








plastic in modern times. As such, perhaps its very commonality caused it simply to be
overlooked by court historians and biographers; for it was the “object” of presentation
rather than its specific “medium” that was considered significant to record for
posterity.*

Furthermore, one must remember that Mughal court historians, like those in the
service of other Muslim dynasties, were not recording the imperial events and activities
for the sake of future art historians. Rather, they were entrusted with chronicling and
promoting the glory of the emperor and the empire. Thus, when we read of the
extravagant jewelled daggers recorded as presentation objects in the Mughal courts, it
must be assumed on the basis of the extant examples that many of these daggers had
jade hilts and that the historians simply did not specify the medium of the hilts, just as
they did not bother to record that the blades were often made of the finest watered steel
forged in Damascus, Syria.® ,

Yet, this interpretation of "commonplace usage", by its very nature, calls into question
the traditional view that the salutatory poetic inscriptions found on Jahangir’'s wine
cups,® which constitute the majority of such epigraphs, are merely indicative of the rarity
of jade during the period. Rather, when taken as a corpus, the inscriptions on the cups
stress the glory of the contents as well as.that of the container. This is a particularly
telling point considering Jahangir's well-known fondness for intoxicants. A perhaps
more accurate appraisal of these inscriptions is that only certain, particularly favoured
objects used personally by Jahangir and Shah Jahan, such as wine cups for the former
or thumb rings and drinking vessels for the abstinent latter, were graced with the
honorific epigraphs. '

To conclude with the subject of inscriptions on Mughal jades, it seems that by the
late seventeenth century the practice of inscribing jades had gone out of fashion, as
inscribed jades made during the reign of Aurangzeb date only from the early years of
his rule. Accordingly, it may be illuminating to note an observation made by the
seventeenth-century French jewel merchant, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, that Aurangzeb
"cares little for [precious and semiprecious] stones and loves gold and silver much
better".”

JADES UNDER AKBAR

The existence of works of jade dating from the reign of Akbar may be inferred through
the well-known visit to the imperial court in 1563 of a Central Asian jade merchant,
Khwaja Mu’in, who was the overseer at the main jade-bearing river in Kashgar.®
Significant also in this regard is the account of an English merchant befriended by
Jahangir, William Hawkins, who reported that in 1609 the royal treasury at Agra
contained some twenty-five kilogrammes of uncut jade and five hundred drinking cups,
that included fifty elaborate ones made of a single piece of jade or other precious
minerals, a substantial number of which were likely to have been made during Akbar’s
reign which had ended only four years earlier.’ |

Surprisingly, however, only a few extant Mughal jades can be plausibly attributed to
the reign of Akbar. These works share the stylistic characteristics of thick vessel walls,
a generally stout form and heavy features, and rudimentary ornamentation, if any. Two
other stylistic traits also suggest an early date, although neither is in itself conclusive.
First, the archaic imitation of the traditional shapes of Timurid or Chinese metal or
ceramic vessels coupled with the absence of floral forms or decoration, a style which
was also continued through the early years of Jahangir’s reign. Second, the use of dark
green jade, as opposed to the pale green shades of jade popular under Jahangir and the
white jade favoured especially during- the reign of Shah Jahan that paralleled the
emperor’s preference for white marble as an architectural medium.

On the basis of these foregoing stylistic characteristics, two previously unpublished
jade vessels with these same distinctive features can also be attributed to the reign of
Akbar: a large dark green jade footed salver in the Cleveland Museum of Art (figure 1)
and a dark green jade plate in the National Museum, New Delhi (figure 2).” Both dishes
replicate the forms of Chinese porcelain dishes known to have been avidly collected and
used by several of the Mughal emperors," such as a Ming salver inscribed with a Mughal
inventory notice dated 1661 in the fourth year of Aurangzeb’s reign (figure 3).”
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created for Jahangir within two years of the beginning of his reign. As is well known,
Jahangir actively collected fifteenth-century Timurid and Chinese vessels and had them
inscribed with his titles and poetic verses. The jade wine cups made early in his reign
consciously imitated the forms of these earlier metal and ceramic vessels, as is evident
from the jade-like wine cup now in the Rhode Island School of Design (figure 6). It is
inscribed with Jahangir's name, a date corresponding to 1612-1613, and several poetic
verses in praise of the emperor and the cup itself. Fashioned from fine-grained quartz
and chromian muscovite rather than nephrite jade, the cup is a rare example of an early
Mughal jade simulant. The form of the cup is borrowed from sixteenth-century Ming
dynasty Chinese porcelain vessels.”

