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9.0    OBJECTIVES
The present Unit deals with the bhakti and sufi hagiographical traditions. After
reading the Unit, you will be able to identify and understand the following:

what is hagiography?
knowledge of the hagiographic literature,
importance of hagiographies as a source of history,
sufi hagiographical narratives,
what are tazkirat and malfuzat?
differentiate between vaishnava and sant hagiographies,
historical value of bhakti hagiographies,
historical value of bhakti poetry,
use of sufi folk literature as a source of history, and
the historical value of sufi romantic narratives.

* Prof. R.P. Bahuguna, Department of History and Culture, Jamia Milia Islamia, New Delhi
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Hagiographies are writings devoted to recording and glorifying the lives of holy
exemplars such as saints, devotees, and martyrs. It may be said that hagiography is a
biographical narrative that uncritically eulogises its subject and uses embellishments.
The description of miraculous events and the portrayal of religious heroes as charismatic
figures are essential features of hagiographic literature. A large quantity of literature
on the exemplary lives of the sufi saints, vaishnava devotees, and sants was produced
in various languages and genres between the 14th and the 18th centuries. A sufi
hagiographic text is called tazkira (pl. tazkirat). Tazkirat are collections of biographical
accounts or sketches of sufi saints compiled from written and oral traditions. A
hagiographical text that contains the biographical narratives or sketches or mere notices
of the vaisnava devotees and sants is known variously as bhaktamal or bhagatmal
(‘garland of devotees’), parachai or parachi (biography of a sant), varta (story or
account), charita (biographical narrative) or lila (play, drama). The narratives of the
life of Guru Nanak are found in the janam-sakhi (‘birth-testimony’) literature. The
sufi hagiographies were primarily written in prose and the Persian language, while
most bhakti hagiographies were composed in verse in different vernacular languages.
The varta texts of the Pushtimargi vaishnava devotees were written in prose in the
Braj language.

The Mughal period, in particular, was the golden age of the production of bhakti and
sufi hagiographies in northern India. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the
vibrant religious culture was characterised by the efflorescence of many religious
fraternities, communities, and saint-cults. The followers of the sants, sufis, nathpanthis,
shaktas, and vaishnavas interacted with each other in a relationship based on
competition, mutual appropriations, and negotiations. The new bhakti-based
communities and sufi saint-cults spread far and wide in different parts of Mughal
India and developed political connections with the contemporary rulers and chiefs.
These developments accompanied a phenomenal increase in the posthumous popularity
of the great vaishnava preachers, sufi saints, and sants. This, in turn, led to the growing
demand for more information about the lives and deeds of the great bhakti and sufi
exemplars of the past, such as Shaikh Moinuddin Chishti, Shaikh Farid-ud-din Masud
Ganj-i Shakar, Shaikh Nizamuddin Auliya, Namdev, Kabir, Raidas, Guru Nanak, Dadu,
Ramanand, Vallabhacharya, Chaitanya, Mira, Surdas, Tulsidas, etc. Consequently, the
followers of the new religious orders began to produce the narratives of the great
spiritual masters of the past in the form of sufi tazkirat, apocryphal malfuzat,
bhaktamals, janam-sakhis, samvads, parachais, and goshthis.  In filling up the vast
gaps in the biographical accounts of the lives of these pious figures, the main objective
of the storytellers or the hagiographers was to earn religious merit. But in the process
of doing so, they emerged as the ‘official historians’ of their respective orders, sects,
and communities. These biographies served the ideological and sectarian needs of
these groups. The hagiographies also played an essential role in their identity formation
in a milieu suffused with diverse interactions among many religious communities.
Hagiographical narratives express the beliefs held by a community or group and reveal
the socio-cultural milieu in which the legendary accounts were composed or written.
This is a characteristic feature of both sufi and bhakti hagiographies. There is an
emphasis on the ability of sufi shaikhs and the bhakti preachers to win in theological
debates. These texts reveal multiple processes of encounters, negotiations, and frequent
boundary-crossings among the sufi followers and sant-followers. They also reflect
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rivalries and reconciliations among the sants, sufis, nathpanthis, vaishnavas, and shaktas.

As time passed, the legendary accretions to the historical facts about the sufi shaikhs
and bhakti teachers grew. Later hagiographical works contain more details and
information of legendry nature than the earliest ones. Two prominent examples of
this hagiographic process are the growth of the legendary personalities of Shaikh
Muinuddin Chishti and Kabir.

9.2 HAGIOGRAPHIC LITERATURE AS SOURCE OF
HISTORY: PROBLEMS AND POSSIBILITIES

Some scholars have dismissed the hagiographic narratives as fanciful miracle-
mongering with little historical value. These materials have also been regarded as
part of sectarian propaganda. Other scholars have observed that the miracle stories
conform to certain archetypes of the behavior of holy exemplars and ideal devotees
in Islamic culture, Puranas, and nathpanthi lore. Then there are those scholars
who have attempted to retrieve the ‘kernel of truth’ from which the miracle stories
grew. The sectarian writers who owe allegiance to one or the other modern religious
establishments that have grown out of the medieval sufi orders, vaishnava
sampradayas, and santic panths have tended to present more rationalised versions
of the legendary accounts.

Indeed, historians cannot accept miraculous happenings and fantasies as historical
and authentic facts. The hagiographic accounts of the sufis, vaishnava bhaktas, and
sants were usually written many decades and even centuries after their death. Although
legend-making is an integral part of all hagiography, the magnitude of legends about
the sufi and bhakti leaders increased with time. They became even more mythical in
scope and character. Thus, the later sufi hagiographers represent the great sufi shaikhs
of the early period, particularly Shaikh Moinuddin Chishti, as zealous missionaries
and evangelists who converted many non-Muslims to Islam through their supernatural
powers. Similarly, the sagar genre of literature in the eighteenth century Kabirpanthi
hagiography began to portray Kabir as a mythological figure in the Puranic style. In
the light of such accretions and fabrications, hagiography cannot be considered a safe
guide or reliable source if the purpose is to construct the historical biography of the
saint or devotee. The time lag between their lives and the dates of the compilation of
their hagiographies must be considered by modern historians while seeking to use
these materials to reconstruct the reliable historical biographies of the saints. Reliable
external sources must corroborate information contained in the hagiographic accounts.
If the external evidence contradicts the hagiographic statement, credence must be
given to the former.

However, just because the hagiographic texts contain fictional narratives and
miracle stories, it would be incorrect to assume that their value as historical sources
is negligible.  At the most basic level, the sufi and bhakti hagiographies set standards
for the distinct styles of the art of storytelling. But beyond this, they are of great
value to the historians for the information they furnish on the history of the period
during which they were written, transmitted, and circulated. Historians have also
tended to attempt the historical reconstruction of the lives of religious figures like
Shaikh Muinuddin Chishti, Kabir, and Guru Nanak by critically examining the
hagiographic texts and separating historical facts from legendary accounts. More
importantly, as we shall see in the following sections on ‘The Historical Value of
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Sufi Hagiographies’ and ‘The Historical Value of Bhakti Hagiographies’, there
are many creative ways in which sufi and bhakti hagiographies can be used fruitfully
as sources for studying the cultural history of India during the period between the
fourteenth and eighteenth centuries. But before we do this exercise, we must be
familiar with various sufi and bhakti hagiographic traditions.

Check Your Progress-1

1) Define the term ‘hagiography’ and bring out the salient features of
hagiographic literature.
.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

2) What are the problems and possibilities in using hagiographies as a source of
history?
.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

9.3   SUFI HAGIOGRAPHIC NARRATIVES
Tazkirat written during the period constitute the most important part of the sufi
hagiographies. Two other kinds of textual narratives may also be included in the
category of sufi hagiographic narratives. The first of them consists of anecdotes in
the authentic malfuz literature, and the second is the fabricated malfuzat.

9.3.1 Tazkirat

The textual sources for the study of sufis and sufism in the Sultanate and Mughal
periods include mystical treatises and poetical works, malfuzat (sayings or
discourses of the sufi saints), maktubat (letters written by the sufis), and the Indo-
Persian chronicles and tazkirat (biographies or biographical dictionaries of the
sufi saints). The tazkirat are the major primary source for the study of the lives of
sufi saints in India. Some of the important tazkirat written during the period are
Amir Khurd’s Siyar-ul Auliya (1388), Jamali’s Siyar-ul Arifin (1536), Abdul Haqq
Muhaddis Dehlawi’s Akhbar- ul Akhyar (1618), Dara Shukoh’s Safinat-ul Auliya
(1640) and Sakinat-ul Auliya (1640-42), and Abdul Rahman Chishti’s Mirat-ul
Asrar (1654).

Siyar-ul Auliya (Lives of the Saints): This is the first important tazkira written
during the Sultanate period. This work was written around 1388 by Amir Khurd.
He had become a disciple of Shaikh Nizamuddin Auliya in his childhood. The
work is a history of the Chishti silsila in India. Since Amir Khurd had a long
association with the Chishtis and their past, his work carries a certain degree of
credibility and reliability. It is of indispensable value for studying the early history
of the Chishti order in India. Despite its great value as a source of information, it
should be borne in mind that the work contains legendary elements and is
hagiographic in nature.  The brief mention of Moinuddin Chishti in Siyar-ul Auliya,
the saint who established the order in India, draws upon the details provided by
the fabricated malfuzat. The beginning of legend-making about the life of Shaikh
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Nizamuddin Aulia may also be traced back to this work.

Siyar-ul Arifin (Lives of the Gnostics): This work was written by Jamali around
1536. The author was a Suhrawardi sufi but his work includes the accounts of thirteen
major saints of the Chishti and Suhrawardi silsilahs. It also contains information on
other sufi orders. For instance, Siyar-ul Arifin informs us that the sufis of the
Qalandariya order shaved off their heads, eyebrows, beards and mustaches. The
authorities quoted by Jamali are Fawaid-ul Fuad, Khair-ul Majalis, and Siyar-ul
Auliya. He does not mention any written source of the Suhrawardi order but draws
upon the oral traditions of this order. In this work, we get the first detailed account of
the life of Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti. This work does not use the fabricated malfuzat
but includes legendary materials about the life of Shaikh Muinuddin Chishti.

Akhbar-ul Akhyar (Tales of the Great Ones): This work was written by Abdul
Haqq Muhaddis Dehlawi (1551-1642). It is one of the most authentic and oft-cited
tazkirat of the Mughal period. It is a sizeable biographical compendium and is
considered a fine example of a sufi biographical collection and a reliable source of
information on the Indian sufis. It is a non-Chishti account as the author was connected
with the Qadiri silsilah. The work gives an account of over two hundred and sixty
sufi saints belonging to Chishti, Suhrawardi, Firdausi, Shattari, Qalandari and Qadiri
orders. An appendix also contains the description of fourteen pious Indian women.
Abdul Haqq took great care in collecting information and examining his evidence.
But the work is not devoid of hagiographic elements and legendary materials. Thus,
like Amir Khurd’s Siyar-ul Auliya, this work also cites the apocryphal Dalil-ul Arifin.
Interestingly, this work also refers to an early sixteenth-century image of Kabir, the
most famous early Sant, as a muwahhid or monotheist who was independent of both
Hindu religion and Islam. That Kabir had acquired fame in his lifetime is clear from
the comment of Abdul Haqq Muhaddis Dehlawi that his grandfather (who died
around 1523 and who might have been Kabir’s contemporary) told his father that
Kabir was neither a Hindu nor a Muslim but a monotheist (muwahhid). The testimony
also informs us that by the time of the death of Abdul Haqq’s grandfather, Kabir’s
verses had become popular among the people.

Safinat-ul Auliya (The Ship of Saints) and Sakinat-ul Auliya (The Peace of the
Saints): These hagiographies were written by Prince Dara Shukoh. Safinat-ul Auliya
was written in 1640 and is a large biographical work on the sufi saints. Dara Shukoh
includes the account of the lives of some four hundred sufis in this work. Safinat-ul
Auliya is an important hagiographic text because it provides insights into Dara’s religious
and intellectual thought. From the perspective of the political history of the period, the
importance of this work lies in the fact that it clearly indicates, in contradiction to
certain modern political interpretations, Dara’s reverential attitude towards Shaikh
Ahmad Sirhindi. The other hagiographical work, Sakinat-ul Auliya, was written
between1640 and 1642. It is a biography of Miyan Mir, Dara’s spiritual master and the
famous sufi saint of the Qadiri order, and his disciples.

Mirat-ul Asrar: Mirat-ul Asrar (completed in 1654) is a large biographical
compendium of sufi saints written by Abdul Rahman Chishti, a Chishti sufi from
Awadh. He also authored many other hagiographies including Mirat-i Madariya
and Mirat-i  Masudi. Mirat-ul Asrar covers the one-thousand-year history of sufism
from the time of Prophet Muhammad to the date of its completion in 1654. The
work is divided into twenty-three chapters and the first few chapters are concerned
with great non-Indian sufis of the early period. In this part of the book, the author
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also gives information about the origins and sources of the Chishti order.  The
focus in the later chapters shifts to Indian sufis though some prominent non-Indian
sufis are also mentioned. While giving the account of the Indian sufis, Abdul
Rahman Chishti clearly devotes more space to the Chishti saints. The history of
sufism in India is viewed by Abdul Rahman Chishti primarily within the framework
of the dominant position of the Chishti silsilah.  In Abdul Rahman Chishti’s creative
historical imagination, each of the Chishti shaikhs of India from Muinuddin Chishti
onwards was seen as playing the role of qutb or axis for all the Indian and non-
Indian sufis of his generation. In this perspective, the Chishti order and its shaikhs
in India became the pivot around which the history of sufism revolved. Thus, as
Muzaffar Alam has observed, Mirat-ul Asrar ‘reads like a definitive statement of
the legitimacy of Chishti ideology and practice, including the doctrines of wahdat
al-wujud (unity of being) and sama (music)’ (Alam 1921: 96).

Apart from providing detailed information on sufis, Mirat-ul Asrar also contains a
hagiographic narrative on Kabir’s spiritual quest. Abdul Rahman Chishti’s account
describes the stages of spiritual development experienced by Kabir. While Akhbar-ul
Akhyar refers to the early sixteenth-century image of Kabir as a muwahhid, in
Mirat-ul Asrar, the famous sant emerges as a sufi of the Firdausiya silsilah after
travelling through various spiritual paths. The biographical representation of Kabir
in the Mirat-ul Asrar also gives a vivid picture of fluid religious identities and
changing spiritual affiliations of a non-Brahmanical, lower-class weaver-sant like
Kabir. The passage on Kabir in this hagiographic text may be cited here:

Makhdum Shaikh Bhikh who lies buried at Bilahri, four kos from Awadh, was a
leading disciple of Shaikh Jamal Gujar… One of the eminent khalifas of Makhdum
Shaikh Bhikh was Kabir malamati. At the beginning of his mystic career, Kabir
was a disciple of Shaikh Taqi bin Shaikh Ramazan Ha’ik (a weaver) Suhrawardi.
Shaikh Taqi’s grave is in Jhusi near Allahabad. Later Kabir malamati became a
disciple of Ramanand Bairagi and did hard ascetic exercises. The predominance
of Tawhid in his mystic perception caused him to ignore the externalists (‘ulama’),
and he began to express mystic thoughts without any inhibition. The externalists
condemned him as having turned into an infidel, but gnostics and experts in esoteric
knowledge considered him a frank muwahhid. He lived like malamatiyya ecstatics.
Finally he obtained the Firdausiya khirqa from Shaikh Bhikh and found spiritual
comfort in sulh-i kul (universal concord). His tomb at Maghar in Gorakhpur is
visited by a large number of people.

S.A.A. Rizvi, History of Sufism in India, Vol. II, Delhi: Munshiram
Manoharlal, 2002, p. 412

9.3.2 Anecdotes in the Malfuz Literature

Malfuzat (plural of malfuz) are oral discourses of sufi saints recorded in written
texts by their followers. They contain the teachings of the sufi saints. Fawaid-ul
Fuwad (Morals for the Heart) is the earliest and perhaps the most important
collection of the malfuzat written during the medieval period. This work contains
the conversations and sayings of Shaikh Nizamuddin Auliya (1242-1325), the
most famous sufi saint of the Sultanate period. It was written in Persian by his
disciple, Amir Hasan Sijzi.  Fawaid-ul Fuwad became the model for later malfuzat
that came to be written from the middle of the fourteenth century. Khair-ul Majalis
are the malfuzat of Shaikh Nasiridddin Chiragh-Dilli compiled by Hamid Qalandar.
Much of the malfuz literature cannot be regarded as hagiography because the written
version of the malfuzat was usually edited and approved by the concerned sufi
shaikh. It constituted an authentic account of his views on various social and
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religious issues. But the malfuzat usually contains anecdotes used by the sufi
shaikhs to substantiate their views and arguments. Therefore, these anecdotes are
hagiographic and have historical value like other sufi hagiographies.

9.3.3 Fabricated Malfuzat as Hagiographic Texts

Apocryphal or spurious malfuzat began to be compiled from the mid-fourteenth
century due to the increasing popularity of the Chishti sufi order and its shaikhs
and the profound influence of Fawaid-ul Fuwad.  The biographical references in
these spurious malfuzat may also be categorised as hagiography. The fabricated
malfuzat were not subject to internal or external checks and contained miraculous
stories about the sufi shaikhs. Two important works of fabricated malfuzat
containing fictional stories and anecdotes of miraculous happenings are Anis-ul
Arwah, alleged conversations of Shaikh Usman Harwani, the murshid (spiritual
master) of Shaikh Moinuddin Chishti, and Dalil-ul Arifin, conversations attributed
to Shaikh Moinuddin Chishti. Scholars have now established that the authenticity
of any malfuzat of any Chishti shaikh before Nizamuddin Auliya is highly doubtful.
Most likely, Anis-ul Arwah was written sometime between 1324 and 1355, and
Dalil-ul Arifin was compiled much later between 1355 and 1385. The apocryphal
collections of malfuzat thus began to appear quite early. They influenced the
narratives of the later tazkira writers who used the fictitious information contained
in them. As the fabricated malfuzat are chronologically flawed and fictitious, they
cannot be used as sources to enquire into the lives and ideas of the sufi saints.
However, the anecdotes in the apocryphal malfuzat are an important source for
gaining insights into the changing images of the saints and the perceptions of their
followers who fashioned and propagated these images. Thus, for example, in the
case of spurious malfuzat about Shaikh Moinuddin Chishti and the legends contained
in them, it may be said that they emerged and increased in the context of the growing
popularity and political influence of his cult and shrine in the later period.

9.3.4 The Historical Value of Sufi Hagiographies

As has been mentioned above, the tazkira literature contains legendary materials
about the lives of the sufi saints. Thus, for example, there are many miracle stories
in the tazkirat about the life of Shaikh Muinuddin Chishti. It must be borne in
mind that the earliest of these tazkirat was written at least 150 years after the
death of Shaikh Muinuddin Chishti. First tazkira to take note of Moinuddin Chishti
is Siyar al-Auliya, where he is briefly mentioned. Gradually there occurred the
growth of the legend of Shaikh Muinuddin Chishti in the subsequent hagiographies.
Modern scholars have rightly rejected the legendary accounts in the tazkirat as
authentic sources for the historical construction of the lives of Shaikh Muinuddin
Chishti and other sufi saints. However, the tazkirat, on the whole, provide a
considerable amount of authentic and useful information. The legendary component
of the tazkira literature is also of much historical significance as it is the task of
the historian to study the historical context in which the production and
dissemination of the legends occurred.

