Thomas Dähnhardt (Ca’ Foscari University of Venice)
IMMORTAL MASTERS IN A LAND OF MIGHTY WATERS: THE MEDIATING ROLE OF AMARLĀL AND KHWĀJA KHIḌR IN SINDHI TRADITION
Sindh is indeed an ancient land that since times immemorial has witnessed the presence of human civilization on its soil. Its territory extends into the seemingly boundless width of the Indus valley, blessed by the majestic flow of the eponymous river that has lent its name to an entire Subcontinent. The mighty Indus, the untamable and proud lion, is the supreme ruler among South Asia’s rivers already mentioned in the Rig-Veda as a warrior-king asserting his authority over manifold river goddesses depicted as gracious women and milk-giving cows. Between the third and the second millenium B.C., along its shores there flourished one of the most sophisticated civilizations of the ancient world, commonly referred to as the Indus Civilization. Since then, the Indus Valley and its river have continued to play a vital role in the cultural history of South Asia.
It comes therefore as no surprise if this magnificent stream and the waters it carries from the Himalayas to the Indian Ocean have occupied an important place in the imagination of those who live on and around its shores. Water, a life-generating and life-destroying element as well as a symbolic transposition indicating the primordial, formless, fluid, all-pervasive and hence purifying substance has always been of key importance in the religious history of mankind. And the presence of large water courses, arteries of comunication and commerce between distant places as well as obstacles along the way of invading armies and migrating populations, has significantly defined the profane and the sacred spaces of those regions which are blessed by their presence. Since pre-Islamic times, Sindh has hosted a range of holy sites known as tīrthas, literally: fords, places allowing for the crossing of the waters to the other shore, whether these are to be intended literally or metaphorically. Some of these spots have maintained their pre-Islamic identity, as in the case of Hinglaj, a sancturary dedicated to the goddess Kotarī Devī, also revered as Hinglaj Mātā, which lies hidden in a cave above the shores of the Hingol river on the borders between Makran and Baluchistan. Other sites have perpetuated their role by superseeding and integrating aspects of Islamicate culture into the geographical and symbolical landscape of the region. Most prominent among these is the dargāh of Sayyid ‘Uthmān Shāh Marwandī al-Qalandar (573/1177-673/1274) at Sehwan, an ancient place of worship presided by the Hindu god Śiva. This and many other places all around Sindh have contributed to shaping a composite and rich cultural heritage that through the peculiar physical features that define its territory has succeeded in integrating the natural with the super-natural.

