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 Mughal miniature paintings played a significant role in the study of the spiritual and 

cultural history of the Mughal era, particularly during the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. While Mughal paintings are known for their depictions of court life, royal 

ladies, field scenes of battle, and ceremonies, they also evolved a visual tradition of 

depicting saints, ascetics, mendicants, and spiritual teachers. Representation of 

religious group, Sufi Saints, Faqeers, Bairaghi, Hindu Yogis, Yoginis, Sannyasis, 

Sadhus, group of religious and Jain monks gives an important source of knowledge for 

the religious life of Medieval India. The current study focuses on the portrayal of 

religious and spiritual personalities in the miniature paintings of the Mughal era during 

the reign of Akbar, Jahangeer and Shah Jahan. Paintings of meditation, devotional 

gathering, spiritual exercises, pilgrimage, travel and meeting with rulers and princes by 

holy men provide a valuable insight into religious life of the time. In Akbar’s reign, the 

depictions of religious community paid attention to greater religious dialogue and 

interaction. During Jahangeer's tenure, artists started depicting saints and ascetics as 

individuals and their unique looks and characteristics. During the reign of Shah Jahan, 

painters began to show greater respect and importance to the spiritual persons and 

often depicted groups of saints and learned men along with princes and other court 

members. The study reveals that the religious images played a significant role in 

Mughal painting and provides a greater insight into the religious and cultural life of 

Medieval period. The paintings of the Sufi and Hindu religious traditions depict the 

life of various communities and the interaction between them. Thus, Mughal miniature 

paintings can be applied to the analysis of the themes of spirituality, pilgrimage, 

religious observance, and common cultural features of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries in India. 

Hypothesis It is hypothesized that the portrayal of Sufi saints, 
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Hindu Yogis, Sannyasis, Faqeers, Sadhus, Yoginis and 

other spiritual personalities in Mughal miniature 

paintings mirrors the significance of the religious life, 

and interaction between the Hindu-Muslim cultures in 

Mughal India. Scenes depicting the visit of Muslim 

rulers and princes to Hindu saints and religious 

teachers, with the accompanying spiritual and 

intellectual exchanges, indicate that there were religious 

dialogue and the transfer of knowledge. The study will 

also analyse the portrayal of Hindu and Muslim ascetics 

and saints travelling in groups and Hindu Yoginis who 

would receive both male and female pilgrimages. 

Therefore, the study postulates that Mughal miniature 

painting did not only encompass the courtly and secular 

subjects but also showcased religious diversity, 

religious practices, inter-religious encounters, culture 

interaction, and culture synthesis between Hindu and 

Muslim in the Mughal era. 

Research objective: 

To study the representation, movements, and spiritual 

practices of Hindu and Muslim saints and ascetics, 

along with their interactions with people from different 

social and religious backgrounds, in order to examine 

how these visual representations reflect religious 

diversity, Hindu-Muslim interaction, cultural exchange, 

and the development of a composite cultural tradition in 

Mughal India, while assessing Mughal miniature 

painting as a visual source for understanding the 

religious and social life of the period. 

Review of literature 

The existing scholarship on Mughal miniature painting 

has largely focused on courtly, imperial, and secular 

themes, while the representation of religious 

personalities has received comparatively less attention. 

Scholars such as James Mallinson, Rachel Parikh, J. P. 

Losty, and Roselyne Hurel have examined various 

aspects of Hindu and Muslim spiritual personalities in 

Mughal art. Their studies discuss the representation of 

Yogis, Sannyasis, Sadhus, Sufis, Faqeers, and other 

ascetics, along with their interactions with Mughal 

rulers, and their spiritual practices. Mallinson and 

Parikh have particularly highlighted the representation 

of Yogis and their relationship with the Mughal court, 

while my earlier studies have given particular attention 

to the depiction of Hindu and Muslim saints in Mughal 

miniatures. J. P. Losty has examined the different forms 

and visual representation of ascetics, whereas Roselyne 

Hurel has drawn attention to the relatively rare 

depiction of female ascetics and Yoginis in Indian 

painting. These studies demonstrate that Mughal artists 

carefully observed and represented diverse religious 

personalities and their spiritual practices. However, 

comparatively less attention has been given to a 

comparative study of Hindu and Muslim saints, 

particularly their movements in groups, their 

relationships with rulers and devotees, religious 

dialogues, and the broader cultural exchanges reflected 

in these paintings. The present study seeks to address 

this research gap by examining these representations 

collectively to understand religious diversity, Hindu-

Muslim interaction, cultural exchange, and the 

development of a composite cultural tradition in 

Mughal India. 

