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PIRATES, POETS, AND MERCHANTS: BENGALI LANGUAGE AND
LITERATURE IN SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY MRAUK-U

Thibaut d’Hubert

Our perception of cultural identities and their geographical location is
often biased by arguments that treat modern nations as a timeless frame-
work, whereas the boundaries of modem nations actually conceal the
different structures that predate the modern world. In this essay, I propose
to study some aspects of the literary culture and history of Arakan in the
seventeenth century, an area which has not been considered as a cultural
and political unit of its own because of its interstitial geographical location
between modern Bangladesh and Myanmar. My central concern will be
the use of Janguages in this highly multicultural area and the formation of
a literary corpus using one of these languages, namely Bengali. We will see
that the Bengali language served as an intermediary between the local
sphere and the networks of the Bay of Bengal, in which the kingdom occu-
pied a place of growing importance.

The Kingdom of Arakan was located in the northwestern coastal area
of moderm Myanmar and, at the climax of its expansion at the end of the
sixteenth and the first half of the seventeenth centuries, extended from
Bassein to Chittagong (Leider 2002 and 2004: 503). In the last ten years,
studies have dealt with the history of trade in the Indian Ocean, as well as
the political history of the kingdom of Arakan during the Mrauk-U period
(1433-1785).! These have allowed us to raise new questions regarding the
cultural background and functions of the agents participating in the Bengali
literary milieu in Arakan during the seventeenth century.

Before dealing with the status of the Bengali language in Arakan, it is
necessary to give a general overview of the literary material available to us.
We have a very limited idea of the texts produced in the Arakanese
language:2 Speeches of ministers and a few poems have been reproduced

! Gommans and Leider zo0z, Leider 2004, Subrahmanayam zoes.
% The literary language of Arakan used in the inscriptions and chronicles was similar
to classical Burmese,
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inlater chronicles, but no corpus of Arakanese literary texts is extant.? Pali
language and literature were studied in this Theravadin kingdom, but very
few original works in this domain can be labeled as products of the Arakan
court.* Similarly, according to the historical records dealing with the fall
of the kingdom in 1784, it seems that the Burmese king Bodawphaya
(r. 1782-1819) was interested in Sanskrit scholarship in Mrauk-U and
ordered the translation into Burmese of Sanskrit texts looted from Arakan
{Leider 2006).

The most important testimonies to literary culture in seventeenth-cen-
tury Arakan are found in the Bengali texts composed in Chittagong, which
was part of the Arakanese kingdom from 1578 to 1666, and in the capital
city of Mrauk-U (Ben. Rosang). In Chittagong, the bulk of this literature
was written by Muslim authors who settled in the rural areas around the
harbor.? The texts composed in the Chittagong area were concerned with
religious matters such as the lives of the prophets of Islam or Islamic doc-
trine and practices with a strong Sufi inclination. The authors do not claim
affiliation to any Sufi order (fariga) and their Persian and Arabic literary
models are not precisely attributed. These texts were apparently aimed at
newly converted Bengalis and provided them with the fundamentals of
Islam.

The Bengali literature composed in the capital shows different features.®
The religious dimension is still present in the texts composed in the capi-
tal city but the focus is not on stories of the prophets and proper Islamic
behavior. Rather, the authors gave more importance to “Sufi romances”
and they made direct references to famous tarigas (i.e., the Chishtiyya and
the Qadiriyya) which denotes their integration into supra-regional Sufi
networks. The language of these poems is very scholarly and more sophis-
ticated. Their Awadhi, Persian, and Sanskrit literary models are clearly
mentioned, thus showing the acute consciousness the authors had of their
activity as men of letters. Furthermore, the patrons of this literature were

3 Anintroduction to the available Arakanese historical literature is given in Leider zoo4:
464-77.

4 Forinstance, in the classic monograph written by Mabel Haynes Bode (1gog), Arakan
is not presented as a cultural center where Pali literature was composed.

5 See Sharif 2003 [1969] and 1999 {1683}, Saiyad Sultin 1978, Roy 1983, Karim 1997, and
Bhattacharya 1999.

5 Only one monograph published in Calcutta in 1935 by A. Karim and E. Haq is devoted
to the subject of Bengali literature in the Arakanese capital. Their study was based on the
manuscripes collected by A. Karim in the Chittagong area. They identified five poets who
composed texts in Mrauk-U during the seventeenth century, namely Daulat Kaji, Magana
Thakura, Alaol, Mardan, and Sarmsir All (Haq and Karim 1993).
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not only Sufis, but also members of the gentry. The Bengali literature of
Mrauk-U is mainly represented by two poets, Daulat Kajt (fl. 1622—38) and
Alaol (fl. 1651-71), who worked under the patronage of Muslim nobles
employed in the royal administration, and consists of translations of
Awadhi and Persian texts into Bengali.

Among the authors who lived in the Arakanese kingdom during this
period, Alaol provides the most vivid and complete picture of the aspira-
tions of the Bengali literati of his time.” As we will see in the following
pages, the nature of his oeuvre and the fact that he was first and foremost
a poet-translator, when resettled in the context of seventeenth-century
Mrauk-U, afford preliminary answers to explain the functions of the Bengali
language in the cosmopolitan kingdom of Arakan.

In this essay I will first investigate the conditions behind the rise of
Bengali literature in Mrauk-U. In the second part ] will use Aldol’s biogra-
phy and literary activity as a lens for tracing the evolution of Bengali liter-
ary culture in Mrauk-U between the reign of Satui:dhammaraja (r. 1645-52)
and Candasudhammaraja (r. 1652—84). Finally, I will situate Mrauk-U in
the larger cultural context of the Indian Ocean during the seventeenth
century and I will focus on the role of the “court poet” as a cultural media-
tor between the local power and the cosmopolitan networks of the ports
around the Bay of Bengal.

1. The Formation of a Muslim Elite in the Arakanese Capital

The short-lived Bengali literary tradition arose in Arakan in a Muslim milieu
characterized by two main features: diversity and mobility. I will now give
an overview of where Muslims came from and how they settled in the area
surrounding Mrauk-U called Dhannavati (the [land] rich with rice) between
the mid-fifteenth century and the second half of the seventeenth century.®
Then Iwill proceed by asking two questions: What did they do once settled
in Dhannavati? What was their place in Arakanese society?

7 For the editions and manuscripts used to write this article, see Alaol 1975, 1977, 2002
[2985], and 1992. Extracts from his Raga-tdla-nama can be found in Sharif 1967:16—7, 812,
92-3. The padas of Alol are given in Bhattacharya 1984: 38-42. And for Saptapaykar |
derived the text of the prologue from two manuscripts of the Bangla Academy (Dhaka)
referenced B. A. dlokacitra 4 and 33 and one that is kept at the Dhaka University (Abdul
Karim collection, ms. 4g9). Two monographs deal exclusively with Alaol's works: one in
English—Ghosal 195g--and one in Bengali—Bala 1gg1. For a recent analysis of Alaol's works
focusing on his socio-cultural environment and the poetics of translation, see d’'Hubert
2010.

8 On the Muslim presence in Arakan, see Yegar 1972 and Leider 1998.
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Muslims settled in Arakan in waves, The first probable substantial arrival
of Muslims in the area swrrounding the capital Mrauk-U dates from the
return of Nara mit Iha (r. 1404~34) to the throne of the Arakanese kingdom
after the invasion of the king of Ava around 1408 (Leider 2004: 39-58). After
a period of subordination to the Sultan of Bengal who provided Nara mit
lha with soldiers to take back the throne, the Arakanese kings regained
their sovereignty and about a century later in the 1540s even included the
port of Chittagong in the kingdom:. Thereafter, the conquest of Bengal by
the Mughals that lasted between 1574 and 1610 forced some of the soldiers
working for the Afghan rulers to seek refuge in Arakan where they entered
the service of the court (Leider 2004: 402). Besides those “willing” Muslim
immigrants, we find slaves taken during the raids of Luso-Arakanese pirates
in market-villages of the delta area. According to their skills the slaves could
either be sold to Western traders or kept in order to work in the kingdom,
as was the case with the Bengali poet Alaol. The fact that Chittagong was
controlled by Arakanese kings between 1578 and 1666 also occasioned the
settlement of Bengalis (both Muslims and non-Muslims) in the Dhannavati
area. The most impressive example dates from 1644 when king Narapati
(r.1638—45) ordered the displacement of 80, oo craftsmen from Chittagong
to Dhannavati (van Galen 2002). We have so far only mentioned urban
Muslims of Turko-Afghan stock acclimatized to the Bengali cultural envi-
ronment, and rural Bengalis recently converted to Islam. Although the two
groups cannot be fully homogenized, both share the characteristics of being
Muslim and speaking Bengali. I will therefore refer to them as “Bengali
Muslims”,

Besides the Bengali Muslims, other groups were also present in Mrauk-U:
those who were neither Bengali Turko-Afghans, nor converted Bengalis.
One category included the merchants involved in long-distance trade. Most
of these traders originated from the three great Persianate empires of the
time—the Ottoman, Safavid and Mughal empires—as well as from the
ports of the sultanates of Southeast Asia. Culturally speaking they were
more distant from the Arakanese context and their language for commu-
nication was Persian. The other category is historically more traceable and
consists of Mughal followers of Prince Shih Shuja’, Aurangzeb’s brother,
who took asylum in Mrauk-U in 1660. We will return to this important event
when dealing with Alaol’s life and works. For the moment, what concerns
us is that they were Persian-speaking Mughals, distant from the regional
culture and thus, just like the traders, they are to be distinguished from
Bengali Muslims.®

