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Abstracts

Qissas and Utpattis as Social Archives:
Patriarchal Claims of Matrilineal Settlements in Premodern Malabar

Mahmood Kooria, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK

The Malayalam utpattis and the Arabic gissas from Malabar in southwestern India are two comparable
and interconnected repositories of social narratives on the socio-cultural, economic and political
transformations in the region. Despite both collections having long been dismissed as unreliable sources
for historical investigations, their textual frameworks have remained central to popular imaginations of
the past, with commendable similarities in overarching narratives, plots, and sacred geographies, while
exhibiting differences in their details. It is precisely within these differences that each community,
caste, kingdom, or village envisioned its position and recounted its history. Accordingly, the figure of
Parasurama finds its counterpart in Malik ibn Dinar, along with their expansionist ideologies, thus
introducing Brahmanical or Islamic settlements into the region's fabric. However, what adds an
intriguing layer is the manner in which these genres intertwined each other's past into their plots. This
paper explores these archival entanglements, focusing particularly on the matrilineal and matriarchal
Mappila Muslim households, which frequently trace their origins back to the matrilineal Hindu Nayar
caste and its subcastes. Despite the limited commonality between Nayar and Mappila matrilineal
practices, the origin narratives of the gissas and utpattis have helped their narrators legitimize their
political and social aspirations.

Mahmood Kooria is a Lecturer in the History of the Indian Ocean World at the Department of History,
University of Edinburgh, and a guest researcher at the University of Bergen (Norway). His research
interests include the premodern Indian Ocean world, Islamic (legal, intellectual or textual) cultures,
Afro-Asian connections, and manuscript traditions. Among his recent publications are Islamic Law in
Circulation: Shafi‘i Texts across the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2022); “When Men Get No Share: Matrilineal Muslims and Laws of Succession.” Comparative
Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 43, no. 2 (2023): 163-175. He is the winner of the
prestigious Infosys Prize in Humanities and Social Sciences 2024.
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The manuscript context of the Qissat Shakarwati Farmaz [Farmad|]
Ines Weinrich, Universitit Miinster, Germany

The so-called Qissa (Qissat Shakarwati Farmaz [Farmad]) as one telling of the origin legend of Malabar
Muslims is well known. Since Y. Friedman published a slightly edited transcription of the Arabic text as
found in a manuscript in the British Library (10 Islamic 2807d) in 1975, most research literature refers to
this text as if there is one standard version of the Qissa. To analyse different tellings of the Muslim
origin legend is one main task of the HiMuJe project. Thus, rather than comparing different manuscripts
of the Qissa telling, the presentation will take a close look at the context of the manuscript that
Friedman used. The Qissa text he used is not a single-text manuscript but part of a 16-texts compilation
(Ar. majmii‘a or majmu®) of Arabic prose and poetry which entered the British Library as part of the India
Office Library. What are the other texts in the manuscript? Can we detect any intent in putting these
texts together, or were they arbitrarily bound together? And how did the manuscript end up in
London? The presentation will end with a comparative glance at the second London manuscript of the
Qissa (Or 1738h). This manuscript likewise comes from a compilation the backdrop of which appears
considerably different.

Ines Weinrich is a scholar of Arabic and Islamic Studies and ethnomusicologist at the University of
Miinster, Germany. She held a research grant by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) on
performative elements in Arabic mawlid texts (2018-21) and is the German PI in the AHRC-DFG grant
“Hindu-Muslim-Jewish origin legends between the Malabar Coast and the Mediterranean” (2023-27).
Her research interests include Arabic literature and music, praise poetry to the Prophet, and aesthetics
of Muslim ritual, in particular the dimension of sound.
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Two Isma‘ili notebooks from Gujarat -
opportunities and challenges of research

Verena Klemm, Bibliotheca Arabica, Saxon Academy of Sciences and Humanities, Leipzig, Germany

In my talk I would like to present two majmi‘at (multiple-text manuscripts) from the small Isma‘ili
community of Dawtdi Bohra Tayyibis, also known as Bohra-Ismailis, in Gujarat. Both manuscripts (Ms.
1541 and Ms. 1662) were used by their owners as private notebooks and text repositories. They are part
of the famous Hamdani Collection, housed in the Institute of Ismaili Studies in London.

