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24/GHALIB: THE POET AND HIS AGE

me, Sahib. Write why you haven’t written. Don’t grudge the
half-anna postage. And if you’te 4o hard up, send the letter
unstamped.’t

From then to his death the situation did not change much in
this respect. His friends could not come to Delhi, and he generally
lacked the money, and increasingly, the physical health, to leave
Delhi to visit them.

Life increasingly became a burden to him, and he repeatedly
expressed a longing to die which I think he genuinely felt. Mean-
while it was characteristic of him that he never, to the very end,
Iost the sense of humour which was his main shicld against the
afflictions of life. At one time he was convinced that he would die
in the Muslim yeat 1277, corresponding to 1860/1 of the Christian
calendar. Two years before that date he wrote:

“You know that when despait reaches its lowest depths there is
nothing left but to resign oneself to God’s will. Well, what
lower depths can there be than this that it is the hope of death
that keeps me alive? And my resignation gains strength from
day to day because I have only another two to two and a half
years to live; and somehow the time will pass. I know you will

laugh and think to yourself I am talking nonsense. But call it -

divine revelation or call it superstition, I have had this verse
kept by for the past twenty years. ..

He then quotes a verse which incorporates a chronogram -2
form of words from which a date can be deduced — giving 1277 as
the year of his death.2

As 1277 approached he looked forward to it more and more:

‘How much life is left to me? Seven months of this year and
twelve of next yeat. Then in this very month I shall go to my
Master, where hunger and thirst and piercing cold and raging
heat will be no mote, No ruler to be dreaded, no infottmer to be
feared, no tent to be paid, no clothes to be bought, no meat to
be sent for, no bread to be baked. A wotld of light, a state of
putre delight. _

O Lord, how dear to me is this my wish:
Grant Thou that to this wish T may attain!
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The slave of Ali, son of Abi Talib,
Who longs for death’s release,
Yout setvant,
Ghalib.1

But in due course 1277 came and went, and Ghilib didn’t die,
One of his friends wrote to ask him why his prophecy had not
come true. Ghilib replied pointing out that there had been an
epidemic of cholera in Delhi:

‘My friend, I was not mistaken about 1277, but I thought it
beneath me to die in general epidemic. Really, it would have
been an action most unworthy of me. Once this trouble is over
we shall see about it.’z

In other moods he was thankful that he had been spared. He
replied to a friend who had written some verses to him congratu-
lating him upon his escape:

‘Lord and Master, to what can I compare the couplets you
write in my praise and how can I thank God sufficiently for
them? It is God’s goodness to His servants that makes His
chosen favourites speak well of a such a disgrace to creation as
I am. It scems that this great good fortune was wiritten in my
fate that I should come through this general epidemic alive.
O God, my God, praise to Thee that Thou hast saved one who
deserved death by sword or fire, and then raised him to high
estate! I sometimes feel that the throne of heaven is my lodging
-and Paradise my back garden. In God’s name compose no mote
verses in my praise, or I shall not shrink from claiming Godhead
myself]’3

The mention of the cholera epidemic prompts me to say in
passing that one of the most interesting aspects of Ghalib’s letters
is the picture they give of the long tribulations which the people
of Delhi had to suffer during these years — sufferings to which the
events of 1857 were merely the prelude. Ghalib wrote in 1860:

‘Five invading armies have fallen upon this city one after
another: the first was that of the rebel soldiers, which robbed
the city of its good name. The sccond was that of the British,
when life and property and honour and dwellings and those who
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dwelt in them and heaven and eatth and all the visible signs of
existence were stripped from it. ‘The third was that of famine,
when thousands of people died of hunger. The fourth was that
of cholera, in which many whose bellies were full lost their
lives. The fifth was the fever, which took general plunder of
men’s strength and powers of resistance. Thete were not many
deaths, but a man who has had fever feels that all the strength
has been drained from his limbs, And this invading army has
not yet left the city.’s

But more relevant to my present purpose ate the letters in
which he speaks frankly of himself, or of how he feels towards his
friends. It is striking how quick he is, despite the heavy burden of
his own troubles, to encourage and sustain them when #hey are in
trouble. Thus he writes to Mihr:

‘First I want to ask you a question. Hu.oH several letters past I
have noticed you lamenting your grief and sorrow. Why? If
you have fallen in love with some fair cruel one, what room for
complaint have you there ? Rather should you wish your friends
the same good fortune and seek increase of this pain. In the
wotds of Ghalib (God’s mercy be upon himl),

Yon gave your heart away; why then Jament your _omm in
plaintive song?

