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Un!nished hyperboles!  
Adam’s footprint in Sri Lanka  

and wonder on the edge of modernity
Vivek Gupta

Wandering along the coast of St Andrews where the manuscript discussed in this 
chapter now resides, we encounter the horizon line separated by the sky and the North 
Sea. What creatures and places fold into this line? "anks to our phones we can easily 
answer this question: whales, dolphins and the Nordic countries. However, before this 
information age, knowing what lay beyond the horizon involved a restricted interplay 
of the known, unknown and myth.1 One extraordinary narrative that circulated across 
the Muslim scholastic world describes a hilltop on the island of Sarandip/Sarandib, 
today’s Sri Lanka, where the !rst man, the Prophet Adam, descended to earth. An 
eighteenth-century Hindustani scholar, Ghulam ‘Ali Azad Bilgrami, cited a variety of 
religious and literary sources that expounded on the signi!cance of Adam’s arrival in 
Sri Lanka in his work !e Coral Rosary of Hindustan’s Traditions. On this island at the 
tip of Hind, the Prophet Muhammad’s light shone through Adam, Adam brought the 
black stone of Mecca, and he planted a tree on the hill from which Moses’s sta# grew.2 
Bilgrami wove together various sources – from the historian al-Tabarī (d. 923) to his 
favourite theologian Jalāl al-Dīn al-Suyūtī (d. 1505) – to narrate Sarandip as a site of 
divine revelation. For his sources and readers, the island of Sarandip and the fabled 
peak of Adam’s descent lay beyond the horizon.

"e stories that we tell to !ll the liminal space of a horizon mirror how scholars 
today contend with the fragmented archives for the study of the Indian Ocean world. 
How to imagine the places beyond here, the horizon, and the people and things that 
travelled its many routes? It is not the scarcity of sources, but rather how to listen to, 
juxtapose and interpret texts, objects and text-objects. For generations, economic and 
social historians led the !eld of Indian Ocean studies by shedding light on connected 
histories where people and commodities circulated far distances.3 Many a#ective 
and literary works, such as books of wonder, have not been examined within Indian 
Ocean frameworks because they o'en do not contain the kind of empirical data used 
to establish historical events veri!able by the archaeological record.4 Multiple strands 
of historiography also bear heavily on Indian Ocean material culture even if they do 
not statedly centre Oceanic (ows. Scholarship on Indo-Islamic art and architecture, 
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for example, implicitly sheds light on Indian Ocean culture because of the emphasis 
on long-distance circulation and exchange between the Islamic world and South Asia.5 
For sure, many objects that have not been studied through an Oceanic lens of the 
shi'ing seas, such as the manuscript of this study, lend themselves to such a framing 
by virtue of their content.

"is chapter focuses on a densely illustrated monumental manuscript held at St 
Andrews that I attribute loosely to North India at the turn of the nineteenth century 
(c. 1780–1820), a milieu in which there was a signi!cant amount of interregional 
movement of cultural practitioners within Hindustan and a time right on the edge of 
modernity.6 "e St Andrews book consists of 132 folios (41.9 × 30.5 cm) and it escapes 
neat generic categorization.7 It collates two distinct texts. First is a Persian version 
of Muhammad bin Abi Bakr al-Damamini’s ‘Ayn al-Hayat (Source of Life, Gujarat, c. 
1420), an adaptation of an Arabic book of animals, the ‘Aja’ib al-Dahr (Wonders of 
the Universe) of Kamal al-Din Muhammad ibn Musa al-Damiri (1341–1405).8 Alone, 
the ‘Ayn al-Hayat’s composition and circulation has implications for intellectual 
(ows across the Indian Ocean. Al-Damamini was born in Alexandria, Egypt, studied 
in Yemen, worked in Gujarat and died in the city of Gulbarga in the Deccan.9 His 
commentaries on Arabic grammar texts earned him favour at the Indian sultanates.10

