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My talk to day is about playing cards or ganjifas as they were called, in large parts of the Indian sub-continent from the 16th century into the late 18th century. This forms part of a  larger study of material culture and cosmopolitanism in early modern India.These cards are still played in a few places in India even today although they have been edged out of the mainstream by mass-produced playing cards of the kind we are now familiar with, since about the later 19th century. While the appearance of these cards – they were usually round - , the iconography on them and games for which they were used, are all interestinga spects of these cards, my paper concentrates on  exploring the cultural significance of the ganjifa within the India sub-continent and secondly on tracking the connections between cards and a broader concept of courtly  cosmoplitanism which linked  India during the early modern era to a much larger Islamic world – particularly, what is described as its “eastern” part comprising Iran, Central Asia, India and some other regions.
As the work of Norbert Elias, Pierre Bourdieau and others have shown, manners, ettiquette and cultural tastes – ranging from modes of attire, cuisine, leisure activities and manners, set the standards of refined, sophisticated, “civilized” behaviour and taste . During the early modern era, courts of rulers functioned as  sites which set the standards of refined behaviour, civility and cosmopolitanism. As Elias pointed out, the protocols of courtly culture and taste represented the outward expression of inner propriety, morality and ultimately virtue. Courtly culture and taste, thus in the Gramscian sense,  had a  direct bearing on ideological claim to hegemony of political and social elites and constituted a very important aspect of their self-definition. Courtly culture and practices also functioned as what Daud Ali described as an “acculturative mechanism”  by which the local and regional gentry and aristocracy could be “integrated into a mutually intelligible pan-regional culture with its own distinctive protocols” ( Ali, p. 264).    
The Eastern Islamic World and Persianate Cosmopolitanism
The world of Islam in the post-13th century in particular was a trans-continental global civilization which stretched territorially from Spain to China and shared many common attributes which included certainly  a common religious culture but also artistic and architectural styles and a  public sphere imbued with many other features.
In the Eastern Islamic world, the Persian language and a Persianized culture served as a common , overarching idiom of cosmopolitanism among courtly circles as well as aspiring regional elites and gentry. The Persian language and literature comprised very importanta  aspects of it. But, as Ehsan Yarshater observes, this literary culture in addition formed  part ofa  broader  range of political and cultural practices comprising, “ religious thought, political theory and practice, administrative models…. The sciences and morals of manners” ( Yarshater, “The Persian Presence in the Islamic World”, p. 5). The cards or ganjifas, which are the main fovus of this paper constitute an element in the material culture of the political elites of the Islamic world during the early modern period.  Its arrival, dissemination and creative adaptations within the South Asian sub-continent are associated with the Mughals who possesses a Turko-Mongol heritage associated with Central Asia and this went hand in hand with an Islamo-Persianized culture. 
The Ganjifa in the Islamic World 
Most scholars who have worked on the origin and history of cards speculate that a version of playing cards may have originated in China and it migrated Westwards during the 13th century when the Mongl conquest opened up communications between China on the one hand and Central and West Asia on the other . According to Michael Dummett, Chinese card games were subsequently adapted and modified to suit the sensibilities, tastes etc. of specific regions and specific groups of users in these regions.
By about the beginning of the 14th century, this evolving mode of card games had reached Mamluk Egypt and Syria as well as Iran. In due course, the Venetians took over the game from the Saracens and started the rapid spread of playing cards throughout Europe. As Michael Dummett comments, “ nothing apart from rumour, travels as fast as a game of cards and by the end of the 14th century, the whole civilized world knew the game” ( Dummett, p. 7). 
Ganjifah in its several forms of spelling ( e.g. Khanjafah, khanjifah) is a word signifying playing cards and card games in India, Nepal, Iran, several Arab countries and Turkey. The earliest references to ganjifah as playing cards can be dated to the late 14th and early 15th centuries, but some scholars have also traced them back to the 13th century. A famous pack of early playing cards at the Topkapi palace museum in Istanbul  consists of four suits ( signs): cups, swords, coins and polo sticks with 13 cards in each , including one malik ( king), a nai’b and thani na’ib ( governor and deputy governor). These represent four important functions at the court of a Mamluk sultan i.e. the cup-bearers, the commander of the palace-guard, the ex-chequer and the polo-master or jukandar. This iconography with its obvious association  with symbols and insignia of governance and courtly life, points to the close link between courtly culture and ganjifa cards in the Islamic world. Well-known games like chess may have played an indirect role in this process of transformation , providing the pack of cards with its leading figures i.e. the king or the shah and the minister or the wazir.  As we will see below, the Mughal ganjifas and its derivatives in the Indian sub-continent also contained iconography which reflected the ethos of the king’s court and the various departments of government, both civilian and military. There are some other points of similarity among ganjifas from the Islamic world of the Middle East, Iranian ganjifas and the Mughal or Indian ganjifas:     
a) In all these systems of cards, we have suits consisting of three ( Mamluk) or two (Iranian, Indian) court cards and ten numeral cards running from one to ten.

