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ABSTRACT: This essay examines the tales (kathas) of the Kyamkhani poet,
Jan Kavi (fl. 1614—1664) in order to explore the historical process through
which a Rajput great tradition took shape in Mughal times. Firmly situated
within the genre conventions of earlier Sufi love tales that emerged from the
Avadh region, the Mughal-era Braj Bhasha kathas present an archetype of
the emperor-minister ideal in imaginary narratives, juxtaposing it with histor-
ical accounts rooted in Islamicate and Mughal-Rajput models. The tales illus-
trate how, during the centralization of power under the Mughal emperor and
the allied Rajput kings, the fraught Rajput world is idealized, and infused with
a heightened sense of self and honour. By situating the Kyamkhanits within the
Mughal state and the kathas within their genre conventions, Jan Kavi articulates
the ethics of loyalty, service, and kinship in an upwardly mobile ruling family.
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Introduction: The genre of Hindavi tales and Jan Kavi’s kathas

One of the major early trends in the development of vernacular lit-
erature in North India was the composition of love-narrative poems,
known in Hindi literary historiography as premakhyan. These long-form
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narrative poems, first attested in the Avadh region east of Delhi, con-
stitute a distinct corpus characterized by shared genre conventions
and metrical structures. Sufi poets who composed these love narrative
poems referred to their language as hindavi, identifying it with the
broader region of North India or Hindustan. This designation also
served to distinguish it from the languages of other Islamic cultures,
which they referred to collectively as turaki.! In recent scholarship,
these narratives have been grouped under the emic term kathd, mean-
ing ‘tale’ or ‘story’ (Orsini 2017; Orsini 2023: 24—73). The term aptly
designates a body of literature often composed by Muslim authors
with Sufi or courtly affiliations during the early modern period. How-
ever, kathda also refers more broadly to a wide range of narrative litera-
ture across North India, encompassing everything from religious texts
to oral folk epics. While working on the epic poem Prthvirdj raso,
scholars have identified several poetic and plot conventions (ka@vya
rirhi and kathanak rirhi respectively)—such as the awakening of
love through a dream or a portrait, the appearance of messenger birds,
prophetic foretelling, a king’s longing for a son, curses by sages, and
motifs of separation—as recurring stylistic features and literary motifs
across Indian kathas (Dvivedi and Sirhh 2008 [1952]: 12).

The kathds explored in this essay relate both formally and themat-
ically to the above-mentioned specific corpus of love-narrative poems
composed by poets of Sufi or courtly orientation. The 17"-century
Kyamkhani* Muslim poet Jan of Rajasthan himself referred to such
stories as kathds, identifying them with a long-standing tradition of
storytelling. With Jan, the specific genre of kathda, which had emerged
in the Avadh region in the pre-Mughal period, was reimagined and ex-
panded. New themes and social-political contexts, including emerg-

' Orsini (2023: 14—15) notes that in North India, the vernacular was simply called
“Indian” (hindr, hindavi) in Persian sources, denoting a continuum of circulation
in the region. This was also true for the Hindavi Sufi poets, whose early manu-
scripts circulated in the Perso-Arabic script.

I follow the Kyamkhani spelling, as used by the editors of Jan Kavi’s better-known
warrior narrative poem Kyamkhan rasa. Other variants include Kayamkhant and
Qayamkhani.
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ing communities in regions west of Delhi, were incorporated into
the tradition.

The diffusion of kathas west of Delhi reflects a shared, multilin-
gual literary culture in which genres moved fluidly across geographic
and linguistic boundaries, forming a continuum rather than sharply
demarcated zones. In this paper, I draw on recent scholarship (Sreeni-
vasan 2014a; Orsini 2017; Orsini 2023) that calls for a social history
of the katha genre, particularly as it evolved during the Mughal pe-
riod. While katha narratives have long existed, with poets creatively
retelling familiar stories, a closer examination reveals how these tales
were continually reinvented. Moreover, the Mughal-period kathas of-
fer valuable insights into the social and historical transformations of
the regions in which they circulated.

I focus on the kathas of the 17"-century Nyamat Khan, a member
of the Muslim-Rajput Kyamkhani dynasty of Fatehpur in northeast-
ern Rajasthan, who wrote under the pen name Jan Kavi, or ‘poet Jan.’
Jan Kavi’s tales highlight the social dynamics of Rajput society, which
had been evolving over previous centuries but became yet better de-
fined during the 16™ and 17" centuries, often in relation to the Mu-
ghals. Although Jan Kavi was based in a region with a long tradition
of composing in Marwari or Dingal, he chose to write in the widely
circulating Braj Bhasha, thereby envisioning a broader audience.’ The
language Braj Bhasha, named after the Braj region associated with
the Hindu god Krishna, began a new career in the late 16" century.
It emerged not only as the medium of devotional poetry but also as
a principal language of court literature of greater Hindustan, and es-
pecially among Rajput élites who allied themselves with the Mughal

3 Turek (2023: 130) recently established that by the 16" century—before Jan Kavi
began his career—“Marvari already had a fully developed and established liter-
ary language suitable for any kind of poetry.” This characterization of Marwari
builds upon and reaffirms the work of J. D. Smith (1975: 43—44), who described
an ecarlier tradition of composition in Old Rajasthani. By the late 16" century,
this older form had been supplanted by Middle Marwari, which became the most
prominent literary language of Rajasthan until the emergence of modern Marwari
in the 19" century.



26 Dalpat S. Rajpurohit

empire (Busch 2011: 166-201). In this context, poet Jan adopted Braj
Bhasha for his compositions. As the language gained prestige in Rajput
courts, which was Jan Kavi’s socio-political base, his tales spoke di-
rectly to the communities he was part of and whom he addressed.

Jan Kavi consciously positioned himself within a multilingual con-
text, as his pen name suggests. The Indic word Jan means ‘knowledge’
or ‘gnosis’ (from jiian), whereas in Persianate context it denotes ‘life’ or
‘soul.” He adopted the couplet-quatrain (dohda/soratha-caupai)—stan-
zas of quatrain strung together with couplets—as metrical style for
his kathas. This style was particularly suited to the tales composed
in the region east of Delhi, in the language later known as Ava-
dhi (the language of the Avadh region). Jan Kavi’s corpus demon-
strates the fluidity of this style, showing how the same metrical and
narrative structures—required by the genre—could also be effectively
adopted in Braj Bhasha.

The vernacular tales produced in the Turkic and Afghan courtly
settings in the hinterland, “east of Delhi,” between the late 14" and
mid-16™ centuries represent a significant milestone in Hindavi liter-
ature and reflect the growing culture of storytelling within North In-
dian literary traditions.* Prominent and well-studied examples of these
tales include Maulana Daud’s Candayan (1379), Qutuban’s Mirigavati
(1503), Malik Muhammad Jayasi’s Padmavat (1540), and Maiijhan
Sattari Rajgiri’s Madhumalati (1545), all composed prior to the con-
solidation of the Mughal Empire. Emerging from an Indo-Islamic,
multilingual milieu, these narratives were written in Avadhi and trans-
mitted through multiple scripts. In some cases, they were preserved
in richly illustrated manuscripts, further broadening their reach. They
were appreciated for their multilayered meanings and aesthetic rich-
ness across diverse settings, including Sufi religious circles, courtly

4 Orsini describes the region located on the Indo-Gangetic plain, east of the city

of Delhi, as Purab or Avadh. From the early Islamic conquests in the 11" and
12 centuries, this region was characterized as a linguistic-cultural zone with
small towns and brick-mud fortresses. During the Mughal period, Avadh was ad-
ministered as a province (sizbd), and, together with the Mughal sitha of Allahabad,
the entire region can be characterized as Purab, “the east" (cf. Orsini 2023: 9—10).
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environments, city squares and village assemblies, and in some cases,
even in people’s homes.’