® Regarding the place of Bengal in Mughal culture see Eaton 1993: 167—79.
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One cannot fail to notice the potential for diversity within Arakan’s
Muslim society itself. This diversity is confirmed by Alaol who gave an
extensive list of names referring to various kinds of Muslim individuals
present in Mrauk-U under the reign of Satui:dhammaraja (r. 1645-52):

nana-defl nana-loka/ $uniya rosanga-bhoga/ aisanta nypa-chaya-tala/
arabi misri $ami/ turaki habéi rimi/ khorasani ujbegi sakala//

lahwi midtani hindi/ kasmirl daksini sindhi/ kamartpi ara bangadesy/ (...)
bahu $ekha-saiyad-jada/ megala-pathana-yoddha/ (... )©

Various individuals [coming from] various countries, informed about the
delights of Rosang (i.e., Mrauk-U), came under the king’s shadow:
Arabs, Egyptians, Syrians, Turks, Abyssinians, Ottomans (Riimi),
Khorasanis, Uzbeks,

Lahoris, Multanis, Hindis, Kashmiris, Deccanis, Sindhis, Assamese
(Kamartipi), and Bengalis (Barngadesi), (...}

Many sons of Shaykhs and Sayyids, Mughal and Pathan warriors {...)

One point is striking about this enumeration: Here Alaol does not encom-
pass the'whole Muslim community by saying that “Musalmans” are present
in Mrauk-U, but gives precise names related to particular places. He does
not just name these places in a random order; he starts from the ones
farthest afield (Arabia, Egypt, Syria, Central Asia, and Ethiopia), then he
gives the nearer “Hindustani” area (Lahore, Multan, Kashmir, Deccan, and
Sindh) before finally introducing the regional area with Assam and Bengal.l!
Aldol is completely conscious of the subtleties of the diversity surrounding
him. It seems that no simple religious identity is adequate for describing
the kinds of people present in the place he lives. The Bengali Muslim poet
here expresses a fact key to the understanding of the modalities of circula-
tion and communication in Arakan during this period: One’s status depends
on whether one is from the far Ottoman Empire, from nearer Hindustan,
or from the regional (dest) area of Bengal. By observing the status of Bengali
Muslims in Arakan, it will become clear that they could take advantage of
their position as regional intermediary between the local Arakanese
Buddhist power and the cosmopolitan, Persian-influenced, Muslim outer
world.

1 Alaol 2002 [1985]: 13.

1 He specifies similarly the names of what is usually collectively designated by the term
“firing” (Portuguese, French, Dutch, etc.) Concemning the perception of the world by Aldol
as compared to Ranir], a contemporary Hadhrami author from Aceh, see Wormser and
d'Hubert 2008.
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How did these Bengali Muslims play this role? European sources testify
to the active place of Muslims in the administration of the kingdom. Among
the titles often encountered when Europeans mention Muslim officials are
losclosy or lascorusil (for Pers. lashkar wazir), kotwal (Pers. kutwal), and
mayjlis. The lashkarwazirwas a general of the army, the kotwa! was in charge
of security in the capital city, and the majfis was a representative of foreign
merchants in Mrauk-U and delivered authorizations for trading and col-
lected taxes on behalf of the king in the harbor (Subrahmanyam 2002 and
van Galen 2008: 217). These three functions were assumed by the various
patrons of Daulat Kaji and Aldol. For instance, Daulat Kaji’s protector,
Asrapha Khiana, was the lashkar wazir of Strisudhammaréja {r. 1622—38).
Saiyad Mus3, Alaol's patron around 1670, seems to have been the kotwal of
Mrauk-U.22 The last protector of Alaol is called majlis Nabaraja all through-
out the Sikandar-nama (1671), which identifies him as the majlis, or the tax
collector of the Mrauk-U harbor. Other such examples could be added, but
the point here is to notice the following fact: These highly ranked Bengali
Muslims who patronized literary works were somehow connected to the
outside world through warfare in the case of the lasikar wazir, or economic
activities in the case of the mgjfis. Actually, even people such as the kotwal
and the lashkar wazir, who were responsible for the internal affairs of the
kingdom, were also involved in long-distance trade.'® Besides referring to
these high-ranking Muslims, Bengali texts also contain data concerning
those of a lower status, such as “royal horsemen” (rajasoydra)—a rank
Aldol occupied after his arrival in Mrauk-U—as well as “translator for
maritime affairs,” dingara dobhdsi (Sharif 1958: 243).

What seems most relevant from this short overview of the functions of
the Bengali Muslims in the Arakanese capital is their intermediary location
between the local power and the supra-regional world. Aldol provides a
clear picture of the acute perception of the Other prevalent in his milieu.
Itis not a totalizing categorization, but a precise division of people accord-

& Even ifthe poet does not designate him by the term kotwal, he speaks of him as being
“in charge of the royal domain (nrpati-visgya)” and he adds that his patron had under his
command thousands of “soldiers equipped with firearms (agni-astra-dhart)” (Karim xgg7:
259).
B This fact is attested by Bengali sources as well; for instance, Daulat Kaji stresses that,
thanks to “wandering traders from abroad"—desantari pravasi panthika vanijira (Daulat
Kaji 2003 [1995): 6), his patron was famous in places as distant as Aceh (Aci), China (Macia),
and Patna in Bihar. The situation is linked with the topic of “mercantilism” in the Bay of
Bengal during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, which has been investigated by
Subrahmanyam (2005). See also Prakash zooz, Leider 2004: 431, and van Galen 2008: 204—4t.
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ing to the distance from Mrauk-U of their place of origin. This ability to
distinguish what kinds of strangers ran their businesses in Mrauk-U is not
merely rhetorical; it is the reason why Bengali Muslims were instrumental
to the Arakanese power and is the main driving force behind their status
in the Arakanese kingdom.

2. The Functions of the Bengali Language in Arakan

As mentioned above, some Bengali Muslims functioned as translators to
smoothe maritime affairs. The value placed on their linguistic skills brings
us to the next topic: the specific functions of the Bengali language in the
Arakanese political and cultural context. In this multicultural milien, it is
necessary to understand the different functions of languages in order to
locate Bengali more specifically.

Considering that all of the records written on palm leaves and paper are
now lost, we rely mainly on inscriptions and travel accounts to identify
which languages were used at the Arakanese court. From the available
material, we know that Arakanese, Sanskrit, Pali, Persian, and Bengali were
all participants in a complex literary system. A more precise classification
of these languages according to the different fields of activity in the king-
dom would require an accurate study of the content of the inscriptions,
which has yet to be undertaken. Nevertheless, it is possible to distinguish
to what extent each language was considered administrative or literary.

First and foremost, the local language, Arakanese, in its literary form,
which is equivalent to classical Burmese, was used on coins, for epigraphic
records, and other official documents. In its oral form it was also spoken
by the king and his dignitaries, whether Arakanese or not.}* No extensive
literary texts produced at the royal court have been preserved in manu-
script form.!® Arakanese was the language of the local elite and was central
in the administration of the kingdom. But it seems that no active support

¥ Alaol specifies that Magana, his first patron, knew mag, that is to say, Arakanese
(=002 [1985]:17).

% This does not mean that no literature was composed in Arakanese at the royal court
during this period. For instance, poems attributed to some king or queen are quoted in the
chronicles. In the episode relating the events leading to the succession of Narapati, a bard
recited a7z caf, that is, a versified narrative about the great deeds of the past (Leider zoo4:
272). Manrique also refers to songs in Arakanese (Magh): “To this accompaniment many
ditties were sung most skillfully, alternately in the Magh, Brama, and Pegnan dialects, but
they were in such high-flown language that I could scarcely understand a word” (1927: 36).
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was provided by the local elites towards fostering a literary tradition in this
language.

The two classical languages originating from India (Sanskrit and Pali}
were learned in Arakan from a remote past. We have proof of Sanskrit
scholarship for the ancient period (fourth—eighth centuries} in the form
of various inscriptions.!® The most important ancient Sanskrit inscription
was kept in the Shit-thaung pagoda built in the sixteenth century (Johnston
1944: 373-82). This suggests that it was still relevant to preserve a record
in Sanskrit even during later periods. But the main evidence for the study
of Sanskrit in Arakan during the seventeenth century stems from the pres-
ence of court Brahmans called punna (Leider 2006). Their activities at the
court show that Sanskrit was a technical language useful for various matters
connected to statecraft, such as coronation rituals, astrology and the inter-
pretation of omens, and more generally what falls under the category of
niti (political wisdom).l” Alaol's constant references to Sanskrit literary
culture show its relevance in the Arakanese context outside Brahman
circles. If Sanskrit was no longer an administrative language during the
seventeenth century, it was still learned by some members of the court for
purposes besides religious ones and was present in the cultural background
of Bengali Muslims, Brahmans, and Buddhist scholars. The Pali language
was mainly used in the religious field. Unfortunately no study of the history
of Pali literature in Arakan has yet been undertaken. The dynamism of
Buddhist institutions is attested by various embassies sent to Sri Lanka to
bring back copies of the Tipitaka—the Pali Canon—and the construction
of libraries to store these texts {(Raymond 19g5). Through its interaction
with Arakanese, Pali also played an important role in the composition of
chronicles, and in a broader sense as a lexical stock for Arakanese courtly
and administrative language. But, contrary to the case in Burma, no poet-
ical work seems to have been composed at the court or in one of the impor-
tant monasteries of Arakan. Similarly, in the case of the Arakanese language,
the local power left no hint of literary patronage though all the material—
texts, scholars, wealth—was available to build up such a tradition.

