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Introduction

Like most educated Indians, I have long kept a diary
(or, a commonplace book). I record in it my favourite
verses. Unlike most educated Indians today, the
verses that fill the pages of my book are Persian.
Recuperating from heart surgery a couple of ycars
ago, [ began to render, by way of amusement, some
of my favourite (and translatable) verses from it into
English. The amusement soon became a compulsive
task to which 1 was obliged to devote most of my
leisure hours on recovery. The fruit of that labour is’
now in your hands. If the reading of this book gives
you even a fraction of the pleasure that the making of
it gave me, I'd consider myself successful.

Let me emphasize that while most of the one
hundred and seven pieces from sixty poets repre-
sented here are poetry of the highest order, this is not
a systematic selection of Persian verse. It is exactly
what its source is: an assembly of poems lovingly
collected without any scheme, design or organisation.
There has been no attempt to place side by side
poems on similar themes, or poets of the same period.
The idea is to give the reader the delight of discovery.
Sometimes, chance has played its part in putting
cheek by jowl pocms with a strong family resem-



blance (78, 79, 80); sometimes the alert reader will
detect faint echoes from earlier pieces in later ones
(47, 53). But the idea is to surprise, by variety and by
bringing together disparate representatives from a
multitudinous tradition. A commonplace book is not
divided into sections, or periods, or genres, It has an
almost crazy organicity of its own. This book attempts
to give you a flavour of the commonplace book of a
modern Indian who acquired Urdu and Persian at
home and English at school. Thope it will motivate the
non-Persian knowing reader to ask for more. To the
Persian knowing reader, it should be an interesting
collection to browse into and to come upon many
unexpected (and some expected) acquaintances from
an ancient and powerful poetic milieu which is still
quite alive in Tran, Afghanistan and Tajikistan, and
also to a certain extent in the Indian subcontinent.
There is another thing that spurred me on in my
task: my desire to reflect, in some degree at least, the
richness of the Indian contribution to Persian poetry.
Persian literature goes back more than 2 thousand
years, and for at least eight centuries, Indians (Muslim
and Hindu) have contributed to it. The Hindu contri-
bution reached its peak in the eighteenth century, but
was by no means negligible in the seventeenth and
the nineteenth. There is 2 whole style of Persian
poetry and prose which is universally described as
“Indian", (sabk-e hindi, in Persian. I have heard some
western scholars call it “Mughal-Safavid”, because of
some recent Iranians attempts to claim its origins in
Safavid Iran). “Oriental” historians and critics of



Persian literature have done little to make the Indian-
Persian writing available to their students, far less t0
the non-Persian speaker. [feel itis high time our place
in Persian literature was recognised fully. I also
believe that the main reason for the comparative
sterility of Tranian Persian literature since the 1600’s is
the Iranians' refusal to ahsotb the Indian style into
their canon. This little anthology, in which I have
taken some pains to present, in addition to the well
known ones, many excellent though little known
Indian poetsfromthe twelfth century tothe twentieth,
will, 1 hope, prove a first step towards foregrounding
the intrinsic worth and the amazing variety of Indian
Persian literature. % :
There are five main genres in Persian poetty, and
all five are represented here in some measure. The
most popular by far isthe Ghazal. A ghazal is basically
a love poem, especially of unrequited or unfulfilled
lave. Much of the ghazal canbe interpreted as dealing
with “sacred” and “profane” love at the same time.
Over more than fourteen centuries in Arabic, Persian,
Urdu, Turkish (and a host of other languages) the
theme of love in the ghazal has acquired immeasur-
able depth and complexity. It is impossible, for
example, to describe 27 or 83 or 102 as just love
poems; yet without the deeply embedded theme of
love and well-set conventions about how to deal with
it, such poems could never have been created. The
basic fact is that a ghazal is fundamentally 2 love
poem, and it canat the same time be much more than,
or radically different from, alove poemas understood



by a modern western(ised) reader.

In a ghazal, each verse most often stands alone in
terms of tone of utterance and meaning; and each is
interpreted as a separate poem. There is no unity in
a ghazal in the western sense; the metre and the
rhyme provide an extremely tight and highly struc-
tured formal unity and that’s all that there is in a ghazal
by way of unity. So it is quite proper and often
desirable to pick individual verses from ghazals. Like
all readers native to the tradition, T have done so
freely. T have also presented two more or less
- complete ghazals from Khusrau (104) and Hafiz (26).

