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Abstract 

 i      -                     – 1756 CE          s     –i Ā zū  is   g  d d  s   e of the towering 

figures of eighteenth-century Urdu literature. Surprisingly given this reputation, he did not write 

enough in Urdu for more than a few lines of his Urdu works to have survived. Instead he was 

praised by his contemporaries for his scholarship in Persian, and in particular for bringing the tools 

available for Persian literary criticism to bear upon the vernacular. That means that some of his 

theoretical works in Persian, all of which are nominally about Persian literature, should in fact be 

   d     pp y    U du  s     . Ā zū’s    is ic vi         gu g   suc   s      i guis ic    i i y 

[tavā uq] between Persian and Indic vernacular languages like Urdu, allowed his work to bridge 

Persianate and Indian literary practices. The key primary source for this pap   is Ā zū’s Navādir al-

al ā  , a Persian work which can be considered the first critical dictionary of the language that would 

later be called Urdu. It is worth contextualising Navādir within Ā zū’s    g   sc      y p    c    i   

reference to his other works like  ād-i  u  a  and  u  mir. This paper argues, on the one hand, that 

Ā zū applied the scholarly tools available in Persian and Arabic to Urdu, providing a literary critical 

framework which had not yet been available for vernacular poetry. On the other hand, Ā zū 

invokes his understanding of the history of the Persian language to argue implicitly that a standard 

Urdu should emanate from the royal court in Delhi. 
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 “quisnam nostrum non suam Utopiam habet? aut ubi tandem a 
turba quotidianarum rerum requiescere possumus nisi in illa 
aetherea regione ubi Etymologia dominatur?” 

 [Who among us does not have his own Utopia? And where 
can we rest from the crush of everyday concerns but in the 
ethereal land where Etymology reigns?]1  

–Christian Lobeck (1781 – 1860 CE), qtd in Allen 1948: 60 

 

    c   s y          i      -            n (?1688 – 1756 CE), better known by his pen-name 

[ta  allu ] Ā zū    d    msu     m   F  uqi  b.  935 CE) would have been fast friends if they had 

lived in the same century? I strongly suspect they would have been. In reading the works of both 

men, I am struck by their devotion to literature not just as an aesthetic pursuit but as a field of 

inquiry requiring careful, systematic research [t  q q]. Both have spent long careers wandering 

across such varied intellectual terrain that aspiring scholars like myself cannot help but be 

astounded when we survey the ground they have covered.  I offer this article to Faruqi Sahib in 

recognition of his achievements and also in gratitude for his encouragement, particularly when he 

was in New York in September 2008, to write a diss     i      Ā zū.  

The theme of this article is the eighteenth-century recognition that philological study was 

applicable to Urdu literature just as it was for Persian.2 Specifically, I will address one milestone 

work that pioneered such research, Ā zū’s Persian lexicon of Indic words, Navādir al-al ā   [Wonders 

of Words]. He wrote it sometime before 1165 AH (=1752 CE)3 towards the end of an illustrious career 

as a Persian poet and lexicographer but also as a promoter of Urdu literature.4 There is seemingly a 

                                                             
1 Translations are mine unless otherwise noted. My thanks to Prashant Keshavmurthy, Zirwat Chowdhury and 
Satyanarayana Hegde for reading the draft of this paper, and to Rajeev Kinra, Owen Cornwall and 
Chandershekhar Bhatnager for their advice.  
2      ug  i  is     y    m    is is         p  c      xp         m   i g    “p i    gy ”  sp ci   y giv        
there is no single equivalent term in pre-modern Persian or Urdu. Sheldon Pollock has defined it as follows: 
“P i    gy is     s  u d b       discip i      m  i g s  s       x s. I  is              y       gu g —    ’s 
linguistics—or the theory of meaning or truth—    ’s p i  sophy—but the theory of textuality as well as the 
 is   y      x u  iz d m   i g”  Pollock 2009: 934). If we keep in mind that some texts are oral (for example, 
the proceedings of a poetic gathering [mu  āʿara ]        Ā zū’s c    mp    i s   u d   v      d their 
literary skills) then this is a serviceable definition. 
3 In cases where sources give the Hijr  y         C mm   E   y    is giv   i         m   “ = XXXX CE)”. T   
Common Era years have been calculated using a formula, so without an exact Hijr  date, they have a margin of 
error of +/- one year. 
4 T    vid  c          d       c mp si i   is i      d  i i i       “bai āk ”      s c  d m            Hi du 
calendar that falls in April-May). See NA 1951: 96; cf. Abdullah 1965: 46 and Faruqi 2001: 25; pace Faruqi 1990: 
29    ic  giv s “   u d  743”   d Faruqi 1998: 15   ic  giv s “   u d  747”. However, according to the 
N    Mic   i m C     ’s c     gu   v      p 2   following the catalogue of the Habib Ganj collection, the 
manuscript of NA in the Habib Ganj collection at Aligarh (HG 53/42) is dated 1157 AH (=1744 CE). Upon 
examination, it appears to me that the manuscript is actually undated. 
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c     dic i   i  Ā zū’s   gacy in that he is recognised as a towering figure in Urdu literature by his 

contemporaries and yet his extant work in Urdu consists of a few couplets that would not fill a page 

and whose attribution is uncertain anyway. What is the source of Ā zū’s   pu   i   i  U du i        

collection [d wā ]    p    y suc   s     c   is  d v  um s         p s   i y by p  p    i        

   im   d M    T     s            idd   is       u d i      Ā zū       U du bu                

thought about Urdu. His ideas about Urdu were clearly passed down to other poets, who respected 

him because he was a great Persianist. 

I will argue here that Navādir al-al ā   (henceforth NA) is the first critical dictionary of 

Urdu/ i d ,5 and that it represents an attempt to bring the tools available for Persian literary criticism 

to bear upon the vernacular.6 I  i   discuss Ā zū’s    is ic vi         gu g   suc   s      i guis ic 

affinity [tavā uq] between Persian and Indic languages like Urdu. That means that some of his 

theoretical works in Persian, all of which are nominally about Persian literature, should in fact be read 

to apply to Urdu as well.7 It is especially important to remember that the definition of language in the 

eighteenth century in India and elsewhere was not held to quantitative criteria but rather to what we 

would call sociolinguistic criteria: A language was defined less by a set of formal characteristics than 

by its users and the contexts in which they used it.8 For that reason, people who had good literary 

 udg m    i         gu g  c u d  pp y i                gu g . Fu     m     Ā zū—like modern 

sociolinguists—acknowledges that languages are fundamentally porous. He recognises that from 

ancient times Indic words had been entering into Persian, and that Urdu freely borrowed Persian 

                                                             
5       Ā zū us s        m “ i d ”   i . “  vi g    d   i   I di ”  i      c    x     language, I have generally 
left it untranslated so as not to imply that its meaning is equivalent to Modern Standard Hindi. 
6 “V    cu   ” is      ig   d    m   d      I us  i    u     y    m    “         I di      gu g s              
P  si         s  i .” P  si    i  s               c sm p  i       gu g        is, it is a refined, learned language 
not tied to a place) but even though we contrast it with vernacular language, a vernacular can itself be 
    s  c    P    c   99  . Fu     m          ug        ym   gy    “v    cu   ” b i gs us        L  i     d 
“verna”    s  v  b    i   is m s   ’s   us       s  u d      ssum       v    cu    imp i s p pu     s  pp s d 
to elite language use. In fact, the people using the vernacular for literary purposes were more often than not 
elites (Pollock 2000). 
7 A rigorous, thoug  b i     cc u      Ā zū’s    ug   c   b    u d i  Kinra (forthcoming). See also Tavakoli-
Targhi 2001: 26ff and Alam 2004: 135 passim, 2003: 168ff. In the mid-twentieth century, Sayyid Abdullah, the 
editor of NA, wrote s m     ic  s    Ā zū c    c  d i  Abdullah 1965. Lastly, see n. 11 below on Professor 
K      ’s         Ā zū. 
8 I   v    i d         iz    is         Hi di  i     y di   c  B    B  ṣ  by     i g    c    i  -era 
misunderstandings of how language was used in India (Dudney 2010a). Sudipta Kaviraj has elegantly shown 
that in a pre-c    i   s ci  y      did       v    c  sus          s by   c ssi y “ uzzi  ss” i     gu g   s 
social identity (Kaviraj 1992: 38ff). 
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words and grammatical structures, a process which intensified in his own time.9 The key difference 

between the cosmopolitan Persian tradition and the localized Urdu tradition was that the former had 

been constituted by centuries of both poetic practice and scholarship while the latter was based only 

on poetic practice. We see a parallel in early–modern Europe, where Latin existed alongside 

vernacular literatures, which had flourished for centuries but did not develop a critical tradition until 

they were influenced by Latin.10 The techniques for classifying and assessing the literature (or rather 

the words, phrases and literary tropes) of the cosmopolitan language shaped the vernacular literature 

and standardised its usage. The twentieth-century critic Sayyid Abdullah refers to this process as 

