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Qum Rabat shrine, Xinjiang Uyghur 
Autonomous Region, China, 2013.  
(cover, top)

Sharp Eye (Hazel), fibreglass, acrylic 
paint, polyester resin, 125 × 100 × 100 cm, 
2014. (cover, left)

Dil be Del, bronze, silver acrylic paint, 
10 × 12 × 9 cm, 2014. Photo by Musthafa 
Aboobacker/The Third Line, Dubai.  
(cover, right)

Yūsuf Khāss Hājib, the 11th-century 
poet from the city of Balasagun, the 
capital of the Karakhanid Empire, in 
modern-day Kyrgyzstan. (below)

Karakhanid script, from Yusūf Khāss 
Hājib’s Kutadgu Bilig. (inside cover)
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Lektor (speculum linguarum), a multichannel audio work, features 
a selection from the eleventh-century Turkic mirror for princes 
Kutadgu Bilig (Wisdom of Royal Glory), in its original Uighur with 
several voice-overs. The delivery of a near-monotonous, matter-of-
fact voice-over stems from a translation practice called Gavrilov 
translation, often used in Poland and Russia. The original language 
is kept audible, almost equally so, to the destination language. 
Specifically, the excerpts extracted from Kutadgu Bilig offer advice 
pertaining to speech and tongues – tongues that bring fortune and 
bad luck, profit and loss – and what it means to loosen the tongue,  
to hold it or stick it out.

In each venue, the selection of translations for the voice-over or  
dub traces the itinerary of the piece through the languages of its 
exhibition history. Across the margins of this volume’s pages are  
five translations, in addition to the original Uighur: Turkish, 
German, Polish, English and Arabic. The simultaneous playback 
of distinct audio tracks makes for a disruptive experience, touching 
on issues of legibility and authenticity – elsewhere in the world, 
voice-over translations are often used for news segments and 
documentaries – not to mention language as a form of hospitality.

pp. 1–192
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L e k t o r  —  T r a n s c r i p t

Lektor (detail),  
mirrored plexiglass, speakers, 
47 × 22 × 49 cm, 2014. Photo by 
Lars Bergmann, gfZK Leipzig.
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Javanfemme,  
handblown glass, string, 
25 × 10 × 8 cm, 2014.

I have been following the work of 
the art collective Slavs and Tatars 
since 2010, when I encountered their 
installation Monobrow Manifesto 
(2010). At the time I was preparing to 
relocate to Abu Dhabi, and particularly 
attentive to works engaged with some 
notion of the Middle East. Monobrow 
Manifesto is an unlikely pairing of two 
visual references to the ‘monobrow’, 
one identified as hot (Qajar, a Persian 
prince), one not (the Muppet Bert).  
It made me uncomfortable even as  
I laughed at the pairing. Ultimately,  
I felt invited to reflect on the underlying 
cultural references, and to question  
the source of my discomfort. The  
work was a gift to me as a viewer  
and as a curator.

I tell this story to introduce the 
generosity of Slavs and Tatars’ art 
practice. Since that first encounter,  
I have watched their work evolve  
and deepen, never losing the giftlike 
layering of pleasure and heightened 
cultural awareness at work in 
Monobrow Manifesto. 

These artists produce series of works 
that they refer to as ‘cycles’. Each cycle 
averages several years. A cycle begins 
with research into a topic: the artists 
delve into archives, attend conferences 
and conduct field research in far-flung 
locales. They ‘translate’ the fruit of their 
research into sculptures, installations, 
performances and publications. Rather 

than touring one exhibition of work  
to multiple museum and gallery venues, 
they use each new exhibition space  
as a unique tour through one aspect  
of the cycle.

A key element in each is the  
production of a book, not in the  
sense of a traditional ‘artist’s book’ 
or museum catalogue, but through 
commissioning scholarly essays  
and translations around a given  
cycle’s research topic. 

Cur ATor’s
ProLoguE

Maya Allison

Monobrow Manifesto, 
PvC, print, helium, 300 cm Ø, 
2011. frieze sculpture Park, 
London. (top)

Monobrow Manifesto, 
rubber, screen-print, 2011. 
sharjah Biennial 10. (left) Je
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EDiTor’s
inTroDuCTion

Anthony Downey

‘When a man speaks knowledgeably, his words 
are counted as wisdom, while the words of the 
ignorant devour his own head.’ 

	 Yusūf	Khāss	Hājib,	Kutadgu Bilig,	ca.	1069-70	AD.

‘The tongue is the best masseur  
of furrowed brows.’

 Anwar-i-Suhaili (Lights of Canopus),	early	16th	century.

‘I went to a bookstore and asked the saleswoman, 
“Where’s the self-help section?” She said if she 
told me, it would defeat the purpose.’

	 George	Carlin

Anyone who has frequented a bookshop or passed through an airport in 
the last decade will find the self-help book a ubiquitous sight. Founded 
by the aptly named Samuel Smiles, the genre invariably employs  
the tools of popular psychology, while promising fast-track solutions 
to everyday issues, be they romantic, economic, personal, sexual or 
psychological. Published in 1859, Smiles’ Self-Help was concerned with 
elevating individuals from poverty and ignorance to relative positions 
of wealth and social eminence. This elevation, in true Victorian fashion, 
could be acquired through hard work and rigorous self-discipline, but 
the ultimate key was self-education. Knowledge, Smiles proposed, is 
of itself the highest enjoyment, better than fortune and superior to the 
manifold forms of sensual enjoyment that seemed destined to distract 
and lead otherwise virtuous men astray.

Smiles’ volume was often considered to be a modern forerunner of the 
self-help books we encounter today; however, the genre’s antecedents 
can be found in antiquity. In the third century bc, the propositional logic 

The book you hold in your hands is  
one such publication, commissioned  
for Slavs and Tatars current cycle  
of work, Mirrors for Princes.  
The title refers to a genre of medieval 
statecraft that appeared in both Islamic 
and Christian cultures. Presented 
as gifts to rulers to prepare their 
heirs, these texts imparted advice on 
comportment, grooming and political 
leadership, always layered with praise, 
encouragement and celebration. 

For this book the artists have 
commissioned essays from academics 
and artists on the topic of mirrors for 
princes. The resulting book is a gift in 
its own right, to the scholarship on the 
topic, to the audience of each exhibition, 
and to the larger conversation in 
which it engages. Like all gifts, the 
process of making this book created 
new connections, among communities 
(artistic and academic) and among 
ideas (statecraft and self-help), whether 
academic or artistic, regional or 
international.

Ultimately, Slavs and Tatars’ practice 
aligns with the mission of the NYU 
Abu Dhabi Art Gallery in remarkable 
ways. It links the production of physical 
art objects to scholarly research and 
creative rethinking of cultural history 
and the cultures of the present day.  
It has a cultural curiosity at once 
omnivorous and focused. For example, 
the artists often describe themselves  
as ‘devoted to an area … east of the 
former Berlin Wall and west of the 
Great Wall of China’. This formulation 
un-divides the regions in between,  
and invites one to reconsider the 
standard map. More subtly, it includes 
multiple societies that identify as 
‘Islamic’, without conflating Islam  
with one location. 

At the time of this writing, I am looking 
forward to Slav and Tatars residency 
at NYU Abu Dhabi in the months 
preceding their exhibition. Their 
presence contributes to the dialogue 
within NYU Abu Dhabi, a liberal 
arts university with a fundamentally 
cross-cultural curriculum and a student 
body of unprecedented international 
composition. NYU Abu Dhabi’s 
curricular mandate responds in part  
to the university’s location in the  
Gulf, an historical and still-evolving 
cultural crossroads. 

This book represents collaboration 
among many parties. It is published 
by the NYUAD Art Gallery with 
JRP|Ringier on the occasion of the 
exhibition at NYU Abu Dhabi. It would 
not be possible without our editorial 
partners at Ibraaz, particularly this 
book’s editor, Anthony Downey,  
and project manager Nour K Sacranie.  
The four other venues on the Mirrors 
for Princes cycle offered support of 
many kinds; they are: the Kunsthalle 
Zürich; the Institute of Modern Art, 
Brisbane; the Collective Gallery, 
Edinburgh; and the Blaffer Art Gallery 
at the University of Houston. 

I am honoured that Slavs and Tatars  
will be the subject of the inaugural  
solo exhibition at the NYU Abu Dhabi 
Art Gallery. It is our great pleasure  
to participate in this cycle of gifts  
from Slavs and Tatars. 

Maya Allison
Director and Chief Curator
New York University  
Abu Dhabi Art Gallery
www.nyuad-artgallery.org
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Chinese, making it a multilingual medium of communication among 
people from different faiths and backgrounds. The origins of the 
Kutadgu Bilig draw on three extant manuscripts found in, respectively, 
Herat (Afghanistan) in 1439, a Mamluk library in Cairo in 1897, and 
Namangan, a city in Uzbekistan, in 1943. The most remarkable thing 
about this book, apart from its ontology, is the fact that the advice it 
offers – on matters of justice, fortune, wisdom and contentment – is 
intended for all citizens and not just for rulers or kings. Although written 
for a prince, the Kutadgu Bilig does not contain any specific historical 
names. Rather, its characters are intended to encapsulate an everyman  
of sorts, an individual in search of knowledge on that most pressing  
of questions: How do we attain contentment through wisdom and  
self-knowledge?

Largely concerned with the elevation of statecraft to both the secular 
realm of men and the divine sphere of faith and religion, an ambition 
that renders it both an example of the mirrors for princes genre and yet 
something more, the eloquence of the poetic Kutadgu Bilig – written  
in rhyming couplets (masnavi) – today stands in stark contrast to the 
self-help genres that populate our bookstores. Moreover, the advice 
it once offered to sovereigns has metastasized, in our time, into party 
political point scoring and spin. We are currently confronted with a 
surfeit of combative political commentators and summary commentary 
on our erstwhile and current rulers, leaving us increasingly bereft of 
intelligent, insightful and honest discourse on the importance of wisdom, 
not to mention the role of faith or the immaterial, in modern-day life  
and governance.

Although there is a pedagogical, if not didactic, element to the source 
texts that inform Slavs and Tatars’ Mirrors for Princes, the work  
in question is neither pedagogical nor didactic. In their exploration  
of the modern-day notions of self-help, wisdom, advice and good 
counsel, against the backdrop of more recondite treatises on the  
subject, the artists reanimate the ideals in question and propose,  
in turn, an expanded field of research within which to understand  
the genre of mirrors for princes. For audiences who encounter these 
works, the relatively esoteric objectives of instructive tomes such as  
the Kutadgu Bilig are given over to a permissive linguistic, formal  
and conceptual practice that promotes the volume’s relevance for  

of the Stoics offered an ethos of living that promoted wisdom, courage, 
justice and temperance as the virtues of eudaimonia: the conditions, 
that is, for individual well-being and the communal welfare necessary to 
ensure ‘human flourishing’. During the same period, the Arthaśāstra,  
a book written in Sanskrit and traditionally attributed to Cānakya  
(ca. 350–283 bce), proposed that the guiding principles of the state and 
the common good of the people are one and the same. The Arthaśāstra, 
notably for its time, discussed the duties and obligations of rulers to 
maintain the welfare that binds a society into a collective whole that 
nurtures, rather than subjugates, its people.

This emphasis on statecraft and concomitant wisdom found its  
apogee in the ‘mirror for princes’ genre in the early Middle Ages  
and Renaissance. Concerned with good governance in an age of faith, 
mirrors for princes were written to groom rulers so that their spiritual 
obligations and right to rule would be fulfilled. With counterparts in 
Latin (specula principum) and German (Fürstenspiegel) traditions,  
the most commonly known example of this genre is Niccolò 
Machiavelli’s political treatise, The Prince. Published five years after 
his death in 1532, The Prince was riveted together with a strain of steely 
political realism that predates the calculated pragmatism of modern 
political philosophies. Today, somewhat prescriptively, Machiavelli’s 
advice is often boiled down to the suggestion that the end – the 
maintenance and application of power – justifies the means, no matter 
how pitiless the latter turns out to be in reality. This dictum nevertheless 
tends to overlook the book’s underlying principles: that truth is 
ultimately more important than any abstract ideal, and anyone intent on 
absolute and effective rule would be well served to consider the day-to-
day reality of maintaining virtue and prudence.

Writing in the eleventh century for the then prince of Kashgar  
(a prominent trading city on the Silk Road between China, the  
Middle East and Europe), Yusūf Khāss Hājib promoted a different,  
more egalitarian form of instruction. The Kutadgu Bilig, or ‘Wisdom  
of Royal Glory’, is republished in part here in English, Turkish, German, 
Polish, Arabic and Uighur, the latter a Turkic language spoken primarily 
by the people of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region of Western 
China. The Persian and Arabic languages also influenced Uighur, with 
more recent linguistic pollination coming from Russian and Mandarin 
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into a number of objects that suggest potential forms of self-grooming. 
In an echo of the civilising contexts of mirrors for princes, this micro-
level of investigation into self-care foregrounds the civilizing function 
of contemporary grooming. The requirement to titivate or embellish 
the self before entering the public arena, so as to counter the perceived 
unruliness of bodily hair, reveals an idealised subject that, when 
projected into the public sphere, also reveals an ethos of being –  
a disposition or fundamental attribute – that is attentive to negotiating  
the mores and values of its specific historical moment. 

In these expansive frameworks, the oversized combs in Mirrors  
for Princes allude to a formal excess in the contemporary investment 
in appearance over substance, a care of the self that reveals the 
predominance of mass media and its production of subjects on a 
cosmetic rather than substantive level. Which is not to say that the 
contemporary subject (be it a politician or otherwise) is a cypher, 
betraying an authentic and lost form of selfhood that we must search 
for; nor is it to suggest the possibility that the self can reveal an inner 
authenticity free from affectation. The subject is the locus of multiple 
affinities, of reason and unreason, experience and desire, delusion and 
aspiration. It is a syntactical, discursive construct that is dependent 
on normative and normalizing discourses that are, in turn, subject to 
historical shifts in meaning and substance over time. To observe as 
much is to allude, of course, to Michel Foucault’s overarching insight: 
the subject is the product of the operation of political technologies on, 
through and within the social body. And the mirrors for princes genre  
is an all too a pertinent example of that process in action.

The once-sacral elements of grooming that applied to sovereign power, 
as related through Ridgeon’s essay, have been secularised over time and, 
in this process, have become more irreverent if not irrelevant. However, 
the micro-level of political intercourse and behaviour reveals the extent 
to which, to quote the artists, a form of ‘infra-politics’ is always at work 
in the exercise of power. Apart from the numerous image consultants 
on the payroll of governments worldwide, the ascendancy of the ‘spin 
doctor’ is an obvious modern-day example of an infra-politics at work  
in contemporary forms of governance. The sine qua non of modern- 
day political intrigue and prime purveyor of Machiavellian advice,  
the figure of the spin doctor has spawned its own distinct characters that 

a modern-day audience. In her contribution to this volume, Neguin 
Yavari observes that ‘mirrors rely on past exemplars, semiotic codes 
and moral teachings to edify rulers and to educate them in the taming 
of their innate inclination to injustice, tyranny and abuse of power.’1  
To this end, the Kutadgu Bilig is indeed an instructional ‘self-help’  
book of sorts where the issues of reason, prudence, liberality, 
decisiveness and vigilance are not only promoted but also proposed as 
the predicates for stable, long-term rule. Virtue and statecraft go hand in 
hand in the Kutadgu Bilig and the juxtaposition of fate and governance, 
respectively, is an all-too-prominent fixture of premodern historical 
writing on the subject of kings and their rule. Yavari further notes that 
while the emergence of secularism is often considered to herald the 
separation of religion and politics, books such as the Kutadgu Bilig 
raise straightforward questions about whether piety, or faith, does indeed 
render inevitable the subordination of politics to religion. This question 
pervades the mirrors for princes genre, and is of manifest concern in our 
present milieu, where the agonistic struggle between secularism and 
so-called extremism across regions such as the ‘Middle East’ and the 
Caucasus would appear to be caught up in an all-too-deadly embrace.

Inasmuch as the mirrors for princes genre was used to groom future 
leaders, the topic of actual grooming is a coextensive factor in any 
ascendancy to power. Lloyd Ridgeon’s extended essay, republished  
here, examines the significance of hair in the Islamic tradition with 
reference to the sacred sources (the Qurān Ḥadīth and biographies  
of the Prophet). In religious terms, followers are frequently identified 
by the way their hair has been groomed, cut, shaved, coloured or left 
untouched. Observing that treatises dealing with aspects of the barbers’ 
trade (from the practice of shaving to the razor, whetstone and mirrors 
employed in the process) were also associated with issues of sexuality, 
asceticism and celibacy, Ridgeon’s thesis in ‘Shaggy or Shaved’ alerts 
us to the ethical and moral instructiveness of actual mirrors when it 
comes to the relationship between grooming and governing. This focus 
on self-grooming, throughout Mirrors for Princes and elsewhere, 
is all the more apparent in Slavs and Tatars’ emphasis on formal self-
presentation. Governing, in the sense of sovereign rule and statecraft, 
is conjugated with an emphasis on caring for the self and attention to 
self-appearance, while the expansive context of the original genre of 
mirrors for princes, its universalist and yet esoteric import, is distilled 

1  
For a fuller genealogy of mirrors 
for princes, see: Neguin Yavari, 
Advice for the Sultan: Prophetic 
Voices and Secular Politics 
in Medieval Islam (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2012), 
7–44.
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acousmêtre, the latter concept being first coined by Michel Chion  
in his 1984 volume, La Voix au Cinéma. The phrase was deployed by 
Chion to describe a character who is not seen on screen but whose voice 
can be heard. Crowley notes that Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960) 
provides Chion with numerous examples of how the uncanny and 
haunting qualities of the acousmêtre can be used to produce dramatic 
effects. One of Crowley’s more notable examples of the use of this 
disembodied voice concerns the little-known technique (or practice) 
of Gavrilov translation, whereby audiences in Poland would often 
see films, such as Hitchcock’s Psycho, with a simultaneous voice-
over translation that was imposed onto (while retaining) the original 
film soundtrack. Polish audiences, upon hearing this dual soundtrack, 
began referring to the voice of the translator as the Lektor Filmowy 
(film reader) or Szeptanka (whisperer). The source language, being 
simultaneous and audible with the destination language, created a form 
of voice contest that produced disruption and confusion as much as it 
did clarity and sense. The effect of this disembodied voice, as noted 
by Crowley, highlights a concern not only with legibility but also with 
authenticity and authority: Who is speaking and in what capacity?

These questions are explored in Slavs and Tatars’ audio piece Lektor 
(2014), for which excerpts from the Kutadgu Bilig were recorded  
in the original Uighur with various voice-overs. The language of  
the voice-over is dependent on the venue of exhibition: Turkish in 
Istanbul, Polish in Białystok, German in Zurich, Arabic in Abu Dhabi, 
and Scottish Gaelic in Edinburgh. The written word is actualised  
and made material by way of the voice, with that voice, in turn, being 
doubled in an effect that directly references the uncanny elements of 
Gavrilov translation. The geographical distance from the original Uighur 
language is rendered propinquitous in Lektor, becoming a matter of 
kinship rather than distance and remoteness. At first this combination 
may seem, to quote the artists, ‘antithetical or incommensurate’, but 
it is precisely this ‘collision of registers’, with their ‘different voices, 
different worlds and different logics’ that allows the viewer to engage 
with these voices and to locate the ideas – on topics as varied as 
statecraft, wisdom and nascent forms of self-help – firmly within the 
concerns of the present. To paraphrase the artists, the excerpts extracted 
from the Kutudgu Bilig offer advice pertaining to speech and tongues 
and what it means, ultimately, to loosen the tongue, to hold it or to 

can be traced back to Squealer in George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945) 
and up to, more recently, the egregious Malcolm Tucker, portrayed by 
Peter Capaldi, in the British television series and political satire The 
Thick of It (2005).2 Conversely, the self-preening and self-importance 
of contemporary politicians, with their willingness to listen to advice 
when it suits their agendas, has been captured in many (good and bad) 
films, including A Perfect Candidate (1996), Primary Colours (1998), 
The Deal (2003), Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004), So Goes the Nation (2006), 
W (2008), In the Loop (2009) and The Special Relationship (2010). 
In fact and fiction alike, rumour and malicious whispering, partisanship 
and ideology, rather than good counsel and wisdom, tend to win out over 
truth. Tongues get twisted, throats are frequently cleared in anticipation 
of speech, and lip service is paid to questionable ideologies, but sound, 
objective advice seems not only harder to come by, but increasingly 
perverted into political doublespeak and the exigencies of ‘spin’.

The ‘infra’ nature of politics, with its beneath-the-stairs rumours, 
whispers in the corridor and behind-the-scenes gossiping, was succinctly 
captured in Ryszard Kapuściński’s unparallelled account of the downfall 
of Haile Selassie, the self-styled ‘King of Kings’, who was deposed in 
1974.3 In The Emperor: Downfall of an Autocrat (1978), Kapuściński, 
who had unprecedented access to Selassie’s flunkies and low-level 
officials, detailed the end of a dynasty whose descent was prefigured  
by a solipsistic delusion that left the ‘King of Kings’ isolated and  
waited upon by only one remaining, ancient retainer. The combustible 
intrigue and infra-politics of Selassie’s court, populated by various 
factions described as either ‘Jailers’, ‘Talkers’ or ‘Floaters’, was  
further enkindled by the fact that the ‘King of Kings’ preferred inept 
ministers (who offered no threat to his power), refused to read any 
printed documents (for reasons of security), and insisted on receiving  
all information by word of mouth. Needless to say, in a realm defined  
by pathological mistrust, no one’s word is taken for wisdom and the 
double-voiced, the so-called ‘Talkers’, are concurrently listened to  
and dismissed (and in some instances done away with altogether).  
If lip service to the emperor is the order of the day, and good news the 
only news allowed, it is a foolish person indeed who brings bad news.

In David Crowley’s ‘Echo Translation’ we are introduced to another 
peculiar form of the ‘double voice’ encapsulated by the term 

2  
The character of Squealer  
is key to the trajectory of  
Orwell’s novel, plotting as 
he does the presentation of 
insignificant untruths, uttered 
at the beginning, until they 
become the propagandist lies 
of a totalitarian regime. The 
character was based on Joseph 
Stalin’s protégée and head 
of Communist propaganda, 
one Vyacheslav Mikhailovich 
Molotov (1890–1986). At 
the level of ‘infra-politics’, 
mention too should be made of 
François Leclerc du Tremblay, 
the powerful behind-the-scenes 
decision maker and advisor 
to Cardinal Richelieu. Widely 
referred to as the ‘power behind 
the throne’, or ‘éminence grise’, 
a reference to du Tremblay’s grey 
sacral robes, this figure found a 
modern-day incarnation, for some 
commentators, in Vice President 
Dick Cheney, whose aggressive 
foreign policy and attempts to 
accrue power saw him become 
more powerful in terms of 
influence than the then-incumbent 
president, George W. Bush.

3  
I am grateful to the artists for 
drawing my attention to this 
account. In 1982, Ryszard 
Kapuściński published another 
book on the end of another 
dynasty, Shah of Shahs (1982), 
a perspicacious analysis of the 
reasons behind the decline, fall 
and exile of Mohammad Reza 
Pahlavi, the last Shah of Iran.
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Mirrors for Princes holds up a modern-day mirror so as to countenance 
the simultaneity and radical import of past concerns about statecraft 
and advice literature. Integral to both their work and this volume is an 
implicit engagement with how words and ideas, drawn from the mirrors 
for princes genre, can produce objects or soundscapes in our time. In 
this process, words and ideas display a degree of conceptual flexibility 
and cognitive permissiveness that seems to be increasingly elided in our 
present-day obsession with the so-called ‘sound bite’, another reference 
to the tongue and the mechanics of enunciation. The slippages that occur 
from one state of utterance to another produce further meanings, some of 
which are unintended, and the objects produced by Slavs and Tatars often 
effect this slippage and are, conversely, affected by it. The processes at 
work in Mirrors for Princes, furthermore, involve approaching a word 
or idea from ‘beneath or behind’, so as to catch it off-guard, so to speak, 
and thereafter estrange the normative, historical structures that ossify 
and conceptually reduce certain terms and cognitive structures.

On both a performative and reciprocal level, Mirrors for Princes is 
concerned with reviving concepts shared by Christians and Muslims 
alike, and thereafter imbricating them within a present-day social  
and linguistic order so that we can re-engage with their critical  
import and ongoing importance as texts and ideas. The practices 
presented here are, finally, as much about transliterating the literal  
into the visual and seeing what happens or, indeed, what deviates.  
The processes are about the moments when – for a variety of historical, 
ideological and conceptual reasons – the practice of translating across 
forms is frustrated and yet reified in the present. These processes of 
reinvigoration produce a vertiginous closeness to concerns that could, 
based on a cursory glance, seem remote; but we would be well minded 
to consider the extent to which the political discourses that define our 
time have been reduced to base forms of hypocritical piety, cheap jibes, 
opportunistic asides and ideological spin – the very forms of sophistry 
and casuistry, in sum, that mirrors for princes warned against in the 
pursuit of individual wisdom and good governance for all.

Anthony Downey  
Editor-in-Chief  
Ibraaz  
www.ibraaz.org

irreverently stick it out. We encounter here, as we do across  
Slavs and Tatars’ wider practice, a degree of disembodied recurrence 
whereby apparently dissimilar entities – including metaphysical  
texts, sacral artifacts and political treatises from different eras –  
are resuscitated and brought together in a cross-temporal and cross-
cultural dialogue.

Focusing on the historical teledrama Chanakya, which debuted in 
1991 in India, Manan Ahmed Asif offers further context here in his 
presentation of the life story of philosopher Cānakya. Also known  
as Kauṭilya and Vishnugupta, Cānakya was found in obscurity in  
the third century bc and later became counsellor to Chandragupta  
(340–293 bce), the first emperor who was to unify most of greater 
India into one state. Ahmed Asif notes how Chanakya’s director 
Chandraprakash Dwivedi relied on a heavily Sanskritised text, the 
Arthaśāstra (The Science of Wealth and Governance, attributed to 
the author Cānakya), to not only define the relationship between the 
philosopher and the conquering king, but to also promote the political 
usage of ‘ancient’ Indian texts in the form of avant la lettre anticolonial 
and proto-nationalist treatises. Tracing the promiscuous genealogies 
of these texts reveals both the influence of Sanskrit, Arabic and Persian 
languages and offers a geographic purview that includes the so-called 
West, the regions of the Middle East and South Asia. Again, propinquity, 
rather than distance and a resistance to transliteration, becomes a guiding 
principle in effective forms of statecraft.

In Anna Della Subin’s ‘Mirror for Princesses’, the gendered elements 
of the genre are reinterpreted to consider how such advice literature 
could be proposed for princesses. The individual’s obligation to the 
state is understood here through the role of women as mothers and 
wives alongside the implications of faith in relation to governance and 
duty. Law, governance, morality, religion and knowledge all contain 
normative discourses of prohibition and prescription that Subin’s essay 
throws further light upon, questioning the extent to which gender has 
defined both the public and private roles that are assumed by husbands 
and wives in their everyday lives, not to mention the gender bias of 
advice literature throughout the ages. Just as the Kutadgu Bilig was 
intended to position a Turkic tradition of governance and literature on 
a similar footing to Arabic and Persian counterparts, Slavs and Tatars’ 
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Zulf (blond), oak wood, hair, 30 × 70 × 30 cm,  
2014. Zulf (brunette), oak wood, hair, 
82 × 60 × 30 cm, 2014. Kunsthalle Zürich. 
Photo by stefan Altenburger.
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If I understand correctly, the genre 
of mirrors for princes (specula 
principum or Fürstenspiegel) 
involves a form of political writing 
or advisory literature for future 
rulers on matters both secular and 
spiritual. The genre was shared 
by Christian and Muslim lands, in 
particular during the Middle Ages, 
with Machiavelli’s The Prince (1532) 
being the most well-known, if later, 
example. Could you talk about this 
as an idea and how it manifests itself 
in the context of current work being 
produced by Slavs and Tatars?

We were first (as often is the case) 
seduced by the name mirrors for 
princes itself – we first heard it in  
the context of a conference at the  
Freie Universität in Berlin in 2012.1 
Little did we know that it was actually 
a genre of advice literature. We 
thought, what would a mirror for  
a prince be today? That kind of first-
degree interest, coupled with a layered, 
complex one, is something we try to 
maintain in the work. 

Over the span of the conference  
we learned that mirrors for princes 
were among the first forms of secular  

A ConvErsATion wiTH  
sL Avs AnD TATArs

Beatrix Ruf Slavs and TatarsAnthony Downey 

1  
New Approaches to the History 
of Political Thought: Mirrors 
for Princes Reconsidered 
(Interdisciplinary Conference, 
Freie Universität, Berlin,  
2–3 November, 2012).

Dil be Del, silver-plated 
brass, metallic acrylic paint, 
10 × 12 × 9 cm, 2014. 

Bazm u Razm (installation 
view), dichroic glass (various 
dimensions), ash tree wood, 
2014. Kunsthalle Zürich. 
Photo by stefan Altenburger.
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the Kutadgu Bilig, which roughly 
means ‘the wisdom which brings 
happiness’, has the same kind  
of resonance that Beowulf or  
The Iliad has for Western readers; 
it’s a critically important volume 
with a good deal of moral instruction 
contained within its pages. You have 
chosen to look at the Kutadgu Bilig 
specifically in relation to this idea 
of ‘wisdom’, a form of wisdom that 
comes in a combination of secular 
and faith-based statecraft. Can you 
talk a little more about how you  
came across the Kutadgu Bilig, 
and the importance of it, because 
although it is a historical text, first 
published in the eleventh century,  
it appears to have a direct resonance 
in the present.

Even the notion of the word wisdom is 
problematic today. In the deconstructed 
world we live in, there is no such thing 
as an authoritative or univocal notion 
of what wisdom means; there are 
several traditions and discourses. Then 
to imagine that, since the advent of 
modernity, we have suddenly become  
a new species, with contrapostal thumbs 
for our iPhones, and that the accretion 
of tradition is no longer relevant, strikes 
us as almost comical. As Matt Mullican 
once said, if you want people to head as 
fast as possible for the exit, start using 
the words faith and religion.

Bazm u Razm (wing 4),  
dichroic glass (various 
dimensions), wood, 2014.

scholarship, an attempt to put  
such study on the level of religious 
scholarship in the Middle Ages.  
What immediately struck us was  
how the pendulum has swung to  
the other extreme in today’s political 
discourse. We find that there are 
airport bookshops full of books and 
CNN reporters and Twitter columnists 
– meaning everybody who has a 
political view, in sum – but there’s an 
unspoken moratorium on intellectual 
or erudite scholarship on the role of 
faith in public life in the twenty-first 
or even the late-twentieth century. 
The more we dug into the material, 
the more it became clear that these 
books are amalgams; they’re mash-
ups of all different kinds of genres in 
one volume. So you have astrology, 
etiquette, military strategy, literary 
tropes, folklore and ethics all under  
this one rubric of a mirror for a 
prince. That spoke to us because 
our books also attempt to straddle 
those disciplines: they’re not really 
journalism but they have journalistic 
elements; they’re not academic 
scholarship but they’re critical and 
analytical; they’re not memoirs but 
they’re intimate – it’s this flattening  
of genres that we’re interested in.

And there are further specific 
examples because, again, if I 
understand correctly, a book like  

Bandari String Fingerling 
(cloud), oak, prayer beads, 
20 × 30 × 7.5 cm, 2014. 
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Ezan Çılgıŋŋŋŋŋları, mixed media, sound, 
100 × 900 × 750 cm, 2014. 8th Berlin Biennale.

Do
br

ze
 zw

aż
aj 

na
 sw

ój
 ję

zy
k, 

by
ś z

ac
ho

wa
ł g

ło
wę

,
Sk

ra
ca

j m
ow

ę, 
a ż

ył 
bę

dz
ies

z d
łu

go
.

Hü
te

 D
ein

e Z
un

ge
! S

o 
be

hü
te

st
 D

u 
De

in
 H

au
pt

,
Ve

rk
ür

ze
 d

as
 W

or
t, 

so
 ve

rlä
ng

er
st

 D
u 

De
in

 L
eb

en
.

Di
li i

yi 
gö

ze
t, 

ba
şın

 g
öz

et
ilm

iş 
ol

ur
;

Sö
zü

nü
 kı

sa
 ke

s, 
öm

rü
n 

uz
un

 o
lu

r.
Ho

ld
 yo

ur
 to

ng
ue

 an
d 

yo
u 

wi
ll h

ol
d 

on
 to

 yo
ur

 h
ea

d.
 

Sh
or

te
n 

yo
ur

 sp
ee

ch
 an

d 
yo

u 
wi

ll l
en

gt
he

n 
yo

ur
 lif

e. 



M i r r o r s  f o r  P r i n c e sA  C o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  S l a v s  a n d  T a t a r s

Beatrix RufBeatrix Ruf Slavs and TatarsSlavs and Tatars Anthony DowneyAnthony Downey

24 25

have translation at its core, and 
the realm of transliteration, or 
something copied from one medium 
to another.

Yes, I am particularly interested in 
the way a lot of your work deals with 
or is primarily about translation: its 
failure, how tradition translates and 
gets misguided, or, in the process 
of many interpretations, turns 
into something different. For me, 
there’s an interesting, almost literal 
tautology in this translation process. 
Things are being translated as if 
they would function as language. 
When you think, objects come from 
the information of language and 
not, strictly speaking, of aesthetics. 
Your objects do not come from the 
translation process of thought into 
art as we know it, so to speak, and 
I would like to hear from you more 
about this because I think that your 
objects actually produce language, 
and don’t just show how language  
is failing.

