfect Gentleman) of Mīrzā 
Kāmrān with an English Translation,” Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal 9 (1913): 1-13. 
431 Aziz Ahmad, “The British Museum Mīrzānāma and the Seventeenth Century Mīrzā in India,” 
Iran 13 (1975): 99-110, and O’Hanlon, “Manliness and Imperial Service,” 72-84. 
432 O’Hanlon, “Manliness and Imperial Service,” 80-84, and Katherine Butler Brown, “If Music 
Be the Food of Love: Masculinity and Eroticism in the Mughal Mehfil,” in Love in South Asia: A 
Cultural History, ed. Francesca Orsini (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 68-77. 
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O’Hanlon argues to have been part of imperial ideology under Akbar (r. 1556-1605).433 The 

text’s only two specific references to romantic relationships merely emphasize that the mīrzā 

ought to be a manly, active lover and that he should refrain from pursuing a beloved also courted 

by another hopeful, while the Arabic-derived terms for “lover” and “beloved” used are masculine 

throughout.434 Persian usage does allow for masculine Arabic terms like ma‘shūq or “beloved” to 

be applied to both male and female objects of affection, although the female equivalent – 

ma‘shūqah, in this case – also exists; given the absence of grammatical gender in Persian, this 

renders these prescriptions essentially gender-neutral. In any case, what none of these analyses 

have explicitly addressed is the significance of the repeated discussion of gardens and flowers 

throughout the work vis-à-vis the performance of normative mīrzā’ī as well as the subversion of 

its values that the Mīrzānāmah hopes to stave off.  It repeatedly stresses a love of flowers, the 

cultivation of gardens, and the use of cut flowers around the house as fundamental components 

of the mīrzā’s identity. At the same time, the manner in which a gentleman is to physically 

interact with flowers in various contexts is itself subject to specific prescriptions inflected by 

anxieties around class, bodily purity, and the tension inherent in Mughal adab between “manly” 

simplicity and indifference to luxury on the one hand and sophistication articulated through 

refined material consumption on the other. 

The first reference to gardens and flowers in the Mīrzānāmah, notably, is a statement 

about the true essence of mīrzā’ī that appears to contrast superficial, performative engagement 

with gardens and flowers with a deeper appreciation of them: 

                                                       
433 Rosalind O’Hanlon, “Kingdom, Household and Body History, Gender and Imperial Service 
under Akbar,” Modern Asian Studies 41, no. 5 (2007): 917-922. 
434 The former passage will be discussed at greater length below; the latter reads az ma‘shūqī kih 
‘āshiqī dumbāl-i ū bāshad iḥrār-i kullī lāzim dānad or “he [the mīrzā] understands it necessary 
to keep away completely from a beloved that a[nother] lover is pursuing;” see Mīrzānāmah, 
1739, Manuscript, Persian Manuscripts Add. 16, 817, British Library, fol. 95r. 



 253

Mīrzā’ī nah tanhā dastah-i gul-i rangīn bar sar zadan ast va dastar-i nīmrang-i 
sabz va nīm sabz bar sar bastan va sarāsar dawr-i bāgh gashtan va khirāmān 
gardīdan ast balki dimāgh-i nazākat gāhī az tundī-i bū-yi gul duzdīdan va 
gūshah-i dāgh-i āzād-gul va ghubār-i nasīm-i ṣabā chīdan ast.435 
 
Mīrzā’ī does not just consist of of putting a bunch of colorful flowers on one’s 
head, putting on a green-striped or greenish turban, and wandering around the 
garden, strutting about; rather, it is to occasionally turn one’s delicate sense of 
smell away from the strongly fragrant flowers and, delving to the innermost 
bottom of a solitary bloom, inhale the particles of a subtle spring breeze. 
 

By stating that to be a mīrzā does not just boil down to wearing a green-colored turban with 

flowers tucked into it and making a show of visiting gardens, the passage strongly implies that 

this was in fact a widespread perception of what it meant to be refined gentle man. The extent of 

the apparent identification of the wannabe mīrzā with imagery of verdant vegetation is striking: 

clad in delicate green, adorned with flowers, and perambulating about a garden, he almost seems 

to turn into some sort of vernal wood sprite.436 As explained in the second half of the passage, a 

man of proper sophistication is capable of going far beyond this performative enjoyment of the 

garden’s most obvious charms and immersing himself in the hidden essence of just one humble 

flower. He truly stops and smells the roses, as it were, and has the focus and appreciation to 

perceive and savor subtle pleasures that most will miss. The difference in sophistication and 

moral value between these two levels of garden enjoyment finds expression in the very texture of 

the prose. In the first half of the passage, the language is unadorned and straightforward, 

colloquial even, and the tone one of mockery. It is thus made abundantly clear to the reader that 

                                                       
435 Mīrzānāmah, 1739, Manuscript, Persian Manuscripts Add. 16, 817, British Library, fol. 90r-
v. 
436 Green is of course also a color frequently associated with Islam as well as with the mystical 
figure of Khiẓr, whose very name appears to derive from the Arabic root for green and who in 
Mughal painting is frequently depicted as an old wise man in a green cloak and turban; however 
no explicit link to either of these associations appears in the Mīrzānāmah. 
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the evidently common understanding of mīrzā’ī as being merely a matter of demonstratively 

surrounding oneself with flowers and greenery and visiting gardens is laughably shallow.  

The second half of the statement, which claims to define true mīrzā’ī, by contrast, is an 

artful example of high-flown inshā, intricately crafted from layers of idiomatic expression, word 

play, metaphor, and precise botanical imagery. Building on the expression dimāgh duzdīdan, 

literally “to steal the nose” but with the idiomatic sense of “to turn away,” the author constructs 

an elaborate olfactory metaphor for the refined mind’s ability to transcend obvious, base 

pleasures in favor of something more subtle and sublime. The dimāgh-i nazākat, or “nose of 

delicacy,” foregoes strongly scented flowers, normally so highly valued, and sniffs out 

something much more precious at the heart of a less overtly fragrant bloom. While the kind of 

flower is not indicated, the phrasing evokes a tulip or poppy – the gul-i lālah touched on 

repeatedly in previous chapters – through the mention of the dāgh or dark mark at the base of the 

petals. This also fits perfectly with the subtle fragrance only to be inhaled deep inside the flower 

– a feature of the distinctive scent of poppies as well as most tulip species – and the identification 

of that scent with the fragrance of the spring breeze corresponds to the time these flowers bloom, 

at least in South Asia. The word ghubār, meaning both “dust” and “particle,” does particularly 

elegant double duty here; on the one hand, it describes the scent molecules taken in by the 

delicate, refined sense of smell, which allow the mīrzā to perceive the subtle perfume of the 

flower and the spring breeze, and on the other it evokes the powdery pollen with which both 

tulips and poppies are richly endowed, as may be seen in Figures 6.1 and 6.2.437 In a rhetorical 

masterstroke, this sentence thus reveals its author to possess precisely the kind of deeper 

                                                       
437 For a discussion of the understanding in South Asia of smell as involving physical contact 
with minute odor particles carried by the wind as evidenced in Sanskrit literature, see James 
McHugh, Sandalwood and Carrion, 25-29. 
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botanical understanding and attention to minute detail that it demands of the true mīrzā, while 

simultaneously requiring them of the reader to fully comprehend and appreciate the line. Of 

course, imbibing the fleeting, hidden perfume of seemingly unscented flowers and catching a 

whiff of the ephemeral zephyr are in part a metaphor for the pursuit and appreciation of deeper 

understanding and esoteric truths that behoove a proper gentleman generally. Even so, this ought 

not be taken to mean that the emphasis on the correct appreciation of flowers is not also intended 

literally, in a world where garden outings and botanical expertise clearly signified culture. 

 

Figure 6.1: Tulipa clusiana, a tulip species that occurs in Kashmir and the Himalayan foothills of 
northwestern India and Pakistan, in the author's garden, May 2019 

 

 

Figure 6.2: Corn poppy (Papaver rhoeas) in the author's garden, June 2019 
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It should also be noted that the first part of the passage, despite its somewhat derisive 

tone, does not in fact state that affecting floral fashions and touring gardens do not constitute an 

integral part of being a mīrzā, merely that they alone are not sufficient. The evident general 

perception of what makes up mīrzā’ī is therefore not wrong, just incomplete. Later on in the 

Mīrzānāmah the importance of the sayr-i bāgh or garden outing, which has been discussed 

extensively in Chapter 4, as part of the defining activities of the aristocratic gentleman is 

affirmed in the discussion of the horses to be used by the mīrzā: 

Dar sayr-i bāgh va tamāshā-i gul va gulzār bar asp-i gulgūn yā ablaq ya nīlah-’i 
guldār savār shavad.438 
 
To tour gardens and view flowers and flower beds he rides a rose-colored, 
piebald, or spotted grey horse. 
 