 b) In all these card systems, there is always ome suit named after a  local coinage or currency such as dirham in the Mamluk case, ashrafi and tanka in the Iranian packs. In the Indian/Mughal ganjifa  the two suits called safed ( white, silver) and surkh ( red, gold) represented money. These were later , in the popular imagination identified respectively with the moon and the sun. 
 We have references to gangifas packs from early 16th century Iran which suggest that these were eight-suited card packs with 96 cards in them in a work of the Iranian poet Ali Shirazi ( Rubaiyat-i-Ganjifa) who may have written it for his patron Shah Ismail ( 1501-1524), the first ruler of the Safavid dynasty.  No 8-suited ganjifa packs have been found in Iran bewteen the 16th and the early 19th centuries. The  suits of this early 16th century Iranian pack were: ghulam ( slave), taj ( crown), samsher ( sword), ashrafi (gold coin), chang ( harp) barat ( document), tanka ( silver coin) and qimash ( merchandise stores). 
As we will soon see, the Mughal ganjifa in India had very similar suit signs – but with some alterations i.e. in the Indian ganjifa, the gold coin ( surkh) and the silver coin ( safed) changed places in the order of suits.
Interestingly enough, European playing cards – specifically Portuguese cards – may have made their appearance in some parts of India and the Islamic world around the late 15th and the 16th centuries as well.  These have to be connected of course to the Portuguese arrival and presence in India, the Middle-East and elsewhere in the Indian Ocean basin for the purpose of breaking the Arab and Turkish monopoly of the spice trade. Portuguese playing cards with the Italo-Spanish suit-signs of cups, swords, coins and staves and with three court cards i.e. re, cavalo and sota were probably known in  certain coastal regions of India during the 16th century. Rudolph Von Leyden, however is categorical in his insistence that Portuguese or other European cards had no influence on the 8-suited Mughal  ganjifa which proliferated in much of India from the 16th century onwards. The antecedents of the Mughal ganjifa have to be traced back to Central Asia or Iran in the Mongol or post-Mongol eras, according to Von Leyden. 
India and the Mughal  Ganjifa: 
There was clearly an indigenous Indian style of playing cards which pre-dated the Mughal connection to the Indian sub-continent.  Typically though, the round ganjifas  which proliferated in India during the duration of the Mughal empire and beyond it are linked to certain innovations or “reforms” said to have been carried out by the emperor Akbar with regard to the style, mode of playing, etc. of playing cards. This view, deriving primarily from  observations made by Abul Fazl, suggests that Akbar introduced a 12-suited pack of playing cards in which the iconography  was derived probably from earlier Indian notions of warfare as well as mythology; the style of the game though, in all likelihood,  conformed to the modes in prevalence in the Islamic world of central Asia and the Middle-East.  Another 8-suited pack of ganjifas also said to have been popularized by Akbar included suit signs remeniscent of those found in Iran and other parts of the Middle-East. The latter type of cards acquired greater currency within India during the late 16, 17th, 18th centuries and beyond. 
TABLE I
The Twelve-Suited Ganjifa Pack of Akbar(based on H. Blochmann’s trans of the Ain-i-Akbari)
Suit      King                                                                 Wazir                         Suit Sign
 1)   Aswapati (the lord of horses)i.e.               on horse                          horses
     The king of Dilli on horseback, with

     umbrella standard & other insignia
2 )   Gajapati (lord of elephants) king of           on elephant                   elephants 
       Orissa, on elephant
3 )   Narapati (lord of men), king of Bijapur,      on chandeli                 foot soldiers

      sitting on a  throne (aurang)

4)   Garhpati (lord of forts)                                  on chandeli                 forts
5)   Dhanpati (lord of treasure)                           on chandeli                 jars full of coins

6)   Dalpati (lord of battle) in armour,

       surrounded by warriors                                in armour                   armour 

7)    Naupati (lord of the fleet),

      on a throne in a ship                                    on chandeli                   Ships
8 )   Tipati [i.e. stripati](lord of the 

      Ladies) queen on throne with

     female attendants                                        on chandeli                     women                                                                      
9 )   Surapati (king of the
       Gods), king of devatas, Inder

       [i.e. Indra]                                                  chandeli                              divinities
10)  Asurpati (lord of the demons)
       Sulaiman, son of Daud                          chandeli                        demons

