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GHALIB: MAN AND POET
Hamid Ahmad Khan

The principal medium through which Ghalib expressed
himself was the ghagzal—a literary form essentially non-
Western and, indeed, a form which deviates considerably
from the Western notions of a poem’s continuity and logical
cohesion. ‘

The ghazal is a poem comprising a series of couplets
whose- second lines rhyme together, 'This arrangement
makes the couplet of the ghazal the primary unit of expres-
sion. 'The language has to be compact and concentrated,
for the couplet. must achieve its pinnacle of effect by de-
ploying to maximuimn advantage the two arcs of its parallel
movement. Furthermore, the couplet of the ghazal prefers
to be a record of universal experience. A particular event,
when incorporated into a ghasgal, must be so generalized
as to transform the personal into a broadly human theme.
On this account, the ghazal need not be, and quite often is
not, a subjective poem. The pcet of the ghazal can, and
does, make of his poem a vehicle of dramatic pertrayal—
though, of course, he does not make it drama in the techni-
cal sense. The only exception to the rule of universal ap-
peal may be the end-couplet of the ghasal where the writer,
using his postical surname, may introduce a subjective note
by pointedly referring to a particular personal experience,

In spite of its own conceptual or emotional identity,

~each couplet of a ghasal is an itegral part of the total har-

mony of the poem. More often than not, the logical cohe-
rence of the ghagal is based on the spirit rather than on the
matter. The ghasal is, thus, a unique composition which
fuses variety of meaning into a unity of effect by means
peculiar to its own structure. Without the external link
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of a perceptible argument, the couplets of a ghagal are held
together by an inner accord of attitude and feeling.
The rhyme scheme is only the outer symbol of the ghazals’
semantic harmony. Goethe perceived this basic fact about
the unity of the ghazal when he remarked to Eckermann:
""Ghazals have this peculiarity that they demand great fulness
of meaning. The constantly-recurring similar rhymes
must find ready for them a store of similar thoughts.*

Having briefly introduced the peculiar technique of

Ghalib’s verse, I must remind you that GChalib is, like
Igbal, a poet who wrote in both Urdu and Persian. Indeed,
his work in Persian is at least five times the size of his Urdu

Diwan, It will, therefore, be necessary to bring in referen-

ces to his work in Persian and to quote from it.
I

Now let us turn to Ghalib the man. The poet’s grand-
father had migrated some time about the middle of the eigh-
teenth century from Samarkand in Central Asia to Lahore,
and had then moved on to Delhi, The poet himself was
born in Agra, in December 1797. He spent his boyhood,
and had his early education, in his native town. He lost
his father at the age of five, when his uncle took charge of
him, but the uncle, too, died some three years later, This
uncle had been a gallant cavalry officer in the army of the
Britich East India Company. The Company, therefore,
sancticned a pension of Rs. 10,000/- per annum for his
dependants, The poet's share in this pension came to
something less than a seventh of the whole. And even
this whole was halved by the machinations of avaricious
relatives who, by means still unknown, contrived to have
the original decision medified to the disadvantage of the
poet. When he grew up, this pittance was to be his only
permanent income. In his earlier days, however, when
he lived with his mother, the British pension was a thing
unthought of, for he had at that time enough and to spare.

* Jtalics mine.
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His mother's father was & grandee of the town; the palatial
house in which the poet spent his boyhood years may still
be seen in Pipal Mandi, Agra. .

Ghalib started on his poetic career when he was about
ten or eleven. His early verse is distinguished by grotes-
que imagery and fantastic conceits. He appears utterly
to ignore the smooth, sweet tone of his great predecessor,
Mir, and seems bent upon going back to the Persian ‘‘Meta-
physicals’” of the seventeenth century. His great master
is Bedil, a difficult, philosophical poet, who is now more
popular in Afghanistan and Soviet Central Asia than in
Pakistan and India. The young Chalib does not appear to

_take particular note of Bedil's philosophical meaning but,

fascinated by Bedil’s "‘Metaphysical’’ conceits, tries to em-
ploy the same technique in his own highly Persianized
Urdu verse. These early exercises in extravagant ima-
gery talk of "the point of a scorpion’s sting’’ being used by
his false sympathisers as a needle to sew his wounds or of
“the nightingale’s egg under the fairy’s wing’” as a symbol
of "lamentation bred by wayward flight.”

