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Chapter 3 

CITY OF DJINNS: A YEAR IN DELHI 

City of Djinns: A Year in Delhi (1993) is a travelogue by William Dalrymple, which 

narrates his encounter with the historical city Delhi. ―From the very beginning I was 

mesmerized by the great capital, so totally unlike anything I had ever seen before‖ 

(Djinns 7) says Dalrymple. This statement sets the tone of this text. 

Dalrymple was so fascinated by this old city that he made it a subject of study 

not only in City of Djinns but also his later work The Last Mughal. He masters the 

narration of the travelogue like a novel to unfold many hidden and suspended stories 

of the past of Delhi. Behind the apparent exploration of historical events, he narrates 

his personal experience of living in the modern city of Delhi. Hence, this book works 

like a bridge to connect present Delhi with its past.  

      The very title City of Djinns  suggests Dalrymple‘s inclination toward the 

mythological, mystical, unreal and mysterious facet of India which is evident in the  

lines ―Moreover the city-I soon discovered – possessed a bottomless seam of stories: 

tales receding far beyond history, deep into the cavernous chambers of myths and 

legends … but for me, Delhi always exerted a stronger spell. I lingered on‖ (Djinns 

8). Thus, we can say that the words like ‗myth‘, ‗legends‘, ‗spell‘ as used in the above 

excerpt connote a sense of enchanting, spiritual and fantastical side of India which has 

interested Dalrymple like any other colonizer. 

This text is an outcome of a year‘s stay in Delhi, as the sub-title of the book 

suggests. He takes the advantage of his experience over four years to create a 

―notional year‖ spent in the capital as he tells in one of his interviews with Tim 

Young. This makes the narrative structure of the book more complex. The theme of 

the book as Dalrymple mentions in the prologue is ―a representation of a city 

disjointed in time, a city whose different ages lay suspended side by side as in aspic, a 

city of djinns‖ (Djinns 9).  

The very idea of writing about Delhi came to his mind from the story narrated 

by a priest Pir Sadr-ud-Din. According to this priest, Delhi has witnessed many 

holocausts and dangers. It has been burnt by the invaders but still this city stands 
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intact because the djinns also love Delhi. They cannot see the place deserted and 

ruined. Djinns are supernatural beings with extra ordinary powers.  Dalrymple finds 

special delight in delving deep into the suspended consciousness of legendary, 

mystical and mythical Delhi in its different phases.  

He discusses Delhi as depicted in the epic tale Mahabharata; History of 

Mughal Empire, and colonial discourses. Dalrymple opines, ―All the different ages of 

man were represented in the people of the city. Different millennia co-existed side by 

side. Minds set in different ages walked the same pavements, drank the same water, 

returned to the same dust‖ (Djinns 9). That gives a sense of unity and continuity to 

different aspects of time from past to present. 

This book is written in first- person narration. Dalrymple introduces himself as 

narrator William in the book. The text begins with a brief account of William‘s visit 

to Delhi and his lodging at Puri‘s household. The writer connects his narrative with 

various historical events of contemporary political and social life for e.g., the anti-

Sikh riot of 1984.William is an enthusiastic, entertaining, practical, competent, and 

dynamic person whose presence and point of view make the text interesting. William 

is different from an individualist portrayed in In Xanadu.  

Dalrymple has been praised by various eminent scholars and critics for his 

style of writing which is quite entertaining and enlightening at the same time. He has 

done thorough research before embarking on the task of writing history. Tarun Tejpal 

appreciates City of Djinns in the literary magazine India Today for its enthralling and 

enigmatic features. Tejpal praises Dalrymple for his efficiency in bringing out the rich 

culture, civilization and history of Delhi to the front. And writes ―… [The book is] a 

stationary travelogue that moves more through time than space, looping and whirling 

in circles and parabolas of past and present. Dalrymple performs this acrobatics of 

storytelling with the ease of a trapeze artist…‖ (web). 

Emma Duncan the Deputy Editor of the magazine Economist writes ―Unlike 

much of modern travel writing [City of Djinns] is informative, learned and funny… a 

lively and sometimes profound book‖ (web). Iain Weatherby in Literary Review, 

appreciates this book for its all-encompassing approach and for simultaneously being 

an enlightening and entertaining book. Jan Moris a transgender historian and travel 

writer reviewed City of Djinns in her article, ―Book Review/Swashbuckle and Decay 
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in an Ancient City: ‗City of Djinns’ ‘‘ published in 1993 and praised Dalrymple in the 

following words: 

Dalrymple is anything but a voyeur, though. Even his excursions into the 

worlds of the eunuchs are conducted with courteous and engaging sympathy, 

and he surveys the multitudinous religious rites of Delhi, so esoteric to alien 

eyes, sometimes indeed so repulsive, with a grave kind of innocence. He is 

more a pilgrim than an observer, trying always to understand, and if at the end 

of the book he seems no nearer enlightenment, perhaps that is the fate of most 

pilgrims. He rounds the work off with another improbable experience, this 

time a historico-mythical insight of his own supposed to have occurred to him 

on the very day he was leaving for Britain; but the suggestion of fiction that 

attaches itself to this concluding tale, unjustly - perhaps it really did dawn on 

him that last morning? - only adds to the effect of an earnest and somehow 

childlike quest. (web)  

City of Djinns is categorized as a travelogue with a tinge of history but it 

seems to be more of a personal memoir. The complex structure of the book holds 

together an unusual blend of history and travel experience. Dalrymple‘s other texts 

are more confined in their structure and can be neatly categorized as a travelogue or 

history book. For instance, In Xanadu is purely a travelogue whereas The Last 

Mughal and White Mughals are the result of his in-depth research of historical sources 

(primary and secondary) and are a concentrated study of history. These history books 

are based on sources discovered from the Indian and English archives. 

