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A Market for Speech
Poetry Recitation in Late Mughal India, 1690-1810

Nathan Lee Marsh Tabor, Ph.D.

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014

Supervisor: Syed Akbar Hyder

This project focuses on 18th-century Persian and Urdu language musha‘irahs or
poetry gatherings patronized by Mughal India’s urban elite and depicted in period
compendiums or tazkirahs. Besides preserving poetry, the compendiums chronicle the
social, aesthetic, and sensual aspects of 18th-century public and private gatherings
from a stance that prizes the delight of lyric verse. The 1740s in particular mark a
watershed decade for poetry exchange and criticism as they bridged several
generations of India-based poets who were advancing the tazah or “fresh” goals of
contemporary Persian writing and who were also recasting Persophone civility
according to vernacular sensibilities in a social setting that was arguably the heart of

Safavid and Mughal literary production. This dissertation examines how poets,
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listeners, and patrons enacted a material form of literary sociability that informed the
circulation of people and verse over the 1700s. Analyzing this pre-colonial context
allows for a more critical understanding of aesthetic and ethical drives in South Asian
literary practices, providing a more grounded and critical understanding of lyricism as
a cultural practice.

By foregrounding the socio-aesthetic implications of recitation as a discursive
practice, the present study understands the musha‘irah as a unique site of literary
subjectivity. Hence, the disciplinary boundaries between history, literary criticism, and
ethnography are blurred to show that lyricism was not abstracted in 1700s poets’
gatherings. Instead, it formed a highly instantiated social script that allowed for the
playfulness of Persian-based aesthetics to parallel the levity of Mughal-era sociability
found in period salons or majalis. The Mughal literary sphere in the 1700s was governed
by expectations of honesty, humor, exaggeration, enchantment, and originality,
qualities that were not bounded by one language or textual medium.
Historiographically, the compendiums from the 1700s attest to musha‘irah verse being
self-referential, intertextual, and multilingual whereby the conventions of Persian-

based aesthetics had a charismatic social life.
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Prefatory Notes

Conventions

All years are reckoned to the Gregorian calendar unless otherwise noted. “AH” refers to
the hijri calendar used for the Islamic cycle.

Hindi, Hindavi or Rekhtah are 18th-century names for the Persianized vernacular that
today we call Urdu. I refer to Urdu’s older names only when appropriate to the context.
I follow Arthur Dudney’s example where Hindi in italics indexes the 1700s term for Urdu
in order to differentiate from the word “Hindi” which refers to the related tongue
spoken today in India.

Some literary and social terminology differs from the 19th-century vocabulary that
informs much scholarship on Urdu today. The most obvious example is the term majlis
or “gathering.” Contemporary writers have largely used this term to specifically refer
to Shii assemblies for the recitation of mirasi or lamentations written for the
martyrdom of Husain ibn Ali (d. 626-680) (see Hyder 2006). In 18th-century literary
compendiums, majlis refers to any social gathering for singing, recitation, or dancing; it
does not necessarily reference Shi‘i gatherings.

Additionally, terms like tarhi musha‘irah or ghair-tarhi mushatirah are 19th-century
neologisms, as is the term guldastah (a printed collection of musha‘irah recitations).
Ham-tarh has a curious usage in 1700s tazkirahs. It references recitation but not parallel
verses, as we understand its meaning today. Instead, it refers to people who became
stylistically linked through imitative verse exchange. This is part of the tendency for
tazkirah writers to cast sociability in terms of versification or mauziiniyat which can
refer to social standing, an ability to cast verse, and the verse itself. For more on this see
Chapters Two and Three below.

Poets are listed with their given names followed by their pen names. For example, Mir
Muhammad Tagqi’s pen name is Mir, as he was usually known. Sometimes poets’ names
are followed by their nisbat or lineage which can refer to a locality or an alliance to
teacher. For example, from the name “Josh Malihabadi” we learn there was poet who
wrote under the name josh was from the gasbah town of Malihabad in eastern Uttar
Pradesh.
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When analyzing lyrics, I capitalize the names of the ghazal’s paradigmatic characters,
the Lover and the Beloved. I do this simply to show the radical alterity in their
relationship and that the labels encompass a much larger metaphorical framework
which I try to make clear through individual explications. For further reading on
Persophone forms of ghazal lyricism see Schimmel (1992) and Prichett (1994).

Transliteration

I have stubbornly included the original texts because I often miss them when reading
others’ monographs. For this reason, I have tried to use the least invasive method of
transliteration as possible.

Vowel markings are only in italicized words. All vowels are recorded according to Indo-
Persian pronunciation. For more on this, please see Chapter Three for Mir Taqi Mir’s
take on the Western Iranian accent.

For diacritics, I make a concession for only two letters below because they have no
abecedary equivalent in English and may actually help a non-specialist with

pronunciation:
5 ’ hamza
¢ ¢ ‘ain

A good example that succinctly illustrates of my approach is the title of Siraj al-Din
Arzu’s tazkirah:

Majma‘ al-Nafa’is oSl oot

With this example, it should also be noted that I do not mark “sun letters.” Arzu’s work
listed above would be read aloud as Majma‘ un-Nafa’is according to this Arabic
convention in pronunciation.

For names, I have avoided adding vowel markings except in ambiguous scenarios in
which case I note the pronunciation; e.g., ‘Abd al-Hakim Hakim (‘Abd al-Hakim Hakim).
Since I mostly refer to poets by their pen names there is little need to continually mark
ambiguous cases. In this case, the poet and diarist is usually recorded as Hakim Lahori.
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A Chronology of Literary Works, Poets, and Events in Mughal India’s Long 18th-Century

1666  Sa’ib dies in Isfahan after leaving India around 1635. Tazkirah-i Nasrabadi by Tahir
Nasrabadi completed.

1682  Kalimat al-Shu‘ara by Sarkhush completed.

1690  Bedil arrives in Delhi.

1696  Mir’at al-Khayal by Sher ‘Ali Khan Lodi completed.

1697  Nasir ‘Ali dies in Delhi.

1699  Hatim the “nursemaid to the poets” born.

1700  Wali visits Delhi.

1707  Wali dies in Ahmadabad. Mughal emperor Aurangzeb dies in Khuldabad.

1719 Arzu reaches Delhi a second time after the assassination of the emperor Farrukh Siyar.
Muhammad Shah’s reign begins.

1715  Sarkhush dies in Delhi.

1720  Bedil dies in Delhi and Wali’s diwan is said to arrive there.

1721  The ‘rs or death anniversary celebration begins at Bedil’s grave.
1722  Faizabad becomes the regional capital of Awadh.

1728  Gulshan dies in the young Mir Dard’s home in Delhi.

1734  Hazin arrives in Delhi.

1737  Peshwa Baji Rao I attacks Delhi.

1739  Mir Taqi Mir comes to Delhi along with Hakim Lahori and ‘Uzlat who have a noticeable
impact on the Persophone literary scene. Nadir Shah sacks Delhi.

1746  The poet Ummid and the singer Sadarang die in Delhi.

1748  Khushgu completes his Safinah. Muhammad Shah’s reign ends with his death. Hazin
exiles himself to Benares.

1749  Riyaz al-Shu‘ara by Walih completed.
1750  Tazkirah-i Husaini by Husain Dost Sambhali completed.

1750/1 Majma‘-al Naf@’is by Arzu completed.
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1752 Nikat al-Shu‘ara by Mir, Gulshan-i Guftar by Hamid Aurangabadi, and Tahfat al-Shu‘ara by
Afzal Beg Qagshal completed.

1753  Tazkirah-i Rekhtah Go’iyan by Fateh ‘Ali Gardezi completed.
1754  Arzu leaves Delhi for Lucknow.

1755  Makhzan-i Nikat by Qayam al-Din Qa’im Chandpuri completed.
1756  Arzu dies in Lucknow. Walih and Khushgu die in Delhi.

1756/7 Ahmad Shah Durrani invades Delhi.

1762/3 Khizanah-i ‘Amirah by Azad Bilgrami completed.

1766  Hazin dies in Benares.

1771  Sauda leaves Delhi for the east.

1772 Mus'hafi arrives in Delhi after not finding work in Lucknow.
1774  Tazkirah-i Shu‘ara-i Hindi by Mir Hasan completed.

1775  Asaf al-Daula shifts Awadh'’s capital from Faizabad to Lucknow.
1781  Hatim dies in Delhi.

1782  Mir leaves Delhi for Lucknow.

1784  4qd-i Suraiya by Mus'hafi contains the last mention of Bedil’s actual grave.
1785  Mir Dard dies in Delhi.