Sindh, the earliest region of the Subcontinent to be islamized, has since provided a fertile terrain for the development and flourishing of a composite culture arising from the encounter, confrontation and, in many cases, sublimation of elements which although originally arising in different cultural contexts ultimately pertain to the domain of universal mankind. In this regard, popular culture has often acted as a natural pool collecting and preserving the ‘waters’ flowing into it from all around thereby supporting and complementing the action of those agents who from the top have operated for the sake of a truly intellectual synthesis.    
An example that strikingly illustrates this human capacity of relating the natural and the super-natural through the power of imagination (quwwat al-takhayyul) is represented by a figure intimately related to water and the symbolism it entails. Uderolāl, the saintly folk-hero of many, Muslims and Hindus alike, who has come to symbolize Sindhi cultural identity in and outside the region, is undisputedly one of the best-known figures in the local folklore and since long has preserved his status as object of a popular devotional cult. One of the few certainties concerning Uderolāl is the intimate relation he bears with the waters of the Indus river, a relation that for his Hindu devotees translates as him being considered an avatāra, a heavenly descent, of Varuṇa, the ancient Vedic deity of the water and lord of the celestial ocean. The worship of Varuṇa is attested along the shores of the Indus since Vedic times and worship to it as the presiding divinty of the river in the upper and lower Sindh region continues till the present day. 
One the other hand, through the mediation of Muslim cultural influence, Uderolāl is also widely known as the living master (zinda pīr) whose role as an ever-living spiritual presence by definition lies beyond historical determinations. The appellation as pīr (Pers.: old, hence ‘savant’) qualifies him, moreover, as a spiritual authority providing guidance to those in search of lasting Truth. Combining these two elements esoteric Islām at large identifies the ‘living master’ with Khwāja Khiḍr who, although only named as ‘one of Allāh’s servants’ in the Chapter of the Cave (Sūrat al-Kahf, Cor.XVIII:60-82) of the Holy Qur’ān, intervenes as guide of the prophet Moses (Ḥaḍrat Mūsā) during the latter’s quest for the confluence of the two oceans (majma’ al-baḥrain). His perennial relevance for those who play a vital role in adjusting the Sufi path and its related methods is attested in the descriptions of the spiritual journey provided by innumerable great masters, from Khwāja ‘Abd al-Khāliq al-Ghujdawānī to Shaikh Aḥmad Sirhindī, from ‘Abd al-Qādir al-Jilānī to the Shaṭṭārī shaikh Muḥammad Ghawth al-Gwāliyārī. Curiously enough, this latter is renowned for his translation into Persian of a Sanskrit treatise concerning the nāth-yoga spiritual discipline bearing the title of Amritkund, the pool of the nectar of immortality”, For this latter, see the article by Carl Ernst: “The Islamization of Yoga in the Amritakunda Translations”, in JRAS 5, 13, (2003), pp.199-226. The initiatory function of Khiḍr appears to be fundamental, in matters concerning subtle doctrinal issues as well as in introducing innovative methods of spiritual realization and, most delicately, in sanctioning cross-cultural contacts between esoterical traditions. At the same time, among the common people he is revered by fishermen, boastsmen as well as travellers or simply those living in coastal areas, river shores and springs, as the protector from the treacherous floods and tides of earthly waters and auspicious presence behind fertility. In this perspective, the overlapping presence in Sindh of places associated with Uderolāl and Khwāja Khiḍr and the identification of these two figures under the common appellation of zinda pīr represent an extremely intriguing aspect of the regional culture.
 The intimate relation both bear with the generating quality of water on one side and its destructive force on the other, of utmost relevance in the daily life of the inhabitants of this largely arid but flood-prone region, has come to be immortalized by Sindhi tradition in the figure of Uderolāl (lit.: He who belongs or is dear to the waters), alternativley known also as Amarlāl (The Immortal One) and Jhūlelāl (The swinging child).
 All three names convey significant and complementary aspects of this intriguing figure. The name Uderolāl most probably derives from the Sanskrit audaka, a term generally indicating anything related to water, in particular anything that grows, lives and prospers in water. Closely related to this, the name Amarlāl, from a-mar, im-mortal, indicates his essentially spiritual function beyond time that strengthens the association with Khiḍr, known all over the Muslim world as the unperishable ever-green custodian of the secret of immortality. Last but not least, the name Jhūlelāl refers to the swinging movement generated by waves on the surface of the water, a symbolism which hagiographical accounts extend to the swinging of the child’s craddle which allegedly occurred miracolously while he was a new-born child. As in other circumstances, this  reminds us of yet another extremely well-known avatāra associated with the banks of another great Indian river, namely Kṛṣṇa, who spent his childhood along the banks of the river Yamunā and whose worshippers express their affection (vatsalya bhakti) for him by making his craddle swing.
The male suffix lāl (a word that as an adjective curiously also indicates the red colour) is a term of endearment which in relation to ours implies the affection devotees nourish for their beloved. To remain in theme, it must be intended as a specific reference to Jhūlelāl’s alleged perpetual childhood (bālya-avasthā), again similar to Kṛṣṇa. However, Jhūlelāl in as far as it is just another name of Amarlāl, is equally depicted as a mature man and a warrior, whereas the most popular image shows him as an old man with white hair and a long white beard sitting or standing on top of a fish that rides the waves of the river. This multiple aspect of Amarlāl covering all phases of human life is indicative of his immortality and again reminds us one of the principal attributes of Khiḍr: this latter typically appears to the privileged in a nightly vision or dream (ru’yā) in the guise of a fragile-looking old man with white hair and a long white beard standing with the help of a wooden stick on top of a fish, whereas others see him in the shape of a handsome youngster. 
Although it is possible to provide a rough frame for the presence of the historcial Uderolāl, placing him some time between the second half of the 10th and the first half of the 11th centuries AD, the frequent associatons with Varuṇa and al-Khiḍr revest him with an essentially non-temporal function indicated by water, the primordial element representing both the informal dominion of the heaven and the formal domain of creation. One of the principal sites dedicated to Amarlāl is found in the outskirts of the city of Sakhur. Above the flight of stairs leading down to the river, known as Uderoghāṭ, the sanctuary erected in his honour arises next to a temple dedicated to the ancient Vedic river god Varuṇa. Moreover, in the midst of the river in between the just mentioned temple on one shore and the ancient fortress of Bhakkar on the other, lies a tiny island on which for many centuries arose an important sancturay dedicated to the zinda pīr Khwāja Khiḍr. Ironically, this man-built sanctuary has itself repeatedly fallen victim to the violent inundations caused by the overflowing river. During my visit there in 2005 it consisted in a rather plain and simple brick construction used by some ascetics for spiritual retirement (khilwat). 
The main temple dedicated to Amarlāl, known as Uderolāl jo mandir or Lāl Sā’īn Mandir, is found in the village of Jujeho, near Nasrpur, the alleged birthplace of ours, which eventually took the name of Uderolāl. Here, as in the sanctuary of the Qalandari saint at Sehwan which itself hosts a small place of worship dedicated to Uderolāl, the association between these two Sindhi saints becomes evident in the double denomination of Uderolāl and Lāl Sa’in (the red master). It is likely to be indicative of a relation linking the two figures with the spiritual tradition of the Tantrik master Gorakhnāth. 

