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In the days before the written word, stories germinating in human 
imagination grew with each retelling, and flourished with each new 
generation of storytellers, until whole orchards of story trees had 
sprung up. Storytellers tended them well, with time adding the written 
word to their branches. The story trees grew and spread. Their cano-
pies merged and the branches intertwined. In time, it became difficult 
to tell where one story tree ended and the other began.

Through our many story trees we are connected to a Story Tree that 
grew at the beginning of time, and which is our link to other civiliza-
tions. To lose this link is to lose our common human inheritance.

The story tree of Urdu language is the collection of tales composed 
in the qissa, dastan, and masnavi1 genres. These stories were invented 
by storytellers, or retold from the oral and written literature of the 
Indo-Pak subcontinent. These absorbing, joyous, colorful tales are full 
of marvelous characters, the happy and tragic play of fate, and adven-
tures in earthly and magical lands.

As the present volume offers six translations from the qissa genre, 
it is useful to understand the nature of the qissa genre; or rather, qissa’s 
non-genre nature.

In Urdu, the word qissa is used for both short and long narrative 
literature. It encompasses works in both prose and verse. When look-
ing at narratives that belong to qissa literature, one is struck by their 

1. Masnavi: A genre of narrative poetry.
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diversity. These narratives include everything from folk literature, to 
historical narratives, to adventure tales, picaresque narratives, comic 
and tragic stories, accounts of pilgrimage, and religious texts. Their 
structure varies from frame and interior stories, to linear narratives, to 
collections of disparate tales, joined loosely together. Each such narra-
tive enriches the possibilities of the qissa, while at the same time mak-
ing it more difficult to describe the genre neatly.

Stories must have played a paramount social role in a society for it 
to create such a profusion of narratives meant for narration and retell-
ing. Did the qissa literature grow from an impulse to give a story-like 
structure to every narrative? The diversity of texts published as qissas 
certainly suggests that. This extraordinary engagement with stories at 
a social level becomes clearer when we take a closer look at the qissas 
and realize that a number of them have a function beyond idle enter-
tainment. To their audience, they offered everything, from social guid-
ance, physical well-being, and moral training. The qissas were meant 
to be life’s finishing school.

The riches of this literature can be sampled in the six qissas pre-
sented here in their first English language translation.

QISSA 1 : THE INGENIOUS FARKHANDA AND 
THE T WO C ONDITIONS

Rai Beni Narayan’s wonderful storytelling and linguistic achievements 
in Char Gulshan (1811) never came to light during his lifetime. The 
manuscript of the qissa remained unpublished until 1967.2

Narayan compiled the qissa but did not claim its authorship. He 
only mentions that he has ‘narrated this qissa that he had carried in his 
heart since long’. His statement is notable when considered with inte-
rior evidence from the qissa which suggests The Ingenious Farkhanda 
and the Two Conditions was authored by a woman. We know that 
women contributed to qissa literature in both the oral and written lit-
erary traditions, but except for a few rare instances their works 
remained unknown and unpublished, and may well have been forever 
lost. The unknown author of the present qissa was a brilliant storyteller 

2. Char Gulshan by Beni Narayan Jahan, edited by Ibadat Barelvi, Silsila-e 
Matbuaat-e Urdu Dunya, no. 16 (Lahore, 1967).
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and mythmaker whose radiant imagination has created an unforget-
table character and story.

The qissa begins with a faqir arriving at Kevan Shah’s court and 
offering to sell him three injunctions. Intrigued by the mysterious 
injunctions and the high price the faqir is demanding for them, the 
king purchases them against his better judgment. Acting upon the 
injunctions, the king is swept into a chain of events that reveals to him 
the secret love lives of his own and the vizier’s daughter, and ultimately 
introduces him to Princess Farkhanda, who is forced to marry him.

In the beginning the qissa may read like a violent, misogynistic narra-
tive where women’s bodies are an extension of men’s honour, and they 
pay the ultimate price for any transgressions. It may even appear as a tale 
where a higher order reinforces this worldview. But this view is called 
into question as soon as Princess Farkhanda enters the story, and we real-
ise that the first part of this qissa is only staged to illustrate that a woman 
who allows her private life to be easily penetrated by men, is really a nov-
ice who deserves all the punishment the world has in store for her.