In August 1810, when he was barely thirteen, the poet
was married in Delhi to the niece cf the first Nawab of Lo-
haru, About two years later, he left his home in Agra and
came over permanently to Delhi. Here he completed his
education, and by slow degrees got over the turgidity and
startling conceits of the ten years of his apprenticeship
which began in 1806 or 1807, About 1817, began that fruit-

ful second period of poetic activity which extended over

more than a quarter of a century. = A great part of his
Urdu Diwan and a considerable part of his Persian odes
and ghazals date back to these years.

Right in the middle of this productive period, he was
beset for the first time by a lack of money verging almost
on penury. He resolved to fight it out with those who had
robbed him of his inheritance. In 1826 he travelled to
Calcutta—at that time the seat of the East India Company’s
growing Indian Empire. He returned to Delhi in 1828,
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ey
defeated but not broken in spirit, He filed applications
made representations and lodged appeals. The struggle
went on till 1844 when, in view of the final refusal receiv-
ed from England, nothing more was left for him to do. Then
the latent sources of strength within him burst into action,
and hedeveloped an attitude of stoical calm which became

increasingly prominent in the third period which begins
about 1840-44:

Vualne N Gsdy cjewt i o5e e
As the bridge’s shadow on the flood
Dance thou to the surging waves of fate/

This note of full reconcilement with life becomes more
conspicuous a few years later in the famous poem on his
OWn imprisonment. In 1847 he was arrested on a charge
of gambling and had to go to jail for three months. This
was a terrible disgrace for a gentleman of Mughal times.
Ghalib was, of course, deeply hurt, but there is no trace
of anger or bitterness in his prison-poem. One of the
stanzas always puts me in mind of Spenser’s “Epithalamium,”’
the beautiful hymn of love in which Spenser conducts his
bridge to the nuptial chamber. I will quote a few lines

from this stanza which are strikingly similar in tone to Spen-
ser’s bridal poem:
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Ye Warders, come around| for 1 am coming;
Open the prison-door, for I am coming.
I do not know the way, and am fearful of your throng,
Show me the way from afar, for I am coming.

Since poesy and learning is my profession,
Seek ye your share of me, for I am coming.
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About the middle of the century things took a turn for
the better. Ghalib was introduced at the Mughal court,
and even the royal court at Lucknow sought to patronize
him. This happy interlude, however, did not last him
long, for the courts of Lucknow and Delhi were both wiped
out in 1856 and 1857—almost within a year of each other.
The great change which followed 1857 brought his poetic
career to an end, and he spent the last ten years of his life
writing his inimitable letters to friends. As a model of
direct and lucid statement, the letters of Ghalib clear the
way for Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan's prose. Their choice
humour continues to be a delight for the reader. The
zest for life and the love of graphic detail which these let-
ters exhibit has made them a classic of Urdu prose.

m

There is a certain quality of uniqueness about Ghalib
in that he belongs at once to the ancients and the modermns.
If he is the last of the great race of artists whom the advent
of Muslim culture produced in the Indo-Pakistan Sub-conti-
nent, he is also the first exponent of our recently acquired
modern disposition. The questioning attitude, the indifi-
erence to authority, the insistence on psychological truth,
the variety and comprehensiveness of the themes handled,
the singularly broad outlook, all tend to project him beyond
his age. Ghalib is not only the greatest writer of the last
phase of our culture; even the contact with the West has not
so far-helped produce a personality so rich, various and
versatile, '

Living up to the age of seventy-one, Ghalib spent the

-best part of his life in writing for a society which finally pas-

sed away with the Great Fight of 1857. His increasing pop-
ularity in our own day has been the source of some literary
superstitions. One of these describes him as a man born
before his time, pining to reach out to unrealized worlds.
This view is fundamentally false. To a reader of normally
clear vision, it is at once evident that there is really no sharp
cleavage between Ghalib and the times in which he lived.
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fI‘hls does not, of course, mean that he was completely ad-
]ustefd to his own age. No great artist is: the harmony
of his inner world always transcends that of his environ-
ment. It is this divine discontent of Ghalib which makes
him sometime cry out:" :