In addition to these places there exist a few other sites associated with Amarlāl which are rich in symbolical connotations. Among these is a well located on the banks of the Indus near the city of Hala which tradition associates with al-Khiḍr. It is already mentioned in the Panjabi legend of the princess Niwal Daī, daughter of the snake-king Basak (Skr.: Vāsuki), who went in search there of the miracolous Āb al-ḥayāt for the sake of curing her father from leprosy. Cf. Temple, R.C., Legends of the Panjab (first edition: 1884), Vol.I, pp.414-419; for this and other notions pertasining to the topic, see the dated yet excellent article by Coomaraswamy, A.K.: “Khwaja Khadir and the Fountain of Life in the Tradition of Persian and Mughal Art”, in “What is Civilization” and Other Essays, Golgosova Press, Cambridge, 1989, pp.157-167. But most relevant appears the existence, right below the temple of Uderolāl at Sakhar, of a cavern hosting a tiny spring. According to the thākur-priest in charge of the sanctuary, it is from that very underground source that Amarlāl -exactly like Khiḍr- appears in his esoteric function initiating the adepts of the initiatory tradition known as daryā-panth, the spiritual path of the river, into the deeper mysteries of self-realization. Even today, during the forty day period of penitence and purification praticed by the initiates into the daryā-panth, known as as Chāliyo Sāḥib, the priest of the temple -who obviously is also a leading spiritual authority- remains in total solitude locked inside a narrow niche between the rocks. During his retreat, he keeps with him the sacred flame which during the remaining time of the year indicates the presence of Amarlāl in the inner sanctum and, in a state of contemplation, attends the encounter with the divine master. The cavern, hidden from common sight and ignored by ordinary visitors to the sanctuary, is the real sanctum sanctorum which grants access to the dark waters of the underground world. Entrance to it remains limited to a few chosen adepts, while the water (jalu) and fire (joti) present in the innermost cell of the sanctuary and accessible to the wider string of devotees must be intended as outer symbols of Amarlāl’s inner nature. Both the well and the spring join the surface with the subterranean waters which, just as in the legends related to al-Khiḍr, are believed to confer access to the secret of immortality. According to the teachings of the daryā-panth, such secret must be sought in the darkness of the very bottom of the ocean of existence (bhav-sāgar), which is identified with the luminous abode of Agni, the Vedic god of fire, known as joti maṇḍalu in sindhī. The symbolism of darkness and light reminds us of the Hindu myth told in the Viṣṇu- and Bhagavata-Purāna of the churning of the milky ocean (samudra manthan) by the gods and the āsuras with the intent of bringing to the surface the goblet containing the nectar of immortality (amrita). 
Finally, we should not miss to mention the island of Manora located at the extreme end of a stretch of sand that divides the sweet waters of the river from the open sea near Karachi. The sanctuary that rises there consists of a rather large temple dedicated to both Varuṇa and Amarlāl.
 Here literally the sweet waters of the estuary meet the salty waters of the ocean. Symbolically it indicates the place defined in the Qur’anic legend of Moses and al-Khiḍr as the majma’ al-baḥrain or barzakh, the isthmus which in Islamic doctrine divides and at the same time joins this world (duniyā) with the hereafter (ākhira) 
 or, to use a terminology employed by Sufis, the immanent realm of the ‘ālam al-khalq with the trascendent world of the ‘ālam al-amr.