With her instinct for survival and the ploys she employs to achieve 
her purpose, Princess Farkhanda belongs in the pantheon of great trick-
ster heroines. At the outset we know that she, like her sisters, does not put 
too great a value on marriage or becoming a queen, and is more inter-
ested in hunting and watching public spectacles. She and her sisters wear 
men’s clothing, which signifies a certain independence from conven-
tions and traditional roles. While Farkhanda tempts men with the prom-
ise of sex to achieve her ends, her actions never invite any dishonour. She 
makes her moves from a position of strength and integrity, neither act-
ing treacherously nor vindictively. She honours her word and ensures 
that the conditions she sets are inviolable. She first makes the king fulfill 
the condition she had set him, before fulfilling with aplomb the impos-
sible conditions he set her. Farkhanda demonstrates how a clever woman 
can do as she pleases by duping those who think they control her.

QISSA 2 : THE ADVENTURES OF A SOLDIER

The translation presented here is from the Qissa Sipahizada (The 
Adventures of a Soldier) written in the masnavi genre by Muhammad 
Ibrahim Khushdil Kiratpuri (d. 1788 ce). Besides his authorship of six 
works, not much is known about Khushdil. He relates that he versified 
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the qissa after hearing its narration by the storyteller Bhikari Das 
Bijnori. Versification of prose works and prosification of works in 
metric verse often took place within Urdu literature.

A later version by Zahoor Ali Zahoor, titled Qissa Bel Wala (The Man 
with the Bull), was also written in the masnavi genre.3 The compiler of 
the qissa mentions that the story comes from the repertoire of the ‘decent 
qissas’, the allusion (and distinction) making it plain that the indecent 
qissa existed as a subgenre. It is not currently known if any of the inde-
cent qissas were transcribed, or remained within the oral tradition until 
the tradition slowly died in the first half of the twentieth century.

The Adventures of a Soldier narrates a soldier’s encounter with 
thugs. Khushdil Kiratpuri’s era coincided with a time when thuggee 
had become widespread. Campaigns to exile or eradicate thugs were 
carried out sporadically across India from as early as the thirteenth 
century, but it was in the early nineteenth century that a concerted 
effort was made to rout them by the East India Company.

The protagonist of the qissa is an out-of-work soldier who is tricked 
by a band of thugs into selling the prize bull he had received in lieu of 
wages after much hardship. The family in the qissa—a father and two 
sons—are from a band of aseel thugs who operate as a family unit. 
When the soldier realizes their true identity and the imminent danger 
to his life, he readily agrees to their terms. Later, he returns to the 
thugs’ house, and using daring and disguise, the very tools of thuggee, 
delivers their comeuppance.

Qissa Sipahizada is unique in Urdu qissa literature for the pica-
resque effect it creates by the soldier’s trickery and use of disguise. 
There is much droll humor in the use of the versified sarapa (cap-a-
pie) for the soldier, a narrative device typically used to describe the 
beauty and charms of the female body.

An adaptation of the qissa into English was made by M. L. Dube in 
1892—interspersed with poetry from Shakespeare, Milton, and Pope—
and titled, The Adventures of a Sepoy.4 In his preface, Dube mentions 
certain alterations he made to the text in the process of translation. He 
writes:

3. Makhtootat Anjuman Taraqqi-e Urdu (vol. 1), compiled by Afsar Siddiqi Amrohvi, 
Syed Sarfaraz Ali Rizvi (Karachi: Anjuman Taraqqi-e Urdu, 1965), pp. 297–299.

4. The Adventures of a Sepoy by M. L. Dube (Agra: Rashid Press, 1892).
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Its style—as is the case with almost all Urdu books—is flowery and figu-
rative and consequently no translation can fairly reproduce its charms 
and beauties. Taking into consideration this last drawback the under-
signed has made a free rather than a literal translation, adding at the 
same time a great deal of matter from his own imagination, to make the 
book still more interesting.

In view of Dube’s statement that he retold the qissa, the present text qual-
ifies as the first translation of Qissa Sipahizada from its earliest known 
written version. In translating from verse, a few words were added in 
some places to round off the sentence in the interest of narrative flow.

QISSA 3 : CHHABILI  THE INNKEEPER

The first known printing of Qissa Chhabili Bhattiyari (Chhabili the 
Innkeeper) is from 1864. Shortly thereafter, in 1869, a versified version 
was compiled.5 There were numerous printings of this qissa through-
out the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It was even published as 
‘sangit natak’, a musical form particularly suited to shorter tales per-
formed by travelling troupes.

