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Wajid Ali Shah


Early Praise for the Book


‘Few descendants of legendary figures take up the mantle of writing their history with academic rigour. Dr Kaukub Quder Meerza, great-grandson of Wajid Ali Shah, did so with exemplary dedication in his PhD thesis at AMU, offering a truthful, humane portrait of a misunderstood poet–king. Now translated into English by his daughter, Dr Talat Fatima, herself an accomplished AMU scholar, this work stands as an indispensable and enduring contribution to the study of Wajid Ali Shah and nineteenth-century Awadh.’ – Irfan Habib, Professor Emeritus, Aligarh Muslim University


‘Many poets go unsung, especially those who endured the wrath of usurpers. Among them was Nawab Wajid Ali Shah—a poet–king exiled by the British, yet the foremost custodian of Awadh’s culture, poetry, music, dance, and royal stage. Through poetry and verse, he gave voice to the anguish of a displaced ruler and the fading grandeur of his beloved Awadh. Equally significant is the work of Dr Kaukub Quder, his great-grandson, who carried this legacy forward at Aligarh Muslim University. By bringing Wajid Ali Shah’s literary and poetic contributions into scholarship, Dr Quder ensured that the nawab is remembered not only as a ruler but also as a leading literary figure of Awadh’s rich cultural landscape. Dr Talat Fatima’s English translation will go a long way in bringing out the true picture of an unfortunate poet–king so much vilified by the usurpers of his thriving kingdom.’ – Muzaffar Ali, filmmaker and Awadhi culture revivalist 


‘Moreover, it makes this wealth of knowledge available to a much wider audience unversed in Urdu, and will surely help to clear the many denigrating misconceptions that surround the much maligned & misunderstood King in exile. This English version of Dr Kaukub’s lifetime achievement is bound to become a classic as a towering column of reference on the life, legacy and enigmatic personality of Wajid Ali Shah.’ – Dr Sudipta Mitra, historian and author of A Nawab and a Begum


‘Long vilified and remembered only as a ruler lost in pleasure, Nawab Wajid Ali Shah was in truth a cultural visionary, prolific man of letters, and an able administrator. He reorganized his army, implemented administrative changes, and personally inspected military parades at dawn. But to the British, such independence was inconvenient. Debt, politics, and prejudice paved the way for his removal in 1856, his love for art twisted into a charge of debauchery. Poet, playwright, composer, and patron, he transformed Lucknow into a vibrant centre of art and refinement, a ruler whose openness, creativity, and connection to his people became his undoing in the eyes of empire. 


This historically rich book uncovers his enduring literary and cultural legacy, challenging the colonial caricature of decadence with the reality of a king who was not allowed to reign.’ – Rana Safvi, author of City of My Heart and In Search of the Divine


‘A vividly written, remarkable insider’s account of the prosperous princely state of Awadh and its greatest ruler, Nawab Wajid Ali Shah.’ – Nilosree Biswas, author of Calcutta on Your Plate


‘The narrative created by the British politicians about King Wajid Ali Shah a hundred years ago, and continued by the English and European historians for years after that, was a political gimmick to grab and retain power. He was a poet, and his third generation descendant Dr Kaukab Qadr Sajjad Ali Meerza with the help of primary sources, intelligently and comprehensively described his contribution to Urdu poetry and literature.’ – Roshan Taqui, Indian historian specializing in Lucknow and its culture
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This treatise is dedicated to Prince Anjum Quder, great educationist and our guardian, who served as a lighthouse for illuminating with the brightness of education not only the life of Dr Kaukub Quder and Prince Nayyer Quder but for the entire generation of Birjees Quder, and whose love for education made us all what we are today. The generations remain beholden to him. 








the unfulfilled dream 

The Times of Wajid Ali Shah by Dr Kaukub Quder was approved by Aligarh Muslim University for the degree of DLitt in 1984. Unfortunately, it could not materialize. The topic prescribed the following aspects:

• Wajid Ali Shah of English

• 	 ajid Ali Shah of Hindus

• 	 Wajid Ali Shah of Muslims

• 	 Wajid Ali Shah of Children

• 	 Wajid Ali Shah of Women

• 	 Wajid Ali Shah of Artists

• 	 Wajid Ali Shah of Commentators

• 	 Wajid Ali Shah of Critics and 

• 	 Wajid Ali Shah of Universities. 

This is being presented here for those keen to learn more about the above topic. These subjects are a good place to understand the political, social, literary and cultural ambience prevalent during the period. 





Translator’s Note

History is never rendered obsolete. As years pass, its value is not diminished but enriched, sustained through generations of stories. Through careful study and reflection, history preserves the record of human experience. It addresses a world once peopled by the genius, the great, the prodigious and the phenomenal. It holds tales of the good and the bad, the ordinary and the extraordinary. One such remarkable, yet largely misunderstood, individual was Wajid Ali Shah, the ruler who adorned the throne of the Awadhs in Lucknow, India, in the nineteenth century. He harboured rare artistic qualities, was less of a king and more a poet, and an author and a creative par excellence. Soon he fell prey to the nefarious designs of the British and the crown fell off his head prematurely. 

This book is an English translation of the Urdu book Wajid Ali Shah Ki Adabi aur Sakhawati Khidmat (Literary and Cultural Contributions of Wajid Ali Shah), published by Tarraqi Urdu Bureau, New Delhi, 1995. This work is a product of the extensive investigative research done by late Dr M. Kaukub of Aligarh Muslim University. It is a magnum opus, a deep dive into the realities of the the nineteenth century India, and reveals the literary excellence of a misconstrued king. Dr Kaukub’s work is the most authentic study done on Wajid Ali Shah’s literary persona and is a successful attempt to blow the dust off his image as a ruler who has been largely perceived as an opulence-loving character of history, and how his contribution to the literary and cultural treasures of India remains unparalleled. 

Such was the influence of Wajid Ali Shah that every facet of his life, from his birth to his death, his marriages, his compositions, his literary works, is shrouded in clouds of doubt. It is difficult to say whether the king was a natural leader, a poet, a writer or a painter, a thoughtful environmentalist, or an accomplished architect. But Wajid Ali Shah, as evidence suggest, had the Midas touch and excelled in fields of art, literature, philosophy and creativity. Sadly enough, all his talents were cunningly misinterpreted and misread, and incorrect notions were propagated by the English for their shrewd and astute political gains. As a result, Wajid Ali Shah was presented before the world as a debauched king. What is more, there was no one to defend him, no one to vouch for his strengths. The dead never speak, but their talent does. Wajid Ali Shah’s works of art, his formidable writings, his vast cultural contributions, his boundless poetry, leave one awestruck, dispelling the smokescreen of unsavoury reputation and disgrace. 

There was a need to clear the dust and clean the glass in order to reveal a more accurate picture of Wajid Ali Shah. The one to do so was none other than his great-grandson Kaukub Quder Sajjad Ali Meerza, whose thorough research does the needful. His study presents the erstwhile ruler’s work, encompassing his contributions in the field of literature and to the cultural wealth of India. Unfortunately, not only the English but some of the king’s contemporaries, his courtiers and a good number of his rivals, contributed towards maligning his public image; there was no dearth of aspersions cast on his talents. 

This research work revolves around two priorities: first, to clear certain widely held misbeliefs and second, and more important, to refute the charges labeled against him. Confusions abound regarding the king’s date of birth, number of wives, romantic engagements, number of Diwans, the bulk of his work and his image. On these pages, the author rationally rebuts and refutes the doubts surrounding the authenticity of the king’s work, his authorship, and clears the dust on his supposedly debauched, lewd, and hedonistic behaviour. No doubt, the king had a flair for the fantastic, was a romantic at heart, and has himself penned the details of his relationships with a number of members of the opposite sex. Ishq Nama, his magnum opus, apart from demonstrating his literary mastery is a specimen of his frankness, guilelessness and outspokenness where he cares least about the gossip and chinwag it creates. The author emphatically draws a parallel between the sex-laden poetry of Wajid Ali Shah and the artifacts of Ajanta and Ellora, one of the architectural marvels of India.

 Though it is said about the king that he had no master or ‘ustad’, his library included several inspirations that made his writings informed and influential works of literature. He learned characterization in poetry from Quli Qutub Shah. Wajid Ali Shah was also a contemporary of Mir Anis and Dabir, the celebrated elegists. He was highly impressed by Anis and drew inspiration from him and had the zeal to come on par with his compositions, though he could not. Imdad Hussain was his guide but often Asir is regarded as his ustad. The great poets Aatish and Nasikh were active during his period and inculcated in him the love for poetry, though the king often regarded Barq, who lived with him in Fort William, as his ustad. Sharar claims that the king used to compose and dictate elegies while going to Imambara Sibtainabad. But his elegy writing was not a work of mastery. Nevertheless, through Wajid Ali Shah’s works like Sabatul Quloob, Tosha e Aakhirat, and his Nohas, Dr Kaukub proves that all charges on the king’s character were motivated, and on the contrary, he was a pious person, a devout and a fervent Muslim. Poetry was his passion but equally zealous and impeccable was his faith in Allah. 

This research work corrects a number of misunderstandings, errors and confusions, often with logical interpretation, sometimes with facts from history. For instance, regarding the date of birth of Wajid Ali Shah and its corresponding date with Gregorian calendar, he beautifully relates the commencement and end of dates per the solar and lunar systems, which he regards as the main error in calculating the dates. He scientifically proves that for every lunar date there are two Gregorian dates, and for every Gregorian date there are two lunar dates. The author rectifies the miscalculation in the number of Diwans, which was due to the misconception and incorrect understanding of writers and critics regarding the import of the word ‘Diwan.’ The author argues that Ishq Nama, the king’s celebrated composition, is his greatest literary contribution. This masnavi is a work of wonder; it relates not only stories about the ‘pari khana’ but enumerates important events of his life, birth, death of his father Amjad Ali Khan, about his clay toys, and suggested that ‘the intellectuals read it with an academic attitude.’ Its ill fame is mainly due to the poet’s account of an opulent life, one, it is argued, is evocative of his sexual desires. A day shall come when this masnavi will be regarded as the ‘king of masnavis’ (Mulook ul Kalam) and not the ‘masnavi of kings’ (Kalamul Mulook). 

Wajid Ali Shah loved writing masnavi, as it was free of the restrictions of ‘radif qafia’ or rhyming. His Sabatul Quloob is a mammoth piece of eloquent expressions and Dr Kaukub, with meticulous and painstaking calculation of its couplets, has proven that it is the longest masnavi (with 48,150 couplets) of Urdu literature; no other is even half of its size. Both Ishq Nama and Sabatul Quloob have their roots in Persian, though none can deny their originality. Both are complete though imperfect. The king was deeply engrossed by the concept of ‘ishq majazi’ (temporal love) and ‘ishq haqiqi’ (divine love). He composed Ishq Nama to express his temporal love at the age of twenty-six and wrote his masterpiece Sabatul Quloob, where he expressed his divine love, when he was sixty-two. Modesty in arrogance and meekness in humility are the two hallmarks of Wajid Ali Shah’s compositions. He was a poet of class and exuded taste in his literary endeavors. 