The next most popular genre in classical Persian
is Qasida, a poem of medium length, devoted to
praise or blame, or moral teaching and reflection. Its
form is somewhat like that of the ghazal, but with
greater unity of theme. A qasida is difficult to present
in translation, unless given in a big chunk, and would
even then not always make much sense to the reader
not au faft in its conventions. I have, therefore,
presented only one verse from a qasida-(23), A
Masnavi is generally 2 much longer poem than a
qasida; it is in thyming couplets, and is most often a
narrative. Since excerpting is easy from it, and some
of the world's greatest poetry is found in Persian
masnavis, I give plenty of space to this genre (7, 28,
46, 49, 61, 66, 72, 77). The Rubai (a four line pocm
in a special metre), and the Qita (a poem of indeter-
minate length, but on a single theme) are the other
two most popular genres in classical Persian. The

“former — made famous by FitzGerald — has attracted
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practically all poets of any standing. Ruba'is are not
very large in number, but they have always had high
prestige, and are regarded as proving ground for
poets. Since a fair amount of best Persian poetry isin
the ruba‘is, and because I myself take great delightin
the ruba‘i, I have here a fairly large number of them

(21, 23, 24, 41, 52, 58, 82, 90, 101, 103, 107). In

addition, there are 43, 71 and 87 where I have

translated only two lines from the ruba‘i. The gita is

represcnted by poem number 22.

Persian is particularly rich in satirical, comic and
bawdy verse. I have eschewed the last two in defer-
ence to our somewhat Victorian view of such things
nowadays, Satire is particulasly hard to translate: there
are two brief samples in 43 and 82. The latter could
also be a serious attempt at the impossible: praise
poem for a one-eyed woman. One could, of course,
read 90 as a satirical love poem.

The poets included in this anthology can be
conveniently placed in one of four categories:

1) ThelIranians —Those who were bornin Iranand
worked wholly or almost wholly in Iran, (Khvaja
Abdullah Ansari, Shaikh Abul Qasim, Shaikh Abu
Sa'id Abi Al-Khair, Adib Sabir, Anvari, Asir, Firdausi,
Hafiz, Kamal Isma'il, Umar Khayyam, Rumi, Sa‘di,
Shahidi, Va'iz). In this list, only Asir is regarded as
a poet of the Indian style. :

2) The Indo-Iranians — Those who were born in
fran but worked almost wholly or mainly in India
(Ne‘mat Khan Ali, Ashraf, Danish, Kalim, Malik
Qumi, Naziri, Sa'ib, Salim, Sarmad, Talib, Trfi,



Zahuri). All these poets (except perhaps Sarmad)
wrote in the Indian style.

3) The Indo-Persians — Those who were born in
India, but wrote all or most of their work in Persian
(Azad, Bedar, Bedil, Begham, Faizi, Ghani, Hasan
Sijzi, Ishrat, Khamosh, Khushgo, Khusrau, Manohar,
Mas‘ud Bak, Mas‘ud Sa‘d Salman, Mukhlis, Nisbati,
Sabiq, Sabqat, Sarkhush, Siadat, Valih, Vagif, Varasta,
Zakhmi). Here all but Hasan and Khusrau wrote in
the Indian style.

4) TheIndians — Those who wrote chiefly in Urdu,
but were substantial achievers in Persian too (Asar,
Dard, Divana, Ghalib, Igbal, Mir, Momin, Sauda,
Shibli). All but Shibli and Igbal wrote in the Indian
style. Igbal used many styles and modes, depend-
ing on what he wanted to do at a particular time.
He himself was very well read in the poets of the
Indian style.

In light of the above lists, I need say nothing more
to prove the substantial place of Indians in Persian
literature. Appropriately, I have drawn the name of
the anthology from Sa’ib, best known poet of the
Indian style. The name is appropriate in another way
too: a translation is nothing more than the shadow of
a being which is evanescent, and alluring; it is far
beyond the translator’s power to capture it. All that the
translator can do is to try and make you imagine the
force and the beauty of a polychromatic object from
it . monochromatic shadow, while the object itself
seems to be always slipping away from him. Yet
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translations must go on. There is no other way for
most of us to make sense of other times, other
situations, and other paroles.

Both in school ‘and at home, translation was an
important activity in my boyhood days. In school,
English was taught as much through translation
practice as through textual study. At home, my father
used to set me, partly for fun and partly by way of
serious exercise, sentences and passages from Urdu
for translation into English. At that time, all of us
regarded translation as a matter of skill and expertise
— more a matter of technique than intuition. I
remember once my father made me read aloud from
some Urdu report while he converted it into English
to my reading, without asking me to pause, or repeat
a word or phrase. We young and avid students of
English idioms and grammar naively believed that all
human beings think alike, or could think alike, if they
translated from one language to another.

While things did not remain so simple fortoo long,
my faith in the translatability of all texts remained
largely unshaken. How could it be otherwise, when
I found myself constantly translating (or believing that
I was doing so) from English to Urdu in the hope of
“enriching” Urdu literature? It was only much later that
my illusions were broken. I found that translation was
a problematic issue, very nearly incapable of solution.
Comprehension of literary texts was itself a problem-
atic of extra-large dimensions, because all language
was contextual; and words from one language were
not necessarily symmetrical with those of another,



even if both apparently meant the same. (Also, by that
time T knew more Urdu and English and Persian than
-1 did as a schoolboy and could see that translations,
any translations, could transport but little of the ore of
one text into another).