While this statement may seem simply precious, with its conceit of horses with “floral” colorings 

– both the Persian words for “rose-colored” and “spotted” used here contain the word gul or 

flower – being used to visit gardens and view flowers, one ought not to underestimate the 

importance of horses to elite culture in early modern South Asia, or the spatial and conceptual 

proximity of horse keeping to horticulture. At least three of the eighteenth-century authors 

extensively drawn upon in this dissertation for their writings on gardens and horticulture – Ṣadr 

al-Dīn Muḥammad ‘Fā’iz,’ Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ,’ and Sa‘ādat Yār Khān Rangīn, the son of 

Ṭahmās Bayg – are known to have also written manuals on horse keeping.439 In this context, the 

                                                       
438 Mīrzānāmah, 1739, Manuscript, Persian Manuscripts Add. 16, 817, British Library, fol. 94v. 
439 Fā‘iz wrote the Persian Tuhfat al-ṣadr or “Gift of the Chief,” the title a play on his first name, 
while Mukhliṣ authored Rāḥat al-faras or “The Comfort of the Horse,” likewise in Persian; 
Rangīn produced the Farasnāmah or “Book of the Horse” in Urdu; for an extensive analysis of 
the association of horse expertise with matters of masculinity, see Monica Meadows, “The 
Horse: Conspicuous Consumption of Embodied Masculinity in South Asia, 1600-1850,” (PhD 
diss., University of Washington, 2013); for an English translation of Rangīn’s Farasnāmah see 
Sa‘ādat Yār Khān ‘Rangīn,’ Faras-Nāma-e Rangīn or The Book of the Horse, trans. D.C. Phillott 
(London: Bernard Quaritch, 1911). On the importance of horse keeping and horse manuals 
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specification of a protocol of equine style for the viewing of flowers reinforces the obvious 

importance of garden excursions as central to a cultured identity and elite masculinity. It is also 

worth recalling here the words of Fā’iz in the preface to the Zīnat al-basātīn, his 1721 

recompilation of the gardening chapter of the Ganj-i bādāvard, already quoted in the epigraph to 

Chapter 2:  

…dar ‘unfuvān-i shabāb chūn sayr-i gulistān basī marghūb būd bakhaṭir-i qāṣir 
khuṭūr kard kih shammah az aḥvāl-i ashjār va nujūm taḥrīr numāyad440 
 
… in the prime of youth, when he was very eager to tour flower gardens, the 
thought entered his inadequate mind that he should compose a little something 
about trees and plants. 
 

Visiting gardens is here framed as a mark of young, vigorous manhood, as well as the inspiration 

for the author to write about horticulture. Both the real-life activity of the garden outing and its 

description in writing serve to construct a refined gentlemanly persona, in a manner that reveals a 

broad cultural expectation of interest in and familiarity with gardens and horticulture. 

The Mīrzānāmah brings this point home quite bluntly in its description of the kind of 

home that befits a mīrzā. Aside from some remarks on suitable fabrics for cushions and floor 

spreads scattered throughout the work, this characterization is entirely concerned with the matter 

of the garden: 

Khānah kih darān ḥawz̤ va ābshārī nabāshad va bar dū rū-i kinār-i ān ḥawz̤ 
guldānhā-yi pur az gul-i har fasḷ nabāshad ‘aysh nadānad va sa‘ī kunad kih dar 
khvurd vus‘at-i har jā va har khānah chamanī murattab bāshad – mīrzā 
ham‘adad-i gulzār ast / ulfat-i ū bibāgh nāchār ast.441 

                                                                                                                                                                               
among early modern South Asian elites, see Monica Meadows, Meadows, “The Horse: 
Conspicuous Consumptio of Embodied Masculinity in South Asia, 1600-1850” (PhD diss., 
University of Washington, 2013).MeaThe Horse: Conspicuous Consumption of Embodied 
Masculinity in South Asia, 16” PhD diss., UniThe Horse: Conspicuous Consumption of 
Embodied Masculinity in South Asia, 1600-18” PhD diss., University of Washingt 
440 Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad ‘Fā’iz,’ Zīnat al-basātīn, 1721, Manuscript, Acc. No. 1085, Punjab 
University Library, Lahore, fol. 1 r-v. 
441 Mīrzānāmah, 1739, Manuscript, Persian Manuscripts Add. 16, 817, British Library, fol. 94r. 
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A house in which there is no pool and cascade and the edges of the pool are not 
lined with flower pots filled the flowers of the season does not know enjoyment; 
and he makes an effort that in whatever little space anywhere and in every house a 
parterre be laid out – “The mīrzā is equal in number to a flower bed / His 
inclination to gardens is inevitable.” 

 
The essential amenities of the mīrzā’s house thus turn out to be the core features of the formal 

Mughal-Rajput bāgh, namely its pool, ornamental water chutes, and parterres of flowers. This is 

of fundamental, hyperbolically stated importance: a house without the requisite water features 

and neat rows of potted flowering plants lacks ‘aysh, the joy of living. In other words, this is a 

world in which it is the Persianate garden with its waterworks and flowers that makes a house a 

home. The aspiring gentleman is consequently instructed to lay out a chaman, or parterre of 

flowers, wherever there is even a little space within the domestic compound. In its phrasing, this 

command is strikingly similar to Cakrapāṇi Miśra’s comment on laying out gardens inside forts 

in his Sanskrit Viśvavallabha about a century earlier: 

durge yathāmānayathāvakāśaṃ kuryācca sādhāraṇavāṭikā ca | (Ullāsa 3, Verse 
28)442 

 
In a fort, a regular garden is to be laid out according to particular dimensions and 

the space available. 
 
As discussed in the previous chapter, vāṭikā, the Sanskrit term here translated as “garden,” 

appears to have acquired a similar valence to the Persian chaman, denoting a formal ornamental 

garden or parterre, often of intimate dimensions. The adjective sādhāraṇa used here to further 

describe said vāṭikā is intriguing, too; with its sense of “common” or “generic” it suggests that 

there is a standard, accepted form for such a space which would have been familiar to the reader. 

In the Mīrzānāmah, the couplet that rounds out and justifies the instruction to cultivate such 

gardens once again effectively conflates the very identity of the mīrzā with his requisite love for 

                                                       
442 Cakrapāṇi Miśra, Viśvavallabha, 36. 
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flower gardens. The seemingly cryptic statement that “a mīrzā is equal in number to a flower 

bed” rests on Perso-Arabic numerology, in which each letter of the Perso-Arabic script is 

assigned a numerical value. Both mīrzā and gulzār, when the values of the letters in each word 

are added up, correspond to 258; hence the first hemistich of the verse establishes the identity of 

the gentleman and his flower garden by way of a numerical equivalence. The conclusion in the 

second hemistich that on account of this it is inevitable that the mīrzā be drawn to gardens, which 

inspired the title of this chapter, further explains the notion that mīrzā’ī is a question of 

surrounding oneself with flowers and verdant greenery as well as having superior insight into the 

secret essence of vegetal creation. While it may be somewhat tongue-in-cheek, the identification 

of the cultivated gentleman with the cultivated flower garden makes his prescribed horticultural 

interests essentially a matter of seeking out the company of his kind, of birds of a feather 

flocking together. 

Further references to flowers and gardens in the Mīrzānāmah fall into two broad 

categories. One consists of detailed regulations regarding exactly how the proper gentleman is to 

live out his defining passion for flowers, informed by the aforementioned anxieties around 

“active” masculinity, social class, and bodily purity. The other focuses, rather more prosaically, 

on the necessity of gardens and flowers for the elite rituals of formal dining and hospitality. Of 

the former, arguably the most obvious and extensive example is the following passage: 

Az sayr-i gulhā-yi ghayr muta‘ārif az gul-i nīmrang maḥẓūẓ shavad va agar 
khvāhad gulī bū kunad bidast-i khvud ān rā az shākh bichīnad va az dast-i 
bāghbān nagīrad kih hīch dastī pāktar az dast-i mīrzā nīst va gul bar gūshah-i 
dastār nazanad va shāyiq-i ān nabāshad kih ma‘shūqānah ast va mīrzā’ī ‘āshiq-i 
māyah rā nāqiṣ dārad magar gul-i muṭlaq kih az ‘araq-i pāk-i mufakhkha-i 
mawjūdāt ast yakī rā tabarrukan bar sar biguzārad va gāhī shākhī az nāfarmān 
kih mushābahah bih par ast dar khilvat bar gūshah-i dastār mīrzā 
khvushnumāst.443 

                                                       
443 Mīrzānāmah, 1739, Manuscript, Persian Manuscripts Add. 16, 817, British Library, fol. 95v. 
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He delights in viewing unfamiliar and multicolored flowers and when he wants to 
smell a flower he should pluck it from the branch with his own hand and not take 
it from the hand of a gardener, for no hand is more pure than the hand of a mīrzā; 
and he may not place flowers in the corner of his turban and should not desire to 
do so, for it is [the behavior of] a beloved and a mīrzā takes being an effeminate 
lover to be a fault. However, he may place a single rose, which is the 
crystallization of the pure sweat of the exalted [i.e. the Prophet Muḥammad] on 
his head as a blessing and sometimes in private a sprig of larkspur, which looks 
like a plume, in the corner of a gentleman’s turban is becoming. 
 

There is plenty to unpack here; the assertion that a mīrzā has a special interest in unknown, 

exotic, or unusually colored flowers correlates to the earlier statement that he is able to look 

beyond the obvious, common charms of some flowers to seek more subtle pleasures and insights. 

On a spiritual level, such floral curiosities serve as reminders of the marvelousness of divine 

creation, provoking a humble wonder and contemplation most desirable in a refined gentleman. 