The Bohras, a small community now numbering about 2 million in India and the wider Indian Ocean
region, belong to the Muslim Gujarati business communities (Michel O’Sullivan). Already in Fatimid
times, in the latter half of the eleventh century CE, the wealthy caste of maritime traders, had been
converted by Fatimid missionaries. After centuries of oppression and persecution under Mughal reign,
they were able to develop their religion and rites for the first time in the context of British colonial
hegemony. Under the protection of the East India Company and later the British Raj, the community
experienced—as other minorities—a “renaissance” (Tahera Qutbuddin) that lasted well into the 20th
century and developed into a vibrant manuscript culture and the establishment of institutional libraries
and private collections.

The two notebooks in question are impressing testimonies of the multi-dimensional and
complex Ismaili literary history. In the case of the Bohras this history unfolded over a wide
geographical and temporal area spanning from the Fatimids in Cairo to their vassals and religious
followers in Yemen—the Tayyibi Isma‘ilis—in the eleventh century; subsequently, from the Tayyibis,
who brought Fatimid as well as their own doctrinal works and compilations from the Haraz mountains in
Yemen across the ocean to the Bohra community—who finally developed a further layer of religious
literature since the 16™ century.

To the best of my knowledge, the two majmii‘a-notebooks are the only ones so far documented
in the highly dispersed, often diasporic Ismaili literary tradition. They offer multiple possibilities for
research, but also come with specific challenges: For example, while Ms 1662, produced in the second
half of the 19" century, belonged to a well-known, eminent scholar, the personal manuscript had, as
could be shown thanks to contextual information, a specific place and role in his life and work.
However, Ms. 1541 contains not the slightest clue as to its personal and spatial-temporal context. How
could it be researched? My lecture will also address the opportunities and challenges of notebook
research.

Verena Klemm is professor emeritus of Arabic and Islamic Studies at the University of Leipzig. She is a
member of the Saxonian Academy of Sciences and Humanities where she directs the long-term project
“Bibliotheca Arabica - Towards a New History of Arabic Literature”. Her main fields of research are
Ismaili and Fatimid history and literature, Islamic manuscripts in cultural context, and modern Arabic
literature. Among here recent publications are “A library in one volume. The Notebook of the
Nineteenth century Isma‘ili scholar Muhammad ‘Ali al-Hamdani from Surat”, Die Welt des Islams 2024,
pre-print version (https://brill.com/view/journals/wdi/aop/article-10.1163-15700607-

20240025 /article-10.1163-15700607-20240025.xml); “Notes About Notes: A 19" Century Ismaili Personal
Manuscript from India“ (blogpost on the Website of the project “Practices of Commentary”, University

of Toronto).


https://brill.com/view/journals/wdi/aop/article-10.1163-15700607-%2020240025/article-10.1163-15700607-20240025.xml
https://brill.com/view/journals/wdi/aop/article-10.1163-15700607-%2020240025/article-10.1163-15700607-20240025.xml
https://globalcommentary.utoronto.ca/?p=2651
https://globalcommentary.utoronto.ca/?p=2651
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Conversion, Translation, and the Split Moon in the Kéralolpatti
Ophira Gamliel, University of Glasgow, Glasgow, UK

The paper examines translation practices in the context of conversion stories for analysing
interreligious contacts and religious demarcation. The analysis stems from discovering a Malayalam
translation of an episode from one Arabic telling on the origins of Islam in Malabar, the Qissat
Shakarwati Farmaz [Farmad], narrating the miracle of splitting the moon by the prophet Muhammad
and integrated into some tellings of the origin legend of Kerala, the Kéralolpatti. This moon-splitting
episode is embedded in the conversion story of a king from Hinduism to Islam, whereby translation and
conversion converge in a movement along a continuum of religiosities, not entirely differentiated from
each other nor similar. Arguably, origin legends of the region, its communities, and its royal dynasties
employ translation and conversion of religiosities in crafting boundaries out of otherwise
undifferentiated traditions. Thus, rather than representing two essentially different religions, namely
Hinduism and Islam, translation and conversion demarcate these two religions as mutually inclusive
albeit differentiated. Ostensibly, such dynamic processes of religious demarcation attest to gradually
emerging interreligious differentiation rather than religious boundaries subject to “porosity”,
“hybridity,” or “syncretism,” postulating religions as essentially mutually exclusive. I argue that
religious boundaries and differences consolidate over history rather than existing a priori.