The sufi biographical materials shed light on sufi ideas and practices, sufi
understanding of the basic principles of Islam and their interpretation of Islam in
the Indian context, character, and personalities of the sufi shaikhs, relations between
the sufi masters and their disciples, contents of the certificates issued by the sufi
masters (murshids) to their pupils, norms of conduct for the disciples, popular
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beliefs and practices and the sufi attitudes towards them, sufi attitudes towards
the women, patriarchy, celibacy, and asceticism, and, finally, on relations between
the sufi saints and their donors.

The hagiographic anecdotes in the malfuz literature demonstrate how the sufis
adapted traditional stories from the Islamic past to depict contemporary situations
and substantiate their doctrinal positions. Thus, Shaikh Nizamuddin Auliya in
Fawaid-ul Fuwad and Shaikh Nasiruddin Chiragh Dehlwi in Khair-ul Majalis
tell the stories of the lives of the great sufi saints of the past to draw morals from
them and to influence their listeners.

The hagiographic narratives provide useful information about the activities and
character of the sufi shaikhs and dimensions of spiritual and material life in the
communities of disciples founded by them.

The hagiographic materials can be used to explore the relations, tensions, and
rivalries between the sufi orders and the non-Muslim religious groups, between
the sufis and the ulama, between different sufi silsilahs, and also between the
various branches of the same silsilah for establishing supremacy, authority, and
influence. The prestige of a sufi shaikh and his contests with his rivals are the
themes in many sufi anecdotes and hagiography. These tales reflect competition
for spiritual jurisdiction (wilayat). Thus, sufi saints are shown performing miracles
such as riding a tiger or a wall when their right to exercise spiritual authority in a
particular locality or region is challenged. There are many anecdotes in sufi
literature of religious interaction between the sufis and nathpanthi jogis. In some
of the encounters, the sufis are shown as overpowering the jogis in the performance
of miracles. The basic idea behind such anecdotes was to prove the superiority of
the sufi path over the path followed by the jogis.

The tazkirat and the anecdotes in the malfuzat also highlight the relations between
the sufi shaikhs and the rulers. A sufi shaikh claimed his spiritual influence over
his territorial wilayat, which was under the political and military control of a sultan
or king. As Simon Digby has pointed out, it was believed that the kingdom’s
power, prosperity, and longevity were linked to the spiritual protection provided
by the shaikh. Similarly, the decline and fall of the kingdom were considered the
result of the removal of such protection. There are stories of amicable relations,
consultations, and even conflict in the anecdotes given in the malfuzat and
hagiographic texts such as Siyar-ul Auliya of Amir Khurd. These stories reveal the
people’s belief in the sufi saint’s ability to exercise political influence and shape
the course of events.

Most of the sufi saints whose names and deeds are mentioned in the hagiographic
literature are male sufis. But women sufis are also frequently mentioned and their
spiritual achievements are celebrated. The description of the legendary episodes
in the life of Rabia Basri (d. 801), the famous early sufi woman saint, was a popular
theme in hagiographic narratives. For example, there is a legendary story in
Khair-ul Majalis about an exchange of ideas between Rabia and the leading male
sufis of the time in which the ascetic woman devotee established her intellectual
and spiritual supremacy over them. Another interesting example is the hagiographic
account of a living woman sufi saint, Bibi Jamal Khatun (d.1647), in  Dara Shukoh’s
Safinat-ul Auliya and Sakinat-ul Auliya. Bibi Jamal Khatoon was the sister of
Dara Shukoh’s spiritual master, Miyan Mir of the Qadiri silsilah, and the account
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was written during her lifetime. In his Sakinat-ul Auliya, Dara Shukoh calls Bibi
Jamal Khatoon ‘Rabia of her time’ and states that ‘many miracles and wonders
manifested from her and continue to do so’ (Ernst 2016: 4).

Comparison of the sufi hagiographies would also reveal the differences in the
ideological affiliations of the hagiographers. Thus, for instance, the representations
of the Qadiri silsilah and its sufis are quite dissimilar in the two early seventeenth-
century hagiographic accounts – Abdul Haqq Muhaddis Dehlawi’s Akhbar-ul Akhyar
and Dara Shukoh’s Sakinat-ul Auliya. Similarly, different authorial and editorial
strategies used by a hagiographer in his two different works, separated by time, may
reveal the changing perceptions of the hagiographer. This is evident from the way
Dara Shukoh deals with women sufi saints in his two hagiographical works. Whereas
in his larger biographical work, Safinat-ul Auliya, Dara relegated the biographies of
the women sufis to an appendix, he placed the biographical narrative of Bibi Jamal
Kahtoon, whom he held in high respect, immediately after the account of Miyan
Mir, his spiritual master, in his second work, Sakinat-ul Auliya.

Last but not the least, the existence of immense hagiographic literature on the
Indian sufis clearly demonstrates the popularity of the sufi saints and their cults. It
also shows that the tazkira authors and compilers regarded the writing and telling
of the lives of saints as acts of piety in themselves because they believed that the
deceased saints possessed extraordinary spiritual power (baraka) due to their
closeness to God. The belief in the charismatic powers of a sufi saint and his
ability to perform miracles (karamat) is clearly indicated by the hagiographies. It
is true that the sufi hagiographies have a didactic purpose and they seek to inculcate
ethical and moral values but a distinction must be made here between the tazkirat
and the malfuzat.  In contrast to the malfuzat which contain abstract ideas, the
stories in the tazkirat convey the message directly to the readers or listeners and
establish an intimate connection with them by depicting the spiritual powers of
the saints. It is, therefore, important to look upon the hagiographic materials not
merely as stories containing certain spiritual and moral lessons but also as active
forces that shaped popular beliefs in the power of the sufi saints to transform the
lives of the people.

Check Your Progress-2

1) Name a few genres of sufi hagiographies.
.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

2) Can the anecdotes in the malfuz literature be treated as part of sufi hagiographic
literature?
.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

3) In what ways can the fabricated malfuzat be used as historical sources?
.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................
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4) Critically examine the historical value of sufi hagiographies.
.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

9.4 BHAKTI HAGIOGRAPHICAL NARRATIVES
In the present Section, we will discuss the vaishnava and sant hagiographical
narratives and their historical value.

9.4.1 Vaishnava Hagiography

The beginning of the parachi (or parachai) tradition relating to medieval sants
may be traced to the compositions of Anantadas. He authored the hagiographies
of Kabir, Raidas, Namdev, Dhanna, and Pipa at the close of the sixteenth century.
Nabhadas’s Bhaktamal, written at the beginning of the seventeenth century,
represents another important landmark in the growth of this genre of literature.
The short biographical sketches of bhakti devotees mentioned in Nabhadas’s
Bhaktamal and the detailed narratives given in Anantadas’s Parachais became
quite popular in the following decades and centuries. These two works set the
benchmark for subsequent hagiographic compositions on the bhakti devotees.

Anantadas’s Parachais: Before the followers of the great sants of the fifteenth-
sixteenth centuries began to record the legendary accounts of their lives, vaishnava
hagiographers such as Anantadas and Nabhadas took the lead in narrating tales
about the sants.  The first non-vaishnava references to the legends about the great
sants are found in the banis (utterances) of sants who were the first-generation
disciples of Dadu (1544-1603).  But by the beginning of the seventeenth century,
two vaishnava hagiographers and followers of Ramanand, Anantadas, and
Nabhadas, had already produced the biographical narratives of Kabir, Raidas, and
some other sants of the early period. Of these two, Anantadas was exclusively
concerned with the parachais (biographies) of Kabir, Namdev, Pipa, Dhanna, and
Raidas. The language of the parachais is a combination of Braj and other western
Hindi dialects. The authorship of the parachais of all these sants has been attributed
to him. He most likely composed them in the closing decades of the sixteenth
century at the Ramanandi monastery of Raivasa in Rajasthan. Though a vaishnava
in his religious affiliation, Anantadas was deeply sympathetic to the lower-caste
sants, and his Parachais perhaps contain the oldest collections of sant-legends.

The episodes described by Anantadas in his Kabir Parachai are: Ramanand’s
acceptance of Kabir as his disciple, God bringing a bullock’s load of food to his
house, various encounters between him and the Brahmans, his attempts to rid
himself of increasing popularity by taking up the company of a prostitute and the
resultant encounter with the Brahmans and the local ruler, the continuing
Brahmanical hostility and Sultan Sikandar Lodi coming to the rescue of the
Brahmans and qazis, persecution of Kabir by Sikandar Lodi in various ways,
Kabir’s miraculous escapes and acceptance of his greatness by the Sultan, the
failure of the apsara to seduce Kabir in the face of his unwavering devotion to
God, and finally, God giving his darshan to Kabir.  Similarly, the episodes described
in the life of Raidas in  Raidas Parachai are: Raidas’s previous life as a Brahman,
his birth in the ‘low-caste’ leather-worker family, Ramanand making him his
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disciple, his refusal to accept the philosopher’s stone from God (Hari), his encounter
with the Brahmans at the royal court becoming a ‘political event’, his confrontation
with the Brahmans over the right to worship the salagram, his initiation of Jhali
Rani as his disciple leading to another confrontation with the Brahmans, his debate
with Kabir, his visit to Chittor and manifesting himself in many identical forms in
the feast, and finally his taking out the sacred golden thread from within and
showing it to the king, Brahmans and others.

Bhaktamal of Nabhadas: Nabhadas composed the Bhaktamal (‘The Garland of
Devotees’), a seminal work of vaishnava hagiography and a trend-setter for the
bhakti hagiographies of later period, was composed at the beginning of the
seventeenth century. Nabhadas and Anantadas are the first two vaishnava
hagiographers who describe the devotional deeds of Kabir and other great sants.
Nabhadas’s Bhaktamal is the first major narrative of Puranic and historical bhaktas
put together. Nabhadas was sympathetic to those devotees who had risen to fame
despite their humble background. Strictly speaking, Nabhadas’s Bhaktamal is not
a biographical work. Nor does it tell us many stories about the lives of the devotees.
It is an inventory of vaisnava devotees. He does refer to occasional episodes in the
lives of certain individual devotees. Still, such references are brief and assume a
certain degree of knowledge of events on the part of the listeners or readers.
Nabhadas glorifies the devotees more in terms of their ideas, values, and teachings
than events in their lives. In contrast to the parachais of Anantadas, there are no
references to the happenings, actual or imagined, in the lives of Kabir and Raidas.
References to the Puranic devotees are even shorter, and only names are mentioned.
But the range of bhaktas mentioned by him is extensive.

Bhaktirasabodhini Tika of Priyadas: Bhaktirasabodhini Tika was composed by
Priyadas in Brajbhasha at the beginning of the eighteenth century. The work was
influenced primarily by Nabhadas’s Bhaktamal, but Priyadas’s legendary details
about Kabir and other sants also drew upon the hagiographies of Anantadas.
Priyadas belonged to the Chaitanya sampradaya of Vrindavan but, like his two
predecessors, followed a catholic and liberal approach while narrating the lives of
sants. Priyadas insists that however great a bhakta may be in terms of his all-
around devotion, he must keep Nabhadas’s Bhaktamal in his heart to comprehend
the real nature of devotion. The historical importance of the Bhaktirasabodhini
Tika lies in its being an expansion of Nabhadas’s Bhaktamal. As Priyadas’s
commentary was composed more than a hundred years after the appearance of
Nabhadas’s work, Priyadas was able to incorporate the legends that grew in the
seventeenth century.

Varta Literature: The Chaurasi Vaishnavan Ki Varta (‘Accounts of Eighty-four
Vaishnavas’) and Do Sau Bavan Vaishnavan Ki Varta (‘Accounts of Two Hundred
and Fifty-two Vaishnavas’) are the two most important texts of Pushtimarg.  Along
with other vartas, they were written in the prose of the Braj dialect.  The Chaurasi
Vaishnavan Ki Varta contains stories of contain episodes in the lives of
eighty-four ideal followers of Vallabhacharya (1479-1531). Similarly, the Do Sau
Bavan Vaishnavan Ki Varta has as its subject contain episodes in the lives of two
hundred and fifty-two exemplary disciples of Vithalnath (1515-1564), the second
son and successor of Vallabhacharya. These two vartas illustrate the desirable
qualities of the followers of Pushtimarg.  According to the Pushti Margi tradition,
these vartas were composed in the form of oral anecdotes by Gokulnath (1551-
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1647), the fourth son of Vithalnath (and grandson of Vallabhacharya).  These
anecdotes were recorded in Braj prose by Hariray (1591-1716), a disciple of
Gokulnath.  At a later date, perhaps during the late seventeenth century, Hariray
gave final form to the two vartas and added his commentaries. Therefore, the
vartas should be regarded as the mid-or late seventeenth-century hagiographic
sources. According to Charlotte Vaudeville, these vartas should be viewed ‘as
some kind of dharma-kathas or dharma-gathas, such as are found in Buddhist
and Jaina literature.’

9.4.2 Sant Hagiographies

Dadu Janma Lila of Jan Gopal: Jan Gopal’s Dadu Janma Lila was written about
two decades after the death of Dadu in 1603.  The work, which is the first full-
fledged santic hagiographic account, underwent many interpolations later. Jan
Gopal was a disciple of Dadu – an insider who was closely associated with Dadu’s
movement. In this sense, his account may also be regarded as the first history of
medieval santism written by a sant himself. The ‘Sikri episode’– describing the
legendary encounter between Dadu and Akbar – has, in particular, attracted the
attention of scholars concerned with the relations between sants and rulers in
medieval times.

Dadupanthi Bhaktamals: Three important santic hagiographic works composed
by the followers of Dadupanth are the Bhaktamals of Jagga, Chain, and Raghodas.
The most important Bhaktamal in the sant tradition is that of Raghodas. Raghodas’s
Bhaktamal is modelled on the Bhaktamal of Nabhadas. Most likely, it was
composed either at the end of the seventeenth century or the beginning of the
eighteenth century. It deals with about twelve hundred sants. Many of them were
followers of Dadu and other great sants. The commentary by Chaturdas was written
around 1800 CE. Another important Bhaktamal in the Dadupanthi tradition is that
of Brahmadas.

Janam-sakhi Literature: The janam-sakhis are the hagiographic accounts of the
life of Guru Nanak. Many scholars have assessed the historical value of the janam-
sakhi literature in terms of its use for constructing the historical life of Guru Nanak.
But now, it has been observed that although the janam-sakhi legends cannot be
entirely rejected as sources for the historical life of Guru Nanak, their primary
value lies in offering us insights into the needs and aspirations of the early Sikh
community. The janam-sakhi hagiography includes many narratives of Guru
Nanak’s meetings with the sufis of the Punjab, including Shaikh Fariduddin Masud
Ganj-i Shakar. Since the dates of Shaikh Farid and Guru Nanak are separated by
more than two centuries, scholars have rightly rejected the possibility of any such
encounter. However, it does appear that Guru Nanak visited Multan and met the
lineage head (sajjadanashin) of Shaikh Farid’s shrine.

Kabirpanthi Hagiography: Sagar and Bodh Literature: Most Kabirpanthi
sectarian literature consists of various ‘sagars’ and ‘bodhs.’ Most were composed
in the early 19th century. However, Anuragsagar is believed to have been written
in the late eighteenth century. Anuragsagar is the earliest work written by the
Kabirpanthis of Chhattisgarh. The work soon acquired different forms, and many
interpolations have crept into it. The most important aspect of this work is that it
offers considerable information on early Kabirpanthi notions of cosmos and time.
It also mentions various incarnations of Kabir in previous Yugas.
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9.4.3 The Historical Value of Bhakti Hagiography

In the Section on ‘Hagiographical Literature as Source of History: Problems and
Possibilities’ of this Unit, we discussed the problems in using the bhakti and sufi
hagiographical materials as sources of history. In the case of bhakti hagiography,
we come across one specific problem while determining its historical value. The
vernacular bhakti hagiographic texts were composed in poetry except for the varta
literature of the Pushtimargi vaishnavas. It is generally assumed that the language
of prose is unambiguous and transparent and, therefore, it is a more effective way
of communication and expression. On the other hand, poetry is seen as playing
and experimenting with language. In contrast to the language of prose, its language
is seen as opaque, suggestive, and ambiguous. However, the use of poetry by the
bhakti hagiographers does not detract from the value of the poetic narratives. The
language of hagiographic poetry is direct and communicative. The hagiographers
directly addressed their listeners to influence them. It may also be pointed out that
poetics and politics are inseparable in both prose and poetical works. Whether
written in prose or poetry, every text has fictional and rhetorical dimensions.
Literary processes are cultural phenomena meant to guide the responses of the
readers and listeners. Therefore, from the viewpoint of getting an idea of the ways
of thinking of the storytellers and their listeners, these sources can be as crucial as
those written in prose.

As you have already read about santic bhakti and vaishnava bhakti in BHIC-107.
Kabir, Raidas, Dhanna, Sen, and many other non-Brahmanical sants believed in
nirgun bhakti (devotion to a formless, non-incarnate God). Guru Nanak was also a
proponent of nirgun bhakti. On the other hand, vaishnava preachers and devotees
like Chaitanya, Vallabhacharya, Sankardev, Mirabai, Narsi Mehta, Surdas, Eknath,
Tulsidas, and others practiced sagun bhakti (devotion to Rama or Krishna as
incarnations of Lord Vishnu).  The two-fold phenomenon of the representation by
the vaishnava hagiographers like Anantadas, Nabhadas, and Priyadas represented
Kabir and other nirgun sants as pious devotees of God and glorified their devotional
accomplishments. On the other hand, the santic hagiographers associated with
Kabirpanth and Dadupanth made recurrent use of vaishnava symbols in their
narratives. The existence of these trends has led some modern scholars to argue that
the processes of ‘Vaishnavisation,’ ‘Sanskritization’ and ‘Hinduisation’ of Kabir
and other non-Brahmanical sants were at work in the bhakti hagiographic narratives.
But there are many different ways to appreciate the historical significance of this
literature. Thus David Lorenzen, a prominent scholar on Kabir legends, has argued
that the miracle stories should be viewed as ‘active historical forces’ through which
the followers of the sant created a shared past and a worldview which, in turn, were
necessary conditions for forging a community and its identity (Lorenzen 1991: 8).
Winand M. Callewaert, another scholar who has done extensive research on the sant
legends, regards the hagiographic narratives as ‘a video of the 16th century social
and religious thinking’ (Callewaert 2000: 2). The motifs and plots used by the santic
hagiographers draw upon the common stock of Indian myths, but how these plots
and motifs are selected and emphasised reveal the social and psychological needs of
the tellers of the stories and their audience.

Anantadas’s parachais and Priyadas’s full-fledged legendary accounts of Kabir
and other great sants have been interpreted as attempts of the vaishnava
hagiographers to appropriate their memory and represent them as vaishnavas. It is
not difficult to decipher the vaishnava flavor in the legendary episodes described
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by Anantadas and Priyadas. However, most of these stories, especially those dealing
with the confrontation between the defiant sants on the one hand and religious
authorities (mainly Brahmans and qazis) and rulers on the other, may have first
emerged among the followers of the great sants. As the popularity of great sants
such as Kabir and Raidas increased during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
many legends about them developed from below. Sympathetic vaishnava
hagiographers adapted these legendary episodes to vaishnava narrative forms and
strategies without changing their essence.

