
208. Jahangir Preferring a Sufi Shaikh 

Bichitr. C. 1620 C. E. Watercolor, gold, and ink on paper 

 Video at vimeo https://vimeo.com/121788686 

 Jahangir (“Seizer of the World”) 

 In this miniature painting, Jahangir Preferring a Sufi Shaikh to Kings, flames of gold radiate from the Emperor’s head 

against a background of a larger, darker gold disc. A slim crescent moon hugs most of the disc’s border, creating a 

harmonious fusion between the sun and the moon (thus, day and night), and symbolizing the ruler’s emperorship and 

divine truth. 

 Jahangir is shown seated on an elevated, stone-studded platform whose circular form mimics the disc above. The 

Emperor is the biggest of the five human figures painted, and the disc with his halo—a visual manifestation of his title 

of honor—is the largest object in this painting 

 Jahangir faces four bearded men of varying ethnicity, who stand in a receiving-line format on a blue carpet 

embellished with arabesque flower designs and fanciful beast motifs. Almost on par with the Emperor’s level 

stands the Sufi Shaikh, who accepts the gifted book, a hint of a smile brightening his face. By engaging directly 

only with the Shaikh, Jahangir is making a statement about his spiritual leanings. Inscriptions in the cartouches on 

the top and bottom margins of the folio reiterate the fact that the Emperor favors visitation with a holy man over 

an audience with kings. 
o Below the Shaikh, and thus, second in the hierarchical order of importance, stands an Ottoman Sultan 
o The third standing figure awaiting a reception with the Emperor has been identified as King James I of 

England 
o Last in line is Bichitr, the artist responsible for this miniature, shown wearing an understated yellow jama 

(robe) tied on his left, which indicates that he is a Hindu in service at the Mughal court—a reminder that 

artists who created Islamic art were not always Muslim 

 This miniature folio was once a part of a muraqqa', or album, which would typically have had alternating folios 

containing calligraphic text and painting. In all, six such albums are attributed to the rule of Jahangir and his heir, 

Shah Jahan (they had a variety of subjects) 

 Jahangir’s gem-studded wrist bracelets and finger rings and the Shaikh’s bare hands, the distinction between rich 

and poor, and the pursuit of material and spiritual endeavors. Less clear is the implied deference to the Emperor 

by the elderly Shaikh’s decision to accept the imperial gift not directly in his hands, but in his shawl (thereby 

avoiding physical contact with a royal personage, a cultural taboo 

 King James’ depiction is slightly more complex: Bichtir based his image of the English monarch on a portrait by 

John de Crtiz, which is believed to have been given to Jahangir by Sir Thomas Roe, the first English Ambassador 

to the Mughal court 

 tiny painting-within-a-painting (in artists’ hand) 

 putti (angels) - Beneath Jahangir’s seat, crouching angels write (in Persian), “O Shah, May the Span of Your Life be a 

Thousand Years,” at the base of a mighty hourglass that makes up the pedestal of Jahangir’s throne. This reading is a 

clear allusion to the passage of time, but the putti figures (borrowed from European iconography) suspended in mid-air 
toward the top of the painting provide few clues as to their purpose or meaning. 

 Facing away from the Emperor, the putto on the left holds a bow with a broken string and a bent arrow, while the one 

on the right covers his face with his hands. Does he shield his eyes from the Emperor’s radiance, as some scholars 

https://vimeo.com/121788686


believe? Or as others suggest, is he crying because time is running out for the Emperor (as represented in the slipping 

sand in the hourglass)? 

 Who are figures on the base of the stool? Mystery 

 Did Jahangir actually meet these people? 

 

 
 



 