You have a breast without a heart; why not a mouth without
a tongue?

And if - which God forbid — it is more mundane griefs that
beset you, then my friend, you and T have the same sorrows to
bear. I bear this butden like 2 man, and if you are 2 man, so must
you, As the late Ghalib says:

My heatt, this grief and sorrow too is precious; for the day
will come

You will not heave the midnight sigh, nor shed your tears at
eatly morn.’2

Two of his most famous letters were written to the same man
on anothet occasion. Mihr had a mistress, a courtesan named
Chunna Jan, and he was deeply grieved when she died. Ghilib
wtites to comfort him:

I p. 243, * pp. 183-4.
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‘Mitza 3ahib, I received your letter with its grievous news.
When I had read it I gave it to Yasuof ‘Ali Khin Aziz to read,
and he told me of your relationship with her — how devoted to
you she was and how much you loved her. T felt exttemely
sorty, and deeply grieved...Friend, we “Mughal lads” are
terrotrs; we are the death of those for whom we ourselves would
die. Once in my life T was the death of a fair, cruel dancing-gitl.

" God grantboth of them His forgiveness, and both of us, who bear
the wounds of our beloveds’ death, His mercy. . .I know what
you must befeeling. Be patient, and turn your back on the turmoil
of earthly love...God is all-sufficient: the rest is vanity.’s

We have no means of knowing how long an interval elapsed
between this letter and the next, but it seems that Mihr could not
overcome the grief he felt at his mistress’s death, and Ghilib
adopts quite anothet tone in an effort to rally him:

‘Mitza $ahib, I don’t like the way you’te going on. I have lived
sixty-five years, and for fifty of them have seen all that this
transient world of colour and fragrance has to show. In the days
of my lusty youth a man of perfect wisdom counselled me,
“Abstinence I do not approve: dissoluteness I do not forbid.
Eat, drink and be metry. But remember that the wise fly settles
on the sugar, and not on the honey.” Well, I have always acted
on his counsel. You cannot mourn another’s death unless you
live yourself. And why all these tears and lamentations ? Give
thanks to God for your freedom, and do not grieve. And if you
love your chains so much, then a Munna fan is as good as
Chunna Jan. When I think of Paradise and consider how if my
sins atre forgiven me and I am installed in a palace with a houti,
to live for ever in the worthy woman’s company, I am filled
with dismay and fear brings my heart into my mouth. How
wearisome to find her always there! — a greater burden than a
man could bear. The same old palace, all of emerald made; the
same fruit-laden tree to cast its shade. And — God preserve het
from all harm — the same old houri on my atm! Come to your
senses, brother, and get yourself another.

Take a new woman each tetutning spring
- For last year’s almanac’s a useless thing.’
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His friends wete indeed very close to his heart. Tufta once wrote
saying that he was afraid Ghalib was displeased with him. Ghilib
replies:

“What you have written is unkind and suspicious! Could I be
cross with you ? May God forbid! I pride myself that I have one
friend in Jndia who truly loves me; his name is Hargopal, and
his pen-name ‘Tufta. What could you write which would upset
me ? And as for what someone else may whisper, let me tell you
how matters stand there. I had but one brother, who died after
thirty years of madness. Suppose he had lived and had been sane
and had said anything against you: I would have rebuked him
and been angry with him.’

Vety occasionally something happens that provokes an explo-
sion. In 1862 he ends a letter to Alai: ‘Stopped drinking wine
on June 22nd: started again on July roth: .