"e St Andrews book’s second text is a Persian wonders-of-creation cosmography’s 
sections on seas and islands and their wonders. "e wonders-of-creation book, 
cosmography or natural history, all terms used to describe the ‘ajā’ib al-makhlūqāt, 
provides visions of how oceans !t within a macrocosm and how they could be 
experienced. "e meaning of the English word wonder approaches the kinds of 
spectacular experiences one o'en hears within travel literature. However, premodern 
scholars conceived of wonderment, or ta‘ajjub, as a full programme of a#ect and 
encountering the cosmos. "e sections included in the St Andrews book are not in 
the exact words of Zakariyya’ al-Qazwini’s thirteenth-century Wonders of Creation and 
Rarities of Existence, but they resonate with some of Qazwini’s tropes. Only with Karin 
Rührdanz’s recent discovery of Fatih 4174 in the Süleymaniye Library have we been 
able to determine that Qazwini !rst composed a Persian cosmography in 1261, before 
he adapted the work in Arabic when he was working for Juvaynī, the Ilkhanid governor 
of Baghdad.11

Whether the St Andrews book was commissioned as a freestanding compilation 
of these two works remains an open question. Unlike the cosmography, the former 
text on animals does not represent a signi!cant corpus of illustrated manuscripts. 
Nevertheless, a maker consciously selected these two texts because of their thematic 
overlap in the realm of the natural world. "rough complementing each other, their 
aggregation evokes the curatorial function of an anthology (majmū‘a or sangraha) and 
album (muraqqa‘).12 By mapping parts of the world and cataloguing its inhabitants, the 
book also reminds one of geography and cosmography.13 Where the cosmography’s 
section begins, we see a note at the top of the page mentioning that it was valued to 
be either 4 or 40 rupees.14 "e note suggests that this book entered a bazaar context 
at some point in its life. "ere, individual parts of the book would have been sold to 
customers.
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While the compiler could have selected a cosmography’s section on animals to 
accompany the ‘Ayn al-Hayt, a scholar may have found this redundant. Instead, 
they decided to give the reader a tour of the seven seas’ wonders, or ‘ajā’ib, of a 
cosmography. These wonders include the Western Sea (baḥr-i maghrib, ff. 93a–97a), 
the Atlantic and the Mediterranean (baḥr-i muẓlim and baḥr-i rūm, ff. 97b–107b), 
the Chinese sea (baḥr al-ṣīn, ff. 108b–117a) and the Indian sea (baḥr al-hind, ff. 
117b–132b). The Persian and Zanzibar seas would have followed. The islands start 
to run out of order and ascriptions of wonders to some seas start to sound irregular 
for a cosmography around the section that begins with the Chinese sea. 

For any attempt to pin down this book’s genre, it is emphatically un!nished.15 Its 
blank spaces for text or image, doodles, preparatory sketches, under- and overdrawings 
allow scholars to understand how this object was a work in progress. Yet, the concept of 
!nish is undertheorized for such manuscripts.16 For early Indian rock-cut architecture, 
Vidya Dehejia and Peter Rockwell have proposed a ‘(exible concept of !nish’ where 
patrons desired functional buildings that did not necessitate re!nement and !nesse 
in all the structure’s necessary parts.17 Like a monument, a manuscript’s mutability 
invites constant interventions. We must be especially cautious not to overdetermine 
this book’s !nish because it could have been made in parts to be sold o# to di#erent 
customers.

