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Tipu Sultan’s Slippers  

and Colonel Mordaunt’s Cock Match: Footwear,  
identity and violence in eighteenth-century  

India 
___ 

MARTIN MORAN 

 

Following his defeat by the British in 1799, Tipu Sultan’s treasures were plundered and 
transported back to Britain, including a pair of his slippers, which were collected by 

Henrietta Clive, and can be seen today in the Clive Museum in Powis Castle. In 1784, 
Johan Zoffany began a painting of a cockfight showing the Nawab of Awadh, Asaf-ud-

Daula engaging with Colonel John Mordaunt of the English East India Company. 
Mordaunt is one of two Europeans depicted wearing Indian slippers similar to both Asaf’s 
and Tipu’s. This article considers how these items of Indian clothing were used to create 

specific European identities, both in India and in Britain, and the role that violence played 
in enabling these identities to be formed. 

 

 

n 1799, following three earlier wars, the British East India Company (hereafter the 
EIC) engaged for a fourth and final time with the rulers of Mysore in southern 

India.  Tipu Sultan was killed on 4 May and the city of Seringapatam was taken. After 
the close fighting the troops had experienced, Arthur Wellesley wrote to his brother that 

it was impossible to expect [. . .] they should not have looked to the plunder of this 
place. Nothing therefore can exceed what was done on the night of the 4th. 
Scarcely a home in the town was left unplundered [. . .] jewels of the greatest value, 
bars of gold [. . .] have been offered for sale in the bazaars of the army by our 
soldiers, sepoys, and followers.1 

General Baird, who led the storming of the walls, recorded similar scenes. When it was 
reported that soldiers had accessed Tipu’s treasury: ‘Colonel Wallace . . . found the 
place filled with soldiers and (to their shame be it said) officers, loading themselves with  

                                                

1 Arthur Wellesley Wellington and Arthur Richard Wellesley Wellington, Supplementary Despatches and 
Memoranda of Field Marshal Arthur, Duke of Wellington, K.G., 15 vols (London: Murray, 1858), I, p. 212. 
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gold and jewels.’2 David Price was one of the prize agents charged with evaluating and 
parcelling up the loot. He wrote of the discovery of treasure that had been packed up, 
possibly in readiness for Tipu to flee Seringapatam, and of its ‘indiscriminate plunder. 
What led to this discovery, was a train of pagodas (coins), strewn from the door of the 
depôt’. He also described how ‘a quantity of the most valuable pearl was to be bought 
in the bazaars, from the soldiery, for a bottle of spirits.’3 

This chaotic plunder of Seringapatam was the starting point for the dispersal of 
objects relating to Tipu Sultan and resulted in a large but unknown number of objects 
being bought and transported back to Britain. As Maya Jasanoff notes, they ‘reached a 
wider cross section of the British public than any other Indian artifacts had done 
before.’4 One item was a pair of slippers (figure 1), brought back by Henrietta Clive, 
whose husband Edward, son of Robert Clive ‘of India’, was Governor of Madras at this 
time. Leaving Edward to his political duties in Madras, Henrietta embarked on a seven-
month tour of South India in 1800 with their two daughters, Harriet aged fourteen and 
Charlotte thirteen. Charlotte kept a journal and wrote vividly of seeing ‘the gate where 
Tipu was killed; the marks of blood are still to be seen on the walls.’5  

Following Edward’s return to England in 1803, the Clive family eventually 
moved to Powis Castle in Wales, ancestral residence of Henrietta’s family. The castle is 
now owned by the National Trust and it houses the Clive Museum of artefacts from 
India, which includes these slippers. The collection was begun by Robert Clive and 
actively enlarged by both Henrietta and Edward. Amongst more than a thousand items, 
including weapons, jewellery, gold and silver plate, the slippers stand out, perhaps 
because of the subsequent history and presentation of this style of footwear, which 
became part of a trope depicting an exotic east associated with fantasy. This 
presentation grew through nineteenth-century illustrations of The Thousand and One 
Nights, and persists to this day in productions of Aladdin.6 In the eighteenth century, such 
shoes were described in texts or depicted in images in a relatively neutral manner, 
compared to the explicitly orientalised presentations of the nineteenth century. 