 Unlike these texts, City of Djinns is not a serious academic work rather 

narrates events and episodes in an interesting way like a story. It uses the element of 

travelogue and history and does not fail to charm readers with its ease of narrating 

history. It is an echo of early colonial encounters and its charm lies in its anecdotal 

treatment of Indian history. It combines the elements of a story and characteristics of 

a travelogue. Footnotes are absent, and a few direct quotations are used in City of 

Djinns unlike his other historical writings but a glossary of unusual words and index 

are appended in the text.  

Nicholas Wordsworth in Financial Times opines that this book represents facts 

after thorough research but it lacks academic tone as adopted by other writers. He 
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writes that the peculiarity of the text lies in Dalrymple‘s sense of historical adventure 

and his ability to recreate and relive the past with his treatment of history.  

The historical events in City of Djinns are organized in reverse chronological 

order. Dalrymple in his conversation with Tim Young which is mentioned in the 

edited book by Giselle Bastin, Journeying and Journalling Creative and Critical 

Meditation on Travel Writing, says,  

―I spiral down into the history of Delhi. Each chapter takes you back a 

stage…. It was very difficult to write, particularly putting the history going 

backwards because often so much of what happens in history is found by what 

has happened before it ….‖(4-5). It is like walking down a ladder in the 

historical consciousness.  

 Dalrymple writes history in the backward chronological order. In an interview 

with Tims Young , the writer says , ―Delhi does seem to act like a sort of fly paper on 

time. Time doesn‘t seem to have its destructive power in Delhi in the way it does in 

some other places‖(42). He writes that the travel book gives him an opportunity to tell 

the story of a past through the remains of it that are still alive but he does it in reverse 

chronological order. But it is noteworthy that Dalrymple does not fail to give lengthy 

representation of British colonial history in India especially in Delhi and the context 

seems to justify colonial presence. 

 The critics of travelogues such as Justin D. Edward and Rune Graulund in the 

introduction of the book Reading Post-Colonial Travel Writing: Critical Explorations 

argue that ―travel writing disseminate discourses of difference that were then used to 

justify colonial projects‖(1). Douglas Ivison in  his article ―Travel Writing at the End 

of Empire: A Pom  Named  Bruce  and the Mad  White Giant‖ writes that ―the genre 

of travel writing … was the  cultural by product of imperialism, often written by those 

actively involved in the expansion or maintenance of the  empire (explorers, soldiers, 

administrators, missionaries, journalists),  and dependent upon the support of the 

institutions of imperialism in order to facilitate the writer‘s  travels‖(200-201).  

Another aspect through which we can study Dalrymple‘s City of Djinns is 

through Orientalist perspective.  Edward Said  writes in his book Orientalism, ―The 

Orient was almost a European invention, and had been since antiquity a place of 
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romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences‖ 

(3). Similarly Dalrymple projects Delhi as an exotic place where many layers  of  

mythological, mystical and spiritual narratives  are buried beneath the debris of the 

past.  

Said argues that, ―Anyone who teaches, writes about, or researches the Orient 

and this applies whether the person is an anthropologist, sociologist, historian, or 

philologist—either in its specific or its general aspects, is an Orientalist, and what he 

or she does is Orientalism. Hence we can say that Dalrymple is also an ‗orientalist‘ 

who writes about ‗orient‘ (India). Said adds:  

Orientalism, is also a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on 

the Orient's special place in European Western experience. The Orient is not only 

adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe's greatest and richest and oldest 

colonies,  the source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant, and one 

of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other. In addition, the Orient has 

helped to define Europe (or the West). (2) 

 Said points out in Culture and Imperialism that ―in our time, direct 

colonialism has largely ended imperialism as we shall see lingers where it has always 

been in a kind of general cultural sphere as well as in specific political, ideological, 

economic and social practices‖ (8). The western travel writers still manage to give 

stereotypical representation of India through colonial nostalgia.  

Bill Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin write in their book The Empire Writes Back: 

Theory and Practices in Post Colonial Literature that, travel literature is ―one of the 

most important vehicles of colonial representation‖ (28). They refer to Mary Louise 

Pratt‘s book Imperial Eyes, which sees ―travel writing in relation to transculturation 

that has been influential in suggesting in very complex nature of all colonial 

interaction‖ (207). It finds that transculturation is one of the most important concepts 

by which ―the idea of simple hierarchical structure of imperial power has been 

questioned‖ (208). 

The reading of  City of Djinns in the light of the above argument  will make it 

clear  that Dalrymple‘s assertion on objectivity in his perspective is misleading. His 

efforts are defeated by his positive portrayal of British regime. The narrator William, 
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is representative of British Empire. His sense of humor has been highlighted in the 

following excerpt: 

―How do you know I‘m a Britisher?‖ ―Because,‖ said Mr. Singh, ―you are not 

sporting.‖   ―Actually, I am a quite sporting,‖ I replied. ―I go for a run every 

day, swim in the summer…‖ ―No Britisher is sporting,‖ said Mr. Singh 

undaunted. ―Lots of my countrymen are very keen on sport,‖ I retorted. ―No, 

no,‖ said Mr. Singh. ―You are not catching me.‖ ―We are still a force to be 

reckoned with in the fifteen hundred meters, and sometimes our cricket 

team…‖ ―No, no,‖ said Mr. Singh. ―Still, you are not catching me. You 

Britishers are not sporting.‖ He twirled the waxed curlicues of his moustache. 