It’s funny you should mention that: 
just recently we were thinking about 
the fact that we produce most of our 
work in Poland and these are the 
stronger works because, as we work 
with craftsmen not art technicians, they 
are a form of translation in themselves. 
There’s a wilful loss of control or an 

Hung and Tart (full ruby), 
handblown glass,  
15 × 35 × 25 cm, 2014. 

Because both have become too 
politicised and yet too generalised  
at one and the same time?

We were recently at NYU Abu Dhabi 
for a site visit in advance of the 
residency and found it refreshing  
that there was a range of scholars,  
a self-selecting faculty that thinks 
rather differently from their 
counterparts at other elite universities. 
There are great things about having 
hundreds of years of history at Oxford 
and Cambridge and Heidelberg and 
Yale and Harvard to draw from, but 
there’s sometimes a sclerosis and 
provincialism as well. If you’re a 
transversal thinker working in the 
history department, you’re going to 
have a hard time selling research that 
entails work in other departments, say 
theology or music, to the entrenched 
interests there. So this is our task – 
to think differently and to ask those 
questions that are not asked, including 
those around wisdom and faith.

Thinking differently obviously has 
a visual manifestation because this 
way of thinking remains relatively 
literary until you put on a show  
like Mirrors for Princes at the 
Kunstalle Zürich – perhaps Beatrix 
wants to comment on that – and  
now at the nYU Art Gallery in  
Abu Dhabi. A lot of this seems to 

Hirsute happily with 
hairless, dichroic glass, 
tinned copper, 8 × 22 × 25 cm, 
2014.
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Beyonsense (entrance 
view), Projects 98, Museum 
of Modern Art, new York, 2012.

abstraction of some sort that happens 
when you’re working with someone 
who’s not in any way versed in the 
language of art. Because of course 
in places like London, Berlin and 
elsewhere there are whole industries  
that produce artwork for artists. 

That translation also happens 
first and foremost through the actual 
conception of the works as a discussion 
between ourselves, because it’s two  
very different minds that are thinking 
about the same concept, and that 
happens through language. But we  
never thought about the works 
themselves as enabling – sorry, let  
me just understand it again: the works 
talk about the failures of language,  
but as objects, you said that they were – 

Let’s say that the translation  
process of thought into art is the 
common expectation of art as we 
know it, even to show the artist  
using language, especially when  
we’re starting that relationship in a 
very constructive way. But this seems 
to be about the failure of language, 
the space between or the nonverbal – 
the preverbal, so to speak. Your pieces 
have the structure of language, are 
directly produced out of language and 
this produces the logic of language. 
In your objects language seems to be 
the natural partner or the logic or 
structure – or even the grammar of it.

Irokez, dichroic glass, tinned 
copper, 17 × 30 × 10 cm, 2014.
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Beyonsense (installation view),  
Projects 98, The Museum of Modern Art,  
new York, 2012. Photo by Jason Mandella.
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Perhaps, because the editing  
process is a ping-pong of sending 
words back and forth, back and forth, 
and eventually, like a process of 
transmogrification, that word becomes 
an object. There’s a kind of wilful 
letting go, of not controlling what  
that aftereffect looks like.

This is what the Mirrors for 
Princes show is – when you work 
on something for two or three years 
and you don’t understand it, that’s 
the ideal situation. If you don’t know 
where you stand on such polemical 
issues, whether it’s questions of 
seclusion versus the state, faith 
versus secularism, occupation versus 
withdrawal, then the object can add  
a talismanic quality – that’s the hope.

In the genre of mirrors for princes, 
which do have a didactic context, 
and accepting that the process of 
production creates different ends  
to what are expected, do your 
objects retain a didactic context,  
or do you think it’s more about 
opening up a permissive context, 
a kind of engagement that is more 
about a tolerance of words, or with 
the experience of words?

The question of didacticism in 
pedagogy is a difficult one for us 
because there has been a pedagogical 
turn, and often we’re wrapped up 

Tongue Twist Her,  
silicon, polystyrene, metal 
pole, MDf, acrylic paint, 
300 × 245 × 245 cm, 2013.

When we come across ideas, we really 
do reify them as words; we try to create 
three-dimensional words out of the 
things that we’re thinking about. It’s 
like the autistic, oral version of concrete 
poetry, trying to make something that 
is completely abstract and esoteric, 
primarily visible.

Like the work Tongue Twist Her 
(2013), perhaps, where the object is 
tongue-twisted around a dance pole?

But really even just the idea – when 
thinking about the name Mirrors for 
Princes – we chant, like the process of 
dhikr in Sufism where you ecstatically 
chant, repeating words so many times 
that at some point princes starts to  
sound like princesses. We often think  
of this practice as going behind the word. 
The idea of going behind something 
is very threatening, not only in terms 
posing a threat to the normativity of 
heterosexuality, like ‘from behind’, but 
it also has this connotation of ‘through 
the back door’ – what does it mean to 
go behind the concept and sneak up on 
it? Perhaps this returns us to one of the 
functions of translation.

The physical materialisation of 
the word itself, you appear to be 
suggesting, seems to be a process of 
looking through the word, through 
language – does that make sense?

Triangulation (Not 
Bahamas Not Baghdad), 
concrete, paint,  
24 × 27 × 23 cm, 2011.
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because it engages with notions of 
generosity – a gift or an exchange. 
The idea of a book club is that you’re 
discovering with somebody; there’s  
no leader of a book club.

What you’ve just described there  
is the genre of mirrors for princes. 
The Kutadgu Bilig is one example  
of the genre that uses the Socratic 
method. It is about learning with 
rather than against; it’s about  
a dialogic learning process.

Another reason we are interested  
in the genre is that the critique is 
presented as a form of reciprocation, 
not as a frontal assault. These are 
books – codices, texts – which were 
often written as a gift to somebody.  
So while they’re explicitly saying ‘this 
is how your son should rule’, implicitly 
what they’re saying is ‘this is how 
you’re not ruling’. We are interested 
in how critique is delivered effectively 
through circuity – through the gift, 
through generosity. We often use the 
analogy of commemorating something 
while stabbing it in the back. Actually 
that’s what a lot of these texts do; the 
first ten pages are praises, whether 
it’s to God or the setting. Most people 
fall asleep before they get through the 
introduction because it’s the antithesis 
of our need for immediacy and 
transparency: they resist shortcuts.

The Noughty Nasals, wood 
veneer, wheels, fabric, foam, 
various dimensions, 2014. 

into this. We always come back to 
the origin of Slavs and Tatars: the 
book club, where we began, was very 
important because pedagogy assumes 
that one person knows and another 
doesn’t, and that’s never the case. 
Similarly, we devoted ourselves to 
discovering what mirrors for princes 
are, in terms of genre, but in no way 
are we experts or didacts on the subject 
in hand. Permissiveness, however,  
is something that’s crucial for us:  
to transmit that permissiveness to  
the participant or the viewer is a  
key ambition. 

We’re very keen on the idea of  
the layman; how does the s/he engage 
with the work in contrast to the art 
professional? There’s a great quote 
by Calvin Tomkins in a profile of 
Siah Armajani that accompanied 
his solo show at the Parasol Unit 
last year.2 Tomkins and Armajani 
insist on distinguishing between 
accessibility and availability, and 
that we have to redeem this idea of 
populism. Populism doesn’t mean 
lowest common denominator, it 
actually means making the highest 
achievements available for the 
greatest number of people. So things 
are available, but only accessible 
according to how much effort you 
put into something. It doesn’t just 
mean you make everything clear. 
Permissiveness here is important 

2  
Calvin Tomkins, ‘Profiles: Open, 
Available, Useful’, The New 
Yorker, 19 March 1990: 48–72; 
reprinted in Siah Armajani:An 
Ingenious World, Parasol Unit, 
London, 2013.

Bazm u Razm (wing 3),  
dichroic glass (various 
dimensions), wood, 2014.
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The Squares and Circurls of Justice,  
steel, cotton turbans, polyester hats, 
170.5 × 655 × 40 cm, 2014. Kunsthalle Zürich. 
Photo by stefan Altenburger.



Lektor (speculum linguarum), 
multichannel sound installation, mirrored 
plexiglass, speakers, 2014. Kunsthalle Zürich. 
Photo by stefan Altenburger.
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We pride ourselves on the fact that  
we do research in four languages,  
and this was the most significant work 
we’ve done in languages that we don’t 
speak – part of a process of willful 
abstraction. It’s a completely new way 
for us to approach the text.

What’s interesting in terms of 
morality and ethics in Islamic and 
Muslim medieval literature is that  
the term adab, which means morality, 
behaviour and virtue, is the same  
word as that used for literature; 
adabiyaat and adab have the same 
root. The Persians had another term, 
akhlāq, or virtue, so they see these  
two concepts as different. In Muslim 
lands a lot of mirrors for princes  
were incorporating a previous body  
(or the mistranslation of this process) 
of Zoroastrian knowledge. So they 
were adapting the Zoroastrian idea of 
kinship and religion into a completely 
different, Islamic context.

We would probably come down 
on the side of literality more than 
metaphor, but literality coupled with  
a kind of misfiring. Our past two  
or three years of work comes under  
the umbrella of what we call the 
Faculty of Substitution, where if you 
to go from A to B you have to resort 
to circuity, you can’t go straight, you 
must go to C and D first. So we would 
argue that Mirrors for Princes doesn’t 
have anything to do with politics, as 

Bazm u Razm (wing 2),  
dichroic glass (various 
dimensions), wood, 2014.

You said that you were interested  
in how the Kutadgu Bilig softens  
the lines between different 
disciplines: politics, religion and 
even science. These terms also play 
an important role in your work. 
But this is not scientific or political 
writing, it’s literature. That’s an 
important distinction to make in 
relation to the question of how to 
make books that are pragmatic. 

And what it does to the  
narrative form in the process?

Exactly, and this approach is  
also an ethic. I’d be interested to  
hear from you on whether you place  
an importance on the differentiation 
between morality versus ethics,  
or image and literality versus 
metaphor, as an element that also 
defines the work.

We both go back and forth  
between whether the work wilfully  
or accidentally employs literality,  
as opposed to metaphor. When there’s  
a strength to literality, it’s in the sense 
that it’s also a smokescreen, like a 
Hollywood set or a Potemkin village – 
but hopefully there are different layers 
behind that village. Whereas with 
metaphor it’s immediately apparent  
that there’s a transmission or 
translation through something. 

Hung and Tart (full  
cyan), handblown glass, 
12 × 34 × 16 cm, 2014.
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we understand it in the literal sense; 
it has more to do with inner politics, 
or pragmatic questions of self-
governance, as opposed to questions 
of self-help, let’s say. 

It seems to me that the 
performativity of language  
itself is key to understanding  
what I would describe as  
the work’s dialogic context.  
The expectation on the  
audience to engage is not one  
of an engagement towards  
a common end, but instead  
a very physical and material, 
agonistic thing in and of itself.  
You have to twist yourself  
around these works, sometimes 
literally, but always conceptually.  
Could you talk about this  
element of performativity  
in the work, that sense that  
something is unfolding?

The question of performativity  
could be answered through the 
metaphor of taking the term and 
flaying it like a piece of meat – 
breaking it, reifying it, decomposing 
it and putting it back together. This 
word is used in our practice often,  
for example, in our lectures, but we 
still haven’t understood what about 
our work is performative, other than 
the way we treat the research.

Sheikha, steel, textile, fans, 
125 × 80 × 130 cm, 2014.

Zulf (brunette) and  
Zulf (blond), oak wood,  
hair, various dimensions,  
2014. Kunsthalle Zürich.
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accepted or supported by any other 
medium. It is a testament to the 
elasticity of art as the only medium or 
discipline – at least to our knowledge 
– that is constantly questioning its 
own definition, so that what was 
outside of art became invited within. 

The Molla Nasreddin (2011) 
publication is the best example; this 
is the kind of historical document that 
universities and policymakers should 
have published – it could have fitted 
into a whole array of different milieus 
and yet only an art publisher accepted 
it. From the beginning we were very 
keen never to show the research as 
such. In this sense, there is a kind  
of literality that we abhor. There 
should be a cardinal rule to prevent 
exhibiting documents as such, 
without any intervention – because 
you don’t want to read things on  
a wall. You want to read things in 
your bedroom, in your bathtub. 

People tend to hide behind the 
document; it becomes a buttress.  
It’s very important never to allow 
anything to become an end point,  
so the document must be revisited 
as an incitement to do something. 
After the research we constantly ask 
ourselves, what are we bringing to  
the table as artists that historians, 
linguists, novelists and activists are 
not? What the hell do we have to say 
about language politics, about mirrors 

Molla Nasreddin, offset 
print, 28 × 24 cm, 208 pages, 
published by JrP|ringier, 2011.

A sort of conceptual gymnastics –  
does that work better?

Perhaps, but again there is a 
missing element. In our discourse, 
performativity has a very corporeal 
kind of vision, and we can’t pretend 
to understand what that corporeal, 
phenomenological understanding is, 
because in the lectures we don’t see  
it; perhaps in the work it’s there, but 
not in the lectures.

Another interesting aspect  
I think we should talk about is  
the tradition of research-based  
art – you intentionally position 
your work in the art world. You 
could say we’re going to go through 
the university or the academy, but 
you place it in the art world. Often 
research-based art is only a success 
when it translates the document  
into a different form. You choose  
to produce objects, all kinds of 
objects that perform – if you want  
to use that term.

To answer the first question of why 
research in art: when we started out, 
we had no intention of being artists; 
what we thought we were going to do 
was publish one or two books per year 
and continue our previous careers. 
The kind of research we were doing 
wouldn’t have sat well, or have been 

Molla Nasreddin:  
The Antimodern,  
fibreglass, laquer paint, steel, 
165 × 157 × 88 cm, 2012. nasreddin’s 
pole position – backwards on his 
donkey – demonstrates the sufi 
wise-man-cum-fool’s particular 
take on progress and history, not to 
mention making for an often awkward 
exchange between children and their 
parents. obliged to hold the old man’s 
belly instead of his back, younger 
passengers inevitably pester their 
parents with thorny questions on 
perspective and time.
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for princes? Otherwise, yes, you 
should just read the scholarship. 

When we started working together, 
we realised anything we tried to do on 
walls didn’t work. Of course we don’t 
think of our practice strictly as art. 
Sure, we see that what we do works 
within art institutions and contexts, 
but we didn’t put anything on a wall 
for six years, until relatively recently.
We never thought we wanted to do 
sculpture, but were always drawn 
towards the middle of the space. So it 
was really about the centre, becoming 
part of the experience, always going 
inwards. It began in Sharjah, where 
everything we created was flat, 
simple, singular pieces that you could 
ostensibly hang on the wall; yet we 
didn’t manage to do so: we created 
a space where you can spend time.3 
There is also the question of craft.  
The idea of creating a document as  
an object draws us, whether it’s in  
the context of ethnographic or folklore 
research – documents as dioramas, 
illustrating an environment around 
objects with painted backgrounds, 
people and wax, in a way that  
is anathema to the contemporary 
context. It’s a challenge, a question 
of recreating the estrangement that 
happens when you create a galactic 
document that wings between periods 
of thousands of years. Some of the 
grooming objects in the Zürich show, 

or even the turban Wheat Molla 
(2011), work within this kind of 
extended time frame.

Sometimes these objects also look 
quite literal; that is, they look like 
they have a clear linguistic function 
(the tongue as shape, the mouth as 
shape), but humour always seems 
to undermine any easy access to 
functionality. Humour, slippage  
and transliteration are also key to 
the development and not just the 
ideas of these objects, for example, 
Kitab Kebab (2012, ongoing) and  
Qit Qat Qa (2013).

Humour also brings an element of 
generosity, something very warm 
that otherwise the elaboration of the 
object could repel. Humour attracts, 
or diffuses the situation; it also gives 
you more room to manoeuvre. You 
can actually be very violent if you’re 
humorous, more pointed without that 
aggression – a generous way to tease 
meaning out of its comfort zone.

I want to go back and touch on  
a number of words that came to  
me as I looked over the material 
involved in both the book and 
installation, Mirrors for Princes,  
and see if they have any further 
purchase in this context. I was  
thinking about haunting; there’s  

3  
Friendship of Nations:  
Polish Shi’ite Showbiz,  
2011, Sharjah Biennial 10.

Kitab Kebab, books, metal  
kebab skewer, 135 × 50 × 50 cm, 
2013.

Qit Qat Qa, mirrored 
plexiglass, fibreglass, steel, 
146 × 70 × 50 cm, 2013. 

Wheat Molla, wheat, cotton, 
brick, 30 × 35 × 25 cm, 2011.
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Friendship of Nations: Polish Shi’ite 
Showbiz (installation view), 2011. 
sharjah Biennale 10. Photo by Alfredo rubio. 
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almost a repression or an 
exploration of historical oppression 
– colonisation, imperialism, 
geopolitics, globalisation, call it  
what you will. The work as you 
present it seems to be almost like  
a ‘ghost at the banquet’, in a way 
that is exploring what haunts 
present-day representations of 
Islam, Muslims, Slavs and, indeed, 
Tatars. The submerged genre of 
mirrors for princes, in particular, 
seems to haunt political discourse 
today because that level of discourse 
is absent, or deferred, and it is 
precisely that absence that draws 
attention to the fact of its presence 
and the need for it. So I’m thinking 
about Mirrors for Princes as a kind 
of haunting of present-day political 
discourse, if that works?

Perhaps haunting in terms of 
excavating the forgotten and 
overlooked – but not in a frightening 
sense. Perhaps we could also consider 
haunting as a form of reoccurence –  
it’s something that is unresolved. 
Rather than finding or discovering 
an archive, we work with it as a 
reoccurring subject.

That which refuses to go away, 
which refuses to die.

Exactly, it’s almost like it repeats  
itself: it’s constantly the same; it  
comes back under different names  
in different times.

Because mirrors for princes,  
as a genre, is now rewritten in a 
vulgarised form as self-help books, 
the genre seems to be employing 
different idioms. But what you have 
done is excavate the shared element 
of developing a spiritual context 
within the political. nobody talks 
about faith in the context of politics 
today. In fact, the notion of faith 
seems to be excised –

Or seen purely as a menace. Within 
Lektor (2014) there is an element 
of reoccurrence, repetition, and this 
mantra of constantly coming back. 
You see it in the main space of the 
Zürich Kunsthalle show because of 
the presence of four languages in four 
channels; by the time one sequence 
ends, the original language has just 
finished when the destination language 
is beginning, so there’s a kind of 
linking up to, or trying to catch up  
to, itself.

It’s interesting to talk about  
ghosting because a ghost’s form  
is changing; there is no given form. 
That’s something that reoccurs 
in your work; looking at cultural 

Sharp Eye (Hazel), 
fibreglass, acrylic paint, 
polyester resin,  
125 × 100 × 100 cm, 2014. 

Rahlé for Richard, veneer 
on MDf, 56 × 110 × 180 cm, 
2014.
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phenomena in that more concrete, 
harder, but changed form, which 
is therefore still there, haunting or 
reoccurring. These self-help books 
are probably the least appropriate 
or the worst ghost that could come 
out of mirrors for princes.

I’m also thinking about Gavrilov’s 
translation and technique, that 
mimetic quality of two languages 
coming together, fighting and 
contesting one another.4 It seems 
Gavrilov translation, as a form,  
is very much about how the voice is 
a form of contestation, working in 
an ephemeral, immaterial sense, to 
simultaneously haunt another voice. 

You’re right, it haunts (maybe we 
can take the ghost metaphor further); 
it’s a voice that overrides yet serves 
something, so it’s this very strange 
thing where you’re trying to explain 
in another language what somebody 
is saying, but while you’re doing that, 
you’re speaking over them.

I can’t get away from Bakhtin’s 
notion of heteroglossia here; the 
accumulation of many different 
voices together to create something 
that is nonsingular, nonindividual, 
nonauthentic, nonoriginary, but also 
accumulative. That heteroglossic 
moment where meaning emerges 

and mutates is not only about 
contest, it’s about agonism and 
antagonistics; it’s about the 
nonresolution of a specific point  
or historical moment. Have you  
guys looked at Bakhtin before?

Of course, the dialogic is important,  
as is the carnival and carnivalesque. 
We were just reading David Joselit’s 
essay about aggregates.5 He mentions 
that the difference with aggregates 
is that each element retains its own 
autonomy as opposed to becoming  
a mash-up or a third thing. Aggregates 
rely as well on asynchrony, whether 
through time (in the form of an 
anachronism) or scale. It’s kind of like 
magnets; when magnets repel, there’s  
a discharge, but perhaps one of agency.

It seems to me that the genre  
of mirrors for princes hasn’t just  
been chosen because it’s a form  
of historical document that brings 
together occluded narratives that 
have been partly forgotten. nor 
is it just the reference to political 
instruction. It seems the reason 
you’ve chosen it is that it speaks 
to the ethos of present-day human 
behaviour, and perhaps what’s 
missing from today’s political 
discourse. I think this notion of 
political instruction in the context 
of the ethos of ethical and human 

5  
David Joselit, ‘On Aggregators’, 
October, vol. 146 (Fall 2013): 
3–18.

4  
Gavrilov translation is a translation 
practice often used in Poland 
and Russia. The language of the 
original film or news segment  
is kept audible and almost equal  
to the destination language.  
The simultaneous playback of  
two distinct audio tracks makes  
for a disruptive experience, 
touching on issues of legibility  

 
and authenticity (the method  
is often used for news segments 
and documentaries). This method, 
of course, would often result in 
deviations from the original to 
the ‘translated’ voice. For a fuller 
discussion of this technique,  
see David Crowley’s essay in  
this volume. 

Nose Twister, veneer, 
faux leather, foam, paint, 
60 × 250 × 250 cm, 2014.
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Lektor (speculum linguarum),  
multichannel sound installation,  
mirrored plexiglass, speakers, 2014. 
gfZK Leipzig. Photo by Johannes Ernst.
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behaviour seems to be the key debate 
of our time. Politics seems bereft of 
imagination, for want of a better 
term. Does that have something to 
do with the choice of this specific 
mirror for princes? What does it 
have to say to the present moment? 
How it offers a codependent, 
historical document or lineage  
for re-engaging the discussion.

We had a great idea for a proposal:  
if there were a government 
commission of a public artwork,  
we could have a mirror for princes  
text read to visiting dignitaries.

An edited version or extract from?

It’s read to you, in its entirety.

So it’s formal, instructional?

It’s formal and you have to take time 
to listen, so yes. I think the focus of 
Lektor (2014) on language is important 
here because everything starts with 
the enunciation. Whether it’s the way 
heads of state allow themselves to 
talk about Vladmir Putin or how the 
language that’s used to talk about 
immigration has evolved in the past  
ten years. James Scott uses the term 
infra-politics; the private domain 
of the oral, whether in speech, songs 
or gestures, as forms of opposition 

that escape even the most oppressive 
regimes. Scott argues that we often 
look to the most overt and organised 
manifestations of politics, those most 
often successfully suppressed, but that 
we don’t ever look at the gestures,  
the private jokes – those are infra-
politics. We are interested in that kind 
of infra-discourse, the discourse that 
happens away from sight but, also, 
within one’s self.

And it is this sense of the infra,  
that which lies beneath or behind, 
that seems to be made manifest in 
the objects.

To come back to objects, when we 
started we were very concerned 
with the spaces that we build – like 
PrayWay (2012), or the riverbeds,  
as in Dear 1979, Meet 1989 (2013) – 
and we always think of a comparison 
between those seating spaces and 
a chair. The chair is articulated 
individually – there’s your space 
and my space. We’re always trying 
to introduce a space where it’s not 
about you and the chair but where 
one becomes the other. The collective 
trumps the individual. 

You could perhaps see the notion 
of ethics and advice literature 
throughout previous works, not 
just in the current body of Mirrors 
for Princes. Much of our research, 

Other People’s 
Prepositions, glass,  
steel, 112 × 45 × 45 cm, 2013.

Hung and Tart (split 
magenta), handblown glass, 
15 × 35 × 25 cm, 2014.
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installations and sculptures engage  
a sense of responsibility towards  
the other and the world around you.

But not necessarily on equal terms – 
again, it’s an antagonistic, agonistic 
process.

Even the idea of the oral aspect of 
reading is interesting. Our challenge 
is to understand how to reclaim the 
collective act. How do you reactivate 
– or activate, even – or redeem the 
collective act of reading?

Which was the idea of the book 
club. This is quite a strong, potent, 
structural element for the rest of 
your work.

We often see reading as intimate, but 
perhaps the way to read a book is as 
though you are reading it aloud to the 
other person, or, the other extreme, as 
a text is written solely and exclusively 
for you.

I see in all your work that you look 
at things in terms of how the text 
failed, so to speak, in a historical 
context and in the chronology of the 
text being transmitted to different 
channels and also conditions, in 
terms of politics or religion. When 
you think of art and its history, 
language is bound to fail, as many 

artists have actively been saying. 
In your work, it seems the objects 
take on the grammar of language; 
they intentionally do not make 
language fail, but almost visualise 
or materialise language into 
objects. So the encounter with this 
is actually the absolute opposite of 
performativity because it’s reading 
and not speaking; it’s reading and 
not the activity of interpretation.  
It excludes interpretation almost.

Perhaps enunciative rather than 
performative might be a better term 
– to enunciate, the literal moment  
of saying as opposed to the moment 
of making meaning, as opposed to 
any narrative.

Enunciation is closer to the idea  
of the reification of the word. By 
enunciating something – the mantra, 
the dhikr – you are already making  
the word an object, and when you 
make a word, term or an idea an 
object, then you can break it, you  
can shatter it, you give it a materiality. 
How do you give a real, fleshy 
corporeality to a term that otherwise 
can slip through your fingers?

There seems also to be a moment of 
estrangement – the materialisation 
or enunciation of that word can  
be a moment of estrangement, too. 

Stongue (mock-up),  
3D render, 2015.
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PrayWay, silk and wool carpet, MDf, steel,  
neon, 50 × 390 × 280 cm, 2012. new Museum,  
new York. Photo by Patrick McMullan.
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invested in the printed word, and yet 
the printed word profanes the sacrality 
of texts, the very thing that we seek  
to preserve.

You’ve got to work hard at this – 
every time I see your work I get a 
totally different experience, and 
you have to be ready to absorb and 
engage this difference. Maybe this 
goes back to your notion about 
accessibility and availability.

Vulgarisation is also something we 
could talk about as a question of 
profanity and the sacral. We keep 
talking about the talisman or the totem, 
creating works that have or suggest  
a ritualistic quality, but at the same 
time there is a very clear process  
of vulgarisation.

It has a rich meaning, the term 
vulgar – it’s not just a simile for 
scatological. You know vulgate is 
actually the common speech of the 
people, the vernacular. The vulgate 
Bible was prepared by St. Jerome  
in the fourth century bc, and handed 
down to the people and accepted as 
the recognised version, thereafter 
making the Word of God more 
widely accessible to the individual, 
and this is the origin of the notion 
vulgarisation. A vulgarisation can  
be the secularisation of the sacred.

This is a tension that we have within 
our own practice, and within our 
dynamic. It’s again this idea of the 
repelling magnets – on one end we’re 

5 o’clock shadow, linden 
wood, mirror, shaved copper 
ore, 18 × 48 × 31 cm, 2014.
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AÂ AÂ AÂ UR, sketch 
for public sculpture, 2014. 
skulpturenpark Köln. 

Fate, 
Fortune and 

Governance in 
the Medieval 

World
Neguin Yavari

The juxtaposition of fate and governance is a salient fixture of 
premodern historical writing from around the globe. This pairing  
of seeming contraries has been conventionally interpreted as follows. 
Fate and / or fortune were dear to the medieval heart, bound as they 
were by piety and religiosity. The hegemony of fate and fortune over 
human affairs accommodated in the political realm the hegemony of 
tyranny. That corrosive nexus ended with the onslaught of secularism 
and the separation of religion from politics, otherwise known as the 
birth of the modern world. But does piety, or faith, render inevitable  
the subordination of politics to religion? Is secularism a historical 
process, born sometime in the sixteenth century (or the one after,  
or the one after that, depending on who you ask), or is it comprised 
in an ideational constellation that dates at least as far back as the 
Old Testament? This essay explores the interplay of fate, fortune 
and governance in two Islamic mirrors for princes from the eleventh 
century, to argue that a reconsideration of languages of authority  
in medieval Islam could lead to important questions bearing directly  
on the study of political thought in the modern period.

Scriptural influence – in the form of structure, content, metonymy 
and synecdoche – on political thought is pervasive. In Exodus and 
in subsequent Abrahamic scriptures, God demands justice and good 
governance for his peoples, warning the pharaoh to put an end to 
tyranny and iniquity. The pharaoh, as is well known, fails to heed good 
advice, and his downfall is thereby availed. The alternate paradigm, 
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good rulership, is henceforth contingent upon receptivity to advice.  
The exhortation to good rule is the primary subject matter in mirrors  
for princes, manuals of governance that proliferated in the Christian and 
Islamic worlds in the medieval period, although that literature enjoys a 
much longer history. In 1889, a manual on the vizierate was discovered 
in the tomb of an Egyptian vizier, which subsequent research has dated 
to the second half of the reign of Ahmose, founder of the eighteenth-

century dynasty.1 Mirrors rely on past exemplars, semiotic codes  
and moral teachings to edify rulers and to educate them in the taming 
of their innate inclination to injustice, tyranny and abuse of power.2 
Reason, prudence, liberality, decisiveness and vigilance were often 
evoked as the requisites for stable rule, along with receptivity to advice 
and a willingness to take on board lessons that past rulers had learned 

1  
The Duties of the Vizier:  
Civil Administration in the Early 
New Kingdom, ed. and trans.  
G. P. F. van den Boorn (London: 
Kegan Paul International, 1988), 
344.

2  
For a genealogy of mirrors for 
princes, see: Neguin Yavari, 
Advice for the Sultan: Prophetic 
Voices and Secular Politics 
(New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2014), 7–44.

Kagemni, vizier to King Teti (2354-33  
BCE), sixth Dynasty of Ancient Egypt.  
source: perankhgroup.com (left)

statue of Hemiunu (3rd millennium BCE), 
vizier and thought to be the architect of the 
great Pyramid of giza. source: Roemer- und 
Pelizaeus-Museum, Hildesheim, germany. (top)

the hard way. Associated with tyrannical rule, as Robert Dankoff has 
asserted,3 the battle of counsellor and king came to an end in Europe, 
according to Judith Ferster, when parliaments replaced counsellors 
as the primary vehicle for delimiting princely power.4 In the Islamic 
world, mirrors for princes persist until the early twentieth century, 
albeit with a considerably shrunken readership.

Their quaint instructions on the etiquette of serving dinner to 
esteemed guests or the proper decorum for dining with the king 
notwithstanding, mirrors offer powerful political visions, and are 
substantially more critical of power, and of religious dogmatism, 
than their superficial praise and prayer for the prince might suggest. 
Alongside lessons from the past, the exhortation to good rule 
was almost infallibly clad in the observance of God’s rules. But 
the mirrors convey an infinitely more complicated and nuanced 
juxtaposition of history with religion, or its avatar, that is, fate.  
While the latter pertains to the future, and is unstable, the past –  
the stuff of history – is impervious to change. Why teach about  
the past, if the purpose of instruction is to procure the future?  
Fate, in this regard, is the nemesis of history: it is invoked to  
explain reversals and sudden changes, whereas a solid historical 
account attempts to explain events and developments in terms of 
long-term currents and distant causes. In a way, history works to 
undermine fate: it classifies and theorises cause and effect to explain 
what may appear as unexplained. In medieval parlance, history is 
weaponised in mirrors for princes to protect against instability, and 
to overcome fate, as we shall explore below. We will also learn that 
orthodoxy and adherence to the good religion is frequently invoked 
to augment the power of secular authority and as a buffer against 
revolutionary ideology.

Lore has it that in 1086, when the power of the Turkic Sultan 
Malikshāh (d. 1092) of the Saljūq Dynasty (r. 1040–1194) was  
at its zenith, he asked his Persian tutor and vizier, Nizām al-Mulk 
(d. 1092), to prepare a manual for governance. The vizier complied 
and, drawing on his own learning and experience, the teachings of 
past masters, and accounts of the deeds and words of Muhammad, 
produced the Siyar al-mulūk (The Way of Kings), in fifty chapters:

3  
Yūsuf Khāss Ḥājib, Wisdom  
of Royal Glory (Kutadgu 
Bilig): A Turko-Islamic Mirror 
for Princes, trans. and ann. 
Robert Dankoff (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 
1983), 4. 

4  
Judith Ferster, Fictions of 
Advice: The Literature and 
Politics of Counsel in Late 
Medieval England (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1996), 174–87.

