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KHALID HASAN QADIRI

NOTES

! Dastan-e tarix-e urdn (Agra 1941).
2The word farix signifies ‘chronogram’ as well as ‘date’ in Urdu, and art of the chronogram is
termed farix-got, from tarix-go ‘chronogrammatist’.

3 Cf. the Shorter OED (1977 edn), s.v.: ‘a phrase, sentence, or inscription, in which certain
letters (distinguished from the rest) express by their numerical values a date or epoch. Thus
a pamphlet published in 1666, when an engagement between the English and Dutch navies
was expected, had in place of the imprint of the year this sentence: ‘LorD haVe MerCle
Vpon Vs’. The sum of the numerical values of the capital letters is 1666’.

¢ Followed by Mizan ut tavarix (1937), Jami‘ ut tavarix (1943), Asar ut tavarix (1953), all
preserved as MSS in my own collection.

5 As in ummatin in the third Quranic chronogram quoted above.
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Poet—audience interaction at Urdu musha‘iras

C. M. NAIM

The Urdu word ‘musha‘ira’ (musa‘ira) is from musa‘ara, an Arabic verbal
noun, reciprocal in reference, whose primary meaning, according to
Steingass, is ‘contending with, or excelling in poetry’.! That is still the
basic meaning of the word in Iran, and musa‘ara, in Persian, refers to a
poetic contest in which two persons or groups exchange couplets back and
forth, each being required, for example, to respond with a couplet
beginning with the letter with which the opponent’s couplet ends.2 In the
Urdu milieu of South Asia such a contest is called bait-bazi (‘the game of
couplets’), whereas ‘musha‘ira’ exclusively refers to a gathering of poets
for the purpose of reading poetry before an audience. (Elements of game
and contest, however, are still discernible, as we shall see later.)
According to Shibli Nu‘mani, musha‘iras in the latter sense — i.e.
gatherings of poets — began in the Persian milieu near the end of the
fifteenth century; but Nu‘mani does not indicate his source of informa-
tion.3 However, in the Persian/Urdu milieu of eighteenth century Delhi,
Muhammad Taqi Mir tells us that a new term murdxta was coined on the
pattern of musa‘ara to refer to gatherings of rexta or Urdu poets.4 The
new term did not gain wide currency and was soon replaced by the
original word.

No detailed descriptions of early Urdu musha‘iras have come down to
us; the only available information is fragmentary and begins with the
second half of the eighteenth century.> We know that musha‘iras were
held quite frequently, often at regular intervals. Night was probably the
preferred time. They were held at the homes of individuals as well as at
such public places as those of the dargah and takiya associated with Sufi
saints; and they were sometimes held in the Red Fort. In every case,
however, the audience was restricted: these were not ‘open’ events.
Limitations of space and the protocols of an hierarchical society dictated
that this be so. Also, it appears that very few non-participants attended
those early musha‘iras. In other words, there was at that time no
distinguishable audience separate from the participating poets. The host
of the evening was also the presiding person; he conducted the
proceedings and usually started the musha‘ira by presenting his own
verses first. He then invited other poets to read, beginning with the young
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of ustady (‘mentor-ship’) and Sagird; (‘dismpleship’) in Urdu poetry. In
pre-modern society, poetry was considered a science (‘ilm) as well as 3
vocation (fan), and one needed to learn how to write poetry from some
master (ustad). Every master pocet had his loyal disciples (Sagird), and
their numbers and names were matters of prestige. These disciples
attended musha‘iras ip the company of theijr masters, and were quick to

Interaction qr Urdu musha‘irgs

it is more like a nasist.
Obviously a radical change has occurred. What were originally

sadr, but now usually he is some politician or bureaucrat who wij| most
likely not be a poet himself,
A more crucjal role is now played by a new member of the cast: the
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command if necessary, and so forth. In all cases, he was judged either by
his peers, i.e. other poets, or by his patrons, who were frequently poets
themselves. Every poet strove to show not only how good a poet he was
but also how superior he was to other poets. That twofold aim still exists,
but now a poet must seek approval from an audience that is anything but
an assembly of his peers. Today’s audiences at musha‘iras are separated
from the poets not only physically, but also in many other ways. A
mushatira audience these days will have a large number of people who
may not be able to read, or in some cases even to speak Urdu. There will
be people from all strata of society, representing all ranges of literacy,
education, and value orientation. They will share a fondness for Urdu
poetry, but their notions of what constitutes good poetry will be quite
disparate. In fact, we now have poets who are called ‘musha‘ira poets’
(musa‘ire ke sa‘ir) because they are able to win over any musha‘ira
audience regardless of the literary quality of their verses.

