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Abstract

Across the early modern Islamicate world, the phenomenon of eunuch slavery constitutes a signifi-
cant aspect of courtly contexts and royal households. Although Mughal historiography has focused
on the eunuch primarily in relation to the harem, this article analyses the function of such figures
in regulating elite male space, in order to explore how these practices shaped both the representa-
tion of courtly life as well as the dynamics animating the Mughal court and the inner palace. As is
shown in both textual and visual materials, enslaved, castrated men appear as figures both marking
and mediating the perimeters of such spaces. In the process they played an important part in the
spatial formation of access, intimacy, and hierarchical relations. However, their formative role in
mediating elite social interactions at times entangled eunuchs in political conflict. The article con-
cludes with an examination of a particularly dense archive of evidence from the reign of Aurangzeb
dealing with royal princes. This material underlines the sometimes-precarious situation of eunuchs
in moments of intrafamilial struggle, a fact which suggests the complicated reality of these kinds of
intimate roles not only in Mughal princely households but wherever they took on such proximate
positions.
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This article takes on the question of the role of eunuchs as mediators of elite male space
in the Mughal period. In doing so, it provides a crucial counterpoint to prior scholarship,
which has focused on the function of eunuchs in relation to the harem and its female
denizens.1 Attention paid to the shared logic of spatial organisation operative in the
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1 This literature outlines how eunuchs served as guards and intermediaries with respect to this space. See
Ruby Lal, ‘Harem eunuchs: liminality and networks of Mughal authority’, in Celibate and Childless Men in Power:
Ruling Eunuchs and Bishops in the Pre-Modern World, (eds) Almut Höfert, Matthew M. Mesley and Serena Tolino
(London, 2018), pp. 92–108; and Shadab Bano, ‘Eunuchs in Mughal household and court’, Proceedings of the
Indian History Congress 69 (2008), pp. 417–427. Another significant article focuses on the question of the slave
trade: Gavin Hambly, ‘A note on the trade in eunuchs in Mughal Bengal’, Journal of the American Oriental
Society 94.1 (1974), pp. 125–130. Although, as Hambly notes, eunuchs were also present in other earlier South
Asian political formations, such as the Delhi and Bengal sultanates, these examples have not yet been substan-
tively explored. Eunuchs are occasionally mentioned in the literature on the Deccan, often in the context of dis-
cussing the more thoroughly examined topic of military slavery: Shanti Sadiq Ali, The African Dispersal in the
Deccan, from Medieval to Modern Times (New Delhi, 1996), pp. 63 and 136; and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, ‘Between
eastern Africa and western India, 1500–1650: slavery, commerce, and elite formation’, Comparative Studies in
Society and History 61.4 (2019), pp. 805–834.

JRAS, Series 3 (2023), 33, 747–768
doi:10.1017/S1356186322000827

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186322000827 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4605-7734
mailto:ekalb@uni-bonn.de
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186322000827&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186322000827


palace or imperial camp as a whole can help overcome the sometimes-artificial division
between the study of royal men and royal women, effectively segregated into the respective
histories of harem and court. Approached from this broader perspective, the article will
demonstrate how eunuchs emerge as human border markers, who not only served as lim-
inal figures able to move between certain restricted spaces but who furthermore were
instrumental in forming mobile, calibrated boundaries around and between elite men,
both within built environments such as the Mughal palace-forts as well as on the road.

While this article will not deal with the many other kinds of posts taken on by eunuchs—
from trusted messenger, to harem guard, to high-ranking noble and adviser—it will provide
a key towards understanding the larger significance of these enslaved, castrated figures in
the Mughal world from the reign of Akbar (1556–1605) to that of Aurangzeb (1658–1707).2

Over this period, eunuchs served concrete purposes as attendants and guards to the
emperor in private as well as relatively public spaces such as the royal court. It is within
this capacity that they emerged as a significant element of imperial iconography in paint-
ings of audience scenes. Yet in contrast to the idealised representation of eunuch roles
proximate to the emperor, this article’s examination of the evidence on eunuchs within
princely households also suggests how such intimate posts and access could embroil such
figures in intrafamilial political conflict, a potentiality which becomes especially evident
during the long reign of Aurangzeb. Examining this sometimes-uneasy intimacy clarifies
both how such mediating positions could shape interactions among the elite, as well as
the consequences—both positive and negative—for eunuchs themselves.

Who were these eunuchs who took on such crucial roles? In the South Asian context,
the word ‘eunuch’ itself is used in several ways, a legacy of the colonial-era translation of a
broad range of distinct social categories and practices under the umbrella of a single
term.3 On the one hand, the term ‘eunuch’ can refer to enslaved, castrated men (khwāja
sarās) who historically formed a part of elite households, a practice with a long history
prior to the Mughals both within and outside of South Asia.4 It has also been used to
refer to members of the still-extant hijra community, who have been characterised vari-
ously as trans, third gender, and/or gender-liminal individuals who may or may not
undergo castration.5 It is also encountered as a translation for an incredibly wide range

2 As has been widely discussed in the secondary literature on the Mughal period, Akbar’s reign saw the estab-
lishment of enduring imperial institutions such as the imperial harem and the mansabdārī system. The article
concludes with the reign of Aurangzeb due to the significant shifts in the eighteenth century alongside the dra-
matic contraction of Mughal domains.

3 Shane Gannon, ‘Exclusion as language and the language of exclusion: tracing regimes of gender through lin-
guistic representations of the “eunuch”’, Journal of the History of Sexuality 20.1 (2011), pp. 1–27.

4 Slavery of course existed in South Asia from ancient times, and while the evidence on the existence of cas-
tration is unclear in this earlier period, there is a much longer history of this practice globally speaking. For an
introduction to the long and complicated history of slavery in South Asia, see Indrani Chatterjee and Richard
Eaton (eds), Slavery and South Asian History (Bloomington, 2006). For an overview of the longer history of eunuchs,
see, for instance, Vern L. Bullough, ‘Eunuchs in history and society’, in Eunuchs in Antiquity and Beyond, (ed.) Shaun
Tougher (Swansea, 2002), pp. 1–18. There are occasional cases in the Mughal context of free adult men being
castrated as adults, often for sex crimes. However, the reasons for their castration, the advanced age at which
it occurred, as well as their non-slave status set them apart from the castrated, enslaved individuals that
form the focus of this article. For the early Mughal period, see the case of Shāh Qulī Khān Mahram, mentioned
in Indrani Chatterjee, ‘Alienation, intimacy, and gender’, in Queering India, (ed.) Ruth Vanita (New York, 2013),
p. 67; and Rosalind O’Hanlon, ‘Kingdom, household and body history: gender and imperial service under
Akbar’, Modern Asian Studies 41.5 (2007), p. 918. For a Safavid example, see the literature on Sārū Taqī in
Rudolph Matthee, ‘Mirza Muhammad Saru Taqi’, Encyclopedia of Islam, Three (Leiden, 2020); and Willem Floor,
‘The rise and fall of Mirza Taqi, the eunuch grand vizier’, Studia Iranica 26 (1997), pp. 237–266.

5 Descriptions based solely on gender identity or physiological status are inadequate to represent the com-
plexity and variation within this group, but are helpful for understanding the broad distinctions between the
primary usages of the term ‘eunuch’. For more on the hijra community and its history, see Gayatri Reddy,
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of terms ‘denoting individuals who are not normative in their sexual or gender-role
behavior’ in Sanskrit and Pali classical texts.6

This article addresses the first category of eunuchs, who were a highly visible aspect of
Mughal society throughout this period and are thus much attested to in contemporary
sources.7 Even as recent work on early colonial Awadh has pointed to conflicting narra-
tives around eunuch masculinity—and in particular occasional elite assertions of ‘eunuch
effeminacy’—the preponderance of the evidence in the Mughal context, including naming
practices, dress, and positions held, tend to suggest that eunuchs were broadly categorised
as men, albeit men whose manhood might be viewed as different or inferior. There is also
no evidence to suggest that eunuchs viewed themselves as anything else, such as third
gender or feminine.8 Therefore throughout this article I will refer to them as male.

Eunuchs were enslaved as children and castrated before being given or sold into the
service of the Mughal elite. Given Mughal bans on this practice with regard to all subject
populations within the imperial territories, while some eunuchs were castrated and sold
illegally—as is demonstrated by mention of the capture and punishment of such ‘eunuch-
makers’ (khwāja-gars)—many, if not most, eunuchs would have originated from the bor-
derlands of the empire or else further afield.9 Eunuchs may have shared this starting
point, entering elite households as castrated, enslaved boys, but their life trajectories
could vary quite significantly, with some eunuchs ultimately entering the nobility and
achieving high rank, while others (likely the majority) remained in lower-status posts

With Respect to Sex: Negotiating Hijra Identity in South India (Chicago, 2005); Jessica Hinchy, Governing Gender and
Sexuality in Colonial India: The Hijra, c. 1850–1900 (Cambridge, 2019); and Jessica Hinchy, ‘Hijras and South Asian
Historiography’, History Compass 20.1 (2022).

6 Michael J. Sweet and Leonard Zwilling, ‘The first medicalization: the taxonomy and etiology of queerness in
classical Indian medicine’, Journal of the History of Sexuality 3.4 (1993), pp. 595–596; see also Gannon, ‘Exclusion as
language’, pp. 8–14.

7 It is important to note that, while a full history of the hijra community prior to the nineteenth century is still
to be written, the masculine-presenting eunuchs discussed in this article are understood as ancestors by mem-
bers of the hijra community today. Vanja Hamzić, Sexual and Gender Diversity in the Muslim World: History, Law and
Vernacular Knowledge (London, 2016), pp. 159–160. In fact, the term khwāja sarā has recently been adopted by this
community in Pakistan, as having fewer pejorative connotations. For more on this, see Faris A. Khan, ‘Translucent
citizenship: khwaja sira activism and alternatives to dissent in Pakistan’, South Asia Multidisciplinary Academic
Journal 20 (2019), pp. 7–8.