1786  Azad Bilgrami dies in Aurangabad.

1794  Tazkirah-i Hindi by Mus'hafi completed.

1802  Riyaz al-Fusha by Mus'hafi and Majmu‘ah-i Naghz by Qadrat Allah Qasim completed.
1804  Safinah-i Hindi by Bhagwan Das Hindi completed.

1810  Mir Taqi Mir dies in Lucknow.

1813  Ghalib writes about missing Bedil’s grave.

1824  Mus'hafi dies in Lucknow.
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Introduction
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What a memory of you, oh rose seller in the market of speech
Each and every petal is delightfully colored because of you in the garden of speech.
Your particulars are announced in the prefatory notes;
Your description is the handmaid to the countenance of speech.

In 1950s India a novice poet showed up to recite his compositions in a poetry
salon. This was a gathering in which all the famous and beloved poets of the day were in
attendance. When his turn came, he started reading his verses and they were horrible,
out of meter, and without polish. Hearing the verse, most of the other poets kept quiet
for the sake of preserving the poetry gathering’s etiquette, but the famous poet Josh
Malihabadi happened to be there and could not hold his tongue. At each line the novice
poet read, Josh erupted with shouts of gushing praise, urging the young man onward.
The journalist and poet Gopinath Aman, who was also there, noticed Josh’s explosions
of clearly feigned admiration. He leaned over and said, “What the hell are you doing?!”
Josh quickly shot back, “Apostasy.”

As witnessed by this joke circulating in Indian tea stalls, the Urdu musha‘irah

(mushatirah) or poetry gathering has a high level of both humor and gravitas. For over



three hundred years, Urdu language poets have cultivated the musha‘irah as a social
institution devoted to the circulation of literature’s linguistic and poetic delight. The
musha‘irah is an aspect of the Mughal literary sphere that fixes literary enjoyment
among a group of peers and competitors for the mutual exchange of lyrical verse. As
with the joke above, much of its history even from the beginning is anecdotal, in which
events become a set where literary wit and humor are staged. As an associative literary
concept, the musha‘irah grounds poetry as a mode of sociability and interchange
between poets. This is a concept built into the etymology of “musha‘irah,” a word not
easily translatable into English.

The concept of the musha‘irah is familiar in literary communities speaking

Urdu, Persian, and Arabic languages. The word “mushatirah” (s ,c Lie) comes from the
Arabic triliteral root ;4. (sha‘ara) which means to learn or understand intuitively; to
realize; to perceive, sense, or feel; and to be conscious or aware (Wehr and Cowan 1976).
This root is construed as a form three verbal noun (4 &%) or masdar giving the root an
associative meaning, i.e. to do poetry with someone else, or as I define it, to compete
via lyrical exchange. The term creates an expectation that people themselves serve as

the vehicles for the transmission of verse by reading it aloud in some kind of social



setting for a community of listeners. In short, the social life of Persian and Urdu poetry
is linguistically bound to the concept of the musha‘irah.

For Persian and Urdu speakers throughout the 18th and into the mid-19th
century, the musha‘irah was a social fact. Mughal and Safavid societies assumed it was
the primary circulatory and communicative means through which to share and enjoy
poetry especially in cultures that valued recited literature more than scribed verse. The
first reference to the musha‘irah given in the lexicographer Ali Akbar Dehkhuda’s
expansive Persian dictionary tells us that a mushatirah is to do battle in metered
language to measure poets’ abilities (2014). It should be noted that many of the Persian
dictionaries Dehkhuda relied upon to arrive at this definition were compiled in India
over the period examined for this project. For C.M. Naim, musha‘irahs in the 18th
century “were arenas to show one’s prowess as a poet, criticize the work of others,
make a name for oneself and thus attract the attention of some wealthy patron” (Naim
1999: 181). Paul Losensky, also citing Dehkhuda’s definitions, finds that while
“musha‘irah” linguistically means “to address poetry to a rival,” it is a “generous

rivalry” that fuels a spirit of mutuality and debate through developing and imitating



poetic conventions (Losensky 1998). Likewise, Mana Kia’s definition expounds on the
sociability of an embodied institution that exists between written and oral realms:

The immediate circulation of written work as demonstration of mastery of this

corpus took place largely in the context of social spaces, from large gatherings

(pl. mahafil) to individual visits with other poets. Oral poetic recitation and

performative embodiment of learned refinement were integral to these social

contexts and their importance to demonstrations of mastery, and thus the

authority to dictate usage should not be underestimated. (Kia 2011: 203)

These scholars’ definitions of the musha‘irah show there is a linguistic basis to the
musha‘irah’s discursive and sociological structure, telling us something specific about
Indo-Persian literary practices: the musha‘irah is a literary endeavor that involves a
community of participants functioning under an implicitly agreed upon set of norms
and conventions.

Yet, there is something missing from these rich definitions that might be
apparent to Urdu or Persian language speakers familiar with their literary histories or
to any Urdu speaker who has attended a mushatirah. In an institution that prizes
language’s slipperiness and the play of its grammar, it is strange that scholars have not
given more attention to the humor and delight or simply the entertainment that comes

with reading verse aloud to a community of peers, in other words, one of the most

apparent aspect of its discourse. Such buttoned-up approaches to literary history erase
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much of the delight the institution’s practitioners held most dear in what Frances
Pritchett refers to as the “elegant encounter” (Pritchett 1994).

This dissertation aims to understand the literary and discursive implications of
the musha‘irah’s social norms and aesthetic values during a transitionary moment in
early modern India’s Persian literary sphere during the 1700s at the end of the Mughal
phase. Even though its imperium was fragmenting, Hindistan or Mughal India was still
the center of Persian literary production and criticism for a cosmopolis that stretched
from Istanbul across the Iranian plateau and central Asia, abutting China’s western
borders. In the midst of this, Mughal India’s Persianized vernacular, what we today call
Urdu, was fast becoming a literary lingua franca, voicing the aesthetic and social
concerns of the “modern” Persian literary style popular at the time. This was the tazah-
go’ or “fresh-speaking” literary movement intent on mining new meanings from
extant themes and symbols of classical writers like Hafiz, ‘Attar, Sa‘di, and Salman
Savaji. Under the modernists’ aesthetic regime, the Beloved’s teeth could be like
mandibles on a locust and the Lover’s tombstone would be like grape agate, soaking up
his blood in the from the grave. This daring use of metaphor would fall out of style in

the early 19th century under the baz-gasht or return movement in Persian literature



which sought to distance itself from Safavid and Mughal literature or most literatures
from outside the borders of Qajar Iran. However, the Persian-educated literary elite
deployed 18th-century Mughal India’s vernacular, known today as Urdu, continued the
“fresh-speaking” approach to lyricism.

Given the musha‘irah’s growing popularity and circulation in the present era,
understanding its complicated social and literary history at this vernacular turn
sharpens on how we examine the institution today as a popular aspect of the
contemporary Indo-Persian literary sphere. In the early 20th century, the musha‘irah
was patronized by princely states and political parties while it was also becoming a
platform to broadcast dissenting lines during colonial India’s independence movement.
After partition, the musha‘irah was represented on screen in the “Muslim socials,” a
particular genre of films representing Muslim social life, and historical dramas, through
which it became indexical for the Mughal past. In both India and Pakistan, industrialists
with literary inclinations began patronizing the event (al-Ahasani 1987; Silver 1992). At
the same time, the Indian state’s invitation to the yearly nationalist gathering at Delhi’s
Red Fort credentialed poets on both sides of the border (Taunsvi 1991). During the 1965

tension over Kashmir, the musha‘irah again became a stage from which to recite



nationalist verse as radio broadcasts helped circulate poetry that was helping to
“defend the nation” (Naim 2004a).

In the present age, musha‘irah poets lambast politicians for corrupting the
Indian and Pakistani states, and listeners eagerly praise recitations that skewer divisive
communal ideologies. In India musha‘irah poetry often voices Muslim minorities’
weariness of the Indian state’s communal policies to the extent that the history of
Muslim electoral politics since 1976 can be charted in poetry. These verses mourn the
lives lost during Indira Gandhi’s declaration of martial law, publicize the uneasiness
over perceived infringement on personal law during the Shah Bano case, and protest
the continual rounds of violence that erupted over the Babri mosque tensions.

Currently, thousands of YouTube clips show poets singing and reciting verses
which listeners circulate and capture on their cell phones. Much of this poetry bends
literary ambiguity to reflect minority populist sentiments. Notably the violent policies
of a War on Terror that is perceived as oppressively anti-Muslim have become a theme
in poetry written by both Indian and Pakistani poets. Yet even with this threat of
lyricism wielding a dissenting voice, Indian politicians still host rallies with poetry

readings to gain Muslim votes in Hindi- and Urdu-speaking minority communities. On



top of this, rumors still circulate that then-chief minister of Gujarat, Narendra Modi,
organized a musha‘irah to pander to his state’s Muslim community after orchestrating
pogroms against them in 2002. Also, musha‘irahs in the months leading up his right-
wing party’s election victory in May of 2014 hosted a flurry of verses deriding his
violent anti-minority policies.