Robert Dankoff  
has the honour of having 
translated the two mastodons 
of Turkic literature: Along with 
Kutadgu Bilig, the 11th-century 
epic poem of advice literature 
by Yūsuf Khāss Ḥājib, Divan e 
Lughat al-Turk (Compendium 
of the Languages of the Turk) 
is considered to be one of the 
foundational texts of Turkic 
literature, the equivalent of 
The Iliad, the Nibelungenlied 
or The Shah-Nameh. The 
Turkish government has 
sponsored translations of 
the Divan into more than 20 
languages, including modern 
Turkish, proudly celebrating 
the millennial anniversary of 
its author in 2008. Courtesy 
robert Dankoff.
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No king or emperor can afford not to possess and know 
this book, especially in these days, for the more he 
reads it, the more he will be enlightened upon spiritual 
and temporal matters, the better he will appreciate the 
qualities of friends and foes; the way of right conduct  
and the path of good government will be open to him;  
the rules for the management of the court, the audience-
hall, the divan, the royal palace and the parade ground, 
and the methods of administering the taxes, transacting 
business and settling the affairs of the people and the 
army will be clear to him; and nothing in the whole realm 
whether great or small, far or near, will remain concealed 
(if Allah wills – be He exalted).5

The turning of the wheels of fortune and kingship enjoy a direct and 
unmediated relationship in Nizām al-Mulk’s work. God chooses in 
every age and in every time, 

[O]ne member of the human race, and having endowed 
him with the interests of the world and the well-being of 
His servants; He charges that person to close the doors 

5  
Nizām al-Mulk, The Book of 
Government or Rules for Kings, 
2nd ed., ed. and trans. Hubert 
Darke (New York: Routledge  
and Kegan Paul, 1978), 1–2. 

A 14th-century painting shows Nizām al-Mulk being fatally stabbed by an agent of  
the order of the Assassins, a secret nizari ismaili sect. source: Topkapi Palace Museum.

Jalal al-Din Malikshāh, 
saljūq sultan and nominal 
head of state, lent his name to 
the Jalali calendar, adopted in 
1079. Considered to be one 
of the most accurate in the 
world, the Jalali is a sidereal 
calendar, drafted in part by 
omar Khayyam, and need 
not recourse to a leap-year. 
A version of it is still in use 
today in iran and Afghanistan. 
source: simerg.com

of corruption, confusion and discord, and He imparts 
to him such majesty and dignity in the eyes and hearts 
of men, that under his just rule they may live their lives 
in constant security and every wish for his reign to 
continue.6 

In the original Persian, it is farr,7 or royal glory, that marks the  
chosen one. He who possesses farr is blessed with the requisites of  
just rule; he is of moral excellence and mental acuity. God’s punishment 
for disobedience to the king or disregard for divine law is the 
disappearance of kingship altogether, and the inauguration of civil  
strife and destruction, ‘and through the wickedness of such sinners 
many innocent persons too perish in the tumult’.8 Farr finds a new 
home, and a new king comes about.

While the selection of the king may be a divine prerogative, it is 
the wisdom of the king that employs good counsel and protects and 
preserves rule. The wisdom of Malikshāh, Nizām al-Mulk wrote, 

[I]s like a taper from which many lamps have been 
lighted; by its light men find their way and emerge from 

6  
Ibid.

7  
On farr, see Gherhardo Gnoli, 
‘Farr(ah)’, Encyclopaedia 
Iranica Online (December 
1999); http://www.iranicaonline.
org/articles/farrah/ (accessed  
22 October 2014).

8  
Nizām al-Mulk, The Book  
of Government, 9–11.

‘investiture of Ardashir ii  
(r. 379–383) (center) by 
the supreme god Ahura 
Mazda (right) with Mithra 
(left) standing upon a lotus. 
Trampled beneath the feet of 
Ahura Mazda and Ardashir ii is 
an unidentified defeated enemy. 
of interest are the emanating 
sun rays from the head of 
Mithras. note the object being 
held by Mithras. This may be 
some sort of diadem or even 
a ceremonial broadsword, as 
Mithras appears to be engaged 
in some sort of ‘knighting’ of 
Ardahsir ii as he receives the 
Farr (Divine glory) diadem 
from Ahura Mazda.’ source: 
rafigh1367.blogfa.com.  
Photo by Abou soudavar.
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darkness. He has no need for any counsellor or guide; 
nevertheless he is not without cares, and perhaps he 
wishes to test his servants, and assess their intelligence. 
So when he commanded his humble servant to write 
down some of the good qualities that are indispensable  
to kings [...].9 

Although morally excellent, and wise, the king is in need of advice. 
Among the first lessons learned is that although good kings are pious, 
uphold religious law and embody God’s will, their success in this world 
is measured not by their piety but by their ability to rule with wisdom 
and discernment, qualities which are acquired and not innate, and 
which are purveyed by others, that is, their counsellors. Self-restraint, 
or receptivity to advice, is the cornerstone of just rule, for if the king 
learns to rule himself he will be able to rule others. To avert God’s 
wrath, he needs to be fair and equitable in dealing with his subjects. 
Apart from justice, the ruler must learn to bridle his passion, avoid  
the mistakes of others, and keep women, flatterers and people of  
bad religion at a distance. 

This last injunction of keeping heresy at bay is the key to the ruler’s 
mastery over religion. If and when deployed as the arbiter of good 
faith, it is the king who is authoritative. The ruler, Nizām al-Mulk 
insists, must take an active part in ideological currents in the empire, 
and engage in frequent debate and exchange with the learned and 
with religious rulers. To that end, he must maintain familiarity with 
ideological currents. In Siyar al-mulūk, he writes:

It is incumbent upon the king to enquire into religious 
matters, to be acquainted with the divine precepts and 
prohibitions and put them into practice, and to obey 
the commands of God (be He exalted); it is his duty to 
respect doctors of religion and pay their salaries out of 
the treasury, and he should honour pious and abstemious 
men. Furthermore, it is fitting that once or twice a week 
he should invite religious elders to his presence and hear 
from them the commands of The Truth; he should listen 
to interpretations of the Qur’an and traditions of the 
Prophet (may Allah pray for him and give him peace); 

9  
Ibid.
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and he should hear stories about just kings and tales of 
the prophets. During that time he should free his mind 
from worldly cares and give his ears and attention 
[wholly] to them.10

Debate with the ulamā (the learned, the clergy) will become  
a habit, the vizier explains, and once the prince learns the precepts  
of the sharī‘a (divine law):

[T]he way of prudence and rectitude in both spiritual 
and temporal affairs will be open to him; no heretic  
or innovator will be able to turn him from that path. 
His judgement will be strengthened and he will 
increase in justice and equity; vanity and heresy will 
vanish from his kingdom and great works will spring 
from his hands. The roots of wickedness, corruption 
and discord will be cut out in the time of his empire.11

Debate and exchange with various strands of learning and wisdom 
is the overarching frame of the second mirror under consideration 
in this essay as well. A few years before Nizām al-Mulk and 
living further east in the city of Kāshghar, in present-day Chinese 
Turkestan, another vizier, Yūsuf Khāss Hājib (d. 1085), this one 
serving the eastern Ilig Khānid (or Qarakhānid as the dynasty  
is known in the ‘West’) ruler (r. 1032–1211), Hasan b. Sulayman, 
known as Tabghach Bughrā Qara Khān (d. 1075), authored a mirror 
for princes entitled Kutadgu Bilig (Wisdom of Royal Glory). Yūsuf 
Khāss Hājib’s opus is a masnavī in 4468 couplets on the interface  
of fate with fortune, religion with reason, and kingship with divine 
rule. Remarkable in Yūsuf Khāss Hājib’s rhymed mirror is the 
explicit and much celebrated twinning of wisdom with good  
fortune – to enjoy a stable and peaceful reign, that is. Like Nizām 
al-Mulk’s king who possesses farra, or Machiavelli’s prince blessed 
with fortuna,12 Yūsuf Khāss Hājib’s king is privileged with kut  
(qūt in Chagathay) – that je ne sais quoi which marks a just prince 
and elevates him into an exemplar of justice and virtue. Fortuna, 
farr or kut is the very antonym of politics and of stable rule,  
the fickleness of which only wisdom and virtue can overcome.

11  
Ibid.

10  
Ibid., 59–60.

12  
Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, 
see: http://www.gutenberg.
org/files/1232/1232-h/1232-h.
htm#link2HCH0025/ (accessed 
23 October 2014); see also  
Alison Brown, ‘Philosophy  
and Religion in Machiavelli’, 
in The Cambridge Companion 
to Machiavelli, ed. John M. 
Najemy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010), 157–72. 

Kut, or good fortune, is paired with bilig (or wisdom) in mirrors for 
princes as a recipe for staving off good fortune’s unruly twin, namely, 
fate. The rule of fortune, the king is told, is only procured through the 
observance of reason. As in Nizām al-Mulk’s text, religion is indirectly 
but explicitly subordinated to political rule. The crossover between 
fortune and governance, as well as between fate and politics, in the 
Kutadgu Bilig is also embodied in the cast of characters:

First I speak of the king, Rising Sun – I shall explain  
this name, gentle reader! Then I speak of Full Moon –  
the sun of blessed Fortune receives its light from  
him! ‘Rising Sun’ stands for Justice and ‘Full Moon’  
for Fortune. Then I speak of Highly Praised – he is  
the personification of Intellect, which raises a man’s 
estate. Finally, I speak of Wide Awake – he represents  
the Last End. Upon these four things I have based  
my discourse.13

Apart from the allegorical valences of its characters, Yūsuf’s mirror 
for princes is remarkable for its narrative form as well as its unusual 
content. Instead of anecdotes, and alongside tales of kings and prophets 
past, and instructions on morals and manners, Yūsuf’s mirror has a 
frame story that is pursued from beginning to end. Various topics are 
explored in the guise of dialogues between the various characters, each 
signifying several allegorical valences. Royal aura is juxtaposed with 
reason in the dialogues between the king and his vizier, and as the cast 
expands with the unfolding of the narrative, the active life spars with 
renunciation and isolationism, and religion with statecraft.

In contradistinction to the rash princes and sultans addressed in most 
mirrors, Yūsuf Khāss Hājib’s mirror tells the tale of an enlightened, 
just and virtuous king. He was given the name Rising Sun by a sage, 
he tells his vizier, ‘in likeness to my character. The sun you see, never 
wanes but is always full, its brightness is constant and excellent. That is 
I am too: full of justice, and with no deficiency’.14 The sun is stable, and 
‘its foundation firm: the constellation of the sun is Leo; its house never 
moves and so it never falls to ruin. My nature is uniform: I never change 
to something other than light’.15 

13  
Yūsuf Khāss Hājib, Wisdom  
of Royal Glory, 1–35.

15  
Ibid.

14  
Ibid., 66.
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Rising Sun longs for a good vizier, and his chamberlain presents 
him with Full Moon, who has travelled from far away, lured by the 
king’s stellar reputation. After a gruelling interview, Full Moon is 
offered the position. The king’s justice, probity and wisdom enthused 

the good vizier, who announced: ‘You are worthy to be served, and 
Fortune opens her gate when the worthy one is served’.16 Full Moon’s 
handling of the kingdom’s affairs was exemplary: ‘Lamb and wolf 
walked together. And as the realm continued to thrive and justice to 
be administered, the king’s Fortune daily rose. Thus for a while did he 
bask in the royal glory’.17 But the vizier’s tenure in office was cut short 
by the waning of fortune, instigated by his unrivalled success: ‘Full 
Moon had realised all his wishes. Now his life was used up and his good 
would remain behind. His moon that was full now began to wane, his 
summer that was bright now turned to grim winter’.18 On his deathbed, 
Full Moon entrusted the king with care of his son, Highly Praised.  
True to his father’s legacy, Highly Praised administered the empire  
with utmost care, wisdom, virtue and intelligence, and ‘thus his  
Fortune grew perfect’.19

17 
Ibid., 73.

18 
Ibid., 74.

19 
Ibid., 97.

16 
Ibid., 70.

Yūsuf Khāss Hājib, the 
11th-century poet from the  
city of Balasaghun, the capital 
of the Karakhanid Empire,  
in modern-day Kyrgyzstan.  
Photo from painting inside 
Hājib’s tomb. (left)

An excerpt from Kutadgu 
Bilig, in uighur script, from  
the vienna (Herat) manuscript 
of 1439. (top)

One day, Rising Sun asks Highly Praised how it was that he learned his 
virtues: ‘Listen now, Highly Praised. When your father died you were 
still too young to have profited from his care […]. How is it then that 
so much Wisdom is gathered in your person?’ Through seeking God’s 
favor, Highly Praised responded:

Through grace of God his way is straight, 
Wisdom to him now opens her gate; 
Fortune’s sun shines daily brighter,  
And he though once small now is great.20 

The king rejoices in the wisdom of his vizier. Shortly thereafter,  
and wary of losing his trusted vizier, he asks Highly Praised to 
recommend a spare. Highly Praised suggests his brother, a sage who 
is ‘very wise and virtuous, pious and wakeful […]. His name is Wide 
Awake’.21 But Wide Awake, who has renounced the world, refuses  
to heed the king’s call to duty: ‘Ought I to give up service to the Lord 
Creator, and take up service to a creature?’22 The transient world is 
unstable, Wide Awake claims: ‘Inconstant Fortune comes to every  
man in turn and quickly grows old. I have no need of this world, nor  
of Fortune’s feverish spell’.23 Fortune is the enemy of piety, and not  
a good thing as it estranges one from God and is the ruin of religion.24

In defense of this world, however, Highly Praised too  
summons godliness:

God created two abodes for us His creatures, paradise 
and hell. Now if every man is ought right this world 
alone, day and night, neglecting the service of God 
completely, then indeed paradise would remain empty. 
But God gave man two each of eyes and ears, one for 
attending to this world, one for the next; and two hands, 
one to grasp this world and one the next; also two feet, 
one to walk this way and one to walk that.25 

Is Highly Praised’s comment a secular opening? It is and it isn’t, for the 
triumph of fortune over fate is always incomplete and transient. Highly 
Praised next tells the king that renunciation is not the way of God, 
for He wishes His servants to engage with the world, eradicate evil, 

21 
Ibid., 143.

22 
Ibid., 195.

23 
Ibid.

24 
Ibid., 155.

20 
Ibid., 98–99.

25 
Ibid., 160.

W
ied

za
 i m

ąd
ro

ść
 to

 w
sp

an
ia

ła 
rz

ec
z;

Gd
y j

e o
dn

ajd
zie

sz
, k

or
zy

st
aj 

z n
ich

 i w
zn

ieś
 si

ę d
o 

ni
eb

a.
Ve

rs
tä

nd
ni

s u
nd

 W
iss

en
 si

nd
 vi

ele
s;

Fi
nd

es
t D

u 
sie

, s
o 

nu
tz

e s
ie 

un
d 

er
he

be
 D

ich
 g

en
 h

im
m

el.

An
lay

ış 
ve

 b
ilg

i ç
ok

 şe
yd

ir;
Eğ

er
 b

ul
ur

sa
n 

on
lar

ı k
ul

lan
 ve

 u
çu

p 
gö

ğe
 çı

k.
Fi

ne
 th

in
gs

 in
de

ed
 ar

e w
isd

om
 an

d 
in

te
lle

ct
: 

pu
t t

he
m

 to
 w

or
k, 

if 
yo

u 
po

ss
es

s t
he

m
, a

nd
 yo

u 
wi

ll s
oa

r t
o 

he
av

en
! 



M i r r o r s  f o r  P r i n c e sF a t e ,  F o r t u n e  a n d  G o v e r n a n c e  i n  t h e  M e d i e v a l  W o r l d

76 77

crush infidel armies, and open the way for Islam and for the shari‘a.26 
Moreover, Highly Praised, at the pinnacle of his career and fully trusted 
by the king, has a change of heart. ‘He examined his own character  
and conduct, and concluded that he had wasted his life and youth. 
Gradually the eye of his heart opened to the light. He conceived  
the desire to radically purify his heart’.27 But true to his own advice,  
he hesitated to seek out the opinion of trusted confidants and virtuous  
men. Wide Awake convinces him to return to the king’s service, advice 
that Highly Praised duly follows. A short while hence, Wide Awake 
falls ill and dies, leaving a disciple, Testament, to comfort his brother. 
Testament advises the vizier to return to his duties and to serve the king 
loyally and administer his realm with justice.

In his words and in his actions, as well as in his own person,  
Highly Praised serves as a mirror for the king. He is a good vizier 
begat by another good vizier, and personifies wisdom. He is diligent 
and dutiful, and provides exemplary service for the king. He spreads 
justice and clemency, and does not hesitate to rely on the sword when 
necessary. And in his heart, he pines for ascetic virtues. His wisdom, 
which knows no bounds, prevents him from following his heart, even 
if the drive and the passion are not for vice, but for complete and full 
renunciation to the will of God. The secret to good rule, as well as the 
key to the good life, as reflected in the words and actions of Highly 
Praised, is that true godliness lies not in shunning this world, but in 
accepting its defects and accommodating its imperfections, without 
straying from the path of righteousness. Towards the end of his opus, 
Yūsuf Khāss Hājib gives counsel to himself: 

Here is the path of Religion and the path of the World. 
Stray not from this path or you will howl in hell. If it is 
this world you desire, here is the way; and if you desire 
the next world, this is the path you must follow. Perform 
your duty as God’s servant […]. You will find the place of 
honour in both the worlds.28 

If wisdom is the key to acquiring virtue and embodying justice, which is 
the way of God, then how can wisdom stand in the way of renunciation, 
constant prayer and wholesale dedication to divine demands? It is this 
very paradox that lies at the heart of mirrors for princes, and reflects the 

27 
Ibid., 223.

28 
Ibid., 253–55.

26 
Ibid., 217–23.

Imām al-Qushayrī 
source: muslimheritage.com

political and ethical norms and values of the societies in which  
they were read and reread most enthusiastically. 

In telling the king to rule with justice but to simultaneously serve  
God, to heed fortune but beware of fate, Highly Praised is echoing  
the teachings of Nizām al-Mulk and other counsellors before him. 
Justice is the protection against fortune; it is also the path to salvation: 
‘Since God granted you Fortune, keep a virtuous heart’.29 Viziers 
regularly warn against vice, violence and rash decision-making, but at 
the same time, they remain fully cognisant of the exigencies of power. 
A fourteenth-century Egyptian historian, Taqī al-Dīn al-Subkī (d. 1355), 
has left an account of an audience between the Nizām al-Mulk and 
Imām al-Qushayrī (d. 1074), among the eleventh century’s most 
venerable and learned of clerics, and a Sufi leader as well:

The Imam al-Qushayrī has said that one day he went  
to visit Nizam al-Mulk, and the Vizier was being 
attended by his dressers. Eighty of them had lined up  
on his left and eighty on his right, each fussing over  
one aspect of his garment. Al-Qushayrī cast a glance  
of disdain, which was quickly apprehended by Nizam 
al-Mulk. He said, ‘O Master, these eighty dressers are 
only a token of the more than 80,000 servants that I have. 
But I assure you, I have never exposed myself in their 
presence. It is only because the prestige of the office is 
dependent upon observance of such protocol. And the 
government is strengthened by it’.30

Similar to Highly Praised, Nizām al-Mulk’s fictional counterpart,  
the vizier harboured strong affinities with Sufi shaykhs of his time,  
even before his appointment at the Saljūq Court. An anecdote to 
this effect is recorded in the history of Ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1201). When 
asked about the reason for his attraction to Sufi shaykhs, the vizier 
remembered a piece of advice dealt to him when he was serving as a 
lowly bureaucrat. A Sufi had told him, ‘Serve the person whose service 
will one day serve you. Do not occupy yourself with the duties of a man 
whom dogs will eat tomorrow’. Nizām al-Mulk could not make much 
sense of those words. But the prince he served had a pack of ferocious 
dogs, trained to devour strangers at night. The following evening,  

29 
Ibid., 231.

30 
Taqī al-Dīn al-Subkī, Tabaqāt al-
Shāfi‘iyya al-kubrā’, vol. V, eds. 
M. M. Tanahi and A. M. al-Hulw 
(Cairo: ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, 
1967), 316.
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in a state of intoxication, the prince ventured onto the palace grounds, 
and the dogs tore him to pieces. Nizām al-Mulk is believed to have said: 
‘It was then that I realised the significance of the oracle the Sufi had told 
me. I admire people with foresight and prudence’.31

Death, as the paradigmatic sign of the Divine, is a multifarious 
presence in mirrors for princes. Instructions on a medley of virtues, 
from equestrian skills to moral rectitude, physical prowess and piety 
in practice, offer, at the end, little in the way of protection against 
instability, the waning of fortune and the triumph of fate. Literally,  
too, most viziers are destined for an early death, often murdered  
by the sultan they so loyally serve. Alexander the Macedonian  
(d. 323 bce) was complicit in the murder of Callisthenes (d. 328 bce),32 
his tutor who refused to prostrate himself before the king; the  
‘Abbāsid caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd (d. 809) ordered the execution of 
Ja‘far the Barmakid (d. 803), the fabled vizier and protagonist of the  
One Thousand and One Nights;33 Nizām al-Mulk was stabbed to 
death on Malikshah’s orders,34 and countless others, including Amīr 
Kabīr, whom the Qajar dynast murdered in 1852,35 and finally, Amīr 
‘Abbās Hoveydā, Muhammad Rezā Shāh Pahlavī’s long-suffering  
loyal prime minister, imprisoned on trumped-up charges in the final 
weeks of the Pahlavī regime,36 and left for dead by the king when he 
fled Iran in February 1979.

31 
Abū al-Faraj ‘Abd al-Rahmān b. 
‘Alī b. al-Jawzī, al-Muntazam fi 
tā’rikh al-mulūk wa al-’umam, 
vol. IX, (Hyderabad: Osmania, 
1940), 64–69. My translation.

32 
Marie Louise Chaumont, 
‘Callisthenes’, Encyclopaedia 
Iranica Online (December 1990). 
See: http://www.iranicaonline.
org/articles/callisthenes-the-
name-of-a-greek-historian-of-the-
period-of-alexander-the-great-q/ 
(accessed 23 October 2014).

33 
On Ja‘far’s life see: Tayeb El-
Hibri, Reinterpreting Islamic 
Historiography: Hārūn al-
Rashīd and the Narrative of the 
‘Abbāsid Caliphate (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 
1999), 17–58.

34 
Yavari, Advice for the Sultan, 
109–42.

35 
Abbas Amanat, ‘The Downfall 
of Mirza Taqi Khan Amir Kabir 
and the Problem of Ministerial 
Authority in Qajar Iran’, 
International Journal of  
Middle East Studies, vol. 23,  
№ 4 (November 1991): 577–99.

Alexander the Macedonian, 356–323 BC. source: cais-soas.com

Callisthenes was critical of Alexander’s 
adoption of Persian customs, in particular, 
proskynesis, a traditional Persian act of bowing 
before a person of higher rank. Private collection 
Ken welsh/Bridgeman images.

36 
Abbas Milani, ‘Amir-Abbas 
Hoveyda’, Encyclopaedia 
Iranica Online (March 2012) 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/
articles/hoveyda-amir-abbas/ 
(accessed 23 October 2014).

Nāser al-Dīn Shah qajar, photographed by nadar, ruled Persia 
from 17 september 1848 to 1 May 1896, when he was assassinated. 
source: iranvisitor.com

Mirza Taghi Khan farahani, aka Atabak aka Amir-e nezam aka Amīr Kabīr, served 
as prime minister of Persia under naser al-Din shah. Portrait by Muhammad ibrahim 
naghashbashi (d. 1851). source: irangazette.com

son of the vizier to the Abbasid 
Caliph Harun Al-rashid, Ja’far 
ibn Yahya Barmaki aka Jafar 
the Barmakid was allegedly 
beheaded for having an affair 
with the sister of the Caliph, 
Abbasa. Jaffar’s depiction  
in recent popular culture  
has been somewhat less kind:  
often taking up the role of 
scheming villain, sorcerer 
or magician in video games 
(Prince of Persia), films 
(Disney’s Aladdin), even 
french bande dessinée (as 
Iznogoud in the eponymous 
french comic strip). Comic by 
goscinny and Tabary, 1978.
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The fatal dance between purveyors and recipients of advice, or the 
grammar of premodern politics, rests on rhetoric, allegory, irony,  
code, myth and paradox to disambiguate a positivist, linear relationship 
between past and future, religion and politics, fortune and rule. In 
twinning history with fate, fortune with governance, and religion with 
politics, mirrors for princes authorise political rule and circumscribe, 
simultaneously, the exercise of power. They teach the secret to long 
rule, and reflect the inevitability of demise. They bolster and undermine 
rulership in the same breath. It is appropriate to end with an anecdote 
from the late-twelfth/early thirteenth century Jawāmi‘ al-hikāyāt of 
Muhammad ‘Awfī. Mahmūd the Ghaznavid Sultan (d. 1030) is said to 
have asked one of his confidants if he had read anywhere that viziers 
were enemies of kings. He hadn’t, the courtier replied, but he had 
read often that only fools seek the vizierate. ‘Kings cannot share their 
kingdoms’, the courtier continued, ‘they will first honour and respect 
their viziers, and after a week, the seeds of animosity and resentment 
are sown’.37

Amīr ‘Abbās Hoveydā during his trial in a Tehran court in 1979.  
source: parstimes.com

Muhammad Rezā Shāh Pahlavī at his 
coronation in 1967. Courtesy James L. stanfield

37 
Muhammad ‘Awfi, Jawāmi‘ 
al-hikāyāt, ed. Muhammad 
Ramezani (Tehran: Kulalih 
Khavar, 1956), 48–49.

‘On Difference’  
in Mirror for 

Princes
A viEw froM  

MEDiEvAL inDiA
Manan Ahmed Asif

When the historical teledrama Chanakya debuted in 1991 in India, 
it immediately became wildly popular. The director, writer and actor 
Chandraprakash Dwivedi dramatised the life story of philosopher 
Cānakya – also remembered as Kauṭilya and Vishnugupta – who 
plucked a boy, Chandragupta (340–293 bce), from obscurity, trained 
and raised him, and then helped him become the founder of the 

Akshay (played by Deepraj rana) in Chanakya, a 47-part epic indian television historical drama.  
source: great-treasure.blogspot.de
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great continental Mauryan Empire. Over forty-seven episodes,  
the serial followed the journey of Cānakya as he helped destroy the 
illegitimate king in Nanda and installed Chandragupta Maurya on the 
throne of Magadha in 321 bce. Dwivedi, using a heavily Sanskritised 
language and Brahmanical rituals, highlighted the aphorisms and 
advice that Cānakya provided to Chandragupta who had historically 
become known as a universal king – a chakrāvārtin. Dwivedi’s 
Chanakya acted out a dominant theme of twentienth-century India – 
the ‘discovery’ and political usage of ‘ancient’ Indian texts to argue 
anticolonial and proto-nationalist claims. To recreate this history  
of India, Dwivedi relied on a text ascribed to Cānakya and widely 
known as the Arthaśāstra (The Science of Wealth and Governance). 
The Arthaśāstra was lauded throughout the twentieth century as a 
premier example of an Indic mirror for princes, akin to Machiavelli’s 
The Prince. This genre of literature, often termed specula principum 
or Fürstenspiegel, focused on giving advice to the king on matters  
of governance and strategy and was a perennial favorite among  
scholars of statecraft and literary theorists. In Chanakya, Dwivedi  
used Arthaśāstra to present a fully realised and unified India as 
‘akhand Bharat’ – the first national state in India – a depiction of 
mediated advice for the political crises of the early 1990s.

Chanakya had followed the unprecedented successes of televised 
dramatisations on the Indian national broadcast channel, Doordarshan. 
In the late 1980s, across the subcontinent, truly massive audiences  
had watched the gilded reenactment of Indian epics Mahabharata  
and Ramayana.1 These serials presented an ancient, ‘unified’ kingdom 
of Bharat that stretched from immemorial times and ritual into  
the universal time of contemporary India. The language and rituals 
depicted in the serials marked a ‘saffron’ history – religiously and 
politically conservative – that erased diverse traditions of being from 
Indian pasts to highlight only the right-wing Hindu understanding  
of the past.

By the beginning of the ’90s, postcolonial India had experienced two 
decades of separatist movements in Kashmir, in Assam and in Punjab. 
When, in 1992, Hindu nationalists destroyed the medieval mosque 
bearing the name of the Mughal Emperor Babur in Ayodhya, riots 
broke out across the country, with massive pogroms against the Muslim 

1  
Mahabharat (prod. B. R. 
Chopra, dir. Ravi Chopra) ran 
for 94 episodes from 1988 to 
1990 and Ramayan (prod. Sagar 
Enterprises, dir. Ramanand Sagar) 
for 78 episodes, from 1986 to 
1988. Both teledramas were aired 
on DD National, a channel of 
Doordashan, the Indian public 
service broadcasting corporation. 

populations. The claim of Hindu nationalists was that the mosque itself 
represented a destruction of the birthplace of Ram, and they were now 
going to restore this sacral site to its proper glory. The teleserials of 
Ramayana and Mahabharata, as ‘historical reenactments’, created  
a historical memory where only a sacral commitment had existed. 

The philosopher and conquering king relationship reenacted in 
Chanakya had similarly aligned absolute power alongside absolute 
certainty in dogma and birthright. The warrior king and his wise adviser 
now came to advise the broad right-wing Hindu politicians on how to 
answer the question of difference in India – religious, ethnic, sectarian, 
political – by majoritarian power and violence.
 
If this was the near present of pedagogic and didactic literature 
collectively known as mirrors for princes in India, then what are  
its pasts? What genealogies of thought, and practice, can we trace  
in the broad contours of the landscape across West and South Asia?  

Ayodhya riots at the Babur mosque in uttar Pradesh, india. Copyright Douglas E. Curran/AfP.
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This essay will present three temporally specific but overlapping 
genealogies of advice literature in India. They overlap in languages,  
in forms, in their relationship to power and in the impact of their 
thoughts. They inform us of a conceptually, textually and politically 
enmeshed milieu that extended from the Nile to the Ganges. In this 
milieu, conceptual figures such as ‘king’, ‘minister’ and ‘philosopher’ 
travelled in these texts in languages as diverse as Sanskrit, Arabic and 
Persian, and were used to enact and entrench political regimes which 
often faced military opposition, even when they shared this political 
universe. A question that will linger silently under this essay is, how did 
we, the moderns, end up with such a different way of being different? 

The first genealogy we trace is that of the Arthaśāstra, which is  
the earliest, but also the latest and most recognisable in our political 
present. The second genealogy is that of the Pañcatantra, which 
begins in 300 ce and fades after the thirteenth century. The third is 
the genealogy of neo-Aristotelian ethics that emerges in conjunction 
with the Mughal Empire in the sixteenth century and disappears under 
colonisation’s sweep of the past. In these overlapping genealogies,  
we can trace three distinct notions of subjective difference: the 
subjectivity of the righteous birthright ruler who creates and manages 
difference; the subjectivity of natural and naturalised difference that 
itself creates an autonomy of understanding through dialogue; and  
the subjectivity that is arrived at by adopting an ethics that is distinct 
from religious difference. 

Part I. 

A unitary text called Arthaśāstra was not discovered until the twentieth 
century. However, references to and excerpts from it circulated widely 
in many Sanskrit commentaries and critiques across medieval India. 
In 1904, in Mysore, a Dr. R. Shamasastry was given the full text of 
Arthaśāstra, written on palm leaves in the grantha script, by a pandit. 
He published the text in 1909 and an English translation in 1915. It is 
then that the text entered philological enquiry, as did the process of 
enacting the thought of Cānakya as an ‘Indian’ political philosopher 
speaking directly towards a Brahmanical Indian king. 

The Arthaśāstra contains 15 books – 150 chapters with roughly 6,000 
verses in total. The first five books deal with the training of the king  
and his daily routines: the administrators, laws, crime, taxation,  
salaries, etc. – in other words, all of the domestic affairs that concern  
the bureaucracy. From books seven through thirteen, it focuses on 
foreign policy, diplomacy, war and conquest, and governance over  
the conquered. The last books deal with occult and philosophic practices. 
At the heart of the text, in book six, is the theoretical foundation of 
the text itself. It is there that Arthaśāstra defines the characteristics 
of the king and his adviser. The king, it states, is from noble birth, has 
intellect, is willing to learn, is brave and resourceful, eloquent and 
bold, well trained in arts and governance, sweet in speech, and without 
passion, anger, greed and fickleness. Most importantly, the king should 
follow the advice of his counsellor. The adviser should be of the highest 
rank, a native of the land, trained in all arts and logics, and be able 
to provide guidance to the king in governance; ‘Only a king who is 
wise, disciplined, devoted to a just governing of the subjects and ever 
conscious of the welfare of all beings will enjoy the earth unopposed’.2 
Crucially underlining that imperative, Arthaśāstra notes that, ‘A king 
can reign only with the help of others; one wheel alone does not move 
a chariot. Therefore, a king should appoint advisers and listen to their 
advice’.3 This sets up the basic foundation of political philosophy 
in Arthaśāstra with an ever-learning, and ever-conquering king in 
dialogue with an ever-wise and advising philosopher. 

The Arthaśāstra manages political difference via the means and tools  
of subversion, violence and surveillance. The king is advised to set up  
a network of spies in the land, to use conspiracies and rumours to 

Dr. Rudrapatnam 
Shamashastry  
discovered the Arthaśāstra  
in sanskrit. Though written 
2,400 years earlier, the classic 
work was discovered as late  
as the 20th century. source: 
outlookindia.com

Oriental Research 
Institute (ORI) at Mysore 
is a research institute which 
collects, exhibits, edits and 
publishes rare manuscripts in 
sanskrit and Kannada, with a 
few works in English, Tamil and 
Telugu. formerly it was known 
as the oriental Library. Logo  
of university of Mysore, india.

2  
Arthaśāstra, 1.5.17, quoted 
in Nabi Bakhsh Khan Baloch, 
Fathnama-i Sind ‘urf 
Chachnama (Jamshoro, 1963), 
143. All translations mine.