As regards to Persian, we have evidence of its functioning both as an
administrative and a literary language. To be more specific, Persian was
used in order to garner some visibility from neighboring Muslim Bengal

¥ Concerning Sanskrit inscriptions from the Candra dynasty (fourth-eighth centuries),
see Johnston 1944.

7 In his study of the sources of the Burmese Niti kyan, Ludwik Sternbach points to the
role of Arakan in the transmission of Sanskrit anthologies dealing with niti (1963: 330).
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and in diplomatic affairs. During the sixteenth century Arakanese kings
struck coins with Persian names alongside their Pali titles, which were also
given in Arabic and Sanskrit. This was not a sign of the Islamic influence
of the Arakanese kings, but rather a way to be culturally understood by
their nearest neighbors and by the sultanates that were then emerging
around the Bay of Bengal. Similarly, Persian letters sent to European mex-
chants and Mughal courts simply testify to the presence at the Arakanese
court of secretaries and translators who could read and write Persian.!®
Persian was then one of the important diplomatic languages of the time,
and clearly instrumental for full inclusion in the economic and political
exchanges with other powers around the Bay of Bengal. Except for these
letters and one inscription, no original Persian literature has been produced
in Arakan, and if we wish to find clues regarding Persian scholarship in
Arakan, we have to turn to the Bengali literary tradition of the kingdom.
Now let us consider the case of Bengali. Firstly, it is important to note
that Bengali was the culture langnage used for administrative and literary
purposes in many courts in northeastern South Asia.!® Thus it is no surprise
to find Bengali literature in Arakan, which was culturally and politically
contiguous. Authors living in Arakan during the seventeenth century left
behind a fairly high number of literary texts, which was not the case for
the other Janguages mentioned above. Before mapping the production of
Bengali literature in Arakan, it is necessary to say a few words about its use
in the administration. During the sixteenth and early seventeenth centu-
ries, Sanskrit titles written in the Bengali script are found on some
Arakanese coins (Leider 1998). The addition of Bengali script on coins can
be understood as an attempt to be more visible at the regional level,
whereas Persian and Arabic, mentioned above, addressed an even wider
audience.?® Dutch and Portuguese sources also provide evidence of the use

¥ See the letter to the Armenian merchant Jeorge Christiano in van Galen 2008: 211
Regarding epistolary relation between the Arakanese kings and the Mughals, see Askari
1959,

19 Bengali literature was patronized in the peripheral kingdoms of Nepal, Kamata and
Kamrup, Tripura, and Orissa {Sen 19992000 {1975-78): vol 1, 214—24; Brinkhaus 2003).

2t The multilingual coin bearing Arakanese, Persian, Arabic, and Sanskrit inscriptions
dates from 1622. After that the Arakanese kings minted only unilingual coins in Arakanese.
The multilingual coins are contemporary with the military expansion of Arakan and reflect
awill to be understood as an emerging power at various levels: the local one—the one of
Arakanese language, the regional—the area of the Bengali language and regional Sanskrit
literacy, and the supraregional one—the realm of the Persian and Arabic speaking world
(Mitchiner 2o00: 139).
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of Bengali language for diplomatic and commercial activities.?! Thus we
observe that Bengali was used in the domains where the Bengali Muslims
were active; that is to say, in businesses requiring any kind of interaction
between the local and the regional or supra-regional levels.

Bengali literature was mainly written in two places in the kingdom:
Chittagong and Mrauk-U. The properly Bengali-speaking area of Arakan
that was Chittagong was an important center of literary activity. The
Bengali texts composed there have to be examined in the context of Islamic
influence in the rural areas during the late sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. They reflect the necessity of building an Islamic corpus in Bengali
in order to educate the recently converted rural populations. The themes
center on religious matters (lives of the prophets, Sufism, and so on) and,
though the authors note their reliance on Arabic and Persian sources, they
very rarely mention them specifically. Otherwise, the capital city of
Mrauk-U, where the Bengali Muslim community was very prosperous,
provided a suitable environment for learned men seeking patronage. Until
the first decades of the seventeenth century, the Bengali language was
restricted to the realm of administration and no literary text produced
before this period is available today. Note that it is when Bengali disap-
peared from the coins minted in Arakan that the language acquired the
status of a literary language. To put it differently, when the local power
claimed its Arakanese Buddhist identity, Bengali Muslims felt the necessity
to support the composition of literary texts. The Bengali literature com-
posed during this period can be seen as testimony to the cultural awareness
of a community which had reached the highest point of its economic pros-
perity, and whose role in the administration of the kingdom as an inter-
mediary between the local power and the outside world had been clearly
established.

At this point the status of Bengali in Arakan, both as an administrative
and a literary language, appears to be connected to communication and

2 For instance, the term losclosy, sometimes found with the spelling lascorusil (Man-
rique 1927: 373}, clearly shows that Dutch and Portuguese heard this word from a Bengali
speaker, because the phonetic rendering is the one of eastern Bengali (Persian [a] becomes
[o], initial syllable [va} becomes [u], [z] becomes [§] in Western Bengali and remains [2]
in the East), The Bengali pronunciation is also found in the case of shrines typical to eastern
Bengal and Arakan, called in Persian Badr magam but spelt boder mogom in Dutch sources
(similarly the short [a] of Persian became [o0] and the consonant cluster {dr] became {d]
when followed by the Bengali genitive mark —er(a)). Other such examples could be given,
but at present it seems enough te ascertain the fact that Bengali was occasionally used as
amedium between Europeans and the local authority.
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mediation. We will now see how essential it is to understand this role, in
order to grasp the dynamics that led to the constitution of the corpus of
Bengali literature in Arakan during the seventeenth century. The biography
and literary career of the Bengali poet Alaol provides a specific example of
the ideological developments of the Bengali milien, revealed through the
literary tastes of the poet and of his patrons.

3. Alaol: His Life and the Shifting Cultural Environment of Arakan

Compared to previous Bengali literature, a remarkable feature of Alaol's
texts is the autobiographical accounts that the poet provides in the pro-
logues to his poems. These short autobiographies are not strictly historical,
and they should be understood within the rhetorical framework required
by the poet-patron relationship: Such introductions to the life of the author
were a kind of self-promotion aimed at clarifying the poet’s background
for the potential patrons present in the assembly. Nevertheless, these pas-
sages inserted into the prologues are the only sources we have for a broad
reconstruction of the poet’s life, and it is possible to glean from them some
basic information about his historical, political, and cultural circumstances.

Alaol’s father was a counselor (amatya) of Mailis Qutb, the Afghan ruler
of the Fatihabad kingdom in the country of Gauda, which is to say the
western part of Bengal.22 One day, as his father and he were traveling by
boat on some business, they were attacked by Luso-Arakanese pirates
(harmad) who were looking for slaves in neighboring villages. His father
died in the battle and Alaol was taken to Mrauk-U, where he was hired as
a royal horseman (rajasoydra).z

Before introducing his literary activity in the Arakanese capital, I should
mention the tremendous shift in cultural environment that Aldol experi-
enced when he was violently removed from Fatihabad and led to Mrauk-U.
Alaol briefly depicts the place he came from in the extract from Sati Mayna
Lora Candrani given below (1gg2: 6), which requires some comments on
the structure and significance of Alaol’s lexical choices:

In [the country of] Gauda is the famous kingdom (mufika) of Phatehdbid
{Fatihabad),

22 (n the boundaries of the sarkdr of Fatihabad (Fathabad) during the time of Akbar,
see Abil-Fagl 2001 {1927]: 127; for contemporary accounts on Fatihabad and Majlis Qutb
see Mirza Nathan (1936: vol. 3, 59, 88-g).

23 For a depiction of the Muslim cavalry in Mrauk-U, see Manzique 1927: 373.
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Where [live] honorable men refined in their speech (ukél) and devotion -
(bhakti).

There are many scholars {danismand) [and] Sufi masters (khaliphd),

As well as [holy] tombs (gor-sthana) of many saints (Guliya).

[Among] Hindu families, [there dwell] wise Brahmans learned in the
Vedas (Srotriya);

There constantly flow the sireams of the Bhagirathi.

In this place, Majlis Qutb is the ruler (adhipati),

And I, who am endowed with a weak mind (hinamati), am the son of his
counselor (amdtya).