Today’s musha‘irahs are a global phenomenon in which Pakistani and Indian
expatriates stage events in Persian Gulf states for South Asian migrant workers.
Musha‘irahs are held in America and Europe among Urdu speakers and even a young
Anglo-American poet I am familiar with has been seduced by the mushatirah’s public
stage, acting as a poet to great acclaim in Indian circles. Yet, the musha‘irah’s expansion
beyond the original Persian-speaking elite has in no way diminished its presence in
India’s agricultural belt, often thought of as the Hindi/Urdu speaking heartland. In
spite of the growing availability of television and the Internet, every week there is a
musha‘irah being organized in some small town or growing city in which madrasah
students, middle-aged men, and occasionally women come to hear poets recite until the

morning prayer.



With this contemporary and popular literary sphere in mind, I seek to analyze
the musha‘irah’s unique form of sociability in an understudied period in India’s history.
Until recently, Mughal India’s 18th century has been usually described as an age of
decline, but renewed interest in the social and literary changes occurring in this epoch
have begun to challenge this assumption (Sharma 2000; Tavakoli-Targhi 2001a; Sharma
2009b, a; Kinra 2011; Spooner and Hanaway 2012; Hanaway 2012; Sharma 2012; Syed
2012; Dudney 2013; Kovacs 2013; Kaicker 2014; Pelld 2014b). Members of the Persian
literary community saw the Mughal state withering around them, but their
musha‘irahs and literary criticism seemed to blossom despite this as they documented
the many invasions of the Mughal capital of Delhi and unending economic downturn
that would prove permanent under colonialism (Lehmad 1970; Ahmad 1979; Petievich
1990; for early Persian context on urban decline c.f. Sharif 2010). Interestingly, many of
the same concerns about literary ethics, presentation, originality, and delight that arose
in the Persophone context of Urdu’s early vernacular sphere still inform the
musha‘irah’s distinctive sociability that contemporary listeners have long treasured.

Out of this milieu, I frame my study generationally between 1690 and 1810. The

1740s, the decade dividing this span, were inaugurated with the 1739 sack of Delhi and



ended with a glut of history writing by the city’s Persian-speaking community while
the musha‘irahs continued despite the region’s political instability. Even months after
the 1739 attack, semi-elite members of the Mughal gentry were coming to Delhi and
joining others in gatherings in which they debated and exchanged verse. In effect, the
span comprises about four generations of poets who inherited the “modern”—for lack
of a better term—concerns of tazah-go’t or “fresh-speaking” Persian writers and shaped
the epoch in which Urdu’s literary sphere was formed. The tdzah-go’i aesthetic was
intent on pushing lyricism’s boundaries in the search for new meanings in ancient
themes." Yet, tazah-go’i poets were also interested in the lyrical possibilities of Rekhtah,
the Persianized vernacular that we today call Urdu, circulating these same “fresh
speaking” sensibilities.

In 1690, tazah-go’i poet and self-styled saint ‘Abd al-Qadir Bedil (1644-1720)
moved to Delhi and began hosting well attended and engaging poetry gatherings in his

home for a wide range of people including courtesans, common singers, Hindu holy

! sadly, revisionist history coming out of Iran and India has buried this period of Persian literary history.
The baz-gasht movement demanded a return to the ancient style and the “moderns” lost out, with the
Iranian historian Muhammad Taqi Bahar confining it all to the Indian school or sabk-i hindi (Bahar 1942).
Some have argued that it was Urdu that carried tazah-go’l interests and literary sociability forward as the
rightful inheritor of Persian literary humanism. Additionally, recent work in English and Persian has
generated more interest in these early “modern” poets (Kinra 2007b; Kia 2011; Dudney 2013).
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men, and the local literati. When he died and was buried in the same spot in which
these historic gatherings were held, the musha‘irah continued with poets reciting at his
grave. At the other end of this dissertation’s span, 1810 is the year the Urdu poet Mir
Taqi Mir died in Lucknow after leaving Delhi when it had been sacked a second time in
1761. In his literary diary penned over the lively 1740s, Mir remembers Bedil as an Urdu
poet, recording one of the poet-saint’s famous Urdu ghazals that many of Delhi’s literati
knew well. Mir himself probably attended the graveside musha‘irahs after moving to
Delhi in 1739.

In 1810, Persian was still recited and would continue to appear in the
musha‘irah well into even the 20th century, though on much smaller scale in
comparison to the preceding years. While Persian compositions could be heard
alongside Urdu poems, the poetic language favored by the intellectual elite would
become Urdu. Persian would remain a language of prose and bureaucracy throughout
the 19th century and during the late 1700s poets wrote in both and at times easily
intermixed them in macaronic or mixed language works, some of which were recited at
Bedil’s posthumous musha‘irah as we shall see below. On this note, it is important to

resist any sharp distinction between these literary spheres. Though poets debated the
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use of the vernacular in the musha‘irah space, the aesthetic and social interests
between Persian and Urdu language poets show how intertwined the two social spaces
actually were.

At the other end of our span, Ghulam Hamdani Mus'hafi (1751-1824) appears
opposite the image of Bedil. He hosted mushatirahs first in Delhi and then in Lucknow
where he was one of many important figures in the region’s literary sphere which had
become a twin cultural capital to Delhi. Mus'hafi’s relationship to the past and his
musha‘irah circles’ specificity differed in comparison to that of Bedil who had a vast
estimation of himself as an ecumenical demi-prophet. Though Mus'hafi too aligned
himself with his tazah-go’i ancestors, his literary concerns were narrowed by personal
competition and the politics of literary patronage, something Bedil famously disavowed
as he claimed never to write panegyrics for lords. Mus'hafi was attuned to the ways in
which imitative paradigms could break down alliances in a competitive musha‘irah, but
could also cement relationships with his many students in the course of his extensive
literary output. Between Bedil and Mus'hafi the social sphere of the musha‘irah had
changed not just linguistically and economically, but also generationally. By 1810, there

were few who had even a memory of Delhi’s literary community gathering at Bedil’s
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home and much less at his grave even though it was perhaps the most well-attended
and widely-known public musha‘irah during the mid-18th century. Ironically, Mus'hafi
was the last one to report seeing Bedil’s actual tombstone in the early 1780s, twenty
years after the musha‘irahs there had ceased.

In my examination of musha‘irahs and their anecdotes over a 120-year period, I
am most interested in showing how concerns about meaning, originality, and
legitimacy were argued and discussed in both the Persian and Urdu language spheres. I
am most interested in connecting the musha‘irah’s focus on the delight of playful
language between both Persian and Urdu contexts. Significantly, the same gripes vexed
both Persian and Urdu literary communities within years of each other when poets
argued over issues like plagiarism and proper conduct in the musha‘irah space.
Influenced by the pioneering work of Sheldon Pollock on literary cultures, recent
studies of 1700s Persophone literature has shown how period concerns about literary
criticism, philology, and historical linguistics had an inclusive, multi-regional focus on
language usage and local literary acceptability (Pollock 2003; Dudney 2013). This
emergent epistemology implicitly frames poets’ approaches to literary sociability as

well. From this vantage, I examine the conflicted and heterogenous literary sphere of
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1700s Persian and Urdu musha‘irahs as grounding the oral predilections of Indo-Persian
literary practices in a society of reciters and listeners. The ways in which Persian and
Urdu poets depicted literary sociability within the musha‘irah space shows us that
lyrical ambiguity was a lived ethical and communicative framework that governed
literary communities within a rapidly changing society.

From a sociological stance, it was the “new elite in Delhi, composed of newly
successful trading communities, service gentry with their own high cultural
aspirations, and former regional elites, all of whom were for various reasons
increasingly relocating into the center” who participated in mushatirahs as listeners,
patrons, or poets (Alam 2004: 181-2). As documented in period diaries and anthologies,
one of theses influxes occurred directly after Nadir Shah’s 1739 invasion, an event that
would change the political and cultural landscape of Mughal Indian permanently (Blake
1987; Tucker 1998). In spite of this political unrest, the intellectual representatives of
the urban newcomers, poets with a Persian education, continued their gatherings and
were in turn memorialized in the pages of Indo-Persian tazkirahs, a diary-like genre of
historical and literary memorialization comprising the vast majority of sources for the

project at hand. (Hermansen and Lawrence 2000). What we see in a “literacy aware”
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setting like Delhi in the 1740s is that lyricism functioned as communicative and
relational aspect of men’s and, to a lesser degree, women'’s public lives which were
shaped in Sufi hermitages, courtesans’ quarters, shrines, festivals, and the various
bazaars covering the city. For the literati with a highly relational conception of poetic

creativity and ethics, there had to be a market for speech.