Ophira Gamliel is a Senior Lecturer in South Asian Religions at the University of Glasgow, UK. She
specialises in the history, languages, and cultures of the Malabar Coast, past and present, in particular
the Jews of Kerala. She published several articles on a range of topics related to Kerala's oral and textual
traditions, performance arts, local and indigenous knowledge systems, and historical connections and
disconnections between South and West Asian communities and peoples. Her most recent publication is
Judaism in South India, 849-1489: Relocating Malabar Jewry (ARC Humanities Press, 2023). She is the co-PI
along with Ines Weinrich in the project Hindu-Muslim-Jewish Origin Legends in Circulation between the
Malabar Coast and the Mediterranean, 1400s-1800s (under the auspices of the AHRC and the DFG).
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Frescoes as Historical Archives of Social and Cultural History

Shihan de Silva Jayasuriya, University of London, UK

Although Sri Lanka was under direct rule from the British Crown for most of the British era (1796 to
1948), its geographical and cultural proximity to India led colonial administrators to refer to Sri
Lankans as Malabaris in written records. This regional connection is evident in the Island’s performing
arts, migrant communities and cuisine, for example. Discontinuities and sparseness of sources limits
historical episteme. How do we recover lost histories? What are the alternative methods we can
apply in order to fill in the gaps of the written records? Nineteenth century frescoes in Sri Lanka
depict past social and cultural practices which have continued through to the present (de Silva
Jayasuriya 2020). Story-telling through art where frescoes narrate lost stories can be invaluable
historical sources. Combining oral history with narrative art, enable visual reconstructions of the past,
offering a valuable resource to study the sociocultural dynamics of Sri Lanka initiated by the Island’s
colonial past. The Island was partly or wholly colonised since 1506 by three consecutive European
powers—Portuguese, Dutch and British—until independence in 1948. Frescoes in a Buddhist temple
located in the suburbs of the heritage city of Galle, depict cultural transformation that began with the
European presence on the Island. Moreover, frescoes in mansion houses are receptacles of the Island’s
European and African heritage. Contact with other cultures revealed through cultural interactions can
be mapped through narrative scenes in frescoes. As Archaeologist Senaka Bandaranaike (2012: 14)
conjectures, Sri Lanka: “displays at various periods of its history its own distinctive mixtures of
homogeneity and heterogeneity”. This presentation explores frescoes as an untapped source of history
revealing connectivities, particularly in coastal areas where cross-cultural contact is high due to

international maritime trade.

References

Bandaranaike, Senaka (2012). Continuities and Transformations: Studies in Sri Lankan Archaeology and
History. Colombo: Social Scientists’ Association.

De Silva Jayasuriya, Shihan (2020). Africa in South Asia: Hybridity in Sri Lankan Kaffrinha. South Asian
History and Culture 11(4): 390-406.

Professor Shihan de Silva Jayasuriya (PhD, FRAS) is a Senior Associate at Lucy Cavendish College,
University of Cambridge and a Senior Research Fellow at the Institute of Commonwealth Studies,
University of London. Her work and research cuts across several disciplines—history, sociology,
performing arts, literature and language. She is a Discretionary Associate at the Faculty of History,
University of Oxford, a Visiting Professor at the University of the Visual & Performing Arts, Colombo,
Sri Lanka and a Collaborative Researcher, Department of Sociology, University of Colombo. She
published many books and articles on Sri Lankan history, cultures, and languages. Her most recent
publication is Global Portuguese: Literary, Historical, Sociolinguistic and Anthropological Approaches, co-edited
with Stefan Halikowski-Smith (Leiden: Brill, 2024).
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Magid Hadashot or Chronicles on Yemen and South India in the 17-18 Centuries
Menashe Anzi, Ben-Gurion University, Beersheba, Israel

In 1757, Dr Leopold Immanuel Jacob Van Dort, a Dutch-German Hebraist and Orientalist, visited Cochin
and “discovered” a manuscript of an ancient Hebrew chronicle. Van Dort translated the chronicle, titled
Magid Hadashot (Telling News) or Divre Ha-Yamim (Chronicles), to Dutch, and it was later published in
German, Hebrew and English. The chronicle describes the persecution of Jews in Yemen by the local
king, who confiscated their books and expelled them to India. The Jews settled in the Bombay region
and later some migrated to Cochin.