At the same time, a penchant for botanical rarities also serves to convey sophistication through 

the conspicuous consumption of beautiful plants few possessed. The subsequent admonition that 

a mīrzā ought to pluck flowers with his own hand and not take them from a gardener because of 

greater relative “purity” represents a largely self-explanatory, if extreme, attempt at enacting 

class boundaries between the aristocracy and those who carry out physical labor, as well as a 

very literal expression of fears about bodily pollution. In addition to the mud and sweat involved 

in their work, gardeners might handle any number of malodorous and ritually impure 

substances– one recall the fat of spotted deer suggested as fertilizer in the Risālah-i bāghbānī 

discussed in the previous chapter, with the added comment that an “infidel” or non-Muslim 

gardener may, to great advantage, use pork fat in addition – and consequently would represent a 

material threat to a gentleman defined by fine fragrances and cleanliness. At the same time, the 

mīrzā is doing things himself, proactive and manly, instead of relying on a servant as might be 

expected of an effete aristocrat. It is also worth recalling, in this context, Jahāngīr’s insistence 
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during his drinking party in the Bāghchah-i Nigīnah discussed in Chapter 4 that his companions 

enjoy the grapes of the garden bidast-i khvud chīdah or “plucked with their own hands.” 

More intriguing, perhaps, are the detailed rules regarding the wearing of flowers in one’s 

turban that follow. The first statement of forceful, categorical denial, which castigates floral 

turban ornaments as a sign of effeminacy not befitting a mīrzā, does not seem to quite cohere 

with the earlier observation that merely putting flowers in one’s greenish turban and going to 

gardens does not a mīrzā make. There wearing flowers in one’s turban does seem to be posited as 

a component of gentlemanly comportment, as was clearly a common perception, just not the only 

or most significant one. Here, however, the wearing of flowers in one’s turban is linked 

explicitly to sexual roles and identities: putting flowers in the corner of one’s turban is 

ma‘shūqānah, meaning of a ma‘shūq or passive beloved, and for the mīrzā it is inappropriate to 

be an ‘āshiq-i māyah or “feminine lover.” Put another way, the one who puts flowers in his 

turban is the bottom to the mīrzā’s refined yet hyper-masculine top. 

 Interestingly, a painting by the Mughal court painter Govardhan, shown in Figure 6.3, 

appears to illustrate the dynamics of this sartorial messaging rather precisely. Dated to the first 

half of the seventeenth century, the work depicts a scene from the introduction of the Gulistān or 

“Rose Garden” of Sa‘dī Shīrāzī (1210-1291) – as previously noted, a mainstay of Persianate 

education in early modern South Asia – which explains Sa‘dī’s supposed reason for writing the 

book. Having spent the night in a beautiful spring garden with a companion, Sa‘dī finds the latter 

in the morning collecting flowers as mementos of their time there. He tells him that instead of 

ephemeral flowers, he will write a more permanent literary garden, which will become the 

Gulistān. Upon hearing this, his friend drops the flowers he had collected in his shirt tails, takes 

hold of Sa‘dī, and says that he will hold him to this. It is this precise moment that the painting 
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captures, the lines at the top of the page reading “upon me having said this he scattered the 

flowers from his hem and clung to my hem, [saying] that [in Arabic] “If a noble man makes a 

promise he is true to it.”444 While the text of the Gulistān is not explicit, it could suggest that 

Sa‘dī and his companion spent a night of love and romance in the garden, and Govardhan seems 

to have interpreted it that way – not surprising perhaps given the ubiquitous trope of the garden 

excursion, and its frequent association with transgressive yet poetically celebrated acts, such as 

drinking and the pursuit of romance and sex. Sa‘dī appears in his painting as the austere mīrzā, 

bearded and dressed in simple clothes of subdued colors, and with a completely unadorned 

turban. His friend, meanwhile, who bends down slightly before him as he pours the collected 

flowers from his hem and looks up at the poet adoringly, has a shaved beard and a mustache, is 

wearing a green and pink outfit, and has a prominent bunch of various different flowers jutting 

jauntily from the side of his turban. Read against the Mīrzānāmah’s equation of flowers placed in 

one’s turban with a passive sexual role, it seems possible that Govardhan was here visually 

encoding what he – and perhaps Sa‘dī’s seventeenth-century North Indian audiences more 

generally – took the dynamics of this relationship to be.445 This is particularly salient as 

Govardhan very clearly chooses to depict Sa‘dī’s companion as an adult man, with a luxuriant 

mustache and a prominent five o’clock shadow, rather than the beardless or barely pubescent boy 

                                                       
444 Abū Muḥammad Muṣliḥ al-Dīn bin ‘Abdallah ‘Sa‘dī’ Shīrāzī, The Gulistān (Rose Garden): 
Bilingual English and Persian Edition, trans. Wheeler Thackston (Bethesda, MD: Ibex 
Publishers, 2008), 7. 
445 For an extended reading of various potential aspects and sources of the homoeroticism of this 
particular painting, including its possible connections to pictorial conventions of the European 
Renaissance, though without reference to the Mīrzānāmah, see Mika Natif, “The Generative 
Garden: Sensuality, Male Intimacy, and Eternity in Govardhan’s Illustration of Sa ‘dī’s 
Gulistān,” in Eros and Sexuality in Islamic Art, ed. Francesca Leoni and Mika Natif (Florence: 
Taylor & Francis, 2013), 43-64, and “Renaissance Painting and Expressions of Male Intimacy in 
a Seventeenth-Century Illustration from Mughal India,” Renaissance and Reformation 38, no. 4 
(2015): 41-64. 
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usually posited as the male beloved in Persianate literatures. It is arguably through the sartorial 

and floral cues, then, that the artist chose to express the relationship between the two figures. 

This in turn suggests that the use of flowers in the fashioning of one’s public persona was a 

rather common and widely understood practice, in which particular uses of flowers in relation to 

the body – or, conversely, refraining from such practices – could have served to signify specific 

things about one’s social role and identity.  

Anxieties about the breakdown of such defined social categories clearly underpin many 

of the Mīrzānāmah’s prescriptions. Its assertion that dressing a certain way and wearing flowers 

does not make a mīrzā or even runs counter to that coveted social identity are clearly rooted in a 

perception, whether true or not, of a widespread belief in the opposite – that is, the impression 

that many people thought that to be a mīrzā did indeed consist of wearing green and surrounding 

oneself with flowers and florals. This idea of the mīrzā as merely a fashionable dandy, and one 

that might play with gendered norms of self-presentation and even potentially subvert the 

idealized age-stratification of romantic and sexual relations, is at the heart of what the 

Mīrzānāmah fears and seeks to prevent. If Govardhan did indeed conceive of the relationship 

between Sa‘dī and his companion as sexual, then he arguably portrayed the latter as that which 

the Mīrzānāmah most vehemently feared and thought to prevent, namely a pretend “gentleman” 

who presented his social identity through delicate and flamboyant dress and adornment and who, 

despite being an adult, bearded man, deigned to take the role of passive beloved, in flagrant 

violation of the long-standing literary and cultural ideal. At the very least, the painter chose to 

depict Sa‘dī’s friend in what the Mīrzānāmah makes clear was commonly seen, if erroneously, as 

the defining fashionable get-up of the mīrzā, as well as in an activity and setting emblematic of 

mīrzā’ī. Whatever Govardhan’s interpretation of the relationship between the author and the man 
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with which he went on a garden excursion –  an activity that the Mīrzānāmah sees as essential to 

the mīrzā’s comportment, while also admitting that it has become part of the general public’s 

insufficient, superficial impression of the meaning of mīrzā’ī – and his intent in attiring the 

figures as he did, it appears abundantly clear that both he and the manual drew on a shared 

repertoire of using clothes, flowers, and gardens in the construction of a man’s public identity. 

 

Figure 6.3: "Sa'dī in the Rose Garden" by Govardhan, first half of the seventeenth century; Freer Gallery of 
Art F1998.5.6 
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For all the anxious stridency of the Mīrzānāmah’s prohibition of flowers as turban 

adornments, however, the text also immediately begins to waffle on the issue, introducing 

exceptions with attenuating circumstances – or excuses – that do allow for some flowers to be 

worn in the turban even by a manly mīrzā. A rose is permissible because of the Islamic lore that 

it was created from the sweat of the Prophet, which renders it both especially pure and a 

blessing. In private, a sprig of larkspur, that great favorite of early modern North Indian 

gardeners, painters, and poets, is acceptable, too, ostensibly because it resembles a feather and 

feather are presumably less problematic, more manly ornaments for one’s headdress. The telling 

distinction here, nonetheless, is dar khilvat, meaning “in privacy” or “in seclusion,” which 

betrays the performativity and concern with public image of all of these regulations of the self. 

When one is alone, or more likely around only with one’s closest intimates, the rules for what 

one does with flowers – and perhaps with one’s body more generally – are relaxed, as they are 

shielded from having public consequences. In any case, the issue of the acceptability of flowers 

as turban ornaments for manly men does not appear to have been definitely settled, at least not 

everywhere. Several portraits of warriors and other male dignitaries produced at Mankot in the 

Himalayan foothills in the early eighteenth century, for instance, show men with specific, 

identifiable flowers tucked artfully into their headgear. As seen in Figures 6.4, 6.5, and 6.6, these 

paintings hardly seem to suggest a lack of dignity or respectability on the part of their subjects. 