3.  
Ibid., 1.7.9.

Arthaśāstra Manuscript source: ourkarnataka.com
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manage political dissent. The effort of the Arthaśāstra is to argue for 
political power to overcome difference. It is not too difficult to imagine 
why this particular ‘advice manual’ would catch the attention of rightist 
Hindu nationalists in the twentieth century – it poses difference as 
awaiting surrender or conquest under a just king who is necessarily  
of good birth and conduct. 

Part II.

The Pañcatantra (Five Fables) tales, composed in approximately  
300 ce, articulated a different type of advice on how to handle political 
life. The power of birthright, might and righteous claims existed 
alongside a dialogic model with difference highlighted as the very basis 
of conversation. These tales featured nonhumans – animals and birds 
– whose conduct was rooted in natural difference, yet who gathered in 
conversation to govern, adjudicate and seek redress. They were clearly 
meant to give advice to humans, and to be used as didactic and pedagogic 
materials.

The sources for some of these tales are in the Buddhist Jātaka tales; 
some are found in other dharmaśastra texts such as Mahābhārata 
and Vikramacarita, and sometimes they use aphorisms from the 
Arthaśāstra, though they subvert or make them incompatible with the 
story. Unlike the Arthaśāstra, where the tone is factual, direct, ruthless 
and pragmatic, these tales are broadly conversational in nature, with little 
direct explication of meaning, allowing for multiple interpretations in 
their readings. These short tales spread across Asia in more guises and 
forms than any of us can possibly imagine, with recensions available  
to us in Tibetan to Bhasa and in over fifty other languages. 
 
The brief framing story discusses the plight of King Amaraśakti who  
has three ‘foolish’ sons who need training and educating. He asks  
a wise brāhmaṇa, Viṣṇuśarman, to make them suitable for kingship. 
Viṣṇuśarman composes five books illustrating proper conduct, 
nīti, or kingly conduct, rājanīti. Yet unlike Arthaśāstra, the tales 
in Pañcatantra are multivocal and highly aware of difference as a 
categorical classification system. An early very popular tale, Indigo 
Jackal, recognises that the capacity to harm is inimical to power:4 

4  
Viṣṇuśarman, ‘Indigo Jackal’,  
in Pañcatantra, ca. 300 ce, 1-11, 
quoted in A. Venkatasubbiah, 
‘Pancatantra Studies’, Annals 
of the Bhandarkar Oriental 
Research Institute, vol. 15, № 1 
(1933–34): 39–66.

There was a certain jackal, Caṇḍarava by name, who 
lived in a jungle. Once, overcome by hunger, he entered 
a town and was attacked by dogs. He took shelter in a 
vat of indigo solution. When at last he managed to steal 
back to the jungle, he found that his body was coloured a 
deep blue. Because of this blue colour, the lion, tiger, wolf 
and other denizens of the jungle did not recognise him 
as a jackal. They thought that he was a strange animal, 
and, being afraid, wanted to run away. For it is said, 
‘The wise person who desires his own welfare does not 
trust someone whose behaviour, family and prowess are 
unknown’. But Caṇḍarava realised they were afraid of 
him and said: ‘O wild animals! Why do you flee in terror? 
I have been created by Indra to rule over the animals of 

Panchatantra, an ancient indian collection of animal fables. Copyright Werner Forman Archives.
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the jungle, who have no ruler. Caṇḍarava is my name 
and you can all live in happiness under my rule’. Having 
heard his words, the hosts of wild animals – lions, tigers, 
leopards, monkeys, hares, deer, jackals and the rest – 
bowed down to him and he made the lion his minister, 
the tiger his chamberlain, the leopard the keeper of his 
betel-box, the elephant his doorkeeper and the monkey 
his umbrella-bearer. But those jackals who were his own 
kind were all expelled from the kingdom. And while 
he was thus enjoying the splendour of the kingdom, the 
lions and the rest, having killed wild animals, laid them 
down before him. And he, in accordance to dharma, 
distributed the flesh to them.

The evil jackal Damanaka, the Lion, the Crow and the wolf attacking  
the Camel. source: Kalīlah wa Dimnah by Esin Artil.

The indian original, 
Kākolūkīyam – of crows  
and owls. A syrian painting of  
a parliament of owls, trapped  
in a cave and set on fire by  
their traditional rivals, the 
crows. The crows flap their 
wings to further fan the flames. 
source: Kalīlah wa Dimnah  
by Esin Artil.

While time passed in this way, one day, in the assembly 
hall, having heard the chorus of voices of jackals 
howling in the vicinity, the hairs on his body stood,  
and he leapt up and howled with them. The lions and 
the rest, having heard this, realised that he was a jackal, 
bowed their heads in shame: ‘We have been deceived by 
a jackal, therefore let it be killed’. Hearing that, he tried 
to flee, but was torn to pieces by the tiger and died.

Here, the duplicity of the king creates a fissure, which is not overcome 
even with his just conduct. This skeptical outlook on royal power, 
and the capacity of the courtiers to strike back, permeates the fables. 
Twinned with that reading is the argument for the specific nature of 
the jackal who is not suited for kingship – this argument is developed 
in a series of other tales. For example, in the framing story of the third 
book, an assembly of birds – geese, cranes, cuckoos, peacocks, owls, 
pigeons, partridges, skylarks, etc. – comes together to elect a king 
because Garuḍa the bird-king is preoccupied and negligent in his duty 
to care for his subjects.5 The society of birds debates and decides to 
elect the owl after the owl convinces them of his wisdom. However, 
just as they are about to crown him king, a crow suddenly appears and 
interrupts the procession. The crow points out that the owl’s nature is 
fierce, cruel and terrifying and evil-minded, and that he will be unable 
to protect his subjects. Similar to the Indigo Jackal, the tale of the 
owl points towards a base-character for rulers, yet it also foregrounds 
the capacity of the ruled to counsel and to confederate to protect the 
greater good.

These tales, with their divergent meanings and gentle assertions 
of difference, entered first the Pahlavi Sassanian Court of Khusru 
Anushirwan (d. 579) and then were translated into Arabic by Abdullah 
ibn al-Muqaffa in 750 ce as Kalīlah wa Dimnah (The Fables of 
Kalilah and Dimnah). Ibn al-Muqaffa (d. ca. 756), a Persian convert, 
converted the framing story of the King Amaraśakti into that of King 
Khusru and his philosopher physician Burzōy, who travels to India to 
acquire scientific knowledge and wisdom about governance. The tales 
concern the jackal Dimnah who is striving to acquire power by any 
means necessary, and his brother Kalīlah, who tries to dissuade him  
and divert his intentions by moral teaching. The two are advisers to  

Coins of Khusru (I) 
Anushirwan, the 22nd 
sassanian Emperor of Persia, 
epitome of the philosopher 
king. Copyright Classical 
Numismatic Group, Inc. 

5  
Ibid., 3-01.
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the King of the Beasts – the Lion – and they are eventually executed  
via trial after Kalīlah’s scheme to become king fails. 

In Kalīlah wa Dimnah, Ibn Muqaffa, who wrote a series of other works 
on wisdom in Arabic, including Adab al-kabīr (The Comprehensive 
Book of the Rules of Conduct) and Ā’in nāmeh (The Book of Proper 
Conduct), created one of the most powerful and influential genres 
of advice literature for the Arabic and Persian literary and political 
cultures. It spread throughout the various courts in the vast Islamic 
realms and was commented upon, reinscribed and rewritten numerous 
times. A prominent example of the development of its stature as advice 
literature is in the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’ (Brethren of Purity) – 
compiled in the late tenth century – where, alongside animals and 
humans, jinns enter into a ferocious debate about morality, ethics,  
faith and governance.
 
More directly, Kalīlah wa Dimnah reentered India through numerous 
forms – Firdausi’s Shahnamah (Book of Kings), completed in 1010, 
al-Biruni’s Kitab al-Hind (Book of India) completed in 1030,  
Abu’l M’aati Nasru’llah’s Anvār-i Suhailī (The Lights of Canopus), 
composed in 1121, and Farīd al-Dīn Aṭṭar’s Manṭiq al-ṭair (Speech  
of the Birds), completed in 1178. With these companions in advice, 
these texts emerged as foundational exegetical texts on governance 
and royal conduct for the Indo-Persianate rulers of northern India from 
the twelfth century to the eighteenth. In these texts, difference was 
overwhelmingly understood through dialogue and refracted through 
pragmatic politics. 

A key example of the pedagogic and utopic mirror for princes  
genre, the Chachnama, was composed in Uch Sharif in 1216.  
The Chachnama, among other things, acts as a manual for advice 
to the local Muslim rulers. The world of the early thirteenth century 
within which Chachnama took place was politically heterodox and 
increasingly unstable. There were multiple claimants for the city of 
Uch Sharif and the ruler, Qabacha, needed to make alliances with the 
neighbouring principalities in Gujarat to fend off the challenge from 
Lahore. The political imagination deployed in the Chachnama sought 
to reimagine Islam’s moment of origin in the Sind province to argue  
for a future utopia where natural difference can coexist.

The Birdcatcher and the Doves The Dog and Its Reflection in Kalīlah wa Dimnah. source: kilyos.ee.bilkent.edu.tr (both)

Chachnama was written as an explicit history of Islam’s arrival to 
Sind and was dedicated to Sultan Qabacha’s chief minister ‘Ain al-
Mulk-Abu Bakr al-Ash’ari. Although it became known to the world 
as Chachnama, the book was originally titled Kitāb-i Hikayāt-i 
Rai Dāhir bin Chach bin Sila’īj wa halāk shudan ou badāst-i 
Muhammad-i Qasim (The Book of Stories of the King Dahir bin 
Chach bin Sila’ij and His Death at the Hands of Muhammad  
bin Qasim’). The text precisely labels itself a hikayāt (stories,  
often told and heard orally), a ta’rīkh (history) and a dastān (epic) –  

and participates in those narrative voices accordingly. In its format,  
the narration of particular ‘historical’ episodes is sprinkled with 
discursive details of good governance and guidelines for conduct. 
Chachnama specifies a hierarchical distinction between the ruler 
and the ruled that evokes the arguments of Pañcatantra. Hence, 
the Chachnama provides a dialogic framework for royal conduct, 
which posits difference as mutually understandable – even if it is 
incommensurate, as the jackal is to the lions or the owl is to the  
other birds.
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Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’ (Brethern of Purity) 
Arabic manuscript illumination from the 12th 
century CE. source: muslimheritage.com (left)

scenes from the Shahnamah (Book of Kings), 
depicted as iranian qahveh khaneh (coffee-
house) painting, a vernacular style distinguished 
by its distance from the court arts. source: 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, new York, 
metmuseum.org (top)

16th-century illuminated page of Manṭiq al-ṭair 
(Speech of the Birds), the 12th-century epic 
poem. Eight centuries later, theatre director Peter 
Brook had the poem adapted by Ted Hughes 
and enlisted a troupe of actors, including Helen 
Mirren, to travel to the sahara to stage the piece 
in front of an audience with whom they shared 
neither common language nor culture. Painting 
by Habiballah of sava. source: The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, new York, metmuseum.org 
(above) 

The first attempt to delineate a political theology of difference and 
power is narrated in the text, in the section pertaining to Sind before 
the arrival of Islam – during the reign of Chach. The Brahmin Chach 
is attempting to conquer the various principalities in Sind and unite 
them under his rule. He faces resistance at the fort city of Brahmanabad 
and lays siege to it. Eventually the siege is broken and Brahmanabad 
is taken, but Chach faces an antagonistic population which is largely 
Buddhist and which pays tribute to the central Buddhist temple. Chach 
suspects that this Buddhist priest was behind the resistance of the 
people, and vows to ‘peel off the skin’ of the priest and ‘give it to the 
Royal drummers so that they can stretch it across their drums and beat 
it to shreds’ (o ditan-ra budham ta dar tabalha kushand o mi zanand 
ta para para shavad).6 After settling the affairs of the new state,  
Chach turns his attention to the priest who had defied him: 

6  
Baloch, Fathnama-i Sind  
‘urf Chachnama, 30. 

Brahmanabad, the historic capital of the Arab empire in sindh. Courtesy Dr. frances w. Pritchett. source: Illustrated London News, february 28, 1857, 187.
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7  
Ibid. 31.

Then asked: Where is that magician Buddhist (samani) 
so that I can see him. They said: He is an ascetic (nāsik) 
and will be with the ascetics. He is one of the wise ones 
of al-Hind and a servant of the temple (Kanohār) – 
they praise his miracles and his spiritual gain. He is so 
powerful that he has ensnared the whole world in his 
spell and those that he supports, succeed.7 

Chach takes a large retinue and sets off to find and kill the Buddhist 
priest. He orders the troops to stop at a distance from the temple,  
and tells them that he will proceed alone. He explains that when he is 
done conversing with the priest, he will give them a signal and, at that 
moment, they are to descend upon the temple and kill the priest. 

Chach approaches the priest, and finds him sitting alone on the ground, 
making little clay images (asnām) with his hands, and then marking 
them with a seal. He addresses Chach, ‘So the son of Sila’ij the priest 
has arrived?’ Chach replies, ‘Yes, O ascetic Buddhist’. ‘Why have you 
come?’ ‘I am your disciple and I have come to pay my respects’. Chach 
offers the priest a return to Brahmanabad to take over the important 
religious duties. The priest replies that he has no need to take part in 
political matters and he is content to stay in his temple. Then Chach 
asks:

So why did you resist me in taking Brahmanabad?  
The priest replied: When the ruler Agham had passed 
away and the young prince became the Raja, I reluctantly 
took the task of giving him advice. Though in my view 
all matters of this world are matters to be shunned. Now 
that you are the ruler of the world, I am willing to obey 
you, but I fear that you will take your revenge on the 
temple and destroy it. Chach replied: It is always better  
to worship the Buddha and to attain perfection in his 
path. If you need any thing from me, you simply ask.8 

Unlike the Arthaśāstra, the advice-giver in Chachnama is reluctant  
to give advice. Chach continues to offer the priest riches and he declines 
each time. In the end, he makes one request: ‘the Buddhist temple 
of Kanohār is ancient and decrepit. If you repair it, you will earn the 

8  
Baloch, Fathnama-i Sind  
‘urf Chachnama. 32.

gratitude of the believers’. Chach quickly agrees and leaves the priest. 
He returns to his troops and orders them back to Brahmanabad. 

‘Why did you not let us kill the priest?’ Chach’s minister enquires  
of him. He replies:

I saw something that was not trickery nor magic (hargiz 
dar vai sahār o sh’baida nist). I examined it carefully 
with my eyes. When I sat down next to him, I saw a 
demon, ugly and fearful (makruh o sahamnak), who 
stood next to him. His eyes glowed like embers glowing 
or rubies; his lips fat and drooping; his teeth sharp 
like spears. And he looked to strike someone. I was 
frightened when I saw him and I dared not speak to  
the priest as I had indicated to you, because I knew  
he would kill me. So I made peace with him and left.

In setting up this conflict among two religions – Brahmin and Buddhist 
– Chachnama specifies a hierarchical distinction between the ruler  
and the ruled. It asserts that ways of sacrality, though overlapping,  
have contentious claims to political power. The stand-off between  
the political power of the ruler, as represented by Chach, and the sacral 
power of the Buddhist, as represented by the demon with ruby eyes, 
rests on a specific idea of religious difference. Chach affirms this in his 
discussion with the priest when he proclaims that his intention is to seek 
the higher truth in life through service. Thus, for Chach, the reason for 
compromise was both an understanding of religious efficacy in political 
life, as well as a grasp of the vortices of power. In recognising, and 
fearing, the Buddhist demon, the Brahmin Chach agrees to a political 
detente. In recognising the political power of Chach, and asking him  
for material aid, the Buddhist priest also agrees to a political detente. 

Chachnama’s advice, like that of the Pañcatantra, is to recognise 
difference and assert that this recognition is mutual and a necessary 
condition of enacting power and coexisting. 
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«Правда, я утонченно 
истязал их: марксистам 
я сообщил, что я Маркс 
в квадрате, а тем, кто 
предпочитает Магомета, 
я сообщил, что я 
продолжение проповеди 
Магомета, ставшего 
немым и заменившего 
слово числом. Доклад я 
озаглавил Коран чисел»

– Хлебников в письме к 
сестре В.В. Хлебниковой. 
2 января 1920

«I announced to the Marxists 
that I represented Marx 
squared, and to those who 
preferred Mohammed 
I announced that I was the 
continuation of the teachings 
of Mohammed, who was 
henceforth silenced since the
Number had now replaced 
the Word. I called my report 
the Koran of Numbers»

– Khlebnikov in a letter to 
his sister Vera 1920
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Part III.

As the Mongol armies overturned the centuries-old Baghdad-based 
Caliphate in 1258, a massive migration of refugees towards Cairo and 
Delhi reset global and local politics in the thirteenth century. In this 
newly made world, political and religious difference lost its dialogic 
capacity and became intransitive. The philosopher–king relationship 
as a key formulation of advice literature is reinvigorated in the Persian 
advice literature in the fourteenth century as the Turko-Mongolian 
Muslim elite attempt to ground and grow their new imperial dynasties 
in Delhi. Unlike in the Arthaśāstra, the king does not have a birthright 
to the throne and is a fallable human who is unsure of his own capacity 
to be a just king. The role of the philosopher and teacher, then, is 
to articulate a political theology for the king but also illustrate the 
concerns of the citizenry. Tracing the genealogy of thought from the 
pseudo-Aristotelian Secretum secretorum and the Arabic Kitāb sirr 
al-Asrar (ca. 940s), these advice manuals focused on Alexander’s 
conquest of India and the role played by Aristotle as his philosopher-
adviser. This tradition of ethical advice emerged from the same 
translation projects that made Ibn al-Muqaffa’s Kalīlah wa Dimnah 
possible in the eighth century. In the ‘Abbasid courts of the tenth 
century, a comprehensive translation project brought Greek and  
Syriac texts – especially philosophical and scientific – into Arabic,  
as well as texts from Sanskrit and Pahlawi. The emergence of 
Aristotelian thought and ethics in the tenth century was itself a response 
of the ‘Abbasid Empire to think about difference in the socially  
and politically diverse areas formerly of the Byzantine and Sassanid 
empires. The key advice texts in this intellectual tradition were the 
Siyāsatnama (Book of Politics) by Nizam al-Mulk (1018–92) and 
Qabusnama (Book of Qabus) by Qabus ibn Vushmgir (d. 1012). 

From the movement of refugees congealed new forms of political 
power centred in Delhi – that which we call the Delhi Sultanate.  
These intertwined Turkic warlords and their descendants saw a world 
very different than that of the Chachnama. The measure of land 
became the conquest of land – with material and textual proclamations 
of universal kingship. How is one to be a just king in this new world 
order? An order that is expansionist and internally riveted? A key early 
political advice manual that answered this question was Ziyā al-Dīn 

Two charts for determining 
whether a person will live or die 
based on the numerical value 
of the patient’s name from an 
1264/1848 copy of Kitāb sirr 
al-Asrar, a medieval treatise 
also known as secretum 
Secretorum aka The Book 
of the Secret of Secrets, aka 
The Book of the science of 
government: on the good 
ordering of statecraft.  
source: nlm.nih.gov
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Baranī’s (ca. 1285–1356) Fatāwā-i Jahāndārī (Precepts of World 
Rulership). Attached to the Delhi Tughluq courts (ca. 1300–50), 
Baranī’s advice drew upon the relationship between an able king,  
who is susceptible to corruption and ill temperament, and his adviser 
who steers him through deliberation towards ethics and good 
governance. After Baranī, manuals of advice continue to evolve into  
a specifically Turko-Indian formulation. 

This is the third geneology that we see in the history of understanding 
difference in medieval India. It begins with the transcreation by Nasīr 
al-Dīn Tusi (1201–74) of Aristotle’s Nicomanican Ethics in his 
Akhlāq-i Nasīrī (The Nasirian Ethics). Tusi’s ethics separates itself 
from the mirrors for princes genre into a separate genre of Ikhlaq 
literature – a genre where ethics and conduct is explicated. The works 
which follow, Amir Khusrau’s Tughluqnama (Book of Tughluq), 
written in 1320, Qazi Hasan’s Akhlāq-i Humayuni, written in 1469, 
or Abu’l Fazl’s ‘Ain-i Akbarī (Constitution of Akbar), composed in 
the 1580s, present this particular didactic, neo-Aristotelian ethics of 
governance and conduct.

The Mughal Empire in the sixteenth century, under Jalaluddin Akbar, 
adopts The Nasirian Ethics as the dominant paradigm for the early 
modern world in South and Central Asia. Here, the model of tolerance 
is the model for recognising and reconciling difference. Akbar’s suhl-e 
kul (universal peace) was the official political strategy that emerges 
from this ethics. It regarded the ideas of balance, of harmony, of the 
duty of the governor to the governed, and the reliance on the intellect, 
as key aspects of governorship. The adviser is missing or is relegated 
to a smaller stature as a confidant. The public and the king are in 
direct communication. The holistic conversations between various 
Jesuits, Franciscans, Brahmins and Sheikhs in the courts of Akbar 
(and his descendants) were conducted under this broad ecumene. 
These conversations were captured in accounts of Portuguese, Italian 
and French travellers and observers, and themselves became didactic 
and explicatory texts for seventeenth-century Europe. The Radical 
Enlightenment’s debt to Mughal thought has rarely been acknowledged 
but it is historically undeniable. 

Aristotle’s Nicomachean 
Ethics (Aristotelis De 
Moribus ad Nicomachum)  
in greek and Latin. Drawn  
from his lectures at the Lyceum, 
Aristotle’s most well known 
book on ethics was either 
edited by or dedicated to his 
son, nicomachus. source: 
Universitätsbibliothek Basel.

Nasīr al-Dīn Tusi 
commemorated by a  
syrian stamp in 2000.  
source: jeff560.tripod.com

Persian Letters by 
Montesquieu, an epistolary 
novel as social commentary: 
namely the account of a trip 
to france by two Persian 
noblemen, usbek and rica. 
source: educ.fc.ul.pt

The Mughal dispensation ended with the British colonial regime,  
which began its own project of translation in the mid-eighteenth 
century. The advice literature for East India Company officials did  
not include Persian or Arabic texts – rather, these were the Greek  
and Roman histories, along with near contemporaries such as Thomas 
More’s Utopia or Montesquieu’s Persian Letters, among others.  
Yet, the Orientalists did begin the act of translating these Indic texts  
as exemplars of the advice manual. 

As we make a temporal return to the postcolonial era, and the 
emergence of the Arthaśāstra, we see in these three genealogies 
the evolution and dispersion of advice manuals. We see a landscape  
that is polyglot and heterogeneous in language, ritual and social 
practices and, as a result, we see differing political understandings.  
The Arthaśāstra demanded that difference be erased with purpose 
from one privileged vantage point. The Pañcatantra/Chachnama 
offered a dialogic understanding that does not negate difference but 
instead allows difference to operate in a logic of coexistence. The  
neo-Aristotelian Nasiri model asks that a distinct vantage point outside  
of religious difference is needed to produce an ethics of coexistence.

Abraham ortelius’s map of Utopia circa 1595. source: artsandsciences.colorado.edu
‘we asked him many questions 
concerning all these things, 
to which he answered very 
willingly; we made no inquiries 
after monsters, than which 
nothing is more common; for 
everywhere one may hear of 
ravenous dogs and wolves, 
and cruel men-eaters, but it 
is not so easy to find states 
that are well and wisely 
governed’. Utopia (1516) 
by Thomas More. source: 
artsandsciences.colorado.
edu

Do
pó

ki 
cz

ło
wi

ek
 ży

je,
 n

ie 
m

oż
na

 g
o 

po
ws

trz
ym

ać
 o

d 
m

ów
ien

ia.
Un

ta
ug

lic
h 

ist
 d

er
 M

an
n,

 d
er

, s
o 

lan
g 

er
 le

bt
, n

ich
t s

pr
ich

t.

Ya
şa

ya
n 

bi
rin

in
 h

iç 
ko

nu
şm

am
as

ı im
ka

ns
ızd

ır.
[..

.] a
s l

on
g 

as
 a 

m
an

 is
 al

ive
, it

 is
 im

po
ss

ib
le 

fo
r h

im
 n

ot
 to

 sp
ea

k a
t a

ll.
 

 
 

 
 

 



M i r r o r s  f o r  P r i n c e s

107

‘ O n  D i f f e r e n c e ’  i n  M i r r o r  f o r  P r i n c e s

106

What models are left with us? The hardening of difference under 
colonial regimes as a politics of exclusion and annihilation makes 
these genealogies seem like wiped-out traces on an old map. Yet the 
persistence of stories, from the Pañcatantra, from the Chachnama,  
in our contemporary world reminds us that political advice catering  
to the upkeep of empire falls with the empire – but stories designed  
to make us human live with us. 

Ajanta Caves, aka the Pañcatantra Caves. source: Wikimedia Commons.

Mirror for 
Princesses

Anna Della Subin

The sun eyed the horizon; the earth wrapped herself in saffron  
silk and ringed her eyes with kohl. The grey moon waited patiently,  
quietly tolerating their nightly games. At her dressing table, the 
beautiful and devout Princess Ornament-on-World sat with her 
maidservant, a wise old woman called Highly Aged, and gazed  
into the looking glass. 

How do I look?

‘As a poet once said, “Who can see your face in the moonlight,   
like milk in milk?”’1 replied Highly Aged. 

O swan-haired one, your eyes have grown faint. But your 
wisdom remains undimmed – I am in need of it. 

‘Tell me, Princess’. 

You know King Rising Sun has asked for my hand  
in marriage. He wants me to bear his children, and to 
stand with him at the helm of the state. But motherhood, 
and guiding the kingdom, will take me away from 
my contemplation of God. Even thinking of marriage 
distracts me from Him. Yet should I devote my life fully 
to God, I would surely abandon the affairs of the realm, 
and my obligations to it. 

‘“Thoughts cannot solve the contradictions of the soul”, as the 
philosopher said. “Thoughts mirror themselves in other thoughts, 
instead of mirroring a destiny”.2 But this conflict you imagine is  
an illusion’. 

1  
Excerpted from an advice poem 
spoken by an older woman,  
in which she advises a younger 
friend not to rush off to her lover 
too hastily. Collected in the 
Gathasaptasati, an anthology of 
anonymous poems in Maharastri 
Prakrit gathered in the first 
century ce. Translated in Grow 
Long, Blessed Night: Love 
Poems from Classical India, 
ed. and trans. Martha Ann Selby 
(New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), 145.

2  
Emil Cioran, ‘The Book of 
Delusions’ (1936), trans. Camelia 
Elias, Hyperion, vol. V, issue 1 
(May 2010): 71.
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The Curious Case Of  
Solomoniia Saburova

‘Have I ever told you about Solomoniia Saburova?3 She was the  
wife of the Grand Prince Vasilii III. Her looks were radiant and charm 
poured from her tongue. But for twenty years she failed to become 
pregnant. Desperate to conceive an heir to the throne of Muscovy, 
she took pilgrimages and potions and consulted with sorceresses, 
and embroidered a tapestry to Saint Sergius with her plea. I helped 
her stitch when her eyes grew tired. But all to no avail – against her 
will, Vasilii divorced her, evicted her from the Kremlin and forced 
her to enter a monastery. As they tonsured her, she trampled on her 
veil and even called on God to avenge so great an indignity. She was 
smacked by the prince’s vizier. Rumour has it, a few months after she 
entered the nunnery, she gave birth to a son, but would let no one see 
him. Meanwhile, Vasilii remarried and sired an heir, Ivan the Terrible. 
Centuries later, a tiny crypt was discovered next to Solomoniia’s tomb. 
Inside, they say, was a doll dressed in a baby’s white shirt’. 

3  
Information on Solomoniia 
Saburova (1490–1542) cited in 
Isolde Thyrêt, Between God and 
Tsar: Religious Symbolism and 
the Royal Women of Muscovite 
Russia (DeKalb, IL: Northern 
Illinois University Press, 2001), 35. 

Grand Prince  
Vasili III Ivanovich  
grand Prince of Moscow,  
ruler from 1505 to 1533.  
source: glazo.livejournal.com

Saint Sergius
source: kopsidas.com

The appearance of the Virgin to St Sergius of Radonezh,  
red embroided drapery. source: pravoslavie.ru

Solomoniia  
Yuryevna Saburova  
source: ikona33.ru

‘Coerced into otherworldliness, even in her social isolation 
Solomoniia’s obligations to the state, as befitting her royal rank,  
did not end. Her story was swiftly rewritten: she had renounced her 
conjugal right for the sake of the perpetuation of the grand prince’s  
line. Or she had begged Vasilii to let her leave the palace, claiming  
that courtly life had become a distraction from God. As a nun, 
Solomoniia inhabited a new role in the state: that of intercession with 
God for the prosperity of the prince and his realm. Her newfound – 

though unwanted – spiritual fecundity was a political responsibility that 
lasted long beyond her death. From the afterlife, Solomoniia divinely 
sanctioned the Muscovite autocracy. She was known for her miracles: 
once, she appeared to a marauding Lithuanian warlord in a nightmare, 
where she burned his right hand with a candle. The vision paralysed 
him, and the region was saved from invasion. After capturing the city  
of Kazan, a victory against the Tatars, Ivan the Terrible – that heir 
another woman had borne – visited Solomoniia’s relics to offer thanks. 
She had become a saint in spite of herself’. 

‘Despite her infertility – and her unseeded faith – Solomoniia 
incarnated both the divine spirit and the state. You see, my dear 
Ornament, the womb of a princess always conceives twins’. 

Blessed Be the Host of the Heavenly Tsar (alternatively known as Church Militant). russian icon, ca. 1550–60,  
from the uspensky Cathedral in the Moscow Kremlin, representing the fall of Kazan. source: tretyakovgallery.ru
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Highly Aged, your genius is like rosewater mixed with 
camphor and musk – its fragrance cannot remain hidden. 
But what a sad story you tell! What a sorry lot befell this 
princess. Unable to have children, used by the state that 
abandoned her and by the orthodoxy she did not want to 
take up…

‘Her life was tragic, it is true. But perhaps Solomoniia is having the last 
laugh. Isn’t the ultimate aim of stately life to create an immortal name 
for yourself? As the old sage Yūsuf Khāss Hājib said, the man with 
renown does not die when he dies, no matter how long he rots in the 
black earth’s folds. “Seek not life, seek a good name, for as long as you 
have that you are alive and smiling”.4 The improbably good name of 
Solomoniia Saburova lives on’.

Lost in thought, the Princess glanced upwards, her 
eyelashes as curled as a question mark. In a letter to 
me, King Rising Sun confided that he’s grown weary of 
handling the affairs of the realm by himself and that he 
desires a son. But what about me? Can motherhood itself 
be a form of statecraft?

‘O Princess, my cheeks that haven’t blushed in centuries are reddened 
in your service’, Highly Aged replied. ‘Gods may hatch from lotuses 
and sea foam and the footprints of greater gods, but kingdoms are born 
and managed by mothers. In Egypt, within only a few decades, mothers 
gave rise to two kinds of governments – a colonial regime and then  
a nascent nation…’.

A Mammary Politic

‘When the British conquered the country, they pointed to the lives  
of its princesses as one of the reasons why Egypt was entirely unfit to 
govern itself.5 The reports of European travellers who had penetrated 
the Khedive’s palace, muddled with tales from the Thousand and One 
Nights, told of captive, cloistered harem girls, playthings of despots, 
who lived pampered and perverse existences in clouds of twisted 
smoke. Besotted and outraged, the British surmised that the harem  

4  
Cited by Yūsuf Khāss Hājib 
in Kutadgu Bilig, ca. eleventh 
century. Wisdom of Royal Glory 
(Kutadgu Bilig): A Turko-
Islamic Mirror for Princes, 
trans. Robert Dankoff (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 
1983), 232.

5  
Lisa Pollard, Nurturing the 
Nation: The Family Politics of 
Modernizing, Colonizing, and 
Liberating Egypt, 1805–1923 
(Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2005).
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was having a pernicious effect at the highest levels of government.  
In this mysterious hothouse, mothers were raising generations of 
indolent sons who were ill-suited to rule. The British used it to justify 
their open-ended stay in Egypt, as a way of saving the Egyptians  
from themselves. And so Egypt’s quest for self-rule began with  
the transformation of household affairs’. 

‘Nationalism took on a mommying tone: mothers, it was argued, were 
the best conveyers of the values of the revolution, as they, above all, 
forge the morals of their children. This began at the breast. As a Turkish 
proverb goes, “If good character enters a man with his mother’s milk,  
it does not depart until death takes hold”.6 Or Rousseau: “Let mothers 

The marriage of the Khedive’s sister, the bride’s procession forming in the interior  
of the Harem. The Graphic (London), saturday, March 2, 1895; issue 1318.

Colonel Ahmed ‘Urabi  
or orabi, also known as  
Ahmad Arabi, Arabi Pasha  
and ‘El wahid’ (the only one), 
led the uprising against  
the Khedive Tewfik Pasha.  
source: archiv.ucl.cas.cz

Designed in the 1868, the gezirah Palace, also known as the 
Khedive’s Palace, was one of the Egyptian royal palaces of  
the Muhammad Ali Dynasty. Today it goes by the no less ornate 
moniker: Cairo Marriott Hotel & omar Khayyam Casino.  
Courtesy The Metropolitan Museum of Art, oAsC licence.