First the author locates Fatihabad in the traditional geography of Bengal
by mentioning Gauda. He then introduces his audience to the intellectual
elite of this place, evoking both the holy men and the holy places of this
Brahman and Muslim society. Finally, Alaol gives the name of the ruler and
adds that he is himself the son of a counselor or minister, whose name he
does not specify. The words used to describe the intellectual elite of
Fatihabad reveal his familiarity with both Brahman/Sanskrit and Muslimn/
Persian cultures. Notably, Alaol does not mix these two domains in a syn-
cretistic way, and he seems totally conscious of their separate religious
identities. He mentions Hindu and Muslim intellectual elites with appro-
priate terms current in Sanskrit (br@hmana, $rotriya)?* and in Persian
(danismand, khalipha), respectively. This categorization comes after a
general remark that outlines the characteristics of the educated man,
regardless of his religious belonging: refinement in speech and devotion.
It is noteworthy that the Bengali Muslim. poet uses Sanskrit words (ufti-
bhakti-$ista), and not Persian, to express the idea of refinement: As a matter
of fact, his poetry, though based upon Persian themes, answers to aesthetic
requirements originating from Sanskrit literary canons.

In contrast to Chittagongian authors of the same period who are not
explicit regarding their literary models and sources, Alaol gives the names
of various Sanskrit and Persian works and authors, and once more proves
to be very self-conscious about his literary activity as a cultural mediator.25
All of the works Alaol mentions, whether Persian or Sanskrit, are “clas-
sics’— there are only two references to Sanskrit texts composed after the

2 In Sikindar-ndma Alaol uses bhattacdrya instead of $rotriya (1977: 27).

25 For instance, Alaol mentions the names of Sanskrit authors such as Bhavabhati,
Kalidasa, and Vararuci {2002 [1985]: 160). He also refers several times to Pingala (ibid., 19,
72,160); and in the field of Persian literature, besides the authors whose texts he translated,
he gives the name of Farid al-Din ‘Attar (ibid., 121-2) and mentions FirdawsT's Shaf-nama
{1977: 20},
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twelfth century?® and no mention of contemporary Persian literature.
Sanskrit literary culture was pivotal in a society composed of Buddhists,
Hindus, and partly of desi Muslims or “acclimatized” Turko-Afghans now
familiar with South Asian literary culture, and it is no surprise that Aldol
stresses its presence in his native place as a proof of his respectable educa-
tion. Persian, as we will demonstrate in the following pages, was then an
element of growing importance in the socio-cultural climate of Mrauk-U,
and it was vital for the poet to make a claim about his necessary accom-
plishments in this respect as well. But in order to have an accurate opinion
of Alaol's cultural location, I must add that the court milieu in which the
poet grew up was headed by Afghans who about a century earlier were the
patrons of the Hindavi Sufi romances such as Jayasi's Padmdvat (1540) and
Manjhan’s Madhumadlati (1545). In sum, Alaol was a Bengali-speaking
Muslim from the interior of Bengal, who hailed from an Afghan background
acclimatized to North Indian regional cultures, and showed respect to
figures of eloquence and wisdom associated with both Persian and Sanskrit
cultures.

From a cultural environment of Afghan nobles settled in the interior of
Bengal in a fragmented political context, Alaol landed in a cosmopolitan
harbor, wide open to the commercial network of the Indian Ocean. Such
a shift must be taken into account in order to understand the choices and
expectations that shaped his literary works. Alaol’s literary activity can be
divided into three phases, which reflect his progressive adaptation to the
cultural environment of the assemblies that he joined in Mrauk-U. The
period of residence in Mrauk-U led to Aldol’s shift away from North-Indian
(Awadhi) regional cultural references, followed by a phase of literary exper-
imentation deeply linked with his contemporary environment. Finally,
that is, during the last years of his career, Alaol made a radical move to
more wide-spread Persian literary models.

After some time in the Arakanese capital, Muslim inhabitants with
whom he had shared his knowledge recognized him as a scholar and
brought him to one of the king’s courtiers named Magana Thakura, son of
Bada Thakura, who commissioned a translation of Jayasi's Padmavat into
Bengali.?” Here begins what we know about Alaol’s literary activity. The

26 The Sangitaddmodara of Subhasikara (Bengal, sixteenth-c.) and the Sangitadarpana
of Catura Damodara (seventeenth-c.), two treatises dealing with music and related arts,
such as theater, dance, and poetics (Aldol, Saptapaykar, B.A., @lokacitra 4, f. 104b).

21 Magana apparently did not formulate his request by asking for a translation into
“Bengali” but rather asked Aldol to “compose [the poem] in paydra [verses] in order to
fulfill everyone’s wish” (Alaol 2002 [1985]: 21).
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reasons that motivated Alaol's patron to choose this particular text—after
all the text originated far away in the plains of India in a dialect of Hindavi—
are not clearly expressed, The author only relates that the story of Padmavati
had been narrated to Magana, who then expressed the wish that people
who did not know “Hindustani” in Rosang could be given the opportunity
to appreciate JayasT's poem, and commissioned a translation using the
Bengali verse called paydra. I would suggest that in this particular case, the
patron relied upon the poet’s taste for the choice of the text to be translated.
Considering Alaol's Afghan background and the deep respect he expressed
for Jayasi, whom he calls kavi-kula-gury, the “master of all the poets” (Alaol
2002 {1985]: ), a title often given to Kalidasa in the Sanskrit tradition—it
is very likely that he was himself an authority in the literary field and that
he provided his milieu with the literary models to be translated. The pro-
logue of the second part of Sayphulmuluk (1670) where it is stated that
Magana, Alaol’s patron, was also his “disciple’—S$isya (Karim 19g7: 260)
—further substantiates this view.28 The composition of the Bengali
Padmavati (1645-52) constitutes the first phase of his literary activity, and
it is characterized by the poet’s inclination towards regional literary cul-
tures, associated with the Afghan ruling class once spread throughout the
Gangetic Valley.2®

The second phase of Aldol's career is marked by two texts: the first part
of Sayphumuluk Badiujiamal (1652-60, SB) and Sati Maynd Lora Candrant
(1659, SMLC). These two texts show a progressive shift from North Indian
literary culture to Persian supra-regional models while illustrating at the
same time his belonging to the local literary tradition. Alacl composed SB,
later included in the Arabic Thousand and One Nights (Shackle 2007), at
the request of the same patron Magana Thakura. In the prologue of SB,

28 The poet's role as a teacher is also clear from the several digressions in Padmavati
where Alaol comments on topics unfamiliar to his audience. In some places, Magana him-
self intervenes and asks the poet for an explanation or expresses his eagerness to hear the
rest of the story. See, for instance, Alaol (2002 {1985]: 120).

2¢ One should add that Aldol did not turn towards Braj, which had become the literary
vernacular par excellence in North India during the Mughal Period {see Busch, this volume).
Though Braj literature shared some simliarities with Aldol's poems, such as the explicit
recourse to Sanskrit poetics, the highly Sanskritized vocabulary of some authors’ texts, and
the centrality of the figure of Radhi and Kysna to embody the ideal lovers (rgyaka and
néyika), Alaol does not manifest any awareness of this contemporary literary trend. Besides
the Indo-Afghan cultural heritage, the first reason for the choice of Awadhi is its association
with Sufism, and the second, less evident, could be the presence of these texts in a merchant
milieu during the seventeenth century. See Banarsidas 1957: 335. I thank Jérdme Petit for
this reference to Sufi romances in Banarsidas’s text.
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Aldol says that the son of a pir, a Sufi master, invited by one of Alaol's
patrons named Sulayman, once told a story in Persian about the prince of
Egypt Sayphulmuluk and a fairy princess called Badiujjamal, and it
delighted Magana who was also attending the assembly. Magana asked the
poet to compose a paydra version—i.e., a version in Bengali verse-—of the
text, comprehensible by those who were not masters of Persian. Alaol’s
familiarity with Persian had already been clear from his translation of
Padmavat, where he makes explicit references to Persian literature,3° but
this was the first time the author had adapted an entire text from a Persian
model.

In the case of Satf Maynd Lora Candrani (1659), the poet fulfills the
request of his patron by completing the poem of his predecessor Daulat
Kaji. By carrying out this task, Aldol validated his association with the local
literary tradition. Alaol not only completed the story; he also composed a
new tale and inserted it into SMLC. The tale relates the exemplary behav-
ior of princess Ratanakalika, banished by her husband because she dis-
agreed with the following statement: A wife’s happiness relies on her
husband’s fortune (bagya) as a recompense for his previous good deeds
and not on the value of her own actions (Al4ol 1992: 27-9). This story is
most interesting because of its implicit intertextual references. The author
frequently makes explicit allusions to the Sanskrit epics (Mahabharata and
Ramayana) and borrows motifs found in Sanskrit narrative literature such
as the Kathasaritsagara, This is his only extensive text that is not a transla-
tion or an adaptation. It reveals the various literary skills that the author
had been honing since his education in Fatihabad, as well as his growing
interest in NizamT's (d. 1209) poetry. Though he does not explicitly mention
the Persian poet, Alaol employs some of the most important techniques of
Nizami's masnavi Haft paykar (Seven Portraits): Through the movement
of the protagonist from the world of men to the world of fairies and demons,
he conveys mystical meanings and suggests the shift from the physical
world (‘Glam al-mulk) to the world of images (@lam al-misal).® The likely
influence of Nizarm on Aldol is confirmed by the fact that he actually trans-
lated Nizami's Haft paykar the following year. This original composition
of Alfol reflects many aspects of life in Arakan during the mid-seventeenth
century. For instance, a striking reference to Alaol’s contemporary environ-
ment is found in this quotation from Sati Mayna Lora Candrant, which

30 For instance, Alaol explicitly refers to the Mantig al-tayr of Fanid al-Din ‘Attér in
Padmavati (2002 [1985]: 121-2).
3 See C. Jambet's afterword in Nezdmi 2000: 341-60.
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mentions some of the main places and characters of the story of
Ratanakalika. A thorough analysis of this tale would reveal many features
linking the story and its characters to contemporary Mrauk-U, but for the
moment let us consider only the examples present in the following two
verses (Alaol 1992: 45):
hena kile prabhatana name sadagara /
sadhu upendradevera dharmavati ghara /{
saoda hetu ratnapure nityi aise yaya /
devera durlabha vastu rajare jogaya //

At that time a trader called Prabhatana, whese mansion was in the
righteous [king] Upendradeva’s [city of] Dharmavaty,

Frequently went to Ratnapura for trade in order to provide the king with
the gods’ rare wealth...