Although Jahangir’s early inscribed jades are extremely interesting and crucial for an
understanding of the development of Mughal jade carving, they are well known and
frequently published. Therefore, in lieu of duplicating earlier efforts,” a previously
unpublished jade that may also be attributed to the early years of Jahangir’s reign will
now be discussed.

Fashioned of pale green jade and once inlaid with gold and precious gem stones
in an elegant arabesque, a small knife handle in the National Museum, New Delhi (figure
7), is carved in the Iranian style of hilt typically found on an Indo-Islamic straight-bladed
dagger known as a kard. A close parallel for the decoration of the hilt can be found on
numerous contemporary rock crystal dagger hilts inlaid with a similar bejewelled
arabesque, such as an early seventeenth-century example now in The Hermitage
Museum, St Petersburg (figure 8).%

Late in the reign of Jahangir, presumably after his inspiring visit in the sprmg of 1620
to the lush flower-filled valleys of Kashmir, an innovative and refined style of jade
carving began to appear that featured floral and vegetal forms in place of the
prototypical shapes derived from ceramics and metalware. This floral style of Jahangiri
jades is best exemplified by a small inscribed perfume phial or pen-nub dryer made in
the shape of a flower bud, which is dated 1626-1627 and is now in the Prince of Wales
Museum of Western India, Bombay (figure 9), and by a contemporary two-tone jade
dagger hilt in the form of a flowering iris with foliate stem now in the Bharat Kala
Bhavan, Varanasi (figure 10). Although of a completely radical appearance compared
with Jahangir’s jades previously discussed, even without the inscription on the perfume
phial, the attribution of these two works to a late period in the emperor’s reign would
remain discernible through their powerful forms and bold carving while their floral
conception indicates a date no earlier than circa 1620-1625.

JADES UNDER SHAH JAHAN

As accomplished as Jahangir’s jades are, it was during the reign of his successor Shah
Jahan that the full artistic potential of the medium was realized. Mature Shah Jahani jades
are characterized by a sophistication of technique and an elegance of form unknown
in works created for his father. Some time shortly before the middle of the seventeenth
century, Shah Jahan’s jades began to display a more delicate manner of execution that
allowed for an even greater subtlety of form and motif.

Shah Jahan’s jade artisans continued the use of floral imagery begun under Jahangir
and increased its utilization throughout the entire spectrum of the arts produced for him.
An exquisite spinach green jade bowl probably dating from circa 1640-1650, now in the
Los Angeles County Museum of Art (figures 11a,b), is a superb example of the delicate
workmanship and refinement of Shah Jahani works of jade from this period, but has yet
to achieve the extraordinary finesse of carving found on vessels created closer to the end
of the emperor’s reign.

Shah Jahan’s artists also augmented the choice of mot1fs derived from the world of
nature, especially the dagger hilts fashioned in the form of animal heads, which, as far
as it is known, first appear in Mughal painting in circa 1610-1615.% Perhaps the most
powerful representation of the genre is a well-known hilt that portrays a nilgai, the
slate-blue wild buck antelope of India (figure 12). Dating probably from the same
decade as the jade bowl and now in The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, the
sensitivity of the rendering of the antelope’s head, lily blossoms, and acanthus leaves
epitomizes Shah Jahani jade carving.
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In the light of the close stylistic similarities, it seems obvious that the jades made at
the beginning of Aurangzeb’s reign must have been made by the lapidaries employed
by Shah Jahan, as is the case with a jade dagger hilt dated from the second year of
Aurangzeb’s reign now in the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (figure 15). Made
of pale green jade with areas of bumt orange, the hilt is finely rendered in the
form of a horse’s head and neck. It is dated 1660-1661 by an inscription on the
presumably contemporary blade that declares it to be the personal dagger of
Alamgir (Aurangzeb).® The hilt is proportionally somewhat thinner than Shah Jahan’s
nilgai hilt, which also suggests a slightly later date.

Jades made later in the reign of Aurangzeb reintroduce the more ornate style of
decoration with inlaid precious metals and gem stones that had been favoured under
Jahangir, since the lapidary technique of inlaying costly stones was restricted to
jewellery and architectural embellishment during the reign of Shah Jahan. This revived
decorative fashion can be seen in numerous weapon hilts from the period, such as this
opulent example dating from circa 1675-1700, now in the Los Angeles County Museum
of Art (figure 16),” and also in a number of portraits of the emperor.® Significantly, a
visiting European, Frangois Bernier, writing in 1665, documented this fashion of
embellishment by recording that contemporary jades were “inlaid with strings of gold,
and enriched with precious stones”.*