What makes one a good ‘musha‘ira poet’? The primary requirement, it
appears, is a good style of delivery. At present, in orderto be successful at
any musha‘ira, every poet, except for someone with a very high literary
reputation or some other star quality, has to have a distinctive way of
presenting his poetry. That, in the great majority of cases, means a good
voice and a musically attractive manner of recitation. This particular style
of chanting or recitation, called tarannum, has been carefully analysed by
the ethnomusicologist Regula Qureshi, and we need not dwell on the
subject here.8 We should simply note that, except for those who write
either humorous or political verses exclusively, popular ‘musha‘ira poets’
rarely use the simple, declamatory style called taht ul lafz: they tend to
favour tarannum, often pushing its musical quality to the limits where it
might begin to resemble singing. On the whole, however, most poets
maintain the distinction between tarannum and singing, and try to invent
new mannerisms or flourishes within the limits of rarannum. A ‘musha‘ira
poet’ with a pleasing tarannum does not have to worry much about the
quality of his poetry, or even its inventory. His reputation will remain
safe. even if he sticks to a handful of his more popular compositions. A
typical musha‘ira audience would rather hear some old, familiar poem
recited in its favourite tarannum than ask for freshness of thought and
newness of imagery.

Tarannum or no, all poets present their ghazals in a certain manner
which is very significant for our purpose. The ghazal is still by far the most
favoured genre of poetry in Urdu, and in the context of musha‘iras one
can safely assert that eighty to ninety percent of the poetry recited will be
in this form. The basic unit of poetry in a ghazal is a couplet (bait or ST
two lines which are grammatically and, more often than not, also
thematically independent of the other couplets in that ghazal. (What all
the couplets of a ghazal must share are the metre and the rhyme scheme).
As the readers read or the listeners listen to a ghazal, they focus their
attention on one couplet at a time.
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It is this fragmentary quality which facilitates the follovying manner of
presentation scrupulously adhered to by all ghazal poets in a musha‘ira.
The poet reads the first line (misra‘) of a couplet, then briefly pauses. A
few poets sitting nearby, the announcer, and some members of the wider
audience can then be expected to repeat that line. The poet himself then
repeats the first line, and continues with the second line. That completes
the presentation of one couplet. The audience, if it liked the verse, would
then show its appreciation and delight by shouting certain phrases, €.8.
‘yah vah, subhan ullah, bahut xiib’, etc. If the couplet pleased some
people a great deal they might ask for an encore by shouting: ‘mu.karrar’
or ‘phir parhiye’. And the poet would oblige them by repeating the
couplet as many times as they ask. He would also show his appreciation of
their praise by bowing his head, raising his right hand to his forehead in
salutation, or making some other such gesture. gt .

This particular order of repetition and response probably originated in
the desire to facilitate the audition and comprehension of a couplet by a
large audience. It also serves, however, to enhance the enjpyment of the
couplet in a crucial way: the pause, followed by the repetition of thg first
line, creates an air of expectation and suspense which pulls the audience
closer to the performance. As the audience hears the first line, it
obviously learns one half of the couplet’s contents. Add to this the fact
that after the first couplet, if not after the very first line of a ghazal, the
audience knows the metre and rhyme scheme the poet intends to follow.
The more cognizant among the audience will also be familiar with the
conventions of the ghazal. Consequently, while the poet pauses then
repeats the first line, the audience may race ahead and \york out the
second line, either fully, partially, or merely to the extent of its thyme. In
fact, one may sometimes hear the second line called out by the audience
before the poet recites it. This sequence of events is in a sense the reverse
of the poet’s original creative process: a ghazal poet usually begins with
the rhyme-word and works backward to the first line. This creation of
suspense, followed by its resolution, whether in the form of fulfilled
expectations or some surprise, greatly adds to the pleasure that an

audience seeks at a musha‘ira.

Of course, in either case, the couplet must have some thematic or
linguistic virtue. An unexpected or obscure rhyme no longer suffices; nor
does a trite poetic statement. The audience at a musha‘ira never hesitates
to express its contempt for mere poetasters. If it can be loud in praising a
good poet, it can be equally emphatic in ridiculing a bad one. A poet may
draw upon himself an audience’s wrath for several reasons. His style of
declamation or chanting may be too plainor, alternatively, too obtrusive.
He may read couplets which have nothing to recommend them. He may
look strange, because of his dress or physical appearance. It is fairly
common in musha‘iras for a number of poets to be hooted off the
microphone. This can sometimes happen even to the more established
poets. Younger audiences, predictably, tend to be more boisterous, and

11741




C. M. NAIM

musha‘iras at educational institutions can be expected to turn into severe
trials for the participating poets. On such occasions, some poets resort to
reading overly erotic, political or religious verses — particularly the
latter, in order to appeal to the predominantly Muslim audiences. Many a
time this works, but one should give the younger audiences credit for not
always being taken in.