Dr Kaukub also proves that the letters written by ‘begmats’ (the wives of Wajid Ali Shah) was a myth, as he proves beyond doubt that with the exception of one or two, all the begmats were analphabetic and their letters were actually the charisma of hired writers like Ashir, Munshi Tauqeer, Mir Agha, and Ali Jaan. Consequently, the author also blows up the concept of ‘Begmati language’ saying that it is better to call it Lucknavi language. The king was extraordinary and had a desire to preserve his love letters for generations to come – the letters being a loud specimen of literary eloquence. He was not shy in talking about his indulgences and thus much of his reputation is due to his own account. 

He was a great visionary, evident from his pioneering contributions in the field of drama, music, and dance, which were much ahead of his times. He invented the concept of ‘rahas’ or dance drama. He wrote the tale of Radha-Kanhaiyya, which is considered a pioneering work by researchers. Moreover, he not only composed the tale but also directed the artists regarding their performance and acting. He designed their costumes, adorned the stage with swags and draperies. Today, song writing, script writing, music direction and stage setting are done by different specialists but back in the day, to use modern terminology, he was a lyricist, a choreographer and a music director all in one. He not only wrote ‘geets’ but set their melodious tones or ‘gutt’. In the field of dance, he introduced ‘thumris’. It will be a rare revelation for many that the king was hard of hearing and hence he concentrated more on gestures, actions, gesticulations and movements in his rahas and plays (naqals). 

The king’s interests encompassed all the hues of life: laying down code of conduct for palace staff, courtiers, women, also for fish-rearing, and wrote a dictionary of near to twelve languages (though it was not a full-fledged dictionary and only words of common use were included). He had great faith and love for Hindustani art and propagated it through his fine arts like rahas, paintings, composing them in Hindi, and using Punjabi and Bengali words often. Though he had a bent towards Persian, he switched to Urdu seeing that it was the language of the masses in the Hindustan of that time. He even rejected English terminology for his army and named the regiments and laid down the code of conduct in Persian.

By the time one reaches the last page of this book, they will meet a different Wajid Ali Shah, unlike the commonly understood persona; a Wajid Ali Shah who is a bold and audacious man, a magnanimous person, a lover of nature, a patriot, a philanthropist and an embodiment of rare artistic qualities. He proved that a person can be a true believer of Allah and at the same time be secular to the core. 



Today, as I sit at my desk, wrapped in this colossus work, I am awestruck. Unbelievably, the impossible has been made possible; the incredible has happened. Hard to believe that an unwise like me translated the magnum opus of two geniuses: Wajid Ali Shah and Dr Kaukub. They served like my North Star in my endeavour to shoulder this responsibility. A fusion of Persian, Urdu, Hindi, the original features the languages in their toughest form, with an ancient style replete with obsolete terms and outmoded language. I read through the treatise three to four times. As I translated this colossus, often I smiled, cried, and was left awestruck and blank. The book required knowledge of Urdu and an intricate understanding of the style of the author and also of Wajid Ali Shah. I feel honoured that my humble knowledge of Urdu which scored letter marks for me in my Higher Secondary Board Examination and hitherto remained quiescent is put to best use. Today, I feel it was a miracle; some divine hand and nothing but the blessings of the dead gave my keyboard the power to achieve this Herculean task. Though I remained meticulous and careful and gave the last drop of my humble self all through, to err is human, and I request readers to forgive me for any mistake they may come across. 

None can claim to be independent, perfect, and excellent, let alone me. Some humans around me were my strength. All my brothers and sisters, especially Manzilat and Kamran, inspired me, helping me to achieve the impossible both with their words and deeds. I am also thankful to Janab Shakeel Shamsi (poet and journalist) for his timely support.

I am indebted to Rana Safvi, historian and author, who of her own volition wrote an endorsement for this book, thus giving me and the book that extra gravitas. 

I remain grateful to Professor Umar Khayyam (Kolkata) and Syed Mujtaba Ali (Delhi) who helped me with their learned Persian translations. 

This manuscript would not have seen the light of the day without the care given to it by Hachette India. I express my gratitude to Thomas Abraham, a fine self and a thorough gentleman who supported to encapsulate history in these pages. I am also thankful to Riti Jagoorie for her valuable cooperation. I thank Abhivyakti Singh and the editorial team for their patience in going through this long treatise which is spotted with difficult Urdu and Persian transliteration and translation. 

Dr Talat Fatima

Great-great-granddaughter of 

Wajid Ali Shah and Begum Hazrat Mahal 

26 August 2025











Preface by the Author

Wajid Ali Shah is one of the more popular kings of India. Within and outside the country, people may not remember the empire he ruled or the period of his reign, but they do know he was a king fond of dance and music, and it was his indulgence that brought down his empire. But history is witness to the fact that if a public figure sees notoriety, there are also stories of their virtue and goodness that keep their name in good stead. If there are people who propogate false stories about Wajid Ali Shah, then there is also no dearth of narratives that draw a halo of virtues and genius around him. His life spanning almost seven decades is replete with evidence of his greatness and enormity of attributes, which to date attracts admirers and passionate fans. If for the sake of argument one admits that Wajid Ali Shah was an incompetent ruler, one cannot disregard the fact that he had an all-embracing personality, was a paragon of uprightness, and has impacted literature, religion, poetry, music, painting, dance, architecture, calligraphy and a number of other fields of creativity. The qualities and the cultural ethos left behind by his ancestors were two factors that shaped his personality. His name in the history of India will remain as a shining example for as long as the name of Lucknow and ‘Luknaviyat’ remains. This thesis attempts at highlighting these imprints of the great king, which due to indifference of vested interests and cruel passage of time are about to wane and vanish. 



Much of Wajid Ali Shah’s reputation is rooted in his political and personal life, both of which are beyond the scope of this thesis. The subject matter of this study is his literary and cultural contributions, which mark his entire life. So far, three noted works have been done on Wajid Ali Shah but none of those are concerned with his life. Dr Abul Lais Siddiqui in his thesis ‘Lucknow Ka Dabistan e Shayaari’ mentions the life and poetry of Wajid Ali Shah, and whatever was left out from that thesis is compensated in some of the articles and in the latest edition of his works. In the papers of Dr G.D. Bhatnagar entitled ‘Administration of Avadh under Wajid Ali Shah’ there is mention of his life in brevity, which unfortunately lacks necessary background. Professor Masood Hasan Rizvi’s book Lucknow Ka Shahi Stage is the last of these series, which gives an elucidative and convincing description, but that too is not useful enough regarding his biographical account. The analysis of his contribution was not possible without a reference to his circumstances and his life. It was necessary to mention certain facts by way of his personal history. Why a person has said something, what he has said and how he has said it are important to analyze one’s narrative. The first two chapters of this thesis relate to why such narration is made, the two middle chapters relate to what has been stated and the last chapter is concerned with how he has narrated. 

The first chapter of the book ‘The Mystification’ identifies personal happenings, events and anecdotes which in a collective form journey towards a point beyond which there was once sheer disgrace and ignominy for Wajid Ali Shah. On the rise, fall and contributions of the king, there is a formidable impact of the political, social, literary and religious movements of that period. After his dethronement and then after his death, important events resulting from the intermingling of these movements come to the fore. The last chapter gives an account of these in brief so that the resulting conclusions are understood.

The important events of Wajid Ali Shah’s life, which should have been recorded in one place are scattered over several books and hence there is no consensus among the writers regarding his birth, compositions, children, wives. In the second chapter there is not much scope to discuss these and hence I have mentioned and ascertained certain dates. His dethronement attracted every high and low and there was hardly any newspaper or language that did not take note of this. Wajid Ali Shah’s books comprise Urdu and Persian, prose and poetry, politics, music philosophy, dictionary, letters and Hindi songs (geets). To argue and discuss all of these per their requirement and to mention the origin and sources are the obligations of those who intend to write on these points. Investigating the life of Wajid Ali Shah is an entirely different subject matter and the discussions in the second chapter are not enough to circumscribe it. They only hint at a need to do so. 

The third chapter of this thesis is an important one, in which there is mention of his compositions and also analyses narratives that have been accepted as true without any proper authority. Not all the compositions of Wajid Ali Shah could be gathered in his library, neither there is any chance of it today. Many strange misunderstandings have resulted due to the rarity, unavailability and abundance of these compositions. Some commentators repeat the same points that were written almost seventy years ago and were as much incorrect at that time as they are today. Some try to bring a newness to those narratives but they too disappoint. In the first section of the chapter, I mention the opinions and discourse of the commentators and in the second section, I bring up the attributes of Wajid Ali Shah’s compositions. The third section goes into the details of the forty-two compositions of Wajid Ali Shah and names other rare books. I am sure that this analysis is incomplete while also being certain that in the future no other analysis can be called ‘complete’. 

Wajid Ali Shah’s proficient pen, which from the peak of his youth up until his death bed spilled pleasant and unpleasant stories for about fifty years, but the entire treasure of his literary offerings could not be conserved in spite of his interest in preserving them. There is no hope as these could be scattered all over the four dimensions, destroyed and lost, and hence there can hardly be any research or analysis that would embrace the entire length and breadth of his seemingly endless treasure of words. As most of the books have been destroyed, it is always advisable to at least save those which have been discovered, and this has been done at level best during my survey. This study shows that books mentioned by Wajid Ali Shah in Bani are all intact though they are scattered. One cannot say with certainty about the fate of the manuscripts of which there is not much mention in the list. Some books are recently discovered, though many private libraries of Asia and Europe are still beyond our reach. There is nothing available to verify the claim that Wajid Ali Shah had written hundreds of books. People have not even heard about the names of such ‘imaginary’ works, and it seems to be as true as the narrative that the English had published some of his books. 

The bookish detail of the survey makes the thesis extraordinarily lengthy but in the absence of such explanation people would be unsure of the date of composition of the books let alone their names and titles. Mentioning the place of availability of such books, which is the most important part of this research, will help those who want to have a glimpse of the works. The thesis mentions some copies of the manuscripts bearing royal seal, which is proof of their authenticity. On printed copies there is a singular seal of the king, which as per the trend at that time is found in all the copies which were printed by Matbaey Sultani. In the explanation of the books, the mention of ‘Bismillah’ in the beginning and of ‘Qata’at e Tarikh’ at the end of the book has been purposely avoided. This is because writing ‘Bismillah’ was a common trend and ‘Qata’at e Tarikh’ are also commonly found in printed copies. There is narration of preface (tarqima) and of epilogue (khatima) in the manuscript of the books which are given a separate detail. The books are written in the Persian script and if there is any diversion, it finds a mention. The detail of the parameters and volume of the books (taqtee) is helpful in determining the size of the work and it has been mostly has been retrieved from original copies. Repeated binding of the books damages its paper. So the measurement of the size is given in centimeters, as per today’s style. The details of the books also mention their uniqueness and special features, which are not found in other works. This knowledge is helpful in knowing the name and characteristic of Matbaey Sultani. This detailing will be helpful for those unable to identify the books due to the flaws in the incomplete copies of Wajid Ali Shah’s compositions that are available in the libraries. 