Aditya Behl’s pioneering scholarship on the aforementioned Ava-
dhi tales demonstrates how poets affiliated with Sufi orders such as
the Chishtt and the Shattar, in the absence of a central institution like
a court or shrine, adhered to and perpetuated a shared generic logic
(cf. Behl 2012, Behl and Weightman 2000). Drawing on literary con-
ventions from the Persian masnavi (long-form rhyming couplet poem)
and structural elements such as a prologue, these tales inscribe an Is-
lamic divine authority into the local language. The prologue of these
tales establishes contexts for reception in both Sufi and courtly set-
tings, invoking praise for the Prophet Muhammad, the four righteous
caliphs, the poet’s contemporary emperor, his direct patron, and the
poet’s Sufi master.

The poets then ground the tales in Indian aesthetic principles such
as rasa (‘flavour’ or ‘essence’), particularly emphasizing the rasa of
love. Furthermore, by employing allegorical frameworks, these tales
depict “the ascetic quest of the hero towards the revelatory beauty
of'a heroine (or God) by linking mortification, fasting, and prayer with
a female object of desire” (Behl and Weightman 2000: xiii).

The concept of religious syncretism does not significantly aid in
understanding these Avadhi tales. In Thomas de Bruijn’s formulation,
these tales were open and dialogic, shaped by the interplay of genre,
social structures, and content ( 2010: 140—141). For instance, the way
the Sufi tales and Tulsidas’s Ramcaritmanas (1574)—also written in
Avadhi—drew from the Rama legends illustrates this dynamic. While
Malik Muhammad Jayast's Padmavat employs the Rama legends to
present the idea of universal kingship prevailing over brute force,
Tulsidas’s Ramcaritmanas localizes the epic Ramayana, embedding it
within a discourse that resonates with its regional audience and extends
beyond the generic aspects of the original. The shared trajectory of

5 For example, the Jain merchant Banarsidas wrote in his autobiography, Ardha-
kathanak (1641, A Half Tale), that he read Madhumalatr and Mirigavatr at his
home in Agra to an audience of ten or twenty people. For this content in Ardha-
kathanak, see Chowdhury 2009: vv. 335-336.
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manuscript reproduction and circulation in the period between Jayasi
and Tulsidas highlights how these tales were received and dissemi-
nated within similar cultural circles (ibid.: 141).

An exploration of the material aspects of these tales, including their
narrative and rhetorical strategies as formulated by Francesca Orsini
(2023), is helpful in understanding the social and religious contexts
and circulation of these tales. Orsini argues that these Sufi tales, along
with other Hindu devotional and non-religious heroic tales, should
rightfully be considered katha. Rather than labelling them as “ro-
mance,” a term associated with European literary history, or
premakhyan (love-narrative), which dominated Hindi literary histori-
cal constructions in the early 20" century, the emic term katha, mean-
ing ‘story’ or ‘tale,’ is more appropriate (ibid.: 2023: 27). This specific
oral-literate genre had shared metrical and narrative features through-
out North India. It encompassed diverse themes and addressed mul-
tiple audiences simultaneously. The kathas were written in Persian,
devanagart, and kaitht scripts and were often illustrated for courtly
¢lite audiences, from the late Delhi Sultanate period (as in the case of
Maulana Daud’s Candayan) until the late Mughal era. They were also
translated into Persian, Bangla, and Dakani, reflecting the long history
of this particular multilingual genre from the 14" to the 20™ centuries.®

Interpreting such vernacular narratives, especially Maulana Datd’s
Candayan, Narayan Das’s Chitai carit (1526), and Jayasi’s Padmavat,
Ramya Sreenivasan (2014a: 242-272) proposes that reading of these
tales should be more firmly grounded in the socio-political worlds of
their time. She highlights how folk epics, circulating during 14" to
16" centuries, informed the development of the Avadhi tales through
dialogue with those traditions. This is more so as the warrior heroes in

The long history of this genre has been studied by several scholars. For a discus-
sion of the Bangla author Alaol of Arakan (fl. 1651-1671) and his translation of
Malik Muhammad Jayast’s Padmavat, see d’Hubert 2018. Other extensive studies
of these tales include de Bruijn 2012, Pauwels 2013, Bocchetti 2019, Aitken and
Busch 2022, and Williams 2024, which, except for Bocchetti, are all studies of
kathas composed prior to the 1550s, that is, before the consolidation and expan-
sion of the Mughal Empire under Akbar.
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Fig. 1. Manuscript no. 37902, Katha ratnavatt, f. 4,
Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute, Jodhpur.




39

Ty

a3
i

;E{;gggnﬁ%ai%@aq@
AgEidY R

ok %@ga it
L G CCIEE AT IES
G ISl S B R EED EES:
- FukayssnasnLsan
s ﬁ\fﬁaaaaaqawsnsnéméu |
. Bdunnazwa GaFsddl |
- NegmeERangageEs
"‘ti‘#lzaiaar@mﬁ%a adlad

it

[ ———— =

Fig. 2. Manuscript no. 37902, Katha ratnavatt, f. 5,
Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute, Jodhpur.
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these narratives emerge from the non-élite peasant-pastoralist groups
who assert their identities as aspiring chiefs, contrasting with the kings
of regional polities such as Jaunpur, Malwa, Gujarat, and the Rajput
territories of Rajasthan.

In Sreenivasan’s formulation, these narratives reflect the ambitions
of men who occupied the continuum between the village headmen
and successful warlords. This peasant-pastoralist social base was also
a crucial source of military labour for regional states prior to the con-
solidation of the Mughal Empire.” Therefore, these works should be
studied as addressing the aspirations and constraints of the rural gentry
and local warlords in the hinterlands (ibid.: 242-244).

In a dialogue with the katha genre of the pre-Mughal period, new
type of kathas emerged during the Mughal era (c. 1556-1857), incor-
porating themes such as elaborate courtly assemblies enriched with
music and paintings, while reflecting the geographical and ethnic
expanse of the Mughal Empire. As Shantanu Phukan notes, the re-
ception of the Hindavi tales in the Mughal period—1Jayast’s Padma-
vat and Muhammad Afzal’s Bikat kahani (1636)—reveals an intricate
and interdependent ecology of Hindi and Persianate literary commu-
nities. These tales mirrored Mughal society; for instance, works like
Bikat kahani heightened the pathos of separation by evoking feminin-
ity through the “positioning and movement of the wayward man and
the sedentary woman,” reflecting the dynamics of the social world
in the predominantly Persianate, male-dominated courtly circles of the
Mughal period (Phukan 2001: 43).

It is within the vernacular storytelling tradition discussed above and
the growing scholarship on the social history of the katha genre that
I aim to situate Jan Kavi. The foremost reason for this focus is that,
despite composing dozens of tales, this poet has remained obscure
to the studies of the long history of the katha genre.® The first reason

7 Kolff (1990) demonstrates that the military labour market extended from the
pre-Mughal period through the Mughal era and into the colonial times.