8 Emma Kalb, ‘Framing gender in Mughal South Asia’, History Compass 19.11 (2021), pp. 5–6. See also Emma
Kalb, ‘Slaves at the Center of Power: Eunuchs in the Service of the Mughal Elite, 1556–1707’, (unpublished
PhD thesis, University of Chicago, 2020), pp. 21–29. For early colonial Awadh, see Nicholas Abbott, ‘“In that
one the Ālif is missing”: eunuchs and the politics of masculinity in early colonial North India’, Journal of the
Economic and Social History of the Orient 63.1–2 (2019), pp. 73–116.

9 It is worth noting that the regional or ethnic origins of individual eunuchs is generally unspecified in
Mughal sources of this period. This silence may be a form of embarrassed avoidance, given the abovementioned
prohibitions on the practice of forced castration within Mughal territories, most notably by Jahāngīr, who
ordered that the castration of young boys and their sale (kharīd o farūkht) come to an end, and that any violators
be punished (tanbīh). Tūzuk-i Jahāngīrī (Lucknow, 1863), p. 73; (trans.) Alexander Rogers (London, 1909–1914),
pp. 1.150–151. There is reference to the enforcement of such bans in the reign of Aurangzeb as well as that
of Ahmad Shāh. Sāqī Mustaʻidd Khān, Ma’āsir-i ʻĀlamgīrī (Calcutta, 1871), p. 75; (trans.) Jadunath Sarkar
(Lahore, 1981), p. 48. B. D. Verma (ed.), News-Letters of the Mughal Court: Reign of Ahmad Shah, 1751–52 AD
(Bombay, 1949), pp. 19 and 80. There is mention of the enslavement and castration of boys in Bengal,
Goraghat, and Sylhet during the reign of Akbar; Jahāngīr echoes the association with Sylhet but also notes
that the practice had spread beyond this region and become quite common (rawāj-i tamām yāfta). See Abū
al-Fazl, Ā’īn-i Akbarī (Calcutta, 1872–1877), pp. 1.389–391; (trans) Blochmann and Jarrett (Calcutta, 1873–1894),
p. 2.122. Tūzuk, p. 73; (trans.) pp. 1.150–151. Foreign sources also regularly identify Bengal and Sylhet as centres
in the eunuch trade, and refer to habashī (northeast African) eunuchs as well. For more on this, see Hambly, ‘A
note on the trade in eunuchs’. Unlike the Ottoman and Safavid cases, there does not seem to have been a division
of labour along ethnic lines in the Mughal case.
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such as guards or pages.10 Whatever their position, eunuchs were identifiable as such
through the physical consequences of the castration procedure, undertaken prior to
puberty. The fact that eunuchs lacked facial hair, spoke with unbroken, high-pitched voices,
and seem to have experienced distinct forms of bodily fat distribution would have marked
them visually and audibly as different—regardless of how that difference was understood
and interpreted by contemporaries.11 As has been widely argued in the larger comparative
literature, eunuchs’ relative social marginality, alongside their inability to reproduce,
served as the basis for the belief in their particular reliability and trustworthiness.12

This ostensible reliability possibly underwrote the deployment of eunuchs not only within
the female space of the harem, but also within male spaces of the palace complex as well.

Despite the rich literature on the Mughal state, formal male spaces such as the court
have often remained peripheral to historical studies of this period. This article takes its
cue from recent scholarship on Islamicate South Asia which has begun working to fill
the gaps created by the tendency in prior work to focus on individual emperors or on
administrative institutions.13 While the institution of the harem and its attendant

10 For more on the career trajectories of elite eunuchs during this period, see Bano, ‘Eunuchs’, pp. 419–422;
Kalb, ‘Slaves at the Center’, Chapters 3 and 4. In the context of eighteenth-century Awadh, Hinchy has also men-
tioned that while some eunuch children underwent extensive education and training, others remained unedu-
cated and served more menial functions. Jessica Hinchy, ‘Enslaved childhoods in eighteenth-century Awadh’,
South Asian History and Culture 6.3 (2015), p. 385. For more on elite slavery in South Asia beyond the Mughal
case, see Sunil Kumar, ‘When slaves were nobles: the Shamsī Bandagān in the early Delhi sultanate’, Studies in
History 10.23 (1994), pp. 23–52; and Richard Eaton, ‘The rise and fall of military slavery in the Deccan, 1450–
1650’, in Slavery and South Asian History, (eds) Chatterjee and Easton, pp. 115–135.

11 For more on the physiological consequences of pre-pubertal castration, see Enid Rhodes Peschel and
Richard Peschel, ‘Medical insights into the castrati in opera’, American Scientist 75.6 (1987), pp. 581–583; Jean
D. Wilson and Claus Roehrborn, ‘Long-term consequences of castration in men: lessons from the Skoptsy and
the eunuchs of the Chinese and Ottoman courts’, Journal of Clinical Endocrinology and Metabolism 84.12 (1999),
pp. 4324–4331; A. P. Cawadias, ‘Male eunuchism in the light of the historical method’, Proceedings of the Royal
Society of Medicine (1946), pp. 501–506; Katherine Crawford, Eunuchs and Castrati: Disability and Normativity in
Early Modern Europe (New York, 2019), pp. 6–7; and Shaun Tougher, The Eunuch in Byzantine History and Society
(New York, 2008), pp. 32–34.

12 See, in the comparative Islamicate context, David Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans: A Study in Power
Relationships (Jerusalem, 1999), pp. 31–33; Nadia Maria El Cheikh, ‘Servants at the gate: eunuchs at the court
of al-Muqtadir’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 48.2 (2005), p. 238; Jane Hathaway,
‘Eunuchs’, Encyclopaedia of Islam, Three. For the Byzantine case, see Kathryn Ringrose, The Perfect Servant:
Eunuchs and the Social Construction of Gender in Byzantium (Chicago, 2004), p. 5. Ayalon argues that while eunuchs
were similar to other slaves in generally being outsiders without ‘local roots or ties’, they were furthermore
unable to create such ties, at least in the sense of creating biological families. Thus one can see in eunuchs a
potential intensification of the qualities, at least in theory, thought to have made (particularly elite) slaves desir-
able in Islamicate societies. Ayalon, Eunuchs, Caliphs and Sultans, p. 31. Of course, families and other social bonds
could be created, even if not through normative biological means; there are examples in the Mughal case of both
adoption as well as close pedagogical relations. See, for instance, the mention of Iʻtibār Khān as the adoptive
father of Khwāja Bahlol, later Khidmatgār Khān: Bakhtāwar Khān, Mir’āt al-‘Ālam (Lahore, 1979), p. 313; also
see records of eunuch trainees linked to their mentors, such as Khidmatgār Khān (‘Ambar), who was trained
by Mahram Khān. Kewal Rām, Tazkīrat al-Umarā’ (Add. 16703, British Library), f. 38a; (trans.) S. M. Azizuddin
Husain (New Delhi, 1985), p. 61. There are more mentions of trainees during the early eighteenth century; for
instance, a eunuch named Yāqūt Khān was a trainee of Hāfiz Bakhtāwar Khān, and succeeded him in his position
of superintendent of the royal kitchens in the 24th year of Muhammad Shāh’s reign, while another eunuch.
Bihroz Khān. was the trainee of another eunuch, Hayāt Khān. Anonymous, Tārīkh-i Muzaffarī (Or. 466, British
Library), ff. 220a and 222b. There is also the possibility of Indian eunuchs either maintaining ties or reconnecting
with their natal kin. See Niccolao Manucci, Storia do Mogor (London, 1907), pp. 2.72–73. There were also limits to
eunuch reliability and loyalty to the ruler: see, for instance, Keith Hopkins, Conquerors and Slaves (Cambridge,
1978), p. 191.

13 For more on these gaps, see Rajeev Kinra, Writing Self, Writing Empire (Berkeley, 2015), p. 95; Emma Flatt, The
Courts of the Deccan Sultanates: Living Well in the Persian Cosmopolis (Cambridge, 2019), pp. 10–12; Anna Kollatz,
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questions of space have been more fully explored,14 scholars are only beginning to exam-
ine how the regulation of male space infused politics within the court itself as well as the
more restricted areas of the palace.15

This article will especially build on prior studies of Mughal architecture in considering
the significance of the spatial with respect to men, and how eunuchs played a role in
forming and regulating spaces such as the audience hall. This scholarship has emphasised
how palaces and camps, rather than being haphazard agglomerations of structures, were
mindfully designed not only to serve specific concrete functions but also to create calcu-
lated impressions upon the mind of the viewer. As Necipoğlu has argued, the Mughals,
along with fellow early modern Islamicate empires such as the Safavids and Ottomans,
used architecture and ceremony to construct ‘distinctive images of absolute kingship’,
by controlling the gaze of contemporaries through ‘framing and staging’. She refers to
this as a ‘theatrical “display culture”’ which used the tool of the gaze to articulate—
and naturalise—social hierarchies and dynastic legitimacy.16 This understanding of the
palace as theatre, shaping the attention and experience of the viewer, is echoed in
Andrews’ work on the imperial camp.17 In this staging of power, the organisation of
the palace itself was centred on the person of the emperor, conceived of as the embodied
political centre of the empire.18 This did not express itself in the same way throughout
this period, as both the precise arrangement of buildings and the ritual practices within
them shifted over the course of the Mughal period. But the secondary literature on the
subject emphasises a general principle of spatial differentiation and managed access to
the emperor.19

This formation of social space can be seen to play out in the layout of Mughal palaces
and imperial camps as a whole. For example, during the reign of Shāh Jahān (1627–1658)

‘Where is “the audience”? Who is “the audience”? Approaching Mughal spaces of social interaction’, in The
Ceremonial of Audience, (eds) Eva Orthmann and Anna Kollatz (Bonn, 2019), pp. 113–114. Important exceptions
include discussion of the rituals of incorporation in Richard Eaton, The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier
(Berkeley, 1993), pp. 159–165; and Stephen Blake, Shahjahanabad: The Sovereign City in Mughal India 1639–1739
(Cambridge, 1991), pp. 90–97. For a discussion of the relative paucity of scholarship on Islamicate court culture
in general, and a contribution towards formulating this field on a comparative basis, see Albrecht Fuess and
Jan-Peter Hartung, ‘Introduction’, in Court Cultures in the Muslim World: Seventh to Nineteenth Centuries, (eds)
A. Fuess and J-P Hartung (London, 2011), pp. 1–18. For an even more ambitious attempt to put global courtly
cultures into a comparative framework, see Patrick J. Geary et al., ‘Courtly cultures: Western Europe,
Byzantium, the Islamic world, India, China, and Japan’, in The Cambridge World History. Vol. 5: Expanding Webs of
Exchange and Conflict, 500 CE to 1500 CE, (eds) Benjamin Z. Kedar and Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks (Cambridge, 2015).