Often there is a charge that books associated with Wajid Ali Shah are, in fact, not his books. Such objections or claims are usually mere words and there is neither mention of any such research nor any proof present to support the claim. Although, when carrying out research on the works of Wajid Ali Shah, it is not proper to ignore such claims. They have disturbed intellectuals and now even important compositions have fallen prey to such baseless claims. In the fourth section of chapter three such claims have been negatively responded to, and in the positive response the characteristic features of Wajid Ali Shah’s writings have been mentioned, which are comprehensive and are found in almost all his compositions thereby refuting this as nothing but impudence. Another way of disregarding such charges is to identify his writing, and the books written in that script be saved from getting destroyed. The specimen of his penmanship, which is presented by Professor Masood Hasan Rizvi in Lucknow Ka Shahi Stage is based on a misreading or misinterpretation. In the last section of this chapter, by comparing different specimens of handwritings, it is revealed that in Wajid Ali Shah’s writing the same innovation and fervor is seen, which is found in most of his masterpieces. 

In the cultural contributions of Wajid Ali Shah, right from his contemporaries up to the present writers, all have highlighted his ‘Shahi Rahas’ and it is common thinking that the king resorted to it by the way of entertainment. But had the intellectuals given more attention to it, they would have realized that this was not random His cultural affairs start not from drama but from the dramatic style of delivery of dialogues and the reason behind it is not due to any external factor but his impaired audibility. In chapter four, the cultural activities of Wajid Ali Shah have been highlighted in a comprehensive and concise manner in which stress is laid on this aspect of his personality. It has been shown how he gradually improvised the trends of music, dance, poetry, architecture and costume designing of his time and laid down the outline of ‘rahas’ and at the same time took care to keep it purged of the effects of the English theatre. Unconsciously, he adopted measures and styles which are in consonance with the present style. This part of the thesis be perused as a supplement to the book Lucknow Ka Shahi Stage because in it, the learned scholar advocates with necessary evidences and it is futile to repeat them. 

Another aspect of Wajid Ali Shah’s cultural activity is natural history. Here too the king tried his best to keep his interest and awareness distinct from the English style; he made myriad innovations, which were followed until he reached Calcutta. Historians did not bother to pay attention to the drawing and painting skills of the king and his associates, but if his drawings are inspected, one will realize that even at that time he was not unaware of the techniques that help in commercial art-making. Regarding his cultural contributions, it is sufficient to point out the before-mentioned competencies of the king. However some specimen of his drawings are included here [in the original Urdu edition] as it is not within capability of words to explain his art.

In chapter five, the contributions of Wajid Ali Shah as a writer and a poet have been analysed. With the help of some samples of his prose work and poetry, it is shown how being affected by his surroundings he gave expression to his creative abilities in different ways. Conversational tone in letters and the dramatic style in masnavis are the hallmarks of his prose and poetry writing, and thinking that he was enthused by anyone is misunderstanding the persona of Wajid Ali Shah. The mention of some tales (naqals) in Bani and the ghazals associated with begmats due to artificiality have secondary importance. But again, the conversational mode and dramatic style in these tales have refined the letters to some extent. These two pieces of his compositions have carved a niche for themselves in Urdu literature. The extremism in his work is manifested in the naqals which daringly narrate the unsatisfied lewd emotions that are often disliked by the readers. 

The collections of Wajid Ali Shah’s letter reveal an interesting point. The letters that were hitherto regarded as an expression of feminine and begmati emotions are, in fact, written by ordinary letter writers and the begmats were basically unlettered. In the beginning, this misunderstanding was inculcated by the publishers and later on a few commentators and researchers substantiated this on the basis of insufficient investigation and proof. Had the researchers given attention to the internal evidences of the letters, the statements of Wajid Ali Shah himself, and the standard of female education of that time, this reality would have been revealed long back. 

Among the various compositions of Wajid Ali Shah that are mentioned in the last part of the chapter include Sabatul Quloob, which was written in his last days; but it is not even known in the academic circles. Of all the works of Wajid Ali Shah if only this masnavi is taken into consideration, then its magnitude of forty eight thousand one hundred and fifty verses, the work of same standard not yet produced, alone will keep the name of Wajid Ali Shah everlasting and alive in the history of Urdu language. The long masnavis in Urdu literature which have been discovered so far are not even half the size of Sabatul Quloob and this has been discussed with proof in the same chapter. 

In the last pages of the thesis, it has been concluded that Wajid Ali Shah was born with remarkable creative abilities but it was his misfortune that he could not find a suitable environment in which these abilities could flourish to the full. When he became king and even after his dethronement, he realized that the English were not only his enemy but were the opponents of his culture too. The king was not competent to fruitfully challenge the English in matters of warfare or magnitude of their empire, but as a ruler he decided he must put up a fight. His attempts are considered immature and only a means to give way to his pent up feelings but his creative mind did its best. He outshone everybody during peacetime, but sadly enough whatever he did during the political upheavals go unnoticed. Labeling his literary and cultural contributions as his pastime is faulty reasoning because of which the genius of the king does not get its due recognition. 

The drastic differences in opinions for some of the important findings and matters, and displaying ignorance in making statements when that Wajid Ali Shah’s books are ‘purchased’, only go to show that he and his work are not taken seriously. Justice calls for the attitude that his work be evaluated and studied with reason and an academic attitude. Additionally, the flaws and shortcomings in a person with which he is born cannot be forgotten; those qualities should not be allowed to die an unnatural death. The writer of this thesis came across certain misses in the personality of Wajid Ali Shah and they have been mentioned at appropriate places, but there is not a single flaw in him which one finds only in him and not in others. But he was an epitome of many extraordinary qualities, which are found only in him and which give him name and fame. 

In the thesis of history and literature, it is desirable to present extracts in conformity of the context and in literary form, which also makes a treatise weighty and substantive. There was enough scope in the subject of this thesis to gain from this trend as this undertaking is not only a thesis of Urdu literature but an account of a king’s achievements. It is also the history of the culture and civilization of a certain period in time, which is symbolized by the great king. 

However, the writer of this thesis has been cautious in bringing out the correct and reliable material among a deluge of contradictory narrations, and which due to the impartiality of the writer can be considered most authentic. At places, the importance of contradictions have been given their due treatment after giving arguments in the light of available evidences, which can be helpful in accepting or rejecting a particular opinion. It is not easy for one to criticize Wajid Ali Shah by brushing aside the contradictions because often the source of contradiction are the arguments of scholars, and moving ahead without investigating their narrations will give rise to the doubt that the narration which so far has been unchallenged, was correct and the present one imperfect. While distinguishing fiction from reality, it is important that diversion from an established point or assertion of a new point must be supported by evidence or reasons. The list of sources and references is preceded by a list of English books, which are written in the English pattern with the name of the author, and the list of Urdu and Persian books entered with the name of the books, and these are listed in the same pattern in the footnotes. A short index [as in the original Urdu edition] is also present, in which other than the names of noted people and events, the names of even prominent writers from whose opinion there has been some diversion or on whose opinion further additions are made, are also included. The dates of important events of Wajid Ali Shah’s life are written in the Hijri era and they are proved to be authentic. At places, the dates are given as per the Gregorian calendar and the mistakes, if any, are not of more than a difference of two or three days. 

The thesis writer started collecting material from 15 January 1964 and in March 1967 these concluding lines are being written. A period of thirty eight months is not less but it is not enough for an extensive subject like this, the different parts of which are scattered all over India and in the possession of those who give scant regard to the hardships of the researcher and are more pre-occupied with their own schedule. Many doors remained unopened and several books though seen once could never be perused again. Maybe by the time these doors are opened or those books come to the fore, some narrations get more explanations or are deleted. However, the writer can say this much that whatever is already written is written with full responsibility and faithfulness in this study, based on reason and rational arguments. The sagacious can decide as to where an informed assumption is made and where it is thoroughly logical. 

It was not an easy task for a humble person like me to write something on an ill-famed ruler like Wajid Ali Shah and if I say that Professor Ale Ahmed Suroor (Head of the Department), gave me the courage to do it then it may also malign his choice of subject. When it comes to thanks, then wholeheartedly I am pleased to start the list with his name on the top thinking that while other universities did not heed to this subject , he not only laid stress on the need to write it but also provided resources without which my journey to complete the work would not have been possible. The supervision of this work was done by learned Dr Khalilul Rehman Azmi. Coming across some rare document related to my subject was not as much heartening as it was to work under the learned and knowledgeable guidance of Professor Azmi. I was introduced to Suroor Sahab and Azmi Sahab by my younger brother Nayyer Quder Wasif Ali Meerza as his attachment with the subject and with the university was so intense that at the time of leaving for London for his Bar at law course, he entrusted me with this responsibility. Had there been a tradition to dedicate the thesis to someone then I would have preferred his name for this.

Many other people cooperated with me in compiling this work. It would be improper if I don’t include their names in my list. Nawab Inayat Jung Bahadur (Hyderabad), Qazi Abdul Wudud Sahab and Professor Syed Hasan Askari Sahab (Patna), Mahrajkumar Md. Amir Haider Khan (Mehmoodabad), Dr Momin Moiuddin (Bombay), Maulana Kalbe Sadiq Sahab (Lucknow) and Murshadzada Rafiul Quder Bahadur (Calcutta) top the list. I remain indebted to Nawab Sahab, Qazi Sahab, Professor Sahib, Maharajkumar Sahab, Dr Sahab and Maulana who not only offered me their valuable advice but also gifted relevant and precious books to me. Murshidzada Sahab very generously gifted to my humble self those handwritten and printed books, and pictures from the libraries of his grandfather Late Sir Mirza Jahan Quder and late Shehzada Aasman Jah, which are rarely found in any of the libraries of India. Research work cannot be completed without the help and cooperation of the staff of various libraries. For me, naming only a selected few would not be proper hence I indiscriminately and wholeheartedly thank all of them who were so cordial and helpful in providing me with the required support. 

Kaukub Quder Sajjad Ali Meerza

Department of Urdu

Aligarh Muslim University, Aligarh 

21 March 1967

post scriptum

At the time of printing, my dear Dr Qamrul Huda Faridi, Senior Research Fellow, Department of Urdu, helped me in the text’s proofreading and in the compilation of [the original] index, and my brother Farhatullah Khan Sahab, Reader Incharge, University Polytechnic (Electrical) helped me in typing of the English part, I am thankful to both of them. 
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Background and Milieu

Before embarking upon the life and contributions of Wajid Ali Shah, it is necessary to identify those traditions which shaped the cultural school of Lucknow and gave it a unique identity, at the same time heralding the era spreading over the life of Wajid Ali Shah.