O el B A Cdue

I sing from lively fancy's giow;
I am the nightingale of a garden uncreated,

In spite of such uttera_lnces.'there is cbviously an essantiéi
accord be'fween Chalib’s personality and that Indo-Muslim
culture szvildlchltook shape under the inspiration of athousand
years of Muslim rule and ultimately passed away with t

Great Change of 1857. y i the

_ Most apologists of Ghalib are led to this kind of falla-
cious theorizing because of their difficulty in connecting
Ghalib’s vigour and vitality with a social order which
was already tottering to its final ruin. This is not a real
d1ff1:cu1ty. In fact, Chalib’s perscnality was moulded bya
soclety which had attained to a stage of great cultural
advance and refinement. This. society was, no doubt
unenterprising in terms of historical movement, but it stili
retained a sense of its old intellectual and political life and
was fully conscious of its unbroken link with a glorious
past. Education was acquired on a very ambitious scale.
I believe the modern Indo-Pakistan Muslim is not really
quite as cultured as his great-great-great-grandfather.
For proof we have only to refer to the many-sidedness of
the rich intellectual life of the nineteenth century. Of the
younger generaticn of that period, we may mention the
great Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Hali, Shibli, Nazir Ahmad and
Zaka Ullah, as typical examples. These men were leaders
of thought who successfully bridged the gulf between
our cld and new modes of life. Here is a bit of foreign
evidence on this subject. Colonel Sleeman of the Bengal
Army wrote the following about a hundred and thirty years
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Perhaps there are few communities in the world,
among whom education is more generally diffused than
among Mahomedans in India. He who holds an office
worth twenty rupees, gives his son an education eqgual
to that of a prime minister. They learn, through the
medium of the Arabic and Persian languages, what
young men in our colleges learn through those of the
Greek and Latin. *

It is in such a period of social customs established and
cultural conventicns matured for centuries that a vigorous
mind working on and reacting to a mellowed body of tradi-
tion makes a great arlist. Thus, not to speak of his life’s
work being inopportune, Ghalib came just at the right

moment of time. His greatness was born of the society in

which, and for which, he lived. A reference to the cele-
bration in the. court of King Bahadur Shah of the festival
known as ‘'Last Wednesday'’ will bring out Ghalib’s sensi-
tive awareness of the life around him.. This festival falls
in the lunar month of Safar and commemorates the recovery
of the Holy Prophet from a serious illness. The King celeb-
rated the occasion by distributing rings of gold and silver
among his courtiers. Please remember that Ghalib was
no longer young when these verses were wrilten, and note
also how completely he identifies himself with the general
merriment. This is a literal translation in spite of the meter,
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'Tis the Last Wednesday of the month of Safar;

* Rambles and Recollections, Vol. 2, p.283 ~ _
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Come, let us go to the garden and put down in it
4An earthen though full of musk-scented wine.
Whoever comes may fill his cup and drink,

And, let him then, in utter wantonness,

Trample about the lawn and overleap the flowers
In the King's presence gold and silver rings

Are being given today, though he outshines

The gold and silver of the sun and moon: )
You think that scooped out from within there are
Millions of suns and moons innumerable.

v

Chalib’s scholarly attainments call for at least a brief
reference. He had a fair understanding of astronomy as
taught by Ptolemy, and his knowledge of Greek and media-
eval philosophy and of the great sufis inspired respect even
among the finest intellects of the age. He continued to be a
great reader to the end of his life. But no other interest
could possibly match his passion for verse. He felt he was
the sole inheritor of the riches of old Persian poetry, An
intimate spiritual kinship, aided by a memory remarkably

Teceptive of verse, gave him complete hold of the great’

Persians, so that he could quote lines from them by the hun-

dred. He believed that nobody in the sub-continent had’

ever captured like him the spirit of the Persian masters.

Talking of Keats's wonderful mastery of sensuous
effects, Shelley once said that “he was a Greek.” In the
Same way, we might say of Ghalib that he was an Iranian,
Living in Delhi, he yet breathed the air of Iran and Turkis-
tan. And old Delhi was in fact a sister city of Shiraz and
Samarkand. She was only one of those great centres which
lay along the line of advance of Perso-Arabic culture,

It was in Delhi that Ghalib made his debutin the perio-
dical meetings of poets and ‘‘wits’’, known as musha'iras.
He did not cut a happy figure in these musha'iras, for his
verses were found to be remarkable mostly for their obs-
curity and a kind of fantastic originality,. What could the
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wise, old critics make of a self-confident young man who
prated to them, with prosaic precision, of glances from the
eye of the needle, of his own ashes passing to the hour-
glass, of stings of wasps and scorpions, and of a pen made of
@ human hair? They persecuted him with derisive criti-
cism, laughter and scorn. In England, Keats almost equally
young, was being similarly treated at exactly the same time.