0.1 Historiography of Socio-Literary Institutions and Pre-Modernity

While unique to South Asia in the modern and contemporary eras, the
musha‘irah has cultural roots in pre-Islamic Arabia through panegyric recitational
competitions at the ‘Ukaz, a yearly bazaar. The ‘Ukaz was one of three annual markets
held somewhere between Taif and Mecca during the first to the twentieth of Dhu al-
Qidah,* the ten days prior to the yearly month-long pilgrimage to Mecca. The market
was often imagined as a utopia outside of any organized state in which the Arabian
tribal elite would gather for trade, boasting tournaments, and gift giving (Crone 2004;
Bonner 2011). Competitive poetry recitation was part of the usual entertainment

among the many other attractions of ‘Ukaz. The market’s lore tells us that the best of

2 This is the eleventh month of the Islamic calendar.
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the popularly judged panegyric or gasidah reciters would have their compositions
written in gold leaf on muslin to be hung on the ka‘bah the following month (Dhu al-
Hijjah). The ‘Ukaz along with many other tribal customs ended following the advent of
Islam, but seven of these supposedly “hung odes” (mu‘allgat) have remained treasured
examples of pre-Islamic Arabic gasidahs (Sells 1989). In fact, the poet and tazkirah
writer Ghulam Hamdani Mus'hafi notes his awareness of the hanging odes when he
drafted the introduction to his diary of friends’ and students’ verse recited in his
gatherings.?

Various incarnations of public poetry recitation remained important in Arab
society. For example, the naqa’id of Umayyad-era Arabia and the literary salons of
Baghdad during the Abbasid sultanate are relevant examples (Ali 2010; Jorgensen 2012).
Yet, the current incarnation of the Indo-Persian musha‘irah as we know it today in
South Asia owes its origins more directly to Arabic recitational gatherings in the
Iranian plateau beginning around 1000 CE. Coincidently, this was during the time New

Persian as a literary language was beginning to receive more concentrated patronage

3 May there be innumerable praises upon the skilled forerunner of righteousness whose eloquent tongue
broke the strange rhetoric markets of the Arabian poets and with total grace placed the grandeur of the
seventh seal upon all seven of the hanging odes in the ka‘bah (Ghulam Hamdani Mus'hafi 1985b: 1).
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from the eastern regional kingdoms separating from the Abbasid imperium. One of the
earliest documented recitational competitions in the Persian cultural context was the
Arabic language mushatirat (plural of musha‘irah) between Persians Badi® al-Zaman al-
Hamdani (969-1007) and Abu Bakr al-Khwarizmi (c. 1000) in the town of Nishapur, While
this work does not cover the mushatirah in medieval Arabic language circles, the
anecdotal history of their encounter is intriguing.

‘Abd al-Malik al-Tha‘alibi (961-1038) relates the story in his tazkirah Yatimat al-
Dahr, or The Orphan of the Age. Here he writers that while traveling around looking for
patronage, Badi‘ al-Zaman came to Nishapur to pay his respects to the noted literary
genius Abu Bakr al-Khwarizmi. Khwarizmi snubbed the young poet, claiming that he
could best Badi® al-Zaman in a public musha‘irah (‘Abd al-Malik ibn Muhammad
Tha‘alibi 1984). Forced to display his poetic prowess, Badi¢ al-Zaman was said to have
composed over 400 prosimetric compositions (magamat, works combining verse and
prose) that he recited in Nishapur’s town square, winning the accolades of his listeners
and vanquishing the older, arrogant poet (see al-Qadi 1993). Badi¢ al-Zaman eventually

left Nishapur and found his way to Herat in the region of Khurasan where an Arabic-
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inflected Persian vernacular had begun receiving literary patronage in the newly
established provincial kingdom under Mahmud of Ghazna (971-1030).

Although that is another story far from this project’s reach, the musha‘irah
episode in late 10th-century Nishapur is relevant to this dissertation for two reasons.
Foremost, the idea of a poetry competition based upon the judgment and debate of
rhetorical abilities is an aspect of musha‘irah culture that continues into contemporary
times. Urdu, Persian, and Arabic language poets have vied for patronage and
appreciation from their audiences under varying contexts and conditions for centuries,
but the centrality of their endeavors focuses on presenting lyric poetry before an
audience also familiar with its tropes, aesthetics, and stylistic expectations. It would
appear even in the medieval era there was an idea of a literary public comprised of
listeners, patrons, and poets with varying literary abilities, intentions, and tastes all
enjoying, assessing, and circulating period and historical verse in their respective
milieus (see Ong 1984; Meisami 1987; Somerset and Watson 2003).

Secondly, Khwarizmi and Badi¢ al-Zaman'’s story is anecdotal and documented
by one of their contemporaries, the furrier and polymath from Nishapur named ‘Abd

al-Malik al-Tha‘alibi. Uniquely, al-Tha‘alibi aimed to capture a literary history of the
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present, tracing his contemporaries’ rhetorical abilities from within his fixed
perspective at his hometown of Nishapur. This anecdotal approach is a hallmark of
literary historiography in 18th-century India, a particularly rich epoch for anecdotal
storytelling across the early modern world (Greenblatt 1980; Subrahmanyam 1998;
Stefanovska 2009; Young 2009; Ullyot 2011).

Al-Tha‘alibi’s localized, anecdotal perspective serving as a history of poetry
recitation is fundamental to the current examination. The 18th-century musha‘irah’s
historiography in contemporary sources hinges on tazkirah narrators’ witty,
appropriate, and illustrative deployment of novel meetings and interchanges. The fact
that the tazkirah writers who will be informing the current discussion had different
intentions and goals for recording literary anecdotes and musha‘irah interchanges,
necessitates a re-evaluation of critical historiographic methods on literary history in
general (Said 1983; Reddy 1992; Orsini 2012). Social historians and scholars of literature
have shied away from relying too much on literature itself to inform critical
assessments of the early modern era. The tazkirah has alternately been prized and

denigrated as a primary source since it generates parallel expectations of delight and
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ambiguity from the point of view of a “memorative” paradigm with partial and
idealized portrayals of its subjects (Sadiq 1964; Faruqi 2008b).

Additionally, modern conceptions of civilization and culture, even from a critical
standpoint, do not necessarily account for the musha‘irah, an institution which appears
to approximate something like a node of civil society, but does not fit many of the
scholarly agendas set by historians focused on the Mughal courts or questions of
modernity, nor does it fit the interests of literary scholars interested solely in an Urdu
canon. The musha‘irah was populated by a community of reciters and listeners who
would sometimes write things down, but as it was primarily oral, the scope of its
circulation bled into the markets as people exchanged verse outside of the musha‘irah
setting. This communicative setting did not proffer a self-reflexive definition of politics
or culture, or even itself. The musha‘irah simply sought to represent verse. That is, the
musha‘irah was not an institution designed to propagate culture per se as it would in
the late 19th and early 20th centuries; it was not indexical for Mughal literary culture,
it simply existed as it was.

The present project aims to understand the social history of the late-Mughal

public sphere through examining the musha‘irah as a material language practice. Not
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only were there financial outcomes for poets in search of patronage, what Robert
McChensey calls the “Persian literary economy” (1996), but the Persian-based lyrical
conventions became incarnate through beautiful voices, drugs, and attractive
participants in the musha‘irah space. Lastly, the poets themselves used the image of a
market of speech or at times a battlefield of verse to debate the public form of
musha‘irah-based literary sociability. With its publicness in mind, historians have long
assumed that early modern literary gatherings helped to form something like a public
sphere in pre-colonial India (Zaidi 1989; Bayly 1996: 194-5; Rahman 2008: 62-4). Even
into the 19th century, historians have focused on the musha‘irah’s form of a literary
public in Delhi (Zaidi 1989; Pernau 1993; Pritchett 2003; Pernau 2006).