Michal Hasson (2018; 2021) is an exception in this regard, having studied Jan
Kavi’s tale of Laila Majniim as part of the translation strategies adopted by South
Asian authors in retelling this 7™-century tale of Arabia.
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for this obscurity is that Jan Kavi is not mentioned in the histories of
Hindi literature, unlike other poets discussed earlier.” Second, much
of his kathdas remain in manuscript form, and the published ones re-
quire re-editing for greater accuracy.'” Third, while growing scholar-
ship tends to emphasize the pre-Mughal era kathas, Jan Kavi composed
his works during the period of Mughal-Rajput empire-building. Re-
siding in the small town of Fatehpur, where the local language was
Marwari or Dingal in literature, yet composing in Braj Bhasha, Jan
Kavi occupies an unnoticed position in the study of Rajasthan and its
literary traditions.

Jan Kavi began composing kathas in 1614, concurrently with his
dynastic warrior narrative the Kyamkhan rasa, and continued writing
them until his final composition in 1664. What I demonstrate in this
essay, by exploring several of these kathds, is that Jan Kavi portrays
a model of perfect order—namely, the Mughal and Rajput one—in
his direct experience, while also finding parallels in Persian, Islamic,
and pre-Islamic history so that this order may be viewed as the most
powerful and enlightened. Such a model not only reflects the cohesion
of the Mughal Empire but also a spiritual unity to which Jan Kavi ap-
pears to have been devoted.

Central to this model is the Rajput rank-holder in the Mughal state
apparatus, who is referred to by Jan Kavi as pradhan or divan, and
is tied to the Mughals by the ideal of svami dharma, or loyalty to an
overlord.! Tt is through extreme loyalty that this pradhan rises to great

% Caturvedi (1964: 148-163) discusses Jan Kavi briefly in his canonical Sifi kavya
sangrah (Collection of Sufi Poetry), but only the selections of a couple of Jan
Kavi’s works are included in this compilation. Moreover, Caturvedi positions
Jan Kavi in contrast to Sufi poets like Jayasi, arguing that Jan Kavi’s poetry does
not fully embody Sufi themes. Contrasting Caturvedi’s formulations, particularly
in light of recent studies on the katha tradition, Jan Kavi’s work should be read as
encompassing multiple themes that are not necessarily Sufi.

10" Three volumes compiling Jan Kavi’s fourteen kathas have been published: Jan
Kavi 2003; 2004; 2005.

" Based on a close reading of the historical chronicles of Rajasthan, Saran and
Ziegler define pradhan as “literally, ‘foremost,” ‘chief,” ‘principal,” ‘most emi-
nent.” A chief minister, commander-in-chief, a general or leader of an army. Within
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heights in the Mughal hierarchy. Therefore, Jan Kavi creates an arche-
type of a benevolent emperor and a loyal pradhan—an ideal that in-
corporates all the generic characteristics of the tales—and integrates it
into the main story, bringing it to life with joy and harmony.

In addition to placing the emperor-pradhan ideal within the politi-
cal spectrum, in his kathdas Jan Kavi invests considerable attention to
concepts such as kinship, honour, and marriage—all drawn from the
Rajput worldview. His kathds portray an idealized picture of uphold-
ing these values during a period marked by contestation, threats, and
the renegotiation of these ideals.

Tales of Jan Kavi in Mughal settings

The small town Fatehpur, from where the Kyamkhanis ruled, could
hardly be considered a flourishing court; but Jan Kavi’s work demon-
strates significant engagement with Sanskritic, Persianate, and vernac-
ular courtly traditions. He himself translated at least two tales into Braj
Bhasha directly from Persian: one taken from Ferdowsi’s Shahnama
(late 10™—early 11% century, The Book of Kings), which is discussed in
this essay, and the other from Nizam1’s Layli and Majniin (1188)."? Jan
Kavi also shows deep familiarity with the Arabian Nights tradition,
from which he borrowed his characters and tropes. His kathdas, those
translated as well as the originally written by him, exhibit both theo-
retical and thematic sophistication.

Jan Kavi’s tales are situated within the context of a critical historical
transition in Rajasthan during the 16" and 17" century, period marked
by internal conflict and change. Drawing from his extensive work
on local historical tales (vat), clan-histories (khyat), and genealogical

Rajpiit kingdoms, a Rajpiit generally held the post of pradhan, and this individual
could be either from to the same family (ku/) as the ruler of the kingdom or from
a different family” (2001.1: 83).

12 Michal Hasson (2021: 159-160) notes that Jan Kavi closely follows Nizami
(d. 1209) but also draws on Abdullah Hatift’s (d. 1521) version. Hatifi was the
nephew of the poet-philosopher Jami (15" century).
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records (pidhiavali) in Marwari, Norman Ziegler observes that “the
rise of this literature coincides with the increasing authority and pres-
tige of the Rajput ruling houses and indicates greater effort on the part
of the local rulers to collect and preserve their traditions and histories”
(1976: 234). It was a two-way process. On one hand, Mughal Emperor
Akbar’s (1. 1556-1605) court historian, Abii’l Fazl, contacted many of
the rajas and thakurs of Rajasthan, requesting them to submit their his-
tories, which were later incorporated into sections of the Akbarnama
and A4 ’in-i Akbart. On the other hand, these sources also addressed and
functioned within localized contexts. Based on these historical devel-
opments, Dirk Kolff suggests that the Mughal state encouraged the de-
velopment of a grand genealogical and aristocratic self-image among
the Rajputs—a “great tradition”—that began to emerge during the
16" and 17" centuries (1990: 72). This tradition, with its core values,
eventually came to dominate Rajput consciousness. Jan Kavi, thus,
reimagined the sociopolitical ideals of an upwardly mobile Muslim-
Rajput ruling family during a period of significant historical transi-
tion. In this regard, his martial narrative poem, Kyamkhan rasa (com-
posed between 1630 and 1655), has received some attention from
historians because it serves as the oldest surviving record of Kyam-
khani dynastic history and memory.!* However, I propose that Jan
Kavi’s significance lies not only in documenting the history of his
ruling family but also in his contributions in popularizing élite Rajput
social ethics and political aspirations through the katha genre.

Many of Jan Kavi’s kathas are love narratives in that they present
the idea of love as the ordering principle of the world and a guiding
force that leads all beings to their ultimate goal—union with God or
their beloved—further imbued with a distinctly Sufi world view. Some
of Jan Kavi’s kathas such as Silvanti and Satvanti are more “social” in

13 Jan Kavi (1996 [1953]) is a historical study of the poet Jan and his oeuvre, as well
as the Kyamkhant gentry. Budhwar (1978) examines the socio-political status of
the Kyamkhanis during the Delhi Sultanate and Mughal periods. Talbot (2009)
explores conversion and identity within the community during these eras. Sreeni-
vasan (2014b) studies the Kyamkhanis’ allegiance to the Mughals, while Tekiela
(2023) situates the Kyamkhan rasa within its Islamicate and Rajput contexts.
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nature, focusing on women characters who protect their virtue in the
absence of their husbands, often depicted as traders who have jour-
neyed to distant lands. The state apparatus plays a significant role in
severely punishing violators of women’s chastity in these kathas, cre-
ating a parallel with the role of Mughal-Rajput jurisprudence in con-
temporary society. Finally, some of Jan Kavi’s kathas such as Katha
ardesar patisah ki and Laiyla majniim, translated from Persian, fea-
ture characters exploring themes of divine love, separation, and loy-
alty. One would assume that Jan Kavi envisioned the overlapping Sufi
circles, merchant communities, and Mughal-Rajput courtly spheres as
the audience for his tales.

