


30 Classical Poetry

makes on them, this' will give me some clues about their attitudes which will
help me to understand their poery.” Here too the results were disappointing.
Only one experience gave me any encouragement; this was when I asked an
MA student whether he could follow the metres of English poems. ‘Oh no,” he
replied, “we read them as though they were prose.” ‘Good!” I thought. ‘I'min a
similar position in regard to Urdu poetry. No doubt the metres there all right; I

just have to discover how it works.’ But this was in the realms of form; in the .

realms of content — of themes, significance, interpretation — I did not discover
what I had hoped, and, in time, I came to realize why,

I hope that I shall nct offend any. Urdu-speaking readers if 1 say that the
tradition of their education for centuries has been one which has told them,
‘Learn, accept, and repeat.” I would be the last to claim that this attitude is no
longer to be found in the countries of the West, but it has at any rate been
appreciably weakened since the replacement of medieval by modem society.
Most teachers will well their students, and a fair number will actively encourage
them, to use their own intelligence and sensibility in the study of literature, and
learn to express adequately their own thoughts and feelings about what they
read. I hope things have changed for the better by now, but at the time of which
I am speaking, most Aligarh students of English learned the opinions of the best
English authorities of the day about English writers, and accepted and repeated
them as their own. I found also that their reasons for studying English were
generally not what, in my simplicity and inexperience, I had imagined. I know
that if you read literature at a university you are bound to give due weight to the
consideration that you have to pass examinations in it, and to recognize that this
obliges you to study aspects that do not particularly interest you. But even so,
you still have quite a lot of time to do what does interest you, and to experience
the enjoyment that comes from reading the great works which add something
to your whole being, enlarging both your capacity to enjoy life and your ability
to understand more fully yourself, and other men and women, and the world
around you. It is important that you learn what a great poem or play or novel
meant to the person who wrote it and to the people and the age it was written
for; but in a sense. it is even more important to think what it means to you — you,
who belong to a different age and a different people, and who even as an
individual are in some measure different from any other individual, regardless
of the age and the people to which you belong —and who despite all these things
find that the greatest works of literature can speak directly to you. In the last
resort both the pleasure and the profit of reading derive from the sense of what
the things you read mean to you personally, and I supposed that in India 0o
most people who chose to study literature would be people who felt something
like this about it, even if they could not easily put the feeling into words. Well,
I found that this [eeling for English literature was, in the words of the old cliché,
conspicuous by its absence.

Here again, there is more than a century of history behind the attitudes which
I found all too widely prevalent: but it is not t00 much to say that, for many, the
motives for acquiring qualifications in English were to acquire the prestige (and
the better jobs) which proficiency in English could give and to display their
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social superiority by, among other things, a lofty disdain for the languages of
their own country and for those for whom these languages are the main medium
of culture. For people so motivated the ideas of enjoyment of and learning from
literature are alike only dimly comprehensible; they learn the ‘right” answers to
likely questions, and that is as far as it goes.

The unquestioning, unthinking acceptance of authority, including cultural
authority, was to strike me forcibly many times. Attitudes to Urdu too are
affected by it.- met, and still meet, lecturers and others who, when speaking of
Mir, would evaluate the ghazal as the crowning glory of Urdu literature, and
when speaking of Hali's Sher o Shairi (Poetry and Poetics) would echo his
puritanical, Victorian striciures upon this same ghazal.%, generally quite un-
aware that they were showing any inconsistency.

In short, for many months my difficulties remained unresolved, and I began
1o see light only when I made the acquaintance of Khurshidul Islam. I do not
want {0 embarrass him with my praises; nor would I-wish to suggest that had
the chances of life not brought us together I should never have met anyone else
who could have substantially helped my understanding. But at all events, it is
to him above all others that I owe most of such understanding of the ghazal as
I possess, and 1950 marked the beginning of a collaboration that has continued
ever since. . ‘

It would take too long to describe the discussions between us from which an
understanding of the ghazal evolved, and it is in any case time, having illustrated
the difficulties which face students from the modern West as they approach the
Urdu ghazal, 1o say how, in the light of my pwn experience, [ believe it shonld
be understood and assessed.