[image: ] traditions established by elders [image: ]

Meerza Mohammad Muqeem, the heir of Wajid Ali Shah, was the son in law of one Mir Mohammad Musavi.1 Both of them were Shias and were born in Nishapur.2 

In 1722, the King of Delhi, Muhammad Shah, bestowed the title of Nawab Saa’dat Khan Burhan ul Mulk Bhadur Jung, as well as the Subedarship of Avadh, upon Mir Mohammad Ameen. This was in acknowledgement of his great services in defending Delhi from the conspiracies of outsiders. Subjugating the rebellious Sheikhzadas and Rajputs was Burhan ul Mulk’s most commendable achievement. In 1739, when Burhan ul Mulk died, his son-in-law gifted two crore rupees to Nadir Shah. In return for his loyalty to the Delhi Durbar, he not only got the Subedarship of Avadh,3 but also earned the title4 of Waazir ul Mumalik Mansoor Ali Khan Bahadur Safdar Jung. Due to his strong bond with the Delhi Durbar, he was envied by all the other subedars. The King adopted Subedar Gujarat’s daughter and got her engaged to Safdar Jung’s son. Ultimately the daughter got massive dowry not only from the King but from Mautum ud Daulah who was the Subedar of Gujarat and also from all the other Subedars of Hindustan at that time. Acting as both a father and a king, Mautum ud Daulah and the owner of Gujarat he gave an an unlimited dowry. Following his example, all the other subedars at that time also contributed immensely towards the dowry.5 This wealth contributed directly to the formation of Faizabad and indirectly to the formation of Lucknow. However, due to unfavourable circumstances, this bond of love and affection could not last long. But so long as the relationship continued, the people of Delhi rightfully claimed help and cooperation from them and their children, and the latter dutifully served the people of Delhi.

The activities of Burhan ul Mulk and Safdar Jung within Avadh were limited to strengthening the empire.6 They lived the hard life of a soldier and preferred to be nomadic. This is evident from the fact that in the thirty-two years of their rule, they did not build a permanent abode for themselves. They spent their lives in army cantonments and died in Delhi, where they were buried.7 Though Iranians are by nature opulent, their simplicity and austerity earned8 these two a place of distinction among all the rich and mighty of Shahjahanabad.9 Safdar Jung was a generous person, which is evident from the fact that he granted 50 ‘ashrafis’ to anyone with whom he held some conversation. If he was impressed by a soldier, then he used to increase his salary by 10 rupees. The poetry of Burhan ul Mulk10 and its appreciation by Safdar Jung11 depict their literary interests. But more than patronizing the subtle arts, they were dedicated to administration. In this, their Iranian origin and beliefs were never an impediment. Due to their secular and non-communal approach, they were quickly able to gain the confidence of the masses. Soon, even the most rebellious and mulish people submitted before them.12 Burhan ul Mulk’s empire was full of renowned Hindu pilgrimages, like Mathura, Prayag, Kashi, and Ayodhya. In the Zamindar community, there were many aggressive Hindus.13 The majority of the Muslims were Sunnis. From the viewpoint of race, both the rulers were different from the governed class. However, they enjoyed the submission and goodwill of both Hindus and Muslims so much that the people in Delhi thought that Safdar Jung was a Hindu.14 The good faith of the Sheikhs was so deeply rooted that, after driving out the Rohillas from Lucknow, they invited Safdar Jung to rule.15 This healthy legacy of unity and harmony among Hindus and Muslims, and among Sunnis and Shias, was carried forward to the era of Wajid Ali Shah.

Even after the incident of HanUmangarhi, the events of 1857 clearly proved that the people of Avadh were true loyalists of this family. HanUmangarhi was granted to Wajid Ali Shah by Safdar Jung through a deed,16 and Wajid Ali Shah tried to maintain the status quo up to the end.17 The legacies of language, literature, culture, religion, and good governance, which were brought by Burhan ul Mulk from Delhi in his quest for welfare and solicitude, faced tremendous rebellion on the soil of Avadh. Some of these healthy legacies stood the test of time for fifty to a hundred years, while some died out after only ten to twenty years. Before the birth of Wajid Ali Shah, even the titular relationship between Delhi and Lucknow, which had been maintained against all odds, had ended. After royal declaration, the futile attempt to keep alive the pomp and opulence of the erstwhile rulers on the one hand, and the expression of regret and ironic comments on the other became the hallmark of the forthcoming era of history. However, the formidable changes which took place during this time had surfaced before the birth of Wajid Ali Shah. These changes gained strength and vigour, and not only impacted Wajid Ali Shah’s life, but served as his cradle. He was bound to work for the advancement of such changes. 
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From subjugation to self-reliance, from military expertise to royal splendour, from battlefield to luxurious chambers, and from Islamic traditions to Indian ethnicity, the kith and kin of Safdar Jung showed great promptness in this changeover; his son became its first remarkable example. Burhan ul Mulk and Safdar Jung grew beards and wore the attire of the Delhi court. Shuja ud Daulah grew a moustache of the Indian style and his beard disappeared.18 Asaf ud Daulah wore formal shoes, and Nasiruddin Haider was fully drenched in English chic.19 Such changes were also witnessed at the administrative level. The affluent Hindu class was the confidant of Burhan ul Mulk and Safdar Jung,20 while Shuja ud Daulah and Asaf ud Daulah often gave this honour to both the Hindus and the Muslims. From the period of Saa’dat Ali Khan, Muslims were regarded as worthy of administration. Hindus were given only the position of Diwans.21 During the reign of Shuja ud Daulah, many reasons manifested for this change. Only those incidents which had far-reaching ramifications are mentioned here. At the time of the crowning of Wazir ul Mumalik Shuja ud Daulah Abul Mansoor Khan Bahadur Asad Jung (1754), the Mughal Empire was surrounded by formidable dangers. The Battle of Plassey (1757) had crippled the empire, in addition to existing Maratha aggression.

“The Marathas blockaded Delhi with a formidable strength of about twenty to twenty-five lakh strong army, whose ultimate motive was to conquer Delhi and cause devastation thereof.”22

Shuja ud Daulah was present at both these fronts, and “the fates of two forceful communities of the world were decided before his eyes.”23 First, there was the Third Battle of Panipat (1761) in which there were Agha Haju Sharf, Shuja ud Daulah and the armies of other Chiefs while on the other hand there was the battalion of the Marathas. This battle decided in just one day that if Hindustan does not belong to Muslims, it also cannot belong to the Marathas.24 Shuja ud Daulah, fully engrossed with the victory, vehemently challenged the growing power of the English, gearing up for the Battle of Buxar (1764).25 In this battle, the well-organized army of the English was on one side, and the battalion of Hindustani and Mughal leaders was on the other. The Battle of Buxar decided within twenty-four hours that Hindustan does not belong to the Muslims, it belongs to the English.26 Despite their military might and political manoeuvres, the English traders were not willing to shoulder such a great responsibility. They needed the able leadership of the ambitious Shuja ud Daulah and were willing to proceed gradually under his leadership. Hence, they were willing to maintain cordial ties with him.27 Defeated, overpowered and saddened by the hollow encouragements of friends in whom he confided,28 irritated and disheartened by the selfishness of his Wali Naimat who harboured the nasty plans to hand over his administration to others,29 Shuja ud Daulah submitted before the English. Though the conditions laid down by the English aimed to please Shuja ud Daulah and solicit his cooperation, the result of this apparently generous treatment was that Avadh, a great power centre of Hindustan, was severed from the politics of the country.30 Under the guise of helping and cooperating with Shuja ud Daulah, the shrewd English started uprooting the neighbouring states one by one. It gave material and political mileage to the English, though it apparently also gave power to Shuja ud Daulah coupled with disrepute, as the boundaries of Avadh were enlarged.31 The military activities of Shuja ud Daulah started gaining momentum, and the English became anxious32 that this predicted some sort of vengeance by Shuja ud Daulah. Haider Naik, the Ruler of Mysore, who was fighting under the French flag, asked for Shuja ud Daulah’s help. Through a secret reply, he refused to help him, saying that he is the friend of English and enemy of their enemies. This was enough to dispel the fears of the English that Shuja ud Daulah would betray them.33 He was allowed to keep as large an army as he desired, and they held that there were no restrictions on him.34 There was no end to the ambitions of Shuja ud Daulah, who was highly determined. Thus, instead of becoming the minister (wazir) of the King of Delhi, he was keener to accept the ministership (wazarat) of England.35 Therefore, had he lived longer, or had his heirs shared his mentality and temperament, the history of Avadh would have taken a different turn. Secured within the four walls of his state and away from the internal rift of Hindustan, Shuja ud Daulah bade farewell to this world in 1775, at a time when the expansion of the empire had reached its zenith,36 and its annual income was at three crore and sixty lakh rupees per annum.37 
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Shuja ud Daulah was as much a lover of fine arts and an adMirer of the fairer sex as he was interested in the strategic and administrative affairs.38 Asaf ud Daulah inherited his educational and literary taste from his father and tired of the intricacies of administrative affairs, soon assigned to those who were most wishful for the same. Deeds of agreement were concluded between the English and Nawab Shuja ud Daulah ended with his death.39 This included the deeds related to residence40 in Avadh, tax free trade, and maintaining a helpful army.41 With the new settlement (1775), the English expanded their power and prepared Asaf ud Daulah to dismiss the army,42 and to engage foreign employees only on the approval of the East India Company.43 In order to gain prosperity for the commercial activities of the Company, it was thought that there must be an increase in the concessions given to it. Asaf ud Daulah was “subservient to his Western friends, he acted at their behest and would never listen to anyone before them.”44 But Asaf ud Daulah was helpless before his experienced and veteran mother Bahu Begum Sahiba. Immediately after his crowning (Masnad Nashini), he declared Lucknow as his final abode in 1775.45 Even the mixed culture of Iran and Hindustan, which was the gift of Faizabad, had been touched by English influences by the time it reached Lucknow. The structure of the Lucknow Residency was built by Asaf ud Daulah.46 But it was he who had to face its dire consequences. It was the duty of the occupants of the Residency to make arrangements for the entertainment and amusement of Asaf ud Daulah. The Nawab showed tremendous interest in English toys, watches, and other goods.47 English traders charged extravagantly for such goods. Following their wishes, the Nawab often had to purchase goods he did not even require, merely for the sake of his residence. Additionally, servants were recruited from the lowest levels of English society.48 The best way to please the Nawab was to be a partner in his entertainment pursuits.49 It is said that the huge amount spent on the Nawab’s pets was sufficient to maintain a whole army, and there is also a mention of about 1000 dogs,50 which were mainly influenced by foreign factors.51 Soon the Nawab realized that in the name of hospitality for his honourable guests, he was being plundered. When he petitioned the Central Rulers about this, he was given some aid. But by that time, it was too late.52 The dilution of western aroma in Lucknavi fragrance had begun, and soon Lucknow became the largest junction of Western and Eastern cultures. Out of the precincts of Avadh, there was bloodshed and devastation all over Hindustan, but within Avadh the atmosphere was one of peace and serenity. There was an abundance of wealth, luxury, and enjoyment; thus scholars, artists, and lovers of art were given a warm welcome here. Even the common man who entered the place had no worries for his livelihood. The phrase ‘He who does not get from the Almighty, gets from Asaf ud Daulah’ (Jis Ko na de Maula uss ko de Asaf ud Daulah) bore some reality in this period.53 Faizabad could not become Shahjahanabad due to the untimely death of Shuja-ud Daulah, but his son 