                                                

2 Theodore Edward Hook, The Life of General the Right Honourable Sir David Baird. 2 vols (London: Richard 
Bentley, 1832), I, p. 221. 
3 David Price, Memoirs of the Early Life and Service of a Field Officer, on the Retired List of the 
Indian Army (London: Allen, 1839), p. 435. 
4 Maya Jasanoff, Edge of Empire: Conquest and Collecting in the East 1750-1850 (London: Harper 
Perennial, 2006), p. 176. 
5 Charlotte Clive, Journal of a Voyage to the East Indies, and During a Residence There, a Tour 
through the Mysore and Tanjore Countries, 1798-1801 in London, British Library, WD 4235, 
Charlotte Florentia Clive Papers, p. 84. 
6 For an overview, see Robert Irwin, 'The Arabian Nights: A Thousand and One Illustrations', The 
Guardian [online] (12 March 2011) <https://www.theguardian.com/books/2011/mar/12/arabian-
nights-illustration> [accessed 6 March 2019].  
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Figure 1. Indian Slippers associated with Tipu Sultan, of Mysore (1749-1799). Collected by Lady Henrietta Clive. 
Powis Castle © National Trust / Kate Lynch 
 

One such image is Colonel Mordaunt’s Cock Match by Johan Zoffany painted 
between 1784 and 1786 (figure 2). It depicts a cock fight under the canopies (or 
shamianas) used throughout India as mobile shade or extensions to buildings. In the 
central position is Asaf-ud-Daula, Nawab of Awadh, who gestures towards Colonel 
Mordaunt, who gestures in turn towards the fighting birds. In spite of his position, Asaf 
does not dominate, it is Mordaunt who stands out with his bright white clothing, 
although his status is diminished as he is also under-dressed without his red EIC jacket, 
as is the figure on the bottom right, holding a cockerel and sitting spread across a chair 
and stool. This is William Golding, an engineer in the EIC, who was not at the event, 
but sat in for someone of similar stature.7 Both men are wearing Indian slippers, the 
colours emphasized by their all-white clothing. Asaf and other Indian figures wear the 
same style, while the other Europeans are wearing European shoes or boots. 

                                                

7 Greg Sullivan and Martin Myrone, 'Colonel Mordaunt’s Cock Match, 1784-6', Tate, (2018) 
<https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/zoffany-colonel-mordaunts-cock-match-t06856> [Accessed 
11 March 2019] (para 6 of 7). 
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Figure 2. Colonel Mordaunt's Cock Match, (c. 1784-6), Johan Zoffany, (1733-1810), oil paint on canvas, 1039 × 1500 mm, Photo © Tate, London 
2019. 
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Juxtaposing Tipu’s slippers and the painting creates an opportunity to study a 
period of transition in Britain’s relationship to India, when the kind of events depicted 
in the painting were supplanted by a more distanced attitude on the part of the British. 
This transition and these objects are enmeshed in constructions of individual and 
national identity, power relations and violence. The painting and the shoes were 
produced by the structures of imperial knowledge and power in India, and contributed 
to reproducing those structures, and changing them, both on the subcontinent and in 
Britain. Through their ongoing display, they continue to play this role, and closer 
analysis of the painting, from the perspective of Art History, and the slippers, using  the 
tools of object biography, can inform further thinking about their presentation and the 
different stories they can tell.8  

Zoffany’s painting depicts a complex, busy scene where power relations and 
expressions of identity are to be found across the canvas. Focusing on Mordaunt and 
Golding’s footwear, we can see that Zoffany has provided a top and side view that 
displays their colour and shape. By showing them on partially-dressed Europeans, he 
emphasizes a state of transition that could be moving in either direction: dressing or 
undressing. As Georg Simmel has observed, the act of dressing in certain clothes is an 
act of identification with a particular group that ‘satisfies the demand for social 
adaptation’ or belonging, as well as an act that singles out the wearer as an individual 
by meeting ‘the need of differentiation, the tendency towards dissimilarity’.9 In his book 
Fashion and Orientalism, Geczy goes on to add Mallarmé’s observation that adopting 
changes in fashion and clothing indicates ‘that one belongs to change.’10 Mordaunt and 
Golding are shown as having taken off their European jackets and put on Indian 
slippers. They do not belong fully to either the European or the Indian group. Each is 
presented as an individual, differentiated as Simmel might say. Mordaunt is bare-
headed, Golding wears a hat and holds a cockerel with colours as bright as his slippers. 
Asaf’s slippers are also painted to stand out and they span the centre of the painting, 
framing the centre foreground where the two cockerels are fighting. As Clifford Geertz 
has argued in his study of cockfighting in Bali, it displaces real violence. It ‘is “really 
real” only to the cocks—it does not kill anyone . . . or refashion the hierarchy.’11 But 
the intense interest it generated in India as in Bali, suggests a deep investment in what 
is represented by the bouts between the birds. Zoffany emphasizes this passion and 
engagement, but is ambivalent about any clear statements of political hierarchy in this 
setting. As far as Asaf is concerned, the political hierarchy had been refashioned ten 