While Van Dort's work has received mixed scholarly reviews—some see it as a reliable historical
source, others view it as a fabrication—this lecture will argue that the chronicle, even if composed by
Van Dort himself, contains valuable information about the deportation of Yemeni Jews and their arrival
in South India in the 17" century. The lecture will further suggest that the chronicle draws on local
Malabar Jewish community sources, whose history was overlooked by the more prominent, colonial-
connected Paradesi Jewish community in Cochin.

Menashe Anzi is a Senior Lecturer in the Jewish History department at Ben-Gurion University, Israel.
His areas of specialization include the history of Yemenite Jews, the relationship between Jews and
Muslims in Islamic cities, and the trade networks and Jewish migration along the Indian Ocean and the
Red Sea. His book The San‘@nis: Jews in Muslim Yemen, 1872-1950 (2021, Zalman Shazar Center, in Hebrew),
has won him the Ben-Zvi Institute prize for 2022.

He leads a National Science Foundation-funded research project “The Hibshtish Family-Firm:
Community, Commercial Networks, and Public Activity in the Red Sea Basin.” The three-year study

examines their community impact and business relationships.
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The Persian Gulf and Arabic in Sultanate India (late 15th century)
Meia Walravens, Trinity College, Oxford, UK

Amidst literary production in the cosmopolitan languages Persian and Sanskrit, Arabic texts were read
and written in 15th-century central and west India. To explain the interest in Arabic in Sultanate India,
the focus so far has rightly been on connections to the Red Sea region (Egypt, the Hijaz and Yemen),
especially in the form of trade relations and a learned elite’s personal networks (e.g. Ho 2006; Bahl
2020). This paper discusses an underexplored corridor of exchange (at least with regard to Arabic): the
Persian Gulf. It argues that Arabic language production in India was related to the political and
economic situation of smaller polities around the Persian Gulf. At the basis of this paper’s analysis are
the writings of ‘Abd al-Karim Nimdihi (d. c. 906/1501), a native of Laristan who for most of his life was
employed at the Bahmani and Gujarat courts. At the surface, Nimdihi can in other words be described as
a Persian scholar working in Persian administrations. Nimdihi’s Arabic texts, however, highlight how he
may have perceived and constructed his Gulf background as a bilingual identity, as a consequence of the
requirements of the Indian Ocean’s system of trade and diplomacy.

Meia Walravens is a Junior Research Fellow in History at Trinity College, Oxford. Her current research
explores how transregional contexts informed the composition of Persian and Arabic texts in India in
the fourteenth to sixteenth century. She takes a special interest the Bahmani Sultanate, an
understudied sultanate in India’s Deccan region. Meia’s doctoral thesis, entitled “Networked Diplomacy:
Mahmiid Gawan’s Bahmani Sultanate and the Fifteenth-century Islamic World”, received an honorable
mention in the 2023 BRAIS Prize in the Study of Islam and the Muslim World.
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The Burden of Being King: Brahma-ksatra Brahmins and the Genesis of a Royal
Apostate in the Keralolpatti Corpus

Abhilash Malayil, Sree Sankaracharya University of Sanskrit, Thirur, India

This presentation will analyse a collection of brahmapratistha stories describing the settlement of
nambiidiri Brahmins in Kerala. They appear prominently in the Kérallpatti corpus of the post 16"
century codification, with a possible pre-history traceable in the sahyadrikantha section of
Bramanthapurana. They are either found clustered under Jambudwipdlpatti narratives, a sub-genre
within the Kéralolpatti tradition or found included the standard Kéralolpatti repertoire belonging to,
as in Hermann Gundert’s recension, the section titled ‘Parasuramante Kalam’ or the time of
Parasurama. These stories present an internal cause or a justification for—as if they form a strategic
prequel to, the Céraman Perumal’s apostatic act or the famous story of him embracing Islam and
leaving Malabar realm for the Meccan pilgrimage. The internal cause is related to a classicist anxiety of
the king’s potential for transgression, and the real threat he poised, at least since the 16" century,
to the home-grown Brahmin birth rights. This anxiety—as also the resolution that it sought and finally
invented—in my reading, can be traced in the genesis accounts and performance tradition of the
brahma-ksatra Brahmins and in a set of interesting developments in Malabar’s early modern political
economy.