Both the vaishnava and santic hagiographic texts of the Mughal period reveal the
religiously egalitarian character of bhakti, although much of the vaishnava
hagiography, like vaishnava bhakti poetry, accepts caste-based social hierarchy.
Santic hagiography as a whole and some of the vaishnava hagiographic texts such
as Anantadas’s Parachais, Nabhadas’s Bhaktamal, and Priyadas’s Bhaktirasabodhini
Tika can also be used to demonstrate how the admirers and followers of the great
sants such as Namdev, Kabir, and Raidas shaped their images as dissenters and
subversive figures. The following verse in Nabhadas’s Bhaktamal (c.1600) may
be cited here to discover how the liberal vaishnava storyteller looked upon Kabir:

Kabir rejected the system of caste distinctions along with four stations of life and
six schools of philosophy. He believed that religion without Bhakti or devotion
would be irreligion (adharma). He also stressed the futility of asceticism, fasting,
and charity had no meaning if not accompanied by adoration (bhajan). He taught
this truth to the Hindus and the Turks (Muslims) using ramainis, sabdis, and
sakhis. He did not show partiality to anyone and spoke for the benefit of all sections.
He expressed his views with single-minded determination and did not say things
to please the world.

Nabhadas, Sri Bhaktamal, with the Bhaktirasabodhini Tika of Priyadas,
Lucknow: Tejkumar Book Depot, 1993, p. 479

The account of Kabir in Nabhadas’s Bhaktamal bears a close resemblance to how
he is mentioned in the contemporary Indo-Persian texts such as the Ain-i Akbari
of Abul Fazl and the sufi hagiography, Akhbar-ul Akhyar. From an exploration of
the narratives given in Nabhadas’s Bhaktamal, it is evident that he pursued a broad-
minded strategy of imagining an all-embracing vaishnava religion in which sants
like Kabir occupied a prominent place. This strategy fitted well with the egalitarian
character of the Ramanandi community in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
What is more important is that Nabhadas constructed the paradigm of the four-
fold division of vaishnava communities or orders (chatuh sampradaya) in which
all the vaishnava devotees could be classified. This paradigm was further reinforced
by later bhakti hagiographers and theorists and given official sanction by the early
eighteenth century Kachhwaha Rajput king, Sawai Jai Singh (r. 1700-1743).

The legends about Kabir and other great sants multiplied long after their death and
acquired an additive and elaborate character in the course of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. Therefore, the hagiographic texts offer important insights into
the changing perceptions about the bhakti heroes. They enable us to glimpse into
the strategies and concerns of the storytellers. The narratives of various episodes in
the lives of the sants reveal the collective consciousness of their followers and, at
the same time, play an active role in shaping this consciousness. The santic
hagiographers vividly describe the legendary deeds of the great non-Brahmanical
sants like Kabir, Raidas, and Dadu. In these stories, the sants are persistently shown
as fearless devotees of God who defied social norms and undermined political



165

Hagiographies and
Bhakti Traditions

hierarchies. For example, there are stories of Kabir’s encounter with Sikandar Lodi
and Dadu’s forty-day sermon at Akbar’s court. The reports usually end with popular
celebrations of the spiritual triumphs of the sants in their encounters with the rulers
and religious authorities at the pilgrimage centres, courts, and marketplaces. These
are legendary narratives, and there is no evidence to show that these episodes occurred
in reality. This fact, however, does not detract from the historical value of these
accounts and many other similar legends as they help us understand the salient
features of the sant-inspired popular culture of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

The santic hagiography and the vaishnava hagiographic accounts of Anantadas,
Nabhadas, and Priyadas may be viewed as histories of the devotional steadfastness,
struggles, and ultimate success of the great bhaktas. Nabhadas fashioned an all-
inclusive, though brief, history of bhakti luminaries of the past (including the
Puranic past) and present and classified them into different chronological and
theological categories. Almost a century later, Priyadas expanded and updated
this history by adding new details in his commentary (tika) without tampering
with his predecessor’s account, which remained intact. The two works together –
Nabhadas’s Bhaktamal and Priyadas’s Bhaktirasabodhini Tika – formed a
comprehensive history of vaishnava devotees of all ages and denominations.

On the other hand, the santic hagiographers like Jagga, Chain, and Raghodas
proposed a universal history of ‘bhaktas’ and ‘sants’ in their Bhaktamals. This
history embraced the Puranic and bhakti devotees and prophets, sufi saints,
and other devotees. These hagiographers gave long lists of ‘Turki sants’,
including prominent sufis like Rabia, Mansur al-Hallaj, and Shaikh Farid. In
this perception of history, Puranic figures like Dhruv and Prahlad, early sants
like Kabir, and later sants like Dadu were successive upholders of bhakti
through the ages. In the sant hagiography, Dhruv and Prahlad, the two most
victimised yet courageous Puranic figures, were represented as exemplary
devotees. The actions of such great sants as Kabir were likened to the single-
minded devotion of Prahlad. When the hagiographers narrated the stories of
the later sants, Kabir and other early sants like Namdev also began to be looked
upon as role models. If we supplement these hagiographic narratives with brief
mentions of bhakti devotees of the past (including the Puranic past) in the
bhakti poetry of the period and read them together, we can form a reasonably
good idea of the santic and vaishnava perceptions of the past.

The bhakti hagiographies of Nabhadas, Raghodas, and Priyadas and the
Pushtimargi varta literature mention the names of many women bhaktas and lay
stress on their contribution to the growth of vaishnava bhakti. Nabhadas, Raghodas,
and Priyadas glorify the devotional deeds and fortitude of Mirabai. The sectarian
attitude of the Pushtimargi hagiographers did not permit them to appreciate the
devotional accomplishments of Mirabai. However, the vartas sing the praise of
many women who had joined the Pushtimarg and had played a role in its success.
Through these narratives, the hagiographers sought to create the image of an ideal
woman devotee. The narratives, therefore, are of crucial value for exploring the
history of gender relations in the bhakti movement.

The growth of such genres of bhakti hagiographic literature as janam-sakhis,
vaishnava vartas, goshthsi, and samvads in the later medieval period points to the
multiple processes of religious interaction, formation of community identities,
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and drawing of boundaries. Similarly, the inclusion of certain groups of devotees
and exclusion of others in a hagiographic work reflects the theological and
ideological affinities of the hagiographer. Thus, while sant hagiographies
originating from Dadupanth are broad-based and include devotees from virtually
all religious traditions, the sectarian orientation of the varta hagiographers is
indicated by their rigorous exclusion of the stories of non-Pushtimargi devotees
in their works. Other vaishnava hagiographers include the accounts of great sants
who were looked upon as Ramanand’s disciples but did not include the names of
nathpanthi teachers and Guru Nanak and other Sikh Gurus.Vaishnava hagiographies
also exclude the names of sufis among the ranks of bhaktas, though they do express
admiration for many non-sufi Muslim devotees of Krishna. As we have seen above,
there are quite a few examples of sufi hagiographers, including the biographical
sketch of Kabir in their writings, but, by and large, they do not mention other sants
and vaishnava devotees. However, Gorakhnath, who is regarded as the founder of
nathpanth, is reverentially mentioned in the sufi romance narratives of the period.

Regarding the historical value of the varta literature, it may be said that apart
from throwing light on the internal dimensions of the Pushtimargi sampradaya, it
offers vital information on the attitude of the Vallabhites towards orthodox
Brahmanical groups, on mutual rivalries among the vaishnavite sects, on the
relationship between the Mughal political authorities and the vaishnavites and the
political perceptions of the vaishnavites. However, from the viewpoint of this
thesis, the value of the vartas lies primarily in supplying important material for
studying the religious perceptions of women and lower castes and the relationship
between the vaishnava preachers and their lower caste and women disciples.
Several episodes in the two varta collections are about vaishnavas, including
women devotees belonging to various lower castes such as Kunbis, Dhobis, and
Malis. Therefore, the varta literature is an important source for constructing the
history of lower caste religiosity in later medieval India.

Check Your Progress-3

1) Name a few vaishnava hagiographic texts.
.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

2) Discuss the nature of sant hagiographies.
.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

3) Write an essay on the historical value of the bhakti hagiographies.
.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

9.5 BHAKTI POETRY
Between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries witnessed the voluminous growth
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of bhakti and sufi poetry in vernacular languages in northern India and Deccan.
The sants and vaishnava bhaktas composed verses in different meters to express
their devotional feelings and socio-religious worldview. Musical renderings of
their poems created a class of wandering bhakti singers and performers. In this
way and through other channels, bhakti songs spread far and wide in Mughal
India and contributed to the increasing popularity of bhakti-based movements and
the poets associated with these movements. Similarly, regional and local sufi poets
and saints composed short devotional poems and long romance narratives in
vernacular to earn religious merit and spread sufi ideas among different sections
of society. In so doing, they adapted the sufi doctrines to the local milieu and
culture. The bhakti and sufi poetry cover a wide range of issues and themes, and,
for this reason, it is considered a rich source of information for the religious and
social history of the period. But beyond their value as historical sources, these
compositions were also an important vehicle for disseminating the bhakti and sufi
ideas among the people. They played an active role in shaping people’s religious,
cultural, and literary consciousness in different regions of the Mughal Empire.

9.5.1 Sant Poetry: Banis of the Sants

The great sants like Namdev, Kabir, Raidas, Dadu, etc., and those of later sants
such as Rajjab, Dariya Sahib (of Bihar), Garibdas, Charandas, Paltu, and Tulsi
Sahib (of Hathras) expressed their devotional feelings, moods, religious ideas and
socio-political views in their banis. Kabir and other sants of the early phase were
illiterate artisans and peasants from the lower and the lowest social classes. They
composed their verses in colloquial Hindi in oral form. If authentic malfuzat are
the written records of the sayings of the sufi saints, the banis are the oral records
of the utterances of the sants. The banis of early sants and, in many cases, even
those of the later sants remained in oral circulation for a long time. They were
transmitted from one generation to the other before they began to be transcribed
in manuscript form. It is possible that the oral banis underwent some changes and
interpolations in transmission. Modern scholars have used the methods of textual
criticism to prepare dependable versions of the banis. Moreover, the earliest
manuscript collections of the banis have been generally regarded as more reliable
records of the teachings of the sants than the later ones. Thus, in the case of Kabir,
the collection of his banis, which is found in the Sikh scripture Adi Granth or
Guru Granth Sahib, compiled in 1604 by the fifth Sikh Guru, Guru Arjan, is
regarded as the most reliable as it is the earliest one. The two other sets of the
banis of Kabir are the Panchvani and the Sarvangi manuscript collections of the
Daupanth (Rajasthani or western tradition of Kabir banis), and the Bijak collection
from eastern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar (eastern tradition of Kabir’s sayings). The
Panchvani and Sarvangi collections were compiled by the followers of Dadu in
the seventeenth century. The Bijak, the sacred scripture of the Kabirpanthis, was
compiled most likely at the end of the seventeenth century though no pre-eighteenth
century manuscript of the work is available. The Panchvani manuscripts contain
the utterances of five leading sants – Dadu, Kabir, Namdev, Raidas, and Haridas.
The Sarvangi anthologies are compilations of the sayings of a large number of
sants. The Adi Granth and Dadupanthi collections only include the banis of nirgun
sants and preachers. But there were other seventeenth and eighteenth-century
anthological traditions did not observe the distinction between nirgun and sagun
and brought together the verses of nirgun sants and sagun vaishnava devotees in
their compilations.
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9.5.2 Vaishnava Bhakti Poetry

The remarkable efflorescence of vaishnava bhakti poetry in different genres and
vernaculars was a significant development in the religious and literary history of
the Mughal period. As vaishnava bhakti flourished in the heartland of the Mughal
Empire during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a large number of devotees
composed verses (padas) and long narratives on various themes of Krishna-bhakti
and Rama-bhakti. In north India, Braj and Awadhi dialects became the primary
vehicles of vaishnava devotional poetry due to the extraordinary growth of Krishna-
bhakti and Rama-bhakti in the areas in which these languages were spoken. The
vaishnava establishments, rulers and chiefs, pilgrimage centres, temple towns,
and monasteries patronised or encouraged the production and dissemination of
the devotional compositions and their musical performances. Most of the vaishnava
bhakti poets were associated with different vaishnava communities. There were
also independent vaishnava devotees like Mirabai and Tulsidas who were not part
of any organised vaishnava sampradaya.

The vernacular vaishnava bhakti poetry themes varied from a deep sense of devotion
to the deity – either Rama or Krishna – to subjects derived from Bhagavata Purana,
the supreme text of vaishnava bhakti, and Ramayana. Vaishnava bhakti poetry is
characterised by its lyricism and musicality. Over time, the devotional songs and
the memory of the lives of vaishnava bhakti poets became deeply ingrained in the
minds of large sections of north Indian society. Brajbhasha compositions are all in
pada metre. As the quantity of vaishnava bhakti poetry produced in vernacular,
especially in Brajbhasha, is considerable, only a few representative works of
vaishnava poetry shall be mentioned here.

The Devotional Padas of Mirabai: Mirabai (circa 1498-1547) is one of India’s
most well-known woman devotees. She was a devotee of Krishna, and a vast
mass of bhajans, composed in Rajasthani-mixed Brajbhasha, have been attributed
to her. It is difficult to separate the authentic padas of Mirabai from the later
interpolations. These songs are intensely devotional and reflect a deep spiritual
relationship with Krishna.

Surdas and Ashtachhap: The growth of vaishnava bhakti poetry in Braj and
Awadhi coincides with the reign of Akbar (r.1556-1605). It is, therefore, not
surprising that there are many legends about Akbar’s meetings with vaishnava
poets like Surdas and Tulsidas. The eight Brajbhasha poets, collectively called
ashtachhap (eight seals), are traditionally associated with Pushtimarg, a vaishnava
community founded by Vallabhacharya (1479-1531) at the beginning of the
sixteenth century. These eight poets were Kumbhandas, Surdas, Parmanandadas,
Krishnadas, Govindswami, Chheetswami, Chaturbhujdas, and Nandadas. They
all composed songs in praise of Krishna. Surdas is the most famous of these poets,
and Sursagar, an extensive collection of devotional poems, is attributed to him.
The Pushtimargis believe that Surdas was initiated into their community by
Vallabhacharya himself. But John Stratton Hawley, an eminent scholar of Braj-
based vaishnava bhakti, has argued that Surdas was not a follower of Vallabhacharya.
According to Hawley, the idea of ashtachhap was the invention of Hari Raya, a
Pushtimargi hagiographer. In the latter part of the seventeenth century, he gave
final shape to the famous Pushtimargi hagiographies, Chaurasi Vaishnavan Ki
Varta and Do Sau Bavan vaishnavan Ki Varta. As Surdas’s popularity grew and
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more and more poems were composed in his name by other poets, different
vaishnava traditions began to appropriate him. Hari Raya created the fiction of
ashtachhap and represented Surdas as a disciple of Vallabhacharya in the Chaurasi
Vaishnavan Ki Varta. Surdas’s poetry deals with that part of Krishna’s life spent
with the pastoral people ruled by a local chief of Gokul named Nanda. He narrated
the childhood of Krishna in the company of cowherd boys and girls in his poems.

The Ramacharitamanasa of Tulsidas: Among the devotional compositions of
Tulsidas, Ramacharitamanasa (‘Divine Lake of Rama’s Deeds’), written in Awadhi,
is the most important. Tulsidas (1543-1623) was an ardent devotee of Rama and
composed a dozen works, most of which expounded Rama bhakti. The
Ramacharitamanasa is probably the most popular and influential retelling of the
Ramayana story in vernacular. It is an epic poem written in the late sixteenth
century during the reign of Akbar. The Ramacharitamanasa enjoys the same
reputation among the devotees of Rama in the Hindi-speaking areas of north India
as the Bhagavata Purana does among the Krishna devotees. To Tulsidas, Rama is
both a personal deity and the supreme, transcendent God.

Many vaishnava poets composed narrative poems, called charitas, in Brajbhasha
on the Puranic devotees like Dhruv, Prahlad, and Sudama. The themes of the charita
poetry were derived from the Bhagavata Purana but were reinterpreted in the
socio-religious milieu of the sixteenth-seventeenth century. Prahlad was the most
popular figure among the sants and vishnavas both. References to his greatness
and suffering can be found in the poetry of sants ranging from Kabir to Tulsi
Sahib of Hathras.  Many Prahlad Charitas, Dhruv Charitas, and Sudama Charitas
came to be composed by the vaishnava bhakti poets. One Prahlad Charita has
been attributed to Raidas, one of the great sants of the early phase.

9.5.3 Historical Value of Bhakti Poetry

The methodological issue of using poetic narratives as historical sources has been
discussed above in ‘The Historical Value of Bhakti Hagiography.’ While judging the
value of banis of the sants as a source of history, it may be pointed out that the sants,
both of the early and later periods, used literary forms and styles which subverted the
traditional uses of language. The sant banis constituted a ‘counter-language’ – a language
that was part of the social vocabulary of the ordinary people.  Sabads, sakhis, and
various folk-song forms such as kahara, beli, birahuli, chanchari, thinti, hindola,
chauntisi, ulatbamsi and vipramatisi formed an integral part of the santic language.
The advantage of employing the ulatbamsi form (‘upside-down language’) lay not
only in its quality of brevity but, more importantly, in ridiculing the values of the
dominant groups and religious authorities through the medium of riddles. The popularity
of the ‘Doha’ (couplet) as a rhetorical verse form among the medieval sants may be
regarded as an indication of their strong desire to influence their listeners in a milieu
dominated by oral forms of communication.

Like the bhakti hagiographic collections, the anthological compilations of banis
of different sants also reveal the ideological orientations of the compilers. Thus,
the Adi Granth and the Dadupanthi compilations contain the banis of only nirgun
sants and exclude those of the sagun vaishnava poets. On the other hand, some of
the seventeenth-and eighteenth-century anthologies of bhakti poetry did not observe
the nirgun-sagun distinctions. They included the compositions of both the
categories of bhakti devotees. The anthological compilations also indicate religious
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interactions among the followers of the bhakti teachers. Thus, the inclusion of the
utterances attributed to Shaikh Farid in the Sikh scripture, Adi Granth, clearly
testifies to the existence of a certain degree of interaction between the sufis of the
Punjab and the early Sikh gurus. The Panchvani and Sarvangi compilations clearly
show the influence of early sants like Kabir on Dadu and his followers.