With Frances Pritchett’s work on Sa‘dat Khan Nasir’s tazkirah Khush Ma‘rikah-i
Zeba (ca. 1846) being a notable exception, we see little in these historical examinations
that tell us how the musha‘irah functioned as the literary public scholars avow it to be.
That is, we do not see discussions of how literature formed social relationships as many
claim that it did at a time when recited poetry was culturally prized. In fact, some even
cast the musha‘irah’s origins with Sufi reformers in the mid-1700s, claiming one Sufi in

particular resurrected the institution (Schimmel 1975a: 171; Zaidi 1989: 75; Malik 2003:
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240). On the other hand, there has been no shortage of creative and historical
engagements with Farhat Allah Beg’s novella Dihli ki Akhri Shama“. This work tells the
story of an imaginary poetry gathering which took place during the 19th century, a
period some consider to be Urdu literature’s golden age. Curiously, this fictionalized
account has often been cited as an historical representation of the vernacular literary
sphere (Qamber 1979; Dalrymple 2006).*

“Call me Karim al-Din,” begins the infectious novella in which Beg describes a
fantastical musha‘irah set in 1845 and organized by the mid-19th-century tazkirah
writer and secretary Maulvi Karim al-Din of Panipat (1821-1879) who narrates and
organizes the whole undertaking. Beg’s narrative and story-telling abilities conjure up
the voices of mid-19th-century Delhi’s Urdu poets as they gathered together for what
Beg saw as Mughal literary culture’s dying flame that would be snuffed out in the
onslaught of colonial modernity and cultural reform. Historians since have followed
Beg’s dramatic intention by also framing this imagined musha‘irah as a synecdoche for

the end of Mughal culture as a whole (Malik 2003; Pernau 2003: 114; Dalrymple 2006:

* For annother engaging work of historical fiction that paints an intriguing portrait of the “imaginary
mushatirah” see Shamsur Rahman Farugqi’s Ka’i Chand The Sar-i Asman (2006). The present work
regrettably does not have the scope to adequately engage it.
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105-6). In the 1991 edition of Dihli ki Akhri Shama¢, editor Rashid Hasan Khan stresses
that the events and scenes of the mushatirah are not a creation of Beg's imagination,
but rather a representation of “living reality” (Hasan Khan 1992: 22). This tendency to
conflate the “real” with the “historically true” is also seen in Beg’s methodology, which
he outlines in his introduction and in scattered footnotes throughout his work. To
construct his imaginary mushatirah, Beg interviewed people who were alive during the
time the event was to have happened, corroborating events and selectively omitting
contradictory accounts.

Beg wrote an undoubtedly seductive piece of Urdu prose that dramatically
weaves together poetic and historical elements, but I would rather have heard more of
those contradictory accounts. It would be intriguing to see Beg's notes from his
interviews as they must have had wonderful anecdotes. Instead of looking for those
likely lost scribbles, the tazkirah Beg relied upon to inspire his imaginary musha‘irah
provides an engaging background to Dihli ki Akhri Shama’s goals. Tabqat al-Shu‘ara-i Hind
contains an account of the actual Karim al-Din’s attempt at hosting a musha‘irah. We
learn that in spite of his faithless business partners seizing the profits of the printing

house where he held his gathering, Karim al-Din kept the soirees going since he was
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still in possession of the lithograph apparatus and the printing house itself. For a time
in 1845, he released a monthly, two-page pamphlet with the poets’ compositions and
particulars. This was called a guldastah in 19th-century terminology.’ Yet, Karim al-Din’s
ultimate goal was to use this material to prepare a “tazkirah of India” for the sake of
“bygone days” (Karim al-Din 1983: 410). Unfortunately, the “ignorant” business
partners stopped even this and the tazkirah never materialized (Karim al-Din 1983: 149;
Powell 2006).

Though Karim al-Din does enter some of his friends’ particulars into his
compendium Tabgqat al-Shu‘ard-i Hind, this book was not a product of his musha‘irah
patronage over those two months in 1845. The Tabqat, also called Tarikh-i Shu‘ard-i
Urdi / A History of Urdu Poets (c. 1848), was Karim al-Din and F. Fallon’s joint translation
of the French Orientalist Garcin de Tassy’s Histoire de la littérature hindouie et hindoustanie
(1968). On the musha‘irah front, Karim al-Din was in part trying to capitalize off of a
growing print market and wide demand for new Urdu verse. As it turns out, however,
Karim al-Din did not even like poetry, or at least he disavowed at one point, stating,

“Love of writing Urdu poetry is not for me at all, rather, I hold [composing] poetry to be

> This term literally means “bouquet” but is actually a kind of poet’s playbook (Pritchett 1994). See the
last section of Chapter Two below for this textual genres’ precursor.
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bad, because it’s not the business of men of learning. Those people who are free from
having to earn their living have taken this means of amusing themselves and obtaining
vicarious pleasure” (Karim al-Din 1983; trans Powell 2006: 210). Of course, Lahore in the
late 19th century was a center for the critique of lyricism as Muhammad Husain Azad
and Altaf Husain Hali’s reform-minded thematic musha‘irahs were beginning under
British guidance (Altaf Husain Hali 1997; Shackle 1997). It would have been hard to cast
an imaginary musha‘irah with a patron who thought poetry was a cheap pastime, hence
this wrinkle was perhaps rightly ironed out of Beg’s narrative.

The 1845 imaginary musha‘irah enables a fictive version of Karim al-Din to make
his hope for his own period tazkirah a reality. Beg’s novella is the tazkirah that never
happened. It is understandable that contemporary literary historians trying to describe
the crisis of 19th-century Muslim culture and public culture in particular would turn to
Beg’s work. The Akhri Shama° is seductive for its idealized version of Delhi’s 19th-
century literary public as a cultural artifact. In this regard, contemporary historians
have overlapping goals with both the actual Karim al-Din and Farhat Allah Beg in a
desire to capture the cultural as opposed to communicative logic of the musha‘irah as a

literary public.
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The representational lacuna of the early musha‘irah comes from a tendency to
transpose the cultural intent of works like Beg’s onto the historical public sphere which
did not function according to the dramatic depiction he was attempting to relate in the
Akhri Shama®. That is, his work is understood to be imaginary but true in a paradigmatic
sense for capturing the Mughal literary sphere as a cultural entity. However, it is a
mistake to read so much of culture, civilization, or even identity into a representational
but restrictive communicative realm that had no intent to depict “culture” according to
the self-reflexive 19th-century definition that informs scholarship today. In turn, some
historians have uncritically reproduced Beg’s idealized version of literary sociability in
a realm that does not seek to self-consciously represent culture per se. As we shall see,
the mushatirah as a socio-literary institution seeks to represent artistic language within
a community of peers through very particular and specific modes and genres of literary
circulation. On the topic of Beg’s cultural project, a more interesting analysis would
have been to examine how Beg selected and assembled the verses that frame his
imagined discursive sphere which would reveal something about the preservationist

intentions of North Indian cultural critics in the 1920s.
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However, reading literary texts as discursive historical artifacts poses a
methodological problem for historiographic examination because of the conflicting
intentions and idealized modes of representation the texts themselves circulate
(Bakhtin 1986; Wong 2006; Silverstein 2014). Certain comparative approaches to
literature have begun focusing on “how texts come to matter” as aesthetic experiences
that constitute socio-literary subjectivity (see Allan 2012). Lyricism itself has only
recently been seen as something capable of social critique in recent studies by Amir
Mulfti, but his focus is only applicable to the 20th century (Mufti 1995, 2004). With the
notable exception of Ayesha Jalal’s Self and Sovereignty, previous social histories and
literary examinations have avoided engaging lyricism as an actual discourse and
instead accepted the cultural and social intervention Beg was making as an idealized
but accurate account of the mid-19th-century literary sphere’s musha‘irahs.® In many
ways, previous sketches historians have made of the musha‘irah were attempting to

portray a literary sphere which hinged upon communication without looking at the

8 Jalal’s point about Muslim subjectivity in prose and poetry is crucial for understanding literary

sociability in the Subcontinent in any context:

The subjectivity of the Muslim as individual finds ample voice in poetry and prose, whatever the
spatial or temporal nature of the historical context. It is a subjectivity which borrows heavily
from Islamic idioms, but one whose expression is interspersed with a welter of other
demarcators of identity such as territory and language. (Jalal 2000: 9)
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content of what the poets were actually saying, favoring a wide cultural portrayal as
opposed to digging for the messiness and contradiction of embodied communicative
and lyrical acts.

While some might argue against reading lyric poetry and literary anecdotes
from a discursive stance, the very idea of a public sphere is undergirded by literary
intent. Writing during in the post-World War II years of West Germany’s “economic
miracle,” Jirgen Habermas formulated his much debated but useful concept of the
public sphere as a realm of rational debate and exchange of ideas which grew out of
18th-century Britain’s coffeehouses and early print capital (see Cowan 2004). In an
often cited passage on the literary origins of rational discursive space, Habermas casts
the middle-class’ discussion of literature as an apolitical and undercover “precursor of
the public sphere operative in the political domain” (Habermas 1991: 9). Without
getting into the many debates on the term’s applicability, the notion of a public-like
literary context remains a useful concept for the present study as, I pay critical
attention to the term’s limitations for 1700s India Mughal India. Farhat Hasan asks a
pertinent question in this regard: “Can we [...] use Habermas’ insights on the

emergence of a bourgeois public sphere for a better understanding of the relationship
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between culture and power, and the processes of intersubjective communication and
identity formation in medieval India? Can we also refer to the existence of a civil
society in that period” (2005: 87)?