One of the reasons for the popularity of this qissa could be the dif-
ficulty in assigning a protagonist to the story. There is a tradition of 
cautionary literature both in Indian and Persian literature to instruct 
men about the deceitfulness of women. The title of the qissa’s versified 
version, Qissa Fareb-un Nisa (Tale of the Deceitfulness of Women), 
which contains some gruesome details of Chhabili’s punishment, sug-
gests this particular category for this qissa in public consciousness. 
Looking at the qissa’s details we see that the versions of the narrative 
and the type of audience can also decide the protagonist.

Kumkum Sangari has explored the integrated role of caste and 
female rivalry in this qissa,6 and how, through the cruel punishment 
meted out to Chhabili, ‘husbandliness, kingliness, and wifeliness are 
built on the battered and burnt body of a low-caste woman’. We  
should consider that the details of torture were perhaps meant for the 

5. Qissa Fareb-un Nisa by Khuda Bakhsh Gharib (Lucknow: Samar-e Hind Press, 1870).
6. ‘The Prism of Caste: Chhabili Bhattiyari’, Politics of the Possible: Essays on Gender, 

History, Narrative, Colonial English by Kumkum Sangari (New Delhi: Tulika Books, 
1999), pp. 247–278.
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edification of a female audience, serving as a warning to the lower-
caste women, and conferring the protagonist’s role on the prince’s wife 
Bichhittar. It would change the qissa’s nature from Chhabili’s tragedy 
into a triumph for Bichhittar, who settles scores with Chhabili for her 
humiliation by the prince. It is important to note that in one of the 
versions of this qissa rendered in the sangit natak form, it is Bichhit-
tar’s name, not Chhabili’s, that is used in the title.7

Urdu dastan scholar Muhammad Salim-ur-Rahman offers another 
interpretation by suggesting the qissa is an allegory. In a personal 
communication he mentioned that Chhabili represents the ephemeral 
world, which indulges our senses and puts blinders on our eyes so that 
we remain blind to reality. Bichhittar represents the truth, or the real-
ity whose sight fulfills us and allows us to turn away our gaze from the 
false world.

It is likely that the qissa enjoyed such a huge appeal because beyond 
the boundaries of caste and time, and the gullibility and capricious-
ness of the prince, lies the story of a woman dispossessed of her love 
and life through palace intrigue, the fecklessness of her lover, and the 
vengefulness of a slighted, spiteful woman. Unlike characters in a 
novel, Chhabili and Bicchhittar are not internally complex; they are 
situationally complex, and the modern reader may also find their 
respective situations, and how they respond to them, difficult to judge.

QISSA 4 : AZ AR SHAH AND  
SAMAN RUKH BANO

The frame story of Mehr Chand Khatri Mehr’s Nau Aaeen-e Hindi 
holds one of the most glorious tales of love and adventure, and also a 
little-known secret: Qissas were traditionally employed in the Indo- 
Pak subcontinent as healing devices, and a book of qissas is the best 
pharmacopoeia one could possess. When Azar Shah’s new wife Saman 
Rukh Bano is poisoned by her rival, medications fail to restore her to 
health. But healers tell Azar Shah that a certain holy man called Sheikh 
Sanaan could possibly cure her through his ministrations. Sheikh 
Sanaan consents to do so, and by way of treatment, summons his disci-