In terms of the form and structure of Jan Kavi’s tales, all include
a prologue, a feature common in the kathas of the pre-Mughal times
as well. In these prologues, Jan Kavi offers praise to God and the
Prophet Muhammad. In some cases such as in Puhap varisa (1628,
The Shower of Flowers), the prologue is more elaborate, including
praises for the Prophet Muhammad’s four caliphs, the 8"-century
theologian Abii Hanifa known as Al-Imam al-A’zam, Jan Kavi’s
17"-century Sufi master Sheikh Muhammad (whose shrine is in
Hamsi), and the contemporary Mughal emperors—Jahangir (r. 1605—
1627) in his earlier tales, and Shah Jahan (r. 1628—1658) in his later
ones. Additionally, in some prologues, Jan Kavi extols ministers, spe-
cifically Shah Jahan’s most prominent noblemen (umra) and his own
Kyamkhant ruling family nawabs serving the Mughal emperor. Thus,
he bases his tales in the Islamicate Sufi setting, where, within the
Mughal imperial framework, his own Kyamkhant dynastic identity
coexisted and, by remaining loyal to the Mughals, even flourished.

Laying the ground for the reception in the prologues of his tales,
Jan Kavi sets the central premise to understand his tales by conceptu-
alizing humanity, as created by God, into two categories: virahi and
vilasi. The virahi are those who experience the pain of separation
and seek union with their beloved or with God, while the vilast are
those who take joy in the pleasures of the world. Love serves as a uni-
fying force between these two realms, bringing fulfilment to life:
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I bow to the indestructible one first, the creator of pain-endurers and
joy-lovers,
Both as shining lamps, their luster unquenched, without oil’s aid.'*

Jan Kavi’s kathas illustrate the virahi and vilasi dichotomy on three
principles: first, lovers’ union (milan); second, their separation (bichoh);
and finally, enchantment (kautuk or kutithal). Men fall in love upon
hearing of the heroine’s beauty, seeing her image, or encountering her
in a dream. This ignites an intense longing and agony within, leading
them to pursue the beautiful woman while experiencing a series of
enchanting and transformative events. Unlike pre-Mughal Hindavi
tales, where lovers’ union often finds climax in self-mortification
(exemplifying the Sufi concept of fana or self-extinction), in Jan
Kavi’s tales, the lovers live happily united at the end.

The world of enchantment (kautuk) firmly situates Jan Kavi within
his Mughal cultural context. His kathdas reflect a deep familiarity with
the Persianate tradition of gissas or tales, including works such as
Arabian Nights, Shahnama, and the widely known Indo-Persian nar-
ratives like the 12"-century Farid ud-Din Attar’s Mantiq al-Tayr or
The Conference of the Birds and Nizam1’s Layli o majnin."” Rich-
ard Eaton describes how from Akbar’s time certain Persian works
on ethics and morality were circulated among Mughal rank hold-
ers (mansabdar) to foster a cohesive and socially inclusive service

14 o eI ST | o ol o o e |

T = AT SEN | d o o A &l 31&aR | | (Kavi 2003: 7, Kathd karivalavati, v. 1).
All translations are mine unless noted otherwise.

The narrative genre in Persian was referred to as gissa, meaning ‘story.” Accord-
ing to Pritchett (1991: 1-4), the gissa tradition originated in the 9"-century Iran
and came to India as early as the time of Mahmud of Ghazni in the 11" century.
Among all of the gissas the marvelous story of the Prophet Muhammad’s uncle,
Amir Hamza, is considered one of the oldest. This tale is said to have influenced
the Shahnama. Solid evidence of the presence of Hamza’s story in India dates
to 15"-century Jaunpur, particularly in the painting tradition. The Mughal era
marked the efflorescence of the gissa tradition in India. Under Emperor Akbar,
large-scale illustration and recitation of the Hamzanama began and continued into
later periods.
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corps (2019: 225-226). Additionally, Jan Kavi draws upon the Indo-
Sanskrit traditions of 7dga and music, seasonal poetry like the twelve-
month barahmdasa, and heroine-types, reimagining many of these
themes in his narratives. Some of his tales such as Katha ratnavati
and Kathd madhukar malati show a deep familiarity with JayasT’s
Padmavat and Mafijhan’s Madhumdlati in terms of characters’ names
and story’s structure, demonstrating Jan Kavi’s high regard for these
two tales as well as their widespread popularity in Mughal times. The
divine beauty itself is depicted as the embodiment of enchantment as
one of his tales is titled Katha kautithalt meaning the Tale of the En-
chanting Woman. Jan Kavi extends the idea of enchantment beyond
the charms of the heroine to also include musical gatherings, capti-
vating paintings, oceanic adventures and trade, shipwrecks, and he-
roes’ encounters with extraordinary birds, dog-headed men, and deadly
beasts. Lovers must endure trials and life-threatening events, but they
also explore the mysteries of life, which transform them, perfecting
them essentially as lovers.

In addition to Persian works, the broader Mughal historical and cul-
tural context is crucial in understanding how Jan Kavi frames his nar-
ratives. This context includes the significance of Timurid genealogy in
Mughal dynastic history, the discourse of universal sovereign kingship
(Sahib-i giran), the mansabdari system of rank assignments and reve-
nue collection, the Mughal expansion into the Deccan, and campaigns
against the Uzbeks to extend the empire's territory and consolidate
much of India under the Mughal sovereignity. Additionally, Jan Kavi
valorises the inland and oceanic trade under the Mughals. This is evi-
dent, for example, in his praise for Emperor Shah Jahan as he frames
the prologue of his Katha ratnavati (1634, Tale of the Jewel-Bodied):

Now I describe the emperor. Shah Jahan is the Refuge of the World.
The second Sahib-i giran, He has conquered the earth as his heart desired.'®

16 Shah Jahan self-fashioned as “the second Lord of the Conjunction” (the sec-
ond after Tamerlane, hence Sahib-i giran-i sant), which became a part of his
name. This term used by Jan Kavi for Shah Jahan also proves that he was well
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He belongs to the Cagatai clan, with his capital in Delhi. His influence
extends far and wide, all the way to the ocean.

He is the offspring of Emperor Jahangir and a descendant of Emperor
Jalal-ud-Din Akbar.

Flourishing in the lineage of Timur. He collects revenue from the seven
continents.

When he became the emperor of the world, he renewed the assignments
of all chiefs.

He resides in Agra. All seven continents live in awe of him.

The eight protectors of the cardinal directions serve him. In his empire,
goods flow from Rome and Syria.

Even the Uzbeks, whose lands are far away, send revenue and prayers
for Shah Jahan.

He conquered Daulatabad in a display of temper, and even the city of In-
dra in heaven trembled at his expansion.!”