“  s i g  u      s  i       c     c  dibi i y [be-iʿtibār ]”        p  U du    m b i g  i      s  i us 

  i i g  bu  suc        ic imp yi g s  m   v   U du’s u d v   p d early state clearly represents a 

m d    U du sp     ’s     i gs p    c  d          p s   Abdullah 1965: 45).  

Ārzū’s c         c s c  s  y  i        id sp   d  cc p   c     U du  s a courtly literary 

language. He was most likely born in Gwalior in 1688, though he spent part of his childhood in 

Agra.11 He was already an accomplished Persian poet when he arrived in Delhi in the early 1720s, 

perhaps at exactly the same time that V     u   g b d ’s U du d wā  [selected works] started 

m  i g       u ds        i’s  i     y s    s (Faruqi 2004a: 845). Ā zū   u d   v   i   ss d     

                                                             
9 Compilers of much earlier Persian dictionaries were aware of linguistic borrowings. Numerous individual 
lexemes in these dictionaries make reference to a language of origin, such as one surprising entry in  ajmūʿat 
al-furs [A Persian Collection, 14th c. ]: “land ba   abā -i  i d   ām-i k r a t”  q d i  Baevskii 2007: 64). In homage 
to my Victorian Orientalist predecessors, I’       s       is   cy     y i    L  i              E g is : “ la    i  
lingua indica nomen membri virilis est.”  
Beyond individual entries, some prefaces note patterns of borrowing. For example, the Delhi Sultanate-period 
 a tūr al-a ā il [Canons of the Learned, 1342 CE] c    i s   cc  di g        p    c   “   bic  Tu  is   
Mongolian, Pahlavi, Persian, Afghan [Pashto], Jewish [Judeo-Persian?], Christian [Aramaic?]; the tongues of 
the Magians, Syrians, philosophers and Tajiks; Hebrew; words from the dialects of Rayy, Hijaz, and 
T   s x  i   p   ic   idi ms    m  v  y ci y  sc      y c i  g s    d p pu    s yi gs”  q d/    s Baevskii 
2007: 81). See also the preface of Bur ā -i qāti   [The Decisive Proof, 1652 CE]    ic    s   simi     is . T is  i d 
   mu  i i gu   c  sci us  ss   s   xis s i         bic    di i     s i          -      - uyū   ’s  b     49 
AH/1445 CE)  utawakkil , a lexicon of originally non-Arabic wo ds   u d i      Qu ʾ     d      g d by 
presumed language of origin (Bell 1924). 
10 See, for example, Burke 2006. New Persian literature itself seems in the historical record to appear fully-
formed in the tenth century but there was no well-established critical tradition in Persian until the thirteenth 
(Clinton 1989). Arabic has been a strong influence on Persian literature long before the Arabic-derived critical 
   di i   b g  . T is is   p i        c    i  y   u d       v  b      s     Ā zū   d  is c    mporaries. 
Obviously Persian influenced Urdu literature long before people began writing critically about Urdu. 
11 T     c  is              v  y  i      b u  Ā zū’s     y  i   b c us      ta kira s [biographical dictionaries] 
that discuss it give contradicto y  cc u  s. P    ss          K      ’s U du bi g  p y    Ā zū         y 
published monograph devoted to him in any language as far as I know, attempts to cut through this thicket 
(Khatoon 1987: 13ff . T      y c mp     siv   cc u   i  E g is     Ā zū’s     s is P   . K      ’s p    c     
     di i      Ā zū’s  u  mir ( u  mir 1991). 
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sea-change in Urdu aesthetics that resulted from the popularity of V   ’s verse. This was certainly 

a period of transition, in which Persian litterateurs in Delhi dabbled in Urdu rather than making a 

career of it as later poets would.12 T   c    i  -    c i ic Mu  mm d  us i  Āz d s    s  i   

brazen certainty in his history of Urdu literature  b-   a āt [T            Li       0]      “    -e 

Ā zū   s        U du p   ;     did p  p            im  c  sider Urdu poetry to be an 

accomplishment.” Bu           ss    c  di s Ā zū  i     vi g “pu   d [U du p    y] into the 

P  si   s y     d m          xp  ssi  .”  13  

H    s    m us y c s s Ā zū i                  u d      i i g      “as long as all logicians  i   

b  c    d     d sc  d   s      is           U du-sp     s  i   b  c    d     d sc  d   s        -e 

Ā zū.”14 Earlier ta kira s   d simi     yp  b          x mp         i g    Ā zū  s     “ bū        ” 

   U du p    y   bū         b i g     eighth-century CE founder of the Hanafite school of 

interpretation in Islamic jurisprudence).15 M   Mu  mm d T q         by  is p  -name M  , writes 

in his ta kira  Nikāt al-shuʿarāʿ      “       c   s discip i  d i             r   ta  [i.e. Urdu]16 are 

cl ssm   s [    s udi d u d  ]   is g     m   [  m  y Ā zū].”17 It is clear that Ā zū’s s   di g  s   

teacher of Urdu composition is the key to his reputation. He hosted Urdu poetic gatherings—as 

Āz d implies (1907: 156)—though of course we cannot know how unusual he was in that regard nor 

                                                             
12 It should be noted that whatever the situation in Delhi, there had been a thriving literary tradition in Urdu 
in southern India and Gujarat for more than two centuries before this (Faruqi 2001). 
13 Translation by Frances Pritchett and Shamsur Rahman Faruqi (Azad 2001 .“  ā -  ār ū urdū k   āʿir  a  t   
 a  u   amā a  m   i    ku   kamāl  amaj t  t     i    k    kar  ār   k  t ar  aur adā-   mat ālib  ar  ā  ”  Azad 
1907: 116). 
14 “jab tak ka  kull ma t iq  ar t ū k  ʿi āl ka lā      tab tak a l-  urdū   ā -e ār ū k  ʿi āl ka lāt  ra     ”  ibid   5 . 
15 F    x mp    “O      b sis          Is  mic  c     s     c    d [d sc  d   s   ]  bū         Kū   thus it is 
fitting that they call poets of the  i d     gu g  [i. . U du] d sc  d   s        -i Ā zū” [ba-ma  āba -yi kah 
ʿulamā -i a l-i   aq rā   imām  amām qibla - i i ām abū  a   a kū     m   ū a d a ar  uʿarā- i  i d   abā  rā ʿa āl-i 
  ā -i ār ū  ū a d  a ā-st] from  ajmūʿa - i  a    [A Delightful Collection, 1806 CE] by Qud         “Q sim” 
(qtd in NA xii; Das 1991: 426) 
16 It is somewhat problematic to identify Urdu with r   ta  (which me  s “mix d”    m     P  si   v  b 
“r   ta ” [   p u   sc     ]   d           i  s m  c s s        d sp ci ic   y    m c    ic v  s       
alternates Persian and Urdu lines). Irfan Habib asserts that because the entry on r   ta  in Ba ār-i ʿajam [The 
Spring    P  si  ]        m us dic i    y by Ā zū’s   i  d        d B      d sc ib s i   s “mix d” [ma  lūt ], 
we must assume that it can refer only to macaronic verse and not to Urdu itself. But since there was a 
consciousness that vernacular poetry was born of a mixture of Perso-Arabic and Indic forms, H bib’s 
reasoning just as strongly supports the position that r   ta  can refer to a Persian-influenced Indian 
vernacular, namely what we now call Urdu (pace Habib 2009: 125).  
Prashant Keshavmurthy has suggested the intriguing possibility that the very name r   ta  could be a kind of 
  ām [pun], with both an immediate negative meaning and a subtler positive one. Whereas r   ta  usually 
m   s “sc      d”    “ umb  d”    g  iv    “mi rāʿ-i r   ta ”   s  m   s     sp ci   y     i g      si y 
understood distich (positive). Vernacular poets may have taken a term of abuse hurled at them and 
appropriated it for their own purposes. 
17 “ ama  u tādā  ma būt -i  a -i r   ta   am a irdān-i ā  bu ur wār-and”  q d i  Abdullah 1965: 43).  
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do we really have a sense of what happened at these events.18 Li   is   Ā zū’s v  y imp  ssiv   is  