6  
Cited in the Kutadgu Bilig, 68. 

deign to nurse their children, morals will reform themselves”.7 
Advertisements for Lactagol baby formula, antitoxin to the sins of 
the ancient regime, urged mothers that their most sacred duty was to 
raise healthy sons for the nation. I saw a cartoon in the paper depicting 
Mother Egypt, a chic, veiled woman in high heels, sitting on the back  
of the Sphinx and breastfeeding an infant Bank Misr, the newly founded 
national bank. Jealous siblings – foreign banks – with nefarious 
intentions stalk the baby, but, nursed on his mother’s milk, he will live. 
And if the home were well organised and clean, the baby would thrive. 
The idea spread of mamlaka fil bayt, or “home as kingdom”: order 
in the pantry, like a little Platonic republic, assured order, health and 
flourishing at every level of the nation’. 

My dear Highly Aged, the Princess chimed in, I don’t 
imagine the King will expect me to maintain harmony  
in the realm by reorganising the palace kitchens.

7  
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, 
or On Education, trans. Allan 
Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 
1979), 46.

‘The baby will live if he continues to nurse from the breast of his mother’.  
illustration by Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara from the book Nurturing the Nation: The Family Politics  
of Modernizing, Colonizing, and Liberating Egypt, 1805–1923, by Lisa Pollard.

Carton of ‘Lactagol’, by  
E.T. Pearson & Co., Ltd., 
English, 1920-1955. London 
road, Mitcham. source: 
Science Museum, London, 
united Kingdom.
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‘Fiction is the essence of statecraft, O sparkling Ornament. Like 
conjuring the most fantastical fairy tale, politics is an act of creation 
that brings a subject into existence. And so fiction becomes fact. All 
this maternal talk generated a feeling that Egypt was a family, a natural, 
self-determining unit, and eventually, it became just that. Moreover,  
the love of country it gave rise to was real – and crucial. What else 
could ever compel a people to follow the laws of the land, to fight and  
to die for it, all for a fable? You see, my cherished gem, why mothers 
are so vital to statesmanship, as they, above all, deal in love. But one 
must tread with care. As the love-struck poet sang,

Egyptian jurist Qasim Amin 
(1863–1908) doing his best 
Marcel Proust. one of the 
founders of the Egyptian 
national movement and Cairo 
university, Amin returned to 
Cairo after a stint studying in 
france, determined to change 
the condition of women in his 
native country. Courtesy AfP.

She creates and she destroys: 
Her navel is a lotus swaying
inside a lake, where water lilies
bloom into breasts. Her thick hair
streams down Her body, a garland of heads 
hanging around Her neck. Even those earrings  
 children’s corpses
look stunning against the Mother’s ears’.8

What a ghoulish sight! I don’t understand,  
O wizened one. How could a hug strangle an army?

‘Mothers birth the nation, but they may also breed dissent. “A good 
mother is more beneficial to the species than a good man, and a corrupt 
woman is more damaging than a corrupt man”,9 as an Egyptian feminist 
once declared. A father might discipline with physical punishment. But 
mothers can indoctrinate their children into seditious beliefs by giving 
or withholding that most potent force of all…’.

O Highly Aged, how could one not just burst with love, 
like a ganglion of lightning? exclaimed the princess, 
allowing a daydream of motherhood to flicker past her 
emerald eyes.

Indoctrinate with Love

‘Sublime Ornament’, her seasoned maid replied, ‘this very same  
thing once terrified a great nation. It was called Momism – a fear  
of the soft power of Mom that gripped America. During the Second 
World War, when millions of women entered the workplace for the first 
time and occupied jobs once filled by men, there was the sense that 
masculinity itself was under threat. A crank called Philip Wylie wrote 
a bestselling book that, ridiculous as it was, became taken seriously 
in high circles.10 According to his theory of evolution, every female 
is a princess until she mates. Then, she smotheringly presides over a 
collectivist society, like a queen ant. Liberated from the household tasks 
of preindustrial women, Wylie surmised that Mom had way too much 
time on her hands, which she spent in getting her sons and husbands 

8  
A hymn to Kali by the Bengali 
poet Kamalakanta Bhattacarya 
(1769–1821) in Singing to the 
Goddess: Poems to Kali and 
Uma from Bengal, trans. and  
ed. Rachel Fell McDermott 
(Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2001), 36.

9  
Qasim Amin (1863–1908),  
a man often referred to as  
‘the Arab world’s first feminist’. 
See Qasim Amin, ‘The New 
Woman’, trans. Raghda el-‘Essaqi 
and Lisa Pollard, (unpublished 
ms. Cairo, 1995), 9. Qasim Amin, 
cited in Pollard, Nurturing  
the Nation, 159. 

10  
Philip Wylie, Generation of 
Vipers (New York: Pocket Books, 
1942). The American Library 
Association selected Generation 
of Vipers as one of the best 
nonfiction works of the first  
half of the twentieth century.

Bi
lg

ilin
in

 sö
zü

 to
pr

ak
 iç

in
 su

 g
ib

id
ir;

Su
 ak

ıtı
lın

ca
 ye

rd
en

 n
im

et
 çı

ka
r.

Bu
t w

he
n 

th
e w

ise
 m

an
 sp

ea
ks

, h
e k

ee
ps

 h
is 

to
ng

ue
 u

nd
er

 co
nt

ro
l, 

an
d 

hi
s w

or
ds

 ar
e l

ike
 w

at
er

 to
 th

e e
ar

th
, c

au
sin

g 
bl

es
sin

gs
 to

 sp
rin

g 
up

 w
he

re
ve

r h
e l

et
s t

he
m

 fl
ow

. 

Sł
ów

 cz
ło

wi
ek

a m
ąd

re
go

 n
ig

dy
 n

ie 
jes

t d
os

yć
,

An
i c

zy
st

ej 
wo

dy
 źr

ód
lan

ej 
ni

e m
oż

e z
ab

ra
kn

ąć
.

De
s W

iss
en

de
n 

W
or

te
 n

eh
m

en
 n

ich
t a

b,
De

s fl
ies

se
nd

en
 F

lu
ss

es
 W

as
se

r n
im

m
t n

ich
t a

b.



M i r r o r s  f o r  P r i n c e sM i r r o r  f o r  P r i n c e s s e s

118 119

to adore her. Her instruments of indoctrination included hugs, pies 
of various fruits, and guilt, but above all, “that lion crouching on the 
threshold”, the tongue. Mom was “all tongue and teat and razzmatazz”. 
But she, terrifyingly, was the one teaching her children language’. 

‘“Men should either be caressed or crushed”, as Machiavelli said.11 
Mom was doing both. Edward Strecker, the president of the American 
Psychiatric Association, declared that the millions of men who had been 
rejected or discharged from the army during WWII were the creations 
of overbearing mothers. Mom posed a threat to national security. 

11  
Niccolò Machiavelli, The 
Prince, trans. Quentin Skinner 
and Russell Price (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 
2003), 9.

We Can Do It! ‘The wrinkles of a nation are as visible as those of an individual’, wrote Emil Cioran,  
image by J.H. Miller. source: National Museum of American History.

As Cold War hysteria hit, American mothers were held responsible 
for keeping the communist plot out of the home. But who could tell 
whether they weren’t the ones stirring it? Wylie was an adviser to the 
Atomic Energy Commission and advocated for the H-bomb, arguing 
that nuclear armament was the best way to eradicate Momism.  
But even Enola Gay had been someone’s mother. As the poet said,

Love’s ways are like this:
as curled as the tendrils
of a new cucumber.12 

‘Wylie proclaimed Mom the third point in an American trinity, with 
Bible and Flag’, Highly Aged continued. ‘It’s funny how, attempting  
to demonise mothers, he truly apotheosised them’.

I fear I’ve done the same with my own mother, Drone-on-
World, the princess replied. You know how we’ve never 
got along. But now as I’m about to marry the king, I feel 
I need her blessings, not only for my own sake but that of 
the realm… Do you think it is strange? 

 
‘It may be, O Princess, that politics is just not practicable without  
the divine spirit. The state is simply a mixture of everyone’s particular 
self-interests. What can bind it together and elevate the people to  
strive for some sort of greater public good? In Solomoniia’s case,  
the authority of the monarchy was sacralised by the Orthodox Church. 
Communist regimes give rise to cults of charismatic leaders. Or in  
a democracy, civil religion seeps in. As Eisenhower said to me, “Our 
form of government has no sense unless it is founded in a deeply 
felt religious faith – and I don’t care what it is”.13 Every realm needs 
something, anything, to sanctify it. It might even be your mother’.

O Highly Aged, you are the lamp in the fading light.  
But something troubles me: in the quest for power, 
it seems so easy to harness the divine for my own 
advancement in this world. But then I will surely ruin  
my chances of paradise in the next. How can I have it all?
 

Enola Gay 
The namesake of the airplane 
that dropped the bomb on 
Hiroshima during wwii,  
Mrs. Enola gay Tibbets was 
a sagittarius – the sign of the 
archer, or those who take aim. 
source: Wikimedia Commons.

12  
From the Gathasaptasati, in 
Selby, Grow Long, Blessed 
Night.

13  
Dwight D. Eisenhower, ‘Address 
at the Freedoms Foundation’ 
(Waldorf-Astoria, New York,  
22 December 1952). 
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Carnal Selfie

‘O pious jewel, have you ever heard of Rabi‘a al-Adawiyya?  
She used to walk down the streets of Basra in the eighth century, 
holding a pitcher of water in one hand and a flaming torch in the other.  
When people asked what she was doing, she would say, “I am going to 
quench the fires of hell and burn down paradise. For people should not 

worship from fear of punishment or hope of reward, but only for love  
of God”.14 When her arm became tired, she would make me hold the 
jug. Princess, you must think of paradise as Rabi‘a did, as a purely 
spiritual state – that of complete union with God. Heaven is like being 
milk in milk. To get there, you must obliterate your carnal self, the 
wayward, hungry nafs. It is one of the three things that are bad when 

Rabi’a al-Adawiyya The 
poet Attar sang her praises:  
‘if all women were like the one 
we have mentioned, / Then 
women would be preferred to 
men. / for the feminine gender 
is no shame for the sun, / nor 
is the masculine gender an 
honor for the crescent moon!’ 
Courtesy Javaz at British 
Library.

Another response altogether 
to the ills of patriarchal society, 
the Albanian sworn virgins 
take a vow of chastity in order 
to enjoy the lifestyle and 
benefits of men, which includes 
carrying a gun or hanging out 
with other men in cafés all day 
while women do the brunt of  
the work. sources: Jil Peters 
(left). Edith Durham/royal 
Anthropological institute (right). 

14 
This is my own wording of this 
often told / reimagined story of 
the Sufi saint Rabi’a. See also 
Margaret Smith, Rabi‘a the 
Mystic and Her Fellow Saints 
in Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1928). 
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they are fat, according to the old sage Yusuf, along with your falcon  
and your dog. As he put it, “if your carnal self gets a thick neck like  
a camel stallion, it will drag you wailing to the Fire”’.15 

‘Recite after me: “The country of I and We forsake; thy home in 
Annihilation make”, as the martyred poetess16 sang. Rabi‘a lived 
there, sleeping with a brick as a pillow. Her austere hut was like a 
marsh made from her tears. She depended entirely on God for her 
subsistence. When, after days of fasting, she was cooking a meal for 
herself and needed an onion, a bird flew overhead and dropped one into 
her frying pan, already peeled. Many sought her hand in marriage but 
she rejected them all. It’s said that when Hasan of Basra proposed to 
her, Rabi‘a replied: “The contract of marriage is for those who have a 
material existence. But I have ceased to exist and have passed out of 
Self. My existence is in Him, and I am altogether His”.17 How’s that 
for a rejection, O Princess? When she went on hajj, the Ka‘ba got up 
and walked over to meet her along the way. But although Rabi‘a lived 
in celibacy and extreme solitude, many have followed her path while 
remaining in societal life. At worst, you can consider your marriage 
to King Rising Sun as a purgative of sorts for the soul, a training in 
patience, which is one of the steps on the way. But maternity will be  
for your spiritual benefit. As the Prophet said, “Paradise lies at the  
feet of mothers”’.
 

You are truly the zephyr that wafts from the east and 
opens the way to the hereafter. But I don’t see how, in my 
daily life, I could practice this. How could I annihilate 
my self and then put the children to bed? 

‘The beguine Marguerite Porete imagined it as an act of decreation –  
a metaphysical one – requiring seven steps. “One must crush oneself, 
hacking and hewing away at oneself to widen the place in which  
Love will want to be”, she advised in The Mirror of Simple Souls.18 
“Love dares the self to leave itself behind”, as the poet sang.19 When 
one has become utterly empty of will, into the void the numinous spirit 
floods in. In this state of nothingness, Marguerite wrote, “God of his 
divine majesty sees himself in her, and by him this Soul is so illumined 
that she cannot see that anyone exists, except only God himself, from 
whom all things are”.20 The soul becomes the place for the deity’s 

The Mirror of Simple 
Souls is an early 14th-century 
work of Christian mysticism 
by Marguerite Porete. The full 
title lets slip the love mysticism 
shared by Christianity and 
islam in medieval times. 
source: Éditions Albin Michel.

17  
A story of Rab‘ia told in Attar’s 
Memoir of the Saints (Tadhkirat 
al-Awliya), ca. 1200. Cited in 
Smith, Rabi‘a the Mystic. 

20  
Porete, Mirror, 145–46.

19  
Anne Carson, Decreation  
(New York: Knopf, 2005), 162.

18  
Marguerite Porete, The Mirror  
of Simple Souls, trans.  
Edmund Colledge, Judith Grant,  
J.C. Marler (Indiana: Notre Dame 
Press, 1999), 142.

16  
The Iranian poet and theologian 
Fatimah Baraghani, also called 
Táhirih. She was executed for 
her Bábi faith in Tehran in 1852, 
wearing a bridal dress.

15  
Cited by Yūsuf Khāss Hājib  
in Kutadgu Bilig.

LE miroir
dEs ÂmEs simpLEs
Et anéantiEs
Et QUi sEULE-
mEnt dEmEUrEnt 
En VoULoir Et 
désir d’amoUr
margUEritE porEtE

infinite self-reflection: God’s mirror. And as the place where God sees 
God, the soul herself becomes God. So the obliteration of the self is 
actually a process of deification, a bit like what happened to Solomoniia 
in her barrenness. Marguerite Porete was burnt at the stake for heresy. 
But as Al-Kalabadhi said, “He is burnt who feels the fire, but he who  
is fire, how shall he be burnt?”’21

You are the mirror for this simple soul, the princess 
marvelled. But I cannot help but wonder, if all people 
took up such a path, how could the state continue  
to exist? Would the kingdom dissolve into chaos?

‘It’s true, princess, all government and even ecclesiastical authority 
would be totally subverted. I am old and my hair is like the feathers  
of a seagull. But perhaps there is a way for the realm to still hold 
together. The way forward, I think, is as a great sage once said:  
“Man is called to become in the image of an angel”’.22 

in her work on sappho, the classicist and poet  
Anne Carson wonders whether it is a 
coincidence that the greek poets who first sang  
of Eros were also the first to leave poems in 
written form, following the development of the 
alphabet in the 7th and 6th centuries BCE. “To put 
the question more pungently, what is erotic about 
alphabetization?” she asks. Copyright Jeff Brown, 
published in The New York Times.

21  
Smith, Rabi‘a the Mystic.

22  
Norman O. Brown, The 
Challenge of Islam (Santa Cruz: 
New Pacific Press, 2009), 98.
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Angelomorphosis

The wise old woman paced back and forth on the jaguar-skin carpet.  
‘O Princess, struggling to balance the demands of their careers, 
families, marriages and faiths, while ever striving to break the glass 
ceiling, women are often told that perfectionism is what holds them 
back. As one of the world’s most powerful women writes, “Aiming  
for perfection causes frustration at best and paralysis at worst”.23  
She embraces the motto Done is better than perfect, and encourages 
women to let go of unattainable standards. Indeed, my dear Ornament, 
perfection is impossible: there is no such thing as a perfect princess. 
But we must reach towards something even greater. Not perfection 
but angelomorphosis. The princess must strive to become the arched, 
perfectly groomed brow on the eyes of this world and the next.  
It’s an unrealisable, infinite demand. But attempting to live up to  
the impossible divides us from ourselves, puts us opposite ourselves, 
and suddenly we can see our reflections, as in the glass. It’s in the mirror 
that the angel is seen; we become what we behold. And as an apostle 
once said, “If men were angels, no government would be necessary”’.24

one of the top execs at facebook, Sheryl Sandberg has spoken publicly about her struggles with 
impostor syndrome. This psychological condition common among women – with its conviction that the  
world is an illusion and the self a fraud – may actually bring her closer to achieving bodhisattva-hood.  
Photo by Yonhap/EPA, via Landov.

23  
Sheryl Sandberg, Lean In: 
Women, Work, and the Will to 
Lead (New York: Knopf, 2013), 
126. The COO of Facebook, 
Sandberg was № 9 in Forbes’ 
List of The World’s 100 Most 
Powerful Women for 2014. 

24  
James Madison, under the  
pseudonym of Publius, arguing  
for a constitution that would  
establish a structure of checks  
and balances. Excerpt from  
‘The Federalist, № 51’ in  
The New York Packet,  
8 February 1788.

Angelomorphosis  
source: Wikimedia Commons.

‘New motto: New Nazareths in us.25 The angel is born not in the 
womb but in an epiphany, through vision. Existing first in the eye, it 
transfigures us. “I have attained to that which I beheld”, spoke Rabi‘a 
from the afterlife to her friends in their sleep’.

Your mind surely has a hundred wings, Highly Aged.  
But how will I know when I see the angel?  
What do they wear? 

 
‘“Do they dye their wings after Forever, tinting their haloes,  
aging zero without Time, those androgynous angels?”26 It came to 
Louis Massignon wearing the phosphorescence of a fish.27 For Ibn 
‘Arabi, the angel arrived as a woman. He was walking around the  
Ka‘ba when he met a girl, “a divine initiatrix” with an astral aura,  
who, speaking with unwavering authority, revealed the secrets of love.28  
No woman more beautiful, more spiritual, more subtle, said Ibn ‘Arabi, 
than this Nizam Ayn al-Shams, “Eye of the Sun”. God is seen more 
perfectly in the form of a woman than a man, he declared. As for the 
Ka‘ba, it appeared to hover above the ground, lifting the skirts of its 
robe like a girl about to jump’.

25  
Gerard Manley Hopkins,  
‘The Blessed Virgin Compared 
to the Air We Breathe’, “God’s 
Grandeur” and Other Poems 
(New York: Dover Editions, 
1995), 39.

The french orientalist scholar and Melkite priest Louis Massignon wrote to his pen-pal  
Thomas Merton on new Year’s Eve, 1960: ‘My case is not to be imitated; i made a duel with our Lord…’. 
source: henryanedechaponay.free.fr

26  
From ‘Angels’ by Agha Shahid 
Ali (1949–2001). In The Veiled 
Suite: The Collected Poems 
(New York: W.W. Norton,  
2009), 341.

27  
‘My inner mirror revealed 
Him to me’, wrote Massignon 
in ‘Visitation of the Stranger: 
Response to an Inquiry about 
God’ (1955). In Testimonies 
and Reflections: Essays of 
Louis Massignon, ed. and trans. 
Herbert Mason (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 
1989), 41.

28  
In Henri Corbin, Creative 
Imagination in the Sufism  
of Ibn ‘Arabi, trans. Ralph 
Manheim (London: Routledge, 
1969).
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O Highly Aged, “Night is about to throw meteors  
at my blurred head”…29 I fear I must retire to bed.

‘Sleep well, my princess, more luminous than a thousand Pleiades. 
Remember, this is the wisdom that will bring you glory. As a friend 
once taught me, 

“A person approaches her perfect nature,
and becomes herself in the truest sense,
by acceding at times to the angel within  
her – its flitting presence her only defence
against perfection’s petrifaction, 
suggests Avicenna’s Celestial Ascent 
(pun intended), as subtraction leads 
her to more than she ever meant.”30 
 

Princess Ornament-On-World and Highly Aged retreated to their beds. 
The whole realm was wrapped in a warm quilt of their splendour.  
The sky stretched out in his kaftan of cobalt and sequins. The earth put 
on her sleeping mask, the sun was off in a dream. Meanwhile, the moon 
summoned her cavalry, the evening dew, and stationed it on top of  
the flowers. Spurred by the whip of the wind, the fields of the kingdom 
galloped as they stood.’*

30 
Peter Cole, ‘The Perfect State’, 
The Invention of Influence (New 
York: New Directions, 2014), 88.

 *
I uttered this discourse in the 
summer of 2014. It took me three 
sleepless weeks to compose. 
Taking breaks during the day, 
I went on walks in the city, 
allowing my blazing mind to 
rove. Princesses passed me in the 
streets, in pink tulle and tiaras, 
waving inert plastic wands.  
They ran ahead of their strollers. 
But over what will they rule? 
Their mothers, failing to balance 
the needs of their families and  

careers, turn to self-help 
literature, knowing that the state 
will not help them. But these 
books don’t even have a clue as  
to what the ‘self’ is. I thought  
I could offer something better 
than their impotent advice.  
I selected my words carefully, 
stringing them together like 
pearls around the neck of an 
empress. I found the English 
language to be much like a 
spotted doe. In the evenings,  

 
caught in the light of my desk 
lamp, I drew her to me, though 
from time to time she was skittish 
and fled my grasp. I followed her 
tracks. Now that I have finished 
the piece, I present it to you as a 
gift, rolled up, a small patterned 
carpet with a bit of fringe. Here 
I end. A cool breeze rustles my 
skirt and dries the ink.

29  
This line is from the Abbasid 
poet Abdullah ibn al-Mu’tazz, 
who ruled as caliph for one day 
and one night. In Birds through 
a Ceiling of Alabaster, ed. and 
trans. G.B.H. Wightman and  
A.Y. Al-Udhari (Baltimore: 
Penguin Books, 1975), 89.  
The image of the dew as  
cavalry is also his.
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Shaggy or 
Shaved

THE sYMBoLisM of 
HAir AMong PErsiAn 

q AL AnDAr sufis1

Lloyd Ridgeon

The Qalandars have usually been considered antinomian 
Sufis, a view that may have been perpetuated by their 
shocking appearance (the shaving of head hair, eyebrows, 
moustache and beard), that is, the so-called four shaves, 
chahār-ẓarb, which runs against the normative Islamic 
tradition. This paper briefly highlights the significance 
of hair in the Islamic tradition with reference to the 
sacred sources (the Qur’ān Ḥadīth and biographies of 
the Prophet). Subsequently the general Sufi perspective 
on hair is considered, and then the study focuses on the 
Qalandars. Following a brief investigation of the term, four 
seemingly different Qalandar explanations for the origins 
of the chahār-ẓarb are presented. Despite the apparent 
dissimilarity in these emic sources, it is argued that they 
hold significant parallels. An understanding of the contents 
of these stories reveals the Qalandars to be located firmly 
within a normative Sufi tradition; rather than having an 
unbounded, intoxicated and antinomian lifestyle, these 
stories suggest that the Qalandars were deeply attached to 
Qur’ānic and Islamic referents, and wished to uphold an 
ethic by which they were able to devote their focus to the 
divine.

The believers of many of the major religious traditions  
are frequently identified simply through the way their  
hair has been groomed, cut, shaved, coloured or left 
untouched. For example, the Jewish male often has 
distinctive ringlets, the Hindu ascetic sports long matted 
hair, the Christian monk boasts a tonsure, the Buddhist 
monk is completely shaven, and the Sikh has his hair 

1  
This paper first appeared in 
the Journal of Iran and the 
Caucasus, vol. 14, № 2 (2010): 
233–63. I would like to thank  
Dr. David Shankland for  
reading an initial version,  
and for suggesting various ways 
in which it could be developed.  
I am also very grateful to  
Dr. Richard Gauvain, whose 
insights and recommendations 
shaped much of this paper.  
Any errors, misunderstandings  
or deficiencies, however, are 
mine alone.
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collected beneath a turban. Hair is a distinguishing feature, 
a marker of difference over a whole range of classifying 
features such as belief, practice, social status, age, gender 
and ethnicity. Even in the contemporary secular West, 
when religion plays a less prominent role in society than  
in the premodern period, hair remains an important symbol 
of social aspirations. Social comments with hair have been 
made by hippies with long, unkempt hair in the 1960s,  
by Afro-Caribbeans with big afro-style hair in the 1970s, 
and by punk rockers with their mohicans in the late  
1970s. The symbolic significance of hair is manifested  
in the present age within many societies.2 

Hair is a topic rich with potential for interesting research, 
and many of the well-known contemporary ethnographic 
studies have tended to focus on Asian traditions.3  
In Islamicate traditions, hair has not attracted much 
scholarly attention,4 although an associated topic, the 
ḥijāb, is one of the most controversial and sometimes 
acrimonious discussions in the contemporary period. 
While interest has surrounded the issue of female sexuality 
and hair (and purity) in the modern era,5 it was male 
hair that resulted in some debate in the medieval period, 
within Sufi circles at least. This was because a group of 
Sufis engaged in a ritual of shaving the hair of the head, 
eyebrows, beard and moustache, the so-called four shaves, 
which made them instantly recognisable in society and set 
them apart from other Muslims. These individuals were 
known as Qalandars, a term that emerged as a literary 
trope in the tenth to the eleventh centuries.6

qur’ān,  
ḤADīTH AnD sīrA

The Qur’ān does not offer specific instructions to  
Muslims about how believers should grow or cut their  
hair. There are references to shaving the head at the end  
of the ḥajj pilgrimage at Mecca (2.196; 48.27), but it is in 
the Ḥadīth and Sīra literature that issues related to hair  
are considered in more detail. (The veracity of these 
reports is not of concern here, since most Muslims in  
the medieval period when the Qalandars appeared would 
have assessed these reports using their own methods  
to verify their historical authenticity.) That Muḥammad 

3  
Edmund Leach, ‘Magical Hair’, 
The Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute  
of Great Britain and Ireland, 
vol. 88, № 2 (1958): 147–64; Paul 
Hershman, ‘Hair, Sex and Dirt’, 
Man, vol. 9, № 2 (1974): 274–98; 
G. Obeyesekere, Medusa’s Hair 
(Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1981); A. Hiltebeitel and 
B. Miller, eds., Hair: Its Power 
and Meaning in Asian Culture 
(Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1998).

5  
Julie Marcus, A World of 
Difference: Islam and Gender 
Hierarchy in Turkey (London: 
Allen & Unwin, 1992).

6  
J. T. P. de Bruijn, ‘The 
Qalandariyyāt in Persian 
Mystical Poetry, from Sanā’ī 
Onwards’, in L. Lewisohn, ed., 
The Legacy of Medieval Persian 
Sufism (London: Khanaqah 
Nimatullahi Publishing, 1992), 
75–86.

4  
Exceptions include: I. Pfluger-
Schindlbeck, ‘On the Symbolism 
of Hair in Islamic Societies: 
An Analysis of Approaches’, 
Anthropology of the Middle 
East, vol. 1, № 2 (2006): 72–88; 
and Carol Delaney, ‘Untangling 
the Meanings of Hair in Turkish 
Society’, Anthropological 
Quarterly, vol. 67, № 4 (1994): 
159–72.

2  
On the recent ‘Modesty and the 
Veil Festival’ in Iran, promoting 
suitable hairstyles for males, see 
The Times (6 July 2010): 31. 

was a model for believers meant that his conduct and 
his presentation provided the ideal to emulate. The Sīra 
includes passages in which Muḥammad is described 
as having hair that was neither ‘too curly nor lank, but 
definitely curly’,7 and tradition held that ‘the plaits of 
his hair were parted’.8 Moreover, Ḥadīths confirm that 
he was meticulous in grooming his hair,9 and he is 
reported to have said: ‘He who has hair should honour 
it’.10 Muḥammad also gave recommendations for cutting 
and clipping head hair, the moustache and beard before a 
period of forty nights had elapsed.11 There are indications 
that Muḥammad was aware of the symbolic significance 
that hair could have. The simple principle of belonging, 
of insider and outsider, is apparent in several anecdotes. 
For example, it is said that the Jews and Christians used to 
let their hair fall down, while the heathens parted it, and 
Muḥammad followed the ways of the People of the Book 
on matters upon which he had no specific instructions from 
God. So he used to let his hair fall down without parting it, 
but subsequently he did part it (probably in the Medinan 
period when relations between Muslims and the People of 
the Book were less than harmonious).12 In addition, it is 
reported that Muḥammad used to clip his moustache, and 
a Magian came to him and said: ‘You ought to clip your 
beard and allow your moustaches to grow’, but Muḥammad 
replied: ‘My Lord commands me to clip the moustaches 
and allow the beard to grow’.13 The significance of all of 
these reports is simply that Muḥammad enjoined Muslims 
to pay suitable attention to their hair, ensuring that it was 
clean, orderly and of a relatively short length. In addition, 
moustaches and beards were to be grown, but facial hair 
was to be kept neat and tidy. This was the model, or pattern, 
for believers to emulate.

More than this, there are indications that the early Muslims 
believed that Muḥammad’s head hair possessed baraka, 
or a form of holy power. There are traditions that relate 
how his hair was carefully collected after it was cut 
or shaved and used as an amulet.14 Moreover, it is also 
related that, ‘When the Prophet had his beard shaven and 
his companions surrounded him, they never suffered a 
single hair to fall to the ground but seized them as good 
omens or for a blessing. And since his Excellency had his 
hair cut only at the time of pilgrimage, this had become 
sunna’.15 The traditional association of hair with power 
may be linked to the custom of cutting the newborn’s first 
hair (‘aqīqa), and this may be connected with both the idea 

12  
William Muir, The Life of 
Mahomet and History of Islam 
to the Era of the Hegira, vol. 6 
(London: n.p., 1861), 331; Ibn 
Taymiyya, ‘Iqtiḍā al-ṣirāt al-
mustaqīm’, Riyadh, vol. 1 (1991): 
413, 416, 420–21.

13  
Muir, ibid., 332. 

15  
Ibid.

14  
Samuel Zwemer, ‘Hairs of the 
Prophet’, Ignace Goldziher 
Memorial Volume, Part 1, eds. 
S. Löwinger and J. Somogyi 
(Budapest: n.p., 1948): 50. 

7  
Ibn Hishā, The Life of 
Muhammad, trans. Alfred 
Guillaume (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1955), 725–26.

9  
Muhammad Ibn Ismail Al-
Bukhari, The Translation of the 
Meanings of Sahih Al-Bukhari, 
trans. Muhammad Muhsin Khan 
(Lahore: Kazi Publications, 
1986), 7.745.

11  
Ibid.

8  
Annemarie Schimmel, And 
Muhammad is His Messenger 
(Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1985), 34.

10  
Abu Dawud, Sunan, Book 33, 
On Combing the Hair (Kitāb 
Tarajjul), № 4151. See: http://
www.scribd.com/doc/33710880/
Sunan-Abu-Dawud-Book-33-
Combing-the-Hair-Kitab-Tarajjul/ 
(accessed 5 November 2014).
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of controlling and sharing this power. The ‘aqīqa ritual 
involved the weighing of the cut hair and the equivalent 
weight (in silver or gold) was donated in alms, and a sheep 
was also sacrificed and the meat donated to the needy.16

The Qur’ān has very little to say about hair, although 
Schimmel notes that there is a mention of the forelock  
(in 96.15–16) and, indeed, the portrayal of the forelock 
(nāṣīya) is negative, suggesting that it held a power that 
required some control: ‘And yet, indeed, if he does not 
desist. We shall drag him by the forelock. By the lying, 
the sinful forelock’.17 Schimmel adds that in the Islamic 
tradition, grasping someone by the forelock was ‘to 
hold his most power-laden part, that is, to overcome him 
completely’.18 The power of hair may have something to 
do with the realisation that hair is a liminal material, that 
is to say, it is dead and has no sensation, yet it is somehow 
powerful enough to grow, one of the indications of life.19

Interpreting the power of hair has resulted in different 
perspectives, ranging from linkages with the holy 
(as in the baraka associated with Muḥammad’s hair) to 
something more base and animalistic. Schimmel argued 
that it is due to the hair’s power that Muslim men are not 
supposed to enter a sacred place with the head uncovered.20 
Thus, a fez, turban or cap is worn with a small prayer cap 
underneath. On the other hand, a possible conceptual 
link between hair and animals (and irrational, nonhuman 
behaviour) is evident in early Islamic texts, such as the 
report of Wahb b. Munabbih (d. 14) who narrated the travels 
of Dhu al-Qarnayn to the mythical creatures of Gog and 
Magog, which, among other animalistic features (claws 
and big sharp teeth), were hairy. Their big hairy ears were 
used as clothes, and males and females would ‘have sex 
whenever they met, like beasts’.21

It is evident that the symbolism of hair in the Islamicate 
traditions contains a wealth of meanings, and this essay 
focuses solely on one aspect, namely the Qalandar 
perspective. However, to fully appreciate the significance 
of hair within the Qalandar worldview, it is necessary  
to investigate very briefly the general Sufi position.

 

18  
Schimmel, And Muhammad  
is His Messenger, 181.

20  
Schimmel, And Muhammad  
is His Messenger, 94. 

19  
On the symbolic value of the 
forelock in the Yezidi ritual, 
see Garnik S. Asatrian, ‘The 
Holy Brotherhood: The Yezidi 
Religious Institution of the 
“Brother” and the “Sister” of 
the Next World’, Iran and 
Caucasus, vols. 3–4 (Boston: 
Brill, 1999–2000): 85ff.