Love in a Medieval Society

It seems to me that in studying Urdu literature as a whole, three things need to
be constantly borne in mind: firstly, that the greater part of it is a literature
medieval in spirit rather than modem; secondly, that it is the literature of a
community which has always regarded itself as an elite, and is therefore
markedly aristocratic in its values; and thirdly, that it is largely (especially in its
poetry) a literature of oral tradition ~ that is, a literature composed in the first
instance to be spoken, and only afterwards to be written down and read. Where
the ghazal is concemed, the reservations with which I have made the first and
the third points can be dropped. These points are fully applicable to the ghazal
without any qualification at all. In these respects, it differs a good deal from the
bulk of the English literature with which English-speaking students are familiar,
and the implications of each point will need speiling out fairly fully.

The central fact about Urdu love poetry is that it is the poetry of a medieval
society. The parallels between the society and the love poetry of medieval
Western Europe on the one hand and those of eighteenth century Moghal India
on the other are very striking. As [ have said in “The First Flowering of Urdu
Literature’, I am well aware of the objections that can be made 10 the use of the
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term medieval; but all the same it seems o me that it is the most apt word to
use, partly because it is not over-precise in its connotations. 1, at any rate, cannot
find a better word, and when I see how closely comparable are the concepts of
the ghazal to those of European medieval literature, I am all the more content
to adopt this description.

I have mentioned earlier my disagreement with Mohammed Sadiq’s judge-
ment of the ghazal in his History of Urdu Literature. His interpretation has one
great merit in that he has clearly recognized the medieval character of the ghazal.
What he has not been able to do is to muster any great sympathy for its values
and its conventions. It is a curious fact that for those who are approaching
classical Urdu poetry for the first time and whose previous reading in literature
has been from books written in, or translated into, English, the easiest path to
understanding it is through the writings of people who knew nothing about it.
In books like J. Huizinga’s The Waning of the Middle Agesor C. S. Lewis’s The
Allegory of Love and The Discarded Image you may see how a scholar may
remain a modern and yet enter with insight, sympathy and understanding into
the world of medieval men and women. Very few of the best known modemn
scholars of Urdu have yet achieved this kind of imaginative sympathy with their
¢lassical forebears; and until Urdu scholars do acquire it such writers as
Huizinga and Lewis will remain the best guides into the world of classical Urdu
poetry, which is strikingly — and sometimes, indeed, amazingly — similar to that
of medieval Europe.

Imaginative sympathy is only one of the things that the would-be historian
and critic of Urdu literature can learn from these writers. Another is the ability
to recognize, and to be willing to state, the obvious central feature of the classical
poetry they are presenting. The central theme of the ghazal is love; and the love
which it ceiebrates is, and in the society which produces the ghazal can only be,
illicit love. ‘

Those who know something of European medieval love poetry will know
that the ghazal is not exceptional in this respect. C. S. Lewis begins his account
of the courtly love poetry of Western Europe with the words, ‘Any idealisation
of sexual love, in a society where marriage is purely utilitarian, must begin by
being an idealisation of adultery.”> (I think his words are in a sense misleading

—perhaps deliberately used to give the reader’s preconceptions a violent jolt and -

prepare him for an unfamiliar concept of love. Medieval poetry is not the
glorification of adultery as such; it is the glorification of love, which happens
incidentally to be adultery.) Prominent scholars of Urdu do not seem to be
willing to speak in similar terms. I well remember saying in a lecture I gave in
1958 at the University of Delhi that the ghazal was the poetry of illicit love, and
finding to my surprise and perplexity that my statement was greeted with
disapproval and even with resentment. I know Urdu-speaking society better now
than 1did then, and I feel surprise and perplexity no more. But I wouid still insist
that my statement was true and that even those who disapproved of it must have
sensed its truth 10 some extent. That being so, it is surely not too much to expect
of serious scholars that they should find the courage to say so; but, be that as it
may, anyone writing for the modern English-speaking world must say so. For
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only when readers realize that the love which the ghazal celebrates is illicit love
can they even begin to understand what it is all about. Once they do realize this
central fact they will not feel as I used to feel about the lover and the beloved
that the ghazal portrays. They may still not understand them fully, but at any
rate they will have made a start.