of students and associates is often trotted out but no one has, to my knowledge, given serious 

thought as to what views he passed on to his students. 

Before I offer an analysis of NA  I   u d  i      p i   b i   y            v    s c i  s i  Ā zū’s 

other treatises that give us some insight into his thinking on Urdu. Let us begin with  ād-i  u  a  

[“P   ic  us ic ”    “  P   ic Gi  ”] 19   ic     i s   c    s     i g    d   i   U du. I  is Ā zū’s 

    ysis        p   ics                    -p  i d p   s  Quds      id    d Mu    20 all of whom 

wrote (as far as we know) exclusively in Persian.21 H   v            ’s       p    c s    ely make 

reference to the language use of Indians, indicating that Ā zū    ug   it was relevant for the 

discussion. In brief, the first preface discusses whether linguistic innovation is allowed in poetry (it 

is); the second whether Indians are allowed to innovate (they are, since Iranians themselves 

borrowed Arabic and Turkish vocabulary and changed it); and the third discusses the contrast 

between composing for the masses and composing for connoisseurs. The prefaces appear to be 

based on original thought because they cite no authorities other than poetic quotations, and 

because Ā zū uses the typical rhetoric of humbleness which often comes into play when one cannot 

  c       ’s  pi i  s                g     p  d c ss  s. H  c   s  ims       “ig    mus” [    

madā ]  s    s  xp ici  y                   p    c s    m  is “     pi i  ” [ba   umā -i   wud], and 

entreats God to ensure their correctness (  d  974: 2, cf. the end of the prefaces on p. 14).   

In the context of Urdu, a passage in the first preface is worth quoting at length. His topic in 

this section is generally how one tells the difference between an error and an acceptable shift in 

usage. The first preface ends like this:  

                                                             
18 Naim 1989 demonstrates how little we know of the anthropological niceties of a pre-twentieth century 
mu  āʿara  (see also, in this volume, Vasilyeva 2010). What was the usual ratio of Persian to Urdu poetry at a 
gathering? Or were separate gatherings held for Persian and Urdu? Did people speak Persian at Persian 
gatherings or was the poetry in Persian but the discussion in the vernacular? 
19  ād-i  u  a  was written sometime between 1156 and 1164 AH (=1743 – 1751 CE) ( ād 1974: xxi). 
20 According to Prashant Keshavmurthy, there may be a single ms. in Lahore of an unpublished work in Braj 
attributed to Mu   . 
21 Ā zū’s            i              dd  ss s Mu   ’s p   ics  Sirāj-i mu  r [The Illuminating Lamp], is 
interesting from the perspective of situating Indo-Persian literature in the Persianate world as a whole, but 
there is not, as far as I know, a similar passage relevant for Urdu. As a matter of historical curiosity, it is worth 
noting that    id  was      d d      is c mp si i    i    is   ig   i  si v   by      g         CE) and then 
by               33 CE ; Quds    c iv d     s m      u     b i   us    c     3  CE), see Hasan 1998: 49-50, 55. 
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Thus in this regard, whatever we have come to call a mistake if it is [committed] by some person 

whose standing [in matters of literary judgement] is above repudiation and acceptance by others, it 

shall be a new idiom [dā  il-i ta arru ],22 not a mistake. [Arabic omitted.] And furthermore when 

considering that this occurs in the practice of the poets of r   ta  of India (this is poetry in the  i d  

language of the people of the Court [urdū] of India, especially in the style of Persian poetry, and it is 

presently popular in Hi dūs    [i. .          I di ]   d    m   y i    s cu      i        cc   i      

language of that country), and I have seen many leaders [muqtadā] in this art [i.e. of composing in 

r   tah] who have made mistakes in their own idiom, and this made me aware that as the people who 

know  i d  and Persian are equivalent in their circumstances s  I di  s’      [s] c   b  c  sid   d 

analogous to those of the Persians.23  

 a  dar     ūrat ā   a  mā ā  rā   alat   u ta  āmad m a ar a   u ā  ka   a t ka   ā a -a  mā ūq rad wa qabūl-i 

d  arā  a t  dā  il-i ta arru    wā ad būd  a    alat   fa-  mi u    i i mi  m z    qd m   -    mi wa     ba-

dā  ka   a  ar-i    majrā a wāl-i  uʿarā-   r   ta   i d a t wa ā   iʿr  a t ba   abā -i  i d - i a l-i urdū- i  i d  

  ālibā  ba  t ar q-i  iʿr-i  ār   wa ā  al āl bi  ār rā aj  i dū tā  a t wa  ābq dar dakka  rawāj dā t ba   abā -i 

 amā  mulk  wa mā bi  ār ka  rā d d m ka  maqtadā- i     a  būda d wa   alat  dar mu āwara - i   wud 

karda -a d wa mā rā bar-ā  it lāʿ  ā il  uda   wa  ū   abā dā -i  i d  wa  ār   a  ʿālam-i   wud mu āw  a t 

  alat -i  i di ā  maqai a  ʿali i  ār i ā  tawā ad būd     d  974: 7 . 

The argument is straightforward: Native speakers of the vernacular make mistakes in their poetry 

so native speakers of the cosmopolitan language (Persian) also make mistakes. Ā zū i v   s     

vernacular in order to make his case, which appears to be a new development in Indo-Persian 

intellectual history.24 The first notable feature is that making a claim about the cosmopolitan 

language (Persian) with reference to the local language (Urdu) should even be possible. More study 

is obviously called for, but I think this must be a critical juncture in the relationship between 

Persian and the vernacular.25 The second is Ā zū’s d sc ip i      U du p    y    m  y      rek htah is 

a poetic practice of the people of the Court of India [urdū-yi hind]. This means that for him what we 

now think of as composing in the Urdu Classical tradition was an elite activity.26 Of course, Urdu (by 