The signature lines, short autobiographical references, and reverential biographical
notices of other sants in the sant banis are of great value for highlighting the lives
of the authors of the poems and their attitudes towards other bhaktas and sants.
‘Lower’ caste sants mention their names and castes unhesitatingly and take immense
pride in their occupations. Thus, for instance, the fleeting autobiographical allusions
in the verses of Kabir give vital information about his life and convey his rejection
of the belief in holy and unholy places. From such verses, we come to know that
Magahar near Gorakhpur was looked down upon as a wretched place where death
would lead to rebirth as a donkey. Magahar was inhabited by low-caste julahas
and was regarded as unclean and barren. Kabir lived for most of his life in Kashi
and, therefore, his decision to go to Magahar to die should be seen as an attempt to
strike at the root of a long-held belief. The fleeting autobiographical allusions in
Kabir, Raidas, and Mirabai’s poetry may have also inspired the growth of
hagiographic narratives about them. On the other hand, it is also possible that the
development of legendary stories about the bhakti poets in the later centuries led
to the creation of many of these autobiographical verses and their attribution to
the sants and vaishnava devotees. These literary processes demonstrate a two-
way relationship between bhakti poetry and bhakti hagiography.

Similarly, we come across short biographical references to other sants in the banis
of a particular sant. Thus, Kabir and Raidas, who were contemporaries, respectfully
mention each other and celebrate each other’s spiritual accomplishments, revealing
ideological affinity between them. In their banis, the later sants frequently mention
the deeds and spiritual attainments of the great sants of the early period. The later
generations of sants continuously renewed and extended the already established
linkages with the older ones through the agency of banis. An exploration into this
process of the continuous flow of sant banis during the sixteenth, seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries would indicate how the sants of successive generations shaped
the sant movement over three hundred years.

The didactic bhakti poetry of the period invokes the past quite frequently by citing
the actions of the Puranic and historical figures. These hagiographic references
are brief, but, like the bhakti hagiographic texts discussed above, they reveal the
santic and vaisnava perceptions of the past and the different ways in which the
two groups of devotees made use of the past to validate their respective theological
and socio-political positions. Vaishnava bhakti poetry of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries was deeply influenced by Puranic religion and mythology.
The vaishnava bhakti poets believed in Rama and Krishna as incarnations of God
and selected themes and stories from the Bhagavata Purana and Ramayana to
express their religious worldview. All the Puranic devotees were the role models
for these poets. The compositions of Surdas, Mirabai, Tulsidas, and other vaishnava
devotees give us a clear idea about how they related to the Puranic past and
reinterpreted it to propagate vaishnava bhakti in their times. On the other hand,
the sants rejected the Puranic incarnations and image worship system. But a careful
examination of the sant-banis would indicate that the tendency to praise Puranic
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heroes such as Prahlad and Dhruv can be noticed in the banis of early sants such
as Kabir and Raidas. This trend became more pronounced in the banis of the later
sants. The later sants began to see themselves as heirs to a long religious tradition
going back to the early sants and through them to the oppressed and persecuted
historical and mythological devotees of even earlier times. Rajab, Dariya Sahib of
Bihar, and Garibdas looked upon Druv, Prahlad, Rabia, Mansur, and many other
tormented devotees as their heroes. By identifying themselves with the Puranic
and historical devotees who performed great deeds of devotion in the face of violent
opposition from rulers and religious authorities, the sant-poets traced the history
of the sant movement to the remote past.

The bhakti poetry of the sants and vaishnava bhaktas is an essential source for India’s
religious, social, and cultural history during the late Sultanate and Mughal periods.
Bhakti poetry is the primary source of information on the devotional and theological
ideas of the sants and the vaishnava bhaktas. The differing perceptions of God and
bhakti that prevailed among the sants and vaishnava devotees are brought into sharp
focus by the bhakti poetry. Their compositions demonstrate how the sants and the
vaishnava devotees defined the terms ‘sant’ and ‘bhakta’ differently. A comparative
study of the sant banis and vaishnava bhakti poetry would reveal the contrasting
stances of the sants and vaishnava devotees on Brahmanical social order and caste
hierarchies, Vedas and Puranas, image worship and incarnations, pilgrimage and
asceticism, contemporary ruling elites and religious authorities, work and dignity of
labor, and, finally, on the yearnings for an ideal socio-political order.

The Ramacharitamanasa and other works of Tulsidas offer rich insights into his mental
world, his religious and social concerns and predicaments,  his attempts to reconcile
diverse religious and theological trends, and also into his portrayal of Kaliyuga and his
imaginings of an ideal socio-political order. It is also essential to know that the
Ramacharitamanasa is not just a source of history, but it has its history as a popular
bhakti text. The intellectual, theological, and literary influences leading to its production,
the continuous dissemination of its story (Ramakatha), and its role as an active force
in shaping the religious, and sometimes even political, consciousness of large sections
of people in the last three centuries, are important historical processes.

More importantly, the banis of Guru Nanak and Kabir and the bhakti texts of the
vaishnava devotees like Surdas and Tulsidas has been studied in great depths by
scholars to draw a comparison between the attitudes of these bhakti preachers
towards patriarchy. Bhakti poetry also forms the basis for exploring the varying
representations of women in different bhakti traditions.

Check Your Progress-4

1) Bring out the difference between the compositions of the sants and the
vaishnava bhakti poets.
.........................................................................................................................
.........................................................................................................................
.........................................................................................................................

2) Discuss the importance of bhakti poetry for social history writing.
.........................................................................................................................
.........................................................................................................................
.........................................................................................................................
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Vernacular folk literature associated with local sufi saints instilled the values of
Islamic piety and culture among the rural folk in some areas of India. Thus, for
example, short poems composed during the seventeenth or early eighteenth century
at the sufi shrines in the Deccan were sung by the village women while performing
various household tasks. This folk literature is found in both written and oral
versions. The increasing popularity of the dargah cults in the Deccan brought a
large number of devotees, especially women belonging to lower class social groups
living on the margins of the Brahmanical social order. The sufi authors of this
dargah literature adapted the existing form of folk poetry to make it a vehicle for
spreading sufi and Islamic teachings. The two most popular forms of sufi folk
poetry in the Deccan were the chakki-nama and the charkha-nama. The chakki-
nama poems were sung by the rural women while grinding the food grains at the
grindstone, and the charkha-nama poems were sung while spinning thread at the
spinning wheel. Other kinds of sufi folk poetry included luri-nama (cradle song),
shadi-nama (wedding song), suhagan-nama (song for married woman), and suhaila
(eulogistic song). This folk literature is an essential source for understanding how
the descendants of the great Chishti saints of the Deccan linked the concepts and
teachings of Islam to ordinary household work, particularly to the daily cycle of a
rural woman’s work. The primary objective of the sufi poets in composing this
literature was to express devotion to God and reverence for the pir (sufi master). It
would not be correct to say that they were acting as self-conscious agents of
conversion of non-Muslims to Islam. In the long run, however, the poems
contributed to Islamic acculturation and became an integral part of ‘folk Islam’ in
the Deccan. Therefore, the sufi folk literature provides evidence for studying how
the sufi saint-cults through the agency of non-elite women devotees indirectly
ushered in the transmission and diffusion of Islamic teachings in the rural society
of the late medieval Deccan.

9.7 THE HISTORICAL VALUE OF SUFI ROMANCE
NARRATIVES

The Hindavi sufi romance narratives (premakhyan literature) were composed between
the late fourteenth and mid-sixteenth centuries in the eastern part of Ganga-Jamuna
doab. The sufi poets who wrote the romance narratives used a princely hero’s quest
for romantic love to express their spiritual quest for union with God. The premakhyan
literature drew upon the model of Persian verse romances (masnavi) but was deeply
rooted in the local Hindavi culture and storytelling traditions. Unlike the epics of
conquest, which were produced in Persian at the courts of early Delhi Sultanate and
which celebrated the military triumphs of the Turkish kings and their armies, the sufi
poets who composed the premakhyan narratives in the Awadhi vernacular identified
themselves with the local or regional heroes who resisted the Turkish invaders. Sufi
narratives of this genre indicate the process of gradual localisation and regionalisation
of the sufi orders in north India. As the production of the premakhyan literature was
patronised by the regional rulers or local chiefs of Turkish or Afghan origin, it also
shows how these rulers and chiefs had come under the influence of Indian culture and
traditions. Thus, for example, Malik Muhammad Jayasi, who wrote his Padmavat at
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the court of Sher Shah around 1542, represented Sultan Alauddin Khalji as a villain
and Ratan Sen, the local Rajput chief of Chittor who resisted the Sultan’s invasion, as
a hero. The premakhyan literature also shows how the local sufis adopted vaishnava
and nathpanthi symbols and icons to communicate sufi ideas. The sufi romance
narratives of the medieval period – such as Malik Mohammad Jaisi’s Padmavat,
Qutbans’s Mirgavati, and Manjhan’s Madhumalati, contain respectful references to
the founder of the nathpanthi religion, Gorakhnath.

Check Your Progress-5

1) Discuss the historical significance of the sufi folk literature.
.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

2) What is the historical value of sufi premakhyan literature?
.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................

9.8 SUMMARY
The period between the fourteenth and the eighteenth century witnessed immense growth
of poetical and hagiographical literature of the sufis, sants and vaishnava devotees in
North India. Both forms of literary production – religious poetry and hagiography –
offer important insights into the  socio-religious worldview of the religious exemplars
and the hagiographers. The value of various genres of poetical and hagiographic literature
as historical sources for exploring the social, religious and intellectual history of the
period has also been underlined by historians and other scholars. But in doing so, the
overriding concern of the historians has been to make a clear distinction between fact
and fiction in these literary materials.  What is considered to be legendary and the product
of the creative imagination of the author is rejected and ‘factual’ information is retrieved
for the purpose of writing history. This kind of documentarist and positivist approach has
its limitations and it, therefore, fails to treat religious poetry and hagiography as ‘cultural
facts’ and explore their role in shaping the larger historical processes. As has been shown
in this Unit, it is more important to examine how the poets and the hagiographers viewed
their tasks and how their compositions and writings shaped the history, particularly the
religious history, of the period.

9.9 KEYWORDS
Charita Biographical narrative

Malfuzat Plural of malfuz; Malfuzat are oral discourses of sufi
saints

Maktubat Letters written by the sufis

Parachai/Parachi Biography of a sant

Tazkira Plural tazkirat; Tazkirat are biographical accounts or
sketches of sufi saints compiled from written and oral



174

Regional Traditions of
History Writing

traditions

Varta Story or account

9.10 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
EXERCISES

Check Your Progress-1

1) See Sub-section 9.2.1

2) See Sub-section 9.2.2

Check Your Progress-2

1) See Section 9.3

2) See Sub-section 9.3.2

3) See Sub-section 9.3.3

4) See Sub-section 9.3.4

Check Your Progress-3

1) See Sub-section 9.4.1

2) See Sub-section 9.4.2

3) See Sub-section 9.4.3

Check Your Progress-4

1) See Sub-sections 9.5.1 and 9.5.2

2) See Sub-section 9.5.3

Check Your Progress-5

1) See Section 9.6

2) See Section 9.7
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Kabir: Then and Now
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UkULhmshsNg

‘My Personal and Political Kabir’ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bWyTFl6s62s

Sufis of Bijapur Revisited: Place of Sufism In India’s History
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FbeoOoKVPsY
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10.0 OBJECTIVES
This Unit focuses on the traditions of the genealogical records and family histories
prevalent in different parts of the Indian subcontinent and how these traditions
were related to the perceptions of the past in pre-modern India, and also their
importance in the construction of histories. After going through this Unit, you
should be able to:
• know different traditions of genealogical record keeping,
• understand their importance in the construction of history,
• analyse the way theses genealogies compiled, collected and composed,
• evaluate the purpose of keeping these records, and
• evaluate the historical consciousness embedded in them.

10.1 INTRODUCTION
Every society has its own ways to remember the past. In previous Units you have
read about some of these modes of remembering and recording the past, prevalent
and found in early Indian historical period. People, at different times and in different
cultures, create meaning through experiences of continuity and change. Some
anthropological studies argued that historical consciousness is a general or universal
human capacity in the sense that this is a basic feature of all human societies to

* Mr. Jeetesh Kumar Joshi, School of Social Sciences, Indira Gandhi National Open
University, New Delhi
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derive meaning of time (Nordgren, 2019: 780). So, here, we will see how the
genealogical traditions discussed in this Unit showed historical consciousness and
how the past was perceived in them. Here we will also try to reflect upon the
process which Sumit Guha calls ‘the structuring and control of memory in forms
such as genealogies, hagiographies and the practices of commemoration at sites
both sacred and secular’ (Guha, 2019: Introduction). However, here we are only
dealing with some of the genealogical traditions prevalent in the Indian subcontinent.

In this Unit, we would be discussing different forms of genealogies and genealogical
records belonging to particular extended families or clans. These traditions are
different from the Puranic genealogies and the royal genealogies found in
inscriptions, in their nature, forms and purposes. Here, we will look upon Bhat
and Charan traditions prevalent in Rajasthan and Gujarat.

In another Section, we will discuss kulgrantha tradition of Bengal. The other
Section is focused on genealogical traditions from Kumaun. These genealogies
are compiled and collected at the village level and most of the times include the
branches and sub-branches of a family claimed to be originated from a common
male ancestor. These types of genealogies are found in different regions of the
subcontinent and are mostly belong to the literate classes/castes like Brahmans
and Kayasthas.

In another Section, we will focus on teerth genealogies. These genealogies are
being recorded and maintained by the Brahmin pandas in different pilgrim centres
of India. Haridwar, Kurukshetra and Puri are the most famous centres where we
find these traditions preserved. The last part discusses, in brief, the records  which
were part of some specific family heritage, particularly we will try to understand
the creation of Hari-Bhakti records from western India. By discussing and
examining these traditions, we can grasp the idea of the past which was ingrained
in these pre-modern traditions.

10.2 GENEALOGICAL TRADITIONS OF WESTERN
INDIA: CHARANS, BHATS AND VAHIVANCA
BAROTS

To study the medieval period of Rajasthan genealogies play an important role.
There were special communities of professional genealogists in the region which
were known as Charans/Bhats. In central and north Gujarat a special class of
genealogists emerged from the community of Bhats, known as Vahivanca barots.

Vahivanca barots kept records in written forms., literally a Vahivanca is one who
reads bahi/vahi. The oldest book consulted by Shah and Shroff is dated 1740 CE.
But, they also found a genealogy that records events of 1234 CE. However, from
the language of the document its is clear that it was recorded in later times. The
genealogy does not seem to be fictitious, because it can be corroborated by the
epigraph discovered in that village. The Vahivanca also records how the lineage
property has been divided among his present patrons if they so request. Sometime,
the documents of the sale of land and house-property also recorded by this specialist.
Some important events in the life of patron family’s members were also considered
important to record. Thus, some books contain information of men who took part
in the mutiny of 1857. Other events which were thought worthy of record are the



179

Genealogies and
Family Histories

death of an ancestor, skirmishes with armed dacoits, the giving of a big feast to
one’s caste or village. Or the conferment of distinction by raja on an ancestor, or
the renunciation of family life. There are many references of conversion into Islam
during the reign of Mahmud Begada. The genealogy clearly shows which ancestor
became a Muslim and which remained a Hindu. The Vahivanca books thus supply
information about the social institutions and values of the patrons.

The Charan specialists were the bards and poets of Rajput society, having a
hereditary relationship with the Rajput patron clans. Charans recited poems and
ballads at the specific occasions when summoned by the patron family. Theses
narrative poems were called bat or vaat or vatam. While majority of the charans
were doing this work of bardic poet as a hereditary pastime subordinate to their
other primary work, there were some who excelled themselves in the bardic and
poetic art as a full-time professionals. They competed with each other to gain the
favour of powerful clans or families and some of them also acquired the position
of court poet. The other community engaged in this tradition was of Bhats. These
specialists compiled the pidhiavalis (series of generations). The word Bhat (from
Sanskrit Bhatt) originally meant ‘one with knowledge of prayers and eulogies and
invocations’ but it has come to refer to those with specialised knowledge of
genealogies. There are bhats for all castes, known by different names depending
on the caste they serve, those for Rajputs, for example, are called Varva. The
genealogies were kept in large bahis and were considered the properties of bhats
themselves. They were recited on periodic occasions, when new births, deaths,
marriages had to be entered in the bahis.

Other form of genealogies was vanshavalis, these were kept by and were the
property of families themselves. They were traditionally maintained by genealogists
who came to the home to make new entries. Such vanshavalis as have been
preserved are generally found only for particular prominent families, such as local
rulers or important landholders. In comparison to pidhiavalis, vanshavalis are
generally more elaborate, including, in conjunction with the names of ancestors
reaching back to clan founders or to the immediate founders of a particular line
and descriptions of important events which occurred during the time of members
of the family. These descriptions take the form of recorded oral traditions in prose
about the exploits of more distant ancestors, and short biographical sketches with
information on grants of land, battle or service for local ruler for members of the
more recent past. Both the pidhiavalis and vanshavalis are written forms of the
genealogy. Their oral counterparts, however, are still preserved in the villages of
Rajasthan by different service castes of Rajput families.

Evolution of the Genealogical Traditions and Their Role in Medieval Societies

Later on, theses pidhiavalis and vanshavalis were included in the khyat and vigat
literature. The oldest extant khyat of Rajasthan, the seventeenth century Nainsi ri
khyat, is essentially a collection of tales (batam) and genealogies dealing with all
the major Rajput clans of Rajasthan and many of the less important ones, arranged,
in sections, by specific clan and lineage. The stories and genealogies of each section
deal with the origin and history of a clan from its founding male ancestor up until
the time the tradition was committed to writing in the form of khyat between 1648
and 1666. While the earliest extant examples of the above historical materials in
Rajasthan date from the seventeenth century, Rajasthani scholars agree that there
were well developed indigenous traditions from the latter half of the twelfth and
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the start of the thirteenth century of preserving descriptions of important events
(usually in bardic verses) and of maintaining genealogies in the form of vanshavali
of royal houses. With the coming of the fifteenth century, batam written in dingal
began to appear in miscellaneous form for the first time, modelled after their
Sanskrit predecessors.

Major Rajasthani scholars argue that this development of written clan histories
was because of the Mughal influence, but this argument ignores the social political
milieu which initially gave rise to this literature (Ziegler, 1976). Ziegler argues
that this was because of both internal and external pressures. Illustrious ancestry
was an important and necessary tool to gain favour and position at the Mughal
court, given Mughal emphasis on ancestry. At the same time, the concern to retain
the control of territory and  the claims of being legitimate authority within areas of
Rajasthan were more basic elements which influenced the writing of these
chronicles. These chronicles thus served a double purpose of justifying claims to
position and rank on a local level among Rajputs themselves, and of providing
evidence through a collected and organised body of traditions for presentation to
outside authorities. Similarly, the barots, in the course of their work, bring local
lineages and clans into contact with regional, if not, all India myths and history.
The lineages and clans were concerned to raise themselves in the local hierarchy,
and the history and myths recorded in the books of the barots helped them in their
ascent (Shah and Shroff, 1984).

As you have read, in Unit 2 and Unit 4, about the didactic perspective woven into
the Indian historical traditions, the same was expected from these traditions. It
was a medium through which young Rajputs were ‘brought into the history of
their families, lineages and clans; schooled in the moral values of their fathers;
and tutored in their future roles in society’ (Ziegler 1976). This emphasis on facts
and chronology is not helpful to understand the charan and his role in medieval
Rajasthani society. We have to see these traditional specialists as seers, guardians
of legends and conservers of tradition. The truth they represented was less
concerned with being factually objective but to represent religious values and
social ideals, as the means to attain happiness and fulfilment in one’s life. In the
medieval Rajasthani society, the charan and bhat caste ranked directly below the
brahmins and above the Rajputs. So, they were also seen as preserver of the moral
order and social values. They served broad political ends of the Rajputs in their
defence of ranks and rights to land obtained by conquest, grants and inheritance,
and also legitimised their claims of legitimacy and  positions of authority based
on descent.