21  
Brannon Wheeler, Prophets 
in the Qu’ran (New York: 
Continuim, 2002), 234.

17 
The forelock is also mentioned 
in 11.56.

16  
Th. W. Juynboll and J. Pedersen, 
‘Akika’, Encyclopaedia of 
Islam 2, ed. H.A.R. Gibb, vol. 1 
(London: Luzak, 1960): 337;  
Ibn Rushd, Bidāyat al-Mujtahid 
wa Nihāyat al-Muqtaṣid (The 
Distinguished Jurist’s Primer), 
trans. Imran Nyazee, vol. 1 
(Reading: Garnet, 2006): 560–62; 
Schimmel, And Muhammad is 
His Messenger, 181.

THE sufi  
PErsPECTivE

The Sufi tradition of the medieval period contains much 
material relating to hair, but it seems that the Sufis grew 
their beards and moustaches, and cut their hair at regular 
intervals. That the celebrated Persian mystic Jalāl al-
Dīn Rūmī (d. 274) sported hair, moustache and beard, 
is supported in an anecdote contained in Shams al-Dīn 
Aḥmad Aflākī’s hagiography of the great poet, in which  
he instructs the barber to cut his facial hair in such a way 
that only enough remained to tell the difference between  
a man and woman. Interestingly, Aflākī continued:

Another day he [Rūmī] said, ‘I am jealous  
of the qalandars because they have no beard’.  
And he recited the following tradition: It is a  
man’s good fortune if he has a thin beard because 
the beard is an adornment for a man and if it is 
large he becomes conceited, and that is a form  
of perdition. And he said: ‘An abundant beard  
is pleasing to the Sufis, but by the time a Sufi  
has combed out his beard, a knower of God had  
already reached God’.22 

Rūmī’s warnings about nurturing pride by paying  
attention to facial hair are reflected in a number of other 
cases.23 For example, the celebrated Sufi, Abū Ḥafṣ 
‘Umar Suhrawardī (d. 234), instructed trainees in the 
Sufi-futuwwat associations that mushroomed in Persian- 
and Turkish-speaking lands between the thirteenth and 
sixteenth centuries ad24 not to fiddle with their moustaches 
or beards when in the presence of their master, yet the 
trainee should possess at all times a comb so that he  
may groom his moustache and beard.25 Some of these  
Sufi-futuwwat associations restricted entry to those  
whose appearance conformed to the ideal male image.  
For example, a Persian futuwwat-nāma states: 

There are other people too for whom futuwwat is 
impermissible because they have no beard. This is 
because the Prophet said: ‘No futuwwat, no man’. 
First, [God] gave futuwwat to Adam. When the 
Truth brought Adam and Eve from the hiding of 
nonexistence to existence there was no beard on 
his face, and they say that Eve did not respect him, 

22  
Shams al-Dīn Aḥmad Aflākī,  
The Feats of the Knowers  
of God (Manāqeb al-‘ārefīn),  
trans. John O’Kane (Leiden: 
Brill, 2002), 284.

25  
M. Ṣarrāf, ed., Rasā’el-e 
javānmardān (Tehran: n.p., 
1991), 145, 162.

24  
For these Sufi-futuwwat 
associations, see Lloyd Ridgeon, 
Morals and Mysticism in 
Persian Sufism: A History 
of Sufi-futuwwat (London: 
Routledge, 2010), 61–91. Briefly, 
however, the Sufi-futuwwat 
organisations were urban groups 
of males who had their own  
forms of ritual initiation and 
clothing, and engaged in forms  
of Sufi activity, such as the samā‘ 
and dhikr. Such groups appear to 
have been focused on those who 
did not desire to engage in Sufi 
activity on a full-time basis.

23  
See also the story in ‘Aṭṭār’s 
Manṭiq al-Ṭayr about the old 
man who loved his beard very 
much, but did not enjoy spiritual 
ecstasy. He asked Moses the 
reason for this, and the Prophet 
was told by God that the old man 
had not attained a high level of 
spiritual insight because of the 
attention he paid to his beard. 
On hearing this, the old man 
started to tear out his beard, but 
Gabriel indicated to Moses that 
this reaction was just as bad, 
because it indicated that the old 
man was still thinking about his 
beard. The primary purpose of 
the spiritual life is God and not 
those things that orientate the 
individual towards the divine. 
Peter Avery, The Speech of the 
Birds (Cambridge: The Islamic 
Texts Society, 1998), 265–66).
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nor was she afraid. Adam complained,  
‘Oh God! Eve does not respect me’. God Most  
High granted Adam a beard, and when Eve saw 
Adam’s blessed beard, fear and wonder fell into 
her heart, and after that without saying anything, 
she had such modesty before Adam that they say 
she never spoke a word to his face, and she never 
smiled in front of his beard.26

That Sufis were very conscious of hair may be linked to 
their perception of God in the mundane world, especially  
in beautiful faces.27 In Sufi Persian poetry, the face of  
the Beloved (God) was framed, hidden or highlighted  
by the locks or tresses. Such a focus is worthy of lengthy 
consideration, for if Islamicate tradition is weak in 
iconography or painting, it certainly compensates in 
its poetry. The amount of Sufi verse in both Arabic and 
Persian languages testifies to a tradition that spiritually 
visualised God in an anthropomorphic fashion. The trope 
of the flowing tresses of the Beloved was one of the most 
popular found in this tradition, perhaps because of the 
ambivalence or multivocality of its message. On the one 
hand the tress (zulf ) of the Beloved brings raptures to the 
lover, and yet the same tress conceals His face.28 This is an 
example of the hide-and-seek played by lovers, but which 
was utilised by the Sufis to demonstrate the manifest and 
nonmanifest dimension (or immanence and transcendence) 
of God. As Rūmī says: ‘When I passed beyond my  
intellect, I seized the end of His tresses / Now I am caught, 
captured by His curls; The Banner of Thy tresses veils  
Thy Beauty / Otherwise Thy light would shine forth’.29

These descriptions of the Beloved stand in contrast  
to the appearance of the Sufi, some of whom appeared  
to have shaved their heads, as indicated by Kāshī  
(who lived in the fourteenth century), who commented  
that shaving the head (ḥulq-e sar) was the custom in 
Sufism but not in futuwwat.30 A number of famous 
medieval Sufis, including Majd al-Dīn Baghdādī (d. 209) 
and Yaḥyā bin Aḥmad Bākharzī (d. ca. 1335–6), have left 
sufficient evidence in their writings to indicate that shaving 
the head in the wider Sufi tradition was not the exception.

26  
Afshārī and M. Madāyenī, 
eds., (1381), Čahārdah resāle 
dar bāb-i fotowwat wa aṣnāf 
(Tehran: n.p., 2002), 90–91.

28  
The zulf was utilised as a 
metaphor by poets writing in 
Persian at a very early stage in  
the history of Persian poetry.  
It appears in the works of Rūdakī 
(d. ca. 941), Anvarī (d. 189) and 
Khāqānī (d. 199) and it was also 
adopted by Sufi poets such as 
Sanā’ī (d. 131) and Rūmī. See 
Dehkhodā (1373), ‘Zulf’, Loγat-
nāme, vol. 8 (Tehran, n.p., 1994), 
11357–60. 29  

Rūmī (1363), Dīvān-i Ŝams,  
3rd ed., ed. B. Forūzānfar 
(Tehran: n.p., 1982), 14951, 
21768.

30  
Ṣarrāf, Rasā’el-e  
javānmardān, 15.

27  
The shāhid (or witness) is  
the individual who presents the 
lover with the proof of God’s 
manifestation. The famous Sufi, 
Ibn ‘Arabī (d. 240), recollected 
his sentiments about the beautiful 
Iranian woman from Isfahan, 
Niẓām, in his Tarjumān al-
ashwāq: ‘Every time I mention  
a name it is her I am naming. 
Every time I refer to an abode 
it is her abode I am describing’, 
and he adds: ‘in composing these 
verses my allusions throughout 
were to divine inspirations and 
spiritual revelations’. See Claude 
Addas, The Quest for the Red 
Sulphur (Cambridge: Islamic 
Texts Society, 1993), 209.

THE qALAnDArs

Although the practice of shaving the head seems to have 
been common among the Sufis, the Qalandars took  
the shaving of hair to an extreme, as their custom of  
the chahār-ẓarb gave them a distinctive appearance.  
Whereas the shaved head of the Sufi was no doubt 
concealed by a turban or head covering,31 the Qalandar 
was readily identified as he would have had no beard, 
moustache or eyebrows. The unusual appearance of the 
Qalandars must have seemed appropriate for individuals 
whose image in Persian literature from the tenth century 
onwards was antinomian and nonconformist. The term 
Qalandar was used by Persian poets as a trope to refer  
to a dissolute and destitute individual who cared little for 
social etiquette or the laws of the Sharī‘a.32

The following quatrain is one of the first uses of the term, 
and it comes from the middle of the twelfth century when 
Ibn Munawwar wrote a biography of Abū Sa‘īd ibn abi’l 
Khayr (967–1049) – thus, it is possible that the term was in 
currency as early as the tenth century:

I had tuppence,  
but was one penny short, 

Two pitchers of wine I bought,  
a trifle short.

On my lute the high string,  
but the low strings are gone, 

So don’t tell me of  
the qalandar’s woes.33

Aḥmad Ghazālī (d. 126) offered more on the person who 
became known as a Qalandar, and linked this clearly with 
recognisable Sufi terminology:

This is the lane of blame,  
the field of annihilation;

This is the street where gamblers  
bet everything in one go.

The courage of a qalandar,  
clothed in rags is needed

To pass through in bold  
and fearless manner34 

31  
Many Iranians associate 
Qalandars with Rūmī’s story  
in the Mathnawī about a parrot 
and a bald dervish. In this  
story, the parrot’s head feathers 
have fallen out following an 
altercation with its owner, and 
the bird subsequently refuses to 
speak until it sees a dervish in a 
woollen garment with a bald  
(or shaved?) head. However, there 
is no evidence in the text that 
Rūmī’s intention was to portray a 
Qalandar dervish. See: Rūmī, The 
Mathnawī of Jalalu’ddin Rumi, 
ed. R. A. Nicholson (Leiden; 
London: Cambridge University 
Press, 1925–40), 347–61.

33  
Slightly adapted translation from 
O’Kane’s translation in The 
Feats of the Knowers of God 
(Manāqeb al-‘ārefīn), 153.

34  
J. T. P. de Bruijn, Persian Sufi 
Poetry (Richmond: Curzon, 
1997), 74.

32  
Katherine Pratt Ewing, Arguing 
Sainthood (Durham; London: 
Duke University Press, 1997), 
230–52. A recent study has 
offered two possibilities for the 
origin of the term Qalandar, 
and both express the idea that 
it was a location rather than a 
person. See M. Shafī’ī-Kadkanī 
(1386), Qalandariyya dar tārīx, 
(Tehran: n.p., 2007): 3749. The 
first is that the word is derived 
from Kā-langar, which means 
a place, such as a lodge or a 
khānaqāh. The second is that 
the word comes from kālanjar, 
meaning the black fort in Hindi, 
because the word appeared in 
Persian for the first time when 
Maḥmūd of Ghaza was attacking 
India in the early eleventh 
century. The first usages of the 
word indicate that Qalandar  
was a place where the 
marginalised, the roughs and 
outcasts congregated, and those 
who frequented the Qalandar 
were termed Qalandarī. Soon 
these terms were adopted by 
some Sufis and men of letters to 
designate a place where spiritual 
truths were discovered.
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‘Ayn al-Quḍāt Hamadānī (d. 131) cited approvingly  
a quatrain of Yūsuf ‘Amarī:

In the alley of taverns [there is no  
difference between] dervish and shah.

In the path of unity [there is no difference 
between] obedience and sin. Before the 
Throne [of God, there is no difference 
between] the sun and moon. [And there  
is no difference if] a qalandar’s cheek is 
black or white.35

Similar ideas of wine-drinking individuals frequenting 
disreputable places and engaging in illicit practices were 
expressed by Sanā’ī (d. 131), and included references  
to spiritual leaders of the Qalandar rite, a mi‘rāj into  
the heavens and drinking in taverns. Verses such as  
those cited, and other references, are best understood  
as ‘originally daring imagery, derived perhaps from 
secular poetry, [which developed] into items of a set of 
symbolic allegories’.36 But it was in the thirteenth century 
that the Qalandar movement seems to have emerged as a 
social phenomenon, and gave expression to the idea of life 
copying art (or literature).

The appearance of the Qalandars at this historical juncture 
may well be related to the increasing appeal of Sufism 
among the masses, and the acceptance by leading Sufis 
of the participation by the general public in certain Sufi 
rituals, permitting them some dispensations or relaxation 
of the Sufis’ normally exacting rules and requirements.  
It was perhaps in conjunction with this that structured Sufi 
brotherhoods began to emerge in the twelfth century, a 
feature of which was a degree of order, formalisation and 
centralisation.37 It is possible, therefore, that the very early 
Qalandar movement was an attempt to revive a rigorous 
and ascetic spiritual lifestyle, as opposed to the perceived 
weakened yet centralised and rigid Sufi life.38 The origins 
of the movement lie with two individuals native to Iran, 
Quṭb al-Dīn Ḥaydar (d. ca. 1200) and Jamāl al-Dīn Sāwī  
(d. ca. 1232–3). The information that has been passed down 
about these two Qalandars should be treated with a degree 
of caution because the sources were written at least a 
century after the end of their lives.39

From its origins in the medieval period, groups of 
Qalandars spread across Islamic lands, and diversity  

35  
‘Ayn al-Quḍāt, Hamadānī (1373), 
ed. ‘Afīf ‘Osayrān Tamhīdat 
(Tehran: n.p.,  
1994), 228.

36  
J. T. P. de Bruijn, ‘The 
Qalandariyyāt in Persian 
Mystical Poetry, from Sanā’ī 
Onwards’, The Legacy of 
Medieval Persian Sufism,  
ed. L. Lewisohn (London: 
Khaniqahi-Nimatullahi 
Publications, 1992), 7586. 
Slightly adapted translation  
from O’Kane in Aflākī’s  
The Feats of the Knowers  
of God, 153.

38  
See the introduction to the 
futuwwat-nāma of Shaykh Abū 
Ḥafṣ ‘Umar Suhrawardī in Lloyd 
Ridgeon, Javānmardī: A Sufi 
Code of Honour (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 
2011); Karamustafa, God’s 
Unruly Friends, 2538.

37  
One of the great proponents of 
this kind of Sufism was Shaykh 
Abū Ḥafṣ ‘Umar Suhrawardī,  
and it is not surprising that he  
was a vehement opponent of  
the Qalandar movement. See 
Karamustafa, God’s Unruly 
Friends, 34.

39  
Information on Quṭb al-Dīn 
Ḥaydar is found in Khayr al-
majālis, which was compiled 
after 1353, while the details 
of Jamāl al-Dīn Sāwī are in 
a versified Persian biography 
of him by Khaṭīb Fārisī (born 
1297–8). See Karamustafa,  
God’s Unruly Friends, 3949.

of ritual related to the chahār-ẓarb appeared among the 
various denominations of Qalandars.40 Qalandars were 
known under different names, including Abdāls, Jāmīs, 
Shams-i Tabrīzis and Bektāshīs in Ottoman territories, 
the Jawālaqīyya and Ḥaydarīyya in Persian-speaking 
lands, the Jalālīyya and Madārīyya in India, and the 
Naqshbandī Qalandars who seem to have existed in 
Central Asia.41 By the late medieval period and into  
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Qalandars 
continued to be associated with an antinomian lifestyle, 
which did not conform to the Sharī’a. One Russian  
subject visiting Isfahan during the mid-seventeenth 
century testified to the ‘deviancy’ of Qalandar life: 

‘[The Qalandars] went barefoot and naked, 
wearing only a sheepskin with the fur outwards 
flung over their shoulders. On their heads they  
put hideous caps, in their hands they carried sticks 
and spears and axes, and in their ears they stuck 
big crystal stones. Their appearance was terrible, 
as though mad and evil. By day they would walk 
around the Maydān-i Shāh and bazaar, and would 
eat and drink little, at night they would drink wine 
and fornicate’.42

qALAnDAr  
ExPLAnATions  
for THE origin  
of sHAving

In this section four different versions for the origin  
of the shave will be presented. The first is based on  
the accounts related to the two individuals (Quṭb al-Dīn 
Ḥaydar and Jamāl al-Dīn Sāwī) who are associated  
with the first appearance of the Qalandars in the medieval 
period. This version is then followed by other Qalandar –  
or Qalandar-inspired – accounts, which I have ordered  
on the basis of the chronology of individuals mentioned  
in the texts (Adam, Muḥammad and Ḥusayn), rather  
than the age of the texts themselves.

41  
For these groups, see Afshārī and 
Mīr‘ābedīnī, Čahārdah resāle 
dar bāb-i fotowwat wa aṣnāf, 
54–63; cf. also Karamustafa, 
God’s Unruly Friends, 70–78.

42  
Cited in Mehdi Keyvani, Artisans 
and Guild Life in the Later 
Safavid Period: contributions  
to the social-economic history 
of Persia (Berlin: Klaus 
Schwartz, 1982), 54.

40  
See the introduction to the 
futuwwat-nāma of Shaykh Abū 
Ḥafṣ Umar Suhrawardī (Ridgeon, 
Morals and Mysticism in 
Persian Sufism; Karamustafa, 
God’s Unruly Friends, 2538). 
The literature in English on 
the Qalandars is very limited. 
Among works that are worth 
investigating are S. Digby, 
‘Qalandar Related Groups: 
Elements of Social Deviance in 
the Religious Life of the Delhi 
Sultanate of the Thirteenth and 
Fourteenth Centuries’, Islam in 
Asia, ed. Yohannan Friedman, 
vol. 1, (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 
1984): 87–98; Gunnar Jarring, 
Dervish and Qalandar: Texts 
from Kashghar (Stockholm: 
Almqvist & Wiksell International, 
1987); Karamustafa, God’s 
Unruly Friends; in Persian, see 
Zarrīnkūb 1990: 359–79; Shafī‘ī-
Kadkanī, Qalandariyya dar 
tārīx: 3479.
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i .  quṭB AL-Dīn ḤAYDAr

Quṭb al-Dīn Ḥaydar seems to have spent all of his life 
around the region of Zawa in Khurasan. The story of his 
life is simple: it consists of him ascending a mountain 
as a youth, and never completely returning to everyday 
existence. He agreed to see his parents provided that  
they moved to the foot of the mountain, but otherwise  
his existence was one of seclusion. In these circumstances 
he was free to distance himself from the dictates of the 
Sharī‘a, and the sources describe how he used only leaves 
to cover his body and would eat what nature provided 
for him. The association with leaves perhaps suggested 
to authors at a later stage that it was Quṭb al-Dīn who 
was responsible for discovering how to use cannabis 
leaves as an intoxicant, which was a practice that came 
to be associated with Qalandars.43 He was also known 
for his ascetic practices, which were designed to control 
his carnal soul (nafs), and his followers subsequently 
designed various iron implements to perform this function, 
both physically and symbolically. Such iron implements 
included collars, bracelets, belts and rings – some of which 
were placed around the genitals.44 Another feature of this 
early Qalandar ascetic was a prototype of the chahār-ẓarb, 
which involved the burning or scorching of the beard, but 
leaving the moustache to grow.45 This practice reflected 
that of the pre-Islamic Zoroastrians and contrasted with  
the model provided by Muḥammad, according to the 
ḥadīth cited previously.46 It can only be speculated that 
Quṭb al-Dīn Ḥaydar’s practice was a specific challenge to  
a tradition which he felt had become petrified and had lost 
its original spiritual content.

Jamāl al-Dīn Sāwī appears to have been a bookish person 
as a young man, but he adopted the practice of travelling, 
which was not that unusual in Sufi circles. However,  
in Damascus he came across an ascetic who was naked 
except for a covering of leaves, and was sitting motionless 
on a grave. Jamāl al-Dīn Sāwī was to follow this example, 
which to him was a manifestation of the Sufi axiom  
‘die before you die’.47 To these practices he added his own:  
the four shaves (the eyebrows, head, moustache and beard) 
and the four takbīrs (a verbal utterance of ‘Praise be  
to God’), which is usually said when someone dies.  
Despite his attempts to live a reclusive life, Jamāl al-Dīn 
soon became surrounded by a small clique of followers,  

43  
Karamustafa, God’s Unruly 
Friends, 44–46. One of the  
first to associate Quṭb al-Dīn 
Ḥaydar with hashish was the 
Egyptian scholar Maqrīzī (d. 442). 
See M. Shafī‘ī Kadkanī (1386), 
Qalandariyya dar tārīx  
(Tehran, n.p. 2007): 222.

45  
Ibid., 225. There were a 
number of Qalandar groups 
in the Ottoman Empire whose 
individuals let their moustaches 
grow. See Karamustafa, Sufism: 
The Formative Period, 65–84.

47  
This is a ḥadīth that was 
commonly cited by Sufis.  
It is contained in B. Forūzānfar, 
ed. (1334), Aḥādīth-e Mathnavī 
(Tehran: Čāpḫāna-i Dānišgāh, 
1955): № 352.

44  
It does not appear that Quṭb 
al-Dīn Ḥaydar had been celibate 
all of his life as he is known to 
have had a wife and children. 
See: Kadkanī, Qalandariyya dar 
tārīx: 218. For the use of iron 
bracelets, necklaces and other 
implements, see ibid., 220.

46  
Muir, The Life of Mahomet  
and History of Islam to  
the Era of the Hegira, 332. 

and this social interaction may have forced him to 
moderate his behaviour somewhat, so that he began to 
wear a coarse sackcloth garment, and allowed his followers 
to eat the food donated by others.48 But these are also the 
essential features of later Qalandar lifestyles: seclusion, 
renunciation, travelling and rejection of society. This kind 
of lifestyle may have been directed at negating the value 
of existing forms of worship and Islam, or at least those 
that appeared stagnant and spiritually redundant. Another 
interesting aspect about Jamāl al-Dīn Sāwī concerns 
two possible origins for the chahār-ẓarb.49 The first, 
summarised above, simply describes how Jamāl al-Dīn 
Sāwī came under the influence of an ascetic called Jalāl 
Darguzīnī, and as a result, Jamāl al-Dīn Sāwī shaved his 
face and beard and began to sit motionless in graveyards, 
facing Mecca, with no food. The second tradition relates 
how Jamāl al-Dīn Sāwī was constantly bothered by a 
certain woman who had fallen in love with him. Having 
been tricked into the woman’s house, he managed to  
escape by shaving off his head hair, moustache, beard  
and eyebrows.50 Subsequently Jamāl al-Dīn Sāwī adopted  
a life of asceticism.51

The shock factor of these kinds of hairless individuals 
must have been considerable in the medieval Middle East 
when the normative style was to emulate the Prophet 
Muhammad. Their appearance must have caused a mix  
of wonder, astonishment, fear and outright antipathy,  
and Julia Kristeva’s observation about the abject being 
edged with the sublime could not be more apposite.52  
The Qalandars’ rejection of conventional norms, their 
supposed association with the roughs and hoodlums,  
and their tolerance of ‘non-Islamic’ behaviour cast them  
as the abject members of society who could instil horror 
and fear into the hearts of those who beheld them.53 

i i .  ADAM’s CLosE sHAvE
There is evidence that the Qalandars and those within  
the futuwwat tradition (mentioned above) linked the 
shaving of the head with the Prophet Adam. In particular, 
one Qalandar text states that the shave took place after 
Adam repented, having been thrown out of heaven and 
landing on a mountain in Sri Lanka.54 He was, of course, 
remorseful for disobeying God’s command, which in the 

48  
For more details of the main 
disciples of Jamāl al-Dīn 
Sāwī, see Shafī‘ī-Kadkanī, 
Qalandariyya dar tārīx: 236–62.

50  
The shaving of the eyebrows is 
particularly interesting, if only  
for the similarity of the Persian 
word for eyebrow (abrū) with 
the word ābrū meaning honour, 
which – due to a secondary  
folk-etymological reference –  
is perceived as composed of āb 
(water) and rū (face). (As kindly 
pointed out to me by Prof.  
G. Asatrian, āb, in this compound 
means rather ‘splendour’, being 
just a homonym of āb ‘water’). 
It is speculative, but perhaps the 
connection between the Qalandar 
(who made no claim of upholding 
the honour, ābrū, and reputation 
of normative Islam, and who 
shaved off his eyebrows, abrū) 
was made by villagers who 
witnessed the Qalandars pass by 
on their wandering through the 
regions of Iran and beyond.

49  
One influence on the origin of  
the ‘four shaves’ may be found  
in the Buddhist tradition. 
Buddhist monks shave their 
heads to manifest their celibate 
status (although contemporary 
Zen monks in Japan may marry). 
Nevertheless, it appears that there 
were many Buddhist centres 
around Central Asia and parts of 
Eastern Iran in the 13th century. 
It has been claimed that ‘Iran 
must have been full of Buddhist 
temples – we hear of them only 
when they were destroyed in 
1295–96.’ See: A. Bausani, 
‘Religion under the Mongols’, 
in Cambridge History of Iran, 
vol. 5 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1968), 541.  
It is not possible within the 
confines of this article to  
develop this argument further.

51  
Ibn Baṭṭūṭa, The Travels  
of Ibn Battuta, vol. I, trans.  
H. A. R. Gibb (New Delhi: 
Munshiram Manoharlal,  
1993), 38.

52  
Julia Kristeva, Powers of 
Horror: An Essay on Abjection 
(New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1982), 11.

53  
‘Aṭṭār’s story of the Arab being 
‘accosted’ by Qalandar dervishes 
is a good example of how the 
Qalandars were used as a literary 
trope to express such fascination. 
See Avery, The Speech of the 
Birds, 307–9.

54  
Afshārī, and Mīr‘ābedīnī, 
Čahārdah resāle dar bāb-i 
fotowwat wa aṣnāf, 161, 169–70.
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Qur’ān is an order not to eat of the tree (2.34). As a result 
of eating from the tree he becomes aware of his sexuality: 
‘When they tasted of the tree, their private parts became 
visible to them, and they started to cover themselves with 
the leaves of Paradise’ (7.20). The connection between 
nakedness, sexuality, repentance and the shave is 
sufficiently clear not to require further elaboration.

Another Adam story, which appears in two futuwwat 
treatises, is suggestive of such a linkage.55 (Although 
the basic story is the same, there are very important 
differences, which are highlighted in the footnotes). 
According to this myth, when Adam was in heaven  
he had no hair on him (mū bar andām nadāsht).  
After he ate the wheat, he was cast out of heaven and 
came to a mountain in Sri Lanka.56 After some time 
God accepted the repentance of Adam, ‘the chosen one’ 
(Ādam-i ṣaf ī),57 but he commanded Gabriel to tell Adam 
that he must not disobey His command again. On seeing 
Gabriel, Adam was informed that Eve was in Mecca,  
so the Prophet set off to be reunited with her. Eve did not 
recognise Adam because of the incredibly long hair that 
had grown from him, and exclaimed ‘This is not my Adam! 
Adam was a hairless person (ṣaf ī),58 but this Adam has 
hair on him!’59 His hair had grown to about seventy metres 
(haftād gaz) in length and his beard was forty metres.60 
Adam lamented and said, ‘Oh God! She does not accept 
me’. Finally Gabriel came to shave Adam’s head.61

i i i .  EMuLATing  
MuḤAMMAD

Qalandar treatises (such as chapter two of the Qalandar  
text included in the Appendix of this article, pp. 151–54) 
and those in the futuwwat tradition of the barbers often cite 
the Qur’ānic verse 48.27: ‘God has fulfilled His prophet’s 
vision in truth. You shall enter the sacred mosque, if God 
wishes, in security, your heads shaved and your hair cut 
short, without fear’. This verse was supposedly revealed 
after the Battle of Uhud when Muḥammad was in a 
position to safely perform the ḥaij to the Ka‘ba, which 
included the ritual shaving and cutting short of the hair. 
This Qur’ānic citation and origin is elaborated within a 
Qalandar treatise from the Safavid period in which Gabriel 

55  
The first of these appears in 
Afshārī, ‘Qalandar nāma-ye 
Arbāb al-ṭarīq’, 73–88. The 
second is in Afshārī and 
Madāyenī, Čahārdah resāle 
dar bāb-i fotowwat wa aṣnāf, 
241–45.

56  
The Qur’ān speaks of Adam 
eating from the tree, and 
the Islamic Persian tradition 
describes how he ate of wheat 
(gandum). 

58  
The word ṣāf (here in the form 
of ṣāfī) literally means ‘pure, 
smooth, clear’.

60  
Afshārī and Madāyinī, Čahārdah 
resāle dar bāb-i fotowwat wa 
aṣnāf, 242.

61  
The Ḥadīth literature tells a 
different story. Ubayy Ka‘b  
(a companion of the Prophet) 
reports Muḥammad saying that 
before he sinned, Adam had ‘a 
lot of hair on his head like the 
top of a palm tree.’ See: Wheeler, 
Prophets in the Qu’ran, 25. 
Tabarī states: ‘When Adam fell 
he brushed his head on heaven 
and thus became bald, and passed 
on baldness to his children.’ 
Ibid., 27.

59  
Afshārī, ‘Qalandar nāma-ye 
Arbāb al-ṭarīq’, 81. 

57  
An honorific name given to 
Adam. Many of the Prophets 
were given honorific names, such 
as Muḥammad, the beloved of 
God (ḥabīb Allāh). This sentence 
only appears in Afshārī and 
Madāyenī, Čahārdah resāle dar 
bāb-i fotowwat wa aṣnāf, 242.

is instructed by God to shave Muḥammad’s head.62  
The treatise states that the Prophet’s hairs were so valuable 
that God forgave a thousand sinners with each of them. 
Moreover, when Gabriel had finished shaving and cutting 
short the Prophet’s hair, Muḥammad’s companions 
remarked that not a single hair had fallen to the floor. 
Gabriel explained that the Prophet had 30,332 head hairs; 
30 had fallen to the ground, and he had left them there.  
The rest he had given to the angels and the houris;  
10,000 of the hairs were for Muḥammad and his children; 
the angels had taken the rest to heaven so that the Carriers 
of the Throne and the Angels in Proximity could make 
scent from them.63 God took pity on them through the 
blessing (baraka) of Muḥammad’s hair, which the angels 
kissed and rubbed on their eyes and cheeks.64 
 

iv. in rEMEMBrAnCE  
of ḤusAYn

Yet another explanation for the origin of the shave is 
contained in another Qalandar treatise in which the 
purpose appears simply as an attempt to link the origins of 
the shave with the Shī‘ite version of Islam.65 The following 
is a translation from the beginning of the treatise:

Know that the place was Karbala where Imām 
Ḥusyan – peace be upon him – and a group  
of Shī‘ites and lovers were captured by Yazid, 
curses upon him. It was the tenth day of the 
month of ‘Ashūrā, and all the lovers sat before 
His Excellency, Imām Ḥusyan, who was in deep 
thought. Suddenly Imām Ḥusyan raised his head 
and said: ‘Friends! It is blessed (mubārak).’ They 
replied: ‘Oh Imām! What is blessed?’ And Imām 
Ḥusyan said: ‘The rank of martyrdom (daraja-yi 
shahādat), for tomorrow will be our final day’. 
So, seventy-two people said: ‘Oh Imām Ḥusyan! 
There are many foreigners and hypocrites, but we 
number just a few. We desire that they recognise us 
tomorrow among all the dead, and they distinguish 
a client (mawālī) from a foreigner’. So, therefore, 
those among the foremost of the seventy-two 
shaved their heads (tarāsh kardand), and this  
has been the reason for shaving...

62  
This treatise is found in Afshārī 
and Mīr‘ābedīnī, Čahārdah 
resāle dar bāb-i fotowwat wa 
aṣnāf: 79–213. The particular 
passage is found on pages 
144–45.

64  
A very similar story is related 
in a futuwwat-nāma for barbers 
(dated at 1890), which is collected 
in a group of treatises outlining 
the customs and beliefs of Khāsār 
dervishes (who are supposed to 
have inherited many Qalandar 
beliefs). See Afshārī ‘Qalandar 
nāma-ye Arbāb al-ṭarīq’, 81–82.

63  
Carriers of the Throne are 
mentioned in the Qur’ān,  
40.7. Angels in Proximity,  
Al-muqarrabū, a Qur’ānic term,  
see, for example, 83.21, 83.28.

65  
Ibid., 90–94. Although the 
treatise is anonymous and does 
not mention the word Qalandar,  
it discusses Qalandar symbolism, 
such as the chahār-ẓarb, the 
implements for shaving, and 
specific items of clothing, leaving 
little doubt that it was composed 
by a Qalandar dervish. 
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But if someone has the four shaves (chahār-
ẓarb), it is necessary that he yields to absolute 
annihilation, and leaves behind all worldly 
attachments and becomes a solitary and single 
lover in the path of love, and he must obliterate 
these human acts, names and habits, and the 
invitation of ‘die before you die’ is given to him  
in order that he reaches the station of the abdāl…66

They often ask the wayfarer: ‘What is the meaning 
of the four shaves?’ Say: ‘The meaning of shaving 
the beard is that we do not bow down to anything 
other than the Truth and Reality, and we put aside 
the adornments of the world. And the meaning  
of shaving the moustache is that we do not instigate 
our lips to lie, back-bite, slander or annoy people. 
The meaning of shaving the head is that we 
make a stand and put ourselves in the station of 
nonexistence. And the meaning of shaving the 
eyebrow is that we leave behind duality, and we  
see and know everything as one’.

