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Unconventional Subjects:
A very British approach to dealing with extraordinary people considered through a
portrait of the Begum Samru, by Jiwan Ram, and The History of Zeb-ul-Nissa the Begum
Samru of Sardhana, a poem by Lalla Gokul Chand.

AMY MARSHALL

In the early nineteenth century the British were consolidating their position in India and control of the country was
expanding. Their expectations of their Indian subjects, and particularly Indian women, were well-formed. There were
however few protocols for dealing with those who did not fit the norm. This article considers a specific example of an
unconventional subject: the Begum Samru, a female ruler of a large part of North India, explored through a portrait of her
which mixes Western and Eastern elements; and a poem about her life constructed on her behalf as a piece of personal
propaganda.

T

here is a small portrait held in the Victoria and Albert Museum of a person of almost
indeterminate gender or race, and who appears mature but of an age that it would be

difficult to place exactly. The subject is dressed in Eastern style wearing a woman’s shawl and a
mannish turban with womanly hands clutching a hookah - usually only smoked by men. The sitter is
wearing rich but not ostentatious clothing and is bejewelled with simple strings of pearls. The work is
an example of a 'Company portrait' which is the term used to describe paintings produced by Indian
artists, who were sometimes trained by a European artist in Western techniques, made for European
buyers, particularly representatives and employees of the East India Company and which are a mixture
of western and eastern techniques and stylistic markers.1 This particular portrait meets that definition
and was painted by Jiwan Ram around 1830 (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Jiwan Ram, The Begam Samru, c.1830, watercolour on paper with gold shell, 10.5 x 8.5cm, Victoria and Albert
Museum, © Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Figure 1. Jiwan Ram, The Begam Samru, c.1830, watercolour on paper with gold shell, 10.5 x 8.5 cm,
Victoria and Albert Museum © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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Ram, we find, was an Indian artist not only hired by East India Company employees, as was most
common, but an artist patronised by Indian royalty including being extensively employed by the subject
of the aforementioned portrait, the Begum Samru.2
The Begum Samru (c.1750-1836) was known by many names in different periods of her long
life which seems appropriate given the multiple identities she seems to have inhabited. 3 The Begum
Samru spent the final, most peaceful third of her life reigning over a kingdom - Sardhana - in the north
of India, 85km northeast of New Delhi as an ally of the British.4 Following the British rise to power in
the region and their taking of control of Delhi in 1803, and after nearly 2 years of negotiationshe was
granted the right to retain her kingdom and its revenues in return for allowing the British access to her
substantial private army made up of both Europeans and Indians - should the need arise. 5 The British
for their part were by turn suspicious of, grateful to, and bemused by, this diminutive Muslim-turnedCatholic princess, honorary 'daughter' of the Mogul Emperor the Shah Alam, with a reputation as a
fearless warrior and for being a great, sometimes cruel, leader. That, as the subject of this portrait, the
Begum is difficult to place is purposeful on her part - her adoption of some masculine dress and habits
is well documented in contemporary sources - and the uncertainty generated is perhaps reflective of
how the British related to a woman who fitted few of the standard preconceptions that the British had
of their colonial subjects.
The relative absence of Indian women from the archives and official records has been the
subject of comment, and subaltern studies in recent years. Indian women are largely absent from the