                                                             
22 Li      y  “[s m   i g   ic    s]       d i    [ cc p  d] us g ”;  n accurate paraphrase would be 
“included among authoritative poetic innovations.”  
23 Thanks to Rajeev Kinra for his thoughts on ta arru , and to my colleague Owen Cornwall for his help with 
the Arabic phrase. 
24 There are some earlier claims of the vernacular on Persian such as the 13th/14th-c. p     m     us  u’s b  s  i  
Nuh sipihr [The Nine Heaves] and the preface to   urrat al-kamāl [The Full Moon] that India is great because its 
inhabitants can learn other languages, including Arabic and Persian, but outsiders can never master Indian 
languages (see the discussion in Gabbay 2010). The nature of r   ta  as a mixed form invites some comparison 
between the vernacular and Persian such as the Dakkhan  p    Nuṣ     B   pūr ’s (1600-74?) statement that 
“  m  b  u i s    Hi di p    y c      / B      sp    d    P  si   p  p   y”  q d./    s. Faruqi 2004b: 33). I 
have not, however, come across any rigorous c mp  is   b                  gu g s b      Ā zū. 
25 There is an interesting chronological parallel for Braj literature. According to Allison Busch, the first text of 
ala kāra ā tra [literary aesthetics] to quote Braj and Sanskrit  x mp  s   g      is   b       ’s 
 r   āramañjar  [Bouquet of Passion], which dates from the 1660s (Busch 2003: 155-6). 
26 I am telegraphing the argument somewhat. It is picked up in the third preface in more detail. The claim is 
that poetry functions on two levels, namely one comprehensible to commoners and one intended for elites 
with an appreciation of subtleties (cf. Abdullah 1977: 142-7,  u  mir 1991: 33).  
As I have argued recently (Dudney 2010c   i  is      s   b    ssump i        Ā zū’s sc  m  i   u  c d 
        im            i      p    c      ivā  āda , which appeared just a few years after  ād-i  u  a  in 
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whatever name) was probably the mother tongue of most people in Delhi but the poetry that 

i     s s Ā zū is             c u  . As such—and this is the key to understanding why the time for a 

work like NA’s  im    d c m —it was open to the same kind of assessments of aesthetic worth as 

the well-theorized Persian tradition. This in turn required its usage to be defined in rigorous works 

like NA. In its carefully reasoned application of standards, NA  i s p    c  y i    Ā zū’s    g   

aesthetic project for Persian in which research [ta q q] and cross-lingual comparisons take centre-

stage.27 Furthermore, it is interesting to note that he hints at the Deccan provenance of Urdu 

composition that later Delhi-centric literary chauvinists sought to minimise.28 

A similarly notable section appears in  u  mir [Fruitful], a richly theoretical work which 

draws upon the most sophisticated ideas in the Arabic philological tradition as well as from the 

Persian and arguably Indic traditions. Its model is al- u  hir    ʿulūm al-lu  a  wa a wāʿi ā [The 

Luminous Work Concerning the Sciences of Language and its Subfields] by     Egyp i   p  yg    

  d       gi           -      - uyū     b     49 AH/1445 CE).29 Perhaps its most radical notion is 

        “tavā uq” [linguistic concordance], which appeared first in  u  hir. Ā zū    ug   xp  ds i  

to support the idea of a historical connection between the languages of what we now call the 

Indo-Iranian family (which includes Persian, Sanskrit and most languages in modern northern 

India)—this concept appears not only in  u  mir bu  i  s v        Ā zū’s           s  i c udi g 

NA, so I discuss it below (al-Suyuti 1998: v. 1, p. 209ff).  

                                                                                                                                                                                              
1755 CE, that he  composed poetry to be understo d by     m ss s   d  pp  ci   d by       i    “ʿām  a am 
wa   ā   a a d” . 
27 One quick example is the preface to his (unpublished) lexicon Sirāj al-lu  āt [The Lamp of Words, 1147 AH = 
1734 CE]. Ā zū m   s   c s   b u    xic g  p y i  g                uns down a previous lexicon, Bur ā -i 
qāt iʿ [The Decisive Proof, 1063 AH = 1652 CE], for being capacious but uncritical. On Sirāj, see Blochmann 1868: 
25-7 (which includes an English translation of the passage in question); on Bur ā , ibid: 18-20.  
28 Faruqi 2001: 118ff. However, there is another possible reading. In his preface            i    Nikāt al-  uʿarā 
[Subtleties of the Poets, 1752], M r also i v   s       cc  ’s c    ibu i      U du  i     u  —but only to 
denigrate it. He writes that the poe s          cc   “did ’  c mp s    si g   i    -connected distich [  iʿr-i 
marbūt ].” Likewise w  c u d    d Ā zū’s        c     v    cu    p   s i        cc   as writing “i      
language of that country” (i.e. in Dakkhan  Urdu) to be meant as a judgemental contrast with those who write 
the “proper” Urdu of Delhi. (Thanks to Prashant Keshavmurthy for the suggestion.) 
29 Mu  hir is undated but was p  b b y  i is  d      i   uyū   ’s  i   si c  i  is not mentioned in his 
autobiography (Sartain 1975: 107 .  uyū   ’s      is   gu b y     p           p  -modern Arabic linguistic 
tradition (Cantarino 1975).  u  hir remained so influential that it is even a source used by Edward Lane in 
compiling his lexicon of Arabic (Lane 1968: vol 1, vi). It is worth no i g       uyū   ’s p i    gy   d           
Ā zū’s   s      d i  sc     s ip     ad   , the collected sayings of the Prophet Mu  mm d   d  is 
C mp  i  s.  uyū      i  s  i  L uc  ’s F   c      s   i     “ ’ i imi     s sci  c s du  ad    dans ses divisions 
   s s c   g  i s” [I have followed  ad    scholarship in its divisions and categories] (qtd. Loucel 1963-4: 69).   
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I follow Faruqi Sahib in noting the importance of Mus mir. In Early Urdu Literary Culture and 

History, he cites a critical passage on linguistic standards in discussing the origin of the language 

  m  “U du” ( u  mir 1991: 13; Faruqi 2001: 26). I want to further contextualize this section in 

Mus mir, which defines Persian and Persianate literature (pp. 1-20), because its conception of literary 

Persian is rigorous enough and capacious enough that it serves as a model for Urdu as well. For 

Ā zū   i     y P  si   is defined by the imperial court. At the same time, it is a cosmopolitan 

language that the whole Persianate world holds in common, notwithstanding the very different 

spoken dialects that people use in their daily lives. The enunciation of a standard for Urdu by the 

ahl-i  abā  [litterateurs] of the royal court at Delhi seems very much to h v  b    Ā zū’s p    c  i  

     i    b u  i  i     ms         s ci  i guis s        u  pp   i g y c    “   gu g  p    i g.” 

This section of Ā zū’s text is confusing because it is multi-layered, and includes detailed and 

impartial discussions of ideas that he in fact disagrees with. The first layer belongs to the long 

   di i         bic   i  i g       gu g       sm c s       Is  mic     quiv           uss  u’s 

philosophy of the Noble Savage. Basically, the spoken Arabic of city people [ahl al-madar] was 

considered less linguistically pure [ a   ] than that of the Bedouins [ahl al-wabar   i . “p  p          s”]  

who usually won the annual oratorical contest at Mecca, because urban Arabic had supposedly been 

adulterated both by the luxury of city life and by contact with non-Arabs (Suleiman 1999: 22). Ā zū 

dutifully cites this discussion and does not comment on its truth value, but then complicates the idea 

of a pure language throughout his works, including pointedly noting that Persian as we know it came 

into existence after extensive contact with the Arabs who conquered Persia ( u  mir 1991: 9). He 

 is   iciz s     id      “ i guis ic pu i y” [ a ā at], maintaining a constellation of Arabic linguistic 

concepts but filling them with local content. The second layer of the discussion is specific to Persian 

and depends on the idea that Persian has seven dialects of which three are current and four are 

extinct [matrūk].  T is is d  iv d    m M     m     -     us y  I  ū’s Farhang-i ja ā   r  [Dictionary 

for      g     0 7 AH = 1608 CE], which is copied verbatim in some places.30 The three living dialects 

    “ ār  ”  “dār ”   d “ a lav  ”   m s   ic          c u s     mi i      us   d y. P  vi us y  Ā zū 

                                                             
30  u  mir 1991: 4; Inju 1975: 15ff; context at Naqvi 1962: 81ff. A poet cannot write in these extinct dialects but if a 
single word from one of them appears in a verse, it is allowed [ravā]. 
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  i  s  p  p    ssum d         i is        gu g     “    p  p           i     d v    y” [mardum-i kū -o 

darrah] and that Pahlavi is the language of the city, specifically of the Persian-speaking people on the 

frontier [ a lū   i . “sid ”]       bic-speaking Iraq. Or perhaps far from being a rustic language, Dari 

was actually the dialect spoken at the court [dar] of various kings while Pahlavi is the language of the 

royal court [urdū].31 The discussion is a bit more nuanced but this suffices for our purposes. The third 

  y   is Ā zū’s     i    v   i   i    is d bate.  