This in turn means that flowers in a gentleman’s turban here do not carry the connotation that the 

author of the Mīrzānāmah ascribed to the them, or else that, like Sa‘dī companion as imagined 

by Govardhan, these men might not be the active, “manly” mīrzās of the Mīrzānāmah, but 

without that necessarily being undignified or shameful. In the two examples shown here, the first 

man wears three sprigs of the narcissus (Narcissus tazetta) that is such a common image of 
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Persianate literatures, while the second, younger subject sports three buds of the lady tulip 

(Tulipa clusiana), a tulip species common in the northwestern Himalayas also shown in Figure 1, 

and the third has single red blossom of what appears to be guṛhal or hibiscus (Hibiscus rosa-

sinensis) tucked into the band of his turban. 

 

Figure 6.4: Detail of "Courtier with hookah," Mankot, c. 1700; Bharat Kala Bhavan, image courtesy of 
Harvard Fine Arts Library, Digital Images & Slides Collection 1988.08707 

 

 
 
Figure 6.5: Detail of "Portrait of a warrior," Mankot, first quarter of the eighteenth century; Chandigarh 
Museum No.1236 
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Figure 6.6: "A Pahāṛī prince and attendant," Mankot, seventeenth century; National Gallery of Victoria 
AS131-1976 
 

The last set of remarks in the Mīrzānāmah meant to govern how a gentleman is to relate 

mentally and physically to flowers and greenery is rather more cryptic in light of the text’s usual 

concerns discussed so far. It appears to represent a dissenting view to a prevalent, or at least 

current, valorization of greenery over flowers, arguing that even in the face of claims for the 

spiritual value of seeing the wonder of God’s creation in every leaf, flowers are preferable: 

Ḥusn-i barg-i gulī rā bar khilāf-i ḥusn-pasandān-i nādīdah bihtar az ḥusn-i sabz 
dānad ammā bā mu‘ataqad-i bayān kih ahl-i naẓar guftah and: barg-i dirakhtān-i 
sabz dar naẓar-i hūshyār / har varqī daftarīst ma‘rifat-i kirdigār; va agar sabz 
tah-i gulgūnī naẓar āyad mu‘taqadtar bāshad.446 
 
In contrast to ignorant “aesthetes,” he knows the beauty of flower petals to be 
better than that of greenery, but agreeing with what people of [spiritual] insight 
have said, “Of the green foliage of plants, in the eyes of the intelligent / Each leaf 

                                                       
446 Mīrzānāmah, 1739, Manuscript, Persian Manuscripts Add. 16, 817, British Library, fol. 93v-
94r. 
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is a ledger of knowledge of the divine;” and if green appears under pink [flowers], 
it is more agreeable. 
 

The text does admit for an argument for the appreciation of greenery based on the notion that in-

depth, knowledgeable contemplation of the less overtly showy aspects of nature is a path to 

ma‘rifat or gnosis. This is in keeping with its earlier insistence that the true mīrzā knows to look 

beyond the showiest and most strongly scented flowers for the sake of subtler, more enlightened 

delights, flowers being ultimately held to be of greater beauty. The reference to “ignorant 

aesthetes” once again suggests that there are misguided people who believe otherwise, who 

perhaps exalt an appreciaton of more subtle greenery as more sophisticated and refined than 

enjoyment of the more obvious charms of flowers. Clearly, though, to value foliage over flowers 

is here cast as pretentious nonsense. One could almost think that the manual’s author were raging 

against the English Landscape Garden, with its focus on turf, green trees, and broad views at the 

expense of flowers and intricacy, though this style would only emerge in Europe a short while 

after and eventually enter South Asia through British Bengal in the early nineteenth century.447 

The concluding statement that green is better when it gets to be backdrop for pink stands out for 

its ambiguous phrasing, which leaves open whether the text is here still talking about plants or 

about the color combination more generally. The latter interpretation is particularly intriguing, 

given that this is the color scheme seen in the outfit of companion of Sa‘dī in Govardhan’s 

painting. 

                                                       
447 On English gardening in India, see Eugenia W. Herbert, Flora’s Empire: British Gardens in 
India (Philadelphia University of Pennsylvania Press) and Judith Roberts, “English Gardens in 
India,” Garden History 26, no. 2 (1998): 115-135; it should also be noted, however, that the 
English landscape garden might not originally have been as hostile to flower gardening as it 
might appear, as Mark Laird has argued; see Mark Laird, The Flowering of the Landscape 
Garden: English Pleasure Grounds, 1720-1800 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1999). 
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Further references to gardens and flowers in the Mīrzānāmah primarily concern their 

relevance to the adequate settings for fine dining and hospitality. This is an important matter, as 

the very first sentence of the section on ādāb-i ṭa‘ām khurdan or “the etiquette of dining” makes 

clear, stating bluntly and before anything else that sufrah-i ṭa‘ām rā bar lab-i ḥawz̤ va kinār-i 

bāghchah mīdārand or “the dining cloth is to be spread out beside the pool and at the edge of 

the garden.”448 The garden, in other words, is the preeminent and most suitable space for taking 

one’s meals, and specifically the edge of its central water basin is singled out as the appropriate 

spot to settle down and tuck in. In the typology of the Persianate bāgh, this spot is 

simultaneously adjacent to the parterre of ornamental flower beds that is found at the heart of the 

garden or that might constitute the main feature of a smaller, more intimate garden or courtyard 

space in an urban domestic context. The Mīrzānāmah itself indicates this distinction by using the 

diminutive bāghchah or “little garden” to refer to this space. What is meant here is not the 

garden in general but the specific spot between the pool and the parterre, or perhaps just the one 

flower bed in the case of small courtyard or back garden, which allows for simultaneous 

enjoyment of the most artful and ornate features of the garden. 

Even before delving into the details of dining, however, the reader of the Mīrzānāmah is 

informed of the things a consummate mīrzā must provide when he is hosting guests: 

Az ‘itriyyāt hamīshah dar majlis muhayyā dārad va sa‘ī kunad kih majlis-i bazm-i 
ū mu‘aṭṭar bāshad va anvā‘-i guldānhā pur az gul-i har faṣl dar pīsh-i naẓar 
bāshad va bī ān ta‘ayyush ḥarām dārand va majlis-i khvud rā rangīn dārad va 
sa‘ī kunad kih har kas az majlis-i ū barkhīzad bidānad kih majlis-i mīrzā’ī raftah 
ya‘nī naṣīb az ‘itriyyāt bā ū bāshad.449 
 
He always has perfumes ready at his receptions and makes an effort to ensure that 
his parties are fragrant and vases full of flowers of each season are to be seen, as 
without these they consider it a sin to enjoy life; he keeps his assembly colorful 

                                                       
448 Mīrzānāmah, 1739, Manuscript, Persian Manuscripts Add. 16, 817, British Library, fol. 92r. 
449 Mīrzānāmah, 1739, Manuscript, Persian Manuscripts Add. 16, 817, British Library, fol. 91v. 
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and endeavors that anyone who gets up to leave his party knows that he has gone 
to the party of a mīrzā, meaning that his share of the perfumes sticks with him. 

 
The phrasing here mirrors the section on the necessary features of a mīrzā’s house, both in its 

insistence on always having plenty of flowers of season on display and in the rather dramatic 

statement that without these, life cannot be enjoyed. What all of this might have looked like can 

be seen, if in idealized fashion, in an eighteenth-century painting shown in Figure 6.7. Flowers 

and perfume – least partially derived from flowers – go together in the preparation of a party, as 

both contribute to the olfactory ambience of the soirée. In light of the identification of the mīrzā 

with flowers and with the perception and absorption of even their most subtle fragrances, the 

idea that his guests should know that they have been to the party of a mīrzā by virtue of the 

fragrance they carry with them when they leave is especially meaningful. If a gentleman is 

essentially one with the flower gardens with which he is expected to surround himself, identified 

with them even at a numerological level, then to leave his presence redolent of floral perfumes 

not only indicates his attentiveness as a host in providing these luxuries. Rather, it amounts to 

taking along a little bit of the mīrzā’s fragrant essence, of true mīrzā’ī rubbing off on the 

fortunate guest. Given that supposedly nothing is purer than a mīrzā, what could be more 

desirable? 
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Figure 6.7: "Two princes under a canopy," Murshidabad, eighteenth century; Victoria & Albert Museum 
AL.4940 
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The Botanical Is Personal: Individual Passions, Connoisseurship, and the Performance of Taste 

If the Mīrzānāmah reflects normative notions of how to fashion oneself as a respectable, 

cultivated man in society through one’s interest in and interaction with gardens and plants, the 

writings of Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ,’ reveal one specific individual’s definition of himself through 

his very personal passion for horticulture and botany. For Mukhliṣ, gardening and the pursuit of 

botanical knowledge are sites of hands-on inquiry and experimentation through which he 

distinguishes himself, not just as an aristocratic gentleman fulfilling predetermined cultural 

expectations but as an individual with a specific interest. Moreover, given his prolific literary 

activity, writing about horticulture and botany becomes a medium of self-narration for Mukhliṣ. I 

incorporates autobiographic anecdotes and personal aesthetic judgments as well as documenting 

a continual individual effort to establish accurate information regarding the identity, 

characteristics, and ornamental or practical uses of plants. Appearing in particular in his lexicon 

of Persian literary usage Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ and the much briefer miscellany known as the 

Chamanistān, whose very title means “garden of parterres,” these discursions on matters 

horticultural frequently strive to clear up confusion between plant species.  They also highlight 

the characteristics of a plant or its horticultural or medicinal uses arising from literary 

conventions or popular beliefs. Mukhliṣ consistently stresses personal observation as a source of 

authority in these efforts, and likewise makes it a point to note when he did not have first-hand 

experience of the plant or practice in question, as well as when he relied on the testimony of 

others. What emerges is a portrait of an aficionado and connoisseur whose intense predilection 

for horticulture may at first glance merely conform to the societal ideal of the mīrzā but in fact 

substantially transcends it. Mukhliṣ does not just tour gardens, appreciate uncommon flowers, or 

look beyond their most obvious charms to imbibe their hidden essence. He confidently asserts 
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himself as an authority – on plants, on horticultural practice, and on garden aesthetics – through 

the frank, first-person description of his own experiences and insights, as well as the social 

contexts in which these are embedded. It is thus at least in part through his relationship to the 

realm of gardening – his mīrzā-like inclination to flower gardens, as it were - that Mukhliṣ 

defines who he is and works to communicate that claim of selfhood to his audience, real and 

imagined. 