By way of a metaphor, the un!nished condition of the St Andrews book invites 
considerations of the study of the Indian Ocean and wonder on the edge of modernity. 
Four pages from the end, the scribe only just !lled in a few words on the chapter on 
the wonders of the Indian sea. Many of the other seas receive much fuller treatment. 
On one page on the Indian sea, we !nd three lines of thin shikasta Persian text saying 
that the Indian sea has a deadly whirlpool (dardūr) in it with a ferocious snake!sh 
(Figure 12.1).18 A designer had prepared the page for illustration. A thin ochre ribbon 
border with red and pink (owers demarcates the text only at the top, whereas the 
image would occupy the rest of the page. A draughtsperson started to trace a spiral 
for the water and the body of a spikey beast. An artist began to delineate the head of 
the animal in black ink. Like the archives for Indian Ocean studies, this page presents 
a transient and un!nished picture. As such, Indian Ocean scholars must be willing 
to confront the instability of their archives.19 We can anticipate the large hyperbolic 
image of a wondrous beast that it would have shown, but the makers cast this book 
aside for other pursuits. "e long eighteenth century was a period of increasing 
modernity and the onslaught of European colonialism.20 Who had time to wonder in 
such tumultuous times?

Following currents in cultural production during the long eighteenth century, 
I argue that this the St Andrews book’s exaggeration resists what Travis Zadeh has 
recently called ‘wonder’s end’, that is, when European colonialism, reason and 
empiricism quieted a premodern Islamicate understanding of enchantment.21 I begin 
by situating the St Andrews book in the landscape of currents to both codify and 
respond to the past in this period of political upheaval. "en, I take two examples of 
how the book embellishes more stable forms of codifying wonders from its second half 
excerpted from a Persian cosmography. "e !rst example considers how the makers 
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dealt with iconic images of standalone animals that one would encounter in a wonder 
book. Returning to the case of Adam in Sarandip, the last example treats a hyperbolic 
image of divine encounter.

Figure 12.1 Incomplete sections on the Indian sea, excerpt from a Persian cosmography, 
Northern India, c. 1780–1820, 41.9 × 30.5 cm, St Andrews MS32(o) f. 132a.
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Adapting the eighteenth-century vernacular in a 
Persian manuscript

Whereas Qazwini’s concept of wonder as a sustained querying the cause of the 
unknown found sensitive expression in medieval manuscripts, artists exaggerated 
the thrust of his natural philosophy by the turn of the nineteenth century in the St 
Andrews book.22 "is book shows evidence of eighteenth-century trends of ‘mobility, 
mercantile imperialism, and eclecticism’, which manifest in its negotiation between 
historicizing vernacular elements and its break from the genre conventions of its 
Persian sources.23 "e manuscript’s layout and narrative strategies resonate with 
northern Indian vernacular practices. By the late eighteenth century, Persian had 
become deeply vernacularized in South Asia and took on a range of administrative 
and literary uses.24 Its use in this book therefore is unsurprising. However, I know of 
no comparable Persian books that express such a clear eighteenth-century sensibility 
common to vernacular illustrated texts in materiality. As the St Andrews book includes 
earlier Persian texts fashioned afresh, it both codi!es and responds to the past.

"e design of the St Andrews book’s pages suggest that its makers participated in 
a translocal vernacular culture. "e vertical page layouts relate to earlier traditions of 
illustrated Indic poetry collections (Figures 12.2 and 12.3). During the late sixteenth 
century, painters of Brajbhasha and Sanskrit poetry themselves started to adopt vertical 
page layouts because of their encounters with Islamicate books.25 "e designers of the St 
Andrews book would have likely understood how using a thin space for text at the top, 
and a full-page painting below, engaged with vernacular painted poetry (Figure 12.3). 
"e rushed text scribbled in a shikasta script, although literally above images, becomes 
secondary to the immersive painted details enveloping the reader below.

"e organization of space on the picture plane further reveals how the St Andrews 
book’s artists were familiar with, if not themselves, illustrators of Indian vernacular and 
Sanskrit texts. Compare a page of an illustrated Brajbhasha devotional (bhakti) poem, 
the Sūrsāgar of Sūrdās, made at the Rajasthani court of Udaipur at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century with an image from the St Andrew’s book depicting the island of 
Ṭayuran (Figures 12.2 and 12.3).26 Horizontal and curving rivers between landmasses 
divide the space and create separate events.27 Towards the top of the St Andrews painting 
monkeys climb rocks and at the bottom landform they approach the shore where two 
human visitors dri' on a boat. "e Udaipuri painter shows the blind poet, Surdas, singing 
his verses to Krishna and Radha in the top right of the painting and all of Krishna’s 
manifold feats – too many to count – in an animated narrative sequence. "e St Andrews 
makers’ use of the page’s surface thus aligns with Indian vernacular traditions.