- Only an innate strain of stoic courage, and a consciousness

of his own ultimate worth bordering on egotism, could have
sustained Ghalib through these trying years. Then, gradu-
ally, about the time he was twenty, he attained to clarity and
power. Butone might as well record that even the period
of his apprenticeship had not been devoid of occasional
flashes. Consider the following illustrations:

G OVsm et wié 3553l
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The spring, locked up in buds, streams through the
town:
Beauty cannot work its magic except in a tight-fitting
vest.
Pl o e ecalal o o 35 60 5
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Artsure thy prayer is heard ? Then do not prayatalll
- Thatis: Ask nothing but a heart without desire.,
dib LK 4 gy Sk
UG L edin o o e s 57 oy

The dusty hide-and-seek you play with Hope is but a

children’s game;

I see Despair laughing in scorn, his lips apart with the

. ' two worlds.®

T L buss K U6 Ol o
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* The "twoworlds"’ are, of course, this world and the next, here represented
as the two eternal lips of Daspair gone wide apart in derisive laughter,
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Where is the second footstep of the heart's desire,
O Lord?

This wilderness of Being appears to be a footprint.

I have trars'ated my last illustration in verse, It is not
a literal translat'on like the others, but it is, nevertheless,
faithful to the meaning and spirit of the original:
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O Thou Who filled this goodly mart
With things that bless the eye,

I feel within a bitter smart,

On one side burns my heart

And on the other [,

! know I am a taper bright:

Flame of eternal quest

I have nor end nor aim in sight,
Throwing this way and that my light—
No purpose and no rest. -

v

The sombre note in some of the verses just quoted has
misled a number of critics into forming a totally erroneous
idea of Ghalib’s mind and art. They have almost attributed
to him a message...the message of Schopenhauer. They
forget that the theory which aspires to describe a mind of
rich varieties chould never confine itself to a single phase
of that mind. We know that Shakespeare was likewise sub-
Jected to such lop-sided theories. The pedant and the doc-
trinaire toyed with them for some time, and then they drop-
ped into the wasta-paper basket of literary criticism.

I should like to state, in the first place, that for good or

.ill, Ghalib has no specific message to deliver; as Igbal has,

for instance. This does nct mean that Ghalib has nothing
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to say on human life and conduct. A considerable part of
his poetry deals with the ethics of human affairs, but he is
no more preoccupied with a particular ethic than with a
particular ‘metaphysic. In the second place, it should be
definitely recognised by critics who rely exclusively on
Western standards of literary judgment that the ghazal is
a form as much of dramatic as of lyric expression. It should,
therefore, be clearly understood that in his ghagals, Ghalib
does not invariably speak for his own self. We know that
the ghazal-writers had no specific drama, and their object-
ive view of the mental states of their fellow-beings has been
embodied in a large number of artistically finished couplets
in Persian and Urdu poetry.

The early pessimistic verse of Ghalib should no doubt
be classed with the essentially impersonal part of his work,
Such certainly is the reference to Depsair laughing at the
vanity of human life for, in spite of the sublimity of the ithage,
this verse utterly lacks the warmth of personal feeling, It
may be recalled that Ghalib, at this point of his poetic career,
was in the prime of youth, a man in the fulness of his powers,
physical and intellectual. He had money enough to squan-
der at will. And how thoroughly he enjoyed himself in
these days—wine, women, the company of cultured friends,
the finest treasures of philosophy and Pergian poetry before
him, and dance and music and gardens and evening par-
ties galore. Looking back on these days, he said in later
years: “The feverish haste of my career raised a cloud of
dust from mosque and temple and struck conventand tavern
one against the other”’.

In the middle years, when the shadows darkened
around him, a real note of sadness came into his poetry, It
Is a-sadness which sometimes deepens into pain. Very
often, however, he welcomes the Sorrows that come to him
for, as he tells us in some of his Persian versces, it is the fight
against fate which makes a man a hero.
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Greatness in man is not produced except through grief;
Be, therefore, mindful of the worth of a sorrowinyg heart!