records and, where present, are often either nameless and/or voiceless. For example Indian women
referred to in the records simply as 'a native woman’, or appearing under an adopted Western
pseudonym, is in many cases the only official presence of Indian women in the archives.6 In this way,
and in many others, the Begum Samru defied convention. She is present and visible through many
means: in the official records through correspondence relating to the affairs of her estate; via the
correspondence relating to her negotiation for her retention of her kingdom and, in an interesting
transaction which shows the fragility of the balance of power in India at the time - her loaning of
120,000 Rupees to the East India Company when they were in dire financial straits a few short years
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after she was confirmed in her jagir.7 The archives show through the contrasts in correspondence
between the Begum and colonial points of contact, and the parallel communication between different
British officials, the delicacy verging on uncertainty with which she was treated by them. She was
unique and so there was no template for how an Indian person of her ilk should be considered and dealt
with. Compare, for example, the distrust of General Lake (who closed the alliance in principle with the
Begum) to the Governor General: ‘From the intrigues of the Begum and her well known character for
craft and dissimulation in political engagement, it appears not unlikely that she may be led to resist …’
and Wellesley reporting to the Court of Directors ‘I have some reason to believe that the Begum is at
present in correspondence with some of the Sick [Sikh] Chiefs and that she has it in contemplation to
cause disturbances and commit depredations’.8 with the official letter of grant of her jagir from
Cornwallis: ‘I have the satisfaction to learn the general tenor of your conduct since you were placed
under the protection of the British power has been consistent with the duties of fidelity’.9
There is no directly voiced version of the Begum Samru’s life story on record but she is present
in other ways beyond official correspondence. She appears in the travelogues, journals and
autobiographies of some of her contemporaries;10 and significantly, her story was told via, a
biographical poem in Persian dated 1823 by Lalla Gokul Chand, her Munshi (that is, court secretary,
and in this case also court poet). 11 The poem is believed to have been written partly directly from the
Begum’s recounting of her story to Chand who worked closely with her during her long life.12 Through
the artefact of the poem the Begum tells, or allows to be told, the story she wanted to be publicly known
rather than, as was the case for the majority of Indian women the British would have encountered (or
not encountered), being absent or only present in margins and silences. She not only has voice mediated, but mediated in a manner directed by her - but the tone and content, where what is omitted
is as important as what is included, suggests the document can be viewed as personal propaganda and
a means for self-promotion.
Poetry was commonly used in the Mogul tradition as a vehicle for eulogising the powerful, and
in this case the poem seems to use the poetic form as a vehicle to include more adulatory praise of the
Begum and her position than might have been seemly if she was writing herself. 13 It variously and
repeatedly claims that she is appointed by God, blessed by the King, and loved by all:
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When God selects, his purpose to pursue,
A chosen lady, her rewards accrue
In heaven and earth, and people all proclaim,
Throughout the world the greatness of her fame.
Obedient in faith, God’s servant she,
By loving all, beloved all shall be.
The writer says this woman’s fame extends
Through Turkey and Iran to England’s lands,
For Zeb-un-Nissa has no other peer,
She is the chief and the perfect chevalier.
So does her bounty to her people shine,
That many of them think she is divine.14