The concordances between Mukhliṣ’ botanical engagement and the floral tenets of 

mīrzā’ī are readily apparent. Take, for instance, his entry in the Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ on the four 

o’clock or marvel of Peru (Mirabilis jalapa), a flower originating in the American tropics but 

clearly widespread in South Asia since at least the middle of the seventeenth century and known 

in Persian as lālah-’i ‘abbāsī or gul-i ‘abbāsī. After informing the reader that it opens its 

blossoms in the evening – the origin of the English common name “four o’clock” – and that its 

flowering peaks during the monsoon, and noting that within South Asia, it grows best in the 

Deccan, Mukhliṣ launches into a rapturous description of the flowers’ distinctive color 

variations: 

Bāyad dānist kih aqsām-i lālah-‘i ‘abbāsī kih ‘ibārat ast az gul-i ‘abbāsī bisyār 
ast ba‘z̤ gul rā niṣf rang-i zard va niṣf rang-i surkh mī bāshad va ba‘z̤ nīmī abyaz̤ 
va nīmī gulābī mī shavad. ‘Alá hāzā al-qiyās va yak naw‘ash ān ast kih agar 
rang-i gul surkh ast niqāṭ-i safīd yā zard misl-i afshān dārad va agar rang-i gul 
zard ast, afshān-i surkh mānand-i niqāṭ-i shanjarf dārad. Gūyī naqsh-bandān-i 
qaz̤ā va qadar ḥarīrpārahhā-yi rangārang rā gulbandī sākhtah and yā 
muṣavvirān-i kārkhānah-’i qudrat bar ṣafḥah-’i kāghazī bih afshāndan qalam-i 
ālūdah bih rang pardākhtah and bārī ta‘alluq bih sayr dārad.450 
 
One must know that there are many varieties of the lālah-i ‘abbāsī, which is the 
same as the gul-i ‘abbāsī; some flowers have a yellow half and a red half and 
some turn out half white and half pink and so on. And there is one variety of it in 
which, if the flower is red, it has white or yellow spots like sprinkled on and if the 
color of the flower is yellow, it is sprinkled with red like flecks of cinnabar. It 

                                                       
450 Mukhliṣ, Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, 434. 
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appears as though artists executing divine decree had joined multicolored strips of 
silk in floral embroidery or if the painters of the workshop of divine might had 
taken to sprinkling a page of paper with a pen dipped in color. In short, it is worth 
seeing. 
 

Here, then, is a truly multicolored, highly unusual flower, the precise thing a mīrzā is expected to 

seek out and appreciate. Accordingly, Mukhliṣ describes the flower in extensive, enthusiastic 

detail. The exact color combinations he describes, interestingly, may be seen in two floral studies 

dated to the middle of the seventeenth century, one believed to be from Delhi and the other from 

the Deccan, which are shown in Figures 6.8 and 6.9. Predating the Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ by roughly a 

century, they may have been fairly close in time to the Mīrzānāmah, hinting at the long-standing 

fascination with and aesthetic valorization of multicolored and otherwise unusual flowers.451 

Also significant is the fact that Mukhliṣ does not content himself with straightforward 

description of the various color combinations and patterns that occur in the four o’clock. Instead, 

he adds a flourish of ornate inshā which ties the appearance of the flowers to images of 

sumptuous fabrics and the arts of embroidery, painting, and high-end papermaking. All this 

serves to exalt the marvelous flowers of the marvel of Peru as a literal example of the wonders 

and the artistry of divine creation, and to convey Mukhliṣ’ recognition and appreciation of such 

beauty and its transcendent significance. Through his writings on this flower, Mukhliṣ thus 

perfectly illustrates his personal adherence to the ideal of bloom-besotted aristocratic masculinity 

laid out by the Mīrzānāmah. Even so, in the particular tone of enchantment in the face of the four 

o’clock’s rather curious beauty, there appears to be something more personal as well, even if it is 

difficult to define what exactly might constitute a “personal” voice here. 

                                                       
451 There is a parallel in this to the widespread obsession in Europe, and especially the 
Netherlands, with “broken” or multicolored tulips around almost exactly the same time; see, for 
example, Anna Pavord, The Tulip: The Story of a Flower That Has Made Men Mad, (London: 
Bloomsbury, 1999), 157-177. 
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Figure 6.8: "Four o'clock or marvel of Peru (Mirabilis jalapa)," Delhi, c. 1640; San Diego Museum of Art 
1992.66 
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Figure 6.9: "Flowers and landscape background," Deccan, c. 1625-1650; Dallas Museum of Art K.1.2014.194 
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Elsewhere in the Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, the discussion of various plants hinges much more 

explicitly on Mukhliṣ’ personal experience and judgement. In the previous chapter, his account 

of how he obtained a cutting of a flowering vine from the kunj or “bower” of a Vaiṣṇava ascetic 

in Vrindavan and subsequently raised it to flowering perfection in the parterre outside the 

reception room of his mansion in Delhi was discussed. It was interpreted as an example of the 

close association between horticulture and the sacred landscape associated with the worship of 

Kr̥ṣṇa, and of how the Persianate bāgh as an ecumenical aesthetic ideal allowed Mukhliṣ to 

integrate elements of his Hindu religious identity into the elite Mughal culture of his social and 

professional life. However, the anecdote is also a salient example more generally of how 

Mukhliṣ’s discussion of plants and gardening is shot through with self-narration, conveying 

glimpses of this elite munshī as an individual, quirky and dedicated in the pursuit of his 

intellectual and aesthetic passions. It also foregounds his relations to those around him – from the 

bairāgī that gives him, or at least lets him take, the cutting in Vrindavan, to the guests coming to 

his house in Delhi who will be able to admire the full-grown blooming vine. 

Mukhliṣ’ personal observation and aesthetic judgment are likewise brought to the fore in 

an entry discussing yet another botanical curiosity, but one with which the author was decidedly 

less enamored than he had been with the four o’clock: 

Nargis-i ṣadbarg – bih ma‘nī nargis-i sīr-i barg az kih ahl-i Hind ān rā hazārah 
gūyand chūn nargis kih ān bū kam dārad, mī shavad. Rāqim-i awrāq nargis-i 
ṣadbarg dar Shāhjahānābād dīdah, dar vāqi‘ kih bū kamtar dāsht va luṭf ham ān 
qadr nadāshtah. Zardī-i ān kih bih ṭawr-i mardumak-i chashm mī bāshad, dar 
barghā pinhān būd va bālīdah nabūd. Binā bar kamyābī tuḥfagī dārad.452 
 
Double narcissus – meaning a narcissus full of petals, which people in India call 
hazārah [“of thousands”], it is like a [regular] narcissus except that it has less 
scent. The author of these pages has seen double narcissus in Shāhjahānābād, and 
indeed it had less fragrance and was not as nice. The yellow of it, which ought to 

                                                       
452 Mukhliṣ’, Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, 462. 
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be like the pupil of an eye, was hidden in the petals and not expanded properly. 
Due to its rarity it may be given as a gift. 
 
The variety of narcissus Mukhliṣ describes here was likely the one known today in the 

horticultural trade as Narcissus tazetta ‘Constantinople,’ a very old double-flowered variant of 

the beloved nargis of Persianate literatures and art which appears tucked into the turban of a 

grizzled courtier in Figure 3 and in bouquets in numerous small vases in Figure 5. That this 

variety, or one very much like it, was around at least by the seventeenth century is attested by a 

detailed illustration of it dated to 1693-1694 and attributed to the Safavid painter Muḥammad 

Zamān contained in the St. Petersburg Album and shown in Figure 6.10. One would think that 

this plant would fulfill the aesthetic requirements of a flower to be appreciated by a mīrzā quite 

nicely, based on the very information Mukhliṣ provides, and hence would perhaps enthrall him 

much like the four o’clock. After all, it is not only multicolored and of an unusual shape, but 

evidently so hard to come by that its rarity alone makes it a suitable gift item, in a clear reflection 

of the practices and values discussed in Chapter 4. Yet Mukhliṣ has seen this flower in person, 

despite its scarcity, as he makes sure to tell his reader, and has judged it to be inferior to the 

common form of the plant. Not only can he confirm that it is less fragrant than the single-

flowered form but the doubling of the petals ruins the pupil-like effect of the small yellow corona 

in the flowers center. Since it is this effect on which the poetic comparison of the nargis to a 

languid or intoxicated eye is based, and this imagery in turn is a big part of the reason for the 

ubiquity of the narcissus in Persianate literatures, this ostensibly fancier narcissus necessarily 

falls short in Mukhliṣ’ eyes. The learned munshī thus provides an aesthetic assessment that goes 

beyond the more simplistic prescriptions of the Mīrzānāmah. At the same time, in doing so he 

stresses his personal observation and effectively lays out his reasoning, even if quite briefly. 