“within days gathered all the paraphernalia and embellishment within his area (Lucknow), his only ambition being that whether it is the Nizam of Hyderabad or the courtyard of Tipu Sultan, neither the people nor the pomp or magnificence should exceed that of his own.”54

Consequently, not only the pupils but even the princesses of the Mughals reached his court without any invitation. Asaf ud Daulah even fixed precious grants for them.55 In exchange for the financial aid given to the Delhi Durbar,56 the title57 of Wazir ul Mumalik Asaf ud Daulah Nawab Mohammad Yahya Khan Bahadur Huzbar Jung was bestowed on him. The legacy established by Asaf ud Daulah carried on even after his death. Saa’dat Ali Khan gave a warm and affectionate welcome to all the Princesses who came [to his court]. The fact that he took care of their comforts personally demonstrates that, in spite of the baneful effect of the English, the rulers of Avadh still gave the deserving what was due. The elite treated the Princesses with princely treatment and the poets applauded the poets in a poet-like manner and never let anyone feel that they were migrants who came in need of their favour. This politeness and demureness of the people of Lucknow in dispelling the worries of strangers was exemplary, unmatched over the course of time. It was the individual opinion of those suffering from superiority complex who still spoke ill about the ambience in Lucknow.58 Gradually, as a reaction to this egoistic behaviour, and in the quest for a luxurious lifestyle, inventions and discoveries were made in language, poetry, literature, costume, food, style, and fashion – in every aspect of life. Khan Aarzoo, who had brightened the literary world of Delhi, held the foremost position among the newcomers in Lucknow.59 Poets like Sauda, Mir, Soz, Mir Hasan, Insha, Jurrat, MuShafi, and dozens of their contemporaries came to Lucknow and contributed to making or spoiling the literary ambience of Lucknow. Conflict came to an end due to the English, but to prove one’s supremacy is human nature. To satisfy this instinct amidst the tumultuous atmosphere of KashMiris and poets, the Lucknow people distinguished themselves in the field of kite-flying and bird-fighting, which ultimately sowed the seed of Lucknavi culture. 
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The propagation of Shii’te beliefs had a mentionable role in shaping the Lucknavi culture and Imambarah Asaf ud Daulah. The elegies by Mir Anis owe their existence to this historical movement. Lucknow, which is still regarded as the epicentre of Shii’te and the fountain of Shia beliefs and learnings, remains indebted to this movement. There were no clergymen (Shia Mujtahid) until the period of Asaf ud Daulah.60 There was no separate congregation for namaz, and there was no remarkable difference in the maintaining of a replica of Imam Hussain (Taaziadaari61). There were Shia states in South Gujarat and Murshidabad, but they lacked the enthusiasm to propagate their beliefs. Perhaps nature had reserved this honour for the soil of Avadh: when Asaf ud Daulah steps upon this soil, then Maulvi Dildar Ali (Al Matufi 1235 a.h./1820) will come from Nasirabad, and under the patronage of this Darbar, after completing his own religious learning, would propagate deen:

“All such services (purification of Shii’te beliefs, management of Shii’te groups, and giving a logical reply to opponents), rendered personally by Ghufran Maa’b, could be the lifetime achievement of any one person, but collectively rendering these services was the prerogative of this genius and which was not possible without the Divine blessings. Wherever there is knowledge and learning in Hindustan, it definitely reaches its culmination up to Ghufran Maa’b Taab Sarah.”62



The first congregation of Namaz63 under the Shia organization took place on 13 Rajab 1200 a.h. (1786), and the first Friday Prayer is reported to take place on 27 Rajab 1200 a.h. (1786).64 The present form and popularity of Taaziadaari owes its origin to Janab Ghufran Maa’b:

“ …and these rituals became so popular that it reached every doorstep, all the roads were flooded with Taazia processions, and in this way he gave a new identification and trend to Shia Taaziadaari, segregating it from common Muslims. Consequently he speeded up religious propagation, community organization, and advancement of Shia culture.”65 

Even today the ruins of Lucknow are reminiscent of the strong convictions of the townsmen of yesteryear, and are living evidence of the surging wave of Shii’te. There are hardly any places of pilgrimage in Iraq, Najaf, or Kaazmain, replica of which was not built in Lucknow. Up to the period of Asaf ud Daulah, his courtiers and other members of the elite class had mausoleums constructed for their final abode. Asaf ud Daulah (d. 1212 a.h./1797) was buried in his Imambarah (Constructed 1205 a.h./1791) and thereafter this tradition was followed by his descendants. Instead of building mausoleums, they constructed Imambarahs which, during the days of mourning (Muharram), encouraged the entry of crowds of believers who lit candles and witnessed religious fervour and brightness all around, thereby also giving a boost to the family prestige. The Shia sect was guided by two principles: ‘tawalla’ meaning affection towards the family of the Prophet, and ‘Tabarra’ meaning hatred towards the enemies and opponents of the Prophet’s family. Although these took the form of traditions through Asafi Imambarah, due to pretensions and artificiality, they soon fell victim to profanation (Bidaa’t). In poetry, tawalla is expressed in various forms, but the art of poetry which became immensely popular was elegy. Similarly, tabarra was also expressed in different forms, but Harzia goi was the hallmark of Lucknow poetry.66 Sufism has no place in Shia belief. In the religious poetry of Lucknow, Sufism was presented in the form of ‘tawalla’ and ‘Tabarra’. If the father dies in the lifetime of the grandfather, then the grandchild is devoid of inheritance. With the progress of Shii’te, the English – for their own political gain – gave special importance to this principle. Thus, during crowning ceremonies their decisions were always a matter of concern for the royal family.67 Mutaa marriage has always been controversial, but was well accommodated in Lucknow culture. As per Shia belief, Mutaa and polygamy became popular. At the evolutionary stage of the rise of Shii’te, it was not possible to exceed the permissible limits, nor is there evidence to refute this statement. The participation of Asaf ud Daulah in the Holi festival68 and the construction of the magnificent Imambarah by Jhau Lal69 is a reflection of the religious harmony which originated at the time of Burhan ul Mulk and Safdar Jung. After Ghufra’n Maa’b and Asaf ud Daulah, religious harmony and impartiality started degrading. Up to the period of Nasiruddin, germs crept into Lucknow culture which bloomed under the banner of religion, and proved fatal for humanity and politics. Apparently, this was taken as religious advancement;

“Many Hindus were converted to Muslims and many Sunnis to Shias.”70 

The King was also not untouched by this. When furious, the King often passed orders that the house of the clergyman of the time be blown up with a tank. Thus, the townsmen, following his dictates, managed to aim a tank at the clergyman’s house, with the intention that the house of the religious head be blown up, while the house of the head of the state remains intact.71 But in reality this progress was not the progress of religion – it was the fanaticism which had weakened the foundations of the Mughal Empire, and now it was Avadh’s turn. To address the heads/rulers of non-Muslim states as low and vile72 was a move to instigate the rulers to appoint Muslims to all high posts of the state, and its responsibility to be carried by the English. During the reign of Asaf ud Daulah, Raja Jhau Lal was forced to step down from his post, and it is said that Asaf ud Daulah was so shocked by this that it resulted in his death.73 Allama Taffazul Hussain Khan was appointed as Jhau lal’s successor.74 Taffazul Hussain’s first move was the dismissal and devastation75 of Wazir Ali Khan, and his second move was to divide the state in the reign of Saa’dat Ali Khan. Soon Saa’dat Ali Khan “sent Taffazul Hussain to Calcutta as a lawyer, and in the same manner, he slowly and gradually punished those who were guilty of hurting and agonizing.”76