11)   Banpati (lord of the forest),

         a tiger with other animals                   on a leopard                 wild animals

12)    Ahipati (lord of snakes), a large         serpent riding 

          snake riding on a dragon                    on serpent                     serpents

According to Abul Fazl, the Asurpati or king of the demons was intended to depict Sultan Daud Khan Karrani, the recently defeated Afghan ruler of Bengal and Bihar – leads one to think that perhaps the 12-suited Mughal ganjifa pack was acquiring some sort of finality in terms of its development at the hands of Akbar perhaps during the 1570s when his armies were pinned down in eastern India and engaged in dogged battles aimed at securing mughal imperial control over the regions of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa. Abul fazl said that the gajapati card denoted the king of Orissa; the narapati card denpted the king of Bijapur. The pursuit and defeat of Daud Khan Karrani, the ruler of Bengal and large parts of Bihar undoubtedly marked a decisive moment in this endeavour and this military-political breakthrough may have been commemorated by identifying the demon or asurapati  in the evolving Mughal ganjifa with the vanquished Afghan ruler. 
TABLE II
The Eight –Suited Ganjifa Pack of Akbar (based on H.Blochmann’s trans. Of the Ain-i-Akbari, 1872 edition)
Suit        King/Mir                                       Wazir                          Suit Sign 

1     Padishah-i-zar-i-surukh              on chandeli                 workmen in treasury such as

       (King of the gold coin)                                                      as jewellers,weighers, coiners

       Dispensing money from                                                   etc.

       Throne

2    Padishah-i-barat                        on chandeli                   employees of the imperial daftar e.g.  

      (king of documents),                                                         paper-makers, clerks, scribes, book binders
             inspecting papers while seat-                                          etc.
             -ed on throne.

Suit      King/Mir                                         Wazir                                               Suit Sign   

3     Padishah-i-qimash (king of                on chandeli                               beasts of burden, people sorting out
       Merchandise) inspecting ‘Tibetan                                                      & storing goods etc.

       Yaks, silken stuffs etc.’.
4.    Padishah-i-chang (king of the harp)   on chandeli                         musical performers

5.    Padishah-i-zar-safed (king of the        on chandeli                         workmen of the silver mint  

       silver coin)

6.    Padishah-i-samsher (king of swo-

       -ords) trying the steel of a sword         on chandeli                         armourers, polishers etc.    
7.     Padishah-i-Taj (king of the
         crown) conferring royal insignia         on chandeli                          jewellers, quilters, tailors etc.
8.     Padishah-i-Ghulaman (king of                                    
        Slaves) riding an elephant                    riding in a cart                    “servants some of whom sit, lie on
                                                                                                                          the ground, some are drunk, some                     

                                                                                                                          sober”.       
_____________________________________________________________
Manufacture of ganjifas, their popular/elite nature:
Ganjifas were usually, but not always round in shape. They were also made of a variety of materials – inexpensive ones (describe) as well as expensive, fragile materials such as lac, ivory etc.  THe latter were clearly manufactured for the use of elite users and the iconography on such cards was often very fine and delicate in terms of artistic execution. In fact, the iconography on playing cards of historical vintage have often attracted the attention of scholars because they were remeniscent of miniature paintings. The especially finely painted and delicate playing cards may have been used mainly for display purposes, as souevenirs and for purposes of gift-giving. These types of ganjifas also underscore the popularity of cards among royalty and aristocracy – a point that is further confirmed by  artistic representations depicting kings, courtiers, nobles and women of  elite households engaged in card-play. Card games were common and popular among the Mughal royalty and nobility. According to Abul Fazl, the emperor Akbar enjoyed card games along with other forms  of leisure/sporting activities such as polo, the chaupar etc. However, the popularity of card games was not confined to the elite segments of society. The co-existence of a bazar-kalam ( as opposed to the darbar kalam) or bazar-style of manufacturing and embellishing playing cards affirms the presence of customers who needed less expensive playing cards. The embellihsment on the bazar cards was correspondingly less refined in artistic terms. However, the courtly origins of ganjifa are manifest in the very terminology that was used to denote them. THe two highest value cards were referred to as  ‘Mir’ or king and ‘wazir’ or minister respectively. In the 12-suited cards either reformed or introduced by Akbar, according to the testiminy of Abul Fazl, the nomenclature of many of the icons was derived from military ranks held by the highest officials of the king .  Thus, the highest value card, termed “ashwapati” was supposed to denote the ruler of Delhi i.e. the Mughal emperor. Other suits were termed gajapati, narapati etc. – but the military/political associations of such nomenclature are unmistakable. Such nomenclature may well have migrated into playing cards from the game of chaturanga or chess.  
The Political Significance of Card Iconography 
The iconography on the cards and the changes in such iconography over time also tell us a fair amount about the political and cultural imperatives of ruling circles as well as of other users of such cards. Thus, ganjifas also served as political propaganda as well as an index of the cultural preferences of their users. 
According to Abul Fazl, the Asurpati or king of the demons was intended to depict Sultan Daud Khan Karrani, the recently defeated Afghan ruler of Bengal and Bihar – leads one to think that perhaps the 12-suited Mughal ganjifa pack was acquiring some sort of finality in terms of its development at the hands of Akbar perhaps during the 1570s when his armies were pinned down in eastern India and engaged in dogged battles aimed at securing mughal imperial control over the regions of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa. Abul fazl said that the gajapati card denoted the king of Orissa; the narapati card denpted the king of Bijapur. The pursuit and defeat of Daud Khan Karrani, the ruler of Bengal and large parts of Bihar undoubtedly marked a decisive moment in this endeavour and this military-political breakthrough may have been commemorated by identifying the demon or asurapati  in the evolving Mughal ganjifa with the vanquished Afghan ruler. 