The editor of the text believes that it was probably written 
during the Safavid period between the sixteenth and 
eighteenth centuries. The Safavids transformed the 
denominational map of Iran (which at the time was still  
a majority Sunni area) by making Shī‘ism the official 
creed of the state. In addition, the Safavid monarchs, 
despite their own emergence from a Sufi-esque movement, 
quickly realised that in order to rule Iran it was necessary 
to promote a more rational and less emotional or ecstatic 
spirituality, which stood in contrast to the Sufi movement. 
As a result, the Safavids adopted various policies  
that aimed to belittle the role and influence of Sufism, 
particularly the more established and sedentary Sufi 
orders.67 The Qalandars, although clearly of a Sufi nature, 
were not geographically located in a specific area that  
was affiliated to the tomb of their founder, and so it seems 
that they were able to avoid the Sufi persecution of the 
Safavid state. It may also be the case that the Shī‘ism of  
the Qalandars, epitomised in the quote above, permitted 
them to operate more comfortably in Iran than other  
orders, which were of a Sunni origin. Therefore, the 
symbolism of the chahār-ẓarb developed in new ways;  
it gave denominational security to the Qalandars, and  
it also retained its tendency to signify the ethical high  
ground and renunciation.

66  
It is unclear whether abdāl  
refers to a specific rank of dervish 
among the Qalandars, or whether 
this refers to the generally 
recognised Sufi understanding 
of a group of individuals known 
as abdāl (substitutes) who were 
a part of a spiritual hierarchy of 
‘saints’ who had always existed in  
the world and as one passed away 
another took his place.

67  
S. A. Arjomand, ‘Religious 
Extremism (Ghuluww), Ṣūfism 
and Sunnism in Safavid Iran: 
1501–1722’, Journal of Asian 
History, vol. 15, № 1 (1981): 1–35; 
Ridgeon, Morals and Mysticism 
in Persian Sufism, 123–65. 

CoMMEnTArY on  
THE four EMiC sourCEs

The symbolism of hair has been the source of much 
controversy among anthropologists. One of the most 
important theories was that of Edmund Leach, whose 
investigation of the Indian tradition of ascetics led him 
to accept the argument that the head is a symbol for the 
phallus and the hair represents semen. He argued that,  
‘An astonishingly high proportion of the ethnographic 
evidence fits the following pattern in a quite obvious way. 
In ritual situations: long hair = unrestrained sexuality; 
close shaven head = celibacy’.68 A third category, 
matted hair, which is grown without concern, ‘means 
total detachment from the sexual passions’.69 Leach’s 
connection between head hair and sexuality has been 
accepted by a number of leading anthropologists, including 
Obeyesekere;70 others, however, most notably Hallpike,71 
reject the subconscious relationship between the head 
and phallus, hair and semen, hair-cutting and castration, 
and long hair and unrestrained sexuality, short hair and 
restricted sexuality, and close-shaven hair and celibacy.72 
Instead Hallpike argues that long hair is symbolic of being 
outside of society (witches, intellectuals and hippies), and 
cutting (and by extension shaving) symbolises reentering 
society, or living under a particular disciplinary regime 
within society (soldiers and convicts).73 

In many Islamic contexts it would appear that, for males, 
hair on the head or the face is symbolically connected to 
sexuality. Moussa74 notes that: ‘The respect with which  
the moustache is regarded seems to be common among  
the people of the Middle East whatever their ethnic or 
religious origin may be. It is a social custom, associated 
with the belief that the moustache is a symbol of virility 
and masculinity, in societies where the male reigns 
supreme. Among many people of the Middle East,  
it is a grave matter to swear by one’s moustache. It is  
like testifying under oath in the Western world’.75 

The connection between sexuality and hair in some of the 
Qalandar ‘myths’ relating to the origins of the chahār-ẓarb 
is not difficult to identify. This is particularly the case with 
the story of Jamāl al-Dīn Sāwī, whose original act (if the 
source is to be believed) seems to have been an individual, 
psychological response to personal anguish. Subsequent 

68  
Leach, ‘Magical Hair’: 154. 

70  
Gananath Obeyesekere,  
Medusa’s Hair (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press,  
1981).

72  
Ibid.: 257.

74  
Matti Moussa, Extremist Shiites 
(New York: Syracuse University 
Press, 1988), 254.

71  
C. R. Hallpike, ‘Social Hair’, 
Man, vol. 4, № 2 (1969): 256–64.

73  
Ibid.: 261.

69  
Ibid.: 156. 

75  
The contemporary significance 
of the moustache in Turkey is 
contained in Yumul, ‘Scenes 
of Masculinity from Turkey’. 
Arnus Yumul, Zeitschrift fur 
Turkeistudien, 1 (1999), 107–117.
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Qalandars formed small groups or communities, and, 
therefore, the chahār-ẓarb also served as an identity 
marker or communicative symbol. Thus the primary 
significance of the chahār-ẓarb may not necessarily  
have been related to the psychological state of the actor, 
that is to say, it may not always have symbolised the  
desire to remain chaste, but it reflected an amalgamation 
of other attributes and associations, such as extreme 
asceticism and the rejection of the more ossified forms  
of Islamic spirituality. It is important to note that much 
of the Qalandar literature does not discuss celibacy in a 
detailed fashion, but merely mentions the requirement 
to abandon lust and sexual gratification.76 The absence 
of thorough discussions on celibacy does not mean that 
Qalandars enjoyed free licence to engage in sexual acts. 
The use of iron implements around the genitals of Ḥaydarī 
Qalandars, in addition to the general lifestyle of poverty, 
mendicancy and otherworldliness, militated against 
marriage and sexual relations.77

That the chahār-ẓarb was in some way connected with 
celibacy may be argued with reference to the idea that  
the Qalandars lived the spiritual ideal contained within 
the ḥadīth cited previously, ‘Die before you die’. In effect, 
the Qalandar, in shaving his head, performed a ritual 
of spiritual rebirth, and became once more as innocent 
as a child before his father (God). Children, of course, 
are chaste, have no facial hair and usually have very 
little head hair. As adult/child, dead/alive, the Qalandar 
occupied a very unusual space; however, this state 
resembles the liminal status that was discussed by Victor 
Turner as a circumstance that is betwixt and between, 
located somehow in the middle of sacred and profane 
dimensions.78 Turner also observed that, in a liminal state, 
‘neophytes are likened to or treated as embryos, newborn 
infants or sucklings by symbolic means, which varies from 
culture to culture’.79 Liminality also involves a degree 
of structural ‘invisibility’ as the neophyte falls between 
two distinct structures, in which it may be possible for the 
subject to be physically invisible.80 Indeed, the Qalandars 
were associated with an itinerant lifestyle,81 and this too 
contributed to their invisibility, as did the shaving of the 
head, which made them anonymous to outsiders (just as 
the huge piles of corpses from Nazi concentration camps 
lacked elements of individuality, which had been shaved 
away with their hair). Yet invisibility, anonymity and 
selflessness are the kind of spiritual attributes to which 

79  
Ibid., 96.

80  
Ibid., 95.

76  
A good example of this is the 
rejection of sexual gratification 
in the first Qalandar treatise 
included in Mīr‘ābedīnī and 
Afshārī, Čahārdah resāle dar 
bāb-i fotowwat wa aṣnāf, 134,  
in which there is a list of ten 
stations in the ṭarīqat for the 
Gnostics. The sixth station is 
abandoning pleasure and lust 
(tark-i lidhat wa shahvat 
kardan).

78  
Victor Turner, ‘Betwixt and 
Between: The Liminal Period 
in Rites de Passage’ in Forest 
of Symbols (London: Cornel 
University Press, 1972), 93–111. 
Although Turner’s work was 
specifically orientated to rites 
of passage in which the subject 
moved from one state to a second 
state (the liminal) and then 
moved back and was reintegrated 
into society, the Qalandars 
never completed the final stage 
of reintegration. They lived 
permanently in the liminal stage.

77  
It is worth noting Karamustafa’s 
observation that the detractors  
of the Qalandars accused them of 
sodomy and zoophilia. While he 
disregards much of this kind of 
criticism, Karamustafa considers 
the possibility of Qalandars 
observing celibacy, which did 
not exclude unproductive forms 
of sexual activity. See: Ahmet 
Karamustafa, God’s Unruly 
Friends (Oxford: One World, 
2006), 20–21.

the ideal Sufi and Qalandar aspired. The adult/child, alive/
dead, visible/invisible, secular/profane Qalandar in the 
liminal state was clearly a potentially dangerous subject, 
and herein provides yet another reason for the shaved head: 
a symbolic marker for separating himself from society’s 
norms and orientating himself towards the divine within  
a new social community of Qalandars.

Sexuality is also apparent in the Adam story. While 
the brief story may merely be a very simple play on the 
similarity of the Persian words ‘the chosen one’ (ṣaf ī) 
and ‘hairless’ (ṣāf ī), it is also possible that Qalandars 
understood that Adam’s disobedience and subsequent 
realisation of his nakedness were somehow represented  
by his long hair, which necessitated its shaving. With his 
hair shaved and beard trimmed, Eve recognised Adam,  
and his repentance was finally complete. It is also 
significant that the treatise states that Adam had no hair 
in heaven; that is, he was childlike, innocent and unaware 
of sexuality. His disobedience in eating from the tree 
symbolised his coming of age and the awareness of 
sexuality. It was, of course, the disobedience that caused 
Adam’s difficulty, because on earth he did not remain 
ignorant of his sexuality; rather, he fathered several 
children. The shave, however, was a symbolic reminder  
of his primordial nature that did not involve the knowledge 
of sexuality, which for some Sufis created an obstacle for 
paying complete and utter attention to God.82

Sexuality is also present within the Muḥammadan myth  
of the origin of the chahār-ẓarb. Although this message in 
the Muḥammadan story appears as a simple justification of 
the shave to emulate the Prophet’s practice, the Qalandars 
would also have been aware of the larger context of the 
Qur’ān (verse 48.27) and Islamic tradition, which connects 
the shave to the ḥajj and its rituals, including specific 
rulings about sexual activity. The tradition of shaving at 
the pilgrimage seems to be linked to sexuality, for Muslims 
refrain from sexual activity during the period of the ḥajj 
when men let their head hair and beards grow. Grooming 
the hair would imply that the object of their thoughts was 
not God alone. It is after the performance of the ḥajj rituals 
that men may cut their hair and shave, and this represents 
a return to sexuality, or at least the conventions and laws 
associated with controlled Islamic sexual practice.83 
The Qalandars adopted the shave as a practice that was 
not specific to the ḥajj, but was relevant at all times; that 

82  
For the sake of presenting a 
comprehensive survey of the 
Adam stories, it should be noted 
that in the same futuwwat treatise 
that describes Adam as having  
no hair in heaven, another origin 
for the shave is presented, though 
it does not seem to hold any 
explicit relation to sexuality.  
In this myth, Adam was very tall, 
which conforms to the ḥadīth 
portrayal of Adam (Wheeler, 
Prophets in the Qu’ran, 31), 
and the heat of the sun caused 
him some discomfort. As a result, 
God commanded Gabriel to brush 
Adam’s head with his wing.  
The spot where Gabriel’s feathers 
touched Adam’s head made the 
latter bald. However, Adam 
wondered whether there was 
something wrong with him, since 
one part of his head had hair and 
another part was bald. Gabriel 
confirmed there was nothing the 
matter, but he shaved Adam’s 
head so that it would feel the 
same all over. See: Afshārī and 
Madāyenī, Čahārdah resāle dar 
bāb-i fotowwat wa aṣnāf: 243.

81  
Travelling in search of 
knowledge was also a general 
recommendation within the wider 
Sufi tradition. See, for example, 
Hujwiri, of Al Hujwiri, trans.  
R.A Nicholson (London: n.p., 
1911), 345–47. The Qalandars 
must also have remained 
sedentary for periods, as there 
is much evidence of Qalandar 
lodges (langar and takiya). See 
Shafī‘ī-Kadkanī, Qalandariyya 
dar tārīx, 260–62, 278–79; 
Ridgeon, Morals and Mysticism 
in Persian Sufism, 138–39; 
Kiyīnī, Tārīx-e xāneqāh dar 
Irān: 248–49.

83  
Delaney, ‘Untangling the 
Meanings of Hair in Turkish 
Society’: 167.
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is to say, it represented the interior, or bāṭin, message 
of the Prophet. Although the texts do not say so, it may 
be speculated that this shave was symbolic of a kind of 
‘greater jihād’. Indeed, the connection is not as speculative 
as may be assumed, as the greater jihād ḥadīth was uttered 
after the Battle of Uhud (when verse 48.27 was revealed).

Verse 48.27, which serves as a ‘myth’ in which the sacred 
nature of Muḥammad’s hair is discussed, is used to 
justify the Qalandar tradition, and as mentioned above, 
it appears in a number of futuwwat-nāmas for barbers. 
The significance of this requires some explanation, 
especially as the majority of futuwwat-nāmas (or those 
works which are contained in the genre of ‘occupational 
treatises’) that were composed in Persian contain details 
related to the barbers’ trade. The relative abundance of 
such texts may be related to the Zoroastrian belief, which 
was widespread in pre-Islamic Iran, that anything – such 
as hair, teeth or blood – which became detached from the 
body, was impure. As a result, barbers were considered 
with some suspicion and their profession was regarded as 
contemptible.84 It is worth speculating whether the legacy 
of this Zoroastrian belief resulted in the restrictions that 
were included in the Futuwwat nāma-yi Nāṣirī (written  
in the late thirteenth century), which included a list of 
twelve trades, the members of which were prohibited 
from joining the futuwwat organisations.85 One of these 
trades was that of the barber or masseur (dallāk). Although 
the Islamic aversion to nakedness may account for this 
prohibition, the Zoroastrian influence may well have 
contributed to the distaste among Muslims in the medieval 
period. What is indisputable, however, is the number of 
treatises dealing with aspects of the barbers’ trade, from 
shaving to the utensils that were used (such as the razor, 
the whetstone and the mirror).86 The prohibition of barbers 
joining futuwwat organisations may have resulted in the 
barbers composing their occupational literature in an 
attempt to legitimise the profession.

The intriguing point to note is that there are many 
similarities between the literature of the Qalandars and 
the occupational literature of the barbers. Both display 
a particular interest in the ethic of futuwwat, include 
sections on shaving the head and its mythic origins, and 
discuss the tools of the barbers’ trade. Given the suspicions 
surrounding the ritually impure profession of the barber 
on the one hand, and given that the Qalandars supposedly 

84  
Ibid., 73.

86  
As Afshārī notes: ‘It is worthy 
of attention that among the 
handwritten treatises that the 
followers of futuwwat have  
left – in particular the treatises 
from the Safavid period – more 
than any other trade, the barbers 
and bath-attendants are praised 
and honoured’. Afshārī edited  
six treatises related to the barber’s  
trade and included them in the 
work cited above. See Afshārī, 
‘Qalandar nāma-ye Arbāb  
al-ṭarīq’, 73.

85 
A. Golpenārlī (1378), Fotovvat 
dar keshvar-hā-ye eslāmī 
(Tehran: n.p., 1999), 162.

paid scant attention to such considerations, perhaps 
even desiring to court notoriety (especially through 
their shocking appearance), it is tempting to speculate 
a link between the two groups. Could it be the case that 
Qalandars may even have worked as barbers at times  
in the premodern period? The point that needs to be 
highlighted is that, on the basis of such Qalandar-futuwwat 
literature, the explanation to legitimise shaving through 
Islamic referents, in particular the Qur’ān and Muḥammad, 
is explicit. Implicit, however, is the connection of verse 
48.27 with the ḥajj rituals and laws pertaining to permitted 
sexual activity. That the Qalandars lived in a permanent 
state of chastity located them symbolically at the Ka‘ba, 
performing the ḥajj, in the presence of God.87 

Hair functioning as a symbol of sexuality, and the chahār-
ẓarb representing a commitment of celibacy, does not seem 
to work in all cases. This is nowhere more apparent than 
in the original myth that discusses the events at Karbala 
and the followers of Ḥusayn who wished to be identified 
with his cause. However, it is common that the meanings 
that individuals perceive in symbols change; indeed, they 
are frequently multivocal. Such new symbolic meaning 
of hair offered by the Qalandars is a good example of the 
‘invention of tradition’, to use a much-used expression.88 
Conspicuously absent from the Karbala origins of  
the chahār-ẓarb is anything that can be equated with 
sexuality; however, this does not necessarily invalidate  
the anthropological theory that equates shaving with 
celibacy. The relationship of hair, celibacy and the 
Qalandars is wrapped up in the concept of the ‘condensed 
symbol’, which is a symbol that is ‘so powerful that it 
encapsulates all the diverse aspects of the symbolised’.89 
That is to say, even though the Qalandar treatise may  
speak primarily of denominational origins, performing  
the chahār-ẓarb implicitly links the Qalandar to a lifestyle 
of asceticism; the terms used in the Karbala origins myth 
are nonexistence and forsaking the adornments of the 
world (including, perhaps, women and young men). In 
addition, as mentioned above, the very lifestyle of the 
Qalandar (poverty and mendicancy) would have made 
difficult the normal sexual relationship between a man 
and wife. The ideal of celibacy was contained within 
the condensed symbol of the chahār-ẓarb. This theory 
works, according to Olivelle,90 through the theory of 
displacement, which ‘occurs when the unconscious 
substitutes the entity X for the entity Y, thus permitting 

87  
The importance of Islamic and 
Qur’ānic referents should not 
be underestimated in the highly 
ritualised Qalandar performance 
of the chahār-ẓarb. One 
Qalandar treatise gives a specific 
order to the shaves, which start 
with the head, and is performed 
with the recitation of Ḥadīth 
and Qur’ānic verses (including 
48.27). This is followed by 
the shaving of the beard, then 
the moustache and finally the 
eyebrows. The Qur’ānic verse to 
be recited when the eyebrows are 
shaved is 53.9: ‘Coming within 
two bows’ length or closer’, 
which is traditionally understood 
as a reference to Gabriel’s descent 
before Muḥammad. That the 
eyebrows are shaped like two 
bows offered the Qalandars 
a symbolic reminder of the 
possibility of Gabriel descending 
before their own eyes to provide 
divine illumination. Moreover, 
once the ritual of the chahār-ẓarb 
was completed, associated rituals 
commenced, including offering 
praise for the Shī‘ite Imāms 
and receiving certain garments, 
including a cloak (kisvat) 
and head covering (tāj). This 
Qalandar treatise is included in 
Shafī‘ī-Kadkanī, Qalandariyya 
dar tārīx, 414–20. 

88  
E. Hobsbawm and T. Ranger 
eds., The Invention of Tradition 
(Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1983).

89  
P. Olivelle, ‘Hair and Society: 
Social Significance of Hair in 
South Asian traditions’, in Hair, 
eds. A. Hiltebeitel and B. Miller 
(Albany, State University of New 
York, 1998), 40–41.

90  
Ibid., 37.
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individuals at the conscious level to speak about and  
to manipulate X, which at a deeper level are statements 
about and the manipulation of Y’. Thus, the hair 
displaces the penis as the locus of sexuality, just as the 
discussion of the events at Karbala displaces the ideal  
of celibacy. In this discussion of Karbala, the condensed 
symbolism of the shave includes familiar Sufi themes, 
such as the refusal to worship anything other than God; 
in other words, the focus is on unity (tawḥīd). Thus, 
the beard is considered an adornment (as described 
previously by Rūmī), which must be shaven so that  
the Qalandar may focus on unity.

Likewise, it is necessary to remove the duality of the two 
eyebrows, so that the Qalandar may see and know one. 
This form of understanding that posits an ontological 
unity between God and the believer was problematic for 
many Shī‘ite clerics, but it was relatively standard among 
Sufi circles.

ConCLusion
In this paper, I have attempted to provide some 
coherence to four seemingly different emic discussions 
relating to the origins of the chahār-ẓarb. Three of 
the examples can be linked relatively easily to sexual 
themes, and seem to fit within the kind of arguments 
offered by psychologists and anthropologists, such 
as Leach. Yet the changing content of three of these 
narratives ensured that the message remained pertinent; 
the different stories relating to the chahār-ẓarb reflect  
the adage of ‘old wine in new bottles’. The fourth case  
in this paper is more problematic, and only if the theory 
of displacement is used can it be associated with any 
theory about sexuality. The problem with the theory  
of displacement, however, is that it may be used to reduce 
any form of symbolism to overarching psychological 
theory.91

However, the theories of shaven hair = celibacy and 
shaven = social control do not contradict each other, 
especially when they are applied to the Qalandars. 
It should be noted firstly that concern with sexuality 
in the Sufi context should also be linked with a range 
of attributes that are also connected with sexuality. 

Rampant sexuality was obviously not encouraged by  
the Sufis; rather than ‘strutting around like a peacock’,  
the Sufi was encouraged to be humble and focus his 
energies on controlling the nafs. This meant that 
one-upmanship, the predominance of one male over 
another and the attempt to attract females by belittling 
the competition was something that would not have 
occurred to the genuine Sufi. Thus, the chahār-ẓarb was 
symbolic of a denial of sexuality and a range of associated 
behavioural traits that were considered reprehensible.  
At the same time, the chahār-ẓarb was also symbolic 
of the Qalandar separating himself from what might 
be termed society, yet he still lived within a ‘particular 
disciplinary regime,92 that is to say, the specific 
conventions of the Qalandar group, with all its  
inherited traditions and unique ritual performance.

Finally, it is worth pointing out that not all Qalandars 
performed the chahār-ẓarb. As early as the fifteenth 
century, there is a suggestion of this in the following  
verse by the celebrated Persian poet Ḥāfiẓ:93 

Here are a thousand points finer than a hair,
not everyone who shaves his head understands 

what it is to be a Qalandar94 

This verse does not allude to actual Qalandars with head 
hair, but, rather Ḥāfiẓ argues that the spiritual dimension 
of being a Qalandar transcends the shaving of the head. 
The once antinomian Qalandars had lost their shock factor, 
and a new form of antinomianism was necessary to convey 
the spiritual message. The literary trope of the Qalandar, 
as discussed in a previous section, depicted an individual 
who rose above hypocrisy and the ossified conventions 
of society and religion that distracted the individual from 
God. However, Ḥāfiẓ, like all great poets, was a step ahead 
of his time, and dared to think the unthought.

A Qalandar treatise entitled Arbāb al-ṭarīq (‘Lords 
of the Way’) includes a chapter – Chapter Two, given 
in the Appendix following – which illustrates that the 
chahār-ẓarb was not always a clear indication of being 
a Qalandar.95 This text, composed in the seventeenth 
century during the reign of ‘Abd al-‘Azīz Khān in Bukhara 
(r. 1645–81),96 states that even though Muḥammad grew his 
hair from his ears to his shoulder, there are some who shave 
their heads (that is, the experienced wayfarer, whereas the 

92  
Ibid.: 260.

94  
See Avery, The Speech  
of the Birds, 232.

93  
Ibid.: 348.

91  
The hair/sexuality association 
has been questioned. Hallpike 
rejected the subconscious 
relationship between the head 
= phallus, hair = semen, hair 
cutting = castration, and long 
hair = unrestrained sexuality, 
short hair = restricted sexuality, 
and close shaven hair = celibacy. 
Instead, he argued that long hair 
is symbolic of being outside of 
society (witches, intellectuals 
and hippies), and cutting (and by 
extension, shaving) symbolises 
re-entering society, or living 
under a particular disciplinary 
regime within society (soldiers, 
convicts, etc.). See: Hallpike, 
‘Social Hair’: 261.

96  
For this ruler and his times,  
see Robert McChesney in EIr., 
vol. 5 (1992): 188ff.

95  
This treatise must be accepted 
as a Qalandar text, as the author 
says that it is about Qalandarism 
and the rituals that are usually 
associated with the Qalandars. 
The edited Persian text appears 
in Afshārī, ‘Qalandar nāma-
ye Arbāb al-ṭarīq’ (1381) in 
Pažūheŝ-hā-ye Irānshināsī, 
vol. 13, ed. Iraj-e Afshār (n.d.), 
155–59.Pu
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inexperienced let their hair grow). The author proceeds  
to explain that it is possible that an individual can be 
attracted or pulled towards God, to become enraptured  
and lose his free will, and in such a condition all concern 
for shaving his hair vanishes. In the terminology of the 
Sufis he is known as a majdhūb. Since the majdhūb is  
with God, the concern for symbolically presenting  
himself as celibate, as an ascetic, or as devoted to God,  
has no meaning. Such an individual inevitably ends up  
with entangled hair that is not controlled or groomed in  
any fashion.

The existence of long-haired lovers with ungroomed 
locks does not contradict the general perspective, which 
considers that individuals of this group should refrain 
from sexual activity. Leach argues that long, unkempt, 
ungroomed, matted hair is symbolic of a ‘total detachment’ 
of sexual interest.97 And Olivelle is of the opinion that 
those who shaved their hair separated themselves from 
society since this act was symbolic of the denial of sexual 
maturity, and denial in an adult placed him outside social 
structures. He continues by claiming that leaving the 
hair uncontrolled is symbolic in a similar way. Thus, in 
some Asian societies, those involved in mourning rituals 
and menstruating women have long, unkempt hair, and 
distance themselves temporarily from society.98 However, 
it seems from the Qalandar treatise Arbāb al-ṭarīq that 
the Qalandar was permanently separated from society, 
whether he shaved his head, involuntarily let his hair  
grow, or even if both took place. Thus, the ideal Qalandar,  
with shaggy hair or shaven head, lived a celibate life, 
separated from society in a liminal state, within a 
community of like-minded companions. 

97  
Leach, ‘Magical Hair’: 156.

98  
Olivelle, ‘Hair and Society: 
Social Significance of Hair in 
South Asian traditions’: 39.  
It is interesting to note that in  
his ethnographic work on hair  
in the Punjab, Hershman offers  
the following categories for 
Hindu men: at the ‘profane’  
level, the Hindu male cuts his 
hair; at the ‘sacred’ level, the 
Hindu male shaves his head;  
at the ‘divine’ level, the Hindu 
male has matted hair and 
becomes as God. See Hershman, 
‘Hair, Sex and Dirt’: 279. 

APPEnDix:
Chapter Two of  
Arbāb al- ṭarīq 99 

Know, truthful seeker, that letting the 
hair grow from the ears to the shoulder 
is the attribute of His Excellency,  
God’s peace and greetings upon him. 
More than this is forbidden. Shaving 
is also the custom (sunnat), but only 
for the experienced (muntahā) not the 
novice (mubtadā). This is because 
letting the hair grow is the method and 
the choice of the Abdāliyya who have 
drowned in the illustrious ocean and 
have been slashed (mustahlak) by the 
razor blade of majesty of the divine 
unity (tīgh-i jalāl-i aḥadiyyat), and it 
is not for those who in the ranks of ‘they 
are like cattle’100 [who] are busy with 
[drinking] the water and [grazing on] 
the pasture of this world, and despite 
this habit they speak the discourses and 
the circumstances of shaykh-hood, and 
talk of being a dervish. They are among 
the liars, and the noble verse they are 
even more misguided101 will be their 
attribute. In other words, letting the hair 
grow is good for the person who is not 
aware of his own hair.

Whoever is aware [even]  
a little bit (sar-i mū)  
is not Majnūn.102 

If he takes pleasure in  
all the chains, then he 
makes a false claim.

Know that among the stations of this 
group (ṭī’īfa), there is a station that is 
called the station of the abdāl, which 
is the station of enrapture and [divine] 
insanity (maqām-i jadhb wa junūn). 
One must know how many people are 

within this station, and what is the 
[mystical] state (ḥīl) of each person: 
the enraptured engaged in wayfaring 
(majdhūb-i sālik)103 or the wayfarer-
enraptured (sālik-i majdhūb), or 
the enraptured who is not wayfaring 
(majdhūb-i ghayr-i sālik).

The enraptured engaged in wayfaring is 
the person that the Truth most Glorious 
and High calls to Himself. The Sultan 
commands the rapture, which alights 
in the throne of the servant’s heart, and 
[the servant] spends some time in that 
situation. Since he has been completely 
released from the affairs of the world, he 
steps out in the path of wayfaring, which 
is an expression for the knowledge of 
commanding [the good] and forbidding 
[the evil]. Then it is permissible for the 
enraptured engaged in wayfaring to let 
the hair grow because he has no free 
will, until he comes into the service  
of an eminent spiritual guide who 
guides him on the path of wayfaring. 
Having head hair is forbidden for  
him when he is engaged in wayfaring, 
and [so he] shaves the head because 
the commentators on the method of 
wayfaring have offered guidance for  
the seekers on [the basis of] the contents 
of this glorious verse: ‘God has fulfilled 
His Prophet’s vision in truth. You shall 
enter the sacred mosque, if God wishes, 
in security, your heads shaved and  
your hair cut short, without fear’.104  
And so it is necessary for the ḥājīs to 
shave their heads after [the rituals] of 
running between Ṣafā and Marwa.105  
It is necessary for such a wayfarer to 
pay attention when encountering a pīr, 
for he is like the Ka‘ba.106 

A body in pain discovered  
a soul in your alley;

The forsaken heart discovered 
the eternal treasure.

99  
Afshārī, ‘Qalandar nāma-ye 
Arbāb al-ṭarīq’, 155–59.

100 
Ibid., 7. 179.

101 
Ibid., 7. 179.

102 
Majnūn is the devoted ‘madman’ 
who was besotted with Layla. 
Madmen were often placed in 
chains, which in poetry were 
symbolic of the strands of hair.

103 
Karamustafa argues that the 
concept of the enraptured 
individual appears to have 
emerged in Sufi thought and 
practice from the 11th century 
onwards. See A. Karamustafa, 
Sufism: The Formative 
Period (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2007), 150. 

104 
Afshārī, ‘Qalandar nāma-ye 
Arbāb al-ṭarīq’, 48.27.

105 
These are the two hills that 
are situated on the course of 
the pilgrimage around Mecca, 
between which pilgrims traverse 
in the course of the ritual 
performance.

106 
In other words, just as the ḥajj 
makes the Ka‘ba the object  
of his pilgrimage, so should the 
Qalandar pay particular attention 
to the pīr, making him the object 
of such concentrated attention.
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The wayfarer enraptured is the person 
who was engaged in wayfaring from 
the beginning until the time that the 
raptures of the divine dominate him  
as a result of much ascetic discipline 
and worship. And the soldiers (shahna) 
of love seized the collar of his soul and 
dragged it off in the alleys and markets, 
as Mawlawī has said:

Whoever is our friend 
involves himself in 
ignominy.

Whoever associates with 
an ignominious person 
becomes like him in  
the end.

The growing of the hair of the 
wayfarer in this station comes about 
involuntarily. And the enraptured who 
is not wayfaring is he who is in the level 
of love from the beginning to the end, 
and [in] this level is the attribute of 
majesty (ṣifat-i jalāl) because he could 
burn the world with a glance or turn it 
into a flower garden. Such actions are 
not the result of his free will. [Such a 
person] has the attribute of entangled 
hair and it is the sign of love that casts  
a shadow upon his head. 

The entangled hair on  
my head is worthless, 

It is the shadow of the wealth 
of love that I possess.

But there is also the wayfarer who is 
not enraptured, [and such individuals] 
include ascetics, worshippers and 
the pious. Abandoning the way of 
the practice of His Excellency is a 
major sin for this group, which is the 
intention of commanding the good and 
forbidding the evil. Therefore, their 
way is by praying more than the five 
[prescribed] times for prayer. Examples 

include prayers repeated at night and 
the prayers recited with tasbīḥ beads 
and others, which they have considered 
obligatory. So renouncing one of these 
acts will be a major sin for this group, 
and growing the hair is not a command 
according to this group. So, it has 
become clear that growing the hair is 
specific for the lovers and the gnostics 
and is not suitable for the ascetics and 
worshippers.

Oh dervish! Know that there are two 
kinds of attraction: of fire (nārī) and 
of light (nūrī). [Attraction] by fire is 
a burner of the soul, and [attraction] 
by light is an illuminator of faith. 
One must flee from the individual 
enraptured in fire, and one must mingle 
with the individual enraptured in light, 
because distress is increased through 
fire [but] gnosis is yielded through 
light. So, it is clear that the intention of 
[rapture] through light is the enraptured 
wayfarer, and [the intention of rapture] 
through fire is the enraptured who is 
not a wayfarer.

Oh dervish! Know that there are 
two kinds of enrapture through fire: 
majestic ( jalālī) and essential (dhātī). 
If [enrapture] through fire is majestic, 
then the [enrapture] is through love 
(‘ishqī). Its sign is that whenever the 
lover becomes absorbed (maghrūq) in 
conceiving or imagining the beloved,  
it is such a fashion that he fancies 
that any voice or call that comes to 
anyone in the world from the beloved 
(maḥbūb) is for his sake. They have 
said that Majnūn was following Layla’s 
camel. Layla had a dog called Ram. She 
called the dog to her, using that name, 
but Majnūn imagined that she called 
him ‘Ram’. In other words, he stood  
[to attention] in his place, and stayed 
there for a while. He spoke about Layla’s 
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eyes to the fawns of the meadows. The 
purpose of his standing to attention was 
[to manifest] his resolution.

Oh dervish! If you boast about 
being an abdāl, you must fasten the 
belt of constancy through worship, 
and you must not turn the head of 
obedience from the essential, required 
commanding the good and [you must] 
be God-wary of the prohibitions that 
have been forgotten. And if you are in 
such a way [that is, an abdāl, then] the 
Truth – Glorious and Most High – is  
a lover of you just as Layla was a lover 
of Majnūn.