"e manuscript’s size and compositional contortions also remind one of large-
scale cartographic paintings and mercantile letter scrolls made in northwest India 
during the long eighteenth century. "e St Andrews book’s artists played with scale 
and perspective to conjure aesthetic encounters with places. An entry from the 
book’s second half devoted to an island of a ruler with four thousand women and 
much wealth and splendour magni!es the monarch and his women and dwarfs all the 
surrounding fort and urban architecture, landscape and seas (Figure 12.4).28 Two boats 
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Figure 12.2 Island of Tayuran, excerpt from a Persian cosmography, Northern India, c. 
1780–1820, 41.9 × 30.5 cm, St Andrews MS32(o) f. 115b.
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Figure 12.3 ‘In Praise of the Lord’s Sacred Feet (Bandaun carana saroja tihāre)’, folio from 
a dispersed Sūrsāgar, Mewar, c. 1700, 32.8 × 20.8 cm, San Diego Museum of Art, Edwin 
Binney 3rd Collection, 1990.610.
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Figure 12.4 Excerpt from a Persian cosmography, Northern India, c. 1780–1820, 41.9 × 
30.5 cm, St Andrews MS32(o) f. 119b.
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of miniaturized British agents wearing tiny black hats approaching the island from 
below signify the colonial context of this king’s court.29 We are permitted to peer into 
his quarters where we can absorb many luxurious details of his pleasurable life. "is 
perspectival play lets us map and experience his entire surroundings through his eyes. 
Here, scalar manipulations allow us to feel the ambience of an island with a focus on 
the royal scene.30 As a whole, the image enables us to feel what Dipti Khera calls the 
‘mood of a place’.

Immersive pictures of seas and islands throughout the St Andrews book also recall 
some of the mercantile letter scrolls studied by Khera.31 On the island of the ruler 
with his many women, the sea full of !sh outlines the full page except for the book’s 
gutter, creating a horizon beyond our view. We might anticipate scrolling forward to 
the le' like the direction of reading Persian. In some cases, entries on islands stretch 
across the entire bifolio with the sea engul!ng the whole book (Figure 12.5, cf. 
Figure 12.12).32 For other entries, various real and fantastic creatures swim across an 
entire background of (owing strokes of silver (Figure 12.8).33 For entries on islands, 
water (oods around the entirety of a landmass, sometimes occupying a whole folio. 
"e ribbon border of a scroll of red and pink (owers against a thin ochre ground 
resembles many of the borders seen in illustrated invitation scrolls (vijñaptipatra) 
made for Udaipuri merchants, especially one dated 1830.34 A designer laid out these 
borders in varied plans, including in ones like Rajput painted poems, to allow artists to 

Figure 12.5 Island of the tannīn, excerpt from a Persian cosmography, Northern India, c. 
1780–1820, folio: 41.9 × 30.5 cm, St Andrews MS32(o) #. 104b–105a.
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make creative choices for their paintings. "ese details coupled with the price note of 
the cosmography support the argument for this book’s bazaari production.