Spread of the Mughal Ganjifa as an Element of Mughal/Persianized Courtly Culture: 
Through the later 16th and the 17th centuries,  the Mughal ganjifa, spread to regional and subordinate courts through Northern  India, Eastern India and the Deccan as a component of Mughal courtly culture.   As Rudolph Von Leyden observed, “ The ganjifa was spread along by the spread of Mughal culture , penetrating both different regions and new social strata”.
 In cases, regional polities such as the kingdom of Bijapur , or the Maharshtra-Deccan based Maratha state appropriated aspects of what had come to embody an elite/courtly culture and life style through much of  northern India and the Deccan. In all cases, aspects of Mughal courtly practices were combined and assimilated to local/regional tastes and sensibilities.
 Indigenous Indian playing cards in the collections of museums in different parts of the world indicate that a few centres were particularly associated with their manufacture particularly through the 17th, 18th and even the 19th and 20th centuries ( most contemporary centres manufacture ganjifas  now as artifacts rather than as objects  that are actually used for card games).  These undoubtedly represent a small fraction of the much larger numbers of places where such cards had once been produced. What is nevertheless significant is that most of these centres and the regions  in which they are located were the sites of small “kingdoms” or, the home bases of landed aristocrats, military and other types of service gentry who were associated with the Mughal empire and with different regional polities during the late 17th and 18th centuries.  The Bishnupur kingdom, noted for its manufacture and use of round cards was one such site. Other places, which are well-known for the production of ganjifas included various Rajput principalities such as Jaipur, Mewar etc.,  and also Sawantwadi in Maharashtra, centres such as Nirmal, Cuddapah etc.  in Andhra Pradesh, Murshidabad in Bengal, Sonepur, Parlekhamundi and some other places in Orissa. These are just a few out of many more places where ganjifas were used and  manufactured.  The Mughal connections of Rajput states such as Mewar,  Amber/Jaipur etc. are well known. Many of the Rajasthani ganjifas in the possession of the Bharat Kala Bhavan ( Benaras) for example, underscore the elite and courtly associations of these cards.  Sawantwadi, a small principality in the Maharashtrian Konkan region, was ruled in the 14th century by Vijaynagar, in the 15th century by a Brahmin dynasty and later by the Deccani kingdom of Bijapur. In the 16th century it came under the overlordship of the Bhonsles and under Kem Sawant Bhonsle I (1627-40)it became semi-independent [CHECK] . Under the Maratha ruler Shivaji, the Bhonsles were made sardesais of the South Konkan. This small state flourished in particular under Khem Sawant III ( 1755-1803) who married into the Sindhia family and had good relations with the peshwas of Pune. Khem Sawant was a patron of music and the arts and initiated a program of attracting various kinds of artists, artisans and craftsmen to his court. The manufacture of ganjifas in this principality can certainy be dated to the 18th century and probably to the period preceding it. Khem Sawant III built several temples in Akeri, within his principality. These were decorated in an artistic style remeniscent of the artistic style used to embellish the cards produced here.  Cards from Sawantwadi varied enormously in quality and style- but the ones of finer quality were apparently much in demand among upper class elites in the surrounding region of Maharashtra. Maharashtrian Brahmins figured among those who used these ganjifas for card games.[leyden, p. 21]; Maharashtrian Brahmin brides carried these ganjifas in their trousseaus.[p. 81] Places like Balkonda ( Nizamabad district), Karnul, Cuddapah, Bimgal, Nirmal , all currently within the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh are also important centres for the manufacture of indigenous playing cards.  Here, the local aristocracy, who as samsthanas retained their land under Mughal rule were connoiseurs and users of these cards [P. 21} as were the Subahdars and other high ranking Mughal officials who were associated with the Mughal adminstration of the Deccan. In Orissa, the craze for using ganjifas for card games caught on both among Oriya Brahmins [p. 21] as well as local rajas. Both Sonepur ( Bolangir district) and Parlekhamundi (Ganjam district) where ganjifas are now producted by local chitrakars, were former princely states in Orissa. Another major centre for ganjifa production in Orissa was and still is, the well-known piligrimage centre of Puri. 