―All men should be sporting a moustache because all ladies are liking it too 

much.‖(19) 

This short excerpt highlights Dalrymple's art of self-fashioning which is a 

common trait of modern travel books. The instance of self-fashioning is at its best in 

the following lines, ―Actually, I am a quite sporting,‖ and also seems to mock at the 

style of English spoken by an Indian Mr. Singh and praises his countrymen. Here, the 

writer sets a hierarchy of English language usage and competence of British, thus 

placing West at the top. The above passage is written with a view to create humor at 

the expense of an Indian character.  

 Dalrymple tells Youngs in an interview, ―most notably the kind of comic 

relief whenever I am worried that I‘m getting too boring about medieval history. For 

example Balvinder Singh, the taxi driver, who is a real character and who also, 

appears as the link in a documentary we made. He is an utterly fabulous character‖ 

(43). 

  The perception of west about non-western culture has gone through radical 

transformation in the postcolonial era. Paul Smethrust in ―Post-Orientalism and the 

Post- colonial in William Dalrymple‘s Travel Histories‖ explores the theme of 

hybridization, transcultural and boundary- crossing and find them present in 

Dalrymple‘s travel writing. He finds that the  text  City of Djinns : A Year in Delhi 

(2005) disorientates and de-Occidentalizes the readership by questioning historical 

narratives through which the West has acknowledged itself rationally against its 

others. Smethrust asserts that Dalrymple‘s travelogue acts as a medium of 
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reconciliation between colonizers and colonized through the recovery and 

actualization of historical crossings; while also challenges historical divisions and 

cultural differences. 

Dalrymple romantically treats Delhi as an exotic place where the mythological 

and supernatural characters such as ‗Djinns‘ live. He is fascinated by the romantic 

description of the Delhi by Vyasa.  In his treatment of Delhi, Edward Said‘s idea of 

‗Orientalism‘ is clearly perceptible.  Said argues that this is the common trait of the 

western writers to present the oriental countries as an exotic place which was once 

inhabited by their ancestors.  

Another important article which focuses on the City of Djinns was published 

in Yearly Review by Antara Datta.  Dutta opines that Dalrymple is aware of the 

colonial baggage that the travel writings carry with itself. He tries to redeem it 

through presentation of equitable cultural hierarchies. His historical narrative is free 

from being too academic pigeonholing since Said.   

A similar idea is emphasized by Tarun Tejpal. He appreciates the text for its 

ability to present issues without prejudice and bigotry. He finds that Dalrymple 

explores Delhi without any racial baggage and he is not trying to be nice or nasty to 

anyone. 

But this reading finds the above approaches to Dalrymple‘s treatment of 

history misleading. From the very beginning of the text, he is constantly preoccupied 

with the notion of defending British presence in India. This is clearly perceptible in 

his meeting with Iris Portal, a friend of his grandmother, before his visit to India. She 

had spent her youth in colonial Delhi and was the eye-witness of that period.  He 

questions her about her stay in India under colonial regime and tries to focus on the 

human side of Britishers in the colonial time. ―In retrospect,‘ I said. ‗Do you think 

British rule was justified?‖ (Djinns 80) and utilizes the conversation to highlight 

British longing for the time spent in India and how they still feel India as a home. 

You must give my love to dear old Delhi,‘ said Iris. ‗Ah! Even now when I 

close my eyes I see…‘ For a minute she left the sentence incomplete, then: 

‗Pots of chrysanthemums!‘ she said quite suddenly. ‗Rows and rows of 

chrysanthemums in little red pots! That‘s what I remember best….. ‗Dear, 
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dear, dear old Delhi,‘ she said. ‗How I envy you living there.‘ ….. ‗I thought 

nothing else. India was home.‘ She shrugged her shoulders. ‗All I wanted was 

India, a horse of my own and a dashing cavalry escort. (Djinns 76) 

Dalrymple insists that Britishers have contributed to the progress and 

development of India by introducing new ideas and building beautiful monuments.  

He seems to be captivated by the magnificent surrounding of Lutyen‘s bungalow and 

gives a detailed account of the British architecture. Thus, indirectly he shows the 

contribution of British to the architectural development of the country.  

When I first saw Delhi it was still a low- rise colonial capital, 

dominated by long avenues of white plaster Lutyens bungalows.The 

bungalows gave New Delhi its character: shady avenues of jamun and ashupal 

trees, low red-brick walls gave on to hundreds of rambling white colonial 

houses with their broken pediments and tall Ionic pillars. (Djinns 23) 

The description also gives insight into imperial nostalgia of the writer‘s 

colonial forebears. ―One of my strongest memories from my first visit was sitting in 

the garden of one of the bungalows, a glass to hand, with legs raised up in a Bombay 

Fornicator (one of those wickerwork planter‘s chairs with extended arms, to essential 

colonial veranda…)‖ (Djinns 23).  

Dalrymple also converses with Haxby‘s sisters about the memory of old Delhi. 