One of the main characters is a trader described by the word sadagar (Pers.
sawdagar), and the two cities where he conducts his trade are Ratnapura,
the “city of jewels”, and Dharmavat], the “[city] endowed with dharma’.
The “city of jewels” is the perfect epithet for Golconda, famous for its dia-
monds and pearls,?? and the “city endowed with dharma” could plausibly
refer to the Buddhist capital, especially considering the phonetic similarity
between “Dharmavatl” and “Dhaiifiavatl”, the name of the area arcund
Mrauk-U. Moreover, the merchant engages in trade in order to provide the
king with luxury merchandise, a situation that echoes the prominent place
of the king in commercial affairs during Alaol’s time. Through analogies
between his contemporary environment and the one depicted in the story,
Aldol incorporates in a meaningful way the everyday life of his audience
in his literary composition. During this period, the poet on the one hand
inaugurated the inclusion of Persian models in the local literary corpus
and, on the other hand, consolidated by various means his claim of belong-
ing to the local tradition.

The third phase is what can be called the Persian turn of Alaol's carrier.
It includes the three poems entitled Saptapaykar (Seven Portraits, 1660),
Tohphd (The Gift, 1662—64), Sikdndar-nama (The Book of Alexander, 1671),
plus the second part of Sayphulmuluk Badivjjamal (1670?). Saptapaykar
and Sikandar-namda are two translations from the Khamsa (Five Poems) of
Nizam1.3® Tuhfa-yi nasa’ih (The Gift of Counsels) is a versified ethical
treatise popular in South-Asia originally composed in 1393 in Delhi by Yasuf

32 Regarding diamond trade between Golconda and Mrauk-U, see Leider 2004: 435.
3 Inactual fact, Alaol only translated the first part of Nizam's Iskandur-ndma, entitled
Sharaf-ndma. See Alaol 1977 and Gaeffke 1994,
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Gada (Digby 1984), a member of the Chishti Sufi order. All of these are
translations from Persian models. This raises the question of what could
have motivated the abandoning of Awadhi textual models in favor of an
exclusive interest in Persian literature. This issue must be interpreted with
reference to two topics: the place of Mrauk-U in the Persianized commer-
cial network of the Bay of Bengal and the arrival of Shah Shuja‘, Aurangzeb’s
brother, in 1660, followed by the uprising of the Mughal guards in 1663.
This political crisis generated a reinforcing of religious identities in the
kingdom. The Arakanese power had already been at work for a few decades
establishing a Buddhist identity and the repression of the Muslim “strang-
ers” who were the Mughals also spread to the local Bengali Muslims (van
Galen 2008: 188-g). European sources, as well as Aldol’s own statements,
mention the momentary distrust of the Arakanese power towards Muslims
in the kingdom, regardless of their origin. In such conditions the exclusive
choice of Persian was motivated by the necessity to reinforce the identity
of the Bengali Muslim subjects of the kingdom. In addition to the shift from
Awadhi to Persian, the nearly complete absence of references to Sanskrit
texts and authors in Alacl’s later poems is striking.?* One might even
remark, as Peter Gaeffke has done, Alaol’s more orthodox approach in the
Sikandar-n@ma (1671) in comparison with Nizam1's.% Aldol’s poems shared
fewer cultural affinities with a Hindu or Buddhist audience, and were more
narrowly Muslim in character. The poet’s affiliation to the Qadiriyya Sufi
order, a very important fariga serving the cause of Islamic reformism in
seventeenth-century South and Southeast Asia, through the gazi or Islamic
Judge of Mrauk-U, can be interpreted as another sign of the defining of his
sense of religious identity later in life.

This phenomenon can also be seen as a reflection of a new set of cos-
mopolitan trends rather than local claims on the author. A text such as the
Sikdndar-nama operated within a vast geo-cultural space extending from
Macedonia to China, hence locating the audience of the poem in a wider
pan-Islamic and unspecified space. At the same time, the radical shift away
from vernacular and Sanskritic models to a more exclusively Persian ethos

34 ‘While explicit references to Sanskrit literature tend to disappear in his last poems,
the influence of the principles of Sanskrit poetics is still important and Alaol's Bengali
remains highly Sanskritized and the Persian words scarce.

35 Peter Gaeffke explains the rather orthodox statements of Aldol regarding non-Mulims
in the Sikandar-ndma by the frontier location of Arakan in the Islamic world. Though the
tendency towards conservatism on a frontier may have somehow been a factor, the study
of socio-political crises that preceded the composition of the text is more relevant in order
to understand the new ideological orientations of Aléol {Gaeffke 1994).
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was a way to show the preeminence of supra-regional literary models from
the Indian Ocean over the local ones shared by the bulk of Arakanese
literati.®® Being Muslim in such a context meant adopting larger cultural
references and putting some distance between one’s self and the local
mores.

We saw how the status of the Bengali language was related to the roles
of its speakers in Arakanese society and how it played the role of an inter-
mediary at the regional level. Aldol's itinerary and his progressive shift from
regional cultural references to cosmopolitan ones creates a dynamic picture
of the changes in Bengali Muslim society in seventeenth-century Mrauk-U,
It is interesting to note how Alaol was instrumental in such a context; he
was, in the domain of belles lettres, what his patrons were in the more
practical domains of trade and politics. Before dealing with the poet’s
specific function in his milieu, I want to highlight the fact that Alaol would
certainly not have had similar opportunities to display his skills in his home
town in Fatihabad. It was less connected to the rest of the world than
Mrauk-U and, one might add, it is ironically thanks to piracy and the slave
trade that his literary genius found a proper environment to be fully
expressed.

4. The Poet’s Duty Towards his Milieu: Conveying Global Culture in the
Local Idiom

Over the last two decades, historians studying the commercial networks
of the Indian Ocean and more specifically of the Bay of Bengal have ana-
lyzed the internal trade system linking the Coromandel Coast to Burma
and Sumatra during the first half of the seventeenth century, which wit-
nessed the climax of commercial exchange in the area.3” We saw that the
world of long-distance trade and regions like the Coromandel Coast or
North Sumatra are found in the Bengali texts composed in Mrauk-U during
this period (cf. supra). Above, I have made an attempt to show the links
between Aldol's life circumstances, contemporary local history, and the
changing inflections of the poet’s literary activity. In the following section

36 Tuhfat al-nasd'th, the only Islamic treatise composed by Aliol, was translated between
1662 and 1664 and the mutiny of Shuja’s guard, the kamdnchi, occured in 1663. This fact
corroborates the view that this period witnessed the necessity for Muslims in Arakan to
define their religious identity more precisely.

37 See mainly the following volumes of essays: Prakash and Lombard 1999, and Gom-
mans and Leider zoo2.
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I'will adopt another approach, namely the resituating of Alaol’s texts in the
wider literary culture of the Persianized commercial network of the Bay of
Bengal, with a special focus on two places where vernacular literatures
based on Persian themes were formed almost simultaneously: Aceh and
Golconda.

Subrahmanyam has shown that the commercial network of the Bay of
Bengal was characterized by a Persian culture that underlay the relation-
ships between the various powers engaged in trade. The “mercantilist”
policy of some Buddhist states also led to the adopting of Persian protocol
at the courts of Buddhist kings in Southeast Asia, the case of Ayutthaya
during the second half of the seventeenth century being the best docu-
mented (Subrahmanyam 200s). Denys Lombard has also stressed the
Western-oriented aspirations of religious and literary life in Aceh during
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. He referred to Aldol and his trans-
lation of the “Alexander Story” that succeeded the composition of a Malay
version of this story and the adoption of the name Iskandar—Iskandar
Muda (1607-36), Iskandar Thani (1636-41)-~by sultans of Aceh (Lombard
1967:151fF.; 1999: 193—4).%8 The recent work of Viadimir Braginsky on Malay
Sufi literature also suggest the relationship between these texts and con-
temporary Sufi treatises composed in Chittagong (2004). The mention of
Aceh in the texts of Daulat Kaji and Alaol as well as common themes and
religious preoccupations encourage further research. We face here a com-
plex nexus of cultural exchange, or at least the obvious interest in similar
topics in this area. Putting these data together, we get the impression that
poetic “fashions” (no less than textiles and other cormmodities) were spread
among the local literati settled in the ports around the Bay of Bengal.