In Bengal, Murshidabad, the capital of the Mughal-successor state of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa also functioned as an important centre for the production of ganjifas. Murshidabd-based artists manufactured high-end ganjifas, often on ivory and in a miniature painting style for aristocratic consumers . By the mid-18th century, such elite customers included the nobility and courtiers of the nawabs of Murshidabad, but also some high officials of the English East India Company. Lord Robert Clive, took back with him to England, a complete set of Mughal ganjifa cards(96 cards) with 12 duplicates of court cards. These cards, made of ivory were probably acquired by Clive prior to his departure for England in 1760. The associations of ganjifas with courtly practices associated with the imperial Mughals has been elaborated above. This aspect is particularly prominent in the “Clive set”, manufactured at Murshidabad which is under discussion here. As noted above, Mughal ganjifas exhibited variations from what had come to be regarded as their classic iconography. The “Clive set”, is particularly noteable because instead of the most typical figures depicted in the Mughal court cards [See table 2 above] , this pack contains miniature portraits of the Mughal dynasty, starting with Timur and ending with Alamgir II on its court cards with the exception of the Ghulam wazir card, the Chang wazir card and the Surkh mir and wazir cards.  The great early princes of the Mughal dynasty (starting with Timur) are shown on the mir cards, while Aurangzeb and the later Mughals, up till Alamgir II feature as wazirs. The Chang mir card depicts a queen – identified by Von Leyden as Nur Jehan.  The names of the rulers are inscribed on the chatris of the mir cards and in the haloes of the wazirs. These portraits of Mughal royalty are also situated within typical darbar scenes: the royal figures are dressed inMughal court attire, attendants bearing torches are positioned behind them, the figure believed to be Queen Nur Jehan is attended by ladies, the card depcting the emperor Akbar shows him spearing a tiger from the howdah of an elephant.  As is well known, the successor state of Bengal was ruled by a line of nawabs who were extremely careful to preserve the fiction that they were still part of the Mughal empire. In their governance of Eastern India, Nawabs Murshid Quli Khan, Ali Vardi Khan modified and further refined Mughal adminstrative institutions; in their court, they carefully cultivated and preserved the Persianized culture that had come to be associated with the Mughal imperium.
 It is significant, that in a polity such as this, where the Mughal connection and the prestige and political-cultural legitimacy associated with it, were given such weight, the embellihsment on playing cards, took the form of portraits of the Mughal dynasty together with their ancestor, Amir Timur. It was almost a way of reminding the users of these cards of the long and illustrious Mughal line with its Timurid origin.   
Dasavatara ganjifa:
Countless variations on the classic Akbari ganjifa developed from  particularly of the 17th and 18th centuries . One finds ganjifa packs with exclusively bird icons or animal icons; there were packs depicting scenes from the Indian epic the Ramayana etc. Aristocratic patrons sometimes commissioned customized card packs that suited their personal tastes and predelictions. But the single most important variant of the ganjifa that developed in India during the 17th and 18th centuries, was the dasavatara ganjifa.
This form of the ganjifa, which was current in very many parts of India during the 17th and 18th centuries represents an extremely important stage in the evolution of the Mughal ganjifa within India. Secondly, its obviously Vaishnava iconography draws attention to the role of Vaishnavism as an element in the courtly ethos  of the time.  Among many small principalities with different kinds of links to the Mughal polity , one can refer to the Malla kingdom of Bishnupur in South Western Bengal and to “little” kingdoms such as Paralekhamundi and Sonepur in Orissa where ganjifas marked with dasavatara icons made their appearance. In many such “  little kingdoms” – Bishnupur is  a good example  - circular cards with icons depicting different incaranations of the Hindu god Vishnu functioned as elements of the courtly cosmopolitanism aspired to be the rajas of that place. In this densely forested kingdom, the acceptance of Mughal overlordship want hand in hand with new styles and techniques of fortress construction, new customs  such as tobacco-smoking and leisure activities such as the ganjifa cards. AS noted above though, these cards did not display the classic iconography of the 8-suited ganjifa pack popularized by Akbar in probbaly in the late 16th century.    
Dasavatara cards: “ Hindu” Cards?
The view  advanced by Sarla Chopra that the dasavatara  cards were ‘Hindu’ cards as opposed to  Muslim/Mughal cards
 is hard to accept without significant modifications. It is particularly hard to accept her sweeping explanation for why these dasavatara cards made their appearance.In Chopra’s words,
“During the Muslim period when Islam was the dominating religion at the imperial court And the Hindu temples and icons were being demolished and forcible conversions were the order of the day, a necessity may have been felt of some such media which could prove a new (in?) offensive tool for the propagation of religion ……..and in a situation like this, the folk artist may have created the painted religious [card] packs simultaneously to entertain people as well as to strengthen the cause o popular spirituality”.  