They give the following remark about Delhi: 

Oh, it was such a fun. We were young and blond and had admirers. The Delhi 

season lasted from October until March. At night we went to dances and drank 

champagne – real champagne – and by day we would sit outside and watch the 

soldiers riding past, four abreast. Those were the days. (Djinns 88) 

This remark projects that British were in love with India and the people of that 

generation still felt connected to this place where they had spent their youth. And as 

far as the justification asked by the author to the character Portal about British 

colonialism, her answer is quite diplomatic, ―Well, at the time we certainly didn‘t 

think of ourselves as wicked imperialist,‖ and added further: 
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But you see although people of my generation were very keen on Gandhi and 

Indian Independence, we were still careless. We didn‘t give much thought to 

the question of what on earth we were doing to that country and its people. 

‗That said, I can‘t forget the sacrifices made by the ―wicked‖ imperialist over 

the centuries- the graves, so many very young, the friends I have had, and 

what good people many of them were‖(Djinns 80). 

From the above extract, it is clear that Iris tries to relocate the position of 

British in India who were basically good people though little careless. She says that 

Britishers have always been regarded from negative angle and are called ‗wicked‘. 

She feels sad because of such misconception.  Britishers sacrificed so much for the 

betterment of India but were still regarded as intruders only. In a very casual tone, she 

informs that British introduced new ideas, made good buildings. The character of Iris 

Portal is used as a narrative device to represent a positive and compassionate image of 

the British as a whole and attempts to justify the British governance of India. These 

Britishers emerge as figures who promote new ideas of cultural evolution and also 

pave the way for the development of India.  

  Various critics support the idea that travel writings for long have been 

instrumental in understanding the west‘s relationship with non-western countries and 

cultures. Patrick Hollan and Graham Huggan define the traveler as ―an avid student 

and consumer of other, mostly non-European culture whose impressive erudition 

affords another reminder of the imagined superiority of his own imperial national 

culture‖ (28).   

They find that ―it energized the myth of Empire (29)‖ and legitimized western 

perception of superiority. The role of travel narratives has become anachronistic in the 

twentieth century. ―In an age of specialization, the travel writer is shorn of the dignity 

of significant exploration or of returning with the imperial knowledge‖ (Thubron 

124). 

  Dalrymple uses various devices to depict western relationship with India for 

eg. the trope of ―Imperial Nostalgia‖. It was a term coined by Renato Rosaldo to 

express the idea of British Empire and its past glory. Dalrymple never forgets to keep 

in mind, his readership . In an interview with Sanjay Austa in Spectrum, he says, ―I 

write for the British audience. It demonstrates in how much I explain …‖(web). 
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He finds Indian bureaucracy and politicians inefficient and corrupt in 

discharging their duties. He puts himself at the top of the hierarchal order by narrating 

the inconvenience caused to him while seeking such basic requirements as telephone 

in India. He says: 

I left Mr. Lal‘s office at noon. By four-thirty I had queued inside a total of 

nine different offices, waiting in each for the magic letter, seal, signature, 

counter signature, demand note, restoration order or receipt which would, at 

some stage in far distant future, lead to my being granted a telephone. (Djinns 

22) 

The analysis of the histographical aspect of the text reveals that Dalrymple is 

delving into the depth of Delhi through his interaction with people who have 

witnessed that period and share their experiences and memories with the narrator.  

 Antara Datta values this text for its historical narration and praises it for 

addressing some of the most crucial issues of  the time, ―stating that it ―use[s] the 

travel form to address some of the most crucial debates of our times.‖ (135), in a 

―project [that is] politically recuperative.‖ (136). She says that the travel aspect of the 

text allows Dalrymple to present a range of historical perspectives. 

 Dalrymple‘s historical narration offers the possibility of ‗heteroglossia‘ 

within historical narratives.  His interaction with people and places and his in depth 

reading lead to the ―possibilities of heteroglossia‖ in his writings. Datta is keen to 

observe the projection of multiple voices in his text. She praises the author for his 

personal interaction with characters and depiction of   universal humanism. 

The author in the last chapter of this book discusses the legendary place 

mentioned in Mahabharata.  The place is so beautiful that, the chief of Kauravas 

Duryodhana is filled with bitter jealousy after seeing it. He has never seen this type of 

a city before, even Hastinapura the city of Elephant was not that beautiful. Dalrymple 

quotes: 

One time the prince came, in the middle of the hall, upon a crystal slab and 

thinking it was water he raised his robe; again, seeing a pond filled with 

crystalline water and adorned with crystalline lotuses……Another time he 
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tried a door which appeared to be open and hurt his forehead [on the trompe 

l‘oeil]… (Djinns 325) 

The writer‘s fascination for the city as described by Vyasa breeds in the author 

a desire to verify the truth of this description. It was not an easy task. An 

archaeological report partially supports the fact of its existence. The writer grows 

apprehensive of the details given in the Mahabharata, ―The more I read of the 

Mahabharata – especially those sections dealing with Indraprastha- the more I longed 

to know how far the descriptions were factual or if they were simply the product of 

vyasa‘s imagination‖ (Djinns325). He highlights the fact that there are discrepancies 

in dividing the period of the Mahabharata and the settlement of Indraprastha.      