What Jan Kavi emphasizes in his praise of Shah Jahan is the rein-
statement, upon the emperor’s accession to the Mughal throne, of the
mansabdari assignments and ranks held which is highlighted through
the word badde (‘chiefs of high status’) recurrent in Jan Kavi's cor-
pus. In the above-mentioned phrase badde sakala kiye phir naye (“he
renewed the assignments of all chiefs”), inherent praise and legitimacy
is directed toward the mansabdars, which includes Jan Kavi’s own
Kyamkhani family serving in the Mughal administration.

acquainted with the millenarian and messianic ideologies current at the time. See
Moin (2012) for more on sovereignty and kingship during Mughal times.
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The remarkable rise of pradhan in Mughal era: kathas of Jan Kavi

He brings fulfilment to the cause of the Lord, even at the cost of his own life.
Always serves with uprightness; such a man is truly worthy of being the
chief.!®

Jan Kavi’s kathas feature a recurring character, the pradhan, whom
he portrays as second only to the emperor in status but equal to him
in noble virtues and kingly attributes. A loyal pradhan and an enlight-
ened and benevolent emperor appear as model figures in the “pro-
logues,” or introductory sections of Jan Kavi’s tales, first as historical
personae and then as archetypes in the main body of his narratives.
For the historical model, Jan Kavi identifies a long tradition of the
emperor-pradhan ideal in the Islamicate world, drawing parallels with
the Mughal imperial ideal. The historical emperor-pradhan models
appearing in the prologues represent examples from across various
traditions: the Sassanid kingdom of the pre-Islamic Persia, the time
of the Prophet Muhammad (with the four caliphs as pradhans to the
Emperor Prophet Muhammad), at Mahmud of Ghazni’s court, and
later in the courts of Mughal emperors Jahangir and Shah Jahan.

Following the prologue, Jan Kavi moves beyond this historic
emperor-pradhan duo to depict them as archetypical figures in the
main body of his tales. Often set in mythical times, the pradhans in
these narratives serve as confidants who understand the emperor’s or
princes’ agony of love and accompany them on their quests for divine
beauty. The pradhan is depicted as a loyal (svam or svami dharmi)
servant to the emperors, also a friend and counsellor, as well as custo-
dian of tradition and diverse knowledge systems. He is a fellow trav-
eller and close comrade-in-arms of the princes.

A clear parallel exists between Jan Kavi’s portrayal of the pradhan
in his kathas and the courtly chronicle, the khyat, composed between
1637 and 1666, by the 17%-century Marwar historian Murhhata Nainsi.

18 T N T %, T 7 S &l |
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Nains1’s chronicle played a pivotal role in constructing exalted gene-
alogies and historical accounts of the Rajputs, highlighting their rise
to dominance in various parts of modern-day Rajasthan, Gujarat, and
Madhya Pradesh. Central to NainsT’s chronicle is the pradhan—a chief
diplomat and military leader—who ascends from being a small land-
holder to becoming a thakur or dhani of their respective principali-
ties, and eventually a raja or mansabdar under the Mughal emperors.
While the role of the pradhan was widespread in the socio-political
world of Rajput rulers, both Jan Kavi in his kathas and NainsT in his
khyat emphasize the continuum of this figure, tracing their trajectory
from village chiefs to rajas and Mughal mansabdars."

Yet, where Nainst composed his works in Rajasthani for a su-
praregional audience, Jan Kavi universalized the socio-political world
and ideals of Rajput society by writing in the widely circulating Braj
Bhasha. Furthermore, Jan Kavi portrayed his own Kyamkhant kings
as divans or pradhans to Mughal emperors, thus creating a direct his-
torical parallel to the pradhan of his tales. Thus, Jan Kavi’s kathdas
should be read in the context of the Rajput chiefs’ ascent to power
during the Mughal era and their socio-political aspirations in an evolv-
ing cultural milieu.

Take for example Jan Kavi’s inaugural work Katha kamvalavati
(1614, The Tale of Princess Lotus-Bodied), in which he presents the
emperor-pradhan ideal that is both historical and universal. The pro-
logue establishes the code of reception and the potential audience for
the tale by highlighting its courtly and religious context. Here, the
Prophet Muhammad is depicted as the emperor, and his four caliphs
serve as his pradhans and their path leads to the liberation of humanity:

Where emperors stand as noble as the Prophet (nabi) and chiefs (pradhan)
of such noble stature [as the four caliphs].
Jan says, following their path—why wouldn’t it bring bliss to souls?*

Saran and Ziegler (2001) is a study of NainsT’s khyat.
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After introducing the historical and faith-based emperor-pradhan pair
in the prologue, Jan Kavi transitions to the main story. The narrative
begins in a courtly setting, where emperors and their pradhans reap-
pear. This becomes a recurring theme in many of his later tales where
princes, accompanied by their pradhans, embark on quests for divine
beauty. The bond between the prince and his pradhan companion
is defined by the latter’s unwavering vigilance in serving his lord,
matched by the lord’s deep affection and absolute trust in his servant.
This theme is further echoed in the prologue of Jan Kavi’s second
work, Katha kanakavati (1618, The Tale of the Golden-one):

Only a life lived with truth and alertness is truly well-lived.
Many praises to that servant, says Jan, who is dear to his overlord.”!

The emperor and the pradhan ideal, historical in the prologue and imag-
inary in the main story, is strikingly juxtaposed in Jan Kavi’s Katha rat-
navati (1634, The Tale of the Jewel-Bodied). The tale is about the quest
for the divine beauty, Ratnavati, where the prince is aided by the son
of his royal father’s pradhan (see Fig. 1 and Fig. 2). During the quest,
the prince and his companion are separated but eventually reunite in
Sirhhaldip—a place celebrated in Hindavi tales such as Jayasi’s Padma-
vat as the birthplace of divine beauties. The prince succeeds in obtain-
ing Ratnavati, while his companion wins another beauty, Padmavati.
Along with this, the companion earns the trust and deep friendship of
the prince, who ultimately appoints him as his pradhan.

Jan Kavi recounts how he came to know this tale, which appar-
ently had travelled from the court of Mahmud of Ghazni (1. 998—1030)
to that of Jahangir, where the poet first became aware of it. Draw-
ing on several tropes from the Arabian Nights (particularly the story
of Prophet Solomon) and themes from the pre-Mughal Hindavi tales
and the folk epics of Rajasthan, Jan Kavi weaves a compelling narra-
tive. The emperor-pradhan model is amply developed in the prologue,
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where Jan Kavi praises Mahmud of Ghazni, known for his love of
great stories and his penchant for challenging his courtiers to bring
him the world’s most enchanting tales. His vizier, Hasan (likely ei-
ther Abu’l Hasan Esfara’eni or Ahmad ibn Hasan Maymandi, both of
whom played pivotal role in consolidating Mahmud’s empire during
its early and later phases), rises to the occasion by presenting him with
this tale. The story pleases the emperor immensely, and, as Jan Kavi
writes, Mahmud elevates Hasan to the highest rank of pradhan in rec-
ognition of his achievement:

Once there was Emperor Mahmud of Ghazni, who had a heart for listen-
ing to tales.
Pandits and well-versed men graced his company; day and night they
shared entertaining tales.
The Shahnama was created for him, a work renowned across the entire world.
One day, one of the well-versed men brought a new tale; that impressed
the emperor deeply.
Greatly pleased by the tale he had heard, the emperor gifted ten thousand
gold coins.
In his joy, he proclaimed to the court, “There is no tale greater than this
one in this world.”
[Hearing this], his pradhan Hasan replied, “The world is filled with tales
far greater still.”
The emperor, intrigued, turned to him and said,
“Bring me such a tale, if that be your will. If it pleases me more than this
masterpiece, I shall grant you whatever you desire.
And if it truly surpasses this tale, I shall make you the pradhan.”*
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Jan Kavi recounts that Hasan, the pradhan, sent the well-versed men
on the mission to acquire the most enchanting tale, which Hasan’s
men eventually found in Rome. They purchased the tale for a thou-
sand gold coins and brought it back to Mahmud of Ghazni’s court.
The tale, narrated in nazm-o-nasr (‘poetry and prose’), greatly pleased
the emperor. Mahmud of Ghazni rewarded the men with forty thou-
sand coins and elevated Hasan to a high-ranking pradhan in his court.