However, the successors of Saa’dat Ali Khan lacked farsightedness, as if it had become a tradition to be devastated at the hands of minister. 
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Up to the pinnacle of Mughal Empire, issues of succession were resolved through the sword. By the time this tradition ended, the conspiracies in the court had caused the fracturing of the empire. Despite the bloodshed caused by this internal strife, the unity of the empire remained intact. Even the most rebellious official would submit before one who claimed to be skilled in swordsmanship. In Avadh, those who aspired to the throne were never powerful or mighty enough to fight for their rights. They used all their resources to please their superiors and benefactors. Conceding to any conditions set by the English was considered a good way to achieve their goals, and they were ready to pay an exorbitant amount of wealth to them.77 The well-wishers of the empire were also not so loyal as to prefer selfless service to personal gain. It was very easy for the powerful to prove an upright officer as dishonest and a legitimate child as illegitimate. These unpleasant events started to surface from the time that Asaf ud Daulah was crowned. The more power-hungry the contenders became, the more significance the crowning ceremony gained. Asaf ud Daulah had the right,78 but not the ability,79 to rule over the empire. He was apprehensive about his brother Saa’dat Ali Khan. The Company Bahadur was successful in soliciting both an agreement and a grant from him. Later, his son, Wazir Ali Khan, acceded to the throne, but the English soon realized that he was not a puppet. To dismiss him from power, they did not collect even the amount of evidence that is required to evict a tenant.80 This was because Saa’dat Ali Khan was ready to surrender two thirds of the empire in order to gain one third of it. Saa’dat Ali Khan managed his remaining empire with administrative acumen and was regarded the best administrator of his times – though his critics say that his period was the most indolent era.81 However he was so harassed himself that, like Asaf ud Daulah,82 he decided to get rid of the administration.83 These early submissions to the English are sufficient to make clear that the lost country was not restored to Shuja ud Daulah with the aim that his descendants would continue to rule undisturbed. As head of the administration, the English did not want to lose a single opportunity to expand their authority and to undermine, weaken, and disrepute the rulers of Avadh.
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The subedari of Avadh or any other state did not imply it as the personal asset of the subedar which could be passed on to his successors. In fact, it was the prerogative of the central government to bestow it on anyone they wished. Safdar Jung acquired it through the payment of two crore rupees.84 This was the reason that the empire of Avadh was regarded as the purchased personal property85 of the buyer. Shuja ud Daulah did not need confirmation from the central government. The central government had become so weak that it, in fact, needed Shuja ud Daulah. Hastings even advised him to declare his emperorship, but he bluntly refused to do so.86 It was his policy that he should not do something which benefits others, but where he himself would gain nothing but a meaningless title. By the time of Ghaziuddin, circumstances had changed; there was neither a state nor an army. In such a situation bestowing kingship was thought as the best way to ruin someone who aspired to become a King. Before becoming King, Ghaziuddin Haider had already granted two crore rupees and huge military assistance to the English.87 There was still a huge amount of accumulated wealth from his father in the state exchequer.88 This amount was enough for royal pomp and pageantry. Thus, on 9 October 1819 (1235 a.h.), Ghaziuddin Haider was declared King.89 The crown and the attire sent from England was such an honour90 that his flattery and appeasement of the English was no longer a surprise. But apart from this temporary appreciation, and, as quoted by some, the revengeful action of Lord Mayra,91 the nominal relationship with Delhi, which had been beneficial for both, came to an end. The Avadh people thought that the English were well-wishers of their empire hence the empire would only prosper if English too exist. However, the empire did prosper but this progress was of luxury, of pomp and of hostility. The influx of educated men from Delhi came almost to an end during Ghaziuddin Haider’s time, and those who were born in Lucknow began drifting from those arts and artifacts which carried the flavour of Delhi.92
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The gradual and indiscernible movement to subjugate the rulers of Avadh in the name of their welfare and that of the people of Avadh continued. The only difference was that, as per the Agreement of 1775, this was done covertly, under the guise of friendship. The English changed their style, from friendship they apparently changed to guardianship and from 1837 they openly started getting hold of the empire. All the levels of the state administration from royals to ministers were deserving as well as undeserving. . There were often parochial-minded, ambitious, and shrewd Governor Generals, who implemented the policies of the Company. But one thing which did not change was the subjugation, helplessness, and submissiveness of the rulers of Avadh. To remain subservient to the English had become characteristic of the Kings of Avadh.93 If any ruler ever thought of protesting, the conspiracies of the court stood in their way.94 The involvement of the King in pastimes which did not impede the authority of the English was provided solace to every rival, and there was an attempt to maintain a congenial atmosphere, so that it did not give an opportunity to any rival to complain against. Human beings are, by nature, easily attracted to religious and cultural pursuits. These are not harmful for anyone. The inhabitants of Hindustan had a natural liking for feasts, congregations, fairs, and plays95 and special blessings of religion and luck enhanced this. Thus, to keep the enthusiasm of both rulers and subjects alive, many options were explored, which were otherwise not possible. Religious leaders like Sultan ul Ulema Syed Muhammad Sahab, kings like Wajid Ali Shah, loyalists like Rajab Ali Beg Suroor, elegists like Mir Anis, writers like Nawab Mirza Shauk, poets like Aatish and Nasikh, and dancers like Kalka and Bindadin, were the creations of Lucknavi culture, without which these masterpieces, which have a place of pride in the culture and civilization of Hindustan, would have died before their birth. The services of these great men were an indispensable part of life for over a hundred years. They spanned every facet of life, including religion, etiquette, cordiality, conversation, and daily living, reaching the pinnacle of subtlety and delicacy. 

The impact of a country’s politics on its culture is not a new phenomenon. If there was something new, then it was that the King’s nominal character. Though the administration was carried in his name, but the Resident acted according to his own whims and caprices. Such a dual system caused maladministration, ruining reputations of both. Collaboration between the Resident and the King was possible only if both were acting in good faith, and looking at the political conditions of the country; this rarely happened.96 In the face of discord, it all depended on the nature of the issue, whether the King would withdraw or the Resident would remain adamant in his decision. The King was left with no choice but to silently submit to the desirable or undesirable interruptions. The Kings of Avadh, by resorting to such traditional compliance and by making all sorts of sacrifices, saved their empire.97 During the imperialism of Lord Dalhousie, when small states were being devastated under petty pretexts, the English were not in need of sacrifices, but of empire. The upheaval of the Avadh empire anticipated a great revolution both in the life of the King and his subjects. But in the face of helplessness and compliance, this incident was also no less than what had already occurred in the past. The only difference was that the King and his supporters neither protested against it nor did they accept it. In respect to not protesting, they followed the people of Delhi, but in not accepting it they proved that in spite of being lovers of luxury and lavish lifestyles, they still cared for the empire as their own, and wished for its survival. The boundaries of the Mughal empire, which once extended from Arabian Sea to the Bay of Bengal, with the favours of the English, were shrivelled up to the walls of Red Fort. There was a common feeling among the supporters of the empire that somehow the throne must remain intact.98 Before the patronizing of English, the boundaries of Avadh had the Ganges and the Yamuna in their bosom, but under the influence of this foreign power, they too were reduced to the banks of Ghagra and Gomti. Had Wajid Ali Shah desired, this would have been circumscribed up to the four walls of Qaiser Bagh, but this was neither acceptable to him nor to his subjects. 
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The turmoil of the empire was expected. In August 1855, some two hundred powerful individuals held a secret meeting and decided that to prevent the upheaval, one and a half lakh pounds should be given to satisfy the greed of the employees of the East India Company. Their unanimous verdict was that “Firangis love gold and the people of Avadh like their freedom more than it…”99 To implement this declaration, they published secret pamphlets and got busy revolting against the British and safe-guarding Avadh.100 Wajid Ali Shah did not encourage such people.101 However this movement continued without his support. In the upheaval of 1857, these covert movements became public. The Residency’s building was destroyed in their fury. The narrator writes that the flag bearers of freedom had the wish “to dig it into a pond.”102 But before their wish could materialize, the factors which had made Wajid Ali Shah bear all excesses with silence were ultimately revealed;103 more than half of Lucknow was turned into debris,104 ancient dynasties were ruined,105 the worth of poetry and literature were changed,106 and the revolution which was to reveal itself slowly carried away that which is called “the last specimen of eastern civilization”107 in its furious deluge.
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There is a difference of opinion among historians not only about the personality of Wajid Ali Shah, but also regarding his name, date of birth, and death. In history books, the popular name is Wajid Ali Shah, although his true name was Mohammad Wajid Ali1 – with the addition of Shah, this became Wajid Ali Shah. This style is seen in royal manuscripts and writings.2 People use Wajid Ali Shah for the sake of convenience. According to his courtyard commentator, Saqib, his date of birth is 10 Rabi ul Sani 1243 a.h.3 From the autobiography written during the beginning of Wajid Ali Shah’s reign, from self-written manuscripts, and from other statements, it is evident that Saqib was mistaken, and Wajid Ali Shah was born much before the given date. Some writers regard 10 Zeeqad 1237 a.h. as his date of birth.4 In present times, this is regarded as the correct date.5 But had this been correct, Wajid Ali Shah would have been aged twenty-six at the time of his coronation in 1263 a.h. But, other than Mirza Rajab Ali Beg Suroor,6 commentators mention he was twenty-five.7 There is strong evidence favouring this age (twenty-five) as correct. Wajid Ali Shah was born in Lucknow8 on 10 Zeeqad 1238 a.h., corresponding to 19 July 1833.9 Hence, he was coroneted in the beginning weeks of his twenty-fifth year.10
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Amjad Ali Shah was Wajid Ali Shah’s father and Malka Kishwer was his mother. At the time of Wajid Ali Shah’s birth, Ghaziuddin Haider was the ruler of Avadh. He was his grandfather, Muhammad Ali Shah’s, elder brother. During the reign of Saa’dat Ali Khan, Muhammad Ali Shah, who was his father’s Naib11 (representative), and Ghaziuddin Haider, who was his heir, were devoid of their father’s attention.12 It was a repetition of history; like the hostility between Asaf ud Daula and his younger brother Saa’dat Ali Khan after Shuja ud Daula’s death, the same animosity was seen between Ghaziuddin Haider and his other brothers after the death of Saa’dat Ali Khan. This bitterness increased so much that one of the brothers migrated to Benares.13 Although the other brother preferred to stay in Lucknow, he was not involved in governmental affairs, nor did he receive any grants from the royal treasury.14 Until Rabi ul Sani 1253 a.h. (1837), when Nasiruddin Haider died, there was little hope that Muhammad Ali Shah could ever become the King of Avadh, or that Amjad Ali Shah would be his successor.

Wajid Ali Shah was the eldest son of his parents,15 and thus he was their dearest. His mother had dressed him like a monk at the time of his Chhahti (6th-day ritual after birth).16 Their bond was so strong that at the time of the upheaval of the empire, his mother was at his side and personally visited London to advocate for his cause. Wajid Ali Shah’s younger brother, Meerza Muhammad Jawad Ali, accompanied her. Both of them died in Europe and were buried in Paris.17
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Grave of Malka Kishwer in Père Lachaise Cemetery, Paris, France.

Photo Courtesy: Aman Ahsan Khan, great-great-great grandson of Wajid Ali Shah. (May 22, 2016. On the occasion of Shab e Barat)

Wajid Ali Shah also had a sister, who was younger than the brothers, and was buried at her father’s side in Lucknow. Historians have particularly appreciated the looks and personality of Amjad Ali Shah and Malka Kishwer. Wajid Ali Shah inherited all the attributes of his parents. Like his elders, he was a religious person, a flag-bearer of tradition, handsome, kind-hearted, and the embodiment of acceptance and compassion.18
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Wajid Ali Shah was brought up with great indulgence and amidst lavish surroundings. Historians have recorded his childhood incidents in a perfect manner, though he was not given due importance during his childhood. Nevertheless, the genius of the King was revealed during his early years. The compiler of the Wazir Nama explains thus:

In a very short time he studied and developed proficiency over the books prescribed in the curriculum of that time and joined his very brilliant and able teachers. Due to his extraordinary calibre, brilliance and genius he soon achieved mastery over the entire curriculum.19 

Another historian regards it as a progressive and oriental education, and specifically mentions the ancient and modern history and literature.20 Through the statements of other historians, it is further confirmed that Wajid Ali Shah was an intelligent man and could learn new things with little effort.21 Among the learned teachers, only one name – Maulvi Imdad Hussain Khan – was mentioned by Wajid Ali Shah. He taught him two books, entitled Meezan ul Tibb and Sharah e Asbab.22 On the basis of his merit and achievements, the title “Ameen Udd Daulah Amdatul Mulk Imdad Hussain Khan Bahadur Zulfiqar Jung” was then bestowed upon Maulvi Sahab.23 For his poetic pursuits, Wajid Ali Shah was under the guidance of Barq Lucknavi. In music, he received lessons from Qutb Ali Khan Rampuri.24 Both of these great men were considered masters in their respective fields. Apart from this, Barq was an expert in equestrian sports, and Qutb Ali Khan had command over Arabic, Persian, and poetry.25 During the royal period, they were bestowed with titles and high status, and had considerable influence over Wajid Ali Shah’s personality.26
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The reign of Nasiruddin Haider is often called the youth of Lucknow.27 This was also the period of Wajid Ali Shah’s youth. In his self-written account, Wajid Ali Shah relates in detail both his love relations and his marriage. The marriage was likely held in the month of Rajab/Shaban, 1253 a.h. (1837), when he was fifteen. The wedding was lavish.28 The bride was from a respected and rich family from Lucknow, and was five years elder to him.29 Various sources claim her name was Alam Ara Begum. Her pen name was Alam, her alias was Nawab Khas Mahal, and her title was Badshah Mahal. She was a good sitar player.30

This marriage heralded a promising future for Wajid Ali Shah. With the death of Nasiruddin Haider, the family’s hardships from living an artificial social life came to an end, and Muhammad Ali Shah was coroneted. After marriage, Wajid Ali Shah gained the freedom which he had aspired to for so long. This freedom nurtured his love for poetry and gave him a life of opulence and luxury. When Amjad Ali Shah became the successor, he fixed a five-hundred-rupee monthly allowance for his son and a four-hundred-rupee allowance for his daughter-in-law.31 This amount was enough for a lavish lifestyle, and Wajid Ali Shah was not hesitant to spend it accordingly. 