There are some basic things which we have to keep in our mind while analysing
authenticity of these traditions:

1) Batan and pidhiavalis both are individual testimonies, means reciters play a
central role in the determination of content, the only way to have some control
over recitals involved forms of social pressure; the use of ridicule or withholding
of grants/gifts, the option with the patron family was to patronise other charan
or bhat.

2) Generally, the bardic literature is hyperbolic and fictitious.
3) Changing cultural values also influence these traditions. The impact of

changing values can be seen in the Rathor genealogies recording early
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ancestors dating from the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries. There is a visible
disagreement over names and sequences; most appear to be king-lists, later
influenced by a growing emphasis on succession by primogeniture.

4) The other problem of telescoping happens because of the way the genealogies
preserved, as after the death of a bhat, the eldest son receives the most of his
bahis, and while copying the earlier parts of a particular genealogy they
condense the earlier part of the genealogy. In many genealogies there is often
more information about elder sons or about important members of a family.
The material containing information about historical figures after mid-fifteenth
century is much reliable.

Check Your Progress-1

1)  Explain about the tradition of Vahivanca barots, in brief.
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

2) What role did the genealogical traditions of Rajasthan play in medieval
socio-political system?
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

3) How are Charans, Bhats and Vahivanca barots different from each other?
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

10.3 KULGRANTHAS FROM BENGAL
The other tradition we will discuss, here, belongs to Bengal. This traditional
genealogical material is known as kulgranthas, kulpanjikas or kulajis. The term
kula denotes family or clan (that is, extended family); the term grantha means
book and panji/panjika is used for register. So, these were the books in which the
genealogies of kulas or lineages had been registered. The term kula in case of
Bengal also signified the idea of belonging to the elite strata within the varna/jati
system. This tradition was organised around the ideology of Brahminical  kulinism
or kul-bidhi.

It is believed that the kulgranthas came into existence first time in the ninth/tenth
centuries and continued to be reproduced in the coming centuries upto the later
nineteenth and even probably the early twentieth centuries. ‘According to scholars
such as R.C. Majumdar and Inden, the majority of extant kulajis available to modern
scholars during the twentieth century were probably not earlier than the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries’ (Chatterjee 2005: 178). In the beginning of the nineteenth
century works of Ram Ram Basu and Mrityunjaya Vidyalankar, printed in 1801/
1802 and 1808 respectively, clearly drew upon the social memory inscribed in
these traditions. This body of legends, verses and anecdotes had been composed
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by genealogists-cum-marriage brokers. These kulajis were composed in the both
languages, Sanskrit and Bangla. While most of the oral compositions are in Bangla,
the written tradition used the both language with equal importance. This balancing
act made it possible for kulgranthas to claim shastric aura, legitimacy and formality
by using Sanskrit, on the one hand, while the use of Bangla enabled the kulgranthas
to reach a wider audience, on the other.

10.3.1 Kulgranthas: The Perception of the Past
According to Kumkum Chatterjee, ‘these genealogies also asserted the temporal
durability of their subjects, whether a family or a ruling dynasty, and allowed
perceived relationships between historical figures and events of the past and present
to be viewed as one continuous stream of history.’ She also believes that ‘the
kulajis, in terms of function, provided medieval and early modern Bengali society
a chronological view into the past and gave the jati-based samaj a sense of its
origin, evolution and continuation as a collectivity. In this regard the kulajis came
very close to what itihasa was expected to accomplish, that is, give people a sense
of the past for the purpose of edification, entertainment and instruction.’ So, kulajis
can be helpful in understanding how some social strata perceived the happenings
and changes occurring around them, in medieval Bengal. These kulajis, basically,
are important to understand:

• The constitution and evolution of several key political and social institutions
of medieval Bengal

The story of the origin, in theses kulajis, traces itself back to some mythical
personality, King Adisura, who introduced the process of social purification
in Bengal by inviting five ritually and spiritually purer Brahmins from Kannauj
in northern India to migrate to Bengal, accompanied by five original Kanaujiya
Kayastha families. The two other dominant royal personalities in these
narratives were King Ballala Sena and Lakshmana Sena of the Sena dynasty.
Ballala Sena is remembered as the creator of the system of kulinism by
attributing higher social status on some lineages of Brahmins as well as
Kayasthas. These high status families were the descendants of the Kanaujiya
immigrants and were considered purer and superior in their virtues and
practices. The kulajis defined nine specific virtues, considered essential for
the attainment of kulin status (navadha kula-lakshanam).

The systematic evolution of these kulgranthas is closely linked to the creation of
the institution of kulinism or kula-bidhi or kula-maryada by Ballala Sena and
Lakshmana Sena. These rulers appointed learned men to the office of kulacharya,
and these learned men were responsible for composing, producing and maintaining
elaborate genealogical registers of the different kulin lineages. The objective was
to maintain and reinforce social and communal memory about the normative
social behaviour of these lineages. In this way, these were the traditions which
were complementary to the smriti literature. ‘The kulacharyas, also known as
ghatakas, functioned as the chroniclers and archivists of different kulin
communities and also occupied leadership positions within such communities.
In their hands, the compilation of genealogical materials was said to have become
so systematic, that it came to be regarded as a discipline or a shastra, that is,
kulashastra’ (Chatterjee 2005:176).
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• The interaction between the monarchy and the jati-based social institutions

There were three elements which, together, readjusted and reshaped these
traditions according to the needs of changing time. The local chief or raja/
zamindar, the kulacharyas/ghataks and the jati-based samaj or goshthi had
very significant role in the reproduction and reframing of these traditions.

The kulajis seem to be concerned with condemning marriage practices and
social interaction with specific lineages and/or jatis which were considered
transgressors of the norms of social interaction mandated for them.

‘One of the most important mechanisms available to Brahmanism was to continuously
police its internal and external margins through periodic reforms known as samikaranas
and ekjais’ (Chatterjee 2005:192). Ballala Sena was the first who introduced reforms
regarding the preservation of the kula-maryada norms. Later on, famous Barendra
Brahmin kulaguru Udayancharya Bhaduri, who is believed to have lived during the
time of Raja Ganesh, or Sri Ganesh Datta Khan (reigned CE 1418), also introduced
new set of such reforms. As many of these highly placed Barendra Brahmins began to
adopt and practice the prevalent Muslim elite culture and to attach titles like Khan to
their names, this became a cause of concern for the accepted brahmanical norms. This
unavoidable physical/social relationship and interaction was the reason that the new
reforms were introduced. Udayanacharya Bhaduri created categories of non-normative
or polluting behaviour evident among the Barendra Brahmins. Second, he also devised
solutions (vyavasthas) to such inconvenient conduct. Debibar Ghatak, one of the most
well-known of the Rarhiya, kulin Brahmin kulacharyas during the late fifteenth century
was another reformer. The reforms of Bandyaghotiya Debibar Mishra or Debibar Ghatak
were known as mel bandhan and was also an attempt to reframe and readjust
brahmanical norms of the elite jati of kulin Rarhiya Brahmins. It was also a response
to the crisis created by the close professional, social and cultural interactions with
upper-class Muslims. Among such Brahmin groups Pir Ali and Sher Khani communities
in the Rarh region, and the Srimanta Khani community of eastern Bengal were well
known. According to the kulajis, called mel-karikas and accredited to kulacharyas
like Hari Kabindra, Danujari Mishra and Harihara Bhatacharya, these three communities
in particular transgressed the norms prescribed for the high-status Brahmins.

The reforms of Debibar identified the different kinds of doshas or violations committed
by kulin Rarhiya Brahmins. An important dosha listed in the mel karikas was yavana
dosha. It is clear that it indicated the contact/interaction with Muslims. Thus, it is clear
that jati based social groups tried to redefine themselves through the changing times
and in this venture kulgranthas played an important role.

Kulgranthas represent the story of the struggle of Brahmanism vis-à-vis its
perceived enemies. Before twelfth century kulajis tried to redefine and reinforce
the brahmanical norms in the face of the threats presented by the Buddhist and
Gaudiya Vaishnavism. Post-twelfth century it was the crisis posed by the social
interactions with the new Muslim ruling elites.

10.3.2 Problems of Historicity in Kulgranthas
The authenticity of the information provided by these sources has been a critical
subject of the debate among historians. When in early twentieth century western
style historiography became well established, ‘and its practitioners began
verifying texts against each other, and with newly discovered inscriptions and
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records. It soon became evident that multiple contradictory stories had existed’
(Guha 2019: 82). Chatterjee argues that while it is not possible to ascertain
historicity of these traditions in the late nineteenth century rational-positivist
sense of it, kulajis are very important to understand how particular jati-based
social collectivities perceived themselves through the progression of time
(Chatterjee 2005). But, we have to accept that these texts were addressed to
the limited communities and had narrow social agenda (Guha 2019: 82).

However, these traditions are important to understand the transition of social
memory and collective sense of a particular social group. Chatterjee highlights
two inherent problems in them:

• Textual instability; this occurs because of the text being continuously
copied and recopied, and oral dimension of the kulajis always makes it
possible to introduce changes in the text and substance.

• Textual porousness; means that the sections of one text being included in the
other text without acknowledging it, which makes dating the kulgranthas
difficult.

Chek Your Progress-2

1) What do you understand by kulgranthas?
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

2) Elaborate the ideology embedded in the formation of kulgranthas.
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

3) What was the objective of introducing reforms in these kulgrantha traditions?
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

4) Discuss the problems of historicity in kulgranthas.
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

10.4 KUMAUN GENEALOGIES: VANSHAVALIS OR
PUSTNAMAS

The entire Himalayan region from Nepal in the east to Himachal Pradesh in the
west is known for preserving Vanshavalis (genealogical tables) of different families.
It is clear that maintaining Vanshavalis in Kumaon have been confined to ruling
dynasties and their high functionaries, particularly the Brahmins. Thus, it was an
elitist and upper caste tradition. In his Gazetteer, Atkinson collected genealogies
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which were related to the different ruling chiefdoms in the central Himalayan
region. The Chands of Kumaon and the Panwars of Garhwal were the two main
rulings families in the region. Genealogies of other local elites and big landlord
families were also collected by him. In this way it is clear that there are, basically,
two kinds of genealogies. One of the types belongs to the ruling household and
the other type is related to the Brahmanical elites.

10.4.1 Genealogies of Ruling Household
Atkinson collected three genealogies (Atkinson 1972: 501-02, 510) of the Chand
dynasty from three different sources, one was local Brahmin informant Rudradutt
Pant, second was a British officer and the third was the titular king from the Chand
dynasty. These genealogies, thus, had become a common knowledge to colonial
ethnographers and historians, in the nineteenth century. Atkinson used these
genealogies, while commenting upon the historical development of the region
under Chands of Almora. He generally accepted the claims made in these
genealogies about the migrations from the plains. However, he questioned the
existence of king Somchand as the founder of the dynasty on the basis of some
inscriptions available to him at that time. Goetz questioned the chronologies derived
for the Chand dynasty by the Atkinson on the basis of the genealogies and local
traditions (Goetz 1969: 167-81). On the basis of his work on the development of
the temple architecture in the region, he concludes that we can not situate Chand
dynasty before the 11th century of Common Era. But the names provided in these
lists of the rulers who sat on the throne after the 15th century can be corroborated
with each-other and also with other sources, like inscriptions.

These genealogies can be categorised within a wider genealogical tradition
prevalent in the subcontinent. Witzel has drawn our attention towards a specific
tradition of royal genealogies of which the best example is Gopalrajvamashavali
from Nepal, in the same category he includes the genealogies from the Kumaon
and Garhwal region of central Himalaya and Chamba genealogy from Himachal
Pradesh. Witzel also indicated in his analysis that these kinds of genealogies were
used by the 12th century Kashmiri author Kalhan in his text of Rajatarangini
(Witzel 1990: 6, 56).

10.4.2 Genealogies of Specific Brahmin Clans
These genealogies belong to specific Brahmin elites, these clans were attached to
the court of ruling household and held positions of powers in medieval Kumauni
society. These records are composed and updated at the village level and most of
the times include the branches and sub-branches of an extended family claimed to
be originated from a common male ancestor, there is no specific class to record
the pedigrees but it was done by the members of the concerned clan itself. Of
these genealogies, two are incorporated in the literary commentaries produced in
the eighteenth century. The one belongs to the Silavala Joshis, which is in a
manuscript form, in Bhaktiprabandhkavyam written by Trilochana in the latter
half of the eighteenth century. It records 22 generations from Lankaraja, the founder
of the lineage. According to the vamshavali, Lankaraja came into Kumaun during
the reign of Somachand, and his son was appointed as the purohita of Chand
family. The other genealogy belongs to the Simaltiya Pandeys, this Vamshavali
was composed by Padmadeva as a part of Jagachchandrika (a commentary on
Raghuvansham), in the mid-18th century. This records 25 generations from the
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founder of the lineage, Harihara, who came with Soma Chandra according to the
Vamshavali. Other than these genealogies, there are genealogies of  Dyolia Pande,
Garg Gotri Joshi and Upamanyu Gotri Joshi, which are looked upon and analysed
by M.P. Joshi. He has argued that these have been compiled in later times. All of
these claim that the particular clan came with the founder of the Chandra ruling
house, Som Chandra. These genealogies are very clear on two things:

1) They relate the clan to which they belong to the mythical founder of the
ruling household and describe their original official positions at the time of
the establishment of the ruling household in the region.

2) High ritualistic and social status of the clan to which theses genealogies belong.

There are some discrepancies in these genealogies:

1) In all of these genealogies we can see that number of generations to the present
date varies. If they came at the same time, the number of generations should
have parallels. Also while comparing these with the Chandra genealogical
tables it is not possible to synchronise the numbers of generations passed.

2) The claim of different families as the hereditary Gurus, Purohits and Diwans,
etc., from the very foundation of the Chandra rules not supported by the copper
plates of the Chandras.

M.P. Joshi explains these mythological constructions in terms of the court
intrigues between different groups which followed after the Rohilla invasion
of Almora in 1743 C.E., when some Brahmin lineages tried to capture positions
of power from the non-Brahmin elites. And, later on new power structures
under Gorkha and colonial rule make these genealogies an instrument of
legitimacy (Joshi 1990: 219).

There are other genealogies from Kumaun region but not from the areas where
political power was situated. In these genealogies we don’t find any mention of
the immigration from plains, or of the origin myth of ruling dynasty. But, there are
continuous references of going to the east (means Nepal). In some of these, it is
also mentioned when someone from the clan first time had an occasion to share
food with the ruling family, as it was considered a specific occasion, an upliftment
of the status of the clan. Women have no specific place in these pedigrees, only as
wives of the male  clan members, they are mentioned as jethi (the eldest one),
manjari (the second one) and sundari (the youngest one), but no names are given.
Sometimes the sexual transgressions are mentioned which resulted in excommunication
of the offenders.

In this way we can see, at least from the mid-eighteenth century these genealogical
traditions were in existence. However, they referred to the past which was situated
in the much earlier times. These genealogies have been continuously being updated
and this makes them vulnerable to the interpolations. This is important to note that
the socio-political status of these Brahmin clans vis-à-vis ruling household was a
factor to define the reframing and reconstruction of these genealogies.

10.5 TEERTH GENEALOGIES
Teerth genealogies are being recorded and kept by the Brahmin pandas in different
pilgrim centres of India. Haridwar, Kurukshetra and Puri are the most famous
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centres where we find these traditions (Chakrabarty 2015). In Indian cultural
tradition pilgrimage has always been an essential religious duty. There are numerous
sacred places centring around the temples, rivers, mountains, sea, and the
performances of rituals in these centres are conducted by teerth purohits. In some
of these places there is a tradition of keeping records of the pilgrims while they
come on pilgrimage. ‘Interestingly these records, named differently in different
areas, are maintained over centuries and are still continuing as living tradition.
The very survival of the system through centuries speaks of the immense importance
of the tradition. In these pilgrim records, the details of pilgrims were kept over
generations and family-wise. Often the records of a particular lineage or family
were maintained by a particular priest and after his demise, the records were  kept
on by his descendants, in a process of continuous interaction between the priest’s
and pilgrim’s descending generations through a kind of sacred and ritualistic
association often identical with the jajmani system of Indian society. These inter-
generational interactions make the record updated. With the passing of time it
turns into genealogical record with updating of the information time to time or in
other words, anybody can draw a family tree or pedigree for a particular family
from these records.

In Jagannath temple this tradition is called warja or warija, maintenance  of warja
is a part of temple services and a group of pandas, especially the pratihari pandas
were entrusted with this job. They were also referred to as jatri-pandas, as they
used to attend the pilgrims (jatris). These pandas also received, in earlier times,
copper plates declaring them as family priests of particular ruling households from
the different regions of the subcontinent. In Haridwar these records are called
banshabali and maintained by two groups of priests namely teerth purohit and
maha Brahmans, the former maintains the records for higher castes, while the
later maintains it for other castes. These banshabali records are maintained in two
separate registers, the one is called chopta khata and the other is known as bahi
khata. The first one records preliminary information about the pilgrim, like name
of the devotee, his village, his gotra, followed by his brother’s name, father’s
name and grand father’s name, etc., and so on. Bahi khatas organise these records
in an alphabetically indexed manner. In Kamakhya temple, Assam, these records
are maintained by Brahmin servitors who are known as Panda as well as Bardeoris
and Nanandeoris. The record book is locally known as jatrik khata. These Brahmins
claim that they were brought by Ahom kings in this sacred place to perform rituals
from Kannauj, Mithila and Bengal and were given lands to get settled.

Goswamy in his work on Basholi School of painting, and particularly on the
paintings of Nainsukh of Guler, used the genealogical Bahis available in Haridwar
and Kurukshetra. Goswamy visited different pilgrim centres in India and tried to
look for the records available for the families from Guler, Nurpur, Chamba and
Kangra and in this way he was fortunate enough that he found the records related
to the family of the great pahari painter Nainsukh (Goswamy 2011:11-12). However
these records are not used that much in the field of historical researches. Perhaps
the reason is that they are still in practical use.

It can be observed that these traditions indicate a kind of historical consciousness,
which was being expressed through these records as people visiting these places
try to make a connection to their ancestors who also performed the sacred duties
at the same pilgrim centres. These records give them a sense that their existence
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and also that of their clan’s is not just bound to the present in which they are
living, but they have a line of ancestors who had lived before them and visited
these places to perform their religious duties. However, dates are not provided in
these documents, most of the times. And we have to be clear that only eighteenth
century onwards these records became more reliable. Copying and recopying of
the records also create same problems which we have discussed in Sub-section
10.3.2, in the case of kulajis.