Ā zū c  c ud s         i   d P    vi     b    c u   y    gu g s                     m   

serving as the language spoken in some godforsaken mountains), but more importantly that they 

are two names for the same thing (ibid 12-3). Pahlavi is the old name for the dialect [ʿibārat] later 

called Dari. Furthermore Pahlavi was the language in which Zoroaster, the prophet of ancient Iran, 

wrote a letter to the Emperor of India. The source of this historical assertion is unclear but its 

rhetorical function, namely establishing a connection between ancient India and ancient Iran, is 

qui   sig i ic   . Ā zū c  c ud s      “    s u c  [a l] of these languages is Pahlavi and after that 

Dari, as is clear at the end of [this] research, and today it is no longer used.”32 T   p   s  “   s  

   gu g s” is  mbigu us  bu  b c us        x    s  us  m   i   d c    sp  d  c  b       

Z    s      d     Emp        I di   i  is      s   b   i      c       “   s     gu g s”      s    

modern Persian and Indic languages. In other words  Ā zū imp i s      P    vi/   i is         

would think of as proto-Indo-Iranian, the common ancestor of Persian and Indic languages like 

Sanskrit, Hindi, Urdu, Bengali, and so on. 

Thus, having dispensed with the bygone Pahlavi and Dari, Ā zū   s p u  d the three modern 

dialects of Persian to just one, standard Persian itself [ ār  ].  Bu  Ā zū d  s     c  c iv     P  si    s   

language but as a kind of linguistic system in which a single cosmopolitan literary standard exists 

alongside a number of local dialects. Interestingly, he compares linguistic diversity in greater Persia 

with that of northern India, even noting that the  i d     G   i     d B     i. . B    B  ṣ   are the 

                                                             
31 u  mir 1991: 8. Ou  cu      us g        s     ms is     p   icu    y     v   . F   us  “   i”      s        
m d    di   c     P  si   sp     i    g   is      i   “P    vi”      s      Midd   P  si   chancellery script 
(derived from Aramaic) in which Zoroastrian texts came to be written. 
32 “a l-i     abā - ā  a lav  a t wa baʿd a  ā  dar   i a  mutaʿāri   a ā ā  ir al-ta q q wa ā  bi-al- aʿil matrūk al-i tiʿmāl 
ast”   u  mir 1991: 20). 
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dialects used for Indian poetry.33 Even though every place in the Persianate world has its own spoken 

usage [  ā a , sabq], the local peculiarities cannot be considered eloquent in literary writing (Musmir 

1991: 4-6). But then where does this standard Persian-without-p  c  c m     m  Ā zū   i  s      “    

truth established by research is that the most authoritative language is the Persian of the Imperial 

C u  ” [wā  aq-i ta q q ā  a t ki   abā -i muʿtabar  ār    abā -i urdū- i  ādi  ā   a t] (ibid  9). It is 

notable      Ā zū us s        m “urdū” throughout to refer to the royal court—this is of course what 

would give Urdu its name decades later (see Lelyveld 1993 and Faruqi 2001: 23ff). He reiterates that 

there is no special poetic dialect for each place but rather everyone, no matter where he comes 

from,34 comp s s p    y i  “     s  b is  d    gu g    ic  is                        gu g         

c u  ” [ba- amā   abā -i muqarrar  ar   ada d wa ā     t ma ar  abā -i urdū] ( u  mir 1991: 13). By 

analogy the same should be true for vernacular poetry, and so Urdu poetry should be based on the 

usage in the royal court rather than on other dialects (exactly how this works will be explored below). 

I d  d  Ā zū imp i s            y   c u   is     cus for linguistic transformation since, for example, 

       d “barsāt” [the rainy season] came into being in the royal court because, he argues, it is an 

I dic    d p us        bic p u    su  ix “-  ”   u  mir 1991: 212).  

Nonetheless, in Mus mir, as well as in Sirāj al- u hāt (qtd.  u  mir 1991: 5 fn 2) and NA (qtd. Abdullah 

1965: 59, cf. 62   Ā zū      s           gu g      is     c i d   d   m   G   i     “G   y   ” i. . some 

literary dialect rather like B      s     “m s     qu   ” [afṣa ] sort of  i d . He is clearly aware of Braj 

poetry and apparently respects its tradition even if it cannot serve as a standard for the Urdu poetry he 

is promoting. 

▪ ▪ ▪ 

F  uqi    ib   s   i          “ i    is v s    udi i   i  c mp    iv  p i    gy  c  sid   b    i  

and elegance of style, Khan-e Arzu left a model in Nawādir-al-Alfā   which our later lexicographers 

u     u     y did            c  s  y”         y  pp i d    ms  v s      i i g dic i    i s    

                                                             
33 “People write  i d  p    y i         gu g     B      d G   i     d         ” [wa   iʿr-i  i d  ba- abā -i braj wa 
 vāli ār  ū a d lā  air]. Ā zū m   i  s      s im                    0     2 “divisi  s” [ ā ala ] of Indian 
languages (the footnote rightly c    c s   is  umb      Ām     us  u’s   urrat  al-kamāl p    c   bu  Ā zū 
claims that there are actually fewer dialects than this ( u  mir  99 : 5 . I  p  isi g I di     us  u m  v  s      
Indian dialects change every 100 kos [≈350 km] (see Habib 2009: 119). 
34 H  p  vid s    is     p   s   ic    ds  i   “  us  u    m     i.” 
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Urdu in Urdu (Faruqi 1990: 29). In my discussion of the work, I will make two related arguments. 

Firstly, I will show that Ā zū consistently places Urdu into the same linguistic and cultural frame 

as Persian, most explicitly through the concept of tavā uq (the idea laid out in Mus  mir that there is 

an underlying genetic relationship between Persian and Indian languages). Although he never 

argues for it specifically—I assume in part because it would have been obvious to his readers—this 

means that Persian discursive practices could be applied to Urdu poetry just as Arabic practices 

had been applied to Persian. The rich canon of Persian literary theory could be brought to bear on 

Urdu because even if Urdu criticism is underdeveloped at this point, the deep linguistic bonds 

between the languages means that Persian theoretical work is not foreign to Urdu. Secondly, I 

 i   c  im      Ā zū is   yi g     s  b is        i-centred standard for Urdu poetry along the lines 

of the above discussion of standard Persian in the context of Mus  mir. While he is content to 

record non-Delhi usages, he rejects any that would not meet with approval in the capital. His 

approach is therefore comprehensive in its research but considerably narrower in its conclusions. 

Although its methodology is original, NA is   c    c i      M    Abd-  w si  H  s  ’s   arā ib 

al-lu  āt [Rarities of Words, late 17th/early 18th c.] (henceforth    ) with a considerable number of 

 ddi i         i s. Ā zū       i v   s qu    i  s    m     p  vi us       i       p   s  “dar 

ri āla …” [I           is …]    d s m  im s  u  -       d y dis g   s  i   H  s  ’s i    p     i  s, 

many of which are indeed simplistic. Some manuscripts of NA lack the new title and just call it  hL 

   “  c    c i  ” [ta    ] of    .35  s    s    s i   is p    c   Ā zū   s   p                ds      

appeared in    , even though he occasionally qu s i  s H  s  ’s    s  s     i cluding some of 

them (see, for example, takiyā m   i   d b     .      ug     p  is s H  s   i      p    c   s “    

of the successful learned men and famous scholars of heaven-b  ss d I di ” [  k  a   u alā-yi kām ār 

wa ʿulamā- i  āmdār-i hindo tā  jannat- i  ā ]  i  is c              i ds     m  ’s sc     s ip   c i g 

b c us          us s   u  sy   yms     “mis    ”    d sc ib     . 