In a purdah society of the kind that produced the ghazal love has nothing to .
do with marriage.5 Marriage is an alliance made on purely social and utilitarian
considerations, and love or the absence of it is quite irrelevant to it. In fact, that
is putting it too mildly: love is all too likely to make difficulties in what would
otherwise be a smooth and straightforward process of arranging marriages, or
to disrupt such marriages once they have been made. Where, therefore, modern
Western society is sympathetic to love, medieval society is hostile to it. To
obviate — as far as it can be obviated — the possibility of this disruptive force
coming into play, a girl's marriage is arranged as soon as she is physically
capable of childbearing, and it necessarily follows that, in the typical case, the
girl with whom the poet-lover falls in love is already betrothed or married to
someone else. This fact is so self-evident that the poet never even mentions it,
and while the lover’s rival is a familiar figure in his poetry, the beloved’s fiancé
or husband is too unimportant even to be referred to.

All the same, the fact that love necessarily involves the violation of the ties
established by betrothal or marriage is important. In a society where marriage
is an institution of much more fundamental social importance than it is in the
modern West, it is protected by drastic measures against those who would
violate it. The effect of this is that the lover therefore knows from the start that
his beloved is likely to be unatiainable, and this knowledge heightens the
intensity of his longing and tinges it with desperation. In the Muslim society of
eighteenth century India, the purdah system made things even worse for him.
For in purdah society every girl approaching puberty is withdrawn completely
from the society of all males except those who are too closely related to her for
marriage 1o be possible. She lives in a separate part of the house, rarely goes
out, and when she does so, wears a burga,” which veils her completely from
head to foot. In such a society a boy may grow to matarity without ever seeing
a girl of his own community except his own close relatives, and one may imagine
something of the intensity of his longings and frustrations, and the violence with
which they burst forth when some chance happening provides them with an
outlet. For accidents can happen to provide such outlets, and the convention of
Urdy love poetry, that love is always love at first sight, is less remote from the
reality of such a society than may at first appear. For example, a girl may stand
unveiled before a window when she thinks she cannot be seen, and be seen by
someone passing by. In many Urdu love stories this is how love begins.

* A loose, flowing garment worn by Muslim women who observe purdah, completely
enveloping them from head to foot. The eyes are covered either by a cloth mesh or by
material thin enough 1o be seen through from the inside. Some have a veil which may be
thrown back over the head when not in use. V
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This kind of situation also explains to some extent another convention of
Urdu poetry - that the beloved is cold and indifferent to her lover. If she becomes
aware of his love she is likely o react with indignation and anger against one
whose conduct is almost certain to cause /er to be suspected of encouraging
him. And if she reacts favourably, and begins to feel a responding attraction,
her position is one of heart-rending difficulty. The danger in which her lover
;puts himself is grave enough, for discovery will certainly mean bitter social
persecution and may even mean death. But a woman discovered in an illicit love
affair faces hatred of such virulence that even if her life is spared, it may seem
to her hardly worth living. Hence, before she surrenders herself she does all she
can to test the strength of her lover’s loyalty o her, pretending indifference even
when she does not feel it, and even treating him with deliberate cruelty until she
can be sure that nothing will shake his loyalty to her. Even if, having put her
lover to the test, she finds him true to her, and responds accordingly, she may
still vacillate, and indeed repent of her conduct and conclude that it is better to
come to terms with a life without love than to face the terrible dangers that love
involves. Or a sense of guilt, a deep conviction that her love is dishonourable,
may urge her to the same course.

Her lover understands quite well that her cruelty or her refusal to respond
does not necessarily mean that she does not love him, but this understanding
does not save him from the spiritual agonies which this time of testing brings
him, and he pours out his anguish in verse of extravagant, passionate self-pity.

This mood often adds to the difficulties of the modern English reader
struggling to enier into the spirit of the Urdu ghazal, for to most of us today
self-pity connotes unmanliness and other unsympathetic qualities. It takes an
effort to realize that this connotation is a modern one: as Dorothy Sayers writes,
in a rather similar context, ‘There are fashions in sensibility as in everything
else. The idea that a strong man should react to great personal and national
calamities by a slight compression of the lips and by silently throwing his
cigarette into the fireplace is of very recent origin.’? You will see the truth of
this if you turn to Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and see how Romeo, whom
Shakespeare portrays as a resolute and courageous man, reacts to the news of
his banishment from Verona.?