10.6 FAMILY RECORDS
Although, the records or traditions that we have discussed above have been
constructed by keeping a family or a group of families or lineages at their centre,
or lineages have a central position in them. In this way, they are also family based
histories. But, we will discuss here some different types of written documents that
are created from the activities of a particular family, such as a business or a banking
house, or come into existence in the form of an autobiography and other types of
writings of any member of such families. Here, for example, the documents of
Hari-Bhakti family are being discussed. These documents are currently preserved
in the History Department of M.S. University, Baroda. They differ from the
documents or traditions discussed above as they do not represent a past in relation
to the origins of a family and the prestige or status of a lineage in terms of
contemporary politico-social systems, but are primarily concerned with the business
activities of the families and their relationship with the ruling power in this regard.
One such Gujarati banking house was of Hari-Bhakti family. They opened their
office in Poona, the political center of the Peshwa. Their documents are helpful in
knowing how big merchants played many important roles in the Maratha state.
Although much is not known about their early history, it is known that the two
brothers, Hari and Bhakti, who were from a nearby village of Baroda, took a
central role in the Gaekwad state in the mid-eighteenth century, and they opened
their branch in Poona after the Battle of Panipat (1761) and were, thus, also included
in the list of the potedars of the Peshwa.

From these manuscripts, we get information regarding the business and commercial
activities, such as money-lending, domestic banking systems, monetary system,
etc. prevalent in broader western India, from the second half of the eighteenth
century to the end of the nineteenth century. These are mainly in Gujarati and
Marathi language and are written in Modhi script. This family adopted a special
way of documenting their relationships with the state and their personal matters
in writing. The documents include; Bahi or Vahi, Chitti, Hundi, deposit-
expenses and other documents of this type. They not only shed light on the
financial relations with the Gaikwad State, but in the latter parts of these bahis
the activities of moneylenders and merchants in the Baroda state as well as in
Ahmadabad, Jambusar, Navsari Bharuch and Dabhoi are illustrated. After the
East India Company acquired a dominant position in western India, this house
established relationship with the Company to secure its commercial interests.

Using similar documents, J.H. Little wrote the history of the family of Jagat
Seth of Bengal in 1920-21. He mentions that in his research, he has used India
Office Records, Siya-ul Mutakkherin, Riyaz-us Salatin and the family documents
of Jagat Seth. With this, he also used the family traditions of the Jagat Seth
family regarding their past. This history is focussed on the activities of the
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family, mainly from 1717 to 1767. Little has compiled this as a history of this
banking house, but it also brings to the fore the interrelationship of political and
commercial powers in Bengal in an important way. Hiranand Sahu had established
this banking house. He came to Patna from Marwar in 1652 and established a
kothi there and started lending to the company’s employees to buy salt-petre.
Later the eldest of his seven sons came to Dhaka which was the centre of the
Mughal province of Bengal. In this way, this house became very important in
the history of Bengal in the eighteenth century, about which it is well known.

Thus, it is clear that such households had a tradition of preserving documents
in respect of their commercial activities. Such documents not only tell us about
the business activities but also the relations of these families with the political
system, it also shows how some lineages evolved over time in the midst of
these activities, and how in the pre-modern times, the importance of lineage
or family remained at the center of commercial institutions in India.

Check Your Progress-3

1) What types of genealogical traditions are found in the Kumaun region?
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

2) Explain the construction of Kumauni vanshavalis.
........................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

3) In which places do you find the teerth genealogical traditions?

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

4) Describe how the teerth genealogies are being maintained in different places?
........................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................

5) Explain the nature of Hari-Bhakti records.
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

6) Why some business families produced specific kind of records?
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................
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In this Unit, we have studied about the different types of historical traditions, at the
centre of which was the existence of a dynasty or clan. These traditions deal with the
past, considering a lineage or caste group as the basis. Since most traditions belong
to politically, religiously or economically powerful social groups, their memory of
the past is limited and narrow and focusses on strengthening their present
circumstances. While there is a genealogical tradition of the Bhats/Charans centred
on Rajputs, there is a tradition of kulgranthas of Bengal giving importance to
caste-based elitism. Similarly, Kumaun has a genealogical tradition which tries to
declare the status of certain Brahmin clans as high among the local society.

A little different from these, but also keeping lineages at the center, there are
pedigrees recorded by the pandas at the pilgrim centres in their books or bahis,
although they are concerned with keeping an account of their yajmans and proving
their authenticity as hereditary pandas. Apart from this, we have also discussed
the documents generated by the business houses, which throw special light on the
emergence of these families, and their commercial and political relations.

10.8 KEYWORDS
Charans Charan specialists were the bards and poets of

Rajput society, having a hereditary relationship with
the Rajput patron clans. Charans recited poems and
ballads at the specific occasions when summoned
by the patron family. Theses narrative poems were
called bat or vaat or vatam

Bhats These bhat specialists compiled the pidhiavalis
(series of generations). The word Bhat (from Sanskrit
Bhatt) originally meant ‘one with knowledge of
prayers and eulogies and invocations’ but it has come
to refer to those with specialised knowledge of
genealogies. There are bhats for all castes, known
by different names depending on the caste they serve,
those for Rajputs, for example, are called Varva. The
genealogies were kept in large bahis and were
considered the properties of bhats themselves

Vahivanca Barots In central and north Gujarat a special class of
genealogists emerged from the community of
Bhats, known as Vahivanca barots. Vahivanca
barots kept records in written forms; literally a
Vahivanca is one who reads bahi/vahi

Kulgranthas/Kulajis The traditional genealogical material from Bengal
is known as kulgranthas, kulpanjikas or kulajis. The
term kula denotes family or clan (that is, extended
family); the term grantha means book and
panji/panjika is used for register. So, these were
the books in which the genealogies of kulas or
lineages had been registered. These records were
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composed, compiled, kept and maintained by
marriage-brokers known as Ghataks

Vanshavalis Most of the genealogical traditions were called
vanshavalis. Like in Rajasthan, these were kept by
and were the property of  the families themselves.
They were traditionally maintained by genealogists
who came to the home to make new entries. Such
vanshavalis as have been preserved are generally
found only for particular prominent families, such
as local rulers or important landholders. In Kumaun,
vanshavalis were also maintained by the Brahmin
clans to which they were related. Traditions of teerth
genealogies at Haridwar are also called vanshavalis
or bahis of vanshavalis

Warja In Jagannath temple the genealogical tradition is
known as warja or warija, maintenance of warja
is a part of temple services and a group of pandas,
especially the pratihari pandas were entrusted with
this job

Hari-Bhakti Records These records belong to Hari-Bhakti family, a
prominent business family of Baroda state. We get
information regarding the business and commercial
activities, such as money-lending, domestic banking
systems, monetary system, etc. prevalent in broader
western India, from the second half of the eighteenth
century to the end of the nineteenth century

10.9 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
EXERCISES

Check Your Progress-1

1) See Section 10.2

2) Mention evolution of the traditions and their role in medieval society; See
Section 10.2

3) See Section 10.2

Check Your Progress-2

1) See Section 10.3

2) See Sub-section 10.3.1

3) See Sub-section 10.3.1

4) See Sub-section 10.3.2

Check Your Progress-3

1) See Section 10.4

2) See Sections 10.4.1, 10.4.2

3) See Section 10.5
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4) See Section 10.6

5) See Section 10.6
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11.7.1 Deodhai Buranji
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11.7.5 Tungkhungia Buranji
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11.10 Answer to Check Your Progress Exercises
11.11 Suggested Readings
11.12 Instructional Video Recommendations

11.0    OBJECTIVES
After reading the Unit, you will be able to:

identify bakhars as an important source in understanding the past,
distinguish social and etymological origin of bakhar,
understand commissioning and composition of bakhar,
trace the historic origin of buranjis, and
underline historical significance of buranjis in constructing the history of
Assam.

11.1 INTRODUCTION
The historical consciousness present in both oral traditions and written texts
represent the culture of a region which is continually preserved by passing it on to
the next generation. Each version of the past which holds significance for the
present is privileged in order to retain its legitimacy and ensure its intransience.

* Dr. Rachna Mehra, School of Global Affairs, Dr. B. R. Ambedkar University, Delhi; and
Dr. Dharitri Narzary Chakravartty, School of Liberal Studies, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar
University, Delhi
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‘The record may be one in which historical consciousness is embedded: as in
myth, epic and genealogy; or alternatively it may refer to the more externalized
forms: chronicles of families, institutions and regions, and biographies of persons
in authority. There is no evolutionary or determined continuum from one form to
the other and facets of the embedded consciousness can be seen as a part of the
latter, whether introduced deliberately or subconsciously. The degree to which
forms change or overlap has a bearing on dominant social formations’ (Thapar
2000: 124). Thus a historical narrative stands at the crossroads of shifting
configurations of a prevailing political, ideological and social world.

Some of these narratives find their way to popular memory where they are moulded
in order to assert a certain legacy. According to Chetan Singh, ‘Popular memory
has the ability to refashion historical characters or depict events in a different
light. Pre-colonial events and political entities of sub-continental significance
shaped regional traditions in the different parts of the subcontinent. Mewar’s
resistance to Mughal rule, for instance, the long-drawn Sikh and Maratha struggle
in the seventeenth century and not to forget the little known battle of the Ahom
with Aurangzeb’s army, are an important part of popular historical memory in
those parts of India. It is a memory enlivened by regional heroes who successfully
defied imperial functionaries shown as being tyrannical and oppressive. Both in
victory and defeat, Mughal power and its imperial image had a large presence in
regional historical consciousness’ (Singh 2018: 5-6).

The buranji tradition is closely identified with the Ahom rule in medieval Assam
but in due course of time it has come to be representative of the state’s history.
This is owing to the absence of history writing tradition in Assam among the
ruling clans before the advent of the Ahom. The Ahom intermingled with many
pre-existing ethnic and cultural groups and through the expansion of their political
clout were able to subsume smaller entities. In the process they also incorporated
different cultural traits from the non-Ahom.

The Ahom rule lasted for six hundred years from 1228 to 1826 and in this long
period of rule they were able to bring many ethnically differing and powerful
groups under their umbrella who became part of the Ahom empire in Assam. This
was achieved through various strategic and diplomatic methods involving war,
pacification and alliances forged through marriages with important ruling houses
across the region including Manipur, and Koch kingdoms, which explains the
current socio-cultural milieu of the Assamese society.

By straddling both historical and literary sphere, the bakhars offer a creative and
evocative Maratha past (Deshpande 2007: 205). While facts can be invented,
distorted or questioned but interpretation and ideological moorings behind every
fact is difficult to perceive. Creating a historical consciousness is an inventive
exercise and the literary writers need to be exonerated from the burden of producing
fallacies and not facts. While factual accuracy may be doubted but not the legitimacy
granted to belief in popular memory and regional narratives.

In the same way, the buranji tradition presents a distinct style of historical writing
which is acknowledged as a reliable source to reconstruct the past of Assam. As
an institutionalised historical tradition, the buranji – official and private, had the
capacity to work as social and political authority. In modern period, its interpretation
and use to (re)construct the Assamese identity by intellectuals of Assam show
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regional nationalist sentiment.

11.2 BAKHAR AND BURANJI AS LITERARY
NARRATIVES

In early modern regional states, the convention for royal succession placed literature
in close proximity to the process of political change. According to Stuart Gordon,
it was especially true in the context of those polities where simple rules of
primogeniture did not apply. Here the ruler demonstrated his right to succession
by establishing himself as a strong and generous protector of his people, exhibiting
exceptional personal qualities appropriating birth and genealogy, etc. Herein
literature and other aesthetic modes of representation become effective means of
articulating these qualities and validating the ruler’s succession (Gordon 1993:
368-369). Sumit Guha further attests to the fact that claims to land and honour
required the control of relevant public narratives through which historical memory
was structured in different regions of India (Guha 2019: 7-8).

Some bards and story-tellers in medieval Maharashtra dealt with historical themes
and produced literature such as ballads (Povadas), romantic poems (Lavanis),
chronologies/genealogies (Shakavalis), chronicles (Bakhars), family accounts
(Kaifiyats) and biographical sketches of saint-poets (Santa-Charit) (Dixit, 2009:
11). Though this was ‘history’ narrated by them in their own way, it generally
lacked the rigour needed to prove its historicity. It must however be admitted that
this literature has immense historical value not because of its factual accuracy but
for the reason that it enabled a historical consciousness to think and write about
the past (Deshpande 2013: 10).

In the distant northeast of India, which remained largely outside the historical
imagination of ‘India’ until India’s freedom movement spilled over to the region,
there was a vibrant historical tradition as can be understood from the royal
chronicles like Buranji (Assam), Rajmala (Tripura) and Cheitharon Kumpapa
(Manipur). While these chronicles may be put into one category as court chronicle
of ruling dynasties, the Buranji tradition since the 13th century reflected strong
historical sense present among the Ahom in Assam. In addition to these dynastic
chronicles the presence of vansavali texts in Assam indicates historical
consciousness in a regional context. On the other hand, through these historical
traditions one can trace the nature of interaction the region had with the larger
Indian tradition as displayed by Sanskritic and Persian influences (Chatterjee 2008).

11.3 BAKHAR
Bakhars play an important role in the construction of Maratha polity as it
records many important events. Some serve as biography of eminent statesmen
of the Maratha period even if they seem to be eulogies dedicated by a loyalist
to a ruler. Dynastic identity thus merged with and built on regional pride for
the construction of a common glorious past (Guha 2019: 106).

11.3.1 Etymological and Social Origins

Bakhars are prose historical narratives which were written in the sixteenth century
but the bulk of them were composed from the late seventeenth century onwards
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until early nineteenth century (Deshpande 2007: 20). These narratives numbering
about 200 were composed as biographies of great rulers, genealogies of prominent
families or accounts of momentous battles. Bakhars are known for representing
the prose genre in Marathi having literary merits more than actual historical value.

There are various theories around its etymological origin. Some believe bakhar to
be a metathesis of the Arabic word khabar meaning information and its development
may have come from akhbars, or Perso-Arabic intelligence newsletters of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. S. N. Joshi contends that the word bakhar
appears at the end of most texts so possibly it is derived from the Persian word khair
or bakhair: the end salutation in a letter implying ‘all is well’. In contrast, another
group of scholars suggest that the translation of bakhar is akhyayika (story) distinct
from khabar as vaarta or news. It is derived from older Puranic akhyayikas which
were understood as literature or creative stories based on historical events and figures.
The underlined idea is that a text apart from holding literary merit can narrate historical
events simultaneously (Deshpande 2007: 21).

Irrespective of its origins, the term was certainly well established in official usage
by the 1670s, when the Maratha sovereign Shivaji ordered the preparation of a
thematic Sanskrit thesaurus that would reduce the excessive use of ‘Yavani’
(Islamic) terms of statecraft (Guha 2004). Maratha Sardars under the Deccan
Sultanates had Persian writers in their service and many among the bureaucracy
remained familiar with the Persian language until the time when it was openly
encouraged to use Marathi in writing the genealogies and histories of the families
(Guha 2004b: 23-31, Deshpande 2007: 221).

Sumit Guha who has explored the social origins of the bakhars from the seventeenth
century onwards suggests that factual narratives detailing local events and information
emerged through the exertion of bureaucratic power in a dual context. In the first
place, the Maratha regime collected knowledge upon the conquest of frontier zones
in the 1650s so as to create information regarding tax rates and administrative
arrangement in a particular region. This generated exhaustive historical accounts
and memoranda from hereditary officials. Secondly the narratives of the past were
crucial in the settlement of legal disputes over patrimonies in the law courts of
medieval Maharashtra (Guha 2004a: 1084-2004). The notion of antiquity guided
the adjudication of disputes as they became sacrosanct in pronouncing the rights
within the kingdom. The narratives drew upon family lists, deeds given to ancestors,
details of ancestral contribution and participation in battles, etc. They were composed
by the families to negotiate with the Maratha administration for the protection of
grants of land and office. The narratives apart from providing the proof of land
grants and deeds placed them in a wider context of well known events and in order
to counter the contesting claims made by opponents.

The adjudication of local disputes, as Andre Wink pointed out was mostly settled
at assemblies – gotsabha, majlis, etc. (Wink 1986). These judicial processes, in
turn, generated a discourse of entitlement by inheritance and the bakhar was
therefore well adapted to the discussion around ethnic pride and the consequent
claims to regional dominance by autochthonous landholders (Guha 2004b: 25).
The accounts were validated by public assemblies composed of people from diverse
religious and social backgrounds who would gather to debate and renew local
knowledge (Guha 2004a: 1096).



197

Bakhar and Buranji11.3.2 Form, Content and Timeline

The independent Maratha state was established in 1650s and it created conditions
for constructing larger historical narratives which invoked the past by linking the
local and broader regional events mostly authenticated by public assemblies
(Deshpande 2007: 22). As Maratha power expanded from 1670s onward,
exchanging daily and weekly newsletters was a crucial part of day-to-day
administration and policy making. By the eighteenth century the Marathi-speaking
gentry and bureaucracy expanded across parts of the subcontinent necessitating
the need to produce an authentic account of a regional state.

Bakhars were mostly written in prose form. The predominant stylistic frame was
the letter addressed by a junior official to a senior in response to a specific question.
The narratives are long running over many pages written in multiple linguistic
influences. Local Marathi idioms mingle with Persian administrative jargon and
Sanskrit aphorisms. Many are filled with detailed information of mundane
administrative matters. Facts and legends are intermixed to produce hyperbolic
character sketches. Puranic legends, divine interventions and dramatic tales of
physical prowess appear alongside routine, administrative and military procedures
(Deshpande 2007: 20). The literary and metaphorical embellishment was intrinsic
to the representation or recreation of historical facts. In a way Bakhars combined
the narrative frame of the akhyayika and the reportage of the akhbar to produce an
account (Deshpande 2007: 28).

Timeline

The earliest Marathi Bakhar is found in the sixteenth century but the bulk of them
were written from the late seventeenth century onwards until the beginning of the
nineteenth century (Deshpande 2007: 20). However some scholars trace it back to
an even earlier period. Kamarkar suggests that Mahikavatichi bakhar (covering
historical events in northern Konkan in both poetry and prose form) was written
by many authors covering between 14-15th centuries.

A Table Showing Few Details of a Select List of Bakhars

Source: Prachi Deshpande, (2007) ‘Creative Pasts Historical Memory and Identity in Western India
1700-1960’, Permanent Black, Delhi, pp.21-39; and Anil Navarkar, ‘Sources of Maratha History Indian

Sources’, Academia.edu, pp. 1-10

Sabhasad Bakhar
(1694)

Chitnis Bakhar
(1811)

Peshwyanchi Bakhar
(1818)

Bhausahebanchi Bakhar
(Late 18th account)

Shedgaonkar Bakhar
(1924)

Mahikavatichi Bakhar

Krishnaji Anant Sabhasad
(minister at Jinji)

Malhar Ramrao Chitnis
(senior writer Satara Court

of Sahu II)
Krishnaji Vinayak Sohoni

(Peshwa official)

Vinayak Lakshman Bhave

Keshavacharya and
Nayakorao

Earliest biographical narratives  on
Shivaji

biographical account of Shivaji,
genealogical order of Bhosale

dynasty
History of Peshwas(18th c)

(genealogical account and analysis
of spread of Maratha power)

Account battle of Panipat (1761)

History of Konkan region from
12th-16th c.