14 See Ruby Lal, Domesticity and Power in the Early Mughal World (Cambridge, 2005); Lisa Balabanlilar, ‘The begims
of the mystic feast: Turco-Mongol tradition in the Mughal harem’, Journal of Asian Studies (2010), pp. 123–147;
Kalb, ‘Framing gender’.

15 In addition to the work by Kinra, Kollatz, and Flatt mentioned above, see Harit Joshi, ‘The politics of cere-
monial in Shah Jahan’s court’ and Stephan Popp, ‘Presents given to and by Jahangir and Shah Jahan: a compari-
son’, in The Mughal Empire from Jahangir to Shah Jahan, (eds) Ebba Koch and Ali Anooshahr (Mumbai, 2019),
pp. 108–143. Outside of the field of Mughal history, narrowly defined, the work on Mughal architecture which
will be discussed below also takes in the space of the Mughal court.

16 Gülru Necipoğlu, ‘Framing the gaze in Ottoman, Safavid, and Mughal palaces’, Ars Orientalis 23 (1993),
pp. 317–318.

17 Peter Alford Andrews, Felt Tents and Pavilions: The Nomadic Tradition and Its Interaction with Princely Tentage
(London, 1999), p. 2.903.

18 Necipoğlu, ‘Framing the gaze’, p. 313.
19 For a general overview of Mughal palace architecture and how it changed over time, see Ebba Koch, Mughal

Architecture: An Outline of Its History and Development (New York, 1991); Catherine Asher, Architecture of Mughal India
(Cambridge, 1992). For the evolution of the imperial camp, see Andrews, Felt Tents and Pavilions. For a detailed
first-person account of both palace and mobile camp architecture by a munshī during Shah Jahan’s reign, see
Kinra, Writing Self, Writing Empire, pp. 99–127 and 131–135.
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extant records describe a carefully formulated schedule, in which the degree of access
to the emperor was calibrated differently according to the particular location.20 While
all of the nobility would be allowed to attend the emperor at the public audience hall
(Dīwān-i ‘Āmm), only the select few would be permitted to enter the private audience
hall (Dīwān-i Khāss). Beyond the private audience hall, the King’s Tower (Shāh Burj) consti-
tuted a zone where even more private meetings could take place with the emperor’s clos-
est confidantes. The last, least accessible, area consisted of the sleeping quarters of the
emperor and the harem.21 Here, then, boundary-building between ‘outer’ and ‘inner’
was created through a gradual, layered process. While the specific structures and asso-
ciated terminologies vary across the period under review, throughout a distinction was
made between spaces of public audience, private consultation, and the inner palace.22

As has been pointed out in comparative contexts, this management of proximate
access to the emperor suggests that when it comes to the inner spaces of the palace,
the qualities of being forbidden, secluded, and sacred apply not only to the female
harem but also to male spaces as well.23 The restriction of access to elite men such as
this can be read as a mark of status and the expression of hierarchical superiority and
of control, in addition to the more basic need to ensure the physical safety and security
of the ruler.24 This differentiation encompassed the entire palace complex, from the expli-
citly ‘private’ spaces such as the harem or emperor’s sleeping quarters, to the public audi-
ence hall. This process of space-making can be seen both at the scale of the entire
complex as well as at the scale of the individual structure, where space was arranged
through the use of platforms or balconies, railings, and other material objects and ritual
practices.25 Eunuchs served as another element in this formation of space, as embodied
boundaries and mediators.26 While Mughal sources tend to be reticent on the particulars
of how such spatial divisions were enforced, the evidence regarding the harem gives us
some clues. In an oft-quoted normative description from the Ā’īn-i Akbarī, the historian
Abū al-Fazl poses the harem as an impeccably administered zone, guarded by four layers
of staff: female guards at the innermost post, eunuchs at the threshold, Rajput guards sta-
tioned a little further away, and beyond them, porters.27 This careful outline of the
layered security cordon around the harem, alongside Abū al-Fazl’s later discussion of

20 Ebba Koch, ‘The Mughal audience hall: a Solomonic revival of Persepolis in the form of a mosque’, in Royal
Courts in Dynastic States and Empires: A Global Perspective, (eds) Jeroen Duindam, Tülay Artan and Metin Kunt
(Leiden, 2011), p. 316.

21 Blake, Shahjahanabad, pp. 90–93; Asher, Architecture of Mughal India, pp. 194–200; Necipoğlu, ‘Framing the
gaze’, pp. 312–313; Koch, ‘Mughal audience hall’, p. 316. Necipoğlu also notes here that the Delhi Fort is drawing
upon its precedents in this respect, particularly on the Agra and Lahore forts, and so should be seen as embody-
ing a consolidation of, rather than a break in, prior practice.

22 In this, Mughal palaces are part of a much larger phenomenon of the regulation of space and access within
palace complexes which can be tracked across many comparative contexts. See Jeroen Duindam, ‘Introduction’, in
Royal Courts in Dynastic States and Empires, (eds) Duindam, Artan and Kunt, pp. 1–3; and Dries Raeymaekers and
Sebastiaan Derks (eds), The Key to Power? The Culture of Access in Princely Courts, 1400–1750 (Leiden, 2016), pp. 9–10.

23 This is discussed in other Islamicate contexts: see Leslie Peirce, The Imperial Harem: Women and Sovereignty in
the Ottoman Empire (New York, 1993), p. 5; Shaun Marmon, Eunuchs and Sacred Boundaries in Islamic Society (Oxford,
1995), p. 6; El Cheikh, ‘Servants at the gate’, p. 240; Jateen Lad, ‘Panoptic bodies’, in Harem Histories: Envisioning
Spaces and Living Places, (ed.) Marilyn Booth (Durham, 2010), p. 141.

24 Peirce, Imperial Harem, p. 11.
25 In terms of the scale of the individual structure, see recent work on the ceremonial audience: Eva Orthmann

and Anna Kollatz, ‘Introduction’, in The Ceremonial of Audience, (eds) Orthmann and Kollatz, pp. 9–18.
26 While other figures also served to form space within court and household, this article will focus on eunuchs

alone. Another figure of interest is the mīr tūzuk, or master of ceremonies, who was tasked with maintaining the
order of the court; he can be identified within several court scenes among the crowd of nobles below the jharokhā
balcony. Joshi, ‘Politics of ceremonial’, pp. 111–112.

27 Ā’īn-i Akbarī, pp. 1.39–41; (trans.) pp. 1.44–45.
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the administrative process by which individuals entered or exited, points precisely to the
kind of questions of mediation and, indeed, policing discussed in this article. When it
comes to the male spaces of the palace, it is known that individuals were scrupulously
ordered within the court, and that access to more-private areas such as the privy chamber
(referred to as the ghuslkhāna, lit. ‘bath-house’) were carefully regulated.28 Yet, unlike Abū
al-Fazl’s account of the institution of the harem, there is no known guide regarding how
access would have been regulated. Nor is there detailed information about the organisa-
tion of lower-ranking eunuchs or their titles.29

Through emphasising the complexity of this spatial regime, this article explores the
potential arenas for both negotiation and conflict between the varied elite and non-elite
individuals who were present.30 While the above-described literature on the Mughal court
and palace suggests the uses of architecture and ritual to create calculated impressions
and normalise certain hierarchies—an understanding which can suggest a unidirectional,
one-sided process—this article will emphasise how such spaces contain the possibility of
navigation and negotiation for all individuals inside them, albeit within unequal power
dynamics. Although the sources dealing with eunuchs in close proximity to the emperor
tend to gloss over the personal aspect of such relations, it is likely that such posts led to
the advancement of certain eunuchs into the nobility.31 It is these prominent, high-
ranking eunuchs that the Mughal archive highlights, and whose positions of influence
leave significant archival traces.32

In addition to high-ranking eunuchs, the evidence also suggests hundreds, if not thou-
sands, of eunuchs operating in and around royal and elite households at any given time,
the majority of whom would have occupied subordinate posts such as guard or page.33

28 See Kinra on Chandar Bhān Brahman’s account of standing arrangements within the court, where all were
required to keep silent and none allowed to move without permission; see also the description of access to the
ghuslkhāna: Kinra, Writing Self, Writing Empire, pp. 111 and 115.

29 There is information in the Ā’īn-i Akbarī about the various figures known to be stationed in and around the
palace more generally—just without details as to precise placement and the flow of individuals in and out. See,
for instance, Ā’īn 6, which discusses the thousand guards appointed to guard the court, and Ā’īn 9, regarding the
mounting of the guard (chaukī) around the palace ( perāman-i daulatkhāna). Ā’īn-i Akbarī, pp. 2.188 and 2.192;
(trans.) 1.252 and 1.257.

30 The recent work of Flatt, The Courts of the Deccan Sultanates and Kollatz, ‘Where is “the audience”?’ point to
an emerging scholarship on the social dynamics within early modern South Asian courtly milieus. For medieval
South Asia, see Daud Ali, Courtly Culture and Political Life in Early Medieval India (Cambridge, 2004).