Research Methodology 

The present work adopts a qualitative, historical and 

art-historical methodology to explore the depiction of 

Hindu and Muslim saints and ascetics in Mughal 

miniatures of the 16th and 17th centuries. The study 

relies primarily on the visual analysis of selected 

paintings, with textual sources of the period, including 

the Baburnama, Akbarnama, Tuzuk-i-Jahangiri, 

Muntakhab-ut-Tawarikh, and European travellers` 

accounts. Illustrations of Mughal manuscripts, imperial 

albums and paintings from various collections will also 

be used. The analysis will be bolstered by secondary 

sources such as books, research articles, catalogues and 
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other works on Mughal paintings and religious 

traditions. A comparative study of Sufis, Faqeers, 

Yogis, Sannyasis, Sadhus, Yoginis and other spiritual 

personalities will be undertaken with special emphasis 

on their religious practices, movements, interaction with 

rulers and devotees, their involvement in religious and 

cultural exchanges, etc. The study will combine visual 

and textual sources to gain an understanding of the 

religious diversity, Hindu-Muslim interaction and 

cultural and spiritual synthesis as reflected in Mughal 

miniature paintings. 

Introduction 

During the Mughal period of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, Mughal miniature painting 

emerged as an important medium for representing the 

social, cultural, and religious life of India. Apart from 

depicting royal courts, battles, and imperial activities, 

Mughal artists also portrayed various spiritual figures, 

including Sufi saints, Hindu Sadhus, Yogis, Yoginis, 

Sannyasis, Bairagis, and Faqeers. These paintings 

provide valuable insights into the religious beliefs, 

spiritual practices, and popular traditions of Indian 

society during the Mughal period. 

The artists of this era carefully observed and 

represented the lives of numerous wandering ascetics, 

mendicants, and holy men belonging to different 

religious communities. Such figures were depicted in 

various contexts, including meditation, religious 

discussions in hermitages, receiving visitors, travelling 

through landscapes, and expressions of spiritual 

devotion. These paintings include representations of 

ecstatic Sufi dancing. In the paintings of Akbar's and 

Jahangeer's reigns, these religious figures were often 

shown as unique and ascetic personalities, emphasizing 

their simplicity, poverty, and unconventional way of 

life. In contrast, during the Shah Jahan's period, they 

were frequently represented as respected, dignified, and 

prosperous individuals, dressed in flowing robes and 

engaged in religious and intellectual discussions. 

During the reign of Emperor Akbar, the Mughal atelier 

developed a sophisticated approach to representing 

spiritual personalities. Artists such as Basawan, Miskin, 

Farrukh Beg and Manohar portrayed holy men with 

attention to individuality, physical appearance, and 

emotional expression. Their works reflected Akbar's 

broader interest in religious dialogue and cultural 

exchange, particularly through interactions among 

different religious communities at the imperial court. 

Under Emperor Jahangir, the representation of saints 

and ascetics became more refined through the 

development of portraiture and symbolic imagery. 

Artists such as Govardhan, Bichitr, Abul-Hasan, and 

Hashim created sensitive portrayals of Sufis, faqirs, 

yogis, and other spiritual figures. Govardhan was 

renowned for his realistic studies of ascetics and holy 

men, emphasizing their age, physical features, and 

spiritual character. Bichitr and Abul-Hasan incorporated 

spiritual figures into imperial albums (Muraqqaʿs), 

where images of saints were placed alongside portraits 

of rulers, nobles, and intellectuals. 

During Shah Jahan’s reign, the way saints and ascetics 

were shown in paintings changed even more. Instead of 

emphasizing only their poverty and unconventional 

lifestyles, artists often represented them as dignified 

figures of religious authority and intellectual wisdom. 