Shivaji’s second son
Rajajram

Shahu

Mahadji Shinde

Name of Bakhar/Year Author Genre details Commissioned by

Let us look into some details given in individual bakhars.
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Sabhasad Bakhar

Rajaram, (second son of Shivaji) commissioned the writing of Shivaji’s biography
in the form of Sabhasad Bakhar which was composed in 1694 by Krishnaji Anant
Sabhasad and addressed as a letter to him (Deshpande 2007: 25). It begins with a
description of Shivaji’s grandfather Maloji’s service at the Ahmadnagar Nizam’s
court, gives details of all the major events of Shivaji’s life and the establishment of
the Maratha state and ends with the king’s death. It begins with the background to
the crisis that beset in 1680s and led to the rise of Maratha power. In a sense bakhar
is ‘an ordered selection of the central question identified in the beginning’. It processes
and analyses a historical problem for which the author tries to give a worthy solution
by explaining the shift of the locus of power between Shivaji and Aurangzeb. The
narrative moves between the awe-inspiring power of the Mughal Empire to the
counter challenge produced by the young enterprising Shivaji who ingeniously thwarted
all attempts of the emperor to contain and imprison him (Deshpande 2007: 26).

Chitnis Bakhar

Malahar Ramrao Chitnis’s biography of Shivaji was written over a century later
which set out to proclaim the divine intervention in the rise of the ruler. It indicates
that after years of rule by the foreigners, Shree Shiva Chhatrapati re-established
his kingdom through his extraordinary acts and exploits. The genealogy of Shivaji’s
ancestors is traced to Puranic origins. Even though there is borrowing from an
ideal character and the moral behaviour from the universe of Puranic ethical
framework, yet the arguments and analysis are ‘located in structures of authority
recognized’ in the world in which the texts were circulated (Deshpande 2007: 30).
Instead of giving a chronological narrative, there are seven thematic episodes
which proclaim the establishment of the Maratha kingdom as watershed in Deccan
politics. In a way there may be kernels of truth in the descriptive analysis of the
expansion of Maratha power, administrative information, southern campaigns and
Shivaji’s coronation (Deshpande 2007: 27).

Predictions and prophecies are present in bakhars and important events like the
establishment or loss of Maratha power seem to be divinely willed. Shivaji’s
biographers present him as a sakshat avatar or a divine incarnation and Bhavani,
represented as the patron deity of Marathas and it helps in legitimising his actions
as being honourable. It was a known fact that royal families of obscure origin
required legitimacy through the intervention of a deity. If a biography was written
during or around the reign of the ruler, it was a common practise to mention a
brief history of the dynasty and highlight the important events that occurred in the
patron’s life. This was especially true where there was a contested succession and
the biography was justifying the patron’s right to rule (Thapar 2003: 167).

The Chitnis Bakhar composed in the early nineteenth century discusses the policies
Shivaji put in place for networking with the information department. Halkaras
were chosen to perform the task of providing information. The information about
the inside and outside of the kingdom was gathered from the clerks, military
officials, chiefs through the medium of akhbars (news reports), lakhotepatre (closed
letters) and zabani (witness testimonies). The information was collated and given
to the Chitnis who summarised it and prepared yadis (lists) to inform the Maharaj
on a daily basis (Deshpande 2007: 23).
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The Bhausahebanchi Bakhar written several decades after the battle of Panipat
analyses the Maratha defeat against the Afghan forces of Ahmad Shah Abdali. It
traces the cause of the debacle to the shifting political alliances in Hindustan from
1750-1761 which included the competing ambitions of Shinde and Holkar in Central
India and their changing positions within the web of political relationships with the
Mughal courtiers, the Nawab of Awadh, the Rohillas, the Rajputs and the Jats. The
Peshwa and his brother Bhausaheb who was the general of the Maratha forces were
caught on the wrong foot amidst personality clashes, diplomatic follies and military
strategies that fell apart and damaged the Maratha power (Deshpande 2007: 28).

The events that are foretold do not interrupt the linear unfolding of the narrative
but help in ‘underscoring the extraordinary actions and events and they form part
of the moral universe within which the bakhar writers judge the protagonists’
actions and their outcomes’ (Deshpande 2007: 29). The Maratha loss at Panipat is
also ascribed to the morally reprehensible actions of various Maratha chiefs who
desecrated holy shrine or harassed Brahmans.

The Bhau Bakhar belongs to the milieu created by the imperial project of Maratha
power in the eighteenth-century (1730-1800), and was written in north India by
someone familiar with north Indian conditions, probably after 1761. In contrast
the Panipatchi Bakhar was written in Maharashtra and has a greater Brahmanical
content. Towards the middle of the eighteenth-century, the Marathas projected
their military power and political rule into large parts of north India, i.e. ‘Hindustan’1

(Deshpande 2013: 6).

Mahikavatichi Bakhar

A close reading of this bakhar strengthens Sumit Guha’s argument of social origins
of bakhar even before Maratha period. The motive behind the composition of this
bakhar was given in detail by Keshavacharya. Nayakorao Desala, a local hereditary
official of Malad, had a dream of ‘Shridevi Adiyashakti Jagdambika Maharshtra-
dharma-rakshika’, who ordered him to call a gathering of all local officials and
Brahmins from North Konkan region and to make them aware about ‘Maharashtra
Dharma’ . This gathering was arranged just prior to the advent of mleccha ruler in
the region and intended to call for protection of ‘Swadharma’ and ‘Maharashtra
Dharma’.

It is interesting to note that there was a specific inducement behind the composition
of each bakhar. For instance, the changing political scenario, recurring disputes
between desalas and a need to gain and maintain legitimacy from new rulers,
were the main driving forces for production of Mahikavatichi Bakhar. It gives
details of genealogies of various deshalas i.e. hereditary officials with their rights
and shares in jama (estimated revenue) from villages under their jurisdictions.

The genre of bakhars also differed according to what it attempts to emphasise like
the Peshwyanchi Bakhar chronicles the history of the Peshwai from the early
eighteenth century and contrasts prosperous reign of the honest Nanasaheb Peshwa
to the decline under Bajirao II (Deshpande 2007: 30). In some cases, the genre
was hagiographical, and often confused in dating and placing events. The Sabhasad

1 In bakhars, generally, the term ‘Hindustan’ is used to denote North India
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Bakhar and Kalami Bakhar were important both for the facts and the tone of the
heroic and tragic events which form the basis of the popular history of Maharashtra
(Gordon 1993: 1).

The next Section will help us identify the need and impetus behind commissioning
of the bakhars, the role and intention of the authors, how to establish the veracity
of the texts and its political and popular uses.

11.3.3 Patronage, Authorship and Authenticity

The bakhar ‘narratives emerged and circulated in the legal and bureaucratic world’
that had developed over a period of time in the Deccan. A ‘central feature of bakhar
historiography was the tension between the narrative of power, putting forward claims
to legitimacy on behalf of various actors in the Maratha political environment, and
a more detached, critical voice that commented’ from within the moral universe, on
historical actors, events, and outcomes’ (Deshpande 2007: 39).

The narratives brought to fore the social world of scribes and literate officials who
created them. The bakhars give us a peek into the specialised writing skills of a
bureaucratic Maratha state where the written word became a thriving intellectual
enterprise. All kinds of information present on the paper required someone to
dictate, write and deliver a letter. Chitnis who came from a scribal family and was
entrusted with the task of writing the royal letters, including those which entailed
political negotiation, commended Shivaji for instituting the practice of dating and
addressing of letters, record keeping, information gathering, exercises, accounting,
etc. (Deshpande 2007: 37).

The role of the scribe was both creative and political which required imagination and
intelligence. While on the one hand, he had to read the king’s mind and anticipate his
intentions, on the other hand, he played the role of strategist and representative of the
ruler, helping him negotiate with allies and enemies (Deshpande 2007: 37-38). The
Marathi literati were known by different names like Chitnavis, Wakainavis or the
Vakil. The bureaucratic literati were drawn from various Brahman and Kayastha jatis
who represented a mobile and polyglot working group in the eighteenth century
(Deshpande 2007: 38).

Many bakhar writers as part of the Maratha bureaucracy had access to shakavalis
(literally meaning sequence of years) or chronicles prepared by families and
hereditary officials where birth, death, coronation, accession and marriage were
recorded (Deshpande 2007: 29). Mostly the narratives begin or end with a
declaration of having consulted appropriate sources and other knowledgeable
people within the kingdom. While Bhausahebanchi Bakhar emphasises the role
of lived experience in writing it, Krishnaji Vinayak Sohoni is believed to have
dictated the Peshawyanchi Bakhar from memory. Although the comprehensive
details given in it suggest he must have looked at older documents, Chitnis specified
the sources he consulted which included the shastras such as the Vishnupurana
and other texts like state documents, diaries, etc. While the narratives acknowledge
having used reliable sources, these do not figure as part of the narratives themselves
(Deshpande 2007:  31).

The transmission of narratives by copyists often resulted in changed use of idioms,
words and explanatory interpolations. For example Bhuasahebanchi Bakhar was
written in by a Marathi speaker in the north in a heavily Persianised Marathi,
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Urdu and Persian words and phrases into Marathi (Deshpande 2007: 32).

In Maratha historiography the 18th-19th century period was an epoch different from
the swarajya of Shivaji which refers to the emergence of a Maratha kingdom
stretching south from the river Narmada to the Krishna in the seventeenth-century.
The creation of a Marathi speaking desh, and a well formed Maratha identity, under
Shivaji and his Maratha successors in the seventeenth-century forms the background
against which the texts on Panipat were written. During the Mughal period Marathi
speaking people travelled to the north regularly for pilgrimages and trade related
reasons in large numbers; ‘Hindustan’ already had an established place in the Marathi
historical consciousness which developed prior to the Panipat campaign. Nonetheless
the forceful Maratha movement into ‘Hindustan’ in the eighteenth-century seems to
have reconfigured the importance of ‘Hindustan’ in Maratha history and its writing
in ways which appear unprecedented (Deshpande 2013: 6).

The composition of bakhars in the pre-colonial period came out of the need to assert a
new political identity but there was a change in priority under the imperial regime.
During the colonial period, even though the bakhars were not commissioned for printing
or education projects, yet they continued to be produced at the behest of the state.
They were recognised in the negotiation of overlapping disputed concessions and
land rights by the new administration. Most of the texts written during this period
were genealogical narratives that documented the family fortunes of the Peshwas, the
Bhosales, Holkars, etc. There were attempts by the erstwhile rulers to protect their
rights and concessions and many invoked past military feats to press for pensions
from the British (Deshpande 2007: 89-90).

Later on in the colonial educational system, the pre-colonial Marathi prose literature
and its narrative structure found its way in the undergraduate examination for its
literary style. It is interesting to note that in 1870s while Grant Duff’s book titled
History of the Maharattas was recognised to be an authentic account of the past
whereas bakhars came to be associated with Marathi literature. This made it easier
for the British to distance themselves both from the earlier representations produced
in the bakhar historiography and the sweeping changes they brought about in the
political economy of the region (Deshpande 2007: 92-93).

In the nineteenth century when the anti-colonial sentiment gained momentum a
nationalist response to the British rule was formulated where scholars like Rajwade
and Chiplunkar made efforts to collate various documents including letters, treatise
and bakhars to create an archive for Marathi writers. Justice Ranade who was a
proponent of social reform in Bombay in 1870s as well as Savarkar recognised
and promoted the vernacular historiographical tradition inherent in bakhar from
early modern to the modern period. The legacy of Shivaji’s dynasty was
appropriated to promote regional patriotism and Hindu Nationalism.  While bakhars
remained ambiguous on creating any communal narrative, ‘Savarkar used the
bakhars’ admixture of vivid storytelling, heroic history making, and the modularity
of the past as a counter narrative to depoliticized colonial histories’ (Visana 2020:
8-9). On similar lines, Bal Gangadhar Tilak was able to harness the growing
popularity and evolving historical memory of the Marathas among the middle
classes to begin Ganpati (1893) and Shivaji (1897) festivals as part of anti-colonial
movement (Deshpande 2007: 126-138).
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11.3.4 Critique and Significance

More than two hundred bakhars have survived the vagaries of time and most of
them were edited and printed by the modern scholars of Maratha history in the
nineteenth-century. The ‘production and re-production of bakhars in the nineteenth
and twentieth-centuries was never free from the ideological leanings of their modern
editors’. Therefore any reading of the bakhars necessitates a study of their modern
editors and original compilers in order to be attentive to the possibilities of historical
re-construction (Deshpande 2013: 5).

Eminent historian V.K. Rajwade critiqued the bakhar narrative for their ‘exaggerations,
anachronisms, chronological confusions, and love for fabulous stories’ (Guha 2004a:
1102). Most of the bakhars display affinities of loyalty to particular rulers and chieftains.
Historians in the colonial period looked down upon the biased leanings of bakhars
which also disregard dates and chronology in those accounts (Deshpand 2007: 20).
Sabhasad Bakhar, the earliest narrative available on the establishment of Maratha
state represents its power as a ‘novelty, worthy of awe and appreciation’. It emphasises
on the legitimacy of the centralising process which began under the leadership of
Shivaji to counter competing claims to kingship. In Peshwyanchi Bakhar, the morality
and adherence to dharma through the depiction of ‘Brahman raj’ under the Pune based
Peshwa is extolled (Deshpande 2007: 41-43).

The gender, class and the caste question is also not evident in the composition of
bakhars as they reflected mostly the polity of the region. Even though objectivity
is difficult to find in the narratives, yet they give fleeting glimpses of day to day
life. The renewal of historical memory took place as a public activity through
settling of disputes and policy. One of these settings was the court of law, a forum
where people have long had the incentive to produce credible narratives of contested
pasts. An early case from 1610 indicated that the term bakhar is used in the
proceedings to mean simply a statement of fact (in this case, the location of the
boundary) (Guha 2019: 84). The local assembly that met in 1610 to resolve the
boundary dispute between two villages of Pune district exemplifies this. Islamic
scholars and officials, Brahman bureaucrats, merchants, local gentry of various
faiths, and substantial peasants were all present to resolve an issue. Most
proceedings were held in the open or in public places. People of many classes
would thus periodically gather to hear, debate, and renew local knowledge and
common sense. Some of them stood forth as witnesses, plaintiffs, or respondents.
In a largely non-literate society, such meetings were important in shaping and
transmitting local and regional history.

The historiographic practise of writing bakhar involved drawing on different texts
like older bakhars, administrative documents, public testimonies, Puranic
knowledge, popular commemorative tradition of powadas which suggests that it
was an exercise in producing inter-texuality (Deshpande 2007: 66). Bakhars
acknowledged the existence of multiple perspectives on the past. Even though
some narratives focussed on the idea of centralised and idealised political authority,
they were organised along multiple locations of power. In contrast, the interpretation
of Maratha history in the colonial period aimed to produce a truthful and unitary
narrative of the past since history and literature were deemed as different disciplines
and the boundaries between historical and fictional narrative remained unclear
(Deshpande 2007: 204-6).
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to a question from a superior authority. This rhetorical device gives us another clue to
the origins of this hybrid genre of writing: it stems from an increasingly bureaucratic
regime. Successive rulers needed to know their domains, and began by demanding
testimony from local officials. Such inquests would be common wherever royal
authority had weakened powerful intermediary lords and penetrated to the localities.

Check Your Progress-1

1) Distinguish between the social and etymological origins of bakhar.
..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

2) How do bakhars help in understanding the past? Explain with examples.
..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

3) What was the motivation for those who commissioned and composed the
bakhars?
..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

11.4 WHAT IS BURANJI?
In India, the tradition of keeping record of past events in chronological order can
be found in two provinces of Kashmir and Assam. While the 12th century
Rajtarangini written by Kalhana in Sanskrit tells about the historical events of
Kashmir from the earliest time possible, the buranjis have been used to reconstruct
the historical past of Assam (Deka 2016). The buranjis are a genre of historical
chronicles of Ahom dynasty in Assam which ruled from 1228 to 1826 and the
understanding of pre-colonial history of Assam is primarily based on the buranjis,
which were initially written in Tai-Ahom language but later were mostly produced
in Assamese language, presumably after the Ahoms converted to Hinduism. The
word Buranji, which is today synonym for history and ‘itihas’ in Assamese
language, comes from the Thai word for ancient, boran (Hartmann 1997). The
other meaning explained is – ‘a store (of knowledge) that teaches the ignorant’,
e.g. bu (ignorant person) – ran (teach) – ji (granary/store-house (Gait 1905).
Another interesting depiction of the nature of buranji is found in the compilation
of Assam’s history by John Peter Wade (1800), who refers to a monarchical mandate
that ‘The histories of the king’s predecessors should be compiled, the succession
of Ahom monarchs mentioned in detail and the book should be called Roopoot;
that the history should only contain the names and transactions of  Swargadeos or
Ahom kings’ (Purkayastha 2008).

This genre of chronicles, written and compiled under the royal orders of the ruling
kings and high dignitaries of the state, inform us not only about the dynastic history
of the Ahoms and their state system but also tell us about the presence of a distinctive
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style of writing history in Assam, which is similar to the historical tradition of
East and South East Asia.  The notable feature of buranji is thus, keeping records
of all important events that happened within and outside the royal court of the
Ahom, a reason why buranji is more a genre of chronicles than history.

11.5 CURATING BURANJI
There is no one buranji but many buranjis written during different reigning Ahom
kings and there are official and private ones. The style of writing was distinct and
some carried flavourful cultural nuances suggesting long historical exchanges the
Ahom had with different cultural groups. The older buranjis used old Tai-Ahom
language that had become almost dead by early 19th century to be used only for
ceremonial and ritualistic purposes by few elderly Deos (priests) and Assamese
language had come to replace it. It was these few old deos who were engaged in
teaching the Tai-Ahom language  to some socially prominent personalities like
Bahr Golap Chandra Barua who were invested with to curate and translate the
buranjis by the British (Gait 1933). Thus, the major collection of buranjis happened
after the British arrival in order for them to understand the land and the people as
they had no pre-knowledge about the historical and social traditions of Assam.
Understandably the people commissioned and invested with to collect buranjis
and translate them were people who were educated under the modern education
system of British India and were very influenced by it in approach and method of
doing historical research. From this onwards one can say that buranjis no longer
remained confined to the regional parlance of Ahom empire but got reinterpreted
in a larger context of historical process. Particularly noteworthy is the contribution
made by Dr. Surya Kumar Bhuyan who took on the major work of curating and
editing many important buranjis to help reconstruct the history of Assam. Another
person who made significant contribution in locating, identifying and curating
puthis (manuscripts) was Hemchandra Goswami who was deputed under the aegis
of the Chief Commissioner of Assam, Sir Archdale Earle in 1914 to collect
manuscripts scattered across different parts that had been directly or indirectly
influenced by the Ahom rule. The manuscript collection was revealing as it brought
out documentations on diverse subjects and topics such as botany with economic
description of medicinal plants, etc. in addition to other manuscripts of Indian
tradition (Goswami 1930). It was only after the coming of the British that
information contained in buranji became known to the general public in parts
through compilation works undertaken by individuals trained in modern method
of historical research.