Within five years of marriage, four children were born from this union.32 In addition, Wajid Ali Shah contracted other nikahs and mutahs, and more children were born.33 The Nikah which is mentioned in many historical treatises was contracted with Wazirzadi Nawab Raunaq Ara Begum on 5 Shaaban, 1267 a.h. (1851). She was the cousin of Wajid Ali Shah’s first wife, Alam Ara Begum, and the King bestowed upon Raunaq Ara Begum the title of Akhtar Mahal.34 Alam Ara Begum’s father was Nawab Ali Taqi Khan,35 and Raunaq Ara Begum’s father was Nawab Ali Naqi Khan. Both were the sons of Ashraf ud Daulah Nawab Ahmed Ali Khan and the grandsons of Madarul Maham Madar ul Daula Mukhtar ul Mulk Nawab Syed Yusuf Samsam Jung.36 Akhtar Mahal was a minor at the time of her marriage, and gave birth to only one child (male) after the fall of the empire,37 who died during the lifetime of Wajid Ali Shah.38
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After Shuja ud Daulah, Wajid Ali Shah is said to have the largest number of children. For brevity, names of only those princesses who became famous are mentioned here. Of these, four princesses, including Meerza Khush Bakht Bahadur, died in the lifetime of the King, and there were no issues related to inheritance. Some princesses had titles, and also produced compilations of their written works. Out of these, the compilations of Kaukab, Huzbur, and Anjum have been published. Some of the Ghazals are famous even today. 
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Table A – Showing Children of Wajid Ali Shah 
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On 10 Rabi ul Sani 1258 a.h. (21 May 1842), after the coronation of Amjad Ali Shah, Wajid Ali Shah was given the title of Abul Mansoor Sikander Jah Sulaiman Hasham Sahab Alam Wali Ahad Meerza Muhammad Wajid Ali Bahadur, and assumed new responsibilities.39 Barq has analysed these responsibilities as ministerial affairs.40 Wajid Ali Shah himself regarded them as a royal service.41 Every day after the Morning Prayer, he was present in the courtyard, heard petitions, passed orders, and listened to the pleas of his subjects.42 He also gathered knowledge about governmental affairs and utilized his own abilities accordingly, which was not an easy job. In the works of contemporary historians, there is no mention of the fact that Wajid Ali Shah was in any way reluctant to perform his duties or that he defaulted in his responsibilities. 

During his formative years, Wajid Ali Shah’s personal life did not change much; in fact, he had sufficient funds and full freedom to pursue his interests, and to achieve his goals. Those who were hopeful and optimistic about his succession had an opportunity to rise in the eyes of the new heir, and did a lot to achieve this. In his autobiography, Wajid Ali Shah mentions specific anecdotes relating to this. The work of Parikhana and the appointment of its staff,43 meeting with Ali Naqi,44 the organization of meetings and fairs,45 and educating army units on the rules (in Persian)46 were some of the practices which were associated with excellence and artistry, and yielded perfect results during his reign. Poetry and music reached new heights during this period. The King mentioned that he invested lakhs of rupees in nurturing these interests.47 However he also mentioned that his income was insufficient when compared to these expenditures.48 Though he had full control over the royal treasury, there was paucity of funds with respect to his ambitions.
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Wajid Ali Shah was coroneted on 13 February 1847 at about 9 PM.49 The initial period of Wajid Ali Shah’s reign is significant as he sent an alarming message to his opponents. 

In the beginning he used to indicate such intricacies in the title deeds and financial papers that even the sharpest minds were awestruck.50

He also showed generosity of the highest order as seen below:

“That day (while going to Dargah) he had thrown one lakh ten thousand rupees”51

In matters of justice, other than “Mashgalae Sultani Adl e Nausherwani”,52 he received great appreciation not only for content but also for language, style of writing and way of presentation. Whenever he met a complainant, he would immediately give him his undivided attention.53 Usually, subjects pay this kind of attention to their king. This quality made him popular among all, regardless of status. His popularity continued because whenever he came across his subjects, he continued with his usual decent manner of dealing with them.54 His style of administration and goodwill towards the people was irreparably harmed by sycophants who pretended to be well-wishers. One such group consisted of politicians, whose shrewdness caused the King to slowly drift away from governmental affairs. Another group consisted of a handful of luxury-loving people, who began to behave arbitrarily after receiving the titles, positions, and status that they had been waiting for since his coronation. The former group was sincere, but they were not aware of King’s nature. The latter group showed arrogance and lacked knowledge. 

As a result of the conspiracy of this second, self-indulgent group, which was headed by Qutb Ali Khan Rampuri and the head of state affairs, Maharaj Bal Krishan,55 Nawab Ali Naqi Khan was appointed as minister in place of Nawab Amin ud Daula on 5 August 1847. Nawab Ali Naqi was an inexperienced man. After his appointment, mismanagement led to a strange and bitter relationship between the King and the Resident, which ultimately resulted in the devastating end of the empire.56 Being naïve, the Nawab failed to run the administration smoothly, and concentrated mainly on three things: firstly, on how to please the King, who was hard-headed and did not care a straw for anyone when keeping his words;57 secondly, on satisfying the Resident, who was unhappy about his appointment; and thirdly, on how to keep the group responsible for his appointment busy with their own selfish recreations. Although, he did not succeed in any of his pursuits, he held this position as long as the King’s rule lasted.

In the beginning of his rule, Wajid Ali Shah drifted away from engaging in governmental affairs. Apparently, the main reason behind this was that physicians advised the King not to take too much mental pressure due to the various maladies he was suffering from.58 The expert physicians were well aware of his illness and its causes. From the very beginning, the King remained connected with those affairs which befitted his stature. This was lauded by the masses, but frowned upon by the sycophants who surrounded him. Management of military affairs along modern lines and equipping units with the latest technology was one such engagement. The King took over upgrading the forces on a larger scale. Based on the information given by the Governor General, there were four hundred cannons, five thousand cannon operators, and forty-four thousand infantry men.59 The King himself named them as Akhtari and Nadri, and stated that there were three thousand riders. The Rule Book in English was not to his liking. 

The rules were written in Persian60 and many hours each day were devoted to composing them.61 The Resident did not like this, and when the King came to know about this, he drifted away from the task.62 By the end of the year, the King had given up the idea of becoming the Sultan e Alam, and was more interested in becoming Jan e Alam. This is evident from the fact that he drifted away from the management of the forces. Whenever the King tried to overhaul and upgrade the Akhtari and Nadri units, the Resident and Governor General would interfere under the pretext of sharing their wisdom. Until the return of Resident Richmond on 25 November 1848,63 such interference continued, and disappointed the already hurt King. With the arrival of Resident Solomon, the King was insulted and snubbed by petty excuses.64 At this point in time, the King became seriously ill.65 He wanted to appoint his successor, but the people did not like this.66 Ultimately, Nawab Ali Naqi Khan (the King’s father-in-law) was appointed as Minister. A book of directions, titled Dastur e Wajidi, was handed over to him and the King himself became busy with dance, music, and composition.67 With the story of his ill health, the direct rule of Wajid Ali Shah came to an end in 1849.

In Ramadhan 1266 a.h. (July 1849), Qutb Ali Khan and his companions were expelled from the city for their undesirable behaviour.68 This displeased the King;

“(He)…became frustrated, now became aware of Nawab Ali Naqi Khan’s cleverness, due to whose negligence there was apprehension about running of the government. He tried to divert his mind and got engaged in entertaining pursuits like kite flying, poetry composition etc. in which Begum Nawab Khas Mahal played an active role.”69

Rashk has composed a tarikh (chronological poem) about five poets receiving the honour of ‘Khila’at’, but does not mention their names.70 The editor of the Residency mentions the names Fateh ud Daula Barq, Maqbool ud Daula Qubool, Aftabud Daula Qalq, Mehrud Daula Mir Zaki, and Tadbirud Daula Aseer.71 Apparently, the appreciation of singers and musicians and the rise of poets was a pleasant change. In addition to poetry, the King presented his three epics in the form of a drama. He organized the marriages of some of his children, and performed nikah with Ali Naqi Khan’s daughter. Perhaps the masses were not happy with this. 

Although Nawab Ali Naqi Sahab was a minister, in reality he ruled the state. No minister got as high a position and stature as him. But all these niceties were an eyesore for Bare Sahab (Resident Solomon).72 

Bare Sahab or Resident Solomon was a frequent visitor to such events, but had some ulterior motives. Ali Naqi Khan played a shrewd role in presenting a prolonged list of baseless charges against the King. 
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The new Resident of Avadh, Colonel Outram, took charge on 5 December 1854. He was specifically appointed to scrutinize the reports submitted by Colonel Solomon. When Outram investigated, he found that there was considerable progress in governmental management.73 But perhaps the Central Government did not require such reports. Outram based his reports on the documents left by Solomon and dispatched them within three months, but it is believed that in these reports only the words were Outram’s, while the real facts were those collected by Solomon.74 Following this report and Lord Dalhousie’s wishes, the acquisition of Avadh was allowed on 1 November 1855, and a document was prepared in which the King was assured that if he agreed to all the conditions given there, his title and his right over the royal property would continue, he would be given twelve lakhs per annum for his personal expenses and three lakhs for the maintenance of his staff, and the same would continue with his successors. To obtain the King’s consent, the Resident was given the power to increase his allowance according to his demands, and also to fix better allowances for the King’s mother and other ministers.75

On 4 February 1856, the Resident met the King. In front of his ministers, brother, mother and some other dignitaries, the King asked Sahab ud Daula Bahadur to read out the document of accession. He was emotional, and could not read it for long. The King took it from his hands and started reading himself. The King then reacted in the following words:

“Agreement is signed among the equals, but if I am no longer the King, then how can I have a right to have an agreement with the British Government? I will go to Britain and will request that the Crown reconsider it.” 