Chopra  does not distinguish between the pre-Mughal and Mughal periods, does not attempt to identify changes or shifts  in religious policy and its implementation from phase to phase in either the history of the Delhi and other pre-Mughal sultanates as well as Mughal history and she certainly provides no documentation or references to sources to back up her assertions in this regard.  In Chopra’s  explanation, Hindus had now no recourse but to depict their gods on cards in the hope that this would escape detection by the “….theomanic  eyes” 
 of Aurangzeb.  In the light of the large and impressive body of scholarship  on the subject of Muslim-Hindu interactions during the pre-Mughal and Mughal eras and particularly in the sphere of culture, such a non-specific, yet general and undocumented  characterization is clearly not acceptable.  If Hindus had to resort to such ploys as depicting their deities on artifacts such as playing cards , to evade detection by successive Muslim rulers, why did they have to wait until the 17th century to do so? Besides, we know of the use of hIndu mythological figues (such as Indra, the king of the gods) in the 12-suited ganjifa pack introduced, according to Abul Fazl, by the emperor Akbar. More importantly,  much of the period of Mughal rule (including Aurangzeb’s reign) as well as the period prior to Mughal rule saw the production of  large body of literature-poetry, songs, art etc. describing and depicting various Hindu deities – and in particular, the exploits of Krishna.  Such things were  produced, consumed and appreciated by readers, viewers etc. including many Muslim nobles and mansabadars.  If these cultural productions could continue unhindered, why would it be necessary to preseve some semblance of Hindu religious culture only by transferring dasavatara iconography to playing cards?
As the collections of ganjifas at the bharat Kala Bhavan, the Victoria and Albert Museum etc. indicate,  dasavatara ganjifas as well as the more classic Mughal ganjifas proliferated among Hindu rulers and elites . Thus, there was no clear separation in terms of usage between what Chopra would call “Hindu” cards and “Muslim cards”. Von Leyden too describes the dasavatara cards as the “ Hinduization of the ganjifa”.
 I prefer to see them as local/regional “translations” of the Mughal ganjifa, in which the rules of the game as well as the structure of cards were kept intact, but the icons were derived from a Vaishnava repertoire. Thus, as Von Leyden is at pains to emphasize, the dasavatara cards were variants of the Mughal ganjifa; 2ndly, the Mughal/Akbari ganjifa developed first ; the dasavatara motif was a later adaptation /variation of it. Moreover, like Mughal ganjifa, dasavatara cards, while undoubtedly possessing a popular or “bazar” dimension, also clearly had a courtly association. Nevertheless, the emergence and proliferation of the dasavatar a motif requires a credible historical explanation.
As noted above, Chopra’s theory that the prolonged story of Muslim (including Mughal) oppression of Hindus, necessitated the development of the dasavatara pack is difficult to accept. However, much more credible is Chopra’s theory that “ it is very likely that the dasavatara pack originated in the background of the resurgent Bhakti movement, especially the Vishnu bhakti movement during the early medieval and medieval periods”. 
   Indeed,  the emergence and proliferation of the dasavatara cards points to first, the great currency of Vaishnavism and Vaishnava culture ( e.g. music, poetry other forms of literature) in different parts of Northern India and the Deccan as well from the late sultanate period onwards.  Thus it may underline a “Vaishnavization of ganjifa” and the high favour in which Vaishnavism was held by political elites in different regions, including the Mughal emperors. The great patronage offered to Vaishnavism by various Rajput princes is for example well known-  a great many dasavatara cards were produced for Rajput courts during the 17th and 18th centuries and at the other centres of ganjifa production mentioned above. Dasavatara ganjifas also proliferated in Nepal and in Madhya Pradesh.  Dasavatara ganjifas could thus well fall under the range of Vaishnava-inspired cultural productions ( music, poetry, art for example) of the 16th, 17th centuries. As we have seen above, ganjifas could also be rectangular in shape ; but the dasavatara ganjifas were apparently, always circular. Chopra makes the interesting suggestion that the circular shape (mandala) was extremely popular in religious ritual as well as in art and iconography in India.  It occupied a prominent place in Vaishnavism since Vishnu was regarded as the master of the world (bhumandala)and the Sudarshana-chakra of Vishnu is also represented as  a circular wheel. 
 Von Leyden is sceptical of the suggestion that the rationale for the use of dasavatara cards was that by doing so, the card players were also engaging in a ritual performance that was pleasing to the divinity depicted on them. That indeed was the rationale advanced by the 19th Sanskrit work of Harikrishna entitled the Kridakaushalyam. In my view, this may well have been one among many factors which made the dasavatara cards popular. However, the link of ganjifas in general –including the dasavatara cards – with courts of large and small rajas, their courtiers and the landed aristocracy who constituted the ruling circle around such kings, places them firmly within the realm of elite/courtly material culture which was trans-regional and cosmopolitan in character. The links of Vaishnavism and Vaishnava culture ( by this I refer to Vaishnavism inspired or related music, literature, artistic productions etc.) in the 16th, 17th and even the 18th centuries with a darbari ethos has been explored in details elsewhere. But it underscores even more strongly the nexus between cosmopolitan, elite/darbari culture in Northern India and parts of the Deccan on the one hand and Vaishnavism on the other through the late 16th century into the 18th.  
As the name suggests, dasavatara cards depicted  ten incarnations of the deity Vishnu. When used as icons on cards, the two highest value or court cards were called ‘raja’ or ‘avatar’ cards, the card corresponding to the wazir card in the more classic Mughal pack was here called ‘pradhan’. As the table below shows, there were regional variations in the sequential  placement of the eighth and ninth avatars of Vishnu in particular. Thus, as the Table III below shows, Balarama, Krishna, Buddha and Jagannatha changed places on these cards in accordance with regional preferences. The significance of regional variations has been discussed below.  The design of the court cards in dasavatara packs in many cases follows the patterns established  by the Mughal ganjifa. Thus, we find the avatara/raja cards showing enthroned figures and the pradhans mounted on horses. In Rajasthani packs, the pradhans are seated on smaller thrones (chandeli) as prescribed for wazirs in the Ain-i-Akbari. The numeral cards of the dasavatara ganjifas adopt the vehicles and other attributes as suit signs. Thus, the suit sign of the matsya avatara is the fish, a boar or a conch shell (shankha) of the varaha avatara, a kamandalu ( vessel  for carrying Ganges water) or the chatri for the vamana avatara, a lotus for the Jagannatha icon etc. 
 