From there, the tale travelled to the court of Mughal emperor Jah-
angir, where Jan Kavi first became aware of it. Jan Kavi states that he
adapted the story, replacing Turkish names with Indian ones and trans-
forming emperors into kings, while rendering the tale in the vernacu-
lar (bhakha).

Jan Kavi demonstrates through his narratives the rise of the Mughal
imperial model rooted not only in previous courtly formations, the Sas-
sanids and the Ghaznavids, but also in a “universal” one, that of the
Prophet Muhammad. This prepares the ground for the courtly and
mystical interpretations of his tales. Mughal court's cultural dynam-
ics, where storytelling and illustration, highly valued especially since
Akbar’s reign, became the hallmarks of royal pleasure and pres-
tige. Moreover, Jan Kavi’s kathdas highlight how the participation of
the gentry class in the life of the Mughal court helped disseminate Per-
sianate literary culture to more localized regions like Fatehpur where
the poet had his base. Over and above, the story illustrates the eco-
nomics of storytelling and the value placed on the storytellers—the
prologue of Katha ratnavati shows that a tale’s worthiness increased
significantly when it was tailored to and presented before a discerning
audience, such as an emperor.

The social and political world of the pradhan, however, was far
more fraught with contest than the idealized version depicted in Jan
Kavi’s kathas. Ziegler points out that while the Rajputs experienced
significant social conflict over questions of rights to land, loyalty, hon-
our, and precedence—both in individual cases and as broader social
phenomena—their support for the Mughal throne remained an en-
during feature of this period (1998: 276-277). This support persisted
as long as it aligned with the Rajputs’ sense of social identity, local
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customs, symbols, and myths. Jan Kavi’s focus on social and po-
litical values, derived from Rajput traditions, translated effectively
into local customs and bonds, as exemplified in his kathds through the
pradhan’s unwavering service to the emperor.

The pradhan in Nains?’s chronicle

The fact that Jan Kavi derived the pradhan ideal from the Rajput
milieu while adapting it to the Mughal context becomes evident when
we compare it with Murhhata Nainsi’s 17"-century Rajasthani chron-
icle. A closer look at Nainst’s chronicle, the khyat, reveals that the
pradhan status was an aspirational goal in the Rajputs’ rise to power
across various principalities during the pre-Mughal and Mughal peri-
ods. The Rajput world was rife with internal disputes over power, often
involving brothers, relatives, and chiefs. Despite this, Nains1’s chron-
icle highlights the “great tradition” of the Rajputs, offering a detailed
account of their lineage, valour, and the socio-political structures that
shaped their identity.

In Nainst’s writings, a Rajput lord of any principality is referred to
as dhant or thakur, both meaning ‘lord,” or sometimes as badau rajpit,
or a Rajput of high status.”® The endorsement of a thakur’s power—
his right to rule—was determined collectively by the Rajput chief-
tains. Largely based on primogeniture, a thakur was regarded as first
among equals. Wise and powerful close relatives of the thakur, often
younger brothers, chieftains, or warriors with marital ties to the fam-
ily, were appointed as pradhans in the Rajput hierarchy. The position
of pradhan was one of honour and trust. A pradhan served as the chief
diplomat, a knower of traditions, an army chief, and the caretaker of
the polity in the thakur’s absence. Nainst provides several examples
of pradhans fulfilling these roles.

An example of the role of pradhans in the decision-making pro-
cess, as recorded in NainsT’s chronicle, is the creation of the two

¥ Nainst (1984 [1960]: 18) provides a description of Rana Sanga.
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principalities of Diigarpur and Barhsvara. This division was achieved
by carving out Barhsvara from Diigarpur in the early 16" century.
The two principalities are located at the southern tip of the modern-day
Rajasthan, sharing borders with Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat. Raval
Udai Singh, a ruler (1497—-1527) from the patrilineal line of the Me-
war (Udaipur) kings, governed this region. A contemporary of Rana
Sanga (r. 1508-1528), raval Udai Singh fought alongside him against
the Mughal emperor Babur in the Battle of Khanva (1527).

After raval Udai Singh’s death, his two sons vied for power. The
elder son, Prithviraj (r. 1527—1549), ruling from Digarpur, faced re-
bellion, and his land was plundered by treacherous chiefs who aligned
themselves with his younger brother, Jagmal (r. 1527-1544; Hooja
2006: 475-478). Nains1’s chronicle records how Prithviraj’s disloyal
chiefs negotiated their alignment with Jagmal through their pradhans:

These two men [Chauhan Mero and Parbat] went to the hills and set up
a base two mile away from Jagmal. They sent the wise pradhans of the
house to Jagmal, having instructed them to say, “Your good day has ar-
rived. If you desire land, come see us soon.” The pradhans conveyed this
message to Jagmal. However, Jagmal replied, “I don’t trust these thakurs.”
He then sent his own pradhans along with them, and together they re-
turned to Chauhan Mero and Parbat. There, they swore oaths and made
firm promises. After this, the pradhans brought the thakurs to Jagmal.*

In the passage above, the pradhans of Prithviraj’s rebellious chiefs are
portrayed as trusted intermediaries sent to Jagmal to forge an alliance
against Prithviraj. The status of rebellious chieftains is being elevated
with the use of the aspirational title of thakur. Aligning with Jagmal
enabled these chiefs to gather more warriors and plunder Prithvira;j’s
territories. Following his defeat, Prithviraj turned to his own pradhans,
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admitting that he had failed to heed their earlier advice on managing
the disloyal chieftains more effectively. Now, he seeks their assistance
in resolving the conflict with his brother, Jagmal:

Then Prithviraj spoke to the pradhans, “Whatever has happened is in the
past now. Without taking your counsel, I acted, and I am facing the dire
consequences of it. Now, whatever you consider good, do it. [ am unable
to keep control of the land.” After this, Prithviraj’s pradhans, having con-
sulted among themselves and taking his word of promise, went to Jagmal,
Mero, and Parbat.?’

In the meeting, the division of Diigarpur into two parts was proposed,
and Prithviraj accepted the proposal. This is how the Barhsvara tract,
the land on the east side of the Mahi River, was created and given to
Jagmal. Jagmal, who had previously been a cakar (‘military retainer or
servant’)? of his elder brother and had rebelled for power by gathering
support from chieftains, became a thakur (raval) himself. Later, both
Diigarpur and Barsvara aligned with the Mughals during Akbar’s reign.