Hasan’s uneasiness in applying Habermas’ term to the early modern era is
understandable given the concept’s European focus, short-lived existence, and
provincializing tendency (Fraser 1992; Chakrabarty 2000; Calhoun 2010). As Hasan and
others have shown, however, there was civil society-like institutions and a conception
of publicness based upon socially formed opinions in pre-colonial India that do not
have to conform to European teleologies on civilization or modernities that might have
been (Hefner 1998a, b; Eisenstadt 2000). So too in the mushatirah’s literary sphere, taste
was formed and debated, ideas were exchanged, and listeners could expect to be
entertained. As an institution whose foremost aim is communicating literary
knowledge, its abilities are highly discursive. Namely, its verse was a communicative
“amalgam that [partook] of imperfectly articulated collectives” (Loewenstein and
Stevens 2004). Historian C.A. Bayly describes these collectives in the brotherhoods,
religious orders, and literati of precolonial India’s “literacy aware” context which

formed what he calls an “Indian ecumene,” a term he uses both to mirror and
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differentiate from the communicative space that Habermas’ teleology proffers (Bayly
1996).

Sheldon Pollock elucidates the idea of a pre-colonial literary sphere in the
context of his idea of the Sanskrit cosmopolis which propagates “a universalism that
never objectified, let alone enforced, its universalism” (Pollock 2006:12). In other words,
the pre-colonial Indian ecumene was a complicated literary sphere where taste,
aesthetics, and literary knowledge circulated in gatherings in courts and homes and
among the commoners in the bazaar but did not advertise a unified set of textual,
religious, or social practices (John Richards 1997; Subrahmanyam 1997, 2001; Cummings
2003; Behl 2011; Tavakoli-Targhi 2011; O’Hanlon 2013a, b). Although largely dominated
by male, elite classes, the Mughal public also included courtesans, unlettered singers,
coffee servers, and market lotharios initiated into Persophone literary conventions
participated in poets’ gatherings at least peripherally and sometimes centrally.” It
should be noted that elite women appeared to participate in the semi-public context of
the mushatirah, but through “correspondence musha‘irahs” according to anecdotes

from the 1680s discussed below (see Chapter One).

7 For an interesting discussion on the way women are represented publicly see Vanita (2012) and for the
European context see Cohen (2008, 2012).
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In effect, Mughal publics are by and large undefined at this point, but they show
the possibility for examination through an engaged and careful “analysis of Indo-
Persian’s discursive boundaries on etiquette literature, and ethics”—aspects in which
members of the musha‘irah setting were heavily invested (Kinra 2008: 208-11). In an
inspiring and encouraging three-page footnote to his dissertation, Rajeev Kinra raises a
compelling example of an Indo-Persian conception of this milieu in the idea of khalg
(ibid.). While literally meaning “creation” it often connotes a sense of publicness as
cited in poetry or in tazkirah anecdotes. As discussed below, we see one writer
describing the people coming out for the mushatirah festivities at the 18th-century
poet ‘Abd al-Qadir Bedil’s grave as the khal@’ig (pl. of khalg) or “the masses.” In this
particular popularly mid-1700s yearly event, the musha‘irah as a semi-public space
prefaces the idea of a public to consume and circulate its literary knowledge through a
society of listeners and reciters. In the course of this dissertation, the concept of a
Mughal public will be explored in the literary and linguistic realm of Persian and Urdu
language salons throughout the 18th century.

On this note, scholarship has begun to reframe the elite social divisions between

Persian and Urdu languages usually projected on to this time period when at both the
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linguistic and cultural levels the two were intertwined in the musha‘irah context. The
Persian = elite, Urdu = popular theorem has been a common aspect of the “declinist”
teleology about this era consigning Urdu as a remedy to Indians’ bad Persian (see
Dudney 2013: iii-iv, 219). In contrast to previous centuries, the “long 18th century”
marks a period when commoners’ influence over the literary sphere was growing as
merchants and even the laboring classes were casting themselves as literati and being
represented in this period’s tazkirahs penned by the urban semi-elite. Though even
fewer, there are occasional anecdotes in which lower-class poets read their poetry aloud
at musha‘irahs.

Both the literal and metaphorical bazaar are important to ground our
understanding of literary publics in which memorized poetry was prized over written
documentation (Robinson 1993; Green 2009, 2010). As detailed particularly Chapter Five
below, The relatively new availability of cheap consumable products like hashish,
tobacco and, though to a lesser degree, coffee aided poets’ rapport in the exchange of
verse (Hakala 2011). The few coffeehouses which sprang up in Delhi’s markets in the
1700s were carried over from Safavid lands and were often sites for poetry recitation.

Wine was another substance linked with literary ability but its prices were often too
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high for the average consumer. More often than not, the bazaar itself became a
musha‘irah setting for loud verse singing and arguments (Shah Mahmud 1999: 74).
Writing in the late 19th century on his teacher’s literary lineage from mid-1700s
Delhi, Shad Azimabadi portrays Faryad’s interpretation of the early modern public’s
interaction with the mushatirah:
The beauty of it was that in a musha‘irah the one who had a piquant verse
would become famous throughout the city. Wherever you would look that very
poem would be on the tip of the tongue and for nights would be continually
sung in the bazaars. After a musha‘irah until the next event would happen,
wherever you would look, from the elite (khdss) to the commoners (‘avam), the
poetry gathering was being “reviewed.” (Sayyid ‘Ali Muhammad Shad Azimabadi
1927: 165-6)
The image that Shad paints is one in which the public circulates literature in the
market and public square, orally bartering and exchanging their critiques—Shad
actually uses the English word “review” to describe this process. Indeed, his illustration
of a verse sung in the bazaar to be reviewed by commoners and elite alike is not

something to be taken lightly given the Indo-Persian conception of oral literature as

something “specially chosen and universally understood” (khdss-pasand wa ‘amm-fahm),
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a saying Kinra also alludes to in his discussion on Indo-Persian boundaries of publicness
(Kinra 2008: 210).°

These images inform our understanding of popularly circulated verse and
illustrate the ability of recitational spaces to broadcast information beyond a given
moment of utterance. This may suggest something about the discursive nature of
lyrical verse. In fact, poets often used the idea of the literary market (bazar-i sukhan) to
refer to the competitive and material nature of the 1700s literary sphere. For instance,
the madrasah of Ghazi al-Din Khan has been the site for mushatirahs since the late
1600s when Bedil would hold court there and others followed him “keeping the shop of
literature hopping” (dukan-i sukhan ra garm) (Muhammad Afzal Sarkhush 2010: 50). As a
setting marked for the exchange of verse, musha‘irah sociability and anecdotes as
depicted in tazkirahs place high social value on honesty, humor, exaggeration, delight,

and originality as poets trafficked in poetry that grew popular for its linguistic

8 Naiyer Masud in his work Marsiyah Khwani ka Fan or The Art of Marsiyah Singing further elucidates the
role of the voice in literary production. He provides a quote from Syed Afzal Husayn Rizvi Sabit’s work
Chiragh-i Majalis about the poet Mirza Khani Nawazish: “Whichever of the amir’s ghazals Nawazish recited
in a musha‘irah with a special glance or gesture, the verses would keep circulating on [peoples’] tongues
(us ke asha‘ar zabanofi par jari ho jaya karta tha). For a time, people would recite the poem and praise
it” (Mas‘ud 1989: 2).
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playfulness.’ Given the complex social interaction between the written and oral realms,
patrons and poets, listeners and singers, the idea of a market of speech in the 1700s
Persophone public sphere is a productive image. Each of these spaces, the bazaar and
the mushatirah, rely on a material, sensory medium for the circulation of goods and
information.°

Yet, the historical musha‘irah has remained strangely elusive for literary
historians attempting to understand its orally inscribed literary values. As the
aforementioned definitions have shown, stayed understandings of the institution,
which itself navigates the intricacy of language, avoid the nuance, subtly, and
contradiction of exchanging lyrics as a discursive action. In part, literary historians
have not concentrated on the social aspects of literature such as ethnographically
informed understandings of text practices or how literary practice reinforces notions of
publicness. For example, in an otherwise compelling work, Arthur Dudney’s belabors a

point about the musha‘irah as an unknowable social institution stating, “we do not

9 Rajeev Kinra has an intriguingly entitled conference paper cited in his dissertation entitled “Bazar,
Musha‘irah, and Tazkirah: Traces of Persophone Public Opinion in Mughal India.” I can only imagine how
his contribution would help me theorize these issues discussed here (2007a).

