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KAHI KABOLI

KAHI KABOLI, SAYYED NAJM-AL-DIN ABU-L-QASEM MOHAMMAD
MIANKALI (d. Agra, Rabi‘ IT 988/May 1580), one of the notable poets at the
Mughal court of Naser-al-Din Homayun Padesah (r. 937-62/1530-55) and Jalal-
al-Din Akbar Padesah (r. 963-1014/1556-1605). He was born to a Sayyed family
in Miankal, a region between Bukhara and Samarqgand, sometime between
868-78/1463-73, thus being also known as Miankali. His pen name was Kahi
and he has also been referred to in some biograghical sources as Mawlana or
Molla Qasem Kahi. Rezaqoli Khan Hedayat (p. 212) and, probably following
him, Mohammad-Taher Nasrabadi (p. 469) mention the poet’s name as “Gahi,”
which must be a typographical mistake possibly due to the close similarity
between the written symbols for “k” and “g” in Persian script.

According to Amin-Ahmad Razi (p. 376), Kahi went to Herat at the age 15,
where, after paying a visit to the Sufi poet and scholar ‘Abd-al-Rahman Jami (d.
888/1492), he apparently developed some interest in Sufi mysticism and
became a stauch advocate of the NagShandi K'ajagan, an influential Sufi order
in Transoxiana. He then traveled to Kabul and stayed there for a long time,
which is why he came to be known as Kaboli (Nafisi, I, p. 415; Safa, V/2, pp.
755-56; Hedayat, p. 212).

Despite his uncomplimentary remarks about India and referring to himself as
“the nightingale adorning Kabul meadow, not a kite or raven to go to India,”
he made two long trips to India (Safa, V/2, p. 756). In his first visit, which lasted
21 years (935-56/1528-49), he composed panegyrics for a number of eminent
figures and governors of Gujarat. The second visit, which began in 961/1554
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and lasted until his death in 988/1580, brought him to Agra and Delhi where he
was ranked among the most respected poets at the courts of Homayun and
Akbar. He even, acording to some report, was bestowed the position of poet-
laureate (malek-al-so‘ara’) at the latter’s court (Nafisi, II, p. 819). He also spent
some time at Jaunpur and Benares and wrote eulogies for Kanzaman ‘Aliqoli
and Bahador Khan (Safa, V/2, p. 756). Apart from panegyrical qasidas in praise
of men of power in his time, he also eulogised the Shi‘ite Imam ‘Ali b. Abi Taleb
(e.g., see Amin Razi, III, pp. 378-81).

Kahi seems to have been a learned man, being aquainted with various
sciences of his time, especially interpretation (tafsir) of the Qor’an, scholastic
philosophy (kalam), astronomy, history, and writing riddles (mo‘amma).
Further, he had enough command of the science of music that he apparently
composed some tunes (Nafisi, II, p. 415; Safa, V/2, p. 757; Amin Razi, III, p. 378).
Neverthless, as ‘Abd-al-Qader Badauni (d. ca. 1024/1615) has pointed out,
despite all these admirable merits, Kahi “spent his life in infidelity and
impiety” (I, p. 584). Careless about his outward appearance, he lived a
qalandar-like (unconventional in beavior and dress) life, arousing formalist
Muslims to level various accusations against him.

Kahi’s poetry, which followed the style of classical Persian poets, was admired
by his contemporaries. In addition to odes (qasida), his published divan
(Calcutta, 1953) containing 1728 distiches, includes lyrics (gazals), mathnawis
(matnawi), quatrains (robat) and versified fragments (get'a). Some of his
gazals imply the poet’s interest in the two outsanding Shirazi masters of the
genre, Sa‘'di and Hafez. His mathnawi poem in motaqareb meter, entitled
Golafsan (literally, rose scattering), is a couplet-by-couplet imitation of Sa‘di’s
Bustan. He has also composed a poem in the same metric pattern as Sana’i’s
Hadiqat al-haqiqa, on the subject of anagrams, for each kind of which he has
given a versified example (Nafisi, I, p. 415; Safa, V/2, p. 758).
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