Every successful musha‘ira poet must be sensitive to the mood of the
audience, and able to respond to their silent or vocal cues. If he is a nazm-
writer — i.e. he writes thematically unified poems with linearly linked
lines or couplets — he may try out a short poem before launching into
something long. Another poet may read a few quatrains or perhaps some
separate couplets, to get some sense of the audience, before committing
himself to a particular ghazal. Of course, they all watch how the poets
preceding them fare. In this context, a ghazal writer has an additional
advantage: he can change the order and number of his couplets at will.
Usually he will try to make his opening verse quite good, to be followed
by another of the better couplets. If he gets some applause he might try to
sneak in a mediocre verse before presenting another good one. Thus a
poet, while reading the same ghazal at different musha‘iras, may alter the
order of the verses or vary their number to suit the audience.

As a poet reads, he is likely to draw the attention of his audience in
many ways. He may say a few words to explain his couplet, particularly if
there is some difficult allusion. Or he may simply say: ‘please listen to this
couplet’, or ‘this couplet deserves special attention’ (mulahiza ho:
tavajjuh cahta hin). Often a poet may do this to keep the other poets
sitting nearby quiet or to force a rival to acknowledge him. Once directly
addressed by a poet, other poets have to pay him attention and say
something polite about his verse. The people at large may not, of course,
feel so constrained, but they may be impressed to some extent. The more
informed will even enjoy the subtle game of one-upmanship going on
among the poets.

In a significant sense, a similar game goes on between the poet and the
audience in contemporary musha‘iras. A large section of the audience
appears to come with the attitude, ‘Show me how good you are’. Most of
them may not be too adept at recognizing genuine talent, but they can be
trusted to be quick and ruthless if someone tries to fake greatness. They
never fail to deflate pomposity. A good ‘musha‘ira poet’ remembers this.
He makes sure of appearing humble before the audience, no matter how
arrogant he may be towards his peers or how contemptuous he may seem
of political and religious authority. A good ‘musha‘ira poet’ never takes
his audience for granted; at the same time, he uses every known device to
manipulate it. One poet recently prefaced his reading by saying to the
younger section of his audience, ‘If you don’t praise this couplet, no one
will.” That of course ensured a good round of applause. Another
contemporary poet was heard referring to his recently dead wife at every
reading for several months, thus immediately earning the audience’s
sympathy.
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It should be clear from the above that contemporary Urdu musha‘iras
are not at all like the poetry-readings one sees in the West, though both
have a small number of performers appearing before a much larger
number of listeners. Urdu musha‘iras are larger in scale and much more
lively. They are also quite complex in their dynamics. People come to a
musha‘ira not merely because they like poetry or admire certain poets;
they come also to be active participants in it. Further, they.baswally come
to have a good time. They watch the poets contending with each other,
and they themselves engage in a playful contest with them: they tacnl_y
challenge the poets to win applause from them, or at least not draw their
jeers. In that sense, contemporary musha‘iras are also vastly different
from the original musha‘iras of the eighteenth century. quadays the
non-poet members of the audience have not only greatly increased in
numbers but also in importance. They now contribute as much to the
totality of a musha‘ira as a ‘performance’ as do the poets. Whether these
developments have been bad for Urdu poetry or good, is a subject
beyond the limits of this short note.?

NOTES

I F. Steingass, A comprehensive Persian—English dictionary (London 1892).

2 See, for example, Muhammad Saburi Tabrizi, Musa‘ara (Tehran 1341 Shamsi); Mahdi
Suhaili, Musa‘ara (Tehran 1343 Shamsi).

3 Shibli Nu‘mani, Si‘r ul ‘ajam, vol. 111 (Azamgarh, 1945 reprint), p. 17.
4 Muhammad Taqi Mir, Nikat us su‘ara, ed. ‘Abdul Haq (Aurangabad 1935), p. 147.

s There is an excellent summary account in Munibur Rahman, ‘The musha‘irah’, Annual of
Urdu Studies,3 (1983), pp. 75-84.

6 One suspects that the extreme emphasis on an apprenticeship with an ustad and the close
identity between an ustad and his §agird were developments that took place in India,
particularly in eighteenth century Delhi. It is a subject that deserves to be explored.

7 It is interesting to note that when in Lahore in 1870 an English administrator organized a
different kind of musha‘ira (poets were asked to compose poems on a set theme rather than
a tarh), the element of competition was maintained and prizes were offer.ed. ‘See my
forthcoming article, ‘Mughal and English patronage of poetry: a comparison’, to be
published in the proceedings of a conference on ‘Patronage in India’, held under the
auspices of the U.S. Festival of India in 1985.

8 Regula Qureshi, ‘Tarannum: the chanting of Urdu poetry’, Ethnomusicology, 13, 3
(1967), pp. 425-468, and her following paper in this volume.

9 The original version of this paper was presented in a panel on ‘Capturing an auqience: oral
performance in South Asia’ at the annual conference of the Association for Asian Studies,
Philadelphia 1985.
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