In spite of strong insistence from the Resident and the minister, the King refused to sign the document. His subjects had already been directed to remain silent, and his forces were asked to surrender. Ultimately, the King laid his turban in the hands of Resident and wistfully reminded him that it was the British Government which had crowned his grandfather and that if the Crown now wished that he should be reduced to a non-entity, then it is futile to sign any agreement as he has already been stripped of his position and grandeur.76
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On 13 March 1856 at 8 PM, the King started for London via Calcutta.77 In spite of the King’s orders that nobody should accompany him, some of his loyalists, Begums, and well-wishers went with him up to Kanpur.78 Some of them were not allowed by the Resident to accompany the King, while some returned from Kanpur.79 The King travelled in buggy up to Benares, and from Benares he sailed to Calcutta in steamer.80 After two complete months, the King reached Calcutta on 13 May 1856.81 In Mochi Khola, the house of Maharaja Burdwan had already been hired for five hundred rupees per month. The King resided here.82 In the beginning, this appeared to be a temporary residence, but after thirty-one years, from the same house of exile, the King’s body was taken to its final rest.

Due to the exertion of the journey, incompatibility with the wet weather of Bengal, the financial burden, and the emotional disturbance, the King fell ill. It was necessary for the delegation to leave for England. Hence, on 18 June 1856, the King bade farewell to his mother, brother, and successors who left for England with precious and valuable gifts.83 He himself was engaged in the writing of Jawab e Blue Book and in defending his case of Lucknow.84 There was no limit to his expenses, and in spite of all his miseries, the King wished that all his companions remain with him. He gave them whatever he could for maintenance, but some of his compatriots left. The fact that Aseer stayed back in Lucknow85 and Qalq departed Calcutta86 irked him a lot. But it was not possible for the King to pamper them anymore, nor were those companions interested in materializing their tall claims87. In Rabi ul Awwal 1273 a.h. (November 1856) he asked for a loan of seventy lakh rupees from Nawab Ali Naqi Khan. But he did not provide this, nor did he make any promise to do so. 88 The King was very much disheartened with this; he was already unwell when suddenly another setback overcame him. 
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The First War of Independence was heralded in Meerut (10 May 1857). Between 21 and 28 May 1857, a Calcutta lawyer named Amir Ali Khan informed the government that the King was conniving with the rebels.89 The fears of the government were further confirmed by the visits of soldiers to Mochi Khola, and thus they decided to place the King under house arrest.90 Meanwhile, the King recovered from his long illness, and in the evening of 14 June 1857, there was celebration of the King’s health (Gusl e sehath).91 In the early morning of 22 Shawwal 1273 a.h, (15 June 1857) with the call of Azaan, Mochi Khola was surrounded by warships on the waterway and by the English forces on land.92 They wanted to take only the King, but due to their closeness with the King, a total of twenty-four people, including his loyalists and servants, accompanied him.93 The King was thankful to those who accompanied him, but after house-arrest in Fort William (Calcutta), they could not spend even twenty-six months.94 In the words of the King; 

“When the King was imprisoned groundlessly

The Black fairies flew away, the whites stayed back

Some were reminded of Hajj while some went crazy

Companions deserted, only Akhtar was left in the prison.”95

Fatehudd Daulah Barq, in spite of old age and restrictions, remained with the King in Fort William. He died on 28 Safar 1274 a.h. (18 October 1857).96 The King has regarded the following couplet as the last gift from his master;

“At last Barq did what he wished to

Sacrificed his life at your doorstep.”97

Forgetting the harassment at the beginning of his house-arrest, the King devoted his time to composing poems, reading, and writing, which resulted in a voluminous treasure of letters, poems and other writings. If one peruses the collections of the King’s letters, one will find that most of the time the King lamented the misfortune which had befallen him. During the final period of his arrest, the King could not take time to peacefully write letters even to his Begums. Thus, Zulfiqar ud Daulah was entrusted with this work. On 7 Zilhij 1275 a.h. (9 July 1859), when the King was bidding farewell to the Fort,98 Zulfiqar ud Daulah was involved in his work, and the King was busy in collecting his compositions.99
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On reaching Calcutta the King had resolved:

“I have no intention to come to Lucknow without regaining my empire. Of course, if I regain it, only then will once again be in your company. Otherwise, I will long remain in someone’s house.”100

After the upheaval of 1857, all Indians, especially the people of Avadh, deserved no sympathy.101 In spite of reductions in the King’s expenses, there were still expecting eyes of the public while there was no giver. Because of the untimely demise of his mother and brother, the King’s resolve to not accept the offers made by the English was further weakened. Ultimately, the King became completely resigned to his fate, and in order to meet his requirements, started accepting their payments.

The British Government had decided that, as per the Agreement of Accession of 1857, no other grants would be considered in addition to the payment of twelve lakh rupees per year. However, these twelve lakhs were not exempt from tax and, in spite of the King’s request, there was no change.102 All those to whom the King had made monetary grants still lived lavishly, while the King himself had no source of income. Those who were still in Lucknow were unemployed and still expected the King’s return. Ultimately, they became hopeless and started moving to Calcutta. It was due to the King’s attachment and affection towards his subjects that he did not drive them back. Apart from this, the King’s own lifestyle and his urge to construct buildings to beautify the Sunderbans required extra funds.

“In this state of exile there were about twenty thousand acquaintances and associates who were still treated in the same way as they were during his rule. Sultan e Alam had a craving for all the good things of the world, and by the grace of Allah all his wishes were fulfilled.”103 

Even the treasure of Qaroon104 was emptied; hence a pension of one lakh rupees was nothing. 

“The day the pension used to be received, that very day it was distributed among the staff and nothing remained. Other daily expenses were met by selling off jewellery.”105

It is not clear what the King carried when he left Lucknow, but it is certain that by that time he had nothing left in Lucknow. Had the lost treasure of royal times existed, the King would not have resorted to loans. After 1857, the English rulers had sent jewellery worth approximately twenty-five lakh rupees,106 but this amount was not sufficient for more than a year or two. This is obvious from the fact that, during Eid, the Begums were gifted jewellery, just as they were during the royal period.107 



Wajid Ali Shah and his associates gave crores of rupees to the Company, and thus they received allowances and emoluments from the interest on this amount. 

At the time of the fall of the empire, more than one crore and eighty lakh rupees were due to the Company. After the overthrow of the empire, the rulers seized not only this amount, but also Kheri Garh in Nepal, which was considered the personal property of the King.108 Due to his increasing expenses, the King wanted this amount be returned to improve his situation. This matter was taken before the British Parliament, but it was futile.109 Adding to his misery, the King’s most-trusted people, whom he helped and supported for years, betrayed him and filed a suit on the grounds that the King is indebted to them, and that they are owed about one crore rupees. However in March 1867, the King engaged a lawyer who had been his opponent in 1857. Due to the lawyer’s judicious advocacy, amount of only seven lakh rupees was found due. The King was much pleased by this, and in 1275 a.h. (1868), he gave him the title of Wazir ul Sultan Muhammad Amir Ali Khan Bahadur.110 Up till his death, Wazir Sultan remained his advocate and confidant.111 Wazir Sultan also wrote the Wazir Nama, which is the King’s biography.

During his exile, apart from some personal and financial hardships, the king had no major issues to distract him from engaging in creative and cultural pursuits. In Mochi Khola, a literary institute (Matba e Sultani) was the first milestone in this direction. The incoming of talented people, literary events and gatherings helped the king to overcome the grief and pain from which he had suffered at the time of his departure from Lucknow. His hopes and prayers to regain his lost empire were still alive, but people appeared to be satisfied with their new living conditions. Wajid Ali Shah’s books, which were written during this period of his exile, are a clear depiction of the fact that the great King had full faith in the Almighty, and took everything as a divine decision. 
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There is some disagreement regarding the date of Wajid Ali Shah’s death. Saqib states that it was 20 September 1887:

“It was the 20th day of September, the 3rd day in the month of Muharram during midnight.112

It was the tragic night of the month of September.

It was midnight of Wednesday, Third of Muharram,

As it is revealed from the English Date.” 

(Translated from Persian)

According to Maulvi Najmul Ghani Khan, whose writing on this topic is considered authoritative, the date of the King’s death was 3rd Muharram 1305 a.h. (corresponding to 21 September 1887) at 9 PM.113 He also writes:

“As per the letter of a person named Sarfraz Ali Khan who was present there at the time of the King’s death, the date is 2nd. of Muharram who certifies that the King was buried on the third day of his death in his self-constructed Imambarah Sibtainabad.”114 

Writers disagree on the date as they seem to be unaware of the time that the date changes. In a lunar month, the date changes with the appearance of the moon, at the time of Azaan of maghrib. In a solar month, the date changes at twelve o’clock, or at midnight. Due to the difference of a few hours in the timing of the date change, a difference between the dates of solar and lunar months is inevitable. This is because every solar date includes two lunar dates, and every lunar date includes two solar dates. Thus, if any event takes place between the evening time and midnight, there is a strong possibility that there is a difference in dates. For this reason, it was traditional to write the a.h. date along with corresponding a.d. date, and not merely because it was entered in a calendar (Taqweem). Thus, any dates that are mentioned in history books or special couplets cannot be fully trusted, as they may suffer from incorrect calculations based on automatically prepared calendars. About a century ago, a common Indian would have been unaware of the timing of the change in solar day or year, as today one is unaware of the changes of date in the lunar calendar. In the above couplet by Saqib, only the date of the solar month (20 September 1887) appears to be wrong. Because the King died at two in the morning,115 the corresponding solar date is 21 September. But in the case regarding an event, such as Wajid Ali Shah’s coronation, which takes place at the time of Isha, the solar date will remain the same as it was at the time of Asar, but the lunar date will change by the evening (maghrib). Thus, if the date of Wajid Ali Shah’s coronation is given as 26 Safar 1263 a.h. (13 February 1847), it is incorrect. This is the date of the death of Amjad Ali Shah, on which there is consensus among historians. Thus, Wajid Ali Shah was coronated on 27 Safar 1263 a.h. (13 February 1847), as mentioned in Afzalul Twarikh and in the wordings of Wasiq’s couplets, Qatae Tarikh.116 Although Najmul Ghani Khan had imitated the date at the same time he had expressed doubts117 in Afzalul Tawarikh.118 Maulvi Sahab has expressed the same doubts regarding his date of death, but did not remove the discrepancy. 

In sum, Wajid Ali Shah breathed his last on 3rd. of Muharram 1305 a.h.119 (21 September 1887) at 2 in the morning. Consequently, he was buried after twenty-one hours, on 4th. Of Muharram 1305 a.h. (21 September 1887) at 11.00 in the night. He was buried in his self-constructed Imambarah Sibtainabad Mubarak, Metiaburj, Calcutta.120 Munshi Sirajuddin Ahmed says:

His year of death is clear from this statement

Alas! the name of Lucknow has vanished from Calcutta. 1305 a.h.
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The King of Lucknow is buried in a strange place

Had there been flowers then even the spring of Lucknow would have been attracted. (Shair Lucknavi)
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