Abhilash Malayil is an Assistant Professor at the Shankaracharya University of Sanskrit in Thirur. He
teaches courses on Kerala history, historiography and sources. He specialises in eighteenth-century
political economy of Malabar Coast, South-Western India. His research interests include 18th and 19th
century economic history of Malabar, South Canara, animal labour and the Leccadive Islands, as well as
literary traditions of north Malabar such as the Véttkkorumakan. He published several articles in
English and Malayalam and his most recent publication is the book Rayyattuvari: Kampanisrrerrum
Polirrikakkal Ekkonamiyum: Malabar Jillaye Aspadamakkiyulla Niriksanannal (Kozhikkode: Other Books, 2022).
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Hares Hunting Hounds, Snakes Sheltering Strongmen.
Dynastic foundation myths in the Vijayanagara successor states

Lennart Bes, Leiden University, the Netherlands

This presentation discusses the captivating origin stories of the dynasties of the south Indian
Vijayanagara empire and in particular of Vijayanagara’s successor states: Ikkeri, Madurai, Ramnad, and
Tanjavur - in the last case dealing with both the Nayaka and Maratha Bhonsle houses. Appearing in
several versions and languages from the 16th to 18th centuries, these myths become all the more
interesting when they are systematically compared for all mentioned dynasties. Considered together,
the myths suggest there was some sort of general repertoire from which the stories' composers could
pick various motifs. These included descent, physical skills, ties with older dynasties, natural miracles,
divine sanctioning, wealth, land clearing, and migration among other elements. It appears that the
selection and specific use of such motifs in different stories varied substantially, depending on each
dynasty's individual historical circumstances. Thus, the origin stories not only show how dynasties
wished to fashion themselves and justify their royal status, but also turn out to reflect actual
developments in the past to a remarkable degree.

Lennart Bes is a historian and Indologist researching political culture in south India. At the Institute for
History of Leiden University, he teaches Asian history, Dutch overseas history, and colonial sources. He
has published various books and articles about early modern south Indian kingdoms and Dutch sources
on Asia. He is presently working on the courts and dynasties of Kerala.
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Lost in Translation? Studying Religion through Translation and the Pitfalls of

Culturalization
Torsten Tschacher, Universitdt Heidelberg, Germany

In the last quarter of a century, translation theory has emerged as one of the prime frameworks
through which to understand historical processes of exchange and interaction between western and
southern Asia. Increasingly, translation has begun to be seen as more than just as a tool employed in
processes of exchange. Translation supposedly explains patterns—cultural, religious, linguistic—that
seem to differ from those patterns that are commonly understood as ‘normal’ and ‘normative’. By
understanding discourse, practices, or ideas as ‘translations’ of equivalent aspects of a
particular ‘source’, it becomes possible to appreciate difference within larger processes of exchange
without judging these differences as ‘deviant’. Yet while translation seems to offer a way out of the
pitfalls of cultural diffusionism, I will argue in this presentation that the notion of translation is far from
being innocent or unproblematic.

Firstly, in order to conceptualize translation as a wider cultural process, it becomes necessary to
imagine diverse elements—languages, religions, rituals—as part of larger ‘idioms’ (‘cultures’ or
‘civilization’) to which they ‘originally’ belong. This runs the danger of essentializing and of
constructing ‘originals’ in contrast to which the translation is a mere ‘copy’. Secondly, by focusing on
the difference between ‘translation’ and ‘source’, this approach is in danger of reifying difference
through the notion of the ‘untranslatable’ and deeming ‘source’ and ‘translation’ as irretrievably foreign
to each other. Thirdly, by doing so, we yet again deny non-Western idioms the capacity to express
universality: while Middle Eastern and South Asian idioms remain irreducibly different to each other,
the capacity of scholars in the Western academe to talk about them seems unimpeded. Ultimately, the
difference of the ‘translation’ becomes an automatism, an effect of the translation process, rather than a
deliberate and intentional process of change that requires scholarly discussion and investment. I also
hope to chart some ways out of the impasse provided by translation theory, especially through the
closer study of actual translations and their theorization within cultures, and a better appreciation of
multilingual individuals in processes of cultural change.