"e makers of the St Andrews used a scrolling narrative strategy found in Indian 
visual culture to push the images from the Islamicate cosmographical tradition to 
hyperbole. Its entry on the island of the dragon exempli!es this (Figure 12.5). Qazwini’s 
Wonders of Creation in both Persian and Arabic and the few lines of the St Andrews 
manuscript tell consistent stories of this island.35 "e island is visited by a dragon 
(tannīn, azdahā) who consumes all its cattle, and when there are no cattle to be found, 
it wreaks havoc.36 "e mythologized hero Iskandar (Alexander the Great) rescues the 
island’s inhabitants by stu+ng the skin of cattle with explosives so that when the !re-
breathing dragon would eat these decoys he dies of a burning in his stomach. One 
inexplicable di#erence between the two texts is that Qazwini’s dragon island falls in the 
section on the Indian sea, but it appears in the Western Sea in the St Andrews book.37

Whereas the Qazwini manuscripts o'en include a restrained narrative image, 
the St Andrews manuscript animates the story in pictures event by event. From the 
earliest copy of Qazwini made in thirteenth-century Wasit to the seventeenth-century 
Deccan, we encounter images of a single dragon taking its !rst bite of the decoy for 
the illustration of this island (Figure 12.6).38 "e picture bene!ts from a poetics of 
anticipation by leaving the viewer to predict what happens a'er the decoy explodes. 
Without textual explanation, the St Andrews bookmakers disclose their awareness of 
this trope by incorporating a massive painting of a single dragon consuming cattle 
in the !rst text on animals a few pages a'er the entries on cattle in al-Damamini’s 
work.39 Completely unlike this recurrent trope, in its entry devoted to the island of 
the dragon, the painters of the St Andrews book packed the painting with narrative 
events (Figure 12.5). "e bifolio unravels like a scroll if we move from right to le'. We 
see Iskandar being summoned by the natives, the dragon consuming a cattle decoy 
and then falling from a !re in its belly. Dehejia identi!es this strategy as continuous 
narrative where successive events of an episode are shown in a single frame without 
dividers and with a repeated character.40 Except here, this approach is largely unattested 
within the Islamicate manuscript corpus, however it appears frequently in early 
Buddhist art and Brajbhasha and Sanskrit illustrated poetry (Figure 12.3). Again, the 
artist drew on visual strategies from vernacular traditions, laying bare the wonders of 
the seas and their myths.

"e St Andrews book thus departs from the generic conventions of the Islamicate 
cosmography and illustrated encyclopaedia. Its creators participated in producing 
eighteenth-century vernacular practices in Persian resulting in an eclectic genre-
bending book. Alongside the St Andrews book, makers continued to conceive of 
illustrated manuscripts and lithographs which ri#ed on the past far less radically over 
the course of the long eighteenth century.41

All in all, wonder did not end at the end of the eighteenth century. It merely found 
other channels of expression. "e visual explicitness of the St Andrews book resists the 
end of marvelling at the cause of God’s creations. On one hand, its hyperbole makes 
the reader do less work to !ll in gaps. On the other, it makes the book work harder to 
elicit an experience of wonder in the viewer. "e artists wanted their viewers to delight 
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Figure 12.6 "e tannīn, black-horned rabbit (gi' of Iskandar) and human-faced !sh, 
Wonders of Creation and Rarities of Existence of Qazwini, Wasit, Iraq, 1280, 30 × 20.2 cm, 
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek MSS cod. arab. 464, f. 63a.
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in the narrative events. Let us now turn to two cases of how the book !lled horizons 
with excessive visions.

Enough trees, they painted the forest! 
Hyperbolic kingdoms

"e pace of the paintings vis-à-vis textual entries in the St Andrews manuscript di#ers 
signi!cantly from cosmographies. Premodern Qazwini manuscripts contain long 
sections devoted to the animal, vegetal and mineral kingdoms. Individual illustrations 
frequently accompany plant and animal entries, which become repetitive if read in 
sequence. For such images, Persis Berlekamp instructs us to see the forest for the trees 
and notice how a diverse kingdom !ts within a broader macrocosm of God’s creation.42 
"e sections on seas and islands across the Qazwini corpus in eighteenth-century 
Hindustan have iconic images of animals, mostly represented alone for the viewer to 