The synchronicity of this adaptation into the local languages of common
Persian models is particularly striking in the case of Mrauk-U and Golconda.
If we compare the literary production in Golconda with Mrauk-U (see
table1), it appears that whenever a Persian theme was adapted into Dakani,
a southern dialect of Hindavi, in the sultanate, the same theme was also
finding a new expression in the Bengali texts composed in the Arakanese
capital 3® The diffusion of literary models corresponds with the growth of
commercial activities between the two places. Sources from both Mrauk-U

38 Previously two Arakanese kings, Ca lan ka sii (1494—1501) and Marn Pha loft (1571-93),
had issued coins bearing the name Sikandar (Leider zoo4: 330-1).

3 For the dates of the Dakani poems I rely upon the conclusions of Md. Jamal Sharif
{2004). Regarding linguistic diversity and the usage of languages, Golconda shares a num-
ber of common features with Arakan. Though historians such as R. M. Eaton (1978 and zoo5)
have integrated the linguistic diversity of the sources in their studies, research combining
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Table 1
Golconda Mrauk-U
Patron Poet Text Date Date Text Poet  Patron
Muhammad Ghawwasi Muynd 1612—26 1622-38 SafiMaynd Daulat AérafKhan
Qutb Shah Satvanti 1659 (part 1) Kajt Sulayman
(1612-26) Id. (partz)  Aldol '
‘Abdallah Queb  Id. Sayf 1625 1652-60  Sayphubmuiuk Aldol Magana
Shah (1626- al-Mulik Badiyjjamal Thalaura
72) Badi

al-Jamdal
Abiial-Hasan  Qutbi Tuhfa 1635 1662-64  Tohpha Id. Sulayman
Qadir al-nas@’ih
Abtaal-Hasan  Tab% Bahrdmu 1672 1660 Saptapaykar  1d. Saiyad Md
Tana Shah Gulanddm Khin

(1672-1686)

and Golconda testify to the development of commercial relations during
the first half of the seventeenth century. As mentioned earlier, aside from
their functions in the kingdom'’s administration, Alaol’s patrons were also
involved in trade. Indeed, there are several clues regarding the trade with
Golconda led by the kutwal and the lashkar wazir of Mrauk-U during the
period of Alaol’s literary activity (Prakash 2002: g8—9; Leider 2004: 424-5,
431). On the other hand, as Sanjay Subrahmanyam has observed,
Masulipatnam, the main port of the kingdom of Golconda, was “a window
for the process of promoting Persian culture across the Bay of Bengal. Many
of the Persian traders that we have mentioned (i.e., Kamal al-Din Mazan-
darani, etc.) were prominent in Tenasserim, Martaban, and Mrauk-U"
(2005: 64). We then witness the formation of a network of Muslim notables
involved in trade who shared a similar interest in Persian literature.

This new diffusion of Persian culture in a regional idiom has to be under-
stood in the larger perspective of the gradual spread of poetry outside the
court circles since the Timurid-Turkmen period of Persian literature; thus,

the various literary trends in Golconda in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is still
wanting.
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as Losensky notes (1998: 138), “wealthy merchants might act as either
patrons or performers at poetic gatherings.” He further adds (1998: 142):

Within a general political and cultural history, poetry becomes only one
important element in a network of semiotic and economic practices, both
shaping and being shaped by its social nature and context.

The socio-cultural aspect of poetry performance to which Losensky draws
our attention is crucial in the case of the poems of Mrauk-U and its trading
partners. Poetry was a means to teach and learn a range of values and
knowledge that constituted a common ground for travelers, who constantly
had to reassure their hosts regarding their own status as men of culture
through their acquaintance with cultural standards. For example, Alaol
almost never fails to describe the place he came from in the prologues to
his poems and provides his audience with the information necessary to
situate him within the composite cultural environment of his time.

The purpose of this literature was to allow the appropriation of cosmo-
politan Persian literature through the regional literary idiom. In other
words, the regionalization of the literary expression aimed to make cos-
mopolitan literature and the values it conveyed more accessible. In the
case of Aldol’s texts, the didactic dimension is additionally salient in his
prologues and various technical digressions in the body of the poems. Alaol
was not only a writer but also a teacher. He taught the arts connected with
belles lettres to his patrons and their children (Aldol 1977: 28). He was also
just as much a commentator as a translator.

It is appropriate to understand the parallel development of regional
literature from common Persian models in Golconda and Arakan (among
other places) to be the result of Persian-influenced noblemen, involved in
both domestic administration and long-distance trade, who were eager to
share a common literary culture.

The central place where literature appeared as one of the main elements
of social relations was the sabha, or assembly. Alaol depicted one of these
sabhas in his prologue to Sayphulmuiuk (Karim 1997: 254~5).

One day Sulayman who was his [= pir Ma‘siim Shah's] disciple, invited the
pir and welcomed him at his place.

The pir was with his son [Sayyid Mustafa]. He also invited the very wise
Magana.

The noble Sulayman invited many scholars (alim ofama), all virtuous men.

The glorious assembly (mahdsabhd) [was immersed in a stream] of inex-
tinguishable rasa; they were joyous and intoxicated by the rasa of
[speeches about] essential matters (fattva-kathd) and songs.
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They shared a meal composed of the six flavors, and ate at their leisure. The
assembly (sabhd) was enjoying the perfume of musk, of sandalwood, and
flowers.

As he was listening joyously to spiritual speeches and sweet songs, Magana,
the jewel of virtue, declared:

“Half of the night was spent [in a stream of] delightful words; son of the pir
(pirjada), tell us an ancient story (purdna prasanga)!”

After listening to these words, Sayyid Mustafd, who is endowed with many
qualities, related the story (kicchd) of Sayf al-mulik.

“[Prince Sayf al-Mulitk] strived to reach the nymph (apsari) called Badiujjamal
after performing various deeds {...)”

In the mouth of the scholar (pandita), grace [expanded] in a playful motion.
The assembly was engulfed by a wave of joy.

He whose heart contains love when he listens to a love story, starts burning
like gold, whose purity increases in the flames.

All the topics [of the poem], all the pains and afflictions raised an immense
joy in the heart of the lord Mégana!

The master (guru} addressed me [in this way]: “Listen! This ancient story
(prasariga purdna) is in Persian language (phdrsi-bhaseta),

Not everybody understands this Persian book (phdrst-kitab); 1 propose that
youcompose this [tale] inanarrative poem in paydra (paydra-prabandhe).”

Lack of obedience towards the order of him who shall not be upset is a
major fault (pdpa).

He provides me with food and helps me to face my fears, thus he is like a
father [to me]!

This is reminiscent of similar gatherings held a few decades earlier in
Ahmadabad, another important junction-point of the commercial net-
works of the Indian Ocean. These were hosted by the poet NazirI Nishabir
(d.1612/13) and described by Taqt Awhadi (d. 1629/30)*°

In Gujarat [Naziri] built a mansion worthy of a king (pddshahana) and lived
in delight, and all the dear ones, rich and poor, were constantly present at
his assemblies (majma‘). The poetry gatherings and discussions in his house
were very animated.

The example of Naziri—an amir, a merchant, a poet, and a patron all in
one—can be compared to the kind of multi-faceted individual we find in
Mrauk-U in the person of Magana Thakura. The host, who was also the
poet’s patron, is presented as a scholar, and, in accordance with what is
prescribed as the ideal behavior of the patron in Sanskrit and Persian lit-
eratures, he is able to understand and comment on the texts to which he

40 Quoted in Hujjati 1996a.
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is listening,*! The two main characteristics of the patron are his erudition
and generosity. The guests are other important Muslim men, scholars, and
saintly persons and everyone present enjoys the sensual pleasures and
spiritual delights of the poem. If the patron is the host and the master in
this “court”, the pir also occupies a central place and provides the literary
material that will be the medium for the enjoyment of the soul of the listen-
ers. All of the works translated by Alaol were narrative texts used by Sufis
for spiritual observances, and it leaves absolutely no doubt that Sufism, as
it was practiced in seventeenth-century South and Southeast Asia, played
a major role in his literary activity.

We saw that Awadhi and Persian verses were recited and commented
upon in the assemblies Aldol attended. About three decades before the
composition of Padmavati, Daulat Kaji, in the prologue to Sati Maynd,
explicitly referred to discussions about philosophical matters in Arabic
and Persian (2003 [1995]: 10). Also, both of the Bengali poets mention that
their patrons (i.e,, Aéraph Khiin and Magana) knew “Magl” or Arakanese.
If the patron is always presented as a scholar able to understand all of the
languages spoken in the multicultural environment of Mrauk-U, the mem-
bers of the assembly did not seem to be as well- versed in these languages.*?
That is why the patron turned to the local poet to translate or explain the
Awadhi or Persian poems that were recited in order to avoid any obstacle
to the perfect harmony of the heterogeneous gathering. Thus, the poet
helped to expand the horizons of his patrons’ entourage in the field of
Persian literary culture, helping to bridge the disparate cultural back-
grounds of important traders and their peers in other harbors of the com-
mercial network of the Bay of Bengal.

5. Conclusion

In this paper, I have tried to show the historical relevance of the literary
career of the Bengali poet Aldol and what one can gain from an accurate

4l Regarding the necessity for kings to be educated in Sanskrit literature, see Pollock
2006:184—7, and for the poet’s functions in the patron’s court in an Arabo-Perstan context,
see Meisami 1987: 3-35.