7. Bichhitra Kumari, Sangit by Natharam Sharma (Hathras: N. S. Sharma Gaur Book 
Depot, 1924).
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ples to narrate stories to Saman Rukh. The first disciple tells Saman 
Rukh the story of the adventurer Malik Muhammad and pari princess 
Giti Afroz, which unfolds in the human world and Paristan. Giti Afroz 
puts Malik Muhammad through many trials of loyalty, often trans-
forming him into an animal, in punishment for transgressing the 
bounds set by her for their relationship. Despite these hardships, Malik 
Muhammad remains steadfast in his love. As Saman Rukh listens to 
Malik Muhammad’s engrossing tale, she begins to recover, and her fac-
ulties, which had declined from poisoning, are slowly restored. Just as 
Saman Rukh becomes fully engaged with the qissa—and yearns to 
know how Malik Muhammad’s story will end—Sheikh Sanaan orders a 
pause to its narration, and asks his second disciple to narrate other 
adventures instead. This disciple tells the tale of Zarivand, a down-on-
his-luck young man, whose love and loyalty are tested through a great 
sacrifice asked of him. While Saman Rukh longs to hear the end of 
Malik Muhammad’s tale, she listens with enough attention to Zarivand’s 
tale to point out a weak link in the plot, which we realise was purposely 
planted, to check whether the person listening to the story has discern-
ment enough to discover it. Like a symphony conductor, Sheikh Sanaan 
orchestrates the delivery of the stories in a way that engages Saman 
Rukh’s mind and heart, and helps him diagnose the state of her facul-
ties. Zarivand’s tale soon ends and Sheikh Sanaan finally allows the nar-
ration of Malik Muhammad’s adventures to resume. Nau Aaeen-e Hindi 
is not the only qissa to be structured and narrated for healing: Accord-
ing to legend, the stories in Qissa Chahahr Dervish (Tale of the Four 
Dervishes) were also begun by Amir Khusro as a way to cure his ailing 
master and Sufi saint Nizamuddin Auliya. Another qissa, Qissa-e Pur-
Asar, Dafa-e Dard-e Nim-Sar (An Efficacious Qissa, the Dispeller of 
Migraines) is actually meant to cure migraines. Nau Aaeen-e Hindi is 
Mehr Chand Khatri Mehr’s 1803 retelling of the Qissa Azar Shah o 
Saman Rukh Bano from the Persian into Urdu. The earliest known Per-
sian manuscript is from the eighteenth century but it may well be a 
much older qissa. The retelling was commissioned as an educational 
aid for Baron Cowley to learn Hindi—as Urdu was then called—and 
was not published. Even though it remained unpublished, Mehr’s stylis-
tic feat in employing a simple, almost conversational idiom in telling 
the qissa became known. His work was considered important enough 
that in 1856, Urdu prose stylist Rajab Ali Beg Suroor did his own, shorter 

Farooqi-Fabulous Machinery for the Curious.indd   7 19/10/22   3:33 PM



8    introduction

retelling of the qissa by making significant changes to the story and its 
structure. He criticised Mehr’s style as old-fashioned, and retold it in his 
signature ornate style as Shagufa-e Mohabbat (The Bud of Love). Two 
copies of Nau Aaeen-e Hindi’s manuscript are extant. Mehr’s important 
and delightful Nau Aaeen-e Hindi was finally edited and published in 
1988 by Syed Suleiman Hussain.

QISSA 5 : THE VICTIM OF MALICE

Unlike most qissas, we have in Qissa Maqtool-e Jafa (The Victim of 
Malice) a clear chain of transmission between the oral narrative to 
written text. It was transcribed by Muhammad Ameeruddin from the 
oral narration of his father, Hafiz Ghulam Nizamuddin, in the late 
nineteenth century.

The story revolves around Vizier Masud Ali Khan and his accom-
plished and pious wife who becomes the subject of discussion at the 
court one day, when the king asks his viziers if any of them has ever 
met or seen a woman who is beautiful, a master of musical arts, a 
scholar of religion, and so modest that none has ever glimpsed her 
shadow nor heard a word of her speech.

Forced to acknowledge that his wife has all aforementioned  
qualities, Vizier Masud Ali Khan invites the wrath of the first vizier 
whose answer to the king’s interrogation had been in the negative. 
Later, finding an opportunity, he seeks the king’s permission to verify 
the truth of Vizier Masud Ali Khan’s claim by attempting to corrupt 
his wife.

The qissa has an older provenance. The seed of this qissa is found in 
an episode from ‘The Legend of Raja Rasalu,’8 a second-century ce leg-
end from the Sialkot region. Raja Rasalu is tempted by his vizier Mehta 
Chopra’s description of his wife Chandni, to put her chastity to the test. 
He secretly visits Chandni, but is unable to tempt her despite his many 
inducements. Later, Chopra confronts Raja Rasalu with proof of his 
visit, and the raja proves Chandni’s chastity by putting himself and 
Chandni through a miraculous test. Raja Rasalu later chastises his 
vizier for publicly praising his wife which led to his temptation.

8. The Legends of the Panjab (vol. 1) by R. C. Temple (Bombay: Education Society’s 
Press, 1884), pp. 35–39.
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The incident from Raja Rasalu’s legend is presented in a more 
detailed form—and a version closer to the present qissa—in ‘The Leg-
end of Sila Dai’.9 In this version Chandni’s role is assumed by Sila Dai 
or Sila Devi.

The qissa’s connection to the legend of Raja Rasalu becomes more 
obvious as Sialkot is mentioned as the hometown of the vizier’s wife. 
Another version of the story is Fasana-e Ghaus (1864)10 by Sheikh 
Muhammad Karimullah, which more or less follows the story in the 
present qissa but ends on a happy note. We know from other examples 
in Urdu qissa literature that variant traditions of qissa could have  
variant endings.