This, then, is not just the performance of socially expected gentlemanly refinement, but an 
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individual’s mind at work, deeply informed both by his literary learning and his acute attention 

to botanical detail. 

 

Figure 6.10: "Narcissi" attributed to Muḥammad Zamān, Iran, 1693-1694; fol. 83r of the St. Petersburg 
Album; Institute of Oriental Manuscripts, St. Petersburg, image courtesy of Harvard Fine Arts Library 
1997.07195 
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Often, Mukhliṣ’ claims to first-person, empirical knowledge of a plant appear to have 

required more elaborate explanation than his simple statement that he had seen it in Delhi in the 

case of the double narcissus. In Chapter 3, his accurate description of the saffron crocus in 

conjunction with a couplet by the Timurid poet ‘Āṣafī’ Haravī that plays on the purple color of 

its petals served to illustrate how important accurate botanical information was to the production 

as well as correct comprehension of literary conceits. Here it is worth considering the 

explanation Mukhliṣ provides for why he knows exactly what a saffron crocus looks like, despite 

the fact that the plant is not generally found in the North Indian plains: 

Ma‘lūm bād kih bih Hindūstān  za‘farān-i hamīn bih shahr-i Kashmīr paydā mī 
shavad va bih mamlakathā-yi dīgar az ānjā bih tuḥfagī burand. Agarchih rāqim-i 
awrāq bih Kashmīr naraftah-am, līkan gul-i za‘farān sayr kardah-am chih nāẓim-
i Kashmīr dar chamanhā-yi chūbī buttah’hā-yi za‘farān nishāndah, barāyi 
Navvāb Ṣāḥib Vazīr al-mamālik I‘timād al-dawlah mursal dāshtah būd va ba‘d-i 
rasīdan bih Shāhjahānābād bih mawsam-i khvud gul kard.453 
 
Let it be known that in India this saffron is found in the region of Kashmir and is 
brought from there to other regions as a gift. Although I, the author of these 
pages, have not gone to Kashmir, I have nevertheless seen saffron bloom, since 
the governor of Kashmir, having planted saffron corms in wooden planters, had 
them sent to Navvāb Ṣāḥib Vazīr al-mamālik I‘timād al-dawlah and after arriving 
in Shāhjahānābād they flowered in their appropriate season.  
 

There is a story behind Mukhliṣ’ ability to see, with his own eyes, the flowering of genuine 

Kashmiri saffron crocuses, and it is one of the web of elite social relations and practices of gift-

giving, as discussed in Chapter 4, of which he is a part. It is Mukhliṣ’ proximity to the vazīr or 

minister that enables him to witness this rare horticultural event, but the social network that 

facilitates this experience of the saffron crocus goes even beyond that, for the minister himself 

receives the saffron crocuses through his connection to the governor of Kashmir. Rather than 

being a mere explanation of why Mukhliṣ is particularly qualified to speak on the saffron crocus, 

                                                       
453 Mukhliṣ’, Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, 472. 
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this anecdote, especially in conjunction with so many others like it, conveys who he is in the 

context of the Mughal aristocracy of the mid-eighteenth century. To the extent that the passage 

is, in fact, about his knowledge of the precious crocus, this, too, ultimately serves to define 

Mukhliṣ in relation to others – in this case, his literary interlocutors – by dint of his superior 

botanical expertise. It should be noted, too, that as is often the case, Mukhliṣ launches into his 

discussion of the botanical realities of the saffron crocus on what seems like a rather flimsy 

excuse. The passage appears under a brief entry for a place called Vīrānshahr, supposedly known 

for the cultivation of saffron, but obviously of faint interest to the author compared to his own 

expertise on the plant, and privilege in having seen it. 

Mukhliṣ knows that when it comes to plants and gardening, he knows his stuff, and he 

privileges his personal experience and observations as the basis of correct information regarding 

these matters. However, as these anecdotes demonstrate, he is no horticultural lone ranger; he 

highlights the human relationships and social settings that allow him to pursue his botanical 

passions. It is as part of a community – whether the real one of friends and acquaintances visiting 

his mansion and admiring the plants outside his reception room or the imagined one made up of 

the readers of his written works – that he seeks to share and take pride in his findings. Similarly, 

while he may strive to define himself as a master gardener and plantsman, he refers to his own 

personal experience primarily in response to existing instances of controversy or confusion, 

applying his specialized knowledge to ascertain the truth in the face of misconceptions, 

misunderstandings, or competing claims. In other words, he does not trot out his unusual mastery 

of plants and botany “unasked,” as it were, but frames it as a response to an ongoing 

conversation. In writing about gardening, Mukhliṣ thereby projects an identity for himself that is 
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as much intellectual as it is social, rooted in equal parts in the texts he reads and the gardens and 

relationships he cultivates. 

Yet another anecdote that illustrates this perfectly can be found under the Mir’āt al-

iṣṭilāḥ’s entry for the term shigūfah-’i ṣadbarg or “double blossom.”  In it, the observation that 

such multi-petalled flowers often do not result in fruit is followed by a comparatively lengthy 

anecdote that soon goes rather off track to provide not just one but a several horticultural 

clarifications: 

Rūzī shakhṣī shigūfah-’i ṣadbarg-i shaftālū dar changīrī chīdah bih faqīr 
firistādah būd. Bisyār mushābahat bā gul-i gulāb dāshtah, tafāvat hamīn qadr 
būd kih būyi gul nadāshtah ast. Chūn naw‘ī az gul-i gulāb bih Hindūstān ast kih 
sadāgulāb nām dārad va ān rā nīz bū namī bāshad lihāzā ba‘z̤ az a‘izzah-’i 
maḥfil rā gumān-i ān shud kih gul-i mazkūr ast. Gharaz̤ kih ba‘d-i ṭayy-i marātib-
i taḥqīq ma‘lūm gardīd kih shigūfah-’i shaftālū ast va nihālash bār namī bandad. 
Īn sadāgulāb rā buttah va barg va gul bi‘aynah bih ṣūrat-i buttah-i gul ast. 
Nihāyatash rang-i gul-i sadāgulāb nisbat bih rang-i gul shūkhtar va māyil bi 
rang-i qirmizī mī bāshad va sālī davāzdah māh mī shikufad. Bih hamīn jihat 
sadāgulāb nām dārad; zīrā kih dar Hindī sadā bih ma‘nī-i hamīshah ast va vāz̤iḥ 
bād faqīr dar īn mabhas dū sih jā gul-i gulāb bih jāyi gul isti‘māl kardah-am, 
binā bar suhūliyyat-i ‘avvām ast. Zīrā kih bih Hindūstān gul bih hamīn nām 
shuhrat dārad. Mabādā yārān-i khvurdahgīr ghalaṭ-i fārsī bar faqīr sābit 
kunand.454 
 
One day someone sent a many-petalled blossom to me as a cut flower in a vase. It 
looked a lot like a rose, the only difference being that it did not have the scent of a 
rose. Since there is a variety of rose in India called sadāgulāb which also does not 
have a scent, several of the honorable ones of the assembly came to believe that it 
must be that rose. In the end, after some investigation it became known that it was 
a peach blossom and that its tree does not set fruit. This sadāgulāb has a growth 
habit and leaf and flower entirely like a rosebush. At most the flower of the 
sadāgulāb is brighter and tends more towards crimson compared to the rose and it 
flowers twelve months a year. For this reason it has the name sadāgulāb because 
in Hindi sadā means “always;” and let it be clear that if I lowly one have in this 
discussion used gul-i gulāb instead of gul [for rose] a couple of times, it is for the 
convenience of the general public, for in India the rose is known by that name. 
Let it not be that my nitpicky peers claim a fault in the Persian of this lowly one. 
 

                                                       
454 Mukhliṣ’, Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ, 326. 
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Again Mukhliṣ highlights the societal settings for his pursuit of botany: a cut branch with a 

double flower is sent to him by someone as a gift or curiosity, and it is examined and discussed 

in the maḥfil, the literary and/or musical soirée customarily hosted in the homes of Mughal 

Delhi’s literati, as in much of the rest of the medieval and early modern Persophone world – the 

very social gathering which the proper mīrzā is to always keep colorful, perfumed, and adorned 

with plentiful flowers of the season. Some of the guests believe the unusual flower to be a 

sadāgulāb or China rose (Rosa chinensis), a class of roses originally from China with smallish, 

barely scented flowers in shades of pink and red and the unusual ability to flower continuously 

year-round, shown in Figure 6.11. After some inquiry it is ascertained that the specimen is in fact 

of a double-flowered peach (Prunus persica cv.) – interestingly enough also a specialty of 

Chinese horticulture, suggesting that like the rose with which it is confused, this too is a novelty 

more or less recently introduced through trade with East Asia – and that the tree from which it 

stems, despite being a peach, does not set fruit. Such an ornamental peach cultivar is shown in 

Figure 6.12, painted by Giuseppe Castiglione or Lang Shining (1688-1766) who went to China 

as a Jesuit missionary and ended up serving as a court artist under three Qing emperors. 