Now listen to the description of the 
essential [attraction] by fire. Know that 
Iblis was created through essential fire 
and his task is to deceive the seekers  
in the first stage of seeking through 
[his] perverse whispering. For example, 
wonderful colours and strange forms 
appear in their sight, like oceans of 
fire, or like flourishing and abundant 
gardens, the form of a gathering of 
shaykhs, and delivering good news  
to them from the unseen world. When 
[the seekers] see these colours, corrupt 
desires take shape in them, and they 
speak of unveiling and inspiration, 
and they suppose that it is a sign of 
attraction and intoxication. This station 
is the station of satans. Oh dervish!  
It is necessary to avoid [the individuals] 
of that group who divulge things about 
these stations in order not to become 
influenced by their filth.

Sit seldom with the evil,  
for the wrong associate

Will defile you [even] if you  
are pure.

Despite its immensity, the sun
Is made to vanish behind  

a speck of a cloud.

Know, oh truthful seeker, [that] just 
as there are two kinds of [enrapture] 
by fire, there are also two kinds 
[of enrapture] by light: the light of 
majesty and the light of beauty. Love 
appears from the light of majesty, and 
manifestations of perfect vision come 
from the light of beauty. And the light 
of majesty causes spiritual endeavour, 
spiritual disputation, enthusiasm and 
tasting to appear, while the light of 
beauty makes spiritual witnessing, 
intimacy, stability and proximity 
appear. The station of love belongs  
to the person who is manifested in the  
light of majesty, while the rank of gnosis 
belongs to whoever is manifested in the 
light of beauty. Know that the people 
of poverty are clad in both of these 
attributes, both the lover and beloved.

In addition, it should not be concealed 
that the difference between the light  
of beauty and the light of majesty is 
that the light of majesty is metaphorical 
while the light of beauty is real.

O dervish! [If] in this path a tiny speck 
is a veil – [so consider] the head hair! 
This path is thinner than a hair and 
service to the pīr in the proper fashion  
is sharper than a sword.

Know, oh truthful seeker, that a head 
hair has been considered worthy for 
three abdāls: His Excellency Shāh 
Naqshband,107 Sayyid Burhān al-Dīn 
Qalandar108 and Pādshāh Ḥusayn 
Qalandar.109 At the start of seeking most 
of the servants have grown their hair, 
and they have cut it when wayfaring.

If they ask for the origin [of these beliefs 
associated with] head hair, answer that it 
is etiquette (adab), and the top of a head 
hair is service, and the bottom of a head 
hair is the hair of sincerity. 

107 
A reference to Bahā’ al-Dīn 
Naqshband (1318–89).

108 
The identity of this individual  
is unknown to me.
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The identity of this individual  
is unknown to me.
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Know that the purpose of this 
discussion is guidance for the seekers 
and wayfarers of the path so that they 
do not step out of the prophetic Sharī‘at 
and engage in ascetic discipline:

Etiquette is a hat  
of divine light,

Place it on your  
head and wander  
wherever you wish.

The Prophet said:  
Etiquette is a command  
of God, the Most High.
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Echo 
Translation

David Crowley

In his book La voix au cinéma (The Voice in Cinema), Michel Chion 
coined the word acousmêtre to describe a character that can be  
heard but not seen on screen. Rather than nail down his term with  
a comprehensive definition, Chion introduces his readers to various 
kinds of disembodied voices in the cinema. They include the ‘complete 
acousmêtre, the one who is not-yet seen, but who remains liable  
to appear in the visual field at any moment’; the ‘already visualized 
acousmêtre’ – like a character who becomes a temporary narrator  
to explain an on-screen flashback; and, perhaps its most familiar kind, 
the ‘commentator-acousmêtre’, the disengaged speaker who provides 
a voice-over, ‘but never shows himself [and] who has no personal 
stake in the image’.1 The acousmêtre seems to derive special powers 
by eschewing visibility: these are ‘the ability to be everywhere, to see 
all, to know all, and to have complete power. In other words: ubiquity, 
panopticism, omniscience, and omnipotence’.2 When the acousmêtre 
acquires a body, it seems to lose authority, even if – as in the case  
of the Wizard of Oz in the 1939 Hollywood movie – this power was 
never more than a matter of the faith of others. 

Disembodied, the acousmêtre cannot occupy a clearly demarcated 
place. Chion writes that it ‘must, even if only slightly, have 
one foot in the image, in the space of the film; he must haunt the 
borderlands that are neither the interior of the filmic stage nor the 
proscenium’, thereby bringing about ‘disequilibrium and tension’.3 
Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960) provides Chion with numerous 
examples of how the uncanny, haunting qualities of the acousmêtre 
can be summoned to produce dramatic effects. Norman Bates’s mother 
is foremost an offscreen voice, while her body is little more than an 
evanescent shadow flickering in and out of sight. When, at the end 
of the movie, and after a police psychiatrist has diagnosed Bates’s 
condition, we see Norman sitting in a holding cell; it is his invisible 

1  
Michel Chion, The Voice in 
Cinema, ed. and trans. Claudia 
Gorbman (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1999), 21.

2  
Ibid., 24.

3  
Ibid., 24.
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mother who speaks. ‘When we hear the voice over Norman’s face’, 
writes Chion, ‘his mouth is closed, as if to suggest possession by  
spirits or ventriloquism’.4 This, according to Chion, is the ‘triumph  
of the acousmêtre’. 

Audiences watching Hitchcock’s film in the People’s Republic of 
Poland, when it was first screened on television there in 1980, heard 
a second, unique acousmatic voice, that of a translator. A single voice 
delivered the words of all the characters on screen. Both the actors 
and translator were audible, although the Polish voice was louder and 
followed a second or less later. The acousmatic voice of Norman’s 
mother which seemed to have buried itself in his body was now, almost 
certainly, voiced by a man. Hitchcock’s trashy Freudianism was undone 
by this act of gender reassignment. 

Audiences in Poland – like those in the People’s Republic of Bulgaria 
and the Soviet Union (where Psycho was not shown) – were 
developing viewing habits which still shape the ways in which people 
like to watch foreign films and broadcasts today. The practices of 
subtitling and synchronised dubbing by using a cast of voice actors 
which dominate film translation elsewhere in the world were too costly. 
Instead, a single – or sometimes multiple – voice-over translation 
was imposed over the original soundtrack of imported films and other 

norman Bates’s mother in Psycho, the 1960 thriller by Alfred Hitchcock. Courtesy Universal Pictures. 

4  
Ibid., 149.
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foreign footage. In Russia this technique is known by various names, 
including perevod Gavrilova (Gavrilov translation, after one of  
the technique’s practitioners). The Poles call the voice-over translator  
a Szeptanka (whisperer) or a Lektor Filmowy (film reader). 

Preferred by television broadcasters, voice-over translation is largely 
scripted, recorded and added in postproduction today, but its origins  
in Eastern Europe can be traced to live acts of translation in the cinema, 
first of ‘trophy films’ which had been looted from Germany at the end 
of the Second World War (including prints of movies by the Allies) 
and then of a handful of imported films which were shown under 

licence in the Eastern Bloc from the late 1950s on. The appearance of 
films made in the West might be taken as a sign of the political ‘thaw’, 
particularly in relatively liberal Poland – the Film Repertoire Council 
(Filmowa Rada Repertuarowa) established there in 1957 set out to 
achieve a tactical even balance of films from the two Cold War blocs.5 
Nevertheless, Soviet film censors remained wary of the influence of 
Western films on local audiences, cutting politically ‘incorrect’ scenes 
and censoring images of drug use and sexuality.

5  
Marek Haltof, Polish National 
Cinema (Oxford & New York: 
Berghahn, 2002), 78.

interior of Illusion Cinema, opened in 1966 by the Directorate state film fund. source: gosfilmofond.ru Illusion Cinema,  
outside view of the façade. 
source: gosfilmofond.ru

In the Soviet Union occasional film festivals and a few specialist 
cinemas were rare places where audiences could see international 
films which had not been approved for wide distribution. The Illusion 
Cinema – which opened in Moscow in 1966 – was one such place.  
It was the official theatre of Gosfilmofond, the State Film Archive,  
and a key venue for the Moscow International Film Festival.  

Andrei Yurevich Gavrilov 
has dubbed an endless 
number of English, french 
and Japanese films on video, 
beginning in the 1980s. Like 
many an outstanding career, 
his as a ‘lektor’ was down to a 
fortuitous mishap: a translator 
hadn’t shown up for a series  
of screenings for soviet bosses 
and a desperate boss grabbed 
Andrei to fill his place. Photo by 
ivan Kaydash.
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Mimino (Мимино), soviet union, 1977.
written by revaz gabriadze, viktoriya Tokareva 
and georgiy Daneliya. Directed by georgiy 
Daneliya. screening with live translation into 
german. Kunsthalle Zürich.

Curated by Julia Moritz, slavs and Tatars’ film 
programme at the Kunsthalle Zürich featured 
live translators or ‘lektors’ during 
screenings. used for films in Poland and russia 
and elsewhere primarily for news segments,  
the simultaneous playback of two distinct audio 
tracks, aka gavrilov translation, makes for an 
uncanny experience, one where hermeneutics and 
affect mingle profanely. Photos by Basil stücheli.
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Early screenings there included Gone with the Wind (1939), the 
Japanese arthouse classic The Naked Island (1960), directed by  
Kaneto Shindō, and the 1963 Oscar-winning Italian comedy, Yesterday, 
Today and Tomorrow, starring Sophia Loren.6 To support its 
international programme, the Illusion Cinema trained and employed 
a cadre of professional translators who operated from a special booth 
equipped with microphones and headphones, as well as lecturers who 
introduced the repertoire to the public. And when prints were sent to 
film festivals in the Soviet republics they would often be accompanied 
by a professional translator from the Illusion Cinema. 

Translation and interpretation were exercises in ideological  
alignment. Just as sexual scenes might be cut by the censors, vulgarity 
and slang would be suppressed by the translator at the microphone.  
The translators did not necessarily need to speak the original language 
of the film: often they would translate from the English, French or 
German subtitles which accompanied an imported title. Occasionally 

Henryk Pijanowski of the more esoteric faction of ‘lektors.’ source: kocanblog.blogspot.de

6  
Gone with the Wind, dir. 
Victor Fleming, prod. David O. 
Selznick (Los Angeles: Selznick 
International Pictures); The 
Naked Island, prod. Eisaku 
Matsuura and Kaneto Shindô 
(Tokyo: Kindai Eiga Kyokai); 
Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow, 
dir. Vittorio De Sica, prod. 
Carlo Ponti (Rome: Compagnia 
Cinematografica Champion,  
Les Films Concordia).

a foreign film would arrive without subtitles or any other kind of 
textual aids and so the translator would make a stab at interpretation. 
The spontaneous and even improvisational aspect of translation was, 
however, muted by repetition – a translator might relay the same film 
many times in a day and, in the case of the most popular films like 
Casablanca (1942),7 many hundreds of times in a career. Nevertheless, 
the Illusion’s translators saw themselves as performers of a particular 
genre of live performance. Irina Razlogova has interviewed a number 
of them. One, Grigory Libergal, who worked at the Moscow cinema 
from its opening until the 1980s, recalled: 

When you are watching a film with a simultaneous 
translation, you, the viewer, have to clearly hear the 
original soundtrack of the film. If the translator is a 
master of his craft, he will not ‘dominate’ the screen, 
speak on top of the actors. If he is a virtuoso, if he can 
feel the balance between the film proper and his own 
voice, after several minutes the spectator in the theatre 
will forget about the translator, feeling that he himself 
can understand English, French or Japanese.8 

Whilst Razlogova’s interviewees emphasise character and even  
artistry as valuable qualities, the ideal, as Libergal stresses, was for  
the translator to be ‘out of mind’. Henryk Pijanowski, a veteran lektor 
in Poland, suggests that the words should disappear too: ‘Mastery of 
film translation is when the lektor strives to read so that the listener does 
not hear a thing’.9 According to this doxa, the lektor’s voice seeks to 
bury itself in the mind of the listener, to become like thought. All on-
screen words – whether titles, close-ups of text, dialogue, voice-over 
narration, or on-screen addresses to the viewer – are his. Moreover, 
they are unified by tone, colour and timbre. Intonation is to be steady 
and consistent, even when the original on-screen dialogue is delivered 
at a high emotional pitch; fast-paced exchanges are compressed by 
judicious editing by the lektor; and those points where speech breaks 
down – like screams and moans – are left alone, as is singing (though 
lyrics are often relayed in monotone). This professional voice is never 
embarrassed by what appears on screen, or doubts the action. Nor does 
it listen to itself. 

7  
Dir. Michael Curtiz, prod. Hal B. 
Wallis (Burbank: Warner Bros.).

8  
Grigory Libergal, cited by Elena 
Razlogova in ‘Listening to the 
Inaudible Foreign. Simultaneous 
Translators and Soviet Experience  
of Foreign Cinema’, in Lilya 
Kaganovsky and Masha Salazkina,  
eds., Sound, Speech, Music in 
Soviet and Post-Soviet Cinema 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 2014), 169. 
Razlogova’s translation.

9  
Henryk Pijanowski, interviewed 
in Zawód Lektor (Profession 
Lektor), a television programme 
(prod. and dir. Michał Jeczeń)  
for TVP1, 2006.

A producer of over 30 
documentaries, Grigory 
Libergal first made a name 
for himself as a simultaneous 
translator or lektor for films at 
the illusion Cinema in the last 
1960s and 1970s. Copyright 
Séance Magazine Archives.
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L e k t o r  —  P u b l i c  P r o g r a m m e

Sex Mission (Seksmisja), Poland, 1984. 
written and directed by Juliusz Machulski.  
screening with live translation into german. 
Kunsthalle Zürich.
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A World in Your Ear

Voice-over translation would seem to be akin to the better-known  
and more widespread practice of dubbing or what is sometimes  
called ‘voice replacement’. But the practices differ in crucial ways.  
In dubbing, for instance, the aim of the vocal actor is to present the 
illusion of synchronised speech by overlaying his or her voice over  
that of another. Gender and age should match, as should the sound  
with the movement of lips (at least in countries like Germany where  
the imperative to sync sound with image overrides the requirement  
of fidelity to the script).10 By contrast, a lektor uses delay to distinguish 
his voice from those of the actors on screen: his words follow theirs. 

The popularity of voice-over translation in Poland may well be a 
product of the poor reputation of dubbing, particularly in the 1950s 
when it was still the dominant way of translating foreign films. In 1955, 
Film magazine gathered the opinions of Polish viewers of René Clair’s 
French production Les Belles de nuit (Beauties of the Night) (1952) 
and Slátan Dudow’s East German Stärker als die Nacht (Stronger 
than the Night) (1954): ‘The dubbing in Stronger than the Night’, 
according to one, ‘was primitive, and completely embarrasses the 
filmmakers with errors and awkwardness. The actors on the screen  
open their mouths, and there is silence. This lasts for a while until we 
hear a Polish voice…the same effect is also found in the scene depicting 
a clandestine meeting by the river when the mouths of those gathered is 
met by annoying silence on the screen – like a silent film’.11 Even when 
the dubbing was well synchronised, other cavils were raised. ‘I cannot 
accept the convention that the Frenchman on screen speaks Polish. 
This is something unnatural…’ remarked one viewer of the Clair film.12 
Unnaturalness is a familiar complaint in the history of sound dubbing 
(Antonin Artaud characterised dubbing as a form of possession and 
Jorge Luis Borges said that it produces monsters).13 But the erasure 
of foreignness might well have been unwelcome too. Unlike dubbing 
(but like subtitling), voice-over translation allows for foreign words 
and accents to be audible, and, as such, for difference to persist. During 
the Cold War, the gap between the original voice and its translation 
was also the gap between East and West, or, for that matter, between 
East and East. In hearing Gérard Philipe or Gina Lollobrigida’s voices 
in Les Belles de nuit, audiences were able to enjoy a little of the 

10  
On national differences in the 
approach to dubbing, see K. J. 
Donnelly, Occult Aesthetics: 
Synchronization in Sound Film 
(Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014).

11  
Cited in Czesław Michałski,  
‘O dubbing dobrze i źle’  
in Film, vol. 50 (1955): 3.

12  
Ibid.

13  
See Michail Yampolsky, ‘Voice 
Devoured: Artaud and Borges on 
Dubbing’, trans. Larry P. Joseph, 
October, vol. 64 (Spring 1993): 
57–77. 
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internationalism which the Soviet Bloc proclaimed so loudly in its 
propaganda but denied its citizens in life. Whether this was a wish for 
solidarity with working classes around the world or a desire to satisfy 
what Czesław Miłosz once called the ‘hunger for strangeness’ in the 
grey world of state socialism is hard to know.14 

Another difference between dubbing and voice-over narration is  
the fact that the lektor assumes responsibility for delivering all words 
heard or seen on screen. To contain this proliferating polyphony,  
the ‘best’ voice-over is transparent, unobtrusive, lacking corporeality.  
This tendency was amplified when voice-over translation was imported 
into the expanding field of television broadcasting in Eastern Europe  
in the 1970s. Post-sync recording means that the infelicities of live 
translation are ironed out. Close-micing, producing a very ‘dry’ sound 
with little reverberation, erases all traces of the space of the studio. 
Offering clear definition, close-micing also lifts the voice out of  
the space of the film. So close, this voice seems to be inside the ear.  
It is always there, always on, even, it seems, when the lektor  
is not speaking. 

Almost always male, transmitted over the airwaves, and having the 
capacity to speak for all and to translate every language, the voice 
of the lektor might seem to have the powers that Chion ascribes to 
the acousmêtre. But, unlike the narrator of movies, newsreels or 
documentaries, the lektor does not provide expert explanations of 
events, or insight into the inner thoughts of the characters on screen. 
He has no capacity for reflection or hindsight. His is, seemingly, an 
automatic voice, only triggered by the words of others. Rather than 
being the voice of God, the lektor is a servant of the speaker. His 
humble status is perhaps revealed by the ‘first’ voice-over translator 
in the Soviet world, Ivan Bolshakov, chairman of the Committee on 
Cinematography of the USSR. In the 1940s Bolshakov would arrange 
daily private screenings for the generalissimo in his private cinema. 
These were both moments of private entertainment and, at the same 
time, a meetings of the most important film censorship board in 
the USSR.15 Stalin’s displeasure would mean that a film would not 
be acquired for distribution. According to eyewitnesses, he was a 
particularly active viewer, delivering a running report of the ideological 
merits and failings of each film – a dictator’s commentary. He had a 

14  
Czesław Miłosz, The Captive 
Mind (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1980), 69.

15  
Grigory Mariamov, Kremlevskii 
tsenzo:. Stalin smotrit kino 
(The Kremlin Censor: Stalin 
Watches the Cinema) (Moscow: 
Kinotsentr, 1992). 

taste for cowboy movies as well as the films of Spencer Tracy and Clark 
Gable but, according to Nikita Khrushchev, would also ‘curse them, 
giving them an ideological evaluation’.16 A canny retainer, Bolshakov 
would usually arrange for a choice of films to be available at each 
screening to improve Stalin’s mood. This introduced a new problem 
– the prints of the films were not subtitled and so Bolshakov had to be 

ready to give his mercurial master an extempore translation of  
the dialogue on the spot. Speaking only faltering English, Bolshakov 
would prepare by spending hours with interpreters learning the story 
and lines. Even then, he struggled to keep up with the plot and dialogue 
of the many films he’d put at Stalin’s command. Stalin apparently 
enjoyed the deep discomfort felt by his subaltern. Such anecdotes 
are often relayed by Stalin’s biographers to illustrate his volatile and 
malevolent character; nevertheless, Bolshakov was a wily operator, 
successfully extending his role to become the first minister  
of cinematography in 1946.

 
 
Abusive Translations

Like many things in Eastern Europe, voice-over translation may have 
originated at the command of authority but it eluded the control of the 
state. In the 1980s unlicenced copies of Western films began to be made 
on video cassettes and traded (their illegal origins often confirmed by 
the legend ‘For Preview Purposes Only’ across the screen). These were 

A captive audience, Stalin’s Film Screening Room from the movie Inner Circle (1991). The projector breaks down, 
causing stalin to become furious with his cinema minister and projectionist, ivan Bolshakov. Courtesy Columbia Pictures.

Clark Gable (far left) and 
Spencer Tracy (3rd left) 
with Jeannette Macdonald in 
San Francisco, a 1936 musical 
drama directed by w. s. van 
Dyke (with a helping hand from 
D. w. griffith).

16  
Nikita Krushchev, cited by Sergei 
Khrushchev, ed., Memoirs of 
Nikita Khrushchev: Volume 
2: Reformer, 1945–1964, 
(Philadelphia, PA: Penn State 
University Press, 2006), 115. 
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L e k t o r  —  P u b l i c  P r o g r a m m e

To Be or Not to Be, united states, 1942. 
written by Melchior Lengyel (original story) and 
Edwin Justus Mayer (screenplay). Directed by 
Ernst Lubitsch. screening with live translation  
into swiss german. Kunsthalle Zürich.
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accompanied by voice-over translations provided by amateurs,  
many of whom were academics or professional translators who had 
benefited from language training. Leonid Veniaminovich Volodarskii 
recalls the process:

Everything was done using two VCRs, sitting on your 
knees, basically. One of them had to be stereo. You stuck 
the original [VHS cassette] into one VCR, a blank VHS 
cassette into the other VCR, and a mic into this other 
VCR, too. I translated simultaneously, and my voice  
was recorded by the second VCR. Then some techie –  
I’m strictly not technically minded – made a master tape 
of my voice-over. From that point on, it was ‘Full speed 
ahead!’ –  multiple copies were made, and the voice-over 
hit the popular masses.17

 
Often idiosyncratic, these translations departed from the script in  
ways that appeal to both their viewers and to scholars of translation. 
One, Alexander Burak, stresses the fact that such translations were 

Dmitry Puckhov (aka goblin), in his Goblin News. source: oper.ru

17  
Volodarskii, cited by Alexander 
Burak, ‘Some Like it Hot  
– Goblin-Style: “Ozhivliazh”  
in Russian Film Translations’, 
in Russian Language Journal, 
vol. 61 (2011): 7. Burak’s 
translation.

For Preview 

 
PurPoses only

For Preview 

 
PurPoses only

made without a great deal of preparation: often long passages of slang 
or idiomatic phrases would elude the translator and so he would have 
to improvise (an unintended echo of Bolshakov’s performances for 
Stalin).18 Even skilled translators might well enhance the original with 
local colloquialisms and vivid profanities in an effort to capture what 
they believed to be the colour of the original. The creative translator 
of Martin Scorsese’s Mean Streets (1973) replaced New York’s street 
slang with that of Warsaw’s Praga district in a pirate version on sale  
in Poland in the early ’90s. Widely acclaimed as the master of the genre 
in Russia, Dmitry Puckhov (aka Goblin), who acquired his English 
in the ’80s on a two-year course at the Dzerzhinsky Police House of 
Culture and by translating rock lyrics at home, achieved success and 
some degree of notoriety for his voice-over translations, which far 
exceed the principle of fidelity. In rescripting imported thrillers and 
crime films such as Pulp Fiction (1994), Puckhov incorporated the 
full force of Russian expletives as well as an urgent, highly distinctive 
tone of voice. These devices, he claims, capture the gritty qualities of 

18  
Ibid.

Polish Pulp Fiction lektor, Tomasz Knapik. source: kocanblog.blogspot.de
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the original films far more effectively than the pious, literary-minded 
cultural approach to translation promoted by the film studios.19 His 
reputation, however, owes more to his comic voice-over translations 
of the first two Lord of the Rings films made in the early 2000s, which 
relocate Middle-earth to contemporary Russia. The principal characters 
were given comic Russified names:20 Frodo Baggins became Fedor 
Mikhailovich Sumkin (a derivative of the Russian word sumka, or bag); 
the Ranger, Aragorn, was renamed Agronom (farm worker); Legolas 
became Logovaz, after the Russian car company responsible for Ladas. 
Puckhov also introduced new elements into the soundscape: courtly 
dancing at Bilbo Baggins’s birthday party, for instance, is accompanied 
by a well-known techno track by Ruki Vverh! (Hands Up!). Woven 
through the voice-over narration are what remain topical themes 
relating to the rampant advance of capitalism in the country. The 
search story becomes something like a crime drama set in the Russian 
underworld. The tone is set from the outset when the main character, 

just returned to Middle-earth after years of wandering, announces:  
‘The world is not much changed – people steal as before. MacDonald’s 
have cropped up everywhere – it is funny I don’t see them here’.  
In effect, Puckhov’s versions of Lord of the Rings are social satires 
which function as what Abé Mark Nornes calls ‘abusive translations’ – 
acts of rescripting which ‘tamper with language usage and freely ignore 
or change much of the source text’. What Nornes calls ‘abuse’ has a 

20  
Natalia Rulyova, ‘Piracy  
and Narrative Games: Dmitry 
Puchkov’s Translations of  
“The Lord of the Rings”’,  
in Slavic and East European 
Journal, vol. 49, № 4 (Winter 
2005), 625–638. 

19  
Carl Shreck, ‘Goblin Makes 
the Case against Demonising 
Expletives’, St. Petersburg  
Times (29 July 2003), http://
sptimes.ru/index.php?action_
id=2&story_id=10583 (accessed 
20 October 2014). 

ВК: БратВа и 
Кольцо

Властелин Колец  
(The Lord of the Rings), 
the dubbed russian version, 
with in-movie music by russian 
pop artists. Puchkov’s ‘funny 
translations’ are parodies of 
awkward translations presented 
at the russian movie market, 
where characters speak quite 
differently from how they
spoke in the original films.  
The russian title translates 
LotR: The Fellas (Mob) and 
the Ring (the word Fellas is a 
common idiom for the russian 
mob, and mobsters specifically 
– roughly equivalent to the use 
of ‘the boys’ in an old American 
mob film.

Ruki Vverh! (Hands up!), a ’90s ‘technopop’ duo from russia who couldn’t have anticipated the travesty of justice  
their name would evoke 20 years later in street riots across the united states, after the events in ferguson, Mo.  
source: topdesktop.org
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positive value when it ‘helps inject a palpable sense of the foreign’.21 
Freely available for download, Russian viewers would play Puckhov’s 
translations over imported films. As Vlad Strukov notes, ‘the sound  
of the original Hollywood movie becomes secondary as the movie 
is now meant to accompany the “translation” and not the other way 
around, as one would expect’.22

Deeply engrained listening habits mean that voice-over translation 
continues to be the way in which Poles and Russians prefer to watch 
broadcasts of foreign material (though subtitling is on the rise 
in cinemas). As K.I. Donnelly notes, ‘it is conventional and thus 
naturalistic in its own way’.23 But the attachment to the phenomenon 
runs deeper than that. In Poland and Russia today, considerable 

nostalgia attaches to the early translators of these black market releases 
(and in marked contradistinction to the characterisation of voice-over 
narration by Polish film critics in the early 1990s as an unwelcome 
hangover from the Soviet Bloc). The extent of the audiences for these 
illegally traded copies was so great that their voices are still well 
known, instantly and comfortingly familiar.24 Figures who would have 
once needed to mask their activities with anonymity have become 

21  
Abé Mark Nornes, Cinema 
Babel. Translating Global 
Cinema (Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press, 
2007), 179.

22  
Vlad Strukov, ‘Translated by 
Goblin: Global Challenge and 
Local Response in Post-Soviet 
Translations of Hollywood 
Films’, in Brian James Baer and 
John Benjamin, eds., Contexts, 
Subtexts and Pretexts: Literary 
Translation in Eastern Europe 
and Russia (Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins Publishing, 2011), 242.

24  
When Lucjan Szołajski died in 
Warsaw in June 2013, numerous 
obituaries recorded the fact  
that he had provided voice-over 
translation for more than 20,000 
films and television series over 
forty years. 

23  
Donnelly, op. cit., 178.

Lucjan Szołajski source: kocanblog.blogspot.de

minor celebrities. Of Władysław Frączak, for instance, one online fan 
in Poland wrote in 2011, ‘This lektor stood out when I watched my first 
American film on VHS – The Mask with Jim Carrey. I can listen to him 
even when the film is hopeless’.25 This listener was drawn to Frączak’s 
idiolect. That the voice-over technique is known in Russia by the name 
of one of its chief practitioners, Andrei Gavrilov, who began his work 
in the ’80s moonlighting from his work as a journalist in the European 
section of TASS news agency, is itself evidence of recognition. Many 
now work in the mainstream media today. In recent years, the best-
known in Russia, Puckhov, has developed a career as an online political 
commentator (his Goblin News sometimes accompanied, by a neat 
table-turn, with English subtitles). Increasingly visible and often valued 
for the vocal idiosyncrasies that they brought to the act of translation, 
these once-acousmatic voices have now acquired names and visibility. 

Being visible and credited as the owner of a voice is a benefit  
of post-communism: it chimes with the principles of the freedom  
of speech, accountability and ownership which have been claimed 
as rights by opponents of the Soviet Bloc. Bylines are an aspect of 
professionalisation too. Others include representation by agents and  
the construction of commercial ‘voice banks’. Lektors in Poland now 
ply their trade as ‘voice-over artists’ for advertising and radio. And 
when they provide voice-over translations, they usually read scripts 
translated by others. Professional codes and standards – like those 
articulated by Libergal and Pijanowski above – have been set down. 

25   
As cited in Emil Sowiński, 
‘Subiektywny ranking lektorów 
filmowych’ (‘Subjective ranking 
of film lektors’) (20 September 
2011), http://emil.ozorkow.
net/2011/09/subiektywny-
ranking-lektorow-filmowych/ 
(accessed 1 July 2014).

Władysław Frączak source: eravhs.fora.pl Jim Carrey in The Mask. Courtesy New Line Cinema.
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Expansion of the profession has also provided opportunities for a  
small number of women. But what, one might wonder, has been lost  
in these developments? Chion – the chief celebrant of the voice in  
the cinema – calls the process by which the acousmêtre acquires  

a body ‘de-acousmatization’. ‘Embodying the voice’, he writes of 
fantasy, thriller and gangster movies which feature powerful shadowy  
kingpins, ‘is a sort of symbolic act, dooming the acousmêtre to the 
fate of ordinary mortals. De-acousmatization roots the acousmêtre 
to a place and says, “here is your body, you’ll be there, and not 
elsewhere”’.26 Brought down to earth, the acousmêtre is deprived  
of its off-screen panopticism and omnipotence. The voice of the lektor 
in Eastern Europe has however never occupied this all-knowing,  
all-seeing realm. Instead, it spoke from the shadows, always echoing 
another, more authoritative voice. The gap between these two voices 
was the space in which sometimes fretful, occasionally improvised  
and, at times, ‘abusive’ translations could be heard.
 

26  
Chion, op. cit., 27–8.

Krystyna Czubówna source: youtube.com/watch?v=2b09lKlUFrQ
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Slavs and Tatars is a faction of polemics  
and intimacies devoted to an area east of the 
former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall 
of China known as Eurasia. The collective’s 
work spans several media and disciplines,  
and a broad spectrum of cultural registers 
(high and low), focusing on an oft-forgotten 
sphere of influence between Slavs, Caucasians 
and Central Asians. 

It has exhibited in major institutions across 
the Middle East, Europe and North America, 
including the Tate Modern, Centre Pompidou 
and 10th Sharjah, 8th Berlin and 9th Gwangju 
Biennials. Select solo engagements include 
MoMA, New York; Secession, Vienna;  
Dallas Museum of Art; and Kunsthalle Zürich. 
Slavs and Tatars has published several books, 
including Kidnapping Mountains (Book Works, 
2009), Not Moscow Not Mecca (Revolver/
Secession, 2012), Khhhhhhh (Mousse/ 
Moravia Gallery, 2012), Friendship of Nations:  
Polish Shi’ite Showbiz (Book Works, 2013)  
and Naughty Nasals (Galeria Arsenał, 2014),  
as well as its translation of the legendary  
Azeri satire, Molla Nasreddin: the magazine 
that would’ve, could’ve, should’ve  
(JRP|Ringier, 2011).

The last page of the Qabusnama,  
the manuscript located in the library  
of The Malik national Museum of iran, 
dated 1349. (back cover)

Burana Tower, in Yusūf Khāss Hājib’s 
hometown Balasagun, in present-day 
Kyrgyzstan. (inside back cover)



A form of political writing often called  
advice literature, and shared by Christian  
and Muslim lands during the Middle Ages,  
mirrors for princes attempted to elevate 
statecraft (dawla) to the same level as faith/
religion (din). These guides for future  
rulers – Machiavelli’s The Prince being  
a widely known example – addressed the  
delicate balance between seclusion and  
society, spirit and state, echoes of which  
we continue to find in the US, Europe and  
the Middle East several centuries later.

Today, we suffer from the very opposite 
dilemma: there’s no shortage of political 
commentary but a notable lack of  
intelligent, eloquent discourse on the role  
of faith and the immaterial as a valuable  
agent in society or public life. 

Mirrors for Princes brings together  
the writing of preeminent scholars and 
essayists using the genre of medieval  
advice literature as a starting point  
from which to discuss fate, fortune  
and governance, difference as generosity, 
mammary politics, grooming and  
voice-over translations. 

The illustrated essays are accompanied  
by an interview with Slavs and Tatars.  

Mirrors for Princes is edited by  
Anthony Downey, Editor-in-Chief of  
Ibraaz, and published on the occasion  
of Slavs and Tatars’ exhibition at nYU  
Abu Dhabi Art Gallery.  nYu A b u  D h a b i  A r t  g a l l e r y