42 That a proper understanding of texts was considered indispensable to the “cultivated
companions” (yaran-i bafarhang) is, significantly, mentioned in the introduction to the
Farhang-i Shir Khani, a dictionary composed during Afghan rule in North India. The author
of the work explains that he had started to collect and to write down the meanings of dif-
ficult words found in Persian poems, starting with NizimT's Shargf-nama, to facilitate access
to these texts for the companions of the Afghan ruler (Hujjati 1996b).
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contextualization of it. I have traced the life of a man of letters who had
been removed from the hinterland of Bengal and who progressively adapted
to the literary assemblies of Mrauk-U, At every stage of his career, he affords
the modern reader tremendous insights regarding his heterogeneous liter-
ary models and the subtle way in which he combined them. Aldol was
always very self-conscious about the development of his literary activity
and his role as a mediator in the milieu to which he had adapted himself.
His texts provide access to a range of information that makes possible a
thorough analysis of languages and their functions in seventeenth-century
Mrauk-U. Contextual analyses in tandem with comparative studies of other
traditions are necessary in their own right but also as an alternative to the
often encountered subjective arguments about the “sweetness” of the
sounds of a language or the affective attachment of speakers to their mother
tongue.®3

My aim has also been to clarify some contextual issues, which I think
will pave the way for studying Aldol's voluminous oeuvre with more preci-
sion. Regarding Bengali literature in Mrauk-U, three features seem par-
ticularly important for a better understanding of these texts: the mapping
of the centers of literary activity and their links to one another, the role of
religious networks and their agents in the spread and interpretation of
literary models in the various centers, and the epistemological relevance
of the different spheres of local and cosmopolitan literary activity.

In the case studied here, we can see that it is impossible to understand
the literary tastes of Alaol's milieu without a comparative study that con-
siders the other centers of the Bay of Bengal. From the available material
we must describe the context in which this literature was performed by
defining the places, their social significance, and the functions of the agents
inhabiting such circles. Literary assemblies organized by the Muslim noble-
men of Mrauk-U adopted some of the codes employed in royal courts, the
models par excellence of etiquette and cultural refinement, but the func-
tions of the members seem more fluid and the hierarchy defined differently
than at court.** The comparison of various models of courtly comportment
will contribute to a better understanding of the production and circulation
of texts. Mapping the centers of literary production will also open up the

4% Horst Brinkhaus justly peints to the problematic nature of these subjective arguments
while dealing with Bengali and Maithili in Nepal (z003: 68, 71-2).

4 The assemblies attended by Alaol were somewhere in between the royal courts and
these less formal salons. In the present volume, see also the contributions by Allison Busch
and Corinne Lefévre in connection with the courts and entourages of prestigious patrons
and also the essay by Stefano Pelld for more information about poetic courts.
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field of intertextual studies. For instance, Alaol provides various explicit
references to other texts. It is necessary to study the role played by such
texts in other centers of the commercial and cultural network of the time.
Were these texts commented upon, adapted, or translated? Do they figure
in the literary canons of other contemporary cities?

The religious networks and the agents who were active in these networks
were also central to the formation of literary canons during this period. We
have indicated that alongside the patrons who provided material support
and “sensual pleasures”, both the pirs and the ‘ulami’ were the providers
of “spiritual delights”. In the assembly where literature was performed,
religious figures were the authorities who brought with them the texts that
were to become the standards or literary models {Wormser and d’'Hubert
2008). They were surely not the only ones to assume this role, but, in the
case of Mrauk-U, their place was central in the organization of the assem-
blies, and all of the texts Aldol composed were used in other Sufi milieus
in South and Southeast Asia.

Examining the interplay between local and cosmopolitan registers pro-
vides a meaningful tool for investigating seventeenth-century Arakan.
Regionalism and cosmopolitanism have been expressed in complex ways
by the various members of society. This opposition is an alternative to
essentialist approaches based upon the complete identification of cultural
identities with religious faiths, because it provides the opportunity to locate
“sociotextual communities” in a more subtle frame of reference than that
made possible by religious categorizations alone. For instance, the way
Alaol utilizes Sanskrit literary references does not seem to be linked to a
mere religious stance; instead, it is a way to state the degree of his identi-
fication with, or distance from, locally shared references.

The case of Bengali literature in Arakan is a fascinating example of
complex cultural exchanges on the margins of South Asia. Above all, it
shows the necessity of thinking in terms of regional cultural history in
connection with supra-regional processes. I hope that some of the ideas
presented here will travel to other shores and stimulate collective work
that can lead us to a better comprehension of the circulation of people and
ideas in the Bay of Bengal during the premodem period.




72 THIBAUT D’HUBERT
Bibliography
Manuscripts

Alaol. Saptapaykar. Bangla Academy. (B.A.) alokacitra 4 and 33.
___ Saptapaykar. Dhaka University. Abdul Karim s@hityavis@radu collection, ms. 490.

Printed Sources

Abl-Fazl ‘Allami. 2001 [1927). AF-i akbari. H. Blochman, trans. Dethi: Low Price
Publications.

Alaol. 1977. Sikdndar-nama. Ahmad Sharif, ed. Dhaka: Bangla Academy.

v 1075, Tohphd. Fazle Rabbi, ed. Dhaka: Bangla Academy.

. 2002 [1985]. Padmdévati. Debnath Bandyopadhyay, ed. Kolkata: Pascimabariga Rijya
Pustaka Parsat.

___. 1992, Saft-Mayna Lora Candrani. Mohammad Abdul Qayyum, ed. Dhaka: Bangla
Academy.

Banarsidas. 1957. Ardhakatfidnaka. Nathuram Premi, ed. Bombay: Hindi Granth Ratnakara,

Danlat KajL. zoog {z995}. Lora-Candrinf o Seti-Mayna. Debnath Bandyopadhyay, ed. Kolkata:
Sahitya Samsad.

Manrique, Sebastien. 1927. Travels of Fray Sebastien Manvigque (1629-43), a Translation of
the Itinerario de las misiones orientales. C. Eckford Luard and H. Hosten, trans. Oxford:
Hakluyt Society.

Mirza Nathan. 1936. Baharistan-t Ghaybi. 2 vols. M. 1. Borah, trans. Gauhati: Narayani
Handiqui Historical Institute,

Nezdmi. zooo, Les sept portraits. Isabelle de Gastines, French trans, Paris: Fayard.

Saiyad Sultan. 1978. Nubi-vamsa. 2 vols. Ahmad Sharif, trans. Dhaka: Bangla Academy.

Sharif, Ahmad, ed. 1967. Madhyayugera riga-tala-n@ma. Dhaka: Bangla Academy.

— . ed. 2003 [1969]. Banglira suphl sahitya. Dhaka: Samaya Prakiéana.

Secondary Studies

Anushe, Hasan, ed. 1375/1996. Dénishnama-yi adab-i fars, jild-i chaharum: adab-i frsi dar
shibh-i qarra (hind, pakistan, bangladish), bakhsh-i owwal, duwwum, siwwum, [An
Encyclopedia of Persian Literature in the Subcontinent (India, Pakistan, Bangladesh).
Vol. 4, bl 1, 2, 3]. Tehran: Sdzman-i chap wa intisharat-i farhang wa irshad-i lslami.

Askari, Syed Hasan, 1g60. The Mughal-Mugh relations down to the time of Islam Khan
Mashhadi. Proceedings of the Indian History Congress 23rd Session, Gauhati 1959, pp.
20113,

Bala, Amritalal. 1gg1. Aldiofera kavye hindu-musiim samskrti. Dhaka: Bangla Academy.

Bhattacharya, France. 1984. “A propos d'une representation du Canni Mangal au Bengale
Occidental.” Adyatan « d’Aujourd’hui » 3, pp. 7-26.

___.19gg. “Hari the Prophet: An Islamic View of a Hindu God in Saiyid Sultan Nabi Vamsa.”
InP. Hasan and M. Islam, eds. Essays in Memory of Momtazur Rafiman Tarafdar. Dhaka:
Dhaka University, pp. 193-208.

Bode, Mabel Haynes. 1gog. The Pali Literature of Burma. London: Royal Asiatic Society of
Great Britain and Ireland.

PIRATES, POETS, AND MERCHANTS 73

Braginsky, Vladimir. 2004. “The Science of Wormnen and the Jewel: The Synthesis of Tantrism
and Sufism in a Corpus of Mystical Texts from Aceh.” Indonesia and the Malay World
32: 93 (July), pp. 141-75.

Brinkhaus, Horst. 2003. “On the Transition from Bengali to Maithili in the Nepalese Dramas
of the16th and 17th Centuries.” In W. L. Smith, ed, Maithili Studies, papers presented at
the Stockholm conference on Maithili language and literature. Stockholm: University
of Stockholm, pp. 67-77.

Chatterji, Suniti Kumar. 1975 [1926]. Origin and Development of the Bengali Language.
Calcutta: Rupa.

D’Hubert, Thibaut. zo10, “Histoire culturelle et poétique de la traduction. Alaol et la tradition
littéraire bengali au XVII siécle 4 Mrauk-U, capitale du royaume d'Arakan,” Ph.D. diss.,
Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, Paris.