A clue to the present qissa’s tragic ending is revealed in an admoni-
tory passage in the text written in the narrator’s voice. It reads:

Dispel ego from your heart. Make yourself proof against vanity and arro-
gance. Avoid conceit, and do not be boastful. Lower your head before the 
True Lord in humility and meekness. Do not make tall claims before any-
one, lest you, too, should be humiliated and degraded before the True 
King—like the fourth vizier—and find no refuge. Had he not boasted 
about his wife’s chastity before the king, he would not have seen such 
humiliation and disgrace. The world is not a place where one should 
vaunt.

The passage suggests that The Victim of Malice was structured in the 
Islamic tradition of advisory literature. While advisory literature does 
not necessitate a tragic end, it is effective in imprinting the story’s 
intended message on the minds of the audience.

The qissa is also given the title Fasana-e Gham Aamood, derived 
from the chronogram in the letters of the title, which add up to 1289 
AH (1872 CE), the year in which the text was published.

QISSA 6 : A GIRL NAMED KING AGAR

With a dense plot and numerous characters, this qissa, according to its 
author Saadat Khan Nasir, is derived from an Indo-Persian version. 

9. Ibid. pp. 243–366.
10. Fasana-e Ghaus by Sheikh Muhammad Karimullah known as Munshi Sheikh 

Ghaus Muhammad (Agra: Aftab-e Qudrat Press, 1864), p. 118.
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Dastan scholar Gayan Chand Jain has identified two Persian texts  
containing the qissa.11 It was also written in Deccani Urdu.12 The 
present text was published a number of times in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries.13 A version of the qissa was also composed as 
masnavi Gulshan-e Mahwashan14 by the poet Lutf-un Nisa Begum 
Aseema.15

A Girl Named King Agar tells the story of a vizier’s daughter, Agar, 
who is enthroned in the disguise of the heir apparent who is kid-
napped by Lal Dev. Agar lives as a prince and receives occult powers 
from a jogi. The story unfolds in the human world, and a magical 
domain. Agar travels between these worlds through a tunnel. Her love 
of adventure brings her to the lands of Lal Dev, whose son King Gul 
learns her secret, and falls in love with her. Too busy with her adven-
tures and accomplishing feats of daring and courage, Agar publicly 
spurns Gul’s advances, but is mindful of his passion. Outwardly, one 
can draw a parallel between the protagonists’ behaviour in A Girl 
Named King Agar and The Adventures of Amir Hamza: it is on the pre-
text of new adventures and military campaigns that both Agar and 
Amir Hamza hold love in abeyance. However, in A Girl Named King 
Agar there seems to be a deeper strategy at play.

Agar begins with conquests in the human world by defeating forty 
kings. She then earns the loyalty of all four of King Gul’s viziers by 
accomplishing great feats of daring to unite them with their beloveds. 
The brave deeds Agar performs in service to King Gul’s viziers are 

11. Qissat ul Jawahar, MS (Persian) (1179 A.H./1765–66, Property: Rampur Raza 
Library) and Shahanshah-e Adil, MS (Persian) (?, Property: Anjuman-e Taraqqi-e Urdu).

12. Urdu Ki Nasri Dastanen by Gayan Chand Jain (Karachi: Anjuman Taraqqi-e 
Urdu Pakistan, 2014), pp. 172–73.

13. Agar Gul (Lucknow: n.p. 1846), Property India Office Library; Agar Gul (Luc-
know: Naval Kishore Press, 1873), 62 pp.; Agar wa Gul (Lucknow: Naval Kishore Press, 
1876), 62 pp.; Agar wa Gul (Lucknow: Naval Kishore Press, 1880), 62 pp.; Agar Gul (Luc-
know: Matba Anwaar-e Muhammadi, 1881), 60 pp.; Agar Gul (Lucknow: Naval Kishore 
Press, 1929), 118 pp.; Agar Gul (Kanpur: Matba Majeedi, 1937), 96 pp.; Agar Gul, edited by 
Khalil-ur-Rehman Dawoodi (Lahore: Majlis Taraqqi-e Adab, 1967), 190 pp.

14. Gulshan-e Mahwashan (Qissa Jahan Zarb) by Lutf-un Nisa Begum Aseema (MS. 
272 p., 5376 verses, dated: 1277 AH/1859–60 CE, Property: Asafia Kutubkhana).

15. “Aseema” by Maulvi Sakhavat Mirza, Quarterly Nava-i Adab, vol. 4, (Bombay: 
Anjuman-e Islam Urdu Research Institute, October 1952), pp. 4–40.
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reminiscent of the adventures of the legendary hero Hatim Tai, who 
selflessly helps a stranger win the woman he loves. Finally, Agar comes 
to the aid of the jogi—the source of her occult powers—and van-
quishes his enemies and restores him to his land.