Thanks be to God! The tavern doot is open once againl’

He was asked to explain what this was all about, and in his
next letter (of July 28, 1862) he does so:

‘But these days all T have is the sixty-two rupees cight annas of
my pension from the authorities and my hundred rupees from
Rampiir, and only the one agent from whom I can borrow and
to whom I must pay interest and an instalment of the principal
month by month. "There is income tax to pay, the night-watch-
man to pay, intetest to pay, principal to pay, the upkeep of my
wife, the upkeep of the children, the upkeep of the servants —
and just the Rs 162 coming in. I was in difficulties, and could
hardly make my way. I found I could not even meet my day-to-
day needs. I thought to myself, “What shall I do? How can I
solve the problem ?”. Well, 2 beggar’s anger harms no one but
himself. I cut out my morning cool drink, halved the meat for
my midday meal, and stopped my wine and rosewater at nights.
That saved me twenty rupees ot so a month, and T could meet
my day-to-day expenses. My friends would ask me, “How long
can you go on without your motning and evening drinks?”.
I said, “Until He lets me drink again.” “And how can you
live without them?” they asked. “As He vouchsafes me to
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live,” I teplied. At length, before the month was out I was sent
motey from Rampir, over and above my stipend. I paid off the
accumulated instalments on my regular debt. That left the
miscellaneous ones ~ well, be it so. My morning drink and wine
at night were restored, and I again began to eat my full quota of
meat. :
“Since your father asked why I had stopped drinking and
then started again, read this part of my letter to him...”

He then turns upon one Hamza Khan, a manlyi who had once been
tutor to Alai in his childhood and had now been ill-advised
enough to have Alai write to Ghalib that it was time to act on the
words of Hafiz:

Hifiz, old age besets you: leave the tavern now.
Debauchery and drinking go along with youth.

Without even breaking the sentence, Ghalib goes straight on:

‘...and give my respects to Hamza Khan and tell him:

You who have never known the taste of wine
We drink unceasingly

“You see how He vouchsafes me drink ? To make 2 name as a
manulyi by teaching the baniyas and brats of Dariba, and to wallow
in the problems of menstroation and post-natal bleeding is one
thing: and to study the works of the mystics and take into one’s
heart the essential truth of God’s teality and His expression in
all things is another. Hell is for those who deny the oneness of
God, who hold that His existence pattakes of the order of the
eternal and the possible, believe that Musailma shares with the
Prophet the rank of the Seal of the Prophets, and rank newly-
converted Muslims with the Fathet of the Imidms. My belief in
God’s oneness is untainted, and my faith is perfect. My tongue
repeats, “Thete is no god but God,” and my heart believes,
“Nothing exists but God, and God alone works manifest in all
things.” All prophets wete to be honoured, and submission to
each in his own time was the duty of man, With Muhammad
(peace be upon him) prophethood came to an end. He is the
Seal of the Prophets and God’s Blessing to the Worlds. . . Then
came the office of Imam, conferred not by the consensus of men,
but by God: and the Imam ordained by God is “Ali (peace be
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upon him), then Hasan, then Husain, and thus onwatrds until
the promised Mahdi (peace be upon him):

In this belief I live, in this I die.

“Yes, and there is this mote to be said, that I hold free-
thinking and atheism to be abhortent, and wine-drinking to be
forbidden, and myself to be a sinner. And if God casts me into
Hell, it will not be to burn me, but that I may become added
fuel to the flames, making them flare more fiercely to burn those
who deny God’s oneness and reject the prophethood of
Muhammad and the Imimate of ‘Ali. .. And now you graduate
from school-masteting and take up preaching to seventy-year-
olds. By dint of repeated fasting you memorize one vetse of
Hafiz:

Hafiz, old age besets you, etc.

and recite it — and that before one who has written twice and
thtee times as much vetse as [Hafiz did, to say nothing of prose.
And you do not observe that as against this one vetse, Hafiz
has thounsands which contradict it!’t

The letter is interesting also as one of the very few places where
Ghalib speaks seriously of his religious beliefs.

Besides letter-writing he spent much of his time in these yeats
correcting and polishing the verses which his many friends who
bowed to his poetic supetiority submitted to him. It was a task
which he enjoyed, and it is evident that he took great pains with it.
Tufta, who was a full-time poet, and prolific one at that, once
apologized for sending so much at 2 time for him to correct.
Ghalib replied:

‘Listen, my good sit. You know that the late Zainul Abidin
Khan was my son, and that now both his children, my grand-
sons, have come to live with me, and that they plague me evety
minute of the day, and I put up with it. God is my witness that
you ate a son to me. Hence the products of your inspiration are
my spiritual grandsons. When I do not lose patience with these,
my physical grandsons, who do not let me have my dinner in
peace, who walk with their bare feet all over my bed, upset
water here, and raise clouds of dust there - how can my spiritual
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grandsons, who do none of these mﬁbmm upset me? Post them
off at once for me to look at. I promise you T’ll post them back
to you at once. May God Almighty grant long life to your
children — the childten of this external world — and give them
wealth and prosperity, and may He preserve you to look after
them. And on your mwaﬁn& children, the products of your
E%Rmﬂoﬂ_ may Em bestow increase of fame and the gift of
men’s approval. .