0 For a contrasting view of the economic connections between markets and language see Bourdieu (1977,
1984); and LaDousa (2005).
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know the sociolinguistic specifics of the pre-colonial musha‘irah” (Dudney 2013: 263).
This is a disheartening pronouncement since the mushairah’s sociolinguistic output
fills pages of tazkirah texts. He continues, “We have so little information about social
aspects of the intellectual lives of 18th-century Indians that we are groping for answers
like Borges’ Averroes” (ibid.: 23-24). Here Dudney alludes to Jorge Luis Borges’ depiction
of Averroes, the Andalusian philosopher Ibn Rushid (1126-1198), not being able to
theorize Aristotle’s notions of tragedy and comedy because he had never actually seen
a Greek play. On a side note, the metaphor of a play or movie is an abiding one for
popular culture when imagining the mushatirah.

It seems Dudney and others want some kind of Farhat Allah Beg or Karim al-Din
to cast a musha‘irah for them in the 18th century. Even Dargah Quli Khan’s travelogue
which documents gatherings does not have enough detail for Dudney to “reconstruct” a
period mushatirah (ibid.: footnote 24). I'm not sure what a “reconstructed” 18th-
century musha‘irah would be, though Farhat Allah Beg has plainly shown us what a
19th-century reconstruction looks like. It seems Dudney’s attitude falls prey to the very
critique he and others have leveled at historians who employ Dihli ki Akhri Shama* to

illuminate Mughal public culture: when it comes to understanding the cultural and
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linguistic basis for the musha‘irah’s form of sociability Dudney wants to take Averroes
to the theatre.

Perhaps it is the fact that there are only two historical registers within the
tazkirah tradition which has made writing about the historical musha‘irah so difficult.
Only anecdotes and verse educate readers about the musha‘irah’s socio-cultural value
system. When read across the many tazkirahs written during the 18th century, one is
able to put together a patchwork image of musha‘irah culture during this time period
based on disparate connections between anecdotes. The verse, on the other hand,
requires a different approach. Extrapolating the musha‘irah’s value system and internal
nuances from the verse is trickier but can be done.

As we know, some tazkirahs were distilled and edited texts of particular poets’
diaries which recorded an extremely partial and prejudiced, but nuanced view of their
literary communities and the loose historical trajectories of their literary inheritance.
The diary had the writer’s verse, his friends’ compositions, and perhaps partial poems
overheard in a bazaar, gathering, or coffeehouse. Even at this first level, the poet’s diary
or bayaz was designed with communication in mind and not with the specific intent of

preserving culture, yet it documents something subtle about community and
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enchantment. The bayaz reflects a collection of tastes and enchantments as given poets
wrote down verse that was literally dearest to their hearts in the diaries they clutched
under their arms moving between the bazaar, the coffeehouse, and the salon.™* While
poets during this time period had cultivated steel-trap memorative abilities, they still
had a material and archival instinct to write down anecdotes and verse samples.'” Many
tazkirahs owe their existence to a group of poets assembling regularly to exchange
verse and therefore reflect a recitational subtext based on the diaries being carried
around to record interchanges and their peers’ recitations (e.g. the tazkirahs of

Mus'hafi, Khushgu, Hasan, Mir, Hakim, Shorish)."* From this perspective one has to read

1 The Urdu poet Wali Muhammad Wali (1635-1707/8), also known as Wali Dakani, quoted this line from
the Mughal poet ‘Urfi (d. 1592) in his own panegyric or gasidah. It reflects this early modern cultural logic
the precious nature of bayazi verse as jotted down in a diary. The is will be discussed further in Chapter
Two.
crdigi s o by Slisuifea dilo)
@ilss S ags udly sanai ol S
Reading for an eternity, the sky saw what was what written in the diary.
For this qasidah was worth noting down in a diary, not a diwan.

12 One European writer notes period poets learned thousands of verses by heart (Binning 1857: I:314 cited
in Green 2010: 245).

13 In addition to the tazkirahs listed here Dargah Quli Khan’s travelogue Maraqqa®i Dihli and Zuhur al-Din
Hatim’s Divan-zadah might also be included as works that portray recitations and the reciters’ literary
communities built in meter, rhyme, and theme.
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poetry itself as constitutive of a given literary sphere’s sociolinguistic composition
(Guillén 1971).

To reconcile the anecdotal and the poetic registers in the tazkirah requires the
historian to take both a critical literary stance on the institution’s social description
and a linguistic anthropological approach to the poetry. First, the tazkirah anecdote
needs to be understood within the larger, heterogenous social realm of late-Mughal
public culture. By reading musha‘irah anecdotes as creating community both in the
historical and literary realms, it is possible to reach a more nuanced understanding of
how the aesthetic and the social realms of North Indian Muslim literary culture are
inexorably intertwined, something akin to the political life of lyricism. From this
position we see how certain poems and anecdotes are “defining aspects of Mughal oral
culture” joining the dichotomies of the religious and profane, the spoken and written,
and the past and present (Sharma 2009a: 20). These oral texts as represented in the
musha‘irah are part of a “web of tellings” that “surveyed the pre-textual and the con-
textual spaces of these poetic circles in order to shape a live, localized, and influential
narrative of the specific world of Persian poetical production and reception in late

Mughal north India” (Pellod 2009: 22). In effect, musha‘irah anecdotes and the
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sociological information given must be read from a literary stance; that is they hold the
terms, values and assumptions of their period in their own tellings.

Not surprisingly, the poetry itself constitutes the bulk of most literary tazkirahs.
Methodologically, this leads to a second and related point. If these works are based on
diaries carried around to events, one would believe that implicit traces of some of the
1700s gatherings would be layered in the edited compendiums for the recited verses
were the very texts—if we can call them that—period writers debated, circulated, and
enjoyed with fastidious attention to nuance and a generous proclivity for delight and
humor. In effect, we have to understand on what terms the musha‘irah was and
continues to be a social institution that prizes speech play and verbal art and the way in
which certain textual practices and genres reflect this proclivity (see Sherzer 2002).
From this position, I read tazkirahs archeologically looking for parallel rhymed verses
between coeval tazkirahs and within singular works themselves.'* Since many
musha‘irahs were organized around a model verse (misra -i tarh), verses with the same
end rhyme and refrain (gafiyah wa radif), what historians since the 19th century have

called ham-zamin or ham-tarh verses—that is, verses having the same ground or having

14 Reading for parallel verses like this is a project in and of itself.
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the same base—can reveal how linguistic structures shape a society of reciters and
listeners. The structural elements confirm alliances between poets and reveal who was
reciting together and developing themes in tandem.

Additionally, the tazkirah tradition gives us instances of verses that call
attention to their own recitation, a species of verse Frances Pritchett elucidates in her
encyclopedic and critical examination of the entire poetic corpus of Asad Allah Khan
Ghalib (d. 1869) and of Mir Taqi Mir (d. 1810). These self-reflexive verses are
intertextual at a social level in that they reference and re-reference the musha‘irah
space in addition to their own language and literary ambiguity. These verses are
aesthetically abstruse at both a linguistic and poetic levels through a twisted polysemy
that generates infinite and ambivalent linguistic delight through a feedback loop of
internal meanings and concepts. Since this sounds very technical, I preview an example
here that will come up again in the final chapter. This is a verse known to be recited as a

musha‘irah sometime in Delhi’s 1730s by Bindraban Das Khushgu:

(,.»\5 das gl sl gls e B9l Jia
. . - . v . -
e phde Ol B 4 A0l ) g

Although a knack for writing poems in his memory gives me my name,
You, oh messenger, must at least read your Khushgu'’s last line!
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At first glance the verse is a simple double entendre or tham, a literary device both
prized and scorned in the 18th century (Sadiq 1964; Farugi 2003; Chalisova 2004). The
word “khushgu,” our poet’s pen name or takhallus meaning “eloquence” or someone
who speaks eloquently, is semantically ambiguous because it refers to both of these
meanings, that is eloquent speaking and the poet himself. Yet the first line renders it
more complicated still as the linguistic and poetic elements twist form and content.
The Lover writing poems for the Beloved ends each ghazal with his pen name, thus it is
only the thought of the unattainable Beloved that allows the Lover, the poem’s speaker,
to have a name at all. Were it not for the Beloved, what would be the point of writing?
Knowing this, the second line complicates the chain of referents again, raising the line’s
delight through layers of ambiguity. Is the speaker referring to himself? But which
Khushgu? Is it Khushgu the speaker in the musha‘irah or is it Khushgu speaking in the
poem? Since it is an ending line, we would expect to hear a takhallus, so the speaker is
not in fact the reciter. Maybe the reciter is the gasid, or the unreliable messenger who is
supposed to deliver the letter or in this case a poem. But the gasid never actually
delivers the Lover’s messages so how can this verse even be recited in the first place? In

the mushatirah context, the poem’s subject is so semantically slippery it gives the
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impression of a recited poem that is never recited since its subject can never really be
its subject. The Lover, the traditional speaker of the lyric, appears to recite without
reciting. The listeners would have been left in a delightful wilderness of signifiers. It’s
this type of language and poetic play that form the fundamental imitative and
ambiguous element to musha‘irah literature but which also makes the musha‘irah a
similarly subtle historical subject.