These images presented holy men as respected bearers 

of spiritual knowledge, frequently shown in elegant 

robes and engaged in religious discussions1. 

In Mughal painting, secular subjects such as court 

scenes, kings, hunting, nature, animals and birds, daily 

life, and portraits are very prominent. Therefore, 

historians have also focused more on these themes. 

Religious subjects and paintings, comparatively, have 

received limited scholarly attention. Contrary to the 

view expressed by Vincent A. Smith noted that " there 

is hardly a trace of religious sentiment unless it is to be 
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detected in the occasional sympathetic delineation, and 

that even holy men are occasionally caricatured,2" the 

religious dimension of Mughal artistic production 

deserves careful consideration. Mughal art was not 

completely free from spiritual expression; religious 

themes and sentiments were also an important, though 

often neglected, part of its artistic tradition. 

In these generalizations there may well be an 

underestimation of the spiritual content of Mughal arts, 

and a misunderstanding of the expression of spiritual 

ecstasy. There are many paintings that can be identified 

because they are full of and obvious of religious 

elements. Devotional songs (Sama), performed with 

complete concentration on their rhythm, were sung, and 

while devotional dances (Wajd/Zikr), performed with 

rhythmic bodily movements, were practised to attain 

union with God or an intuitive spiritual perception.3  All 

of these different ways of Muslim believers to connect 

their life with the unseen, produced joyful expressive 

attitudes which, to the onlooker who did not know the 

Muslims, might seem artificial or even humorous. 

These are highly expressive of the ecstatic life of Islam 

which is full of divine light and energy. 

Mughal painters produced numerous portraits of 

eminent Sufi saints and other revered religious figures, 

notably Shaikh Salim Chishti4, Shah Bari5, Mia Mir of 

Lahore6, Mullah Shah of Badakhshan7, Shaikh Phul8, 

and Sufi Abdul Abbas Qacab9, reflecting the growing 

acceptance of portraiture within the cultural milieu of 

the Mughal court. 

It is also possible to see the expression of most subtle 

religious feelings in the paintings of a Yogini, preserved 

in the Raza Library, Rampur; here the use of lines and 

colours helps to convey the religious emotion. This 

painting depicts an unidentified Hindu female devotee 

and some of her disciples, male and female. The sacred 

fire in the centre of the gathering, symbolizing the 

beginning of the night and the musical instrument 

played skilfully by one of the disciples, symbolizing 

that the Sankirtan has begun in which all seem to be 

absorbed. Life and spiritual feeling pervade the whole 

scene: background, foreground and central figures 

alike: they are attributes of an artist who must be well 

acquainted with the religious ceremonies.10 

Although there are a few examples of Hindu women 

saints in Mughal painting, there is no known depiction 

of a Muslim woman saint by any Mughal painter. It is 

possible that no famous Muslim woman saint came to 

their attention or became a subject of their paintings.  

This is only a small sample of which there are many 

others to be added to the list. The paintings of 

Derveshes and Priests absorbed in mystical ecstasy 

beneath a tree11 or lost in mystic dances12and 

Encounters with spiritual teachers and ascetics13 full of 

religious enthusiasm, zeal and devotion form a group 

which draws its main inspiration from the mystic 

movement. Clearly visible in them are mystic lines and 

colours and through them Muslim spiritual feelings are 

effectively expressed. 

The Derveshes were most numerous in Persia, but not 

in great numbers in India. In India the ascetics of the 

Sufis were generally called Faqeers14 and in Turkey, 

Egypt, Arabia and Persia they were called Derveshes. 

Then there are various types of Musalman Fakirs: Some 

of them have almost no clothes on their bodies like the 

Fakirs of idolaters, and they have no abode, but they do 

what they like without shame. Such clothes reach only 

down to the ankles and cover the wretched rags 

underneath. These Fakirs generally travels in a 

company, some fakirs have more than 200 disciples, 

whom they assemble by sound of the drum and with a 

horn similar to those of our huntsmen. The third class 

of Fakirs, is one that being born of poor parents, and 

wishing to learn the law thoroughly, in order to become 

Mullah or doctors, take up their abode in mosques, 

where they live on charity is given them, and there they 
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plant their standard, lances and other arms.” They use 

their time in reading the Koran, which they learn by 

heart, and when they are able to add to this some little 

knowledge of the natural things, so it is to the example 

of a good life, according to their ideas.15 These Faqirs 

normally go in groups with a chief or leader each group. 