This qissa is a complex commentary on gender. Agar pursues other 
women on the pretext of winning them for men. In one instance, one 
of these women also offers to lie with Agar if she would switch her 
gender with the help of magic. While Agar undertakes these adven-
tures, she also removes the signs of manhood from King Gul who pur-
sues her.

Agar sets out to prove herself as superior to men in the world of 
humans, to King Gul in his own magical realm, and to the jogi in the 
use of occult powers. A Girl Named King Agar is the only known qissa 
where a woman not only appears as the protagonist in a man’s dis-
guise, but outclasses most male heroes, if not all of them, in deeds of 
bravery, daring, and selflessness.

The translation follows the text in describing Agar’s gender as mas-
culine where Agar appears as a man, and feminine where the character 
is described as a woman.

• • •

Any notion or understanding of why the Urdu qissa literature was 
eclipsed in the twentieth century, must take into account the history of 
linguistic politics, social reform ideas, and literary movements in the 
Indo-Pak subcontinent, which played out in the background of the 
revolt of 1857 and British rule; the two world wars; sectarian political 
movements in the twentieth century; the uncertainty, panic, and large- 
scale violence ushered in by the Partition; and the necessities of the 
world that emerged thereafter.

But the importance of the qissa literature may be judged from one 
simple fact alone: It was composed by Urdu’s finest prose writers and 
stylists, each one of whom selected one or more qissas from the hun-
dreds that existed—in Braj Bhasha, Sanskrit, and Persian—to make their 
own version. Their collective work was a distillation of a vaster body of 
oral and written literature, and an informal canon of our classics.

To modern sensibilities the world of these qissas may appear unex-
pectedly brutal and discordant, but all worlds from a bygone time 
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deliver a bit of a culture shock to those encountering them for the first 
time. The qissa literature addressed the world in which it grew. While 
it reflects the biases and prejudices of its time, it can also be stunningly 
subversive. And even the biases can be deceiving. If one finds that  
in these qissas a great importance is attached to the continuation of 
kingship and the need for an heir, one also finds this concern only 
being voiced by just and good kings for the preservation of order. If 
women’s lives and fates are cruelly and arbitrarily apportioned by men 
in the qissas, the qissas also feature women who prove themselves to 
be men’s equals or superiors in all matters.

Nor are the discordant, anachronistic worlds encountered in qissa 
literature too far removed from the world of our lived experience. 
There is no special barbarism which infuses these works that is unfa-
miliar to us. With greater resources in their hands humans have only 
become crueler. The despicable portrayal and cruel treatment of 
humans we sometimes encounter in the qissas is a window not into 
our past but the present—a dark reality that hides behind superficial 
conventions and fine words. Long before the novel, the qissas inti-
mately knew the true nature of the world, and exposed its face.

• • •

The title of this collection is borrowed from Lewis Ferdinand Smith’s 
1813 Preface to The Tale of the Four Durwesh, the translation of Bagh-o 
Bahar, a qissa compiled by Mir Amman Dehlvi at Fort William Col-
lege, Calcutta. Making a utilitarian translation of one of Urdu’s great-
est prose stylists, and the best-known qissa, as an aid to teach Urdu 
language to the officers of the East India Company, Smith disparaged 
the supernatural elements in the qissa and described the potential 
readers outside India.

The Tale itself is interesting, if we keep in our minds the previous idea, 
that no Asiatic Writer of Romance or History was ever consistent, or free 
from fabulous credulity; the cautious march of undeviating truth, and a 
careful regard to vraisemblance never enters into their plan; wildness of 
imagination, fabulous machinery, and unnatural scenes ever pervade 
through the composition of every Oriental Author: even their most seri-
ous works on History and Ethics are stained with these imperfections. . . . 
Some of the Notes will be superfluous to the Oriental Scholar who has 
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been in India; but in this case I think it better to be redundant than risk 
the chance of being deficient. Moreover, as the book may be perused by 
the Curious in Europe, many of whom know nothing of India except hav-
ing seen it in the map of the world, these notes were absolutely necessary 
to understand the work.

This translation, from a different tradition, aims to harness the fab-
ulous machinery of Urdu storytelling to connect all curious about it, 
so that we can reach into humanity’s common inheritance to discover 
and grow more stories.

M.A.F
Lahore, 5 May 2022
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