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The Revolt of 1857 represents an important watershed in the history of Delhi. With the exile of Bahadur Shah, the 

curtain fell on an era half a century long.  During this time, Akbar II and Bahadur Shah ‘Zafar’ had presided over 

the Mughal court, while the city was administered by the officials of the East India Company. Much of our 

understanding of this important phase derives from a reading of a large volume of popular literature in Urdu. 

Published from the last quarter of the nineteenth century through to the 1930s, these works were based on the 

memories of those who had lived through the decades before1857.  The authors include well-known names – 

Farhatullah Beg, Rashid ul Khairi, and Maulvi Zakaullah, among others. These works are written in a popular 

anecdotal style, rich in detail about the Mughal court and thecity. But they provide a picture that is curiously static 

and one-dimensional. The colonial state is nowhere in evidence in these accounts, much less is any impact of 

western culture. As a result they encourage the impression that Delhi before 1857 was ‘Mughal Delhi’, minimally 

affected by colonial rule.  How accurate is this picture, and why did these accounts foster it?  Setting these works 

and their authors against their historical context, can provide some answers. 
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