But the business of translation continued to fasci-
nate me. Not for nothing was I born at a time when
the great age of verse translations in Urdu was just
ending, only to give way to perhaps an even greater
age of prose translations. Tqbal was the first great poet
in Urdu with whose poetry I had more than a passing
acquaintance as 4 boy. He was the favourite poet of
my father too, and I remember him reading and
teaching Igbal to me with infectious enthusiasm. I also
remember being struck with the power and apparent
competence of Igbal’s translations from the Sanskrit,
from Tennyson, Longfellow, and many others. In
prose, by the time I passed high school (1949), Hardy,
Maupassant, Tolstoy, Chckhov, and a host of other
European writers were household names in many
Urdu-speaking homes, just because of translations.
My later dissatisfaction with the whole enterprise of
translation notwithstanding, I did retain the view than
an extremely able — and more than extremely lucky
— translator could do a good job, given time and
incentive. In my case, the incentive was still there —
to give to others some sensc of the shock of joy, and
the vibrant rhythms of the human spirit, that creative
writing, and particularly poetry, has always embodied
for me,

I have travelled a long way since the hot and
humid days of a small provincial town in U.P. when
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a high school campus was a big world for me and I
used to vie with my peers in finding apt English
phrases for Urdu expressions. I now know, to my
regret, that lucky and able translators are a rarity.
Perhaps two people working together, one a nadve
speaker of the input language and the other a native
speaker of the output language, and each having full
command of the other's language as well, might
succeed where one person cannot. Yet, side by side
with my other work, I almost always did some
translation, for after all many of the world’s great
translations were done by individuals, not by teams.
(But perhaps the greatest work of translation ever —

the King James Bible — was done by a teaml
This little work is my first serious attcmpt to
translate from a foreign language into a foreign
language. If it is a little more than modcrately success-
ful, it is because I chose only those texts which I
thought lent themselves somewhat easily to transla-
tion, and also because 1 have tried to pay equal
allegiance to the integrity of the Persian text, and the
thythms and tones of modern, not “poetic” English.
It now remains for me to acknowledge my debt to
Jamila, for her interest and assistance; C.M. Naim, for
solicited suggestions (many of which T actually ac-
cepted); Aslam Mahmud, for introducing me to R.K.
Mehra of Rupa; my editor, Sunjoy Shekhar, for his
patience and understanding; and Frances Pritchett,
from whom I learnt much about the art of translation.
I also thank V.N. Manchanda and D.K. Mahajan for
their assistance in preparing the typescript of the

manuscript. :
Shamsur Rahman Iaruqi
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Woe for the eye

that hasn’t seen your face
or, having seen it, looked
at another’s.

(Sa’di)
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You said: Go away
Cut your life off
from me.
But how can 1? for I
come back secured
with a hair of your head

Whercver I go

(Khusrau)
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A mere dot

from a word that’s not
desired by the heart
is much too muich

A hundred pages
of words that the heart
desires are too few

(Bedil)
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I managed to keep alive
without you
and didn't kill myself
for the shame of it.

My life for you, don't
come to me now: I feel
ashamed.

(Ghalib)
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My sandals
I've thrown
at the world’s face

Not without reason
do 1 walk
barefooted.

(Azad Bilgrami)
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Learn from the cyes
how to be the same
and different; the two
are apart and yet they see
cye to eye.

(Manohar)
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.
Silence

is Ocean
and speech
a stream

The Ocecan seeks you
Don’t scek
the stream

(Rumi)
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What madness is this?
Far from her that I am

I've marked in my mind
numerous places on her body

To kiss.

(Shibli)
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So, this World

ever a friend to imperfection,
delivered

a solid kick

to perfection.

(Mas‘ud Sa‘d Salman)
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Her beauty

grew so much, and I
longing

for her, grew

so thin

that she didn’t
know me, and [
didn’t know her

(Nisbati)
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Sweet the night
when I hold you hard

until morning
and presscd under your bod
my arm should go to sleep.

(Shahidi)
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Happy would be the time
when beautiful people come
ravaging the city.
You capture me
and proclaim

Here’s my prisoner!

(Shahidi)
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How can there he

rclease from
the cruel huntsman who
torches the whole forest
for just
one prey?

(Muhammad Afzal Sarkhush)
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How to forbid the heart

to love?
Granted

that the heart
would listen,

But what should one say?

(Jalal Asir)
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When you come to me in a dream
My misfortune
ever ready to do harm
wakes me up and says:

Your beloved is here and you
Are asleep?

(Talib)
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My heart was like a child's slate --
Whatever word of hope I wrote on it
was erascd.

~ (Shaikh Abul Qasim)
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What need has wine
for confection?
Pick up the glass:

Mother’s milk
needs no
sugar.

(Muhammad Quli Salim)
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Love

is such a home breaker —
it brought you

to my house.

(Zahuri)
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