                                                             
35 For example, t   B i is  Lib   y’s c py  Ms. O .  2 0 5  is c     gu d  s   arā ib al-lu  āt, and indeed even 
has enclosed a letter from one Zulfishan Noor who wrote on 3 Feb. 1938 that     is by Ā zū   i      m   i   
   H  s      d “is     c g is d b     m  g   s   c        s.” H  u g d  i  G    d C  us              
presented this copy to the British Library, not to bear the expense of publishing the work because it is widely 
available in manuscript. The mss. of NA at Aligarh Muslim University are catalogued similarly. 
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Despite its shortcomings,     is an achievement because it seems to be the first Persian 

dictionary of Hindi/Urdu other than  i ābs [rhyming, multilingual dictionaries for schoolchildren], 

and possibly the appendix [  ātimah] of  u  at al-hind, described below.36 For the editor of the 

published edition of NA, Sayyid Abdullah, the primary cause of the difference in sophistication 

between     and NA is that H nsw    s   sc    m s      i   Ā zū   s   p i    gis    i i g     

      sc     s. U     u     y  H  s   is    is   ic   cyp       us b c us  s  vic s     duc  i   did 

not merit inclusion in poetic ta kira s of the time (NA 1951: iv). He composed popular educational 

texts, including a  i āb, some Persian grammar books, and at least two poetic commentaries [  ar  

pl   urū ].37 Indeed, he wrote the most popular Persian grammar in India, three copies of which can 

be found even in a single library.38 As his name imp i s     is c    c  d  i               H  s  in 

present-day Haryana (about 130 km NW of Delhi), and Ā zū occasionally hints that his usage is 

provincial.     itself is undated and the two manuscripts I have seen give dates of copying that are 

decades too late to give any indication of the date of the original composition.39 

One other text, the late seventeenth-century  u fat al-hind [“  Gi      m I di ”] by Mirz  

   n (fl. 1675), is worth mentioning. It is notable because it appears to be the only Persian treatise 

on hind  grammar from the pre-colonial period.40 Some manuscripts, such as Bodleian Ms. Elliott 

383, include an appendix [  ātima ], which is about the same length as the rest of the work and 

might be the oldest lexicon of an Indic language in Persian (other than  i ābs, which were after all 

                                                             
36 On some famous ni ābs, see Baevskii 2007: 101, 123-4. The most famous Indian ni āb    āliq bār   is     ibu  d 
    m     us  u bu  i         vid  c  sugg s s i    s   i     c   u i s        is d     by s m       s  
  m d   us  u  p ssib y i            c   u y AH (≈sixteenth century CE) (NA 1951: ii). 
37 O  H  s  ’s Ni āb-i  i   abā  [Ni āb of Three Languages] see Abdullah 1965: 92-3. In the Aligarh Muslim 
University library, his commentary on the Bu tā         d  is Ms. J Per. 301 and two copies of his commentary 
on  ū u  a d  ulai  a are Mss. J Per. 240 and J Per. 302.  
38 It was based on Farhang-i Ra   d     ic    s “     i s  c i ic   dic i    y”    P  si     d   s completed in 
1064 AH = 1653 CE (Blochmann 1868: 24). The copies of the grammar at Aligarh Muslim University are Ahsan 
891.5521/1, Univ. 234 Per. 3 Prose, and Univ. 234; a further Persian grammar attributed to him is Univ. 296 
Per. 3 Prose. 
39 Rampur Ms 2543 gives 1205 AH (=1790 CE) and Ms 2544 gives 1281 AH (=1864 CE) 
40 Tu      935:  . The author does not identify the part of the work dealing with phonology and grammar (the 
introduction) or the work as a whole with any of the traditional Arabic linguistic disciplines (Rampur Ms 2543 
ff. 2a-3b . I  m           usi g “g  mm  ”  s   s       d d sc ip i                           d  i i g i s 
g      s “ ar  wa  a v,”     usu   P  s -   bic    m     “g  mm  .” 
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not dictionaries of Urdu but rather Urdu-medium teaching aids for Arabic and Persian).41 It is of 

little interest for us as a dictionary because despite having some three thousand entries, most of 

them are just a spelling followed by a single word Persian gloss. A comparison of a few of the entries 

suggests that none of the definitions appear to match up with any in     or NA. Furthermore, its 

system of describing Indic sounds is unique.42 It therefore appears not to have had any direct 

influence on either     or NA. 

Perhaps a cautionary note is warranted here. Although I have been referring to NA   d  hL as 

dictionaries of Urdu, they are not dictionaries in the modern sense of being comprehensive and 

general-purpose lexicons. Instead their contents are selective and are meant to serve as a tool for 

literary composition. The preface of NA states (in relation to    ’s pu p s            g    is    d  i   

“I dic    ds      p  p          p  vi c s s y                 P  si       bic    Tu  is  

[sy   ym]”43 (oddly Ā zū’s d scription of    ’s  u c i   is m    c     y    icu    d      H  s  ’s 

own rambling explanation).44 Both     and NA spell out Arabic and Persian synonyms, implying that 

their purpose is as much about helping the reader build his Persian and Arabic vocabulary as 

defining Indic words, and NA frequently quotes Arabic and Persian dictionaries, including Ā zū’s 

own S raj al-lu  āt [The Lamp of Words, 1734-5 CE]. H  s      y      y qu   s dic i    i s.45 Indeed, 

many of Ā zū’s c    c i  s   v     d   i   H  s  ’s P  s -Arabic synonyms rather than expressing 

  y d ub   b u      I dic    d b i g d  i  d. F    x mp    Ā zū     c s H  s  ’s i c usi      

takiyā [pillow], arguing correctly that it is itself an Arabic word (and therefore out of place in a 

                                                             
41 A very short section of it is published with a translation and some useful context as  u  at 1935. I have 
consulted the two Bodleian manuscripts. The complete appendix (a dictionary of Indic words) has been 
published as  u  at 1983. 
42  u  at al-hind’s     s i     i   sc  m  is          d  dmix u      Arabic terminology for degrees of 
“   vi  ss” and appears to point to an erroneous understanding of Indic phonology in some cases. It is 
described at  u  at 1935: 11-2. The terminology used in     and NA   s       s Ā zū’s           s  is b    
simpler and more accurate. I recently addressed the treatment of Indic sounds in Persian texts in a paper 
given at Delhi University (Dudney 2010b).  
43 “lu  āt-i  i d  ka   ār    ā ʿarab   ā turk - i ā   abā   ad a l-i di ār kamtar būd” (NA 1951: 3). Neither NA or     
appears in the most comprehensive list of Persian dictionaries compiled in South Asia (Naqvi 1962: 333ff). 
44    ’s p    c  is  xc  p  d i  NA 1951: iv. I have compared it to Rampur mss. 2543 and 2544. I am very 
grateful to Walt Hakala for providing me with his photographs. 
45 F    x mp        “rā itā”    ci  s   v  i       m Farhang-i ja ā   r  (NA 1951: 260). As far as I can tell, he has 
only used that dictionary. 
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dictionary of Indic words), and then gives the  i d  synonym,     wā.46 Although a lot of Indic 

concepts are described in it (such as the Hindu months), NA is not primarily a dictionary of Indian 

cultural practices. For example, the word Diwāl  [the famous Hindu festival] is carefully defined in 

Mus mir but does not appear in NA itself, as it certainly would have i  Ā zū   d    ug               

as a lexicon of Indian traditions (Mus mir 1991: 174). 

Besides adding entries and correcting H  s  ’s    bic   d P  si    Ā zū   s m d  other 

fundamental improvements. Since    ’s entries are grouped into chapters by first letter but are 

   d m y      g d  i  i    c  c  p     i  is di  icu       i d    ds. Ā zū  ims        s   is 

shortcoming in the preface to NA, and has organised NA according to the more usable system of 

chapter by first letter and subchapter by the second letter. Secondly, Ārzū incorporates a great deal of 

learned sources and highlights H  s  ’s   c       s   c  i  m     s    p  c ic         dg   suc   s 

zoology or botany, or more precisely how words for animals and plants had been used in literature.47 

Furthermore, with the possibilities opened up by the concept of tavā uq, NA is able to make much 

more sophisticated observations about language than    . By acknowledging that Persian and 

Sanskrit are genetically related, Ā zū c   discuss the origins of words and trace their meanings 

through history. 