But if he was kind he was also firm. And he had a very inde-
pendent approach to the generally recognized authorities on
Persian usage and Persian poetry. He once wrote bluntly of the
poet Hazin — and Hazin was one whom he nmmmnmnm as a good poet
— that he had used an mbﬂnn_w supetfluous word in one of Fm
verses:

‘In this couplet [which he has just quoted] Hazin has written
one “hanog” too many; it is superfluous and absurd, and you
cannot regard it as a precedent to be followed. It is a plain
blunder, a fault, a2 flaw. Why should we imitate it? Hazin was
only human, but if the couplet wete the angel Gabriel’s you
are not to regard it as an authotity, and are not to imitate it.’2

One of the tasks of the angel Gabriel, in Muslim belief, has been
to convey the words of God to the prophets sent to mankind; he
is therefore associated with divine eloquence.

" And he once gave him even more general guidance:

‘Don’t think that everything men wrote in former ages is
cottect. There were fools botn in those days too. ..

On occasion he helped his pupils and friends to compose odes
to various prospective patrons. In his day patronage was still the
mainstay of poetry, and the first move for any aspiring poet who
wanted the time and opportunity to practise his art was to find
himself a patron who would be willing to sapport him, or at any
rate contribute to his support. He would compose an ode in such a
man’s praise, present it to him, and hope for the best. Ghilib
not only polished his pupils” odes for them, but sometimes even
wrote them for them. He often comments sarcastically when some
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intended patron doesn’t tespond as Ghilib thinks he should. Thus
he writes to Tufta:

‘Listen to me, my friend. ‘The man to whom you addressed
your ode is as much a stranger to the art of poetry as you and I
ate to the problems of our respective religions. In fact you and
I, in spite of our ignorance of religious matters, at any rate have
no aversion for them while this is a fellow whom poetry makes
sick. .. These people aren’t fit to be spoken of, much less to be
praised.”

The only consolation in such circumstances was that the ode
was generally a paean of praise in such exaggerated and unspecific
terms that if it failed to secure the desired tesponse from one
prospective patron, it might, with a few alterations here and
there, be made suitable for presentation to another. Ghalib used
his odes in this way on at least one occasion. He had wtitten an
ode in praise of the last-but-one King of Oudh, Amjad Ali Shab,
which for some teason had never been presented. Amjad Ali Shah
was succeeded by Wijid Ali Shah. In Urdu and Persian mette the
two names scan exactly the same. So when Ghilib had occasion to
present an ode to Wajid Ali Shah he just changed the names and
used the old ode. He wrote of what he had done: ‘I put Wajid Al
Shah in Amjad Ali Shah’s place. After all, God Himself did the
same.’?

While he helped his friends in this way he had nothing much to
offer from successful experience of this sort of operation. It was
not uatil he was in his fifties that his own efforts in this direction
had produced any very substantial results. Indeed, in one rather
sourly humorous passage he reflects that his odes seem to have a
disastrous effect.

"“No one whom I praise suzvives it. One ode apiece was enough
to dispatch Nasit ud Din Haidar and Amjad Ali Shah [Kings of
Oudh). Wajid Ali Shah [the last king] stood up to three, and
then collapsed. A man to whom I addressed ten to twenty odes
would end up on the far side of oblivion.’s

In the last years of his life, writing letters and cotrecting his
friends’ verses remained virtually his only occupations. His health
was failing, He had started going deaf many years earlier and had
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sometimes suffeted from persistent boils and other maladies which
he ascribed to overheating of the blood. In 1863 he fell ill again,
and this time it was a painful, long-continued illness which de-
pressed and embittered him. The conduct of his friends at this
time distressed him a good deal. He #/4 them how ill he was, and
asked their forgiveness if he could not reply at once to their letters
orcorrectand teturn theirverses promptly. Butitseemedasthough
they simply refused to register how ill he was. He writes to one:

“T'oday I got another letter from my lord and master. I have not
read it yet, but Shih Alam S3hib has written on the back of it,
“You have not teplied to my letter”—although. . .Thave already
written to say that I no longer have the strength to write ot the
quickness of mind to cotrect verses. Why should I repeat the
same thing a dozen times? I conceive two possible ends to my
ptesent state: tecovery, ot death. In the first case I will inform
you myself; in the second, all my fiiends will know of it from
others. I write these lines as I lie in bed.’

BEven Tufta was no exception, and Ghilib writes to him
bittetly:

‘1 wrote to you that I was well, and you believe it and offer
thanks to God. { wrote what I had said about the severity of my
illness was poetic exaggeration, and T expect you believe that
too, although both these things were said itonically. I am sick
of lies, and heartily curse all liars. I never tell a lie. But when alt
my attempts to petsuade you I was telling the truth had no
effect, then I wrote and told you I was well. And I did so after
T had sworn to myself that so long as there was breath in my
body, so long as my hand could hold a pen, and so long as I
could contemplate cotrecting your verse, I would send back the
very next day every sheet of paper you sent to me. Briefly, I am
neat to death. I have boils on both my hands and my leg is
swollen, The boils don’t heal and the swelling doesn’t subside.
1 can’t sit up. I write lying down. Your double page atrived
yesterday and today I have corrected it lying here and sent it
back. Take cate that you go on thinking of me as in good health,
and send sheet upon sheet to me. I shall never keep it mote than
a day. If T am near to death, well, what of that?’2

' p. 289, 2 p, 289.
3 RGT




34/GHALIB: THE POET AND HIS AGE _ - GHALIB: A SELF-PORTRALT/3S

His memoty began to fail him more and motre. He lost poems o deserved, and he was confident that he would one day receive it.
which people sent to him. To one such he writes: ., He had written:

nmus_ﬂm sit, the wm.mwa\ yout servant _onosmwﬁ. has gone where I | Today none buys my vetse’s wine, that it may grow in age

am going — to oblivion, That is, I bave lost it. . e To make the senses reel in many a drinker yet to come.

My star tose highest in the firmament before my birth:

Despit iods in which his health i d a good deal, h
espite periods 10 W, is health improved a good dca, 1 My poetry will win the wotld’s acclaim when I am gone.”

never really got better. His friends continued to pester him,

though he even went to the extent of having it printed in the 1 think he was right. His fellow-countrymen now acclaim him
maémwm@ﬂm.ﬂwﬁ he was no longer in a position to accept vetse as one of theit greatest poets, and to the extent that his work
for correction. But, in general, the bitterness disappears from his can be presented in other languages, the world at large will come
tone. He writes to his friend Maududi: . to recognise his worth. :

‘Do you know the state  am in now? I am extremely weak and I p, 28,

feeble. [My hands] have begun to tremble, my eyesight has got
much worse, and my senses are not with me. I have done what
I could to serve my friends, reading their pages of verse as I lie
here and making corrections. But now my eyes cannot see
propetly and my hands cannot write propetly. They say of
Shah Sharaf Ali Bu Qalandar that when he reached advanced
old age God exempted him from his religious duties and the
Prophet excused him the prescribed observances. I expect of
my friends that they will exempt me from the service of correct-
ing their verses. The letters they write out of love for me I shall
continue to answer to the best of my ability.”? .

By February 1869 he was on his death bed. Hali describes his
last days, and his very characteristic last letter:

¢ A few days before his death he became unconscious. He would
remain unconscious for hours at a time, coming to for only a
few minutes before relapsing again. It was perhaps the day
before he died that I went to visit him. He had come to after
being unconscious many hours, and was dictating 2 teply to 2
lettet from. ..Nawwib Ala ud Din Ahmad Khan [Alai], who
had written from Loharu asking how he was, He replied, “Why
ask me how I am? Wait a day ot two and then ask my neigh-
bours.”’3

A few days later he was dead.
He died knowing that men of his own age had not valued him
at his true worth; he looked to postetity for the appreciation he
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