The first historic evidence of the existence of Delhi is found in narratives of 

Tomar clan. According to a bardic historian Raja Anangpala Tomar ,the fort of Lal 

Kot was found in the year 1020, ―the enigmatic metal pillar which still stands, 

gleaming and unrusted, beneath the Qutub Minar‖ (Djinns 321).  This information is 

supported by the findings of archaeological team which discovers the ruins of the 

pillar of Lal Kot . But still, the dispute lies about the accurate date of the periodization 

of the settlement. Dalrymple writes: 

Near the structure, heavily over grown, lie pillars from long-destroyed temples 

and a few barely-visible ramparts of a primitive hill fort. But of the purpose of 

the dam or the character and qualities of its builder, nothing is now 

remembered and scholars dispute happily among themselves the value if 

different piece of mutually contradictory evidence- ambiguous references in 

late, highly corrupted  religious texts; the evidence of place names; stray finds 

by archaeologists; the odd almost unreadable inscription. (Djinns 321) 

After Tomar clan, Delhi was occupied by Chauhans. The only evidence which 

supports their existence is the Epic text Prithvi Raj Raso , authored by the Rajasthani 

bard Chand Bardai. Dalrymple doubts the authenticity of this text as it gives an 

illusionary and mythical description of the King Prithvi Raj, places, and events. ―In 

the epic, Chauhan is depicted as the archetypal heroic gallant‖ (Djinns 320). And 

Chand Bardai narratives serve as the only reference to the history of Rajputs in Delhi. 
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Dalrymple explores the history of Delhi before the advent of Muslims and 

finds many hidden passages and corridors that are still unexplored.  But in the absence 

of proper evidence, he encounters the difficulty of verifying the facts. In the  words of 

Dalrymple, ―It soon becomes clear that trying to disentangle the history of pre-

Muslim Delhi was like penetrating deeper and deeper into a midsummer dust storm: 

the larger landmarks stood out, but the details were all obliterated‖ (Djinns 320). 

The history of the establishment of Islam in India is recorded by Dalrymple in 

the form of building up the first mosque in India, ―The Qu‘ watt-ul-Islam.  It was 

raised from the shattered masonry of Delhi‘s sixty-seven Hindu temples; thus was 

Islam brought to sub-continent‖ (Djinns 321). The history of Islam can be associated 

with the arrival of the Arab Sultan Mohammad bin Tughlak who married Hindu 

women. But Dalrymple seems more interested in the arrival and growth of Sufism 

than spreading of Islam as an institution. 

Dalrymple writes that along with orthodox Islam, liberal Sufism was also 

spreading side by side. Sufism was becoming popular in India and Pakistan but 

banned in other Islamic countries. The writer seemed to be impressed by Sufi mystic 

Ghiyas ud-Din, Shaykh Nizam-ud- Auliya who preached the doctrine of universal 

brotherhood and humanity. He stressed on reconciliation, religious pluralism, and 

tolerance. Hazrat  Nizam-ud-Din was  popular not only among Muslims but also 

among Hindus, Buddhists, and Christians  as ―all found echoes of their own faith in 

his teachings‖ (Djinns 275). 

Sunil Kumar in his essay, ―The Pirs Barakat and the Servitors Ardour:  

Contrasting History of Two Sufi Shrines in Delhi‖ also records the rise of Sufism in 

13th
 
   century India. In the article, he emphasizes the fact that Sufi mystics are 

remembered for the simplicity of their grave and for the intense spiritual emotion they 

bring to mind.  These resting places of the Sufis provide the believers guidance and 

assistance and thus, turn the grave into a place of pilgrimage. Dalrymple along with 

Kumar suggests that Sufi tradition of faith is a blend of different faiths which 

advocate acceptance and respect for all religions and finds humanity as its supreme 

virtue.  

Another historical focus of the text is Arab sultan Muhammad-bin-Tughlak 

and his regime which was largest and most powerful based on the accounts of a 
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Moroccan traveler and historian Ibn Battuta. But Darlymple finds Battuta‘s narration 

lopsided. It is an exaggerated and biased account of his reign contrary to the version 

of the Moroccan traveler. Battuta praises Tughlak as a generous man who treats 

foreigners magnificently and showers his utmost favors on them. Dalrymple writes 

that Battuta penned his narration with an expectation of reward for the positive 

portrayal of Tughlak. 

       Tughlak‘s regime has been represented in the contradictory light in the Moroccan 

travelers account. He was a strange ruler and a controversial figure who was 

appreciated by some scholars for his idealism and intelligence but others found him a 

failure. Girish Karnad‘s comment on Tughlak in his play Tughlaq is worth noting: 

What struck me absolutely about Tughlaq‘s history was that it was 

contemporary. The fact that here was the most idealistic, the most intelligent 

king ever to come on the throne of Delhi… and one of the greatest failures 

also. And within a span of twenty years, this tremendously capable man had 

gone to pieces. This seemed to be both due to his idealism as well as the 

shortcomings within him, such as his impatience, his cruelty, his feeling that 

he had the only correct answer. (Prasad 61)  

Tughlak‘s decision to shift capital from Delhi to Devagiri, which he named 

Daulatabad was one of the most contentious decisions in the history of India. On 

group finds this decision extremely eccentric and intimidating whereas some 

historians appreciate this well-thought plan. The Sultan took this decision with 

multiple motives. Firstly, this gave him a chance to establish control over Deccan and 

Gujarat and secondly, the transfer to a new capital helped him face the Mongols from 

a venue that was safely located far away from the northwestern frontier. 

  Dalrymple condemns the regime of the Sultan and portrays him in negative 

light.  He does this by emploting those passages which delineate him as boorish and 

inhuman. Hayden White says that the narration depends on the intention of the author. 