The pradhan status itself, exemplifying a continuum from a chief-
tain to thakur or dhant, is best illustrated by another account from
Nainsi. This account concerns r@val Mallinath in the 14™ century.
Mallinath belongs to the patrilineal line of the Rathor Rajputs, who
rose to dominance in much of western Rajasthan, with Marwar (Jodh-
pur) as their chief holding. Mallinath, also known as Maloji, rose from
being a chieftain holding a single village in jagir to becoming the
pradhan of his uncle Kanharde and eventually the raval/ of Maheva in
Barmer, with the support of Delhi’s Sultan, possibly Muhammad Bin
Tughlaq (Bhat1 2001: 17-21; Jasol 2004: 3-10):

Malo [Mallinath] served Kanharde diligently, earning his trust. Recog-
nizing Malo’s wit, Kanharde promoted him to the position of pradhan.
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However, other noblemen sarcastically remarked, “The thakur who has
made his brother the pradhan is destined to see his rule come to an end.””’

The account highlights the fragility of Rajput sovereignty when land
was distributed among brothers (bhai bat). The uncle, who made his
nephew a pradhan, inadvertently empowered a contender to his author-
ity. The noblemen, possibly vying for the same position, sarcastically
criticized the precariousness of the situation. Their concerns were jus-
tified, as Mallinath and his uncle were fighting against the Sultan of
Delhi. Mallinath ultimately betrayed his uncle, aligning himself with
the Sultan of Delhi—a shift NainsT describes as sam dharmi (‘loyalty”’)
to the Delhi’s sultan in this case (Nainst 2003: 283). As a result, Kan-
harde’s rule ended, and Mallinath rose to power in Maheva, earning
the title of raval from the Sultan of Delhi.

Both examples from Nains1’s chronicles illustrate that the ideals of
loyalty, the distribution of land among brothers, and the sovereignty
of thakurs were contested and challenged by competing power con-
tenders in the Rajput world. The title of pradhan was an administra-
tive designation for a role that individuals within the power structure
assumed. This position was expected to embody certain ideals that
upheld the broader framework of governance. Jan Kavi adopts the
concept of the pradhan—thakur dynamic from the Rajput world and
juxtaposes it with the larger Mughal-Rajput context, portraying these
ideals through the characters of the pradhan within an emperor-
-pradhan model.

The fraught world of Rajput chieftaincy in Nainst’s chronicles is
idealised in Jan Kavi’s kathas. The framing of the emperor-pradhan
archetype in Jan Kavi’s work is clearly rooted in his direct experience
of the Mughal-Rajput imperial formation, in which his Kyamkhani
family excelled. This is best illustrated in Puhap varisa composed as
a commemorative tale marking Shah Jahan’s accession to the Mughal
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throne. The work celebrates Daulat Khan II, the Kyamkhant nawab
of Fatehpur at the time, who was a Mughal mansabdar and giledar
(‘fort commander’) of Kangra Fort in the Himalayas. Daulat Khan II
was Jan Kavi’s elder brother.

Persianate kings and the Rajput code of family honour

Juxtaposing the ideal emperor-pradhan model with the contemporary
Mughal-Rajput one, Jan Kavi repeatedly returned to the earlier, more
historically grounded emperor-pradhan model in his kathas, includ-
ing the one discussed here, which is based on the Sassanid emper-
or Ardashir I. Translating from Ferdowsi’s Shahnama (The Book of
Kings), Jan Kavi narrates the embeded story of Emperor Ardashir as
Katha ardesar patisah ki in 1633. Ardashir I, who lived in the early
3" century CE, is recognized as the founder of the Sassanid Empire
(224-651 cE), the last major Iranian empire before the 7%-century
Arab-Islamic conquest of the region. Ardashir’s reign is elaborate-
ly described in the Shahnama's section on historical kings. In his
English translation of the Sha@hnama, Dick Davis notes that in the
poem “Ardeshir is presented as a vigorous reformer who rewrites his
country’s legal code, energetically puts down internal dissension, and
secures the country’s borders against invasion” (Ferdowsi 2006: xxix).
For Ferdowsi, Ardashir’s rule symbolizes justice and kingly nobility,
upheld through courtly etiquette. Jan Kavi (2005: 218), who claims
to have read about Emperor Ardashir in books (jaist bidhi grantha-
na padht), presents his tale as a translation where the main storyline
remains intact. However, as demonstrated below, by resorting to spe-
cific word choices in his translation, Jan Kavi’s iteration of the tale
resonates deeply with Rajput social practices and honour codes.

In a previous section of this essay, we have discussed a verse where
Jan Kavi praises the Shahnama and Mahmud of Ghazni in one of his
tales. This shows his high regard for the Persian text, which presented
itself possibly as a model for Jan Kavi. And since there is no known
vernacular precedent for the tale of Ardashir before that of Jan Kavi,
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this indicates his strong familiarity with the Persian Shahnama, which
likely served as his source. In this “indexical” translation—borrowing
A K. Ramanujan’s term—the characters, storyline, and events closely
resemble those of the Persian text, but the discourses and specific
words allude to a Rajput social context (1991: 45). In other words,
with Jan Kavi’s Katha ardesar pdatisah ki, a literary bridge is con-
structed in which a Persian royal household is portrayed as adhering
to Rajput norms. Conversely, Rajput ideals are projected onto Persian
history and universalized through Jan Kavi’s narrative. The tale un-
folds as follows:

Framed by a spiritual invocation, the tale recounts how Emperor Ardashir
triumphs over rivals, but is betrayed by his queen—Ardavan’s daughter—
who attempts to poison him at her brother Bahman’s behest. Divine inter-
vention (dai carit) foils the plot, and the queen is condemned, though she
secretly bears Ardashir’s child. A loyal minister (pradhan), torn between
duty and morality, hides the queen, castrates himself to prove chastity, and
raises the boy in secret. Years later, the gifted son, Shapur, is revealed to
the grieving, childless Ardashir during a polo game (caughan). Reunited,
Ardashir honours both mother and minister, securing his legacy and un-
derscoring the profound bond between ruler and the minister. Jan Kavi
concludes the tale describing them as two bodies but one soul. He notes
that this tale was composed in 1633. (Kavi 2005: 215-234)

In retelling the story in Braj Bhasha, Jan Kavi infuses the narrative with
Rajput familial, social, and personal honour codes. The first among
these involves resolving a familial feud (vair) through vengeance for
the father’s murder, a foundational principle of Rajput honour.?® In this
distinct intervention, Jan Kavi transforms the Persian original’s theme
of avenging the brothers’ plight into a pursuit rooted in filial duty. The
Shahnama version depicts Bahman (Ardavan’s eldest son) instructing
his sister to act as a “brave queen of Persia” by killing her husband, the

2 Turek (2024: 244-246) recently explored vair as “blood feud,” among other
keywords of the Rajput world, to understand this socio-political practice and its
cultural background, as well as behavioural patterns among the community.
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king, to avenge the imprisonment of her two brothers and the suffering
of two others (Ferdowsi 2006: 554-555). However, Jan Kavi reframes
this as an act of vair motivated by the loss of their father.

No one can truly bond with the one who has killed their father.

(...) If you avenge your father's murder, the entire world will praise you.
“While his sons failed to resolve the feud, his daughter accomplished it
with strength and determination.”

This act will be remembered for eternity—that a daughter avenged her
father's death.”

