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This essay focuses on the meanings and power of water in the Indian Sufi tradition by looking 
largely but not exclusively at the Dargahs (shrines) of Shah al-Hamid Nagori in south India and 
Nizam al-Din Auliya in Delhi, north India. These shrines associated with water and its curative 
powers are a draw even today for both Muslim and Hindu pilgrims. They remain among the most 
visited Dargahs in South Asia, thus making them relevant to understanding popular religious 
sentiments in particular about the value of water.  
Shah al-Hamid is a 16th-century Indian saint who traveled widely visiting the holy sites of Mecca 
and Medina as well as Southeast Asia. He traveled by both land and water crossing multiple 
oceans, suggesting why even today Shah al-Hamid is the saint of choice to be invoked before, 
while and after crossing the waters. After curing a Hindu Raja of a serious malady, the king 
donated land at Nagore on the Indian Tamil coast for the saint’s khanqah, that is, his quarters for 
living and for teaching the principles of Islam. Shah al-Hamid died sometime in the in the mid-
16th century, probably 1558. Most of our knowledge of this saint is from later hagiographers who 
write of his extraordinary qualities to cure and perform miracles. A disproportionate number of 
these miracles involve water. Poetry praising Shah al-Hamid also engages water as metaphors to 
describe the saint’s qualities. Not surprisingly water plays a major role in the shrine’s ritual. The 
reverence for Shah al-Hamid is so great that when south Indian merchants crossed the ocean to 
settle in the East India Company’s new colonies in Southeast Asia shrines were erected in 
Rangoon, Sri Lanka, Penang and Singapore to memorialize his karamat (miracles). Since 
building a Sufi shrine without the saint’s interred body is highly unusual in Islam, I seek to 
answer why this is the case.  
The Sufi Nizam al-Din Auliya (1238-1325) was deeply revered during his life, and today his 
shrine is the second most popular in north India. Unlike Shah al-Hamid, Nizam al-Din performed 
no miracles and his teachings indicate he had little regard for such showmanship. His message 
was to treat humans with dignity, respect and compassion regardless of faith. If much of what we 
know about Shah al-Hamid is from later hagiographies, knowledge about Nizam al- Din is from 
a contemporary follower who recorded the saint’s discourses. While these discourses have been 
translated from Persian into English and used to write the saint’s biography, their many 
references to water and its powers have not been analyzed. It is my intent to do this here.  
In spite of the divergent histories of each of these Sufis, water at each of their shrines holds an 
extraordinary power for their followers. The question is why, especially in the case of Nizam al-
Din, a man who performed no miracles, yet the water at his shrine’s enormous step well is 
believed to cure all physical and mental illnesses.  
This essay follows beliefs at these two important shrines from their foundations to the present 
day. In the case of the shrine of Nizam al-Din special emphasis will be placed on work currently 
undertaken by the Aga Khan Cultural Trust to restore the water works at the shrine and its 
surrounding neighborhood. In a time when Delhi’s water situation has reached a crisis level this 
on-going project is a lifeline to human well-being, a philosophy preached by Nizam al-Din 
himself.  