Through the ―mode of emplotment‖, he highlights his perspective. The positive 

narration of the reign of Muhammad-bin-Tughlak is found in the writings of Anthony 

Welch and Howard Crane in their article ―The Tughluqs: Master Builders of the Delhi 

Sultanate‖. They write: 
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Intellectually gifted and quixotic in personality and politics, he inherited an 

empire extending over most of the subcontinent, and he was the first of India‘s 

Muslim rulers to try to rule it in pan-Indian terms… Hostility towards him 

crystallized around his establishment in 729-38/1328-37 of a second capital at 

Daulatabad in the Deccan. Crucial to his plan to assimilate the Deccan into the 

Delhi sultanate were the Chishtiyya and Suhrawad Sufi orders, which had 

been notably successful in converting large numbers of low-caste Hindu. 

Chaghatai raids in northern India forced the sultan to return to Delhi, and in 

736/1335-36 he permitted former Delhi residents to return home. Daulatabad 

continued to function as a second administrative center until the end of 

Mughal regime. (125) 

Dalrymple consciously uses expressions like ‗tyrannical Sultan‘, ‗the blood 

thirsty parricide‘ Muhammed bin Tughluk‖ (Djinns 255), to give a negative image of 

Tughlak. His condemnation of Muhammed bin Tughluk‘s regime is based on the 

popular historical narratives like Ibn Battuta and Isami. He also relies on the account 

of two Morrocon travelers with a view to find objectivity there. 

 The period of the Mughal Empire is marked by the establishment of Babur‘s 

rule in India. The Mughals are still known for their architecture, culture, courtliness, 

etc and that period is known as time of great prosperity.   

Dalrymple calls the period of Shah Jehan as a golden age, ―In all of Delhi‘s 

history, at no period was that thin dress of civilization more beautiful- or more 

deceptively woven- than during the first half of the seventeenth century, during the 

Golden Age of Shah Jehan‖ (Djinns190). Dalrymple appreciated Mughal Emperors 

for their fine courtly mannerism and code of conduct in the public but found their 

sophisticated appearances deceptive. They were in reality savage that killed their own 

siblings for the sake of power and tortured their own father. Dalrymple highlighted 

the naked reality of Mughal politics which was coarse, brutal and avaricious. 

Dalrymple uses two travel writings Bernier‘s Travels in the Mogul Empire and 

Manucci‘s Mogul India to give deep insight into this period, ―The two books may 

thus have been peppered with little fiction, but no sharper or livelier pictures of 

Mughal Delhi with all its scandals, dramas and intrigues,…‖ (Djinns 191). He finds 

Shah Jahan Nama ―sycophantic official court chronicle‖ hence rejects it. Dalrymple 
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felt disturbed with the idea that the sophisticated Mughal rulers had made cruel plan 

against their own relatives.  

The writer compares the tragedy of Shah Jahan with the tragedy of King Lear, 

one of the Shakespearean tragic plays' heroes. The fall of Lear was due to a flaw in his 

own character. He was swayed by fattery and suffered at the hands of his own 

daughters. Similarly the flaw in the character of Shah Jahan led to confrontation 

among his own his children. Dara Shukoh, Aurangzeb, Jahanara and Roshanara were 

fighting for   power and position, ―Just as Aurangzeb was angered by Shah Jahan's 

obvious preference for Dara, so Roshanara was alienated by the affection lavished on 

her more attractive sister Jahanara Begum‖ (Djinns 197). He further writes, ―Like 

Aurangzeb, Roshanara grew bitter and vengeful, a Regan or a Goneril to Jahanara‘s 

Cordelia. She became a tireless champion of Aurangzeb‘s interest, making little secret 

of her hatred for Dara and Jahanara‖ (Djinns 198). Dalrymple draws a parallel 

between the fictional character of the Shakespearean tragedy and the Mughal princes 

and princesses which is interesting to read and to understand the cold-blooded plot for 

achieving private ambition.  

Dalrymple feels that even the Mughal architecture is symbolic of their moral 

deprivation and innate corruption. He refers to Safdarjung‘s tomb which tells the story 

of the miserable past of the Mughals who have ended themselves in drinking and 

whoring. He criticizes Mughals for their inability to give a responsible governance 

which led to their decline. He compares Safdarjung‘s tomb to an ―elderly courtesan‖ 

who hides the imperfection of her face under the make-up and ornaments which are 

worn like over-applied rouge. Even the mosque which is situated to the side of the 

gatehouse has the smell of decadence about it. And it seems as if the domes of the 

mosque are ―flirtatiously striped like the flared pyjama bottoms of nautch girls; there 

is something fundamentally voluptuous in its buxom curves and poise‖ (Djinns 158-

59). The words like ―degenerate‖, ―voluptuous‖, and ―buxom‖ all together work to 

portray an effeminate and decadent regime of Mughals. 

 Their inefficiency is juxtaposed with efficient British administration in India. 

It is quite interesting to see how a British nationalist projects the past of his own 

people.  Dalrymple portrays the regimen of Tughlak and Mughals in negative light but 

leaves no stone unturned to defend English people. He attempts to be objective in his 
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portrayal of Britishers by showing their cruel side also but their positive traits 

dominate the description.  

Dalrymple describes the early settlement of Britishers in India by   relying on 

the narrative of a British official William Franklin. The author highlights those early 

Britishers who were attracted toward the Indian culture and tradition, ―These early 

residents were a series of sympathetic and slightly eccentric Scotsmen, whose love 

and respect for India was reflected by their adoption of Indian modes of dress and 

Indian ways of living‖. (Djinns 98). Sir David Ochterlony was fond of ‗hookahs‘ and 

‗nautch girls‘ and Indian costumes and was known among natives as ‗Loony Akhtar‘.  