Figure 12.7 Sea creatures, fragmentary ‘Adil Shahi translation of Qazwini’s Wonders 
of Creation, Deccan, late eighteenth or nineteenth century, folio: 35.5 × 21 cm, National 
Library of Medicine, Washington, DC, P29, #. 37b–38a.
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contemplate (Figure 12.7).43 In the St Andrews codex, this occurs, but the makers also 
situate animals in speci!c contexts with backgrounds and companions, quite unlike 
early Qazwini manuscripts where one may only encounter the animal or plant alone. 
"e texts take up far less space than the image and function more like captions to jog 
one’s memory unlike lengthy encyclopaedia entries which can slow down the pace of 
experiencing wonders.

When the makers saw a chance to clarify how the cosmography aggregates animal 
kingdoms, they exercised no restraint. For the aquatic kingdom, the St Andrews book 
states that on the island of Qis, every day a di#erent kind of !sh appears (Figure 12.8).44 
In one year, 360 kinds of !sh appear in various colours and forms. A'er a year passes, 
the cycle repeats. While the text says little about this fabulous aquatic life, the painting 
overwhelms the viewer. More than seventy di#erent sea creatures swim upstream 
the two pages. We see them from a bird’s eye view, which simulates the experience of 
swimming alongside them in a boundless sea. In a contemporary cosmography, we 
can compare how the makers of an encyclopaedia relegated each of these creatures 
to their own individual entries (Figure 12.7).45 A patient looker of the St Andrews 
manuscript could identify each sea creature by cross-referencing an encyclopaedia. 
Instead of a slow sail through the many sections of a cosmography, this image performs 
the endpoint of Berlekamp’s argument for the reader. We plumb the depths of the seas 
in one deep dive and ponder how it !ts within the larger cosmos.

Figure 12.8 Island of Qis, excerpt from a Persian cosmography, Northern India, c. 1780–
1820, folio: 41.9 × 30.5 cm, St Andrews MS32(o) #. 99b–100a.
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Unlike medieval cosmographies where even the mundane could be subject to slow 
contemplation, the St Andrews manuscript’s wonders pull an emotional response 
out of its beholder. "e sea of !sh is not the only illustrated kingdom in this book: it 
also shows a world of hybrid creatures (f. 104b) and birds on the island of Tinnis (#. 
98b–99a). Had they !nished their project, perhaps the artist would insert kingdoms of 
land-animals (al-barr) and plants (al-nabāt) into entries on other islands. "e book’s 
possible mercantile milieu may have led the makers to entice an interested buyer who 
may not be familiar with the repetitive pace of the cosmographical tradition.46

An awareness of India’s place in a larger and more sociopolitically networked world 
may have led the makers of this the St Andrews book to fully perform the drama of the 
seas, rather than innovate strictly within a tradition.

E#usive images of Sarandip

Let us take a !nal example of how the artists of the St Andrews manuscript envisioned 
an island from the Indian sea, namely the island of Sarandip. Qazwini recycles much 
of the same lore in his entry on the Indian sea in the Athar al-Bilad wa Akhbar al-‘Ibad 
(Traces of Lands and Accounts of Worshippers) and his cosmographies.47 In both his 
Persian and Arabic Wonders of Creations, he starts by proclaiming that the Indian sea 
is the greatest and most expansive.48 He situates it vis-à-vis the seas of Zanzibar (Zānj) 
and Greater Iran (Fārs) and speaks of how its location relates to celestial movements. 
"en, he turns to its islands, which read like a textual archipelago, including Barṭā’iyl, 
Salāmiṭ, the Palace, "ulth, Java (Jābah), Nicobar (Lankālūs) and the Dragon. "e 
myths in these entries pull readers into the experience of the sea. Some of the stories 
entertain: ‘On the island of al-Salāmiṭ, they have hyacinths, sandalwood and camphor. 
It is said that some !sh come out of the sea and mount upon the fruits of trees, suck 
out the juice and then they fall drunkenly. "en, the people come and take the fallen 
!sh.’ Other stories haunt the reader: the island of the Palace ‘contains several kinds of 
corpses. It is said that many of the ancient Persian kings came and entered this palace, 
and they went to sleep there. "eir bodies froze until they could not move and some 
of them boarded their ship and others died.’ Just as Azad Bilgrami recounted several 
centuries later, Qazwini reports that the island of Sarandip is where Adam le' his !rst 
footprint on earth when he landed from the heavens.