It's not uncommon to see them go entirely nude, in 

winter or summer. The young Faqeer, make many large 

fires and Faqeer seated themselves around fire.16 Their 

hair reaches down to the ground; their nails are as long 

as their fingers17 and they have the pipe of Tabacco.18 

There are a lot of gardens that are small and have a 

cottage, where a Faqeer19 is living. Tavernier writes 

that most gesture Faqeer live in squalid huts near their 

Pagoda.20 Some of Faqeers make long journeys, not 

only without any clothes, but also bearing heavy chains 

of iron around their legs, like those which are placed 

about the legs of elephants.21 Their baggage’s, consisted 

of four boxes full of Arabic and Persian books and 

some cooking utensils, and they had ten or twelve oxen 

to carry those among the troop who were invalids”.22  

The Mughal artist often depicted Faqeers congregating 

beneath trees in addition to these well-known saints.23, 

assemblies of Derveshes,24 their mystic performances25, 

painting depicts princes visiting teachers and presenting 

them with offerings 26 and holy men.27 

The small paintings are unique among the remaining 

Indian art works for the inclusion of portraits of saints, 

especially Yogis and Sannyasis, that are inscribed. 

These figures may be historical, legendary or symbolic 

figures related to the unorthodox and other religious 

movements in medieval Hinduism. They also depict 

common religious beliefs and practices of the Indian 

people, which thrived in Mughal India 16th and 17th 

centuries. 

Hindu Sadhus, Jogis and Sannyasis are seen in many of 

the paintings, which Mughal artists painted. Most of 

these are not allocated. But no one can doubt the figures 

are of Hindus. Some wore loose clothing with coloured 

patches,28 some wore yellow-ochre garments and 

carried begging bowls and bags in their hands29 but 

others, however, wore only small loincloths, with their 

bodies smeared with ash and their unkempt hair falling 

in long strands over their shoulders. They wore large, 

circular earrings and were depicted either seated 

beneath trees or walking with their disciples, who 

carried horns and bunches of peacock feathers 

(morchal)30 bear distinctive marks of Hinduism. 

At times, this group of Yogis also includes a Hindu 

Yogini, dressed in a yellow-ochre sari, with her hair left 

loose large circular earrings in her ears, and a rosary in 

her hand.31 Sometimes, she is depicted seated beneath a 

tree, accompanied by one or two disciples. 

One of the favourite subjects of Mughal and Rajasthani 

painters, Krishna's dance with the Gopis, Ras Lila, was 

influenced by the popular Bhakti (Vaishnava) 

movement in North India. Its impact is also manifested 

in the portraits of Hindu spiritual leaders and reformers. 

Kabir was especially popular with Mughal artists32 

among various religious and spiritual teachers and 

reformers. 

Baba Gorakhnath33 was one of the earliest literary 

personalities who gave significant contribution to the 

copious tradition of the Bhakti thought in the Hindi 

literature, and Keshava Das34 (1617 A.D.), who wrote 

one of the most laudable pieces of literature of his time 

Kavi-Priya, were also portrayed in Mughal paintings. In 

addition to these, other Hindu themes such as visits of 

spiritual masters35 (Yogis), toad-like figures and 

depictions of the tortoise posture were also depicted in 

Mughal painting. 

In one Mughal painting a night gathering of Hindu 

ascetics are depicted gathering at the outside of a 

thatched hut with vines growing up it. The main 

character is sitting on a mat of grass with his long and 

matted hair and is dressed in a pink dhoti. An old 
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Kanpata Yogi is sitting beside him supported by Yoga 

Patta while he is in meditation. Opposite them, on the 

other side of the fire, are two monks dressed in pink 

robes. The elder monk raises his left hand in a gesture 

of exposition, while the younger monk counts the beads 

of his rosary. Also depicted are a peacock-feather fly 

whisk, a crutch used for meditation, and a water pot. 