The other Englishman who was fascinated by the Indian mode of living was 

William Fraser who was sent to Delhi from Calcutta as the Resident assistant. But 

within a few years of his stay, Fraser adopted the Rajput style of living. He pruned his 

mustache as Rajputs did and married Indian women and had children with them. His 

favorite activity was hunting Asian lions on foot with a spear. He was so much 

preoccupied with his life in the east that he even forgot his official duties. Dalrymple 

creates humor by telling the reader the way Fraser and his Indian tribal bodyguard 

sleep, ―While he slept, his bodyguard of Indian tribals would unroll their mattresses 

and sleep on his couch‖ (Djinns 99). 

      Fraser‘s narration probes the possibility of communication between East and 

West. His contemporary Charles Metcalfe complained against him to the Governor 

General in Calcutta that he was forgetting his responsibilities towards the empire. He 

was inclined towards learning ancient Sanskrit text and was friendly with the natives 

like Ghalib. The writer uses a number of pages in summarizing imperial regime in 

India to show that India was more than a ruling territory to them. While narrating the 

history of British Imperialism, Dalrymple relies on the individual narration which is 

typical of the travel genre.   

He gives a precise account of Delhi during the Revolt of 1857. He writes, 

―The hopes of a happy fusion of British and Indian culture, promised during the 

Twilight, were forgotten in the massacres which initiated and the hangings which 

followed the Indian Mutiny‖ (Djinns 147).  Delhi was recaptured by the British on 

14th September, 1857and after great destruction and loss of life. With the Revolt of 

1857, the behavior of the British changed, ―It is as if in victory all the most horrible 
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characteristics of the English character- philistinism, narrow-mindedness, bigotry, and 

vengefulness- suddenly surfaced all at once‖ (Djinns 148). Dalrymple‘s account of the 

revolt is based on the narrative of Hugh Chichester, Mirza Ghalib, and Ahmed Ali 

who have witnessed the period themselves. But the Indian version of narration is 

different from British. Chichester‘s narration justifies the ruin of Delhi in the 

following words: 

There are several mosques in the city most beautiful to look at. But I should 

like to see them all destroyed. The rascally brutes desecrated our churches and 

graveyards and I do not think we should have any regard for their stinking 

religion. One was always supposed to take one‘s shoes off before going to 

visit one of these mosques, or to have an interview with the King. But these 

little affairs we drop now. I have seen old Pig of a King. He is a very old man, 

and just like an old Khitmutgar [waiter].‘ (Djinns 148)  

On the contrary, the poet Ghalib laments the fall of his countrymen and 

destruction of the city of Delhi. Ahmed Ali narrates the story told by his grandmother 

that how she was thrown out of her haveli and stripped naked by the British Sepoys in 

search of jewels. Dalrymple finds it worth mentioning that Delhi Mutiny Memorial 

was erected on the site of British Camp on the Ridge which commemorates not only 

the Mutiny casualties but also indicates the end of bloody war. 

If there was hatred in some British, others were full of love for India. In 1922, 

the government decided to reconstruct Delhi as its capital under the supervision of 

Lutyens, a British official of that time. Iris Portal describes the personality of Lutyen 

and also unfolds the ways in which the construction of a magnificent city had taken 

place. She admires his work and draws parallel between New Delhi and Washington. 

Dalrymple‘s fascination for architecture is clearly perceptible in City of Djinns 

which is full of details of well-known buildings, and particularly the building 

constructed by the British under the supervision of Lutyen. He admires the Viceroy‘s 

House which is now President‘s Palace and finds it solid and timeless.  Dalrymple 

appreciates the fusion of east and west and remarks: 

East fuse with West Round arches and classical Greek colonnades were 

balanced by lattice work stone screens and a ripple of helmet- like chattris. At 
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the very center of the complex, the resolution of every perspective in New 

Delhi stood Lutyen‘s staggering neo-Buddhist dome. (Djinns 81) 

He finds that the Lutyen‘s building is symbolic of culture exchange where the 

west style of ―round arches‖ and ―colonnades‖ are beautifully woven with ―helmet- 

like chattris of east‖. 

     Dalrymple admires British architecture but finds it an embodiment of their 

dictatorial and imperial side, ―For, despite their very many, very great differences, 

Imperial India, Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany all belonged to comparable worlds. 

All were to different authoritarian; all made much of magnificent display; all were 

built on the myth of racial superiority   . . .  ‖ (Djinns 82). 

  The author highlights the inhuman and arrogant side of the British Imperialism 

and  finds ‗Only the vanity of the British Empire – an Empire emancipated from 

democratic constraints, totally self- confident in its own judgment and still, despite 

everything, assured of its own superiority-could have produced Lutyen‘s 

Delhi‖(Djinns 85). We must acknowledge Dalrymple‘s serious effort to  give an 

unbiased picture in spite of his irresistible desire to appreciate British architecture. 

This juxtaposition of the point of acceptance and denial of British power is 

captivating. This can be further noticed in Dalrymple‘s quoting the inscription on the 

gateway of the Baker‘s Secretariats ―LIBERTY WILL NOT DESCEND TO A 

PEOPLE; A PEOPLE MUST RAISE THEMSELVES TO LIBERTY; IT IS A 

BLESSING WHICH MUST BE EARNED BEFORE IT CAN BE ENJOYED‖ 

(Djinns 83). The writer mourns the ―patronizing‖ nature of the inscription and also 

claims that it is for those who believe in the benevolent nature of the British Empire. 