It is understandable that where a man’s love is likely t be a hopeless one,
he can look to find spiritual peace only if he cultivates the ability to love for its
own sake, without any expectation of return, and whatever the suffering his love
may bring upon him. The experience of loving is in itself a priceless treasure.
It reveals to him qualities in himself which have hitherto been dormant, and
which love alone can rouse. The trials of love test the steadfastness of his heart,
reveal to him his own spiritual strength. and bring him to the stage where he
actuaily weicomes every cruelty which his mustress inflicts upon him, including
even death, because it enables him to prove to her and to himself that he has the
strength 1o iove her to the end. Courage, constancy and complete dedication to
Jove are ihe supreme qualities which the Urdu ghazal exalts, and because only
thf: experience of love can develop these qualities, no suffering is too great a
price to pay.
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Some of those who know the Urdu ghaza! argue that for the most part it is
not really about this kind of experience at all — that most Urdu poets who depict
their love experience in these terms are not writing direct, realistic- accounts of
what they have known but using those terms as conventional metaphors for the
description of other experience. [ would reply first, that some of the greatest
ghazal poets — the outstanding example is Mir — evidently are writing of their
personal experience of exactly this situation. Mir’s Masaavi Mamlat i Ishq
(Stages of Love) gives a frank and moving account of his own love affair, but
this evidence has been passed over in discreet and respectabie silence even by
scholars who have written at length on his life and poetry. I am aware that the
‘I’ of a poem written in the first person is not necessarily in every respect the
‘I’ of the poet,” but in the absence of external evidence there is no reason not to
assume that the two correspond, and it is at any rate clear that the poet identifies
sufficiently with the ‘I’ of his poem to be ready to0 have his readers think that he
is writing of himself,

Secondly, even those poets who are not writing of their own experience of
love are nevertheless describing other experience in metaphors derived from
this situation, and you can understand the metaphors only if you first understand
their literal connotation. I repeat, therefore, that the key to the understanding of
the ghazal is the realization that it is the poetry of illicit love, of the love of a
man for another man’s betrothed or another man’s wife.

Mystic Love

But the ghazal is also the poetry of another kind of love — the passionate love
of the mystic for God, his Divine Beloved. The poets called one kind majazi,
‘symbolic’, and the other hagqigqi, ‘real’ — and, once again, the modern English
reader is disconcerted to discover that ‘symbolic” love is earthiy love, and ‘real’
love mystic love — and not the other way round. In one and the same ghazal one
will find some verses which one naturally takes in the earthly sense and others
which one takes in the divine sense; and when one takes a second look there
are ml%ny which could be taken in either sense or indeed in both at the same
time.

The second major task in learning to appreciate the ghazal thus becomes that
of understanding the parallels between the two kinds of love. It is not easy for
us to appreciate just Aow close, to the medieval mind, these parallels were. Once
again, I use the historical term ‘medieval’ rather than one with regional conno-
tations like ‘Indian’ or ‘Muslim’, because I think our difficulties in under-
standing the mystic themes of the ghazal spring not so much from the diffzsrence
in outlook between East and West as from that between modern and medieval.
[ feel sure that one of the reasons why many people today jib at the parallelism
with which human and divine love are treated in the ghazal is the long Protestant
tradition of the modern West which tends to regard sexual love as sinful, or if
not sinful, at least not religious, and for this and other reasons feels very
uncomfortable with the symbolic identification of God with an irresistibly
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beautiful woman. Such readers would do well to remember that it did not occur
to our ancestors — not even o some of our Protestant ancestors — that there was
anything objectionable in the parallelism between sexual and divine love. You
will find it in the Bible, in the Song of Solomon, where the chapter headings take
the most sensuous descriptions of the beloved - her feet, her thighs, her bell}/,
her navel, her breasts — as Christ’s description of the graces of the Church.!!
This treatment is not exceptional. J. M. Cohen, in his History of Western
Literature,'? speaks of love poetry ‘translated a lo divino for pious reading,
according to the strange custom of the time, with a divine lover carefully
substituted on all occasions for an earthly one’. In European medieval literature
the lover is often God and the beloved his worshippers, but the symbolism
of the ghazal is also commonly found. In Dante’s Divine Comedy the figure
of Beatrice appears both as Dante’s earthly beloved and on other occasions
as the symbol of Christ.!3 And Huizinga tells us that in the most celebrated
treatment of love in the medieval literature of Western Europe, The Romance
of the Rose, the rose was taken as the symbol both of the female genitals and
of Christ.!4 ~