These lines, close to the opening of the poem, set up many of the facets of the Begum that she wishes
to be believed, borne in mind, and remembered by the audience. In these 12 short lines it is established
that: she is Christian; that she claims to be appointed by God (a claim it is perhaps more important to
make as she was not royal by birth, and in fact from very humble beginnings); and that she has 'fame'
– i.e. is well-known and by implication influential throughout the territory and indeed the world. The
use of the Zeb-un-Nissa, which was a title granted by the Shah serves as a marker that she was his
confidante, and by having ‘no other peer' within his circle as well as elsewhere has power and access
to the King. Finally it states that she is a such a perfect leader that her people are extremely loyal (to
the extent of thinking her a goddess) which could carry an implied threat of mutiny if she were to be
deposed. While ostensibly using a poetic vehicle to add a touch of artistry, the political agenda that the
poem promotes could not be clearer.
Nicholas Shreeve, in his introduction to his translation of the poem from Persian to English,
notes that the intended audience was in all likelihood the British. In that light, the message of the poem
operates perhaps even more powerfully than her direct voice would have: ‘The writer explains that it
[the poem] was written at the request of the British Government, and he as good as tells the reader that
part of his decription (sic) is to impress the British with their latest ally’.15
Although Shreeve speculates that the idea is to impress the British with their ‘latest ally’, the
poem was written nearly twenty years after the first accord with the Begum. Lall claims that over the
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thirty plus years between the alliance between the British and the Begum being forged and her death
the dynamic between the two parties changed. 16 For around ten years after the accord she was a trusted
ally, for ten more a celebrity with an intriguing past, but from then on, roughly when the poem was
composed she was less necessary and so treated as ‘a nuisance’ and ‘humoured but kept in her place’.17
Contemporaneously, the Raj was in the habit of ‘handsomely reward[ing] British military adventures
with immense heritable estates’ unlike the Begum’s which was granted by the British for her own life
and was not heritable. 18 She become more of an anomaly and perhaps less valuable the more the British
encroached on the surrounding territory and the surer their hold of the region became. Their treatment
of her reflected the devaluation of her power in their eyes, a fact of which she must have been aware.
The poem was perhaps then to serve as her reminder as the value she represented to the British as she
was increasingly marginalised.
The Begum Samru’s life spanned an unique period in Indian history. This period between
decline of the Mughal empire, and the rise of the British was characterised by a chaos of power
struggles. Alliances were fluidly made and broken between Mughals, Sikhs, the British, French and
Dutch, the Scindia, the Maratha, and various other warring factions as power shifted and circumstances
changed. Private armies, often commanded by Europeans were employed by all sides. It is in this
context that the Begum Samru came to inherit a mixed race army from her lover/husband.19 Although
the East India Company had, by the late eighteenth century, been in India for around 200 years, their
ambitions and the character of their presence changed over the period as did their approach to
interacting with native Indians, broadly shifting from collaboration and attempts at sensitivity to local
culture to a more arms-length relationship intended to demarcate the rulers from the ruled. The Begum
was an anomaly to many British pre-conceptions: she was a woman who was visible and socialised in
mixed Company, unlike the majority of the 'respectable' Indian women, whether Muslim or Hindu, that
the British would have (not) encountered; she was a female ruler in her own right not on behalf of a
male minor as was more common; she was a military leader who appeared to be both feared and
respected and who treated her people fairly; and she led a cross-cultural court which for the most part
seemed to mix Europeans and Indians easily, as Figures 2 and 3 show.
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Figure 2. Muhammad A’zam, Begam Samru’s Household, c. 1820, Gouache on paper, 45.5cm x 62.5 cm, Chester Beatty Library Collection, Dublin,
Ireland. © The Trustees of the Chester Beatty Library, Dublin Collection number (CBL In 74.7).
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Figure 3. Begam Samru with her Army, c. 1825-1826, Gouache on paper, 41.5 cm x 63.5 cm, [Chester Beatty Library Collection, Dublin, Ireland.
© The Trustees of the Chester Beatty Library, Dublin. Collection number (CBL In 74.6).