                                                
8 On object biographies see the Introduction in Claire Wintle, 'Colonial Collecting and Display: 
Encounters with Material Culture from the Andaman and Nicobar Islands', in Museums and Collections 
Vol 4 (New York: Berghahn Books, 2013). 
9 Georg Simmel, 'Fashion', The International Quarterly, 10 (1904), p. 133. 
10 Adam Geczy, Fashion and Orientalism: Dress, Textiles and Culture from the 17th to the 21st 
Century (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), p. 6. 
11 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 2000), p. 465. 
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years earlier in 1775 when he agreed to a new treaty with the EIC that was ‘devastating’ 
for Awadh.12 He focused much of his energy and substantial wealth on social and 
cultural projects, and by some accounts was uninterested in his political 
responsibilities.13 The cockfight is perhaps then closer to interpersonal and intercultural 
rather than political struggles. If the potential for violence is dispersed through the ritual 
of the encounters between the birds, and nothing is really at stake, the taking of other 
risks becomes less fraught with danger. As captain of his bodyguard, John Mordaunt 
was Asaf’s employee, a relationship that could not be inferred from the painting, and 
he arranged events such as this for the Nawab. 14 His appearance in an under or 
undressed state, wearing the clothes of two cultures, indicates scant regard for social 
norms amongst the Europeans, but no one seems particularly scandalised within the 
painting. Cockfighting was frowned upon in Britain, where the painting was made 
available through copies and engravings, and it would have fuelled concerns about 
British men engaging in such practices, half-dressed and wearing Indian slippers.  

In the years that followed Zoffany’s painting and the relationships it depicts, 
Britain adopted an increasingly imperial attitude towards India and Indians.15 This 
created what Spear calls a ‘growing racial estrangement’.16 In South India, 
relationships between the British and the rulers of Mysore had been very different and 
when Tipu was killed, his slippers were taken as a trophy of his defeat. They would 
have started life in the hands of master craftsmen, skilled in shoemaking and 
embroidery. The courts of the Mughal empire were surrounded with skilled weavers, 
tailors, smiths, carpenters and painters, every kind of elite artisan was on hand to meet 
the needs of the central and provincial rulers. Shortly after the taking of Seringapatam, 
the sale of items looted or distributed via the prize agents, and subsequently auctioned 
to for cash, was being closely monitored. Arthur Wellesley wrote to his brother Lord 
Mornington, the Governor-General, that the army’s 

prize agents have got a large quantity of clothes belonging to, and worn 
by, the late Sultaun, which [. . .] will be bought up as relics by the 
discontented Moormen of this place. [. . .] Let me know what shall be done 
with the clothes. I have stopped the sale of them for the present.17 

                                                

12 Jasanoff, p. 53. 
13 Ibid. p. 53. 
14 Griselda Pollock, 'Cockfights and Other Parades: Gesture, Difference, and the Staging of Meaning in 
Three Paintings by Zoffany, Pollock, and Krasner', Oxford Art Journal, 26 (2003), 143–65 (p. 157). See 
Pollock also for an extended engagement with Geertz on cockfighting. 
15 See for example Beth Fowkes Tobin, Picturing Imperial Power : Colonial Subjects in Eighteenth-Century 
British Painting (Durham, N.C. ; London: Duke University Press, 1999), pp. 117–119. 
16 Percival Spear, The Nabobs: A Study of the Social Life of the English in Eighteenth Century India 
(Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 141. 
17 Arthur Wellesley Wellington and Arthur Richard Wellesley Wellington, p. 290. 
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Even if the slippers were not in this collection of Tipu’s clothes, it is an important 
moment in their biography. They would also have been invested with the potential to 
influence the political and military situation in South India at this time. The potential 
to become relics around which organised resistance might coalesce.  

We know that the slippers and the bundle of clothes were sent to England in 
1800, and would have been under the specific care of the captain of the ship(s) they 
sailed in.18 It is claimed that Henrietta had the slippers, but the documentary evidence 
for this can no longer be found.19 We also know that Henrietta’s cargo was seized by 
customs on arrival in England and put up for sale by public auction.20 This was 
common practice for employees of the EIC engaged in private trade, so that a market 
value for each item could be established and customs duty charged. They would 
therefore have been handled by the administrators of the auctions and seen by the 
buyers. We can infer that Henrietta was successful in buying them and that they were 
transported to Walcot Hall, from where she wrote to Edward that ‘The Tent, Armour 
etc all are safe’.21 

Robert Clive’s earlier collection of Indian objects was kept at Claremont House, 
and is referred to in an inventory of 1774 that lists ‘a piece of leather containing utensils 
for cleaning the India things.’22 It is reasonable to infer from this last quote that the 
older Clive’s collection would have been on display at Claremont, and cared for by his 
household staff, and it is a logical extension to say that the same would have been true 
of the next generation’s additions to the collection. Finally, there is a label attached to 
one of the slippers, in Henrietta’s handwriting, that reads ‘Tippoo’s Slippers’.23 This all 
points to the slippers being part of a collection on display in a domestic environment 
by 1801. Such a setting would have created an aesthetic context for the objects, would 
in fact have aestheticized them, disconnecting them from the violence that 
accompanied their transition into the Clive family’s possession.  