The published edition (NA 1951), compiled by Sayyid Abdullah, is unfortunately not 

s  is  c   y         pu p s     d    mi i g  x c  y      Ā zū  dd d          igi        . T   

problem is that it contains a symbol “[=]” i dic  i g   cc  di g        di   ’s              p   icu    

entry in NA incorporates H  s  ’s  u   d  i i i  . Bu           c  su  s   m  usc ip        , it 

b c m s c             umb              i s m    d “[=]”  i     d       xis  i          i   work or 

                                                             
46 NA 1951: 149-50. Platts and the Oxford Hindi-English Dictionary (McGregor 1993) b    giv    is    d  i   
d       d’                     x   ’  s Ā zū   s.          x mp   is         y     “tikkā”   ic  Ā zū     s is 
 us    missp   i g       bic   d P  si   “tikkah” [sm    pi c    s i    m    dis ]  ibid.  50 . F   “  a ” [  bb  ]  
Ā zū c    c s H  s  ’s g  ss “mu ta ”    “mu ta  ” [  bb  ]  ibid.   4 . 
47 F    x mp    H  s     i s    id   i y      a   ā [   i d    cuc   ]    ic  “is   sm     s    -v ic  bi d” 
[mur    a t kū ak wa   wu  āwā ], with the  u  i  bird even though the  a   ā itself is not found in Persia [dar 
vilā at ma l-i  a  ar a t] (NA  95 :  05 . T   p  b  m   s Ā zū     s  is                m  y sp ci s    “sm     
sweet-v ic d” bi ds      c   b  analogised to the  a   ā. Ā zū   s       s i          d        c              -
c   u y p     ūd   ’s us      u  i . He concludes that the  a   ā is actually a  aʿwa [finch]. See also the entry 
   “totā” [   i d    p     ]    ic  i c ud s   disc u s       ic  bi ds       p  s nted in poetry as eating 
sugar (NA 1951: 156). 
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are in fact completely different. Compare the entry in     and NA     “ajwā i  ” which is marked 

 i   “[=]” i      p i   d  di i  .     has the following:   

tu  m  bā ad ka  ā rā bar rū    ā  r  htah  a a d dar da aʿ-i burūdat wa  a    ba-  ā at mu  d a t b    [= 

“ba   ār  ”]  ā -  wā .48 

It is a seed that is mixed into bread and baked during the cold period and is useful for ending 

flatulence. In Persian: Aniseed. 49 

And now   zu’s d  i i i  : 

 ām-i dā a - i ma  ūr  ā   wā  wa  i   ā  ba-ka ra   ā    maʿjma  wa ta d d  ū  wa ta tā   ba-āli -i 

ka  da  wa  ū  wa    la        mu tarak a t dar  ār   wa  i d  balka  dar  ār    jiwā    wa   jiwā i   bad   

ma    āmada  bar muta ammil  o  da     t ka  a l la   -i  i d  a t c irāka  ba  ma   -yi zindah kunandah 

 ava ta -and (10).  

The name of the well-known seed, aniseed [both  ā   wā  and  i   ā ]  sp    d “zi-nn-yā-n” , and 

this word is actually cognate [mu tarak] in Persian and Hindi although in Persian it is “jiwā  ’”   d 

“jiwā i ”  i     e same meaning. On reflection, it is no secret that the source is the hind  word 

b c us  p  p     v    i     i  i      m   i g “life-making.” 

It is clear from an entry like this that the focus is entirely different in the two works. Ā zū giv s two 

synonyms—i  is   “    -      s  d” s        is       s      d  i   i    y m    c    u  y           

or indeed to mention indigestion—but then he makes a linguistic argument that the Persian word is 

originally Indic because it is related to the Indic word for life, “j wa .”50 This sort of reclamation of 

an Arabic or Persian word as Indic appears across scores of entries, such as on  ā  [a kind of leaf 

c    d i  I di ] b          s  “P  si  ” sy   yms    m  y ta būl and tā būl, are originally, in fact 

I dic [“har do la    dar a l  i d  a t”]   95 :  04 . Fu     m            c s    tavā uq frequently appear 

  d    y            cc mp  i d by   s    m               c     “ s I   v      d i  Sirāj al-lu  āt.”51 

Ā zū’s p    c  i  NA is therefore fundamentally linked to the project in his Persian lexicographical 

works. One such example, a lexicographical tour-de-   c   is “tan sukh”   95 :  53 . Ā zū    c s 

phonetic and semantic variations through  i d , Arabic and Persian. He makes reference to the fact 

                                                             
48 Rampur Ms. 2543: f. 12. 
49    i g ss   i  s  “نان خواه  ā -ḵẖẉā , Aniseed (in some places it seems to mean caraway-seed), which 
frequently is baked in bread on account of its flavour and stomachic qualities; bis  p’s    d;         b gs 
 is b   d.” 
50 I    c   i  s  ms m     i   y   s P    s     s       i  is       d       s  i  “ avā  ”   ic       s      simi    p    . 
51           x mp            y    “kes” [i. . k  , hair] which he connects by tavā uq with the Persian    ū [lock 
of hair] (NA 1951: 358). 
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     “dic i    i s     ” [dar kutub-i lu  āt marqūm a t] that in both  i d    d P  si   “tan” m   s 

“b dy”   d “sukh” m   s “  ppy ” bu    s       i  c   m       i d     i     b     m B  g  .52  

The best example of Ā zū’s       i         gu g     i s m s  b sic   v   is         y     “ast,” 

which does not appear in     and for which there is absolutely no reason to provide a definition 

except to make a case about language: 

ast rābt -i kalām  a t  dar a  bāt  u ā ka  dar  ār     ā t  ba- ū  muqābil ā  li ā ā  āstik ba-maʿ  - i  ā   wa 

ma kar-i   udā a t dar  i d   a  a  tavā uq-i li ā ai  bā ad wa   a t  dar  ār   mubaddal-i  a t  bā ad  irāka  

alif ba- ar do  abā  mubaddal ba   ā  avad (NA 1951: 23). 

“Ast” is c    c  d  i   “ast” [i. . “is”]  s p  v   by     P  si   “ ā t” [i. . “is    ”]  i     ’  s the 

 i s  [      ]  i   “nastik”53 m   i g “    is ”   d “d  i      G d” i   i d  because of linguistic 

concordance [tavā uq-i li ā ai ]    d “hast” [i. .  mp   ic “is”] i  P  si   is   v  i       “ast” b c us  

      ’ i  b       gu g s   s c   g d i      ’. 

  i       i s  i   “ast” p i        p i  s p ic    i guis ic p    c   Ā zū is   s   bs ss d  i   

observed details. He has an astonishingly precise entry on   atr     ic  H  s     s d  i  d b    

as a trellis [baram] for growing vegetables and a particular kind of bird perch, a meaning which, 

 cc  di g    Ā zū  i    v     s i   i d  [“dar  i d     rā   atr   a- ū a d”]  1951: 198). He goes on 

to define its construction precisely as a kind of wooden frame made of small pieces of  wood 

lashed together. It does not matter whether you put pigeons or vegetables on it, but the key is the 

way in which it is constructed. And, he helpfully adds, if you put birds of prey on the perch, then 

i  is c    d “patwāz.” Similar erudition is on display in his discussion of chapāt  [flat-bread], which 

he turns from a common foodstuff into a historical concept.54 Another odd example is lā  , which 

Ā zū defines in the general meaning of a wooden or stone pestle in  i d  but further notes that in 

Delhi it refers specifically to the stone columns on two buildings constructed by the fourteenth-

century ruler Fi  z     .55 As in the example of lā  , careful observation often reveals a stark 