31 This is implied in passing by Bano, ‘Eunuchs’, p. 420. Also relevant is the comparative literature on how
proximity and intimacy, and specifically access to the ruler’s person, allowed for the development of relations
of trust between sovereign and servant, while also opening new routes to influence and power during the
early modern period. For the Islamicate context, see Peirce, Imperial Harem, p. 11; El Cheikh, ‘Servants at the
gate’, p. 235. Looking at this issue in Tudor England, see the classic essay by David Starkey, ‘Representation
through intimacy’, in Symbols and Sentiments: Cross-Cultural Studies in Symbolism, (ed.) Ioan Lewis (New York,
1977). For a broader comparative lens, see Duindam, Artan and Kunt (eds), Royal Courts in Dynastic States and
Empires, pp. 20–21, and Raeymaekers and Derks (eds), The Key to Power.

32 This can be seen in mentions of eunuchs within textual sources, which tend to centre on high-ranking
eunuch mansabdārs such as the eunuch Iʻtibār Khān discussed below; it is also evidenced in the limited archive
of writings by eunuchs, most notably Bakhtāwar Khān, among whose many works several are still extant. For a
brief overview of Bakhtāwar Khān’s life and writings, see Sajida Alvi, ‘Mohammad Baktāvar Khān’, Encyclopaedia
Iranica (1988).

33 There is no direct information about the number of eunuchs in the Mughal service. The reported possession
of 1,200 eunuchs by the Mughal noble Saʻīd Khān Chaghtā, almost certainly exaggerated, suggests at the min-
imum that large numbers of eunuchs were likely to have been available. Samsām al-Daula Shāhnawāz Khān,
Ma’āsir al-Umarā’ (Calcutta, 1888–1891), pp. 403–408. Thus it is not unlikely that the Mughals used eunuchs on
a level similar to other early modern South Asian empires, not least since they had regular access to slave mar-
kets in Bengal. Hathaway refers to 1,000–1,200 eunuchs in the Ottoman royal household in the late sixteenth cen-
tury: Jane Hathaway, El-Hajj Beshir Agha: Chief Eunuch of the Ottoman Imperial Harem (Oxford, 2005), p. 13. In
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With this in mind, the focus of this article will be on the intimate, mediatory roles taken
on by both high-ranked as well as lower-ranked, often unnamed, eunuchs. In examining
how eunuchs were critical in the differentiation of space within palaces and camps and in
managing this kind of spatial access to the emperor and other elite men, through working
as guards, attendants, jailers, and informants, this article will also be attentive to how
such roles may have been experienced in contradictory ways. Even as some eunuchs
may have advanced into the elite, leveraging their relations with members of the royal
family, such intimate service could also entail danger, as they often placed eunuchs dir-
ectly in the middle of conflicts between elite figures, and in particular of intrafamilial
power struggles.34

The first part of the article, through taking together visual and textual evidence, will
trace both the symbolic and functional embodied roles of eunuchs in demarcating and
forming the rarefied space around the emperor, which was often represented in a seam-
less, idealised manner. The second part of the article will examine the more complicated
archive of eunuchs in princely households, considering how they were embedded in the
political dynamics, and sometimes embroiled in the political conflicts, of the Mughal elite.
Taken together, these two strands demonstrate the ongoing significance of these seem-
ingly marginal, lesser-known figures as mediators between elite men and makers of
elite space, as well as the ramifications of such roles within the social and political con-
texts of the palace and court.

Eunuchs and the imperial presence

In 1626, while the imperial camp was being moved across a river, a high-ranking noble
named Mahābat Khān staged a coup which would see the emperor held hostage for
over six months.35 At the moment when most of the camp had been shifted over, leaving
only the emperor Jahāngīr (r. 1605–1627), a few officials, and a reduced number of guards,
Mahābat Khān made his move. On his approach, as eyewitness and historian Muʻtamad
Khān relates, Mahābat Khān passed the entrance to the harem, and instead entered
through the great gate to dismount in the public audience hall, where there were posted
a number of guards. His men passed by these guards and approached three or four eunuchs
standing watch in front of the threshold of the privy chamber (ghuslkhāna). However,
although they came to the edge of the ghuslkhāna, they did not enter this highly restricted
zone, instead simply tearing down the boards that had been put up for safety and privacy
and throwing them into the courtyard. The emperor, hearing of the insolence that had
been committed, came out of his tent and seated himself in a palanquin that had been pre-
pared for him. Even as the rebel soldiers prepared to take full control of the camp, Mahābat
Khān only approached the emperor’s palanquin after first performing the ritual salutations
and bringing his head to the ground in prostration (kornish and zamīn-bos).

contrast, Chardin estimated 3,000 eunuchs at the Safavid court, also mentioning that grandees would normally
employ 6–8 eunuchs in their homes: Sussan Babaie et al., Slaves of the Shah: New Elites of Safavid Iran (London,
2004), p. 40. For perspective, Abū al-Fazl states that during Akbar’s reign the palace directly employed 1,000 door-
keepers (darbāns) and 1,000 guards (khidmattiyas); he also says that the harem comprised 5,000 women. Shireen
Moosvi, The Economy of the Mughal Empire, c. 1595: A Statistical Study (Delhi, 1987), pp. 229 and 248.

34 Chatterjee has commented upon this phenomenon with respect to the nizamat of Murshidabad: Indrani
Chatterjee, Gender, Slavery, and the Law in Colonial India (New Delhi, 1999), p. 52. For other Islamicate examples,
see Babaie et al., Slaves of the Shah, p. 37; Hathaway, El-Hajj Beshir Agha, p. 16. For a comparative view of intrafa-
milial tensions in patrilineal polities, particularly considering the fraught relationship between fathers and sons,
see Jeroen Duindam, ‘A plea for global comparison: redefining dynasty’, Past and Present (2019), pp. 318–347.

35 The following is based on the account in Mut‘amad Khān, Iqbālnāma-yi Jahāngīrī (Calcutta, 1865), pp. 255–257.
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Muʻtamad Khān’s narrative demonstrates an attentiveness to the differentiated space
of the imperial camp which puts the scope of transgression into context. The drama of
Mahābat Khān’s coup unfolds in real time, as he first enters the main audience hall
with his troops and then goes so far as to interfere with the ghuslkhāna’s defences. Yet
even in this moment of dramatic departure from courtly norms, there is a limit: he
does not enter the ghuslkhāna nor any other part of the innermost palace. Rather, the
emperor is allowed to come out and take his seat in his palanquin, and Mahābat Khān per-
forms the requisite ritual greetings. In other words, the regime of space is not completely
overturned or inverted; it remains tenacious (if not insurmountable) even in this moment
of crisis. This event thus reveals the tension between, on the one hand, the rules and prac-
tices observed around certain spaces and the body of the emperor, and on the other, the
fact of the coup itself, which led ultimately to a full occupation of the premises.

Here, the location of eunuchs is of particular interest. Muʻtamad Khān notes that
Mahābat Khān did not turn to enter the harem, but his account attests to a comparable
spatial organisation, with a similar layering of guards, progressing from armed men in the
main audience hall to eunuchs guarding the ghuslkhāna. This suggests that eunuchs are
used here to mark these points of access to the emperor, similar to their function as
part of a layered deployment of guards around the harem, with eunuchs placed closer
to the women’s quarters, at the threshold, and non-castrated male guards at a further dis-
tance away. In this section, after briefly examining the evidence for the mundane roles of
eunuchs proximate to the emperor, I will consider their appearance in both court audi-
ences as well as imperial paintings as embodied elements serving alongside other visual
elements to produce imperial space.

The appearance of eunuchs within the narration of Mahābat Khān’s coup is just one
example of how eunuchs were stationed in proximate positions close to the emperor
and around the more restricted parts of the palace. In textual accounts, eunuchs are
described as serving the emperor during mealtimes (perhaps alongside female servants),
with non-castrated male servants only allowed to carry food as far as the threshold of the
dining hall.36 In less-exclusive spaces such as the public audience hall, eunuchs are
remarked upon as normatively close to the emperor, presenting jewels to him in court,
standing behind him holding a fan, and accompanying him as he entered and exited
the external viewing balcony (known as the jharokhā balcony) via a small door behind
the throne.37 Sources particular to Aurangzeb’s reign relate that he ordered petitions to
be received directly from the oppressed (mazlūmān) during his appearance on the
jharokhā balcony.38 Those gathered outside the palace walls were carefully cordoned off,
with an official located between them and the palace walls to collect petitions and deposit
them in a bag attached to a cord. A eunuch on the balcony, alongside the emperor, would
haul these upwards and present them directly to him.39 In this managed ritual interaction
of the emperor and his subjects, eunuchs mediate this formalised contact in concert with

36 Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, Les Six Voyages (Paris, 1692), p. 2.273; (trans.) V. Ball, Travels in India (London, 1889),
p. 1.389; Antonio Monserrate, Commentary of Father Monserrate (London, 1922), p. 199. This latter account once
again echoes the layered security—from non-castrated male servant to eunuch to female servant.

37 Tavernier, Six Voyages, pp. 2.74, 2.107 and 2.272; (trans.) pp. 1.108, 1.387 and 1.395. For a passing mention of
the eunuch Bakhtāwar Khān holding the fan behind the emperor in court, see Khān, Mir’āt al-‘Ālam, p. 1.152. For a
visual representation of the presentation of jewels, see the painting of Shāh Jahān examining jewels on the shores
of Dal Lake, in Bodleian Library MS. Douce Or. A.1, folio 23a: https://iiif.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/iiif/mirador/850d3405-
15ac-430c-92e9-dc805dbef7a4 (accessed 13 March 2023).

38 For an earlier example of a Mughal ruler’s (theoretical) accessibility to the populace, see Jahāngīr’s imple-
mentation of the ‘Chain of Justice’. Linda Darling, ‘Do justice, do justice, for that is paradise’, Comparative Studies of
South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 22 (2002), p. 10.