Torsten Tschacher is a Heisenberg Fellow of the German Research Foundation (DFG) and lecturer for Tamil
at the University of Heidelberg, Germany. His research focuses on the history and literature of Islam in
South India and Sri Lanka as well as the embedding of the Tamil-speaking regions of South India and Sri
Lanka in the wider context of the Indian Ocean. His book Race, Religion, and the ‘Indian Muslim’ Predicament
in Singapore was published in 2018 with Routledge, and he has recently co-edited, with Pushkar Sohoni,
Non-Shia Practices of Muharram in South Asia and the Diaspora: Beyond Mourning (Routledge 2022).
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From India to Cush: What Does a Fifteenth-Century Italian Physician Have to Do
with the Indian Ocean World?

Gal Sofer, Ben Gurion University of the Negev, Beersheba

Yohanan Alemanno (1435-15227), a Jewish Italian physician and Kabbalist, served as a tutor to the
affluent Da Pisa family. His position provided him with adequate financial resources to sustain his
household and fulfil his scholarly pursuits, including the establishment of a personal library and the
cultivation of influential connections within the Medici circles, notably including a friendship with
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, a luminary of the Italian Renaissance. At the age of thirty-five, Alemanno
was awarded doctoral degrees in medicine and liberal arts. Interestingly, his notebook—in which he
collected a variety of texts and discussions—reveals a persistent fascination with the story about the
Jews in the so-called “kingdom of Shingly.” Building on Lelli’s 2007 discussion, this lecture will explore
Alemanno’s interest in the Indian Ocean world, contextualizing it within his messianic aspirations and a
great attraction to what he perceived as ancient wisdom, allegedly originating from India. This
presentation will argue that for Alemanno, the stories from the Malabar coast served not merely as
curiosities, but as vital evidence supporting his quest to reclaim ancient and often magical knowledge,
which would help him in his mission to redeem the people of Israel.

Dr Gal Sofer (MD/PhD) is a senior lecturer in the Department of the Arts at Ben-Gurion University of the
Negev, and the head of The Hubert H. Humphrey Institute for Social and Cultural Research. His work
focuses on magic and Kabbalah from the late Middle Ages to the modern period, particularly on the
transfer of knowledge across linguistic and cultural boundaries.
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The Badi‘iyya by Ghulam Ali Azad Bilgrami (d. 1200/1786)

Syrinx von Hees, University of Miinster

Starting from knowledge about Arabic literature and stylistics during the Mamluk period, focusing
especially on the production of the new genre of poems that praise the Prophet emulating the famous
Burda by al-Busiri (d. c. 1294) that at the same time discuss stylistics and is known as al-badi‘iyya, this
contribution will focus on transcultural aspects of Arabic literature produced in India during the 18th
century. In the universe of Arabic literary production in India Azad Bilgrami (d. 1786) stands out as a
person proudly presenting Indian heritage to an Arab audience, especially in his work Subhat al-marjan fi
atar Hindustan, where he presents religious information about India and biographies of Indians high-
lighting the contribution of the region to Islamic culture in general. Framed by this presentation follows
his explicitly announced project to transport “hindi” stylistics into Arabic literature in 10 chapters, one
of which is the author’s own badi‘iyya. This aspect of his works has been analysed a first time by Vivek
Gupta in an article published in 2022. In my contribution I will start from that research that comes from
an Indian background and look more closely into the badi‘iyya itself trying to figure out in which ways
and at what moments Azad Bilgrami is realising his project in his own poem of stylistics.

Syrinx von Hees is Professor of Arabic Literature and Rhetoric at the University of Miinster. Her main
research interests are Mamluk literature and Arabic rhetoric, social and cultural history, historical
anthropology, the history of old age, history of the natural sciences and encyclopaedias. She is co-
conducting a DFG long-term project editing the complete works of the major Arab littérateur Ibn
Nubatah al-Misri (1287-1366) and is a member of the Cluster of Excellence “Religion and Politics” at the
University of Miinster.