The similarities in the function attributed to both Amarlāl and Rājā Khiḍr in their respective environments are moreover reflected by striking similarities in the iconographical representation which, as we have already mentioned, depict both as either standing or sitting on the back of a fish riding the surface of the waters. Popular poster-images of Amarlāl show us an old man with a long white beard, either sitting cross-legged or in a standing position, on the back of a huge golden fish that swims upstream against the current of the Indus. Sindhi tradition identifies thiis fish with the palla macchī, an eatable species commonly found in the waters of the Indus and an important part of the local food economy. Similar to the salmon, this species is at home both in the brackish or salty waters of the sea and river estuaries and in the sweet waters of rivers and lakes. Once a year it swims over large distances upstream to depose its eggs in the clear waters close to the spring.
 These representations closely resemble those encountered all over the Muslim world of al-Khiḍr, in which the latter appears standing on the back of a big fish riding the waters of eternal life.
 The striking presence of the fish in both cases appears rather significant. On one hand it recalls those familiar with Hindu culture of the matsya-avatāra, the first of a series of divine descents of the Hindu god Viṣṇu who in the guise of a fish leads the ancestor of mankind, Manu, across the waters of the universal deluge to the shores of a new cycle in human history. On the other, it is likely to represent the fish who, after being brought back to life by his magic touch, leads al-Khiḍr through the waters of the sea and the desert to the source whence springs forward the water of immortality (in persian: chasma-i āb-i ḥayāt). This fish, also found in the popular story relating to Iskandar in the Shāh-nāma, thus appears as an animal endowed with the knowledge of the path that leads to immortality. The direct link between Amarlāl and Khwāja Khiḍr is therefore likely to consist in their common function asd guides on a spirtual path symbolized by the river itself and therefore appropriately known as daryā-panth. This would also lend credibility to the theory that identifies the cult of the Pānch Pīriya with the five rivers of the Panjāb which significantly converge ultimately in the Indus. Even more interesting is the possible identification of the fish with Matsyendranāth, the Lord of the fish of the Tantra sampradaya  who hidden inside a fish secretly listened to the teachings imparted by Shiva-Ādināth to his consort Parvatī, and whom tradition describes as the teacher of Gorakhnāth. Similar to the semitic prophet Jonas (Ḥaḍrat Yūnus) who was swallowed by the whale, those who thus enter into alliance with the acquatic animal thereby obtain the knowledge preserved in the belly of a fish that lives in the depths of the waters. These symbolic implications, if correct, would further strengthen the association of al-Khiḍr with Gorakhnāth. Even in historical terms this latter could well have been a contemporary of the Sindhi saint-hero Amarlāl. If so, t would lend credibility to the hagiographical account according to which as a child Jhūlelāl  was taken by his father Ratanchand on a pilgrimage to Hinglaj with the purpose of presentingthe child-prodigee to master Gorakhnath. It would also help explaining the cross-cultural links between these authorities in charge of adapting spiritual disciplines over time in order to keep them accessible and useful to mankind.Last but not least, the symbolism employed takes us once again back to the iconographic representations of Varuṇa mounting alternatively alternatively either a dolphin or a makara, a legendary acquatic creature half reptile half fish. 
Ultimately, both Amarlāl and al-Khiḍr appear therefore fully equipped to exercise their respective function as mediators between the two shores of the mighty river of existence. In the ancient land of Sindh, Uderolāl, the earthly manifestation of the ancient river-god Varuṇa, came to coincide with the ever-present living master of Islamic spirituality. His characterstic traits, while being deeply rooted in the specific physical features of the territory and its local traditions, essentially transcends the borders of comunal and religious affiiliation. For the many people on the ground, they thus represent one of the tangible divine signs underlying creation.
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� This latter is the name by which he is most commonly known among the peoples of Sindh. To this name we shall add also that of Lāl Sā’īn (Red master), used by his closest and most intimate disciples, a reverential title that evokes the association with ‘Lāl Shahbāz’ Qalandar, whose followers distinguish themselves, in Sindh and elsewhere, by their characteristic red cloth and the red overcoats they wear.


� At present this temple is in a rather neglected and abandoned state, but according to an inscription on a plaque commemorating the donation of tiles by a rich merchant of Karachi dated 1940, it must have been frequented by numerous members of the local hindu comunity until at least the days of the partition.


� For this and other similar notions, see also: Shāh Abū’l Ḥasan Zaid Fārūqī: Delucidazioni sulla via Iniziatica e accesso ai gradi delle virtù interiori (edited by Thomas Dähnhardt), in “Indoasiatica 3/2005,  Editrice Cafoscarina, Venezia, p.42.


� There exists, for this matter, a ḥadīth transmitted on the authority of Ka’b al-Aḥbār according to which al-Khiḍr once appeared on a throne of light exactly at point where the superior and the inferor waters meet each other, while instructing the creatures of both seas in the divine science (‘ilm al-ladunnī). Cfr. Ibn Ḥajar al-‘Asqalānī, Zahr 29, Iṣāba I, 432. In this case, the Throne takes the place of the island that emerges from the water: in fact, we know that prior to the recent destruction of the sanctuary dedicated to Khidr on the island of Bhakkar during a one of the many powerful floods of that river, he was venerated in that place in the shape of a throne (gaḍḍī) placed in a niche of that building.


� In other parts of the Subcontinent this fish is known as hilsa (tenualosa ilisha), commonly found also in the rivers and the Gulf of Bengal as well as the Arabian Sea, in the estuary and the lower Indus, especially in the area around Thatta. In many areas of Eastern India it is a custom to buy two hilsa fish on the occasion of Sarasvatī-pūja and Lakshmī-pūja celebrated in honour of the goddess in spring and autumn respectively


� Cfr. A.K. Coomaraswamy: art.cit.,  p.157.
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