39 Ma’āsir-i ‘Ālamgīrī, p. 60; (trans.), p. 95. Tavernier, Six Voyages, p. 2.107; (trans.) p. 1.155.
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other servitors placed at a further distance, in the process embodying the separateness
and inviolability of the space surrounding the sovereign.

These contemporary accounts are supported by a later sketch of the arrangement of
individuals within the court dating from the mid- to late-eighteenth century, claiming to
represent courtly norms through the reign of Muhammad Shāh (r. 1718–1748). It notes per-
sonal attendants (khawāsān)40 and palace eunuchs (mahallīyān) present behind the emperor,
with the nāzir (eunuch superintendent of the household) also flanking the emperor on stage
left. In contrast, other officials and nobles are seen to the left, right, and in front of the
throne; the master of the ceremonies (mīr tūzuk) stands in front of the emperor, behind
the most powerful Mughal state officials such as the wazīr al-mamālik, with mace-bearers
(gurz-bardārs) standing behind them, beside the entrance.41 In this arrangement, this dia-
gram echoes examples from the broader Islamicate world where eunuchs are similarly
represented flanking the ruler in formal contexts.42 As will be visible in several of the
images discussed below, eunuchs would not have been the sole figures given access to
such areas, but they were a regular, marked presence within them.

Given this cumulative textual evidence, it is clear that eunuchs, in their posting proximate
to the emperor, played a fundamental role in producing space through embodied practice,
both in the inner palace as well as in formal public arenas. Eunuchs are described in the
texts as taking on practical functions, such as holding fans, passing on petitions, or standing
guard. They are not alone in performing these services, as texts mention both female as well
as non-eunuch male guards policing the various layers of access within the imperial palace or
camp. However, the regular reference to eunuchs specifically—such as in the account of the
coup, as well as of Aurangzeb’s acceptance of petitions during public appearances in the
jharokhā balcony—suggest the particular prominence of such figures.

This information is crucial context for understanding the presence of eunuchs within
imperial paintings of court audience (darbār) scenes. While most of the paintings exam-
ined here accompanied imperial chronicles and refer to historical personages, they should
not be understood as simply visual renderings of historical events, but rather as imperial
documents, if not propaganda in their own right, working in parallel with the textual
sources consulted above. Even as such manuscript illustrations would not have had the
breadth of circulation of written histories, they nonetheless speak to how the world of
the court was represented among the most elite.43 Crafted for this select audience,
such works employed forms of imperial iconography to formulate assertions of imperial
authority, which inevitably shifted over time; accordingly, ‘the imperial image was relent-
lessly recast’.44 Within these imperial images, eunuchs play a role in defining the space

40 See mention of these figures in William Irvine, Later Mughals (Calcutta, 1922), pp. 260 and 331; Shireen
Moosvi, ‘Domestic service in precolonial India: bondage, caste and market’, Proceedings of the Indian History
Congress 64 (2003), p. 566.

41 Bayāz-i Intizām-i Saltanat (IO Isl 3995, British Library), f. 14a. Special thanks to Ayelet Kotler for providing a
higher-resolution photograph of this sketch.

42 See, for example, Sussan Babaie, ‘Shah ‘Abbas II, the conquest of Qandahar, the Chihil Sutun, and its wall
paintings’, Muqarnas 11 (1994), p. 15; Lad, ‘Panoptic bodies’, p. 159.

43 There is difference of opinion as to the circulation and function of such images. Koch argues for under-
standing darbār paintings, alongside architecture, as a form of imperial propaganda and as instruments to
rule. The Shāh Jahānī darbār images of the Windsor Pādshāhnāma become, in this reading, an ‘aesthetic counter-
part to the architecture of the Taj Mahal’. Ebba Koch, ‘Visual strategies of imperial self-presentation: the Windsor
Padshahnama revisited’, The Art Bulletin 99.3 (2017), pp. 93–94. Parodi, in contrast, suggests an approach to
Mughal painting (as opposed to public-facing architecture) as ‘a realm for self-reflection’ for the Mughal elite.
However, she does also note its potential importance within diplomatic exchanges. Laura Parodi, ‘Darbars in
transition: the many facets of the Mughal imperial image after Shah Jahan’, in Indo-Muslim Cultures in
Transition, (eds) Alka Patel and Karen Leonard (Leiden, 2011), p. 108.

44 Parodi, ‘Darbars in transition’, p. 87.
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around the emperor himself as distinct from the larger space of the audience hall occupied
by Mughal nobles. As such, eunuchs formed a part of the imperial iconography, as a tool to
distinguish the figure of the emperor through both extending the imperial aura and buffer-
ing imperial space. This remains the case even as there is significant variation in the style of
court scenes over this period,45 as well as changes in the architectural structures and
courtly practices themselves.46 Thus this section will consider the presence of beardless fig-
ures within distinct contexts, ranging from the audience scenes produced during Akbar’s
reign, which were ‘asymmetrical and full of movement’,47 to the highly canonised, symmet-
rical spatial organisation of darbār scenes from the reign of Shāh Jahān.48

Given the limitations of space, this article will confine itself to a small number of illus-
trative examples, beginning with an image of a court audience during the reign of
Jahāngīr. This painting was produced during the reign of his successor Shāh Jahān as a
part of the Windsor Pādshāhnāma, a lavish imperial copy of Lahorī’s history of Shāh
Jahān’s reign (Figure 1). Unlike most court illustrations, the images included in this
work include text that identifies particular figures by name.49 The subject of this painting
is then-Emperor Jahāngīr receiving Prince Khurram, the future Shāh Jahān, as he returns
from a military campaign in Mewār. Jahāngīr sits in the upper centre on a raised platform,
with Khurram bending down to touch his feet. At a significant distance below, courtiers
witness the events taking place above them, arranged according to rank and divided by a
gold railing.50 Behind Jahāngīr on the platform stand three beardless figures, labelled in
the painting itself as Iʻtibār Khān,51 Khidmat Khān,52 and Fīroz Khān.53 These labels con-
firm to us what their hairless faces suggest: that they are eunuchs, identified as such in
the textual sources.54

45 For more on the shifts in modes of representation, see Laura Parodi, ‘From tooy to darbār: materials for a
history of Mughal audiences and their depictions’, in Ratnamālā: Garland of Gems, (eds) Joachim K. Bautze and Rosa
Maria Cimono (Ravenna, 2010); Parodi, ‘Darbars in transition’; and Ebba Koch, ‘The hierarchical principles of
Shah-Jahani painting’, in King of the World, (eds) Milo Cleveland Beach and Ebba Koch (London, 1997); and
Koch, ‘Visual strategies’.

46 This has been discussed in the context of Shāh Jahān’s reign in Ebba Koch, ‘Diwan-i ‘Amm and Chihil Sutun:
the audience halls of Shah Jahan’, Muqarnas 11.1 (1994), pp. 143–165; Ebba Koch, ‘The wooden audience halls of
Shah Jahan’, Muqarnas 30.1 (2013), pp. 351–389; and Kollatz, ‘Where is “the audience”?’.

47 Parodi, ‘From tooy to darbār’, p. 64.
48 Koch, ‘Hierarchical principles’; and Koch, ‘Visual strategies’.
49 For more on this manuscript, including close readings of individual paintings and identifications of individ-

ual portraits within darbār scenes, see Beach and Koch, King of the World.
50 This is precisely the kind of stage for political ritual described elsewhere by Richard Eaton which, through

its arrangement of space, communicates the status of all participants in relation not only to the emperor but
furthermore to each other both as members of a single ruling class as well as occupying a ‘precise position…
in this graded hierarchy of state service’. See Eaton, The Rise of Islam, p. 160.

51 Described as one of the trusted servants (muʻtamidān) of Jahāngīr, and as having been distinguished in his
service from the emperor’s childhood (sighar-i sin). Khān, Ma’āsir al-Umarā’, p. 134.

52 Listed as being raised to the rank of 550 zāt/130 sawār in year 14 of Jahāngīr’s reign. He continued serving
into Shāh Jahān’s reign, being noted as having a mansab of 1000/500 as well as occupying the post of tahwīldār of
the jawāhir-khāna in the fifth regnal year of Shāh Jahān’s reign. Tūzuk, p. 270; (trans.) p. 2.83. ‘Abd al-Hamīd
Lāhorī, Pādshāhnāma (Calcutta, 1867–1868), p. 1.421; (trans.) Hamid Afaq Siddiqi (Delhi, 2010–2011), p. 1.133.

53 Listed as being raised to a mansab of 600/250 in year 14 of Jahāngīr’s reign. His rank is thereafter raised
incrementally, reaching 3000/1500 in the thirteenth year of Shāh Jahān’s reign. He died in regnal year 21.
Tūzuk, p. 270; (trans.) p. 2.83. Khān, Ma’āsir al-Umarā’, p. 564; Manucci, Storia do Mogor, p. 1.220.

54 An audience scene from Jahangir’s own reign also includes Iʻtibār Khān: the man wearing a green shawl to
Jahāngīr’s right, although not identified in writing, is instantly recognisable from the Shāh Jahānī painting dis-
cussed above. The man furthest to Jahāngīr’s left may be Fīroz Khān. ‘Darbar of Jahangir’, Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston; circa 1624. Accession #14.654. https://collections.mfa.org/objects/148522 (accessed 13 March 2023).
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Some aspects of this painting suggest the need for a highly situated reading, focusing
on the particular circumstances of its production. Prior work has argued that the corpus
of historical paintings commissioned by Shāh Jahān to commemorate events in his father
Jahāngīr’s reign can be read to subtly critique his predecessor.55 In that regard, the prom-
inence and attention given to these eunuchs, and especially the presence of Iʻtibār Khān at
the very edge of the throne—almost looming over the emperor—could be interpreted as

Figure 1. Jahāngı̄r receives Khurram on his return from the Mewar campaign. Pādshāhnāma, circa 1635. Source:
Royal Collection Trust, RCIN 1005025, 43b.