Reforms such as the 1793 Cornwallis Code enforced separation of roles between Company
employees and native Indians, as well effectively barring Indians from higher offices. The continued
presence, well into the nineteenth century, of a powerful Indian such as the Begum, who, furthermore,
was a woman, evoked inconsistent responses, but responses that were, in the majority from those in
power, wary. From a ruling class attempting to understand and control a geographically huge and
hugely complex society, the imposition of rules, structures and hierarchies was a means by which at
least the appearance of control could be maintained. Therefore the presence of people that did not
conform with pre-conceptions, hierarchies or rules can be seen as a threat to the very social structures
the British were trying to implement. The British ‘frowned on any sign of a counter culture. It is
therefore not surprising that the whole colourful story of Sardhana and its princess lost some of its
appeal’.20 Particularly in the early years after the fall of Delhi before British power consolidated, she
was treated by officials carefully and with varying degrees of warmth. If a thread is to be drawn from
the wide variety of British commentary on the Begum - her achievements, her failings, and the fair
amount of mythologising that seemed to have accompanied her reputation - it would be to attempt to
diminish her importance, and, it could be speculated, by such means, diminish at least the fear of the
threat of 'otherness' and potential uncontrollability that she represented. Contemporary accounts, such
as by Thomas Bacon, refer to this successful commander and battlefield leader as the ‘old lady’ with
her ‘old lady’s vanity’ and the ‘notorious Begum’ with her ‘little army’ in her ‘little territory’.21
Representations such as those seen in Figures 2 and 3 would, although of themselves be designed to
portray a certain image of the Begum and one which she dictated, show her as controller of a large
army and significant, male, and multinational court respectively, and seem to give the lie to this
dismissive characterisation. Bacon also relishes the retelling of lurid tales about her life, describes her
as untrustworthy and power hungry: ‘Her avarice and love of command […] were insatiate, and being
of a heartless tyrannical disposition […]’ and heavily implies that she murdered both of her husbands.22
Her gender particularly seemed to cause dissonance for the British authorities. As a woman,
and furthermore an Indian woman, it seems to have proved problematic to view and treat her as the
powerful person she objectively was. Her negotiation with the British to secure her rights to her estate
lasted several years and was politically fraught: she came close to breaking her alliance with the British
and forming an allegiance with the Sikhs to the north of her territory as she feared the British were
trying to force her off her land without offering an adequate substitute. Although many advisors
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recognised the Begum would be a valuable ally, Marquess Wellesley, the Governor General of Bengal
at the time, procrastinated and refused to close the matter. It has been suggested that ‘there could only
be two reasons why Marquess Wellesley so determinedly ignored all this well-informed advice; either
he relished the prospect of taking on the Sikhs or he was not prepared to be outmanoeuvred by a
woman'.23 Commenting on both her gender and her often cited loyalty to her great patron the Shah
Alam, Julia Keay notes: ‘her loyalty was so firmly with the emperor that an East India Company
employee observed how strange it was "to see a woman’s arm sustaining the falling empire of the
Mogols”’.24 Her uncommon talents, notable in a society which was typically very hierarchical, were
the reason for her success and notoriety. Colonel Deane’s wife commented: ‘This woman has an
uncommon share of natural abilities, with a strength of mind rarely met with, particularly in a
woman’.25
As artefacts in their own right, the portrait and the poem have some points in common,
particularly their blending of Indian and European features. The intended audience of each was
essentially European, and most likely British and as such they also performed similar functions. Jivan
Ram, the maker of the portrait, is one of the few Delhi artists known to paint on canvas in oils in the
Western style - although the portrait of the Begum Samru is a watercolour. Some of his stylistic
mannerisms have been attributed to the influence of British painters such as George Chinnery and
Robert Home who spent time in India.26 His portraits of East India Company employees, and of Indian
royalty other than the Begum, use the naturalist style common to European portraits conjoined with the
multi-layered, flattened technique of Indian miniatures. There is no definitive record of the original
recipient of the portrait, which it is assumed was gifted by the Begum Samru to a British official.
General Briggs (1785-1875), who served in India and was a British officer in the army of the East India
Company, is shown as the donor of the piece to the Victoria & Albert Museum and could have been
the recipient, although there is no mention of the Begum in his memoirs.27 Exchange of portraits was
an essentially European fashion, and by Begum Samru’s time the popularity of exchanging miniature
portraits was burgeoning and they were particularly ‘exchanged as gifts among royalty or between
royalty and high-level political and economic allies’ hence signifying friendship and status.28 There are
records of the Begum gifting portraits to other officials: ‘Her Highness … protested a great friendship
for his Lordship [Combermere]; sent him her portrait, and insisted on a return of the compliment’.29
23
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This quotation suggests that the Begum may have seen the exchange of portraits as a signifier of
alliance, and, given what was the presumably relatively high status of the recipients, a sign of
attachment or support. Comments from the British observers seem however to have treated the
exchange with far less import. In referring to a portrait by Ram gifted by the Begum, the aide to Lord
Combermere when he visited the Begum’s palace in Sardhana comments: ‘my fingers always itched to
transform her hookah-snake into a broom, with which adjunct the old dame would have made no bad
representative of Mother Shipton’.30 This treats the exchange less as a sign of solemn political alliance
and more in the vein of an unwanted present from an eccentric aunt. In common with various accounts
written by later British travellers to India, who viewed attendance at a dinner or party hosted by the
Begum as a de rigeur part of any visit, this opinion suggests that the Begum was treated in part as a
spectacle and a curiosity:
Nowhere else in Hindustan was there anyone so intriguing as a Christian princess, one, moreover, with a
reputation for valour in battle, and a past shrouded in mystery …Curiosity, amazement, and a touch of respect,
whatever it was, Begam Samru of Sardhana became an icon of the times who no foreign visitor could afford
to miss.31