                                                             
52 This begs the question of which dictionaries he means in relation to  i d . Presumably he is talking about 
     i d     i     y m  u  s  v i  b   i  B    B  ṣ        s  i   suc   s “    grammar books        Hi dus” 
[kutub-i  a w wa  ar -i  i du ā ] ( u  mir 1991: 173). To my knowledge, however, he never mentions any of 
these by title.    is   Busc    s     d      i   bu’  F   ’s c  p       I di    i     u   [sāhitya], he instructs 
his interested read  s    c  su   “    s      is sub  c ” imp yi g              s   c  pus           c  
materials in Persian or perhaps in Braj itself (Busch 2010: 284). Nonetheless, Ā zū might simply be referring to 
Persian dictionaries, since, as mentioned in n. 9 above, these do contain stray references to Indic words. 
53 This same word is also adduced as evidence in  u  mir (1991: 213).  
54 NA 1951: 194. Thanks to Prashant Keshavmurthy for his exegesis on the humble c a āt . 
55 H  s     d i c    c  y d  i  d i   s   s  uc u    b  m. The word in fact refers to the two Ashokan pillars 
b  ug   by Fi  z             i    m M   u    d T p    H  y    . My      s    Zi     C   d u y     
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contrast between a broad, common [ʿām] meaning and a specific [  ā ] meaning.  The gap presents 

an obstacle for either understanding the  i d  word or providing an accurate Persian gloss for it (cf. 

 di   ’s   m   s NA 1951: vii). I          y     “ a  ” [ i    p     y]       x mp       constructs a 

historical argument demonstrating      H  s     s c  s       v   y sp ci ic  i d     i   i  P  si   

       s     “ a   ”  ic  is   m    g       c  c p     pu is m     ibid 253 .  

Ā zū    i s        di         i ds    d       i     s u c s   d p  s      bs  v tions. The 

works he cites suggest he was very well read both in lexicography and other subjects, and more 

importantly that he considers these texts able to shed light on Indic concepts. He uses Persian 

dictionaries (primarily his own Sirāj al-lu  āt but with reference to others like Bur ā -i qāt iʿ, 

Farhang-i Ja ā   r , and Farhang-i Surūr    “c  dib   b   s” [kutub-i muʿtabara ], and some important 

Arabic lexicons.56 H    s       s      c  ic       s  i   Im m   m   ’s  a  t al- aivān [Animal Life] 

 ibid  5  .   m  im s    qu   s P  si   p   s   i    ūd           d    .g. ibid  0    99 . O     

    i s   sp ci   y    s       Ā zū’s  b  c i    i g s    H  s  ’s us g  i   i d , depend on 

p  s      bs  v  i  . F    x mp    H  s   giv s “chan l”  s      d   d   d Ā zū spu    s “       

knows where this word comes from! We who are among the people of India and who are in the 

  y   C u     v    v       d [i ]!”57 Often he cites himself as a source. For example, in the entry on 

  atr , mentioned above, he wri  s  “I   v  ’      d” [na- i  da -am] the word used in a particular 

m   i g. T            umb          i s i    ic  Ā zū di  c  y c i icis s H  s        is H  y    

dialect. 58 O    i    i g  x mp    pp   s     “ u  u .” Ā zū   i  s  

Bu       is        s “gu  u ”           qu      s     m   i g      d  ic    s         i g   ic      is 

s  uc  dumb; i      m   i g giv   [by H  s  ]  i  is p    ps     us g          di   ’s homeland. 

lekin ā  a   u  u  ma  ūr-i  u a ā-st bah maʿ     r    a t  ā uk ka  ba- hwurdan-i ā  āwā  da a  bar 

 a ā ad  ba  maʿ   ka  āwarda   ā ad mu taʿmal-i vat a -i mu a  i  bā ad (ibid 363).   

                                                                                                                                                                                              
clarifying the reference. T     x  s ys: “sang-i kalā   darā   rā ka  bar do ʿimārat a  ʿimārāt-i  ult ā    ro   ā   dar 
di l   a b karda  būda d ā  rā lā     wā a d”  ibid 3   . 
56 T   p   s  “c  dib   b   s”  pp   s       x mp    i        sci   i g     y     aud ar  (NA 1951: 217). The 
Arabic dictionaries include al-Qāmū  [The Ocean, 14th-15th c. CE],  u ta  āb al-lu  āt [Selection of Words, 
1046 AH = 1636 CE], and  a   al-lu  āt [Treasure of Words, 9th c. CE] (see Rieu 1879-83: vol 2, 503 & 510-1). All 
three dictionaries are cited in, of all things, the entry on  a  rwālā [cheese-monger] (NA 1951: 121-2).  
57 “malʿūm    t ka  lu  at-i kujā a t; mā mardum ka  a  a l-i hind- m wa dar urdū- i muʿall  m  bā  m  a- i  da -
 m” NA  95 : 2 4 . Li   is   “rajwā ā ” d  i  d by H  s    s   b          ic  Ā zū     s is   m   i g us d i  
Imp  i       i  “rajwā ā bad   maʿ   i t lā -i  ā ja ā ābād a t balka  a l-i  urdū- t”) even though the original 
meaning is    i g’s [rāja ’s]     i   y  ibid 2   . Ā zū  pines that there is probably a connection between 
prostitution and the personal needs of the soldiers in rajā s’   mi s. 
58 The editor Sayyid Abdullah gives references for several such entries (ibid ix). 
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The usages appearing in standard texts, such as Persian dictionaries, and the knowledge of people 

i      c u    i c udi g Ā zū  ims       c ss  i y   ump     d  i i i  s       d by H  s  . This can 

be fruitfully connected to the discussion of  a ā at [linguistic purity] in  u  mir, namely that 

members of the courtly elite refine a language by pruning local usages. The refined language, 

although originally the language of a place, becomes a translocal literary standard.   

Let us end this discussion here. By contextualising NA     ug  Ā zū’s           s  I   v  

  i d    d m  s           Ā zū   s d v   pi g U du      i     y us . His m    d    ic  s  u d b  

counted as a major breakthrough in Indo-Persian intellectual history, fused a sophisticated 

historical understanding of language and literature with keen cultural observations.  But it remains 

to trace his influence up to the present day through dictionaries and other critical works. The first 

important guide to Urdu usage,  ar ā- i lat ā at [A Sea of Pleasantries, 1807] by th  p   s I s  ʾ      

     I s     d Mi z  Mu  mm d   s   Q      c m s m                c   u y      .59 The usage in 

NA also needs to be compared to modern Urdu, a project whose scope far exceeds this article. It is 

difficult to assess the correctness of Ā zū’s d  i i i  s b c us         gu g    d c   g d g     y 

before the standard Urdu-English dictionary by John T. Platts was compiled in 1884. When one of 

Ā zū’s d  i i i  s s  ms    i         p d   ic       c      d   F    x mp    dādā is defined by 

H  s    s “p        g   d       ”     m   i g      i    s i  m d    Hi di/U du  bu  Ā zū c    c s 

        “m          d p        g   d      ” [jadd-i mādar  wa padar ] on the basis of the dictionaries 

al-Qāmū  (Arabic) and Bur ā -i qatiʿ (Persian) (NA 1951: 232 .   s Ā zū’s m   i g cu      i      

c    mp    y v    cu         d            d i    “                d       E ym   gy   ig s”  I  

is imp            m mb        Ā zū  d spi   i v  i g     c  v   i  s          y   c u      s       

modern anthropologist content to record usages as they appear in society, but rather was making 

an intervention in the language that juggled things as they were and things as he thought they 

should be. The process of language standardisation is inevitably about exercising power, because a 

standard is arbitrarily defined by those with the power to define a standard. It would be 

   c    is ic     us    c i icis  Ā zū     b i g      i is   i      s  s           i g     c i   i      

                                                             
59 Concerning Ā zū’s p ssib   i   u  c     that work, see NA 1951: xxxviii passim.  



20 
 

writing good Urdu and limiting it to a small group of litterateurs) because, of course, much 

intellectual history is the study of the inner lives of the literate elite of a society. Furthermore, 

given that Ā zū c  c iv s    P  si    s b i g   igi    y   c    d          y   c u   bu       

available in a standard form across the Persianate world, perhaps Urdu, namely the vernacular 

literary practices of the royal court, would have had the same kind of portability.   
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