55 Koch, ‘Visual strategies’, pp. 116–119.

758 Emma Kalb

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186322000827 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186322000827


intending to imply that Jahāngīr’s reign, which featured a famously powerful queen in Nūr
Jahān, was characterised by poor rulership and the elevation of ‘inappropriate’ indivi-
duals. While these eunuchs do not seem to be subjected to the same kinds of negative
treatment as Nūr Jahān in Shāh Jahān-era histories,56 elsewhere there is evidence for
the belief in this period of a link between the power of both women and eunuchs to
poor rule.57 Yet this interpretation of the painting, as engaging in implicit critique, is
made complicated by the contextual imagery of this darbār scene: as Beach and Koch
note, the portrait of Akbar above Jahāngīr’s head, as he embraces his son below him,
emphasises dynastic continuity and stability, and the poem inscribed below the throne
serves as a blessing of the emperor and his son.58

This interpretation is further called into question by the longer tradition of such audi-
ence paintings, including other darbār scenes within the Windsor Pādshāhnāma itself, which
underline the representation of eunuchs in such locations as part of an already-extant
imperial iconography. One representative example is the well-known painting of Abū
al-Fazl presenting the Akbarnāma to Akbar, appearing within the Chester Beatty copy of
this same text (Figure 2). There are many striking differences between this scene and the
symmetrical, axial arrangement of Shāh Jahānī court scenes, but one can nevertheless per-
ceive a careful delineation of imperial and other space. Here Akbar himself is at the centre,
seated on the throne beneath a canopy. These visual cues serve to identify the emperor,
distinguished by these architectural elements and his elevation above the others present,
in a distinct yet analogous way to the balcony and railings used in the previous image.
Abū al-Fazl kneels in front of him to present the manuscript, and a large number of
other standing figures are present, most (but not all) paying attention to these events.

Within this scene, attention paid to facial hair reveals a striking division of space. Standing
behind Akbar, on the right side of the painting, are four men without facial hair; two mous-
tachioed men are also seen as a part of this group. Other than these four beardless men, there
is not a single figure within the crowded confines of the court not sporting some form of facial
hair. The fact that this is evidently not a haphazard distribution, potentially linked merely to
personal preference, allows us to identify these four men as probable eunuchs. Eunuchs and
khawāsān would have been an expected presence behind the emperor, as was discussed
above. While it is possible that this latter category may have included beardless youths, extant
evidence points to such attendants possessing facial hair.59 This would be all the more likely

56 For instance, see Lāhorī, Pādshāhnāma, p. 70; (trans.) p. 8. Muʻtamid Khān also refers to Nūr Jahān’s fitna sāzī,
or mischief-making, in his Iqbālnāma, p. 199, even as elsewhere (p. 56) he praises her abilities.

57 See Badā’ūnī’s account of Akbar’s early reign, where the young monarch is critiqued both for his own inex-
perience as well as his empowerment of women and eunuchs: ‘Abd al Qādir Badā’ūnī, Muntakhab al Tawārīkh
(Calcutta, 1864–1869), p. 2.65. Such tropes are found in high density in the eighteenth century, with critiques
of the eunuch Hāfiz Khidmatgār Khān and female geomancer Kokī Jīv during the reign of Muhammad Shāh
(r. 1719–1748), and of the eunuch Jāved Khān and Queen Mother Qudsia Begam during the reign of Ahmad
Shāh (1748–1754). For more on these political figures, including reference to the relevant primary sources,
see Irvine, Later Mughals, pp. 263–266; Jadunath Sarkar, Fall of Mughal Empire, vol. 1 (New Delhi, 1971), pp. 205–
212. For an earlier (Delhi sultanate era) example of the criticism of a woman taking on a political role, see
the discussion of Mālika-yi Jahān in Sunil Kumar, ‘Courts, capitals, and kingship: Delhi and its sultans in the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries’, in Court Cultures, (eds) Fuess and Hartung, p. 137.

58 Beach and Koch, King of the World, p. 161. The authors provide the following translation of the text below the
throne: ‘May praise of the king of the world be the remembrance of those who keep vigil by night; may prayers
for his fortune be the litany of those who rise with the dawn. In whatever direction the lone rider wields his
sword like the sun, may the army of his enemy be dispersed like the stars.’

59 In addition to the moustachioed and/or bearded personal attendants seen in audience scenes such as those
considered in this article, there is specific mention of the beard of one such attendant in an anecdote from the
mid-eighteenth century, where this young khawās’s beard becomes the crux of a joke. Dalpat Rai, Malāhat-i Maqāl
(Sulaiman Collection 185.5, Aligarh Muslim University Maulana Azad Library), f. 61a.
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Figure 2. Abū al-Fazl presenting the Akbarnāma. Akbarnāma, circa 1603–1605. Source: Chester Beatty Library, In
03.176.
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given that most adult men at this time sported facial hair of some kind.60 Through specifically
depicting likely eunuchs in close attendance to the emperor, this imperial image suggests both
their intimate proximity as well as their symbolic valence as embodied designators of imperial
space.

In other words, the ‘soft’ architecture of the eunuchs themselves sets off imperial space
in a way analogous to other movable elements such as canopies, railings, and thrones.61

This interpretation is underlined by the unfailing appearance of beardless figures in
attendance on Akbar in audience scenes throughout versions of the Akbarnāma in both
the Victoria and Albert Museum (circa 1590–1595) and the Chester Beatty Library (circa
1603–1605).62 The regular appearance of such attendants even outside of formal con-
texts—for instance, in a painting illustrating Akbar’s oversight of the building of
Fatehpur Sikri, or another where he inspects dead animals after a hunt—underlines
their usefulness as movable embodied elements framing the emperor within paintings
of this period.63

In light of this evidence, the eunuchs in the first painting from the Windsor
Pādshāhnāma should be viewed as continuing the tradition of prior imperial iconography
by including eunuchs as embodied extensions of imperial space. In addition to historical
paintings of the prior ruler, this manuscript also represents probable eunuchs proximate
to Shāh Jahān himself in audience scenes, particularly positioned slightly below the
emperor bearing fans and fly whisks, reinforcing the architectural distinction between
imperial space and the space occupied by the nobles.64 In doing so, they serve as part
of the move within these paintings to create for the emperor ‘a separate pictorial
space, positioned above a crowd of assembled courtiers’.65 Yet not all of the darbār paint-
ings in this manuscript include eunuch attendants; some of them only feature bearded
men or no attendants at all.66 This suggests that with the development of a more fully

60 Given the cosmopolitan, multi-religious and multi-ethnic nature of the Mughal court, one can assume a
range of practices when it comes to facial hair. Looking at the visual evidence of court paintings in Akbar’s per-
iod, adult members of both the royal family and nobility seem to at least have had a moustache; by Aurangzeb’s
period a full beard is most common. The facial hair of the Mughal emperors, including both the moustache
favoured by Akbar and Jahāngīr as well as the full beards maintained by Shāh Jahān and Aurangzeb, has been
most fully explored as a signal of religious orthodoxy or the lack thereof. O’Hanlon, ‘Kingdom, household, and
body history’, pp. 915–916; Michael D. Calabria, ‘The unorthodox “orthodoxy” of Shah Jahan: a reassessment
of his religiosity’, South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies 41.3 (2018), pp. 581–583. For the significance of facial
hair in marking the difference between adult men and youths in the Qājār context, see Afsaneh Najmabadi,
Women with Moustaches and Men without Beards (Berkeley, 2005), pp. 15–16.

61 For a comparative account in Timur’s capital of Samarqand of the use of ‘soft’ architecture (here defined as
ad hoc assemblages of tents, awnings, and textiles) in ‘defining divisions between space’, and ‘visually announc-
[ing] hierarchies among them’, see David J. Roxburgh, ‘Ruy González de Clavijo’s narrative of courtly life and cere-
mony in Timur’s Samarqand, 1404’, in The ‘Book’ of Travels: Genre, Ethnology, and Pilgrimage, 1250–1700, (ed.) Palmira
Brummett (Leiden, 2009), pp. 113–158.

62 This is the case in all paintings from these manuscripts that I have had access to. A number of the paintings
produced for both of these manuscripts were later dispersed, but a significant part of the former manuscript is
held by the Victoria and Albert Museum, IS. 2–1896. The greater part of the latter is at the Chester Beatty Library,
Ms. In. 0.3, and the first volume is held at the British Library, Or. 12988.

63 See ‘Akbar inspecting construction for his new capital Fatehpur Sikri’, Chester Beatty Library Akbarnāma;
c. 1603–1605. Accession # In 03.152. https://viewer.cbl.ie/viewer/image/In_03_152/2/LOG_0000/ and ‘Akbar
inspecting dead animals by torchlight’, Victoria and Albert Akbarnāma; c. 1590–1595. Accession # IS.2:93-1896.
https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O9550/akbar-painting-lal/ (both accessed 13 March 2023).

64 See, for example, folio 51a, Windsor Pādshāhnāma. Reproduced in Beach and Koch, King of the World, p. 41.
65 Parodi, ‘Darbars in transition’, p. 88.
66 For bearded attendants, see ‘Departure of Prince Shah Shuja’ for Kabul’, f. 147b, and for an audience scene

without attendants, see ‘Jahangir receives Prince Khurram on his return from the Deccan’, 48b. These are repro-
duced in Beach and Koch, King of the World, pp. 83 and 36, respectively.
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and formally articulated vertical spatial separation of emperor and court in Shāh Jahān’s
reign, the beardless attendants became less essential to differentiate space.