This treatment significantly diminishes and dismisses her influence and power perhaps because she
was, rightly or wrongly, no longer viewed as essential for good political reason, or perhaps because it
was too incredulous to British stereotypes that this tiny old lady was a warrior princess and all else she
claimed to be.
Both the portrait and the poem considered here can be seen as tools in a political and cultural
game being played out between the British and those native Indians who held positions of power in
general, and specifically between the Begum Samru and her British allies/counterparts. Each operates
at multiple levels. From the British perspective both portrait and poem are familiar forms, with
(particularly in relation to the portrait) well understood social and cultural functions. Accounts and
analysis agree that the Begum Samru was an astute political player who, depending on one’s point of
view, either succeeded despite the handicaps of her low birth, gender, and (until her alignment with
Walter Reinhardt her first ‘husband’ from whom she ultimately inherited her army) lack of military
experience, or alternatively felt that she consciously used her unconventionality to create space and
freedom to project and be the person that best fitted her ambitions:32
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What resulted was a unique form of representation, whose existence cannot be completely explained by the
ascendancy of historical events or the pervasiveness of a particular cultural environment. Evidently, the style
and artefact of a dominant culture was being imitated and appropriated, but what was also being deliberately
aimed at was the entrenchment of her own ‘otherness'.33

In this light, the Begum’s commissioning of the art considered here can be interpreted as
attempts to demonstrate her alignment to the British, as at this point in her life they were the dominant
political power. It indeed appears that the Begum strategically manipulated aesthetic forms and cultural
norms across religious, ethnic, gendered and political divides to advance her own interests. She dressed,
by wearing a turban, mannishly and smoked a hookah with the men after dinner or durbar rather than
retiring with the women:
In later life she still wore a turban. It was not a fashionable affectation but an emphatic statement of her martial
past, just like the hookah by her side. Neither turbans nor hookahs were normally favoured by Indian women.
They advertised her unique status as one who had transcended her gender to shine in a masculine firmament.34

Her lovers - confirmed and rumoured - and her husband were European and Christian. Her
allegiance to Shah Alam and his heir were unwavering, perhaps as recognition that her land, titles and
much of her status were owed to him, or perhaps because until a certain alternative power definitively
rose, as it eventually did in the form of the British, it was astute to remain loyal to the vestige of the
old system. The resistance and continued treatment of her as 'other' by the British bely that - whether
on grounds of race or gender - and despite her efforts in the art and architecture she commissioned, in
the entertainment she offered them, in the company she kept, and in the religion she ascribed to, she
was not to be fully accepted. Although the Begum was royal she was, ‘in status, and as a woman, […]
an intruder in the exalted company of hereditary rulers’.35 Although she was light-skinned with ‘[…] a
complexion very little darker than an Italian’ and a Catholic, she was a native Indian, born Muslim. 36
While she was of high status and a most Europeanised Indian possible she was still the 'other' to the
British and to be kept at a distance as the dismissive comments on her exchange of portraits above
would suggest.
In conclusion, the British reaction to both the nature of these artefacts, and their subject can be
viewed as a microcosm of wider changes happening in British India at the time, and telling of their preconceptions about India and Indians. In a time when the British were attempting to impose structure on
Indian society as a means to exercise power and control, their understanding of what was typical for

33

Hingorani, p.61.
Keay, Farzana: the Woman who saved an Empire, p.65.
35
Lall, Begam Samru: Fading Portrait in a Gilded Frame, p.97.
36
Lall, p.101.
34

183

Indian society was critical in that endeavour. Therefore there was no blueprint for dealing with people
and situations that fell outside of those preconceived ideas, who as such were felt as a threat to power,
and represented a risk of losing control. These artefacts represent two kinds of threat both in form and
in subject: the portrait particularly is a blend of the Eastern and Western at a time when separation
rather than integration was the norm and imposing upon Indian society rather than integrating with it
was the modus operandi; and the subject is a confusing outlier in almost all facets of her identity. The
Begum seems to have made a career of adapting and presenting sides of her identity that suited the
political climate. To the British this chameleonic nature was equivocal, and to downplay the threat she
was, particularly toward the end of her life, firmly ‘kept in her place’.37
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