The hut is situated on the edge of the river and behind 

are buildings.36 Another drawing, attributed to 

Govardhan and dated to 1620 A.D., depicts a Hindu 

ascetic dressed in a loincloth, seated on the bank of a 

river outside his cell, amidst an outcrop of rocks. He 

holds a crutch under his left armpit and a water vessel 

in his hands. There is also a water vessel in the alcove. 

The image shows a forest scene with a hermitage, with 

a young ascetic standing in front of a hut over which 

greenery grows, indicating a Banyan tree. He is holding 

a large rosary (mala) in both hands. The hut is 

surrounded by a group of deer, and there is a stream 

running in the foreground. In the background on the 

right side, there are three women moving towards him 

in a cautious or discreet manner. According to the 

ascetic tradition, ascetics wore prayer beads around the 

neck and wrist, a tilak (a sacred mark) on the forehead, 

and a dhoti reaching just below the knees.37 

Further, there are paintings of Jain monks in Mughal 

miniature paintings. A painting (1595 A.D.) shows 

barefooted38, A Jain ascetic is depicted carrying a water 

bowl in one hand and a stick in the other. He wears a 

lungi reaching to the knees, with a thin, transparent 

muslin cloth draped around his shoulders. A book is 

tucked under his armpit, and he wears a ring in his ear. 

These paintings are a rich blend of Hindu and Muslim 

traditions and beliefs. Hindus and Muslims were 

brought closer through the teachings of spiritual 

teachers and reformers from both communities. Their 

sympathetic endeavours led to the creation of a 

wonderful amalgamation of the Hindu and Muslim 

cultures, visible in the Mughal painting. 

Paintings of royal visits to Hindu Yogis and Sannyasis 

can also be viewed as an artistic synthesis and spiritual 

fusion between the two cultures. It is said that Akbar 

often visited Hindu Yogis and Sanyasis to learn spiritual 

knowledge and gain enlightenment, and that Akbar 

travelled for inspiration to Hindu shrines.39 He was once 

very interested in the lives of Sadhus at the extent of 

interfering in their quarrels. The Akbar Nama records in 

detail his involvement in the conflict between the Kur 

and Puri sannyasis at Thanesar in 1567 A.D.40  A 

miniature in an Akbar Nama which is kept in the 

Victoria and Albert Museum, London, clearly portrays 

this episode. In 1581 A.D.,41 Akbar visited the 

renowned Hindu Shrine of Balanath Tillah near 

Rohtas42. It is also reported that on his way back from 

deccan to Agra in 1607 A.D., he waited on Gosain 

Jadrup.43 However, Emperor Jahangir made a point of 

preserving a record of his visits to Gosain Jadrup,44 

Jahangir provides a detailed account of his meetings 

with Gosain Jadrup in the Tuzuk-i-Jahangiri. He walked 

about one-eighth of a kos on foot to meet the spiritual 

teacher, who lived in a small cave, with no mat or even 

a thin layer of straw, and in just a simple loincloth. Nor 

did he wear anything except a loincloth.45 The latter's 

spiritual achievements impressed Jahangir so much that 

he came to visit him several times in order to attain 

religious merits.46 It is corroborated by Sir Thomas Roe, 

who also noted down the visit of Jahangir to the Hindu 

ascetic.47  

Sufis and mullas engaged in conversation are also 

element of some Mughal paintings depicting Mystics or 

saints. Their seamless integration creates the impression 

that the figures were originally conceived as part of the 

same group. One example from the Shah Jahani era, 

dating to around 1640 A.D., depicts four Muslim 

religious figures engaged in a philosophical discussion, 

conveying a sense of intellectual reflection and spiritual 
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contemplation 48. 

Thus, Mughal miniature paintings were not merely 

artistic creations but also important historical sources 

that reflect the religious diversity, cultural interactions, 

and social realities of 16th- and 17th-century India. 

In conclusion, the depiction of Sufi saints, Hindu Yogis, 

and Sannyasis in Mughal painting reflects the spirit of 

religious tolerance and cultural synthesis that 

characterized the Mughal period. These paintings not 

only record historical encounters but also symbolize the 

harmonious interaction of Hindu and Islamic traditions, 

demonstrating how Mughal art became a powerful 

medium for expressing the composite culture of 

medieval India.  
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