 

Figure 6.11: 'Old Blush' China rose (Rosa chinensis 'Old Blush'), one of the first varieties to reach Europe 
and still frequently grown in northern India, in the author’s garden, September 2018 
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Figure 6.12: Folio from "Immortal Blossoms of an Eternal Spring" by Giuseppe Castiglione/Lang Shining, 
Beijing, Yongzheng Reign (1723-1735); National Palace Museum, Taipei 

The fact that the double-flowered peach tree does not set fruit ostensibly justifies Mukhliṣ’ 

inclusion of the anecdote here. It illustrates his general claim that double-flowered varieties do 

not produce fruit – an assertion which, while not entirely accurate as there are many double-

flowered plants that do set seed, is nonetheless rooted in truth in so far as the doubling of flowers 

is often the result of a mutation of stamens into further petals and/or accompanied by a 

deformation of the flowers’ functional parts that do indeed render them sterile or at least much 

less likely to be successfully pollinated. Beyond this, however, the mention of the sadāgulāb or 

China rose allows him to explain several additional matters. For one thing, it gives him occasion 

to explain that there is an additional type of rose, at least in India, which is entirely a rose in 

appearance and yet lacks the fragrance and seasonal flowering habit of the rose of Persian 
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literary tradition. China roses were in fact most likely unknown in the Middle East and Europe at 

the time; they are first documented in Europe about a decade after the composition of the Mir’āt 

al-iṣṭilāḥ, and in German and French they are known even today as Bengalrosen and rosiers du 

Bengale, indicating that they first reached the West via the eastern reaches of the Mughal 

Empire. Having now veered onto the topic of roses, Mukhliṣ furthermore finds occasion to 

explain a bit of local terminology, parsing both the China rose’s local name of sadāgulāb based 

on the plant’s unusual flowering habit and the meaning of the Indic prefix sadā, and clarifying 

that he is referring to roses as gulāb – normally the Persian word for “rose water” – rather than 

just gul because that is, in fact, what people generally call them in India. Here, then, is Mukhliṣ 

consciously playing to multiple audiences: local speakers of Indian vernaculars, including his 

real-life peers, on the one hand, and a broader readership across the Persian-speaking world, 

unfamiliar with the idiosyncracies in the Indian usage of Persian terms, on the other. Much as he 

sorts out flowers, he sorts out the words used to describe them, bringing clarity to horticultural 

knowledge on multiple levels while simultaneously displaying his linguistic virtuosity and his 

concern for the effective sharing of his knowledge. Mukhliṣ the horticulturist and plantsman is 

inseparable from Mukhliṣ the scholar and communicator; only in concert do these facets of his 

persona allow him to shine. 

A final example from the Chamanistān, written two years after the Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ in 

1747, underscores Mukhliṣ’ continual effort to bring order into the botanical nomenclature of 

Indo-Persian, as he tries to explain the difference between three different plants known as shabbū 

or “night fragrance”: 

Shab-bū – ānchih mashhūr va bihtar ast, gul-i ān safīd va andakī ṭūlānī ast 
mānand-i qaranful …va gul-i ān shab bū mīdahad va nihāyat ‘iṭr-āgīn mī 
bāshad…sih qasm-i shab-būyi dīgar bi-Hindūstān mī shavad, safīd va banafsh va 
zard; ṣūrat-i īn har sih b’ān shab-būyi mashhūr muṭlaq namī mānad laykin gul-i 
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īn har sih naw‘ nīz hangām-i shab nikhat paydā kunad va tukhm-i īn kāsht 
mīshavad455 
 
Shabbū – the one that is better and better known has white flowers, and they are 
somewhat elongated like a clove… and its flower gives off a scent at night and it 
is extremely perfume-like…Three other types of shabbū occur in India, white and 
violet and yellow; in appearance all three of these have absolutely nothing in 
common with that [more] famous shabbū but the flowers of all three also produce 
a scent at night and these are grown from seed. 
 

Mukhliṣ’ first and clearly favorite shabbū is the tuberose (Polianthes tuberosa), a Mexican agave 

relative rapidly adopted in hot climates around the world from the seventeenth century onward 

and commonly propagated from bulbs, a roughly contemporaneous North Indian depiction of 

which appears in Figure 6.13. In northern India today it is generally known as rajnīgandhā, an 

Indic equivalent of the Persian shabbū, while in Iranian Persian it now goes by gul-i Maryam or 

“Mary’s flower;” throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, however, it commonly 

appears as shabbū.456 The other flowers that go by that name here, and which in contradistinction 

to the tuberous tuberose are noted to be grown from seed, are the white and purple stock 

(Matthiola incana), shown in Figure 6.14, and the yellow wallflower (Erysimum cheiri), to be 

seen in Figure 6.15, small cruciferous shrubs originally from the Mediterranean region and 

commonly grown as annual bedding plants. Mukhliṣ’ personal involvement with these plants is 

less explicitly stated here than in some of his other horticultural anecdotes but his first-hand 

knowledge of their characteristics, which enables him to cut through the confusion of imprecise 

                                                       
455 Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ’, Chamanistān-i Ānand Rām Mukhliṣ (Lakhna’ū: Maṭba‘-i Munshī 
Naval Kishūr), 47. 
456 The term gul-i Maryam or “Mary’s flower” is intriguing in that it seems to parallel the 
conflation, in parts of the Spanish-speaking world, of the tuberose with the azucena or Madonna 
lily (Lilium candidum), the likewise white and fragrant lily species native to the Eastern 
Mediterranean that is part of the traditional iconography of the Virgin Mary. In an added twist, 
the Spanish azucena itself derives from the Arabic sawsan used, depending on the region, to 
describe various lily-like plants, and also adopted into Persian and Urdu as a name likewise 
applied variously to both lilies and irises. 
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nomenclature and state definitively the different types of shabbū – the closely related and 

extremely similar wallflower and stock on the one hand, and the completely different tuberose on 

the other – nonetheless emerges clearly. Once again, Mukhliṣ defines himself by defining, 

through his specialized knowledge and experience, both Persian words and the plants they 

describe – each of which he cultivated assiduously. 

 

Figure 6.13: "Study of a tuberose," Jammu, c. 1740-1750; Jagdish and Kamla Mittal Museum of Indian Art 
76.228.PH18 
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Figure 6.14: Stock (Matthiola incana) in the author's garden, June 2018 

 

Figure 6.15: Wallflower (Erysimum cheiri) in the author's garden, May 2019 
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That this particular concern for matters of gardening and botany is not mere literary 

convention but a specific feature of the writings of Mukhliṣ is also borne out by a comparison of 

the Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ with some of the other dictionaries of Persian literary usage produced in 

eighteenth-century India. Authored by Persian-educated Punjabi Hindus very much like Ānand 

Rām, and akin to the Mir’āt al-iṣṭilāḥ in their overall project of explaining the vocabulary, 

expressions, and idioms used in literary Persian, the 1736 Muṣṭaliḥāt al-shu‘arā’ of Siyālkūtī 

Mal ‘Vārastah’ (d. 1766) and the 1739 Bahār-i ‘ajam of Lālah Tīk Chand ‘Bahār’ (d. 1766) 

nevertheless differ notably in their approach to plants and horticulture. In the Muṣṭaliḥāt al-

shu‘arā’, terms like “garden” and “flower” appear almost exclusively in metaphorical 

expressions that have nothing to do with actual plants or gardens. Not even the nargis or 

narcissus, gets an entry; only the word nargisī derived from it appears as describing either a 

glance or wink of the eye or a certain type of pulao.457 The Bahār-i ‘ajam includes rather more 

information on plants and gardening. It does have an entry for nargis, and in addition to twelve 

example verses elucidating the flower’s use in Persian poetry remarks that “let it not be hidden 

that the cup [corona] of the narcissus found in India is yellow, and of the one whose cup is black 

there is no trace in India,” evidently trying to square off botanical reality against a literary 

convention stemming from the common use of the narcissus as an object of comparison for dark 

eyes.458  Even so, this differs notably from Mukhliṣ’ discussion of the narcissus above, which 

focuses on an aesthetic assessment, based on scent and appearance, of a specific horticultural 

cultivar of the plant, and makes an explicit claim for Mukhliṣ’ eye-witness knowledge of the 

plant. Clearly, where Siyālkotī Mal ‘Vārastah’ is barely concerned with plants and gardening at 

                                                       
457 Siyālkūtī Mal ‘Vārastah,’ Muṣṭaliḥāt al-shu‘arā, ed. Sīrūs Shamīsā (Tihrān: Intishārāt-i 
Firdaus, 2001), 743-744. 
458 Lālah Tīk Chand ‘Bahār,’ Bahār-i ‘ajam, ed. Kāẓim Dizfūliyān (Tihrān: Intishārāt-i Ṭalāyah, 
2001), 2023-2024. 
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all, and Tīk Chand ‘Bahār’ is primarily trying to facilitate the parsing of literary references, 

Mukhliṣ has a personal investment in flowers and horticulture. Other works of his bear this out, 

too – in his 1731 prose romance Kārnāmah-i ‘ishq, or “Workbook of Love,” seemingly every 

major plot point has horticultural associations, from fateful meetings in gardens to a search for a 

rare tree and the hero working as the assistant to female florist in a ploy to enter women’s spaces 

and meet the girl he seeks to court.459 Even by the florid standards of early modern Persian 

literature, this stands out as the work of someone particularly enamored of flowers and 

horticulture. Thus for Mukhliṣ, the discussion of plants and their cultivation constitutes a site for 

self-narration, an occasion to display his knowledge and intellectual curiosity as well as his 

aesthetic sophistication, his values, and his place in an intricate web of elite social relations. Far 

from frivolous, anecdotes about plants and gardening serve to construct an image of who 

Mukhliṣ was through a personal passion that defined him. 