There are fewer, and less consistent, examples of audience scenes from Aurangzeb’s
reign, as more intimate scenes seem to have come into favour.67 Thus it is not possible
to track with as much clarity a specific modality to how eunuchs are made use of in
such images. Nevertheless, those that exist often attest to the continued representation
of eunuchs operating in close proximity to the emperor. One striking instance is a paint-
ing dating from an early period of his reign, which depicts Aurangzeb on a throne under a
rich canopy with a large crowd of men lined up in the background, those lines converging
on an arched gate in the distance (Figure 3).68 Just behind the emperor, among a row of
men bearing swords and fans, is one beardless man holding one of the fans, while another
beardless man or youth stands to the left of this small group with his arms folded. Thus
far, this scene is similar to prior examples. But there is something more: among the
throng past the end of the carpet’s edge stand at least eight eunuchs bearing maces,
four on each side. Their distinctive lack of facial hair sets them off from the figures
who succeed them, all of whom clearly sport moustaches and/or beards. The size,
heavier-set bodies, and wider faces of these figures suggest that they are not youths,
and the fact that they are grouped so particularly in contrast to other men with facial
hair allows confident identification of them as eunuchs. In the foreground, there is an
additional group of eight mace-bearing eunuchs, lined up beside the canopy’s poles.
The placement of eunuchs here behind the tent poles, embodied ‘soft’ architecture echo-
ing and reinforcing other ephemeral elements within the space, is especially interesting
to note as the prior two paintings examined similarly align beardless figures with pillars
and poles.

This image has a radically different arrangement from the other paintings examined
here, which all position the emperor as occupying the upper third of the page and the
nobles occupying the lower portion, closer to the viewer. These other works place the
viewer among the nobles, or behind them, looking inwards and upwards towards the
emperor. Here, in contrast, the emperor is in the foreground, and although some figures
stand closer to our viewpoint—including, notably, eight of the mace-bearing eunuchs—the
majority of the audience is beyond the emperor, barely discernible as they recede towards
the vanishing point. While executed in a different way, this image suggests an analogous
understanding of eunuchs, with the eunuch mace-bearer taking on a comparable role in
terms of demarcating space. It is also notable that the eunuchs just beyond the platform
are scaled to a similar or even larger size as several figures closer to the viewer under the
canopy, emphasising not only their importance or relative rank, but also possibly their
function as physical barriers between the space around the emperor and the crowds
lined up behind them.69 This reworking of the audience scene underscores the separation
of the emperor and his immediate environs from the crowds beyond the canopy through
its use of these bulky, mace-bearing eunuchs.

Taken as a whole, the evidence demonstrates that throughout the period under review
eunuchs were given concrete posts in close proximity to the emperor, in privileged loca-
tions largely inaccessible to other men. Both in the inner palace, beyond the sight of the
average person, as well as in the context of the court, eunuchs served a particular kind of

67 Parodi notes, from Aurangzeb’s reign onwards, a move towards less ‘exalted’ representations of the
emperor, as well as a more general ‘disappearance of the public audience from Mughal painting’. Parodi,
‘Darbars in transition’, pp. 89–93.

68 See catalogue note, http://www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/ecatalogue/2017/howard-hodgkin-portrait-art-
ist-l17120/lot.120.html (accessed 13 March 2023). For a less unusual audience scene from this period, see the
painting of Aurangzeb in court in Stuart Cary Welch, Imperial Mughal Painting (New York, 1978), pp. 112–113.

69 For more on hierarchical proportions in Aurangzeb’s reign, see Parodi, ‘Darbars in transition’, pp. 107–108.
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purpose. Practically speaking, they may simply have been present to guard boundaries
and mark the threshold (as in the case of Mahābat Khān’s coup), perform specific cere-
monial or menial tasks (waving a fan, bearing jewels, passing on petitions), or else, as
essentially expensive luxury items, utilised as a way of demonstrating wealth and
power. But their presence was more than pragmatic. Within both the texts and paintings
surveyed, a symbolic, rhetorical role can also be perceived. In these idealised representa-
tions, eunuchs were incorporated as one of a range of elements setting off and defining

Figure 3. Aurangzeb in darbār, circa 1660. Private collection. Source: Image courtesy of Sotheby’s.
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the space around the emperor in court, marking it as fundamentally different and distinct.
As will be evident in the next section, the seemingly seamless setting-off of elite (and,
here, imperial) space described above is in stark contrast to the complex, strained dynam-
ics often evidenced in textual documentation regarding princely establishments.
Reflecting on this can help illuminate what is left out of representations of the imperial
palace and royal court, as well as how eunuchs may have operated differently within
princely households.

Eunuchs and Mughal princes

Up to this point, this article has demonstrated the significant boundary-marking function
of eunuchs with respect to the emperor. In reviewing the sources, both textual and visual,
it is clear that eunuchs were intentionally deployed as a kind of embodied ‘soft’ architec-
ture within the imperial court and palace, for both practical and symbolic purposes. In the
section that follows, accounts of eunuchs operating in relation to princes present a differ-
ent picture, pointing to how the human, embodied nature of these boundaries comes into
play in shaping social and political relationships. This section will therefore seek to under-
stand how both royal men and eunuchs might have experienced these forms of intimacy,
particularly in times of conflict. While discussion of eunuchs close to the emperor in
courtly sources tends to emphasise the smooth maintenance of the order of the court
and the distance of the emperor, evidence for the more complicated scenarios eunuchs
confronted when operating proximate to princes demonstrates the possible consequences
of eunuch mediation of space. While the textual sources considered here should be under-
stood as just as invested in imperial discourses as the materials discussed in the previous
section, the level of detail they provide on tensions around princely households neverthe-
less speaks to mundane concerns that are less apparent with respect to imperial house-
holds. While the specific meaning of the increased inclusion of such information within
Aurangzeb-era texts will be returned to in concluding this section, this material neverthe-
less establishes how eunuchs could be used as tools of surveillance and control, as well as
become personally involved in interpersonal conflicts.

Perhaps in large part because of political anxieties around Mughal princes, there is a
rich body of evidence regarding the administration and management of their establish-
ments. Generally speaking, eunuchs formed a standard part of princely and other elite
households, serving in intimate capacities similar to the imperial context.70 As will be
seen in the coming pages, within Mughal princely households, eunuchs are found serving
as guards, masseurs, harem superintendents (nāzirs), and go-betweens. While throughout
this period, princely rebellions were a regular feature of political life, Aurangzeb’s
extended reign provided an especially lengthy era of tension between the ageing monarch
and his adult male sons, including both outright princely rebellion and imprisonment as
well as more general distrust and surveillance.71 It is against the background of these
intrafamilial struggles that eunuchs emerge as significant figures.

In the process, eunuchs were instrumental in shaping the social dynamics of these
households, at times in unexpected ways. For example, when Prince Muhammad Akbar
attempted to rebel against Aurangzeb in 1681, eunuchs played a key, if inadvertent,
role in the prince’s failure. Aurangzeb, in order to create dissension among the would-be
rebels, sent a letter to Muhammad Akbar praising him for his help in entrapping
Durgādās, a prominent Rathor leader and co-conspirator. As planned, the message was

70 See Faruqui’s account of ‘a day in the life of a prince and his household’, which includes several mentions of
eunuchs: Munis Faruqui, Princes of the Mughal Empire, 1504–1719 (Cambridge, 2012), pp. 116–127. See also the case of
Saʻīd Khān Chaghtā, mentioned above.

71 For a full account of princely rebellions during this period, see ibid., pp. 10–12 and 181–232.
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intercepted by Durgādās himself. However, when he went to speak with the prince, the
tent’s entrance was guarded by eunuchs who refused to disturb the prince while he
was sleeping. Taking this as a pretext to avoid him, Durgādās and his companions
made a hasty departure that very night. But the eunuchs were no pretext: when
Muhammad Akbar awoke the next morning, and was informed by those same eunuchs
of what had transpired, he understood the ‘requirements of the moment’ and fled to
join Durgādās.72 In this way, in their control of access to the royal prince, eunuchs
could create levels of ambiguity and distance, even between such co-conspirators.

Even as this example suggests how the additional layer of mediation via eunuchs influ-
enced communication in curtailing the accessibility of such royals, an impact which would
have been true for eunuchs in the imperial household as well, other information points to
how this could also be explicitly and intentionally used against the royal male occupants
of such spaces. Much as eunuchs functioned in relation to women, sometimes as allies and
sometimes as wardens, the evidence suggests that for men, too, this mediation could be a
double-edged sword.73 Sometimes this could be counter to expectations, as in the case of
the arrest of Prince Murād Bakhsh during the war of succession from 1657 to 1659.
Seeking to pursue an alliance, Murād Bakhsh entered the camp of his brother,
then-Prince Aurangzeb; meanwhile his companions remained outside. Having spoken
and feasted, Aurangzeb left Murād Bakhsh to rest; he lay down, and Aurangzeb’s eunuch
Bashārat busied himself with massaging the prince’s feet until he fell asleep. At this junc-
ture, a female servant entered and disarmed him, and immediately thereafter soldiers
were sent in to arrest him.74 In this moment, the intimacy and trust existing between
Murād Bakhsh and the subordinates present, and their close proximity during times of
vulnerability, quickly became the instruments of his manipulation and downfall.

While the above two examples point to how the access of eunuchs to elite men within
normally functioning households could come into play in moments of political tension
and conflict, eunuchs were also explicitly deployed by emperors as jailers and prison guards.
This is not a phenomenon unique to Aurangzeb’s period. Prince Khusrau (son of Jahāngīr), for
instance, was imprisoned and placed in the charge of Iʻtibār Khān in 1607.75 But it is during
the reign of Aurangzeb that the management of troublesome family members by eunuchs,
and potentially recalcitrant princes in particular, emerges as an important recurrent theme.