Digby, Simon. 1984. “The Tuhfa i nagd'ih of Yisuf Gada: An Ethical Treatise in Verse from
the Late-Fourteenth-Century Delhi Sultanate.” In Barbara Daly Metcalf, ed. Moral
Conduct and Authority, the Place of Adab in South Asian Islam. Berkeley: University of
California Press, pp. g1-123.

Eaton, Richard M. 1978. Sufis of Bijapur, i300-1700: Social Roles of Sufis in Medieval India.
Princetom: Princeton University Press.

- 1993. The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier, 1204~1760. Berkeley: University of
California Press.

. 2o005. A Social History of the Deccan, 1300-1761: Eight Indian Lives. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Gaefike, Peter. 1994. “Alexander and the Bengali Sufis.” In Alan W. Entwistle and Frangoise
Mallison, eds. Studies in South Asian Devotional Literature, research papers, 1988-1991,
presented at the fifth conference on “Devotional literature in New Indo-Aryan Lan-
guages,” held at Paris-ficole Frangaise d’Extréme-Orient. New Delhi: Manohar; Paris:
Ecole Frangaise d'Extréme Orient, pp. 275-84.

Galen, Stephan van. 2002, “Arakan at the Turn of the First Millennium of the Arakanese
Era” In Gommans and Leider ze02, pp. 151-62.

e 2008. Arakan and Bengal: The Rise and Decline of the Mrauk-U kingdom(Burma) from
the Fifteenth to the Seventeenth Century ad. Ph.D. diss., Leiden University.

Ghosal, Satyendranath. 1959, Beginning of Secular Romance in Bengali Literature. Vishva-
Bharati Annals g. Santiniketan: Vishva-Bharati.

Gommans, Jos and Jacques P. Leider, eds. 200z2. The Maritime Frontier of Burma: Exploring
Political, Cultural and Commercial Interaction in the Indian Ocean World, 1z00-1800.
Amsterdam: Koninldijke Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen; Leiden: KITLV
Press.

Hag, Muhammad Enamul. 1993. Vol. 2 of Muhammad Enamul Hak racandvali. Dhaka: Bangla
Academy.

Hagq, Muhammad Enamul and Abdul Karim, eds. 1993. Ardkin rdjasabhaya bingld sahitya
[16vo-1700]. In Haq 1993, pp. 17-142. (Orig, pub.1935. Kolkata: Gurndasa Caftopadhyaya
and Sons.)

Hujjati, Hamide. rgg6a. Farhang-i Shir Khani. In Anushe 1375/1996.

____.1996b. Naz&inishabiri. In Anushe 1375/1996.

Johnston, E. H. 1944. “Some Sanskrit Inscriptions of Arakan.” Bulletin of the School of Oriental
and African Studies. Londor: University of London 11: 2, pp. 357-85.

Karim, Abdul. 1997. Abdul Karim sahityaviddrada racandvali, edited by Abdul Ahsan
Chaudhuri. Dhaka: Bangla Academy.

Leider, Jacques P. 1998. “These Buddhist Kings with Muslim Names... A Discussion of the
Muslim Influence in the Mrauk-U Period.” In Pierre Pichard and Frangois Robinne, eds.
Etudes birmanes en hommage & Denise Bernot, 189—ms,. Paris: Ecole Frangaise d'Extréme
Orient.




74 THIBAUT D'HUBERT

o 2002, On Arakanese Territorial Expansion: Origins, Context, Means and Practice. In
Gomimans and Leider 2002, pp. 127-50.

___. 2004, Le royaume d'Arakan, Birmanie, son histoire politigue entre le début du XV et la
Jfin du XVIF siécle. Paris: Ecole Frangaise d’Extréme-Orient.

___.z006. “Specialists for Ritual, Magic and Devotion: The Court Brahmins {punna) of the
Konbaung Kings (x752-1885).” Journal of the Burma Studies 10, pp. 159—202.

Lombard, Denys. 1967. Le sultanat d’Atjéh au temps d'Iskandar Muda: 1607-1636. Paris: Ecole
Frangaise d’Extréme Orient.

—-1999. “The Indian World as Seen from Aceh.” In Om Prakash and Denys Lombard, eds.
Commerce and Culture in the Bay of Bengal, 1500~18¢0. New Dethi: Manohar, pp.183-g6.

Losensky, Paul E. 1998. Welcoming Fighdni: Imitation and Poetic Individuality in Safavid-
Mughal Ghazals. Costa Mesa: Mazda Publisher.

Meisami, Julie Scott. 1987. Medieval Persian Court Poetry, Princeton: Princeton University
Press,

Mitchiner, Michael. zo00. The Land of Water: Coinage and History of Bangladesh and Later
Arakan, Circa 300B¢ to the Present Day. London: Hawkins Publications.

Pollock, Sheldon. 2006. The Language of the Gods in the World of Men. Berkeley: University
of California Press.

Prakash, Om. zooz. “Coastal Burma and the Trading World of the Bay of Bengal, 1500-2680.”
In Gommans and Leider zooz, pp. 93-106.

Prakash, Om and Deny Lombard, eds. Commerce and Culture in the Bay of Bengal, 1500-1800.
New Delhi: Manohar.

Raymond, Catherine. 19gs. “Etude desrelations religieuses entre le Sri Lanka et I'Arakan du
XII* au XVIII siecle: documentation historique et évidences archéologiques.” journal
Asiatique 283: 2, pp. 469-501.

Roy, Asim. 1983. The Islamic Syncretistic Tradition in Bengal, Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

Sen, Sukumar. 1999-2o000 [1975-78]. Bangala sakityera itihdsa. 2 vols. Kolkata: Ananda
publishers.

Shaclde, Christopher. 2007. “The Story of Sayf al-Mulitk in South Asia.” Journal of the Royal
Asiatic Society 17: 2, pp. 115-20.

Sharif, Ahmad, ed. 1958. Abdul karim sahityavidarada-samkalita puthi-pariciti. Dhaka: Dhaka
Visvavidyalaya.

1999 [1983]. Bangali o barigld sahitya. z vols. Dhaka: Bangla Academy.

Sharif, Md. Jamal. zoo4. Dakkan main urdii sha'irl wall se pahle. Hyderabad: Idira-yi
Adabiyat-i Urda.

Sternbach, Ludwik. 1963. “The Pali Lokaniti and the Burmese Niti kyan and their Sources.”
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 26: 2, pp. 320-45.

Subrahmanyam, Sanjay. 2o0z2. “And a River Runs through it: The Mrauk-U Kingdom and its
Bay of Bengal Context.” In Gornmans and Leider 2002, pp. 107-26.

___. 2005, “Persianization and “Mercantilism” in Bay of Bengal History, 1400-1700." In S.
Subrahmanyam, ed. Explorations in Connected History, from the Tagus to the Ganges.
New Dethi: Oxford University Press, pp. 45—79.

‘Wormser, Paul, and Thibaut d’Hubert. 2008. “Représentations du monde dans le golfe du
Bengale au XVIF sigcle: Aldol et Rinirl” Archipel 76, pp. 15-35.

Yegar, Moshe. 1972, Muslims of Burma. Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz,

THE COURT OF ‘ABD-UR-RAHIM KHAN-I KHANAN AS A BRIDGE
BETWEEN IRANIAN AND INDIAN CULTURAL TRADITIONS

Corinne Leféevre®

‘Abd-ur-Rahim Khéan-i Khanan (1556-1627) was a major figure from the
Mughal nobility during the reigns of Akbar (1556-1605) and Jahangir (1605~
27). Bom in India, he was the son of Bairam Khan—one among the few
Iranian amirs who had gathered around Babur (r. 1526—30) in the hope of
anew and rewarding career under the rising Mughal power. Bairam Khan
had indeed achieved considerable success under Babur and his successors
(he became the tutor and vice-regent of the young Akbar) before falling
into disgrace in 1561 and being murdered soon afterwards. Following
Bairam Khan's death, Akbar took his only son under his personal care and
entrusted his education to several distinguished scholars. The 1580s saw
the real start of ‘Abd-ur-Rahim’s political career, the sequence of which
closely parallels that of the Mughal expansion: After having successfully
headed the imperial campaigns in Gujarat (1583) and Sindh (1591), he was
assigned to the Deccan (1593) where he spent his remaining life and enjoyed
the highest degree of power and autonomy.!

Following the imperial example—and more particularly that of his
father—‘Abd-ur-Rahim was a man of the sword as well as of the pen. He
first distinguished himself by his language skills: His own writings show
that he was proficient in Turkish, Persian, and Hindavi, and he is said to
have known Arabic, Sanskrit, and Portuguese—learning the last at Akbar’s
request. His personally translating Babur's memoirs from Turkish into
Persian testifies to his linguistic capabilities. The Khan was also an author
in his own right, as is evident from the poetry he composed under the pen
name of “Rahim” (“the compassionate”}. Aside from his own literary skills,
the amir was an enthusiastic patron of architecture as well as an ardent
collector of books. From the 15808 onwards, he maintained a library-cum-
workshop, which is one of the best documented examples of a sub-imperial
library in Mughal times, Reflecting the wide-ranging interests ofits patron

* Tam grateful to Allison Busch, Sunil Kumar, Imre Bangha, and the late Aditya Behl
for their valuable comments on earlier drafts of this article.
! For a detailed account of ‘Abd-ur-Rahim’s career under Akbar, see Husain1ggg: 27-36.