Conclusion 

Gardens and the plants they are meant to contain can serve as a medium of human 

expression. In Mughal South Asia, they provided a particularly valued idiom through which both 

elite social groups as well as individuals sought to define themselves and their place in society. 

For the anonymous author of the mid-seventeenth century Mīrzānāmah, anxious about the 

meaning of mīrzā’ī, or “true” aristocratic masculinity being diluted by an upswell of newly 

upwardly mobile social groups as well as changing codes of behavior vis-à-vis gendered dress 

and norms of sociality, the love of the garden was programmatic. To be a true mīrzā was to love 

gardens and flowers, to identify and be identified with them even. However, here, too, particular 

                                                       
459 Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ,’ Kārnāmah-’i ‘ishq (Lāhūr: Dānishgāh-i Panjāb, 2007); see also 
Muḥammad Tauṣīf, “Ānand Rām Mukhliṣ ke nasrī āsār kā tanqīdī mut̤āla‘ah” (PhD diss., 
‘Alīgaṛh Muslim Yūnivarsiṭī, 2016), 177-208. 
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rules were to be observed. This was meant to keep the passionate love of gardens and greenery 

that appears to have been a large part of what made the mīrzā – both in the eyes of the general 

public and in the opinion of the writer of the Mīrzānāmah, who presumed to have a much more 

profound understanding of the matter than the masses he meant to educate – in balance with an 

“active” manliness and adab ideals of spiritual equipoise and detachment in the face of material 

luxury. If people generally appear to have believed that mīrzā’ī lay in surrounding oneself with 

flowers and touring gardens, the Mīrzānāmah wants to make clear that this is only half the battle. 

The mark of the true mīrzā is an admiration of flowers and a discernment in one’s interaction 

with them that goes beyond the enjoyment of the obvious delights of the most ostentatiously 

colorful or fragrant blooms.  A truly sophisticated mīrzā seeks out the subtler pleasures and rare 

curiosities in his plants, and through them experiences heightened spiritual awareness in 

contemplation of the marvels of divine creation. Yet he does not go so far as to forsake flowers 

for foliage, preferring green ornamented by pink to just green, for his aesthetics are conservative 

and predetermined. He is also a largely passive consumer of gardens and their produce, for the 

supposed purity of his social station precludes him from actually involving himself in the labor 

of horticulture, or even from physical contact with those who carry out this work for him. His 

social identity is defined by his relationship to gardens and flowers on the one hand, and 

simultaneously structuring and restricting that relationship on the other. 

As a prescriptive manual or guide, the Mīrzānāmah necessarily projects a normative, 

idealized vision of how one is to construct a particularly dignified and respectable persona 

through one’s engagement with gardens and plants, alongside myriad other acts of self-discipline 

and self-cultivation. In this vision, there is therefore no sense of individuality; the mīrzā is to 

define and distinguish himself against those who do not have true mīrzā’ī, in large part through 
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his inclination to gardens, but for any bonafide mīrza the protocol of garden enjoyment and 

flower appreciation is the same. Ānand Rām Mukhliṣ, writing on plants and horticulture about a 

century later and based on his own experiences and observations, and motivated by a very 

personal passion – or obsession – that appears to go well beyond the socially expected 

appreciation of flowers and green spaces, represents another level to this project of horticultural 

and botanical self-definition. In his foregrounding of first-person accounts of plants and 

gardening as well as the social contacts that enabled these, and his assertion of personal, 

individual claims of accurate knowledge and correct judgment in matters of good taste, Mukhliṣ 

does not project the generic identity of a cultivated gentleman in accordance with a predefined 

cultural pattern. Rather, it is his own unique identity, both as a literary connoisseur and as an 

ardent gardening aficionado, that arises from his writings on horticultural and botanical subject 

matter. He may otherwise appear to fulfill the garden-related requirements of mīrzā’ī as put forth 

in the Mīrzānāmah perfectly, and yet Mukhliṣ makes it a point to note his personal tending of the 

mālati vine, his involvement in the actual, polluting labor of horticulture. Through his garden 

and his botanical expertise, through his celebration of flowers and his discernment regarding 

their qualities, Mukhliṣ may have enacted a particular cultural script of respectability and 

sophistication. Yet in writing about these, it was Mukhliṣ the individual that he was able to 

record. 
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Epilogue 
 

Mī rasad az sayr-i gulshan fawj-i mastān dar rikāb 
Lālah va gul dar jalaw nasrīn va rayḥān dar rikāb 
 
The army of merry-makers arrives on horseback from its tour of the flower garden 
Poppy and rose out in front, musk rose and basil following behind. 
 

– Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ’ (1699-1750)460 
 

 
Here, at the end of this particular sayr-i gulshan or meander around the flower garden, 

one final image will help sum up some of the themes that have percolated through the preceding 

three hundred-odd pages. It is yet another portrait of the Mughal emperor Muḥammad Shāh (r. 

1702-1748), somewhat akin to the one discussed at the end of Chapter 3, and likewise dated to 

the 1730s. Created by Chitarman, the same artist who produced the depiction of the monarch in 

the act of making love – surrounded by a parterre of balsam flowers rendered with exacting 

botanical precision – that appears in Chapter 4, this painting shows Muḥammad Shāh holding a 

hawk and being carried in a palanquin along the fountain-studded watercourse of a walled 

garden. Behind him rises a sumptuous white marble garden pavilion with gilt ornamentation, 

adorned by a red cloth awning and gold brocade curtains with floral patterns – a garden building, 

that is, straight out of the descriptions of the Siḥr al-bayān or the Masnavī-i dilpazīr, yet also a 

perfect, realistic architectural rendering. As in the masnavī set pieces, the luxurious architectural 

detailing even extends to the enclosing wall, which is likewise adorned with bands of fine floral 

patterns executed in gold leaf. 

                                                       
460 Ra‘nā Baygam, “Taṣḥīḥ va tadvīn-i dīvān-i Ānand Rām ‘Mukhliṣ’ (PhD diss., Dānishgāh-i 
Islāmī-i ‘Alīgarh, 2013), 94; the originality of the Persian hinges on an equestrian image: the 
terms translated here as “out in front” and “following behind” also literally mean, respectively, 
“reined in” and “in stirrups/on horseback” – the latter in fact already appears in this more literal 
sense in the first hemistich since it constitutes the radīf, or repeating phrase, of the poem. As a 
result, the verse suggests not only that fragrant and colorful flowers of the garden follow the 
revelers upon their return to the outside world but in fact incorporates them into their cavalcade. 
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Figure E.1: "Muḥammad Shāh in a Palanquin," By Chitarman, Delhi, c. 1730-1740; Museum of Fine Arts 
Boston 26.283 
 
A long band of opium poppies (Papaver somniferum) in various colors runs the length of the 

visible section of the garden on the other side of the watercourse, and behind it a mixed border 

features yellow and white double chrysanthemums, among various herbs, shrubs, and saplings. 

Upon close inspection, the stems of the chrysanthemum clumps are revealed to be tied together 

for support, in a charming and acutely observed detail of horticultural practice. Here then is a 

plant originating in temperate West Asia, well known from Persian literature and agronomy, in 

the form of the opium poppy, as well as in the chrysanthemum a comparative newcomer from 
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East Asia. Both, however, have by now conquered a prominent spot in the Indo-Persian parterre, 

on the page as in real life. Yet what about that curious tree towering over the plants at the far 

right of the painting? Dotted with distinctive pale yellow-orange pincushion inflorescences, this 

turns out to be the kadamba so dear to Kr̥ṣṇa and emblematic of his garden(-like) homeland of 

Braj. Like the madhumālati sapling Mukhliṣ brought from the kuñj of a Hindu ascetic there to 

the Persianate parterre of his garden in Delhi, this kadamba marks the shared cultural vision – 

the culturally defining ideal – that this garden represents. Muḥammad Shāh appears in such 

gardens – whether, as here, in formal, stately display, or in an ostensibly private moment of 

physical intimacy and pleasure – for the same reasons that gods frolic in them, devotees cultivate 

them in word and deed, gentlemen tour them and pluck their flowers – whether to tuck them in 

their turbans or not – and authors strive to bring them to live on the page and in the world by 

encoding them in elaborate descriptions and clever poetic conceits, and compiling and refining 

the body of knowledge needed to create and sustain them. The garden, specifically the formal, 

Indo-Persian bāgh and its culturally sanctioned repertoire of plants, constituted a common, 

widely intelligible value and aspiration, both marker and setting for the good life. As has been 

done here, they can be traced clearly across the various literary languages and genres of early 

modern South Asia. These representations form an important link between material reality and 

intellectual culture, which begs to be explored further with regard to many other activities that 

marked life in Mughal India, from falconry to food. The exploration of horticulture here should 

be seen as an initial statement of their cultural importance and some ways in which it came to be 

expressed, not a complete account of all facets of their significance. In early modern India, 

florals for spring may not have been groundbreaking, but they were a language everybody 

understood, a better understanding of which stands to illuminate the garden and much besides.  
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