The question may arise that those bound by marital ties could also
avenge family feuds, as warring clans become saga or ginayat (‘rela-
tives by marriage’) tied in marriage bond, as Ardashir is already married
to the warring Ardavan’s daughter.*® Jan Kavi, however, argues that this
marriage is not valid because it was not willingly offered by the daugh-
ter’s parents or her brothers. What Ardashir did in marrying Ardavan’s
daughter was an act of his own will or brute force, a theme that is
condemned in other tales, such as Jayasi’s Padmavat. Jan Kavi notes:

Your mother, father, and brother did not give you away, and you did not
marry by your own choice.

A marriage entered into under duress is not valid.

Those coerced say nothing outwardly, but they harbour deep anger within
themselves.*!
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Rajpurohit (2022: 384) discusses how an early 19"-century text, which the-
orizes Rajasthani poetics on the principle of “settling the feud,” employs the
question-answer style.
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Upon Ardashir’s order to execute his wife, the second concept
introduced by Jan Kavi is that of svami dharma. This underscores
the pradhan’s duty to protect the emperor’s offspring and ensure the
survival of his lineage. The Shdhnama portrays the priest-vizier rais-
ing a moral argument about justice, asserting that it would be unjust
to kill the queen and her unborn child, especially since Ardashir
has no heir. This frames the conflict as a choice between impulsive
decisions and prudence.

Jan Kavi, in contrast, focuses on the pradhan’s unwavering loyalty
(laun halali)** presenting the protection of the emperor’s offspring as
the minister’s highest duty. Jan Kavi deepens the moral dilemma by
emphasizing its spiritual implications: taking the life of the emperor’s
child would condemn the minister in both this life and the afterlife. In
Jan Kavi’s narrative, loyalty transcends duty to become an act of ulti-
mate devotion, offering salvation greater than even the harshest pen-
ance could achieve.

The one who kills their lord's children is bound to go to hell.

Who would not love the children of the one who provides for you?

If you fail to show love for your lord, including his children, you will
surely enter hell.

Even the world does not speak well of such a person; both in this life and
the hereafter, they remain infamous, their reputation tarnished.

If one does not remain loyal to the person who has sustained them, no sal-
vation can be achieved, no matter how severe the penance.?

Loyalty to the overlord is expressed through this term, where laun halalt (‘true
to the salt’) signifies the legal and moral bond between the servant and the
lord. Eating someone’s salt (laun) signifies dependence on their patronage, and
being true to such a means of support is expressed by the term laun halalr in
this context.
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The third aspect introduced by Jan Kavi is that of family and hon-
our. The depiction of the queen being kept in the pradhan’s home,
raises issues of impropriety both due to the queen’s pregnancy and
the pradhan’s lower socio-political status in relation to her and the
emperor. This context explains Jan Kavi’s espousing of the dramatic
act in which the pradhan presents, in a coconut, his severed genitals
to the emperor. In Rajput society, offering a coconut during an engage-
ment ceremony symbolizes a marriage alliance, positioning the giver,
in relation to the daughter, as lower in status because they are sur-
rendering the upholder of family honour to someone higher in status.
By presenting the coconut to the emperor, the pradhan symbolically
reframes his action as one of honour and loyalty. In the story, since
the pradhan must keep the queen in his home, he chooses to render
himself impotent to preserve his integrity.

The world may call me impotent, but I will still protect the emperor's
house.

Taking the coconut, he went and stood before the emperor.

(...) Ardashir took the coconut, kept it safe, and also inscribed the date
and time on it that very day.>

In the context of Rajput state formation in the 15" and 16™ centuries,
where kinship played a significant role in sharing power within the
state, higher status could also be granted outside the kinship network
to chiefs who rendered extraordinary service, such as serving in the
military (Sreenivasan 2014b: 54—57). In this regard, the fourth aspect
of the Rajput social and political world introduced by Jan Kavi in this
tale is the elevation of the pradhan’s position. This elevation serves
as a reward for his exceptional sacrifice and unwavering loyalty to
the emperor.

A g éTaja% | IferaTE § =R R |

AIHH S ad T | TIerTE fev1 31t ¥l 1|

SNEER & W TEHE | a1 o1 1 oy am fosamat 11 (ibid.: 228-229).




Loyalty, Kinship and Honour: The Tales of Poet Jan in Mughal India 53

The emperor elevated him above all the ministers. He was granted what-
ever reward he desired.

No distinction remained between the emperor and the pradhan; they were
united in spirit, though in two bodies.?

In the Shahndama, the vizier names the boy—who is to be the next
Sassanid emperor after Ardashir—Shapur, whereas in Jan Kavi’s
tale, Ardashir himself names the boy after recognizing him as his son
among a group of boys playing polo. This detail aligns with Jan Kavi’s
warrior narrative Kyamkhan rasa, about his own ancestor, Kyam
Khan, who was named by the emperor rather than by a minister. In
Jan Kavi’s framework, receiving one’s name and identity directly from
the emperor signifies elevated status and greater honour. Jan Kavi
concludes by emphasizing the equal status of both figures, which is
the tale’s key message.

Conclusion

Possessing all the generic features of a typical katha circulating in
North India since at least the 14™ century, the various kathas of the
Kyamkhant poet Jan Kavi require close reading to understand how
they were composed keeping in mind the context of the Mughal and
Rajput imperial framework. The prologues of Jan Kavi’s tales reflect
the Mughal literary and political innovations, emphasizing the cen-
trality of chieftains as key pillars and agents of these innovations. Jan
Kavi was strategically positioned to craft such narratives, as he hailed
from a ruling family that served as local agents of the empire.

Jan Kavi’s corpus reveals the extensive influence of Persianate cul-
ture, reaching deeply into local centres that were embedded in Rajput
cultural milieu. Persianate traditions circulated locally not only in the
form of empirically valued texts like the Shahnama but also through
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qissas. However, Jan Kavi’s works demonstrate that these Persianate
themes resonated with him only insofar as they were adapted into lo-
cal symbols and myths.

While the ruling family’s service to the Mughals paralleled the em-
peror-pradhan (emperor-chief) model historically, Jan Kavi’s kathdas
transformed this framework into an archetypal narrative of an enlight-
ened emperor and a loyal chief. The generic features of kathas are ar-
ticulated through the emperor and chief’s shared quest for love. The
Rajasthani chronicle of Murhhata Nainst provides examples of the
rise of Rajput monarchy in relation to the Mughals as well as local-
ized political formations. Jan Kavi’s kathdas reflect a socio-political
world similar to that presented in Nains1’s chronicle. However, Jan
Kavi projects this world onto the Mughal-Rajput framework, giving
it a broader resonance—a universal, so to speak—expressed in Braj
Bhasha, a language whose geographical contours were increasingly
expanding during Jan Kavi’s time.

Jan Kavi’s tales retain all the generic features of the earlier katha
traditions but expand the genre to include themes not typically found in
such narratives. These new themes include: stories centred on women
who are honoured for their chastity, with the state punishing those who
violate it; characters such as Baltiqiya, known in Islamic tradition as
a figure who embarked on a quest in search of the Prophet Muham-
mad; and panegyrics dedicated to Mughal noblemen, reflecting the
theme of praising nobility itself.

Additionally, Jan Kavi’s works feature elements that showcase the
expanding Mughal geography, territorial reach, and associated fig-
ures. However, his most innovative contribution lies in situating the
kathds within a specific social context. This context deeply resonates
with the Rajput world, particularly themes of cross-clan Rajput alli-
ances, questions of loyalty, family, and self-honour, which reflect the
contemporary processes of Rajputization.
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