The starting point of mysticism is the soul’s longing for God, a longing which
owes as little to reason as does a man’s involuntary, powerful attraction 10 a
beautiful woman. It is this direct, deeply emotional relationship with God on
which the whole structure of mysticism is built, and it is worth making the point
at the outset that this in itself means that mysticism is potentially a doctrine
subversive of medieval society, and therefore deeply suspect to it. If your one
overriding aim in life is to draw ever closer to God, then the great ones of this
world are unimportant in your eyes. And the great ones of this world do not like
those who do not think them great. If you rely upon your love of God to guide
you, you do not need the advice of learned divines and do not accept their
pretensions to be in some special sense the guardians of true religion. And the
spiritual pillars of the medieval order do not like this attitude any more than their
termporal counterparts do.

“Islamic mysticism has a wide range of expression and I do not want to give
the impression that its most radical, potentially subversive trend was everywhere
made explicit — still less that it was the dominant trend in Islamic mysticism as
a whole. But in the convention of the Urdu ghazal it does dominate, and is not
only made explicit, but like almost everything else in the ghazal, carried to an
extreme. The hero of the Urdu ghazal poet, in his mystic role, is Mansur al
Hallaj, who was crucified by the orthodox in 922 A.D. for crying out ‘anal hag!
anal hag!” ~ ‘1 am God! T am God!’ — words which to the mystic express his
sense of the complete merging of the individual soul in the Divine Beloved, but
which to the orthodox are unspeakable blasphemy. In the convention of the Urdu
ghazal the poet’s position is Mansur’s position, and he takes it for granted that
this exposes him to the same persecution from the pillars of society and of
orthodox religion as Mansur himself had to face. Thus the eighteenth century
poet Mir writes:
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Have you not heard what happened to Mansur?
Here, if you speak the truth, they crucify you.!®

There is a play on words here. In the original the word I have translated as
‘the truth’ is haq, and Mir uses it because it is the same word as Mansur used,
though in his cry ‘anal haq’ it means ‘God’. ' )

If we piece together from the lines of the Urdu ghazal the essential doctrines
of the extrerne mystics we can readily understand why the orthodox abhorred
and hated them, and why this hatred was most cordially returned. Some of the
leading ideas are these. The worship of God means the love of qu, alove as’
all-consuming as love for a beautiful mistress. Ruuz}ls of worship are of no
significance as compared with this. Of the ‘Five Pillars’ ‘of Islam, the five
fundamental duties of faith, prayer, fasting, almsgiving and pilgrimage, only the
first is essential. Performance of the others may conceivably help you to draw
closer to God; but mostly they are harmful to true religion, for tr!cy lead you to
see religion as the hollow performance of external rituals, and, if you pel:form
them, to an arrogant self-satisfaction that you are ‘not as _other men are’. Fgr
better than such Muslims are Hindu idolators who love their qu with ;le their
hearts, though they call him by another name. For God reveals Himself in many
forms and the worship of His true lovers is acceptable to Him, no matter n what
form they worship Him. God not only created the universe;, He is the universe.
All that exists is He, and there is nothing beside Him. The worship of the beauty
of the universe is the worship of God, whether it be the beauty of nature, or Qf
a beautiful woman, or of a handsome boy. The finest of God’s creations 1s

humankind, which in Islam is considered the noblest of created things.

The ghazal poet’s ideal is a strongly humanist one.'It stresses the greatness
of humarkind, and proclaims the almost infinite potentialities of human beings,
urging their claims even against God himself. The cardinal religious cpmmand-
ment is to love other people, no matter what their creed a_nd nationality. Hafiz,
the great fourteenth-century Persian poet, proclaimed this commandment in a
much-quoted verse
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Do not distress you fellow men, and do what elge you will
For in my Holy Law there is no other sin but this.