- This world is beautified with cruel pain;

Whatever blood is spilt is cream for the face of the
' ' earth.

It is this note of power which made Igbal recognise in
Ghalib the daring and self-confidence of a kindred spirit—
a spirit sustained by its own strength in the face of bitter
pain. In Payam-i-Mashriq, three poets—Browning, Byron
and Rumi—express themselves through the words of Igbal.
Chalib is allowed to speak through one of his own verses
which, I guess was written in the Second Period (1817-44).
This is what Ghalib says: '

;Je)oéyjé}&j'é;ulgu
O for a bitter draught—quick, passionate, divine!
" *Tis not fierce wine glone will bruise this heart of mine ;
So in a burning fire | fuse the beaker bright,
And pour the liquid glass into the cup of wine, -

This high-spirited attitude was no mere poetical mask.
Chaliblivedup toit, In 1842, when money was a sore need,
he was offered the post of Head Persian Teacher at Delhi
College. In this connection, he was required to call on
James Thompson, Foreign Secretary to the Government of
India. Deeply imbued with a sense of the Mughal forms of
courtesy, Ghalib lingered outside the house and, on being
asked to step in, insisted on his privilege of being met at
the door, This was refused, and Ghalib turned back with-

- out 'setling his foot incide the Secretary’s house. It was

most probably after this incident that he wrote the well-
known Urdu ghagal in which occurs the couplet:
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We are created beings, yet we are free and proud;
We turn round and retrace our steps if the gate of God's
House is not open.

Referring to the darker elementin his own literary

~work, Goethe once said that through it he purged himself

of his sorrows. No poet of extreme sensitiveness can live
without such purgation. I should like to emphasize the fact
that the treatment of sorrow in Ghalib should not be taken
to imply, any more than it does in Goethe, a settled pessimis-
tic outlook on life. The sombre note in Chalib’s poetry is
as much of a Katharsis with him as it was with Goethe, for it
left the man unscathed, his faith in human nature unshaken.
In full enjoyment of life, always thinking kindly of his fellow- .
Creatures, he was to the end without either the fierceness or
the feebleness of a pessimist. I will quote here from an .
Urdu ghazal of the Third Period (1844-57):
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Spring is short-lived. So what? The spring is herel
Speak of fresh gardens and of breezes sweet.

The loved one bears no love. So what? She is the

loved one!
Speak of her grace of motion and of her winsome

bearing.
VI

I-Iav_ing said something on Ghalib’s moral outlook, I
sho.ulq like to add a word on his metaphysical vision. First,
he is like the sufis, a pantheist, believing that nothing exists
but God and that nothing can touch our being but God.
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The ocean’s being consists of emerging forms;
What else is there in drop and wave and bubble?
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But this philosophy does not make him forget the striking
impact of sensory experience on our mind:
dmae pS o oeW W e
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When naught exists but thee, O God,
Then what is this commotion ?

What are these fairy faces,
What charm, and grace, and beauty? -

Where do the spreading green and roses come from ?

What is the flying cloud and what the breeze ?

I'have likened Ghalib to the sufi but, in hi: extreme idealism,
he is, of all Urdu poets, nearest to the Indian Vedantist:
201 WY S 85 e ek b g
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What we consider Being is the essence of non-Being:
We continue asleep, having woken up in our sleep.

And again:
Al gle T oon i o I e
G dis pls i el ple
O Asad, do not be deluded by Existence;
The whole world is a ring in the web of thought.

Some of his verses on this theme are couched in the passion-
less syllogistic style of the Vedanta. The sufi, you will
observe, is moved by a divine passion: the Vedantist by an
equally divine cognition. Here is.an illustration of Chalib’s
Vedantist leanings:
Gay s o5 Upy o o285 olgd 10a 45 g5 L5
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When nothing was, God was. Had néthing been, God
o would have heen.

Yes, Being is my bane. O if] had not been, what, then,
I should have been,

After this acrobatic feat in logic, I should like to close
on a simpler note, for Ghalib can be both abstruse and play-
ful on this serious theme. Hereis the end-couplet of a well-
known Urdu poem:

i I
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So, Ghalib, Being is not, and non-Being is not;
What, then, art thou thyself, O *Js-not’’ ?