The degree to which sources describe the careful oversight and control exerted over
the objects around a jailed prince (or even former emperor) underlines the degree of
intimacy, and intimate control, this position implied in managing the mundane aspects
of an elite prisoner’s life. A news digest from 1688 reports that eunuchs had been provid-
ing food to the imprisoned Prince Muʻazzam by way of a hook (miʻlāq), allowing them to
hoist his meals into his cell.76 Eunuchs also proliferate around the imprisonment of Shāh
Jahān following his removal from power, responsible for monitoring him and controlling
his access to various things. To take one example, a eunuch was sent to Shāh Jahān to
confiscate the large cache of jewels in his possession, leading to an altercation between
the eunuch and the deposed monarch about a rosary of pearls which the eunuch

72 Futūhāt-i ‘Ālamgīrī (Add. 23,884, British Library), ff. 82b–83a; (trans.) Tasneem Ahmad (Delhi, 1978), pp. 135–136.
73 See, for instance, the contrast between the function of eunuchs as part of the administration of a ‘compart-

mentalised’ harem, and the service rendered to Nūr Jahān by the eunuchs Nadīm and Jawāhir, who died in battle
alongside her: Lal, ‘Harem eunuchs’, pp. 94–95 and 100–101.

74 Futūhāt-i ‘Ālamgīrī, ff. 33a–33b; (trans.) pp. 50–51.
75 Iqbālnāma-yi Jahāngīrī, pp. 27–28. Pelsaert also mentions Iʻtibār Khān being put in charge of another high-

profile, if not princely, prisoner. Francisco Pelsaert, A Dutch Chronicle of Mughal India (Lahore, 1978), p. 65.
76 Akhbārāt-i Darbār-i Mu‘allā (JN Sarkar Collection, National Library of India), p. 3.41.
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demanded and which Shāh Jahān refused—ultimately successfully—to hand over.77 This
case shows how eunuchs could come to serve as the points of interaction—and therefore
contestation—by virtue of the roles with which they were entrusted, even if those posts
seem superficially routine.

The question of what objects jailed royals had possession of could be a complex arena
not only for self-assertion but also for communication and negotiation. For example, a
eunuch was used by Aurangzeb to test his imprisoned son Prince Muʻazzam in 1691, as
the emperor considered whether his son was trustworthy enough to be forgiven. One
day the emperor sent him a pencase, including a pen-knife, through a trusted eunuch.
This was a test of the prince’s honesty: the eunuch was instructed that if the prince
said something he was to inform him that the pen-knife was sent on purpose; if he
kept the pen-knife without saying anything, that omission was to be reported to the
emperor.78 In this case, the prince passed this test and, in doing so, implicitly accepted
the emperor’s authority. This instance demonstrates the utility of a eunuch as a particular
kind of loyal go-between, with personal access to the imprisoned prince as well as enjoy-
ing the level of trust needed to be given such a sensitive mission.79

Not all forms of such oversight and control took the form of literal imprisonment. Even
for princes who had not been detained, eunuchs could take on the tasks of spying or
informing. Such roles are not absent in the earlier period, but recent scholarship has
argued that in the later years of Aurangzeb’s rule, and especially from the 1680s onwards,
financial difficulties led to the emperor increasingly providing ‘personnel’ to princely
households under economic duress. This shift in turn meant royal princes had less inde-
pendence and came under increasing imperial surveillance, making princely rebellions
more difficult, if not impossible.80 These practices can thus be viewed as part of a larger
body of work around the controlling of potential successors in the seventeenth century
across the Islamicate world, albeit without utilising the ‘cage’ system of house-arrest
seen in the Safavid and Ottoman contexts.81 While the Mughals did not institute a similar
system until the following century,82 here eunuchs serve to enhance imperial control and
curtail princely powers in a more mobile environment.

The responsibility for monitoring princes could make life complicated for such
eunuchs, as they operated within the complex power dynamics between emperors and
their often-ambitious sons. There are accounts of unnamed nāzirs (harem superinten-
dents) who are criticised or removed from their posts for failing to report violations of
protocol, such as when Prince Muʻazzam erected qanāt (screens) in the jāmiʻ mosque or
held an elephant fight, both prerogatives of kings. In the latter instance, the emperor
interpreted the nāzir’s report as wilfully concealing the depth of his own knowledge
and possibly his own complicity, implying that the eunuch in question was not acting
out of true loyalty but rather betraying the sovereign.83 One can only imagine the subject-
ivity of the eunuch at this moment: caught between the emperor who had placed him in

77 Khāfī Khān, Muntakhab al-Lubāb (Calcutta, 1869–1925), pp. 106–107; (trans.) S. Moinul Haq (Karachi, 1975),
p. 111.

78 Ibid., pp. 397–398; (trans.) p. 397.
79 The trust required of such eunuch guards of Mughal royals in this period is also discussed in Faruqui,

Princes, pp. 239–240.
80 Ibid., p. 277.
81 For the Safavid case, see Babaie et al., Slaves of the Shah, pp. 8–9. For the Ottoman context, see G. Veinstein,

‘Kafes’, Encyclopedia of Islam, Second Edition.
82 Muzaffar Alam and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, ‘Envisioning power: the political thought of a late eighteenth-

century Mughal prince’, The Indian Economic and Social History Review (2006), pp. 138–139.
83 Hamīd al-Dīn Khān, Ahkām-i ‘Ālamgīrī (Calcutta, 1926), pp. 22–23; (trans.) Jadunath Sarkar (Calcutta, 1912),

pp. 62–64.
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this position, and the royal prince who might one day be emperor, and who in any case
was the man of status closest at hand. Although these moments can be seen to reflect the
choices made by individual eunuchs to make certain alliances or bets on the future, these
choices would have been drastically constrained by the larger context, and one can also
read a different story, of vulnerability and even bodily risk. Mention of eunuchs being tor-
tured for information on their elite masters—as in the case of the eunuch confidante
Nawayd, who was almost tortured to death in 1686 for information on Muʻazzam—under-
lines how tenuous such positions could be and the difficult decisions eunuchs sometimes
had to make.84

The material described above testifies to the varying ways in which eunuchs were oper-
ating in—and often policing—intimate spaces not only in reference to women, but also to
men. Eunuchs emerge repeatedly as guards and spies, sometimes in the service of princes,
yet they were also sometimes utilised by the emperor to police them. However, these
examples come overwhelmingly from the reign of Aurangzeb, and the evidence related
to imperial-appointed nāzirs comes more specifically from the 1680s onwards. This mater-
ial does not speak so much to continued, equally distributed practices across the entirety
of the Mughal period, but rather to the forms eunuch service could take at distinct his-
torical moments. An empire under financial strain, or an ageing emperor fearing impa-
tient sons, might see a shift in the deployment of eunuchs, both in numerical terms as
well as in the exact post assigned. Of course, such economic or political anxieties could
also potentially lead to a shift in representations of eunuchs; the granular depictions
seen here could reflect concerns about imperial stability, thus revealing structures that
have otherwise been mostly hidden from sight. Most likely, the relative density of archival
information surveyed here is the product of both of these factors.

This body of evidence falls within a much longer history in which eunuchs occupied
intimate spaces, and so were available to be deployed in particular ways. In this respect,
the emerging picture of eunuchs in and around princely households clarifies how, more
generally speaking, eunuchs could both gain access to certain opportunities as well as
become personally vulnerable due to their mediatory roles. While this is less documented
outside of the context of Aurangzeb-era princely households, the ongoing practice of spa-
tial control and boundary-marking throughout the period under review indicates that the
specific posts held by eunuchs would have made them liable to such entanglements, even
as it also suggests that such eunuchs could use the political valences of their positions
strategically to their own advantage.

Conclusion

In this article, I have approached the question of elite Mughal life from the perspective of
limitations around access to elite men. As embodied boundaries and human mediators,
eunuchs took on representational and material functions in the making of these rarefied
spaces, both in the stone palaces of Agra and Delhi as well as in princely and imperial
camps. Within the gradated layers of space around the emperor and royal princes,
eunuchs were embodied markers and boundaries, alongside other figures such as non-
castrated attendants, mace-bearers (gurz-bardārs), and officials of the court such as the
master of ceremonies (mīr tūzuk). In representations of imperial audiences, eunuchs are
particularly visible due to their beardless faces and their placement, as they are regularly
represented close to the emperor, either behind or below him, marking the space he occu-
pies within the larger, carefully ordered, and formally managed arena of the court. These
paintings point to the value of representations of ordered space to project imperial

84 Muntakhab al-Lubāb, pp. 331–332; (trans.) p. 334.
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authority and to naturalise relations between emperor and his subjects. Textual sources
similarly attest to a careful and layered definition of space within the palace complex
or camp as a whole, with eunuch guards and attendants playing analogous boundary-
marking roles.

At certain moments, however, this spatial order is negotiated or even violated. The
coup of Mahābat Khān demonstrates that, at a moment of crisis, the embodied spatial
order created by eunuchs and other subordinate figures can exert a restraining force
and shape the unfolding of events. While sources from this period do not speak to the
complicated relations that are likely to have existed between eunuchs and other subordin-
ate figures—which are better attested to by eighteenth-century archives— they do dem-
onstrate how the particular posts occupied by eunuchs could come into play in shaping
their own lives as well as those of the elite men they served.85 These dynamics appear
especially complicated when it comes to eunuchs proximate to ambitious princes during
the reign of Aurangzeb. In addition to reflecting developments specific to Aurangzeb’s
reign, this material also points to the difficulty of reading eunuch activities in a straight-
forward manner as direct expressions of their master’s power. Rather, it becomes clear
that the inner imperial palace or camp, as well as the camps of the royal princes, were
complex locations of the assertion of power and authority, informed by tensions within
royal families and eunuchs’ own strategic choices. On the one hand, such functions
could allow eunuchs to achieve positions of intimacy, knowledge, and influence with
the emperor and members of the royal family, a fact which provides an at least partial
explanation of the rise to high status of numerous eunuchs over the course of the
Mughal period. Yet the evidence also underlines how even unnamed, low-ranked eunuchs
could become entangled in moments of political conflict, intrafamilial and otherwise, a
situation that provided greater opportunities but also heightened risk.
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