In a series of articles written in the late 19th and the early 20th century, Haraprasad Shastri advanced the view that the  dasavatara cards had originated in the Malla kingdom of Bishnupur, possibly in the 8th 
TABLE III
Regional Variations in the Iconography of Dasavatara Cards

                                                 Group 1                            Group 2                                             Group 3

                                             Rajasthan &                  Northern Deccan                            Madhya Pradesh        
                                             Nepal                                                                                         & Maharashtra                       
Position of 8th avatar:     Balarama                         Balarama                                           Krishna
Position of 9th avatar:     Buddha                             Buddha                                               Buddha
                                                                    Group 4                                                             Group 5

                                                  Southern Deccan, Maharashtra                        West Bengal, Orissa
Position of 8th avatar:           Balarama                                                               Balarama      
Position of 9th avatar:           Krishna                                                                  Jagannatha
Source: R. Von Leyden, Ganjifa: The Playing Cards of India with contributions by Michael Dummett, London, the Victoria & albert Museum, 1982, p. 22.
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century A.D.  
 However, almost all other scholars who have explored the history and development of playing cards in early modern India, are inclined to discount this explanation. 
 As noted above, the Mughal ganjifa , especially the standard eight-suited ganjifa pack spread all over Northern and Eastern India and the Deccan as a corollary of Mughal rule – particularly as a component of Mughal imperial culture , spawning derivatives ( such as the dasavatara ganjifa) in the course of time. According to Von Leyden, the Mughal ganjifa did not reach the deep South i.e. regions such as Tamil Nadu and Kerala. He further suggests that the Deccan became a fertile ground for the intermingling of Northern and Southern Indian cultures and therefore, although, “ it is difficult to say with certainty exactly where and when the ten-suited dasavatara ganjifa originated, …the Deccan of the seventeenth century would be a very good guess.” 
 Variations in eight, nine, ten and twelve suited ganjifas with iconography derived from Hindu/Indic  religious and mythological traditions also developed, such as cards depicting the dikpala, the rashis (zodiac), the navagrahas and even scenes from the Ramayana. However, the dasavatara theme became by far, the most popular variant of the classic Mughal ganjifa.