Ladies and gentlemen, [ hope you agree that Ghalib
can be a fascinating study if we may read him at some length.
Thave not, except casually, referred to his immaculate senge
of humour or to the incomparable magnitude of his imagina-
tion, nor even to some verses here and there which would
have put you in mind of Goethe, Shakespeare or Michael
Angelo or some other known figure in European art,
I could not have done this without abusing your patience.
But I believe I have said enough to make you feel interested
and inclined to read more of him. Thank you.
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12)

Chronology of Ghalib

Mirza Kokan Beg Khan,
Ghalib’s grandfather,
migrates from Samarkand
to Lahore

Birth of Mirza Asadullah Beg
Khan (“'Ghalib’’) in Agra

Death of his father,

Mirza
Abdullah Beg Khan

Years of schooling in Agra
and in Delhi

Death of his uncle, Mirza
Nasrullah Beg Khan

First exercises in versification

Years of frolic and dissipation
in Agra and Delhi

Marriage

Changes his poetical surname
from **Asad’’ to '“Ghalib”’

Moves permanently to Delhi
Years of creative activity ...

The great love affair of his life

1748-54
27 December 1797

1802-03
1803-12
1812-14
1808

1807-08

1806-1818

9 August 1810

circ, 1810
1812 | i
1818.25

1817-1820

13}

14)

15)

16)
17)

18)

19)

20)

2

22)

23)

24)

25)

Completion of the first
manuscript Urdu Diwan

Beginning of financial troubles

Begins litigation for his British
pension

Starts for Calcutia
Returns to Dethi

Troubles and disappointments
muitiply. The golden years of
his poetry

TFirst edition of the Urdu Diwan

Declines to accept appointment
as Head Persian Teacher at
Delhi College ...

His final appeal to Queen
Victoria turned down

First edition of the Persian
Diwan

Arrested and imprisoned for
gambling

Appointed Court Historian
(at Rs. 300/- a half-year) by the
last Mughal King .

Adopts baby son of his wife's
nephew, Zainu] Abidin Khan
Arif, on the latter’s death

1821

1822-23

1826

1826

1829

1830-50

1841

1842

1844
1845

1847

18580

1852
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21)

28)

29)

30)
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32)

33)

34)
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‘warza Fakhru (heir-apparent

to the Mughal throne) and

Nawab Wajid Ali Shah of

Oudh become hizs "'pupils in

poetry''. Remuneration :

Rs. 400/-and Rs.500/-per annum
respectively) .

Nawab Wajid Ali Shah deposed
and interned in Calcutta

Mirza Fakhru's sudden death

The Great Rebellion and the
end of the Mughal Empire ...

Nawab Yusuf Ali Khan of
Rampur becomes his "'pupil
in poetry"” .

The decade of letter-writing

First collection of letters
published

Death

Second collection of letters
published

Death of his widow

1854-55

February 1856

July 1856
May-September 1857
February 1857
1858-68

1868 -

15 February 1869

March 1869

4 February 1870
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GHALIB: AN INDIVIDUALIST

Mumtaz Hasan

Ghalib was different from other men and wanted to be
different, He was a non-conformist in life and did not wish
to be classed with what he regarded as the common herd.
His attitude is summed up in one of his famous verses:

T G e W ol
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Following the multitude, leads you astray

1, therefore, do not tread the path that the caravan
has taken,

His desire for individual identification and distinction
expressed itself in more ways than one. He wore an un-
common type of cap! because he did not want to look like
other people, When in his old age, he decided to grow a
beard, he shaved his head at the same time, contrary to the
normal pattern of Delhi where, in those days, people grew
hair on their heads and faces with equal solicitude.? His
poetic nom-de-plume originally was Asad, but as soon as he
heard of another poet of the same name, he changed it from
Asad to Ghalib, It is true that the other Asad was a poor
poet at best and it was one of his particularly un-inspired
verses which occasioned Ghalib’s decision,? but this was
probably incidental. Even if this contemporary had been a
better artist, it is doubtful if Ghalib would have colitinued
to share his poetic name with him. *"You know how long I
have lived in Delhi,"” says he in one of his letters to a favou-
rite pupil, *'All this while I have not allowed any one in this
city to bear my name, my poetic name or my nick name,'*
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