Another noteworthy feature of this dagger hilt is the design of its butt— hook-shaped
with a rounded terminal — which was derived from the Western European-style of pistol
butt used for pistol butts and sword hilts in the weaponry traditions of Ottoman Turkey
and Safavid Iran.** The pistol-butt hilt form was introduced into the Mughal artistic
repertoire early in Aurangzeb’s reign,® and may have inspired the creation of Indian
dagger hilts made in the visually similar shape of a parrot’s head.*

By the end of Aurangzeb’s long reign, works of jade had been standardized into the
set forms on which the later eighteenth and nineteenth-century jades were patterned.
Myriad examples from this period bear witness to the continued production of jade
objects, and although superb jade working again effloresced in the late eighteenth
century at the Awadh court of Lucknow,” it is the mid-seventeenth century that must
ultimately be regarded as the zenith of Mughal jade working.
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the gift than just a report of its medium per se.
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11. Large porcelain serving platters were created by Chinese factories as export ware for the Middle Eastern markets
because of the communal dining habits of the Muslim clientele. See John S. Guy, Oriental Trade Ceramics in
South-East Asia Ninth to Sixteenth Centuries (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 28. For a discussion of
such dishes acquired by the Mughal emperors, see Stephen Markel, “Jades, Jewels, and Objets d’Art,” Romance
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20. Compare the bowls in Imperial Taste: Chinese Ceramics from the Percival David Foundation, exh. cat. (London:
Percival David Foundation of Chinese Art; Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1989), p. 67, cat. no. 37.
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by Murad dating from c. 1610-1615 from the Kevorkian Album, the Metropolitan Museum of Art (acc. no.
55.121.10.291), In Stuart Cary Welch et al., The Emperors’ Album: Images of Mughal India, exh. cat. (New York: The
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24. This jade vessel is traditionally identified as a wine cup on the basis of comparisons with Jahangir's vessels
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between 1616 and 1622, this vessel must have been used for other, non-alcoholic beverages. See Wayne E. Begley
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25. See Robert Skelton, The Shab Jaban Cup (London: Victoria and Albert Museum, 1969).

26. No dates were proposed for any object in the otherwise excellent catalogue of the exhibition in which the Taipei
jade cup was first published. See Teng, Hindustan Jade, pp. 198-99, pl. 37.

27. For a leaf-shaped white jade vessel generally attributed to ¢. 1625-1630 now in the Los Angeles County Museum
of Art (acc. no. M. 76.2.1), see Markel, “Jades, Jewels,” pp. 145-47, fig. 150; and Stephen Markel, “Carved Jades of
the Mughal Period,” Arts of Asia, 17: 6 (Nov-Dec 1987), p. 124, fig. 86. For a post-Shah Jahan era attribution of the
vessel, see Robert Skelton, “Islamic and Mughal Jades,” Jade, R. Kevemne, ed. (London: Anness Pub., 1991), p. 287.
Recent research by the present writer, however, suggests that the alternative possibility of an eighteenth-century
Qianlong period Chinese origin for the Los Angeles vessel should not be excluded.

28. For a discussion of the synchronism of the hilt and blade, see Markel, “Jades, Jewels,” p. 155.

29. The gold inscription on the blade is nonsensical and, thus, merely “decorative” (Simon Digby, personal
communication to the writer, September 12, 1988).

30. See, for example, the portrait of Aurangzeb hunting in the Chester Beatty Library, Dublin, (Ms. 11, no. 27), which
was most recently published in Welch, India, pp. 268-269, figure 176.

31. Bemier, Travels in the Mogul Empire, p. 423. 7

32, For the Middle Eastern weapons, see, for example, Howard J. Ricketts, Splendeur des armes orientales, exh. cat.,
translated with additional information by Philippe Missillier (Paris: ACTE EXPO-EPAD, 1988); and Anthony North,
An Introduction to Islamic Arms (Owings Mills, MD: Stemmer House).
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genesis (Mildred Archer et al., Treasures from India: The Clive Collection at Powis Castle New York: The Meredith
Press, 1987), p. 42, cat. no. 18). Both writers apparently disregard the European and Middle Eastern sources for the
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34. For example, see an eighteenth-century North Indian dagger with a parrot’s head hilt in The David Collection,
Copenhagen (acc. no. 27-1977).

35. For an example of the high quality of Lucknow jades, see an inscribed and inlaid jade sword hilt dated 1786-1787
in Ricketts, armes orientales, p. 133, cat. no. 221. For a survey of Lucknow decorative arts, see Stephen Markel,
“An Indian Scabbard Chape in the Cincinnati Art Museum and Related Luxury Arts of Lucknow,” Arts of Asia,
March-April 1993, forthcoming.
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