11.6 ORIGIN
The Ahoms are an offshoot of the Shan people, also called Tais or Thais, and are
originally from South East Asia. They reached Assam in 1228. A recent scientific
finding has confirmed that the Tai-Ahom of Assam share common genetic traits
with the Thai people.1 The Assamese historiography based on buranji show that
the Shans migrated first to China and later made Mungrimungram in Yunnan their
homeland to gradually form an extensive country composed of several states
dependent on a central kingdom (Ney Elias 1876). The Ahoms claim Mungrimungram
to be their original homeland over which their younger progenitor, Khunlai ruled.
1 https://www.telegraphindia.com/north-east/dna-samples-throw-light-on-thai-ahom-link/cid/

1447621
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which was a divided part of Mungrimungram. In about 1215 Sukapaha left his
home land as a result of a dispute with his brother and advanced towards the
Patkai range in order to make his own fortune. On the way he seemed to have
conquered and won over many local tribes like the Nocte, Wancho, Tangsa Nagas
and others who after more than a decade of resistance had finally come to accept
his authority. Sukapha reached the Brahmaputra valley in 1228 after having pacified
and subjugated the more backward tribes and finally settled by establishing his
capital at Charaideo in Sibsagar of present day Assam. It was Sukapha who brought
the buranji tradition with him when he instructed his followers to document the
events that took place during the course of his journey to Brahmaputra valley and
this was continued by his successors till the end of their rule in 1826 as a result of
the Yandaboo Treaty.2

Sukapha ruled till 1268 and was succeeded by his son Suteupha, who continued
the extension of the Ahom kingdom upto river Namdang, west of Sibsagar, which
remained as the limit of their kingdom for the next two hundred years. One of the
reasons for keeping the boundary at river Namdang could have been to avoid a
direct confrontation with the well-established authorities of the Chutiyas, Kacharis
and Bhuyans (Baruah 1986). These political entities were brought under effective
control by 16th century to make Ahoms the supreme ruling clans in Assam but
their expansionist policy was kept at check by the Koches in the West and in later
centuries it was the Mughals who became their most formidable adversaries
(Goswami  2012). The coming of the Ahoms or Tai-Shans marked the beginning
of a new trend in the history of northeast India by consolidating a non-Aryan rule
which eventually led to the foundation of a distinct regional polity and identity
(Baruah 1986).

Though most manuscripts available dates to seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
they also copy as well as discuss much older texts, confirming that buranjis were
updated carefully on instructions by successive generation of Ahom rulers who
assumed the title of Swargadeo (God-like king) from late 15th century. It was the
deodhai (priests), kakatis (diplomats) and leading noble persons and their families
who copied, updated and recorded faithfully all the major events from the past to
maintain the continuity of this historical tradition. Originally, buranjis were kept in
the storehouse called Gondhiya Bhoral under the supervision of a royal court officer
titled Gondhiya Phukan and it was under the department of manuscripts/
historiography headed by borgohain, a high ranking royal official. The Ahoms
considered buranji as sacred and source of all kinds of knowledge, and it was
mandatory for princes and progenies of court nobles to become proficient in this
field of knowledge production. Mastering over buranji was associated with authority
and legitimacy and therefore, many noble families invested and arranged to possess
their own buranji as a source of enlightenment and edification. The sanctity of
scriptures was of such importance that chapters or parts from buranji was read out
to the public occasionally and even recited during royal wedding rituals. Through
such practices the Ahoms continued to remember and revere their ancestors
(Deka 2016).

2 Yandaboo Treaty was signed in 1826 by the Ahoms and Brtitish with the Burmese king after the
British army helped the Ahoms to defeat the Burmese army. This treaty marked the entry of
British in the politics of Assam.
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Written in prose and verse, the buranjis are ‘numerous and voluminous’ and this
tradition of compiling historical documents in East and South East Asia brought
by the Tai-Ahom along with other cultural traditions when they migrated to the
region of Assam contributed immensely in the development of historical
consciousness in this part of the country (Deka, 2016). The old writing system of
the Tai Ahom was not fully developed and therefore, reading the old manuscripts
for modern time historians is an exhausting task (Hartmann, 1997).  While historians
of Assam have referred to buranjis written by many unknown authors, especially
from the earlier part of the Ahom rule, in discussing the history of pre-colonial
Assam, there is no clarity on the method of their classification. But buranji can be
typed into two categories: 1) Official chronicles that deals with the state/Ahom
empire which help to understand the political system under the Ahoms and 2)
Family/scholars’ buranjis which reflect upon socio-cultural aspects of the Ahom.

Official buranjis include matters and discussions related to major political events
with accurate dates and places, war descriptions and strategies, treatises, letters
written by diplomatic envoys, spy reports and other such documents which
constitute valuable sources of information on Ahom state machinery. Other kinds
of writings reflect on social and cultural aspects of the Ahom, including family
genealogy of the court nobles, priest class and even on members of the royal
family including the lifestyle of the queens. Often, the chroniclers themselves
witnessed the events though rarely authors’ names appeared in the buranji. It was
only towards the end of the Ahom rule that buranjis carried authors’ names (Saikia,
2008). The first chronicle to be published as Assam Buranji in 1844 was that of
Kashinath Tamuli Phukan by the Sibsagar branch of the American Baptist Mission.
The enlarged version of this chronicle was written by Sadaramin Harkanta Barua
(1818-1900) who was a witness to the last phase of Ahom rule and consolidation
of the British administration in Assam. This was later edited for the benefit of a
wider audience without making much change in the original form by S. K. Bhuyan
and published by the Department of History and Antiquarian Studies of Assam in
1930. This enlarged version of Assam Buranji covered a period from the
commencement of Ahom rule to the British occupation of Assam in 1826. The
earlier Assam Buranji of Kashinath Tamuli was penned under the instruction and
supervision of the Ahom king, Swargadeo Purandar Singh and his official
Radhanath Barbarua.

Since the time of Sukapha many variants of buranjis were written on the
descendants of Indra (the Ahom rulers called themselves Indra-vamsi), sometimes
contradicting each other which was confusing for readers. In order to do away
with such historical contradictions, Swargadeo Purandar Singh had all buranjis
collected from different provinces and compiled into a concise Buranji of Ahom
(Assam). But this version of buranji was criticised by Harkanta Barua for omitting
many important aspects of the Ahom history and for merely stating the events
during the reign of different Ahom kings (Barua 1930). Harkanta Barua’s revision
of this buranji thus, included many popular narratives and stories collected from
the people. It is from this revised buranji that a rational account of the famous
story of martyred princess Sati Jaymati gets known and so does the Chaudangs,
the hereditary executioners. The life and actions of Chaudangs narrated in
Harkanta’s buranji tell about the nature of punishment given during the Ahom
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employees of Ahom kings who also guarded their living quarters. Torture and
execution constituted the daily occupation of the Chaudangs who many a times
exceeded the limit of Ahom law in exercising their duties. According to Harkanta’s
buranji, the Ahom princess, Jaymati died because of the torture inflicted on
her by the Chaudangs. The sacrifice made by Jaymati to save her husband for
the well-being of the Ahom rule is reproduced in different genres of the
Assamese popular culture like poems, short stories, plays, films, etc. continuing
the local historical narratives.

Some of the buranjis mostly referred to by scholars are briefly discussed here:

11.7.1 Deodhai Buranji

The Deodhai (priest) Buranji is considered to be the oldest written manuscript
of the Ahom that mainly is on the myths and legend of the creation. The version
of the story told by the Deodhai on the origin of the Ahom match closely with
the ones preserved by the Shans of Upper Burma. The other version is the
modification of story by the Brahmans which is useful for understanding the
process of change that occurred in Ahom society as a result of Hindu influence.
According to the Deodhai story, Lengdon (the Almighty) asked his son
Thengkham to descend to earth and establish a kingdom. But Thengkham was
not willing to leave heaven and made arrangements for his two sons, Khunlung
(prince-elder) and Khunlai (prince-younger) to descend on earth with their
followers using an iron or gold chain and then build a town in Mungrimungram
(country uninhabited)3. Lengdon presented them with ‘an idol called Somdeo,
a magic sword – also called hengdan, two drums to be used for invoking the
divine aid, and four cocks for telling the omens’. The Somdeo idol was brought
along by Sukapha when he left home along with 1080 followers (not mentioned
whether men, women and children), a pair of male and female elephants, 300
horses, buragohain and borgohain (noblemen) (Barua 1930). The idol, Somdeo,
seemed to have been in possession of later Ahom king, Swargadeo Purander
Singh, when he took refuge in Bengal in 1819. In the modified version of the
story produced under the Brahmanical influence, Lengdon becomes Indra and
thus Ahoms are represented as Indra-vamsi. The later narration style is very
similar to the Hindu tradition where the Deodhais identify their principal deities
with gods of Hindu pantheon (Gait 1905).

The Deodhai Assam Buranji was edited by S. K. Bhuyan which is a compilation
of four short chronicles by unnamed authors, starting with the narration on the
origination of the Ahom dynasty and giving account of the period from the first
ruler Sukapha to Nariya Raja (King Sutyingpha, 1644-48) who is also called
‘kekora’ (crooked) Raja because of his illness.  In addition,  Deodhai Assam Buranji
discusses the earliest historical journey of the Ahom as ruling clans, and also
narrates that the reason why founder of Ahom rule, Sukapha, was able to establish
himself as a successful ruler was because of his farsightedness and statesmanship
which enabled him to win over many tribal confederations during his journey to
Assam. It is from Deodhai Assam Buranji that the Ahom relation with neighbouring
important tribes can be comprehended.

3 Mungrimungram is identified to be in the present Yunnan Province of South China.
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Tai-Ahom language in the left and translation by G C. Barua,
This is part of the Deodhai Buranji on the myths of creation

Source: G. C. Barua, (1930) Ahom Buranji: From the Earliest Time to the End of the
Ahom Rule (Calcutta: Baptist Mission Press).

11.7.2 Kamrupor Buranji

Surya Kumar Bhuyan also compiled and edited Kamrupor Buranji from old buranji
manuscripts. It is an historical account of ancient Assam which was called Kamrup,
and includes conflict of Assam and Coochbehar with the Mughals. The manuscripts
were collected from Kamrup Anusandhan Samiti and American Baptist Mission
of Guwahati. The manuscripts in possession of the American Baptist Mission were
first published in 1853 Orunodoi, the first Assamese language magazine. Thus,
this compilation, containing eleven chapters, describes the vast land that spread
from Sadiya in Upper Assam to the valleys of Brahmaputra and covers historical
developments that took place in ancient period, which is referred to as Hindu
Kamrup, the early medieval period – informing about the arrival of foreigners/
outsiders (Muhammadans) to the land of Kamrup and during the Ahom reign till
the coming of the British.  Major parts of this buranji was written soon after the
Mughal-Ahom war as can be understood from the external influences induced
lexicons used by the Ahom ambassadors. But buranjis written in later parts of
eighteenth century and early nineteenth century are in unadulterated Assamese
without foreign language influences. However, they also inform about the
emergence and use of new words, especially the use of terms like asam, assam,
asom, axom, etc. to refer to this country (Bhuyan 1930).

The first part of the Kamrupor Buranji names various rulers of ancient Assam and
narrate stories about Dharmapal from Gaud (Bongo) becoming the king. The arrival
of different Brahmin communities to serve at his court perhaps can be understood
as the first wave of Brahmin migration to ancient Assam, eventually spreading the
Brahmanical tradition. The story of one Brahmin, Kendukolai, is especially
interesting as these narratives influenced the nature of worship or visitation to the
famous Kamakhya temple by later Brahmins of lower Assam region. One can also
find some vivid description of Ghiyasuddin Balban’s expedition to medieval Assam,
quantifying the amount of damage and loss caused to the country, which is a rare
information. Kamrupor Buranji is considered of high level as it provides temporal
insight into the historical status of the Ahom in medieval Assam. One thing that
stands out in Kamrupor Buranji is the information on political and military strategy
of the Ahom rulers and strong sentiment of patriotism among the ruling elites and
the people of Assam.

11.7.3 Padshah (Badshah) Buranji
It was S. K. Bhuyan again who collated all Padshah Buranjis (Chronicles of the
Delhi Badshahate) in original to get it published by Kamrup Anusandhan Samiti
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as a source of Muhammadan history of Assam that linked the country in an
important way with the rest of the Indian subcontinent before the British arrived.
Assam was always in the scheme of invasions of the Muhammadans and the first
attempt to conquer Kamrup took place in 1205 by Muhammad Bin Bakhtiyar, a
Khalji Turk, which was unsuccessful due to the force of the nature when the army
Turkish was swallowed by the swelling river, according to a rock inscription in
North Guwahati (Bhuyan 1947).

The Padshah Buranji’s factual records are corroborated by other sources, narrating
stories about the advent of the Muhammadans, consolidation of their rule in India and
introducing new administrative system like the mansabdari. The subsequent coming
of the Mughals is written down in chronological order which are documentation of
important events that took place in medieval India. Of the exchanges between the
Ahom rulers and Muhammadans, the most noticeable characteristic is the exchanges
that happened through letters written to various high ranking officials including Emperor
Aurangzeb, Mir Jumla, Nawab Dilir Khan and others which inform about the
cosmopolitan language used in their diplomatic epistles. Interesting entry of Persian
mixed with Urdu found in some of the manuscripts of Padshah Buranji inform about
the temporality of buranji though this trend slowly disappeared in later times.

11.7.4 Tripura Buranji
The Tripura Buranji was compiled in 1724 by two Assamese ambassadors, Ratna
Kandali Sarma and Arjundas Bairagi, who were sent by Swargadeo Rudra Simha
to Tripura as Ahom envoys and is an important source of history on Ahom relations
with Tiperah, as well as for throwing some new light on Mughal India. The original
manuscript of Tripura Buranji has 40 chapters (adhyay) on various diplomatic
communications and interactions that took place between the Ahom and Tripura
rulers, on one hand reflecting on the level of engagement the two countries had in
early 18th century and the ambition of the Ahom ruler to expand its sphere of
influence beyond the old boundaries, on the other hand. The two envoys had been
sent to the court of Tiperah king, Ratnamanikya in 1714 with an objective to
organise a ‘confederacy of the Hindu rulers against the Moghuls’ (Gogoi, 2020).
Like the Padshah Buranji, therefore, it has a distinct place among the buranjis of
Assam that link the country with outside world. Tripura Buranji is treated as a
travelogue as well by scholars because of the nature of information it contains on
the land, people, customs, in addition to the official accounts of communications
between the two sides. The authors used their own narratives to describe about the
places they crossed during their journey on foot to Tripura and back. Hence this
chronicle can also be considered as a travel document of the later Ahom period.

11.7.5 Tungkhungia Buranji
It was the chronicle of the last ruling dynasty of Ahom, which ended in 1826 with
the signing of the Yandaboo Treaty with the British. The Tungkhungia ruled Assam
for 145 years from 1681-1826. The original author of this chronicle was Srinath
Duara Barbarua who commenced compiling Tungkhungia Buranji in March 1804.
Though his compilation carried accounts of only later half of Tungkhungia reign,
representing the period from 1751-1806, its relevance in comprehending the
complex political and social trends is doubtless. Narrating the tumultuous period
from its establishment under the first king Gadadhar Singha that saw long eleven
years of chaos to the gradual weakening of the Ahom rule in successive periods, it
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tells about a very important part of Assam history.  The Ahom kingdom was in
utter chaos before the Tungkhungia dynasty as over ambitious ministers, especially
Laluksola Barphukan, who tried to become the sovereign by colluding with Nawab
Mansur Khan, a deputy of the governor of Bengal. He seized power and king’s
authority by deposing the reigning king Sudaipha Parvatia Raja and tried to
eliminate or disqualify all possible rivals by maiming or mutilating their limbs
because according to the Ahom rule only a physically spotless and able bodied
prince could become a sovereign. It is under such a chaotic conditioning that
Prince Godapani had to elude from Laluksola’s tyranny and his wife, Princess
Jaymati Konwari was taken prisoner. The story of Jaymati Konwari is one of the
most popular narratives from buranji in Assam that left a deep impression on the
Assamese minds. Godapani was later placed on throne by hereditary nobles as
King Gadadhar Singha. An edited and comprehensive modern version of the
chronicle, based on numerous sources, was published as Tungkhungia Buranji by
S. K. Bhuyan in 1968. The name Tungkhungia comes from the ancestral place of
this last ruling dynasty of the Ahom in Upper Assam.

Tungkhungia Buranji is mainly an account of kings and their times during their
dynastic rule but also throws light on important political upheavals like the Burmese
menace that was draining Ahom wealth and the compulsion of the last Ahom
rulers to take help from the East India Company to fight the Burmese but
consequently leading to losing their sovereignty to a foreign rule as a result of
Yandaboo Treaty in 1826.

Check Your Progress-2

1) Discuss the historical origin of buranji.
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

2) Discuss the historical significance of buranji in the larger context of Indian
history.
........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

11.8 SUMMARY
In this Unit, we have traced the importance of bakhar as prose narratives to
understand the medieval and early modern Maratha polity. In Maharashtra
specifically, the commemoration of a historical past is a remarkable feature of
public life even today. Bakhar narratives represent the ideological underpinnings
of this region through the articulation of dharma and other idioms of Brahmanical
values which declared the superiority of Hindus over everyone else in the region.
The Sabhasad and Chitnis bakhars sketch a biographical account of Shivaji who
needs to be revered and remembered for his administrative and political feats as
he challenged the Mughals. Apart from composing biographies of the rulers,
bakhars include genealogies of prominent families and accounts of momentous
battles. Even though their historicity may be a subject matter of debate, yet these
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creative imagination through the use of literary embellishments.

In this Unit section on buranji, we have learned that this history writing tradition,
though originally came from East and South East Asian practices, underwent
significant influences from different cultural traditions of India. It can be summed
up that the history of Assam is reconstructed primarily on the basis of buranji by
the British and by modern historians of Assam.

11.9 KEYWORDS
Ahom Ethnically belong to Shan group of people who migrated from

South East Asia. Historically they spread across Southeast Asia,
South China, Burma/Myanmar and Assam. In Assam they are
known as Tai-Ahom or Ahom (Assamese) people

Akhyayika It means story and is derived from older Puranic akhyayikas
which were understood as literature or creative stories based
on historical events and figures

Bakhars Bakhars are prose historical narratives written in Marathi. More
than 200 bakhars were composed as biographies of great rulers,
genealogies of prominent families or accounts of momentous
battles from 17th-19th century which throw light on the polity
and administration of the region

Buranji A genre of historical chronicle of the Ahom dynasty that ruled
over major parts of Assam from 1228-1826

Prose Written or spoken language which is not poetry
Puthi(s) Manuscript, not only buranji manuscript but all kinds of

manuscripts, which were used to reproduce the buranji by next
generations of buranji author

Shakavalis Literally meaning sequence of years or chronicles prepared by
families and hereditary officials where birth, death, coronation,
accession and marriage were recorded

Swargadeo The Ahom king was referred to as Swargadeo, literally meaning
‘heavenly king’ or ‘Lord from the Heaven,’ to suggest that Ahom
kings are descendants of God

Yavani Associated with Yavans (invaders, foreigners and Muslims)

11.10 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
EXERCISES

Check Your Progress-1
1) See Section 11.2
2) See Section 11.3 and its Sub-sections
3) See Sub-section 11.3.3
Check Your Progress-2
1) See Section 11.6
2) See Section 11.7 and its Sub-sections
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11.12 INSTRUCTIONAL VIDEO
RECOMMENDATIONS

Bakhars: educational videos
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B0RcB3o4oMY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B0RcB3o4oMY