"e St Andrews manuscript bears two entries, one bifolio and one single folio, 
devoted to Sarandip.49 "e bifolio’s text describes Sarandip to have many cities. It was 
the site of Adam’s descent (habūṭ) to earth, whose footprint still shines (Figure 12.9). 
"e entry mentions that the island has a ‘mountain of many kinds jewels like small 
pebbles’ (kūh-i jawaharāt gūnāgūn misl-i sang rīzih) and its waters have many pearls.50 
It calls the ruler, or pādshāh, a ṣanamī, which literally means that they are an idol, but 
here it likely connotes that they are a beautiful woman. "is pādshāh convenes her 
majlis and barters jewels. "e entry continues, ‘"ere is no island like this one in the 
sea and some say that Adam’s tomb is in the environs of this town’.

In contrast to its pithy entry on Sarandip, the bifolio’s painting impresses upon the 
reader a sense of the island’s splendour with expressive detail. "e painting occupies 
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approximately 40 × 60 cm across an entire open book, a horizontal layout evocative 
of the palmleaf. "e picture draws one’s eyes to the seated queen towards the right 
of the page who gestures to her female guest. In the background, the queen’s retinue 
holds trays, presumably with jewels for trade. Further behind these women, foot 
soldiers sport European hats. "e courtly scene dwarfs the fort walls and palatial 
architecture outside. On the le', horseman gaze upon the queen’s actions from a 
forest of trees. Across the bottom of the pages, some foreign travellers sail away, 
and some are docked toward the le'. Mentioned quickly in text, this idol of a queen 
commands the gaze of those near and far. "e sea brims with !sh and surrounds 
Sarandip. Water (owing around the perimeter of the open book makes the island 
appear taller on the page. "e framing water guides our experience of peering into 
the various spaces – court, fort and forest – of this island. "is vision of islandic 
opulence sets the mood of Sarandip.

"e second entry for Sarandip expands on the miracle of Adam’s footprint 
(Figure 12.10).51 Whereas the text is only one line and says that Adam’s peak is a site of 
pilgrimage, the image is considerably more immersive. "e painting enchants viewers 
with a wild landscape interrupted by Adam’s massive footprint. "e artist envisions 
it as a round, reddish foot with !ve toes imprinted into a rock cli#. It far outsizes all 
other !gures in the painting and matches the scale of the palace towards the bottom 
right of the painting. A staircase reminiscent of those in rock-cut Buddhist sites gives 
a pilgrim access to the footprint up close. A tiger stares directly at the peak, while 
visitors cruising towards Sarandip crane their necks from boats. Such a monumental 

Figure 12.9 Island of Sarandip, excerpt from a Persian cosmography, Northern India, c. 
1780–1820, folio: 41.9 × 30.5 cm, St Andrews MS32(o) #. 117b–118a.

9780755656028_txt.indd   2899780755656028_txt.indd   289 20-Aug-24   15:23:5120-Aug-24   15:23:51



Iran and Persianate Culture in the Indian Ocean World290

Figure 12.10 Island of Sarandip, excerpt from a Persian cosmography, Northern India, c. 
1780–1820, 41.9 × 30.5 cm, St Andrews MS32(o) f. 119a.
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Figure 12.11 Adam on the island of Sarandip, ‘Adil Shahi translation of Qazwini’s Wonders 
of Creation, Deccan, 1625–50, 31 × 21 cm, British Library, Or 1621 f. 136b.
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representation of Adam’s footprint is unprecedented for the Islamicate manuscript 
tradition, although other large-scale images occur from the very beginning of the 
cosmographical corpus.52 In cosmographies, the entry on Sarandip o'en features a 
!gural representation of Adam (Figure 12.11).53 A seventeenth-century painting from 
a Deccani copy of the ‘Adil Shahi translation of Qazwini focuses entirely on an elderly 
portrayal of Adam with a group of craggy rocks behind him. Painters frequently 
assimilated Adam’s iconography into that of other prophets by showing him veiled or 
with a (aming areole.54