Local/Regional “translations”, adaptations of Mughal Culture via modifications in the Ganjifa:
It would be a mistake however to regard the phenomenon of the ganjifa and its dissemination across the Indian sub-continent, as the manifestation of a process in which, the Mughal court at Delhi/Agra set the standards and norms of cultural practices and tastes and these were then duly appropriated and emulated by “lesser” princes and elites in distant regions of the empire and subsequently by successor states and by states which had emerged via open warfare/rebellon against the Mughals ( such as the 17th century Maratha state). To some extent, the Mughal court during the 16th -18th centuries did play a foremost role in setting standards of courtly/elite taste and behaviour. However, it is important to recognize the extremely interesting processes of regional and local “translation” and adaptation which were in operation simultaneously. The artistic styles and iconography favoured in different regional locales where dasavatara cards were used and manufactured provides an excellent insight into such processes.  The kingdoms of the Deccan, particularly their courts attracted artists and artisans from Delhi and as far away as Iran and Central India. But the majority of Deccani artists who created the embellishment on cards were indigenous to the region and in Von Leyden’s words, “ carried the traditions of Vijaynagar art in their blood”.
 Within Andhra Pradesh, the dasavatara ganjifas manufactured in Nirmal, exhibitted Mughal influence in artistic terms, while those associated with Cuddapah, represented a Southern Indian artistic idiom, related to the Nayaka style of Madurai. 
 The Sawantwadi dasavatara ganjifa painted on ivory and in the possession of the Leinfelden collection , was probably produced in the 18th centuy, or earlier. These cards, demonstrate an interesting mingling of stylistic elements of both Mughal and Deccani art to which were added  some elements of local folk art.
  Murshidabad in Bengal was the capital of one of the more important regional states and Mughal successor states that had emerged in 18th century India.  As befitting its status as a centre in which the rulers and their courtiers cherished Mughal cultural legacies, the  “Clive set” of dasavatara ganjifas (discussed above) are painted in what came to be known as the Murshidabad kalam – a style derived from Mughal art, which developed here during that period. It is difficult to speculate on what kinds of artistic styles were in use in dasavatara ganjifas made in Bishnupur for its rajas during the 17th and 18th centuries since I have not been able as yet  to see any from those periods. The few Bishnupuri dasavatara cards now in evidence in various museum collections bear the imprint of a vigorous, bold style remeniscent of local folk art and also of the style of patachitras of nearby Orissa. The Malla kingdom of Bishnupur has an older history of assimilating cultural influences from Orissa. A period of time in the ---- century, when Bishnupur and various other parts of South Western Bengal were under the political control of the Gajapati kings of Orissa had created conditions for the local chieftains of Mallabhum and elsewhere to appropriate and emulate aspects of political and administrative culture from the then far more politically and culturally dominant Gajapati kingdom of Orissa. Subsequently, following its integration as a vassal kingdom into the Mughal empire in the late 16th century, the Malla rajas of Bishnupur delibertaely adopted and modified many element sof Mughal-Rajput aristocratic culture in an effort to integrate themselves into the courtly/aristocratic society of northern India of the 17th and 18th centuries. Thus the Bishnupuri cards are a variant of the Mughal ganjifa; the artistic styles deployed in their embellishment also carry traces of their location within an Orissan sphere of cultural and artistic influence.  This is even clearer, in the depiction of Jagannatha rather than the Buddha avatara in the ninth position of the dasavatara cards of both Orissa and West Bengal (Bishnupur as well as Murshidabad). Bengal’s historic connection with Puri/Jagannathdhama as a pilgrimage destination are well-known ; Bishnupur’s history of cultural connections with Orissa makes it easier to understand why Jagannatha, the great regional deity of Orissa should be figured in its round playing cards. The existence of the tradition which suggests that the ancient temple of Jagannatha was built atop a Buddhist stupa might provide a further explanation as to why the icon of Buddha avatara may have been substituted by Jagannatha in the ganjifas of Orissa and adjoining Bengal.  The Mughal card packs produced in Orissa also represent interesting local interpretations of the suits with changes in terminology and depiction. The ghulam suit of the Mughal pack is, according to Sarla Chopra, “misinterpreted” as gulaba ( rose flower) and the taj(crown) suit is called “fulli” and depicts  a flower. However, the surkh and safed suits of the eight-suited Mughal ganjifa are termed ‘surjiya’ and ‘chandra’ in the modified Orissan card packs and thereby maintain the original sign of the Mughal ganjifa. 
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