The writer praises the aesthetic aspect Lutyen‘s legacy and defends him 

against Pandit Nehru‘s remarks that ―New Delhi is visible symbol of British power, 

with all its ostentation and wasteful extravagance.‖(Djinns 85).  Nehru wanted to say 

that British colonialism had not added to the progress of India rather they had wasted 

their time in constructing various colonial buildings. And Dalrymple defended Luyten 

in these sentences: 

He was right, of course, but that is only the half story. It is also the finest 

architecture artifact created by the British Empire, and preferable in every way 
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to Nehru‘s disastrous commission of a hideous new city by Le Corbusier at 

Chandigarh is now an urban disaster, a monument to stained concrete and 

discredited modernism; but Imperial Delhi is now more admired and loved 

than perhaps ever before. (Djinns 85).  

 Dalrymple also takes into account the history of India‘s Independence and 

Partition and its effect on Delhi.  The narration is based on the memory of the people 

who witnessed that period or heard the stories of it from their ancestors. The 

characters like Mr& Mrs. Puri (the landlord of William), Balvinder‘s father, are the 

victim of partition. 

 The Partition of India resulted in great chaos and confusion and led to the 

bloodiest massacre in Indian history. Dalrymple quotes from a report in the 1947 

edition of The Hindustan Times, ―Meanwhile, refugees poured into India: ―300,000 

Sikh and Hindu refugees are currently moving into the country.‘ (Djinns 44). The 

newspapers were loaded with news and pictures of dead lying like a thick carpet on 

Railway Stations.  

The writer argues that the history of partition gives him deep insight into 

Modern India which behaves like a nouveau-rich heiress: all show and vulgarity and 

conspicuous consumption. ―It was a style most unbecoming for a lady of her age and 

lineage, moreover, it jarred with everything one knew about her sophistication and 

culture‖ (Djinns 44). The old Urdu speaking influential people who settled in Delhi 

both Hindu and Muslims are now replaced by ―hardworking but uncivilized Punjabi 

colonizers‖ (Djinns 44). 

The partition of 1947 led the path for the prosperity and development of a new 

Delhi but the agony of the lost Delhi can be heard in the tale of Begum Hamida 

Sultan. She mourns the death of old Delhi. There are hardly any original inhabitants 

and the language of Delhi is also dead.   

Dalrymple finds that old- Delhi was ruined by the historical decision of 

Partition of India. Like new historians, he uses small narratives of the local dwellers 

to reconstruct the history of the partition of India. Old Delhi was once the centre of 

sophisticated culture had turned into warehouses for North India‘s wholesale goods 
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and spare parts at present. It is no more a place known for  its aesthetic sense and the 

taste of Urdu elite. 

The other historical element touched upon by the writer is the assassination of 

Indira Gandhi by her Sikh security guard, Sub-Inspector Beant Singh on 31
st
 October 

1984.The effect of her death was immediate and led to the anti-Sikh riot in Delhi.  

The writer points out that Delhi has witnessed many riots and violence.  It has 

transformed in all spheres of life: language, culture, commerce, attitude etc.  He feels 

that the overflow of western goods and ideas has brought perceptible change Delhi. 

Now we can find lovers loitering in public parks and the advertisement of condoms 

dominate Delhi‘s skyline. He visualizes Delhi as a woman whose sari was beginning 

to slip and she had started to unbutton herself after a long Victorian twilight. 

Dalrymple compares the past with the present and shows Delhi as an exclusive city 

which holds its past and present together. 

The book also mentions the history of eunuchs who are marginalized by the 

mainstream society. Dalrymple writes ―like most things in Delhi, the curious position 

of the eunuchs in Indian society can be explained by the head-on collision of two very 

different traditions, one Muslim, one Hindu‖. And adds, ―To be a eunuch was a curse; 

even the sight of them was defiling to a Brahmin. No one was allowed to accept alms 

from them, no one was allowed to consume food prepared by them, and they were 

excluded from all sacrifices‖ (Djinns 172).This historical narration  includes the 

problem and hardships faced by the hijras living in Delhi like Chaman, Razia, Vimla, 

and Panna . Dalrymple quotes Manucci‘s account of Delhi‘s eunuchs. ― Yet you do 

not have to spend very long with them to appreciate how India, then as now, has 

turned them into what they are, how it has brutalized them and forced them to 

anaesthetize their own sensibilities‖(Djinns 173). His narrative of eunuchs exposes 

the insensibility of people who find fault in eunuchs for their genetic deformity and 

―turned into something half-way between a talisman and an object of ridicule‖ (Djinns 

183). 

 Khushwant Singh‘s novel Delhi: A Novel (1990) also presents the 

marginalization of eunuchs but his treatment is different from Dalrymple. Singh had 

drawn a parallel between Delhi and a eunuch Bhagmati, a central character in his text 

as both of them had witnessed adversities which left them unattractive. 
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 City of Djinns is a non- fiction book where the writer has presented the 

account of Delhi of over three thousand years after thorough research.  It highlights 

the fact that history also employs narrative which is one of the post-modern traits. 

This reading proves that objective presentation of historical facts is nearly impossible. 

Dalrymple is fond of the colonial buildings and his remarks on these buildings revive 

the saga of British colonial period in India. He employs various tropes and discourses 

in the text to present his perspective.  

This Chapter is followed by Dalrymple‘s first historical narrative White 

Mughals: Love and Betrayal in Eighteenth Century India written on the harmonious 

relationship of British and Indians during eighteenth century India.  
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