The slippers had been part of the royal wardrobe of Tipu Sultan, fitting as a 
statement of his wealth and power. Now, they had multiple roles and conferred status 
and power on Henrietta and Edward Clive, who had played a role in Tipu’s defeat. 

                                                

18 British Library, London, IOR/H/255 pp. 480 (k) – 480 (l) 'Note of the Articles of Dress in Charge of 
Major Davis to the Chairman of the Court of Directors', 1798-1804. 
19 Henrietta Clive, Birds of Passage: The Indian Travels of Henrietta Clive ed. by Nancy K. Shields (London: 
Eland, 2016), p. 299. 
20 Henrietta to Edward Clive, January 28, 1802, NLW: Clive Papers, Correspondence 463, quoted in 
Jasanoff, p. 188. 
21 Clive MSS. 466 Lady Clive to Lord Clive, 18 Feb. 1802, quoted in Mildred Archer, Christopher 
Rowell, and Robert Skelton, Treasures from India : The Clive Collection at Powis Castle (London: Herbert 
Press in association with The National Trust, 1987), p. 29. 
22 Powis MSS., 1774 inventory, quoted in Mildred Archer and others, p. 17. 
23 Mildred Archer, Christopher Rowell, and Robert Skelton, Treasures from India: The Clive Collection at 
Powis Castle (London: Herbert Press in association with The National Trust, 1987), p. 96. 
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They were the spoils of his defeat, a trophy item, and a piece of material evidence of 
direct involvement in what was recognised at the time as an event of historical 
importance. As time went on, they would become part of the family and Britain’s 
history, which is what they remain today. For Henrietta and Edward, they formed part 
of the apparatus through which they affirmed and maintained their status within British 
society. Robert Clive had used the wealth he gained in India to build himself a position 
within British society. By buying land and property he purchased influence and the 
control of seats in parliament.24 He created a significant collection of old masters.25 It 
has been argued that he attempted to hide the source of this wealth, by down-playing 
or hiding its association with India.26 If true, this would almost certainly have been 
prompted by the phenomenon of the nabob, a derogatory term used for men who used 
the wealth they had gained in India to create a place for themselves in society.27 There 
was a strong backlash against this figure, in the form of caricatures, plays and poems.28 
But by the beginning of the nineteenth century, this association was waning and 
Henrietta and Edward were more firmly established members of society, particularly 
when Edward was made Earl of Powis in 1804.29 Open displays of wealth from India 
became more acceptable as Britain’s imperial and colonial power grew. 

Henrietta’s relationship to these slippers differs markedly to the relationship 
Colonel Mordaunt and William Golding had to their footwear. All three made dynamic 
cultural usage of them, primarily focused on identity. Mordaunt and Golding focused 
on personal and inter-cultural identities, developing intercultural relationships and 
signalling fluidity and integration (although there is also perhaps a counter argument 
to be made about appropriation). The focus of the Clives included national identity and 
identity within the social structures of Britain. By deploying Tipu’s clothing and other 
items to demonstrate involvement in his overthrow and to show ownership of another 
country’s cultural heritage, Henrietta and Clive display their deep involvement in 
British commercial and political power on a global stage. By combining their collection 
with that of Robert Clive, they underpinned an elevated social position built over two 
generations of involvement in India. 

As more and more people have seen Indian collections, in large museums and 
country houses, searching questions are being asked about the impact they have had 

                                                
24 Stephanie L. Barczewski, Country Houses and the British Empire, 1700-1930, Studies in Imperialism 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014), p. 58. 
25 British Library, London, MSS Eur G37/96/3 'Receipt for Cleaning, Repairing and Varnishing 
Lord Clives Collection of Pictures in the Gallery at Powis Castle', (1798). 
26 Barczewski, p. 146. 
27 Tillman W. Nechtman, Nabobs: Empire and Identity in Eighteenth-Century Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010). 
28 See for example, The Nabob, a thinly-veiled satire on Robert Clive written in 1778. Samuel Foote, The 
Nabob, (Cambridge: Chadwyck-Healey, 1996). 
29 Mildred Archer, Christopher Rowell, and Robert Skelton, p. 29. 
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and continue to have on how the history of the British empire is perceived, and how 
knowledge about it is created and modified by them.30 By focusing on individual objects 
within collections, it is possible to reconstruct some of the ways they have been used to 
create the relationships and attitudes that influenced the events and behaviours 
recorded in our sources. By laying bare some of the means by which objects are used 
by historical figures, and how they can be used to reproduce specific narratives over 
time, we can regain a small measure of control over the presentation of the past and 
how it informs attitudes and behaviours in the present. 
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