Viewed at the turn of the nineteenth century in Hindustan, artists probably 
anticipated this image’s multiple resonances across religious groups. For Ronit Ricci, 
Adam’s descent to Sarandip put Sri Lanka on the map as a paradigmatic site of exile, 
where one is banished from ‘the realm of the divine to human life and su#ering’.55 
Narratives across many languages and genres strengthened the association between 
Sarandip and the Prophet Adam, nabī Ādam.56 However, Buddhists and Hindus have 
ascribed the footprint to Buddha, or Shiva and Hanuman respectively.57 "e popularity 
of the Buddha’s footprint as his iconic sign may have guided the artist’s exaggerated 
representation of Adam’s miraculous trace.58 Furthermore, in light of its many citations 
of Hindu iconography and vernacular culture, the notion of Lanka as the island 
fortress of the demon king Rāvaṇa where he imprisons Sītā in Hindu mythology would 
have also held currency for the makers of this manuscript.59 Like the image from the 
St Andrews manuscript, Hindustani artists showed Lanka as a fertile island with a 

Figure 12.12 Hanuman arrives at the Island of Lanka and admires the city from the bottom 
of the mountain in book 5 of Jagat Singh’s Rāmāyaṇa, attributed to the Deccan painter, 
Udaipur, 1649–53, 23 × 39.9 cm, British Library, IO. San 3621, f.1.
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golden fortress (Figure 12.12).60 A Deccani painter who illustrated a Rāmāyaṇa for the 
ruler Jagat Singh of Udaipur in the middle of the seventeenth century maximized the 
horizontality of the palmleaf layout by streaming water around an island that appears 
to emerge from the page. Such a method of bringing this island of exile to life relates 
to how the St Andrews manuscript makers chose bifolio paintings to depict islands.

"e St Andrews book's images of Sarnadip leave no ambiguity: it is a magni!cent 
site and the story of Adam’s descent to Sarandip is one to be remembered by his 
enormous footprint. It is as if the artists took all Bilgrami’s textual attestations of the 
ultimate signi!cance of Sarandip and put it in images to behold. Or, the visual culture 
of Adam’s footprint along with the popularity of local myths of Buddha and Shiva’s 
traces persuaded scholars such as Bilgrami of its lasting wonder.

Conclusion

Cosmographers spared no ink on mythologizing what lay beyond their horizons. 
Around the end of the eighteenth century a bookmaker in North India used multiple 
vernacular sensibilities, including illustrated poetry, mercantile scroll letters and 
narrative strategies, to exaggerate forms of codifying wonder from the Islamicate 
manuscript tradition. "eir manipulations of the picture plane and scale allowed 
viewers to feel the mood of distant lands and seas even though they likely did not live 
on the littoral. "ey selected two works on the theme of natural wonders possibly to 
sell to local merchants or travellers from abroad, but never !nished their project.

Made at the temporal threshold when colonial and mercantile modernity manifests 
in earnest, the St Andrews book instructs us that wonder will always remain un!nished, 
and makers will continue to strive to pull audiences beyond the horizon no matter how 
much is known. "e tension between the book’s hyperbole and lack of !nish reminds 
us that no matter how much knowledge we have about our horizons, they remain 
penumbral. Even today, as we step out of the library where the St Andrews is book 
now kept and look to the North Sea, we might be able to determine exactly what lays 
beyond, but we still let our imaginations run wild.
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