In short, I aim to understand the pre-colonial musha‘irah and the public sphere
it engenders in the terms of its practitioners who were intimately connected with the
nuances of the mushatirah’s literary sociability on a nearly embodied level. That is, I
read tazkirahs and their verse by examining them for the communicative intention of
their writers. On this note, some would argue that these anecdotal depictions are
purely paradigmatic representations of an idealized literary sphere and only meant to
instruct or entertain the tazkirah writers’ audiences who more often than not, were
simply poets themselves. On the level of verse in which I examine formal poetic
structure, I would respond that my archeological reading is indeed factual for it
confirms which groups of poets were reading together and how communities of poets

dealt with theme and meaning in an almost realtime representation of musha‘irah
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verse. Thus, the literary structures confirm the social structures in a predictable
sociolinguistic fashion.

As far as the anecdotes are concerned, this is where Farhat Allah Beg’s project is
actually quite helpful from a historiographic perspective. From a cultural standpoint,
Beg’s work tells us more about the social and political milieu of the early 20th century
for a Muslim India confronting different but parallel questions on modernity,
aesthetics, and sovereignty. Yet, Beg poses important historiographic questions by
imagining literary utopias through a traceable and genealogical connection to the past.

Dihli ki Akhri Shama‘ was first printed as a book in 1928 by Khwajah Hasan Nizami
(1878-1955), a journalist, author, and poet who was part of the inherited custodianship
of the shrine of Chishti saint, Nizam al-Din Auliya (1239-1325) (Khwajah Hasan Nizami
Dihlavi 1928). Nizami was very interested in promoting Indo-Muslim culture to the
point of acting as a kind of Angel of History being drawn into the future, but going back
to “awaken the dead and make whole what has been smashed” (Benjamin 1969: 257).
For instance, after he had translated Dargah Quli Khan’s work Muragqa®i Dihli, a
valuable if quixotic travelogue upon which I heavily rely as well, he set about trying to

find the poet-saint ‘Abd al-Qadir Bedil’s forgotten tomb since Quli Khan describes it and
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its mushatirah festivities with some detail in the work (see Chapter Five below). Nizami
apparently did find it to his satisfaction and it now stands in the Bagh-i Bedil near the
Pragati Maidan just across from Delhi’s Old Fort. It should be noted, however, many
disagree with Nizami’s geography (Abdul Ghani 1960; Bazmi 1963; ‘Abd al-Ghani 1968;
Amanat 1980; Hadi 1982). Given his relish for creating new pasts, it appears
overdetermined that someone sent Nizami a copy of Farht Allah Beg’s imaginary
musha‘irah when it was first circulated through Lucknow’s al-Nazar magazine in 1927.
After reading it Nizami went to the editor of the English language paper, “Young
Muslim,” so he writes, and asked him to have it translated into English so “the light of
Dihli ki Akhri Shama‘ could reach Europe and America!” (Salah al-Din 1986: 30). The
translation never appeared, but Nizami did release the Akhri Shama‘ as the book we
know today.

Hasan Nizami and Farhat Allah Beg (1884-1947) were a generation removed from
the flock of poets depicted in the Akhri Shama‘. Unlike his teacher, Nazir Ahmad
(1830-1912), who seemed to have an ambivalent relationship to the earlier generation,
Beg embraced the musha‘irah institution as embodying an idealized notion of pre-1857

high culture and seemed to be more comfortable with lyricism in general whereas Nazir
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Ahmad was actively trying to disavow it as many others were during these years. An
example of Farhat Allah embracing the old literary sphere is in his depiction of the
Rekhti or female-voiced poet named ‘Ali Beg Naznin who even wore a woman'’s head
covering in the musha‘irah. Such a depiction would be unheard of in Nazir Ahmad and
his generation’s work. An example of Nazir Ahmad’s relationship to the past can be
seen in what C.M. Naim calls the most horrific scene in Urdu literature in which a
character in an auto-da-fé burns hundreds of Persian and Urdu books (Nazir Ahmad
2003: 60-61).

Importantly, Beg himself openly states he was inspired by the imaginary
gathering at the end of Muhammad Husain Azad’s Nairang-i Khayal in which Azad
portrays a fantastical salon of literary masters from across a one thousand year period
of Urdu and Persian literary history (Muhammad Husain Azad 1962: 1:102). In 1927
when Dihli ki Akhri Shama‘ was first published, modern Urdu literary history was still in
its nascent phase. Ab-i Hayat (1880) was only fifty years old by then and its presence was
incredibly dominant in the literary imagination of time. In many ways, it still is to this
day. In addition to the gathering in Nairang-i Khayal, Husain Azad himself employed the

imaginary musha‘irah as a narrative device in his tazkirah Ab-i Hayat, framing each
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epoch as a gathering of liked-minded poets who debated and circulated the verse in
style at the time.!> Also, at the end of a later edition of the Nairang a writer casts the late
Husain Azad himself into an imaginary gathering (ibid.: 11:78-112).

Strangely, this particular narrative approach to literary history as an imaginary
musha‘irah was something regularly used by tazkirah writers throughout the 18th
century and as far back as the beginning of the 1600s as well. Azad’s essay on the
imaginary musha‘irah in Nairang-i Khayal is most comparable to the introduction of
Shah Nawaz Khan Aurangabadi’s Baharistan-i Sukhan (c.1747-1778) in which after
discussing the social importance of poets and metered speech, Shah Nawaz gathers
Persian and Arabic poets together to debate the same issues in a mushatirah (2009: 9).
Similarly, Ahmad Ali Khan Hasmi of Sandila (1749-1809) narrates a meeting between
poets from Iraq, Khurasan, and Fars (Persia) at which he sits quietly in the corner
recording their verse (1970: I:8). Munir Lahori, whom we will also discuss in more detail
below, cast a similar narrative in his Kar Namah (c. 1640), sitting in the corner listening

to his fellow “fresh speaking” poets denigrate the masters from the past he holds so

15 Since the late 19th century’s tazkirahs do not fit the scope of this dissertation I am not discussing them
here in detail, but their looming presence is felt. A more in depth discussion on imaginary musha‘irahs
including Husain Azad’s intervention will have to be done at a later date.
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dear. Sher Ali Khan Lodi in Mir’at al-Khayal has two imaginary gatherings that will also
be discussed in the first chapter below.

When Beg’s Akhri Shama' is read with this longer tazkirah trajectory in mind, the
historiographic element of his work takes on a new relevance, not from an uncritical
cultural stance, but as a communicative example of Indo-Muslim memorative discourse.
Hence, I advocate reading the Akhri Shama‘ and earlier fantastical depictions of the
musha‘irah part of a chain of “memorative communication” that indexes a particular
historiographic method to “reflect the divine favor conferred on worthy Indo-Muslim
emissaries [—] in this case saints and poets” (Hermansen and Lawrence 2000: 150). The
Akhri Shama® does not represent a paradigmatic literary sphere per se but it does
embodies an Indo-Persian mode of writing about the literary sphere.

Starting from here, it is possible to see how 18th-century musha‘irah anecdotes
and verse are capable of presenting an historically rich depiction of the pre-colonial
public sphere in the communicative terms its writers held dear, that is in the
“memorative” way they chart an early modern public sphere through delightful verse
and entertaining asides. This particular mode of historiography is fittingly lyric in and

of itself. It is more ambiguous and does not proffer a master narrative, but instead a

48



chain of possible referents. In this regard, we do not have to dismiss musha‘irah
anecdotes as purely entertaining or instructional, but instead we see them as
memorially discursive and fully constitutive of the ambiguity and delight prized in

public modes of decorum and exchange in late Mughal India.

0.2 Project Outline

I divide my dissertation into five chapters that concentrate on the imitation of
literary exchange in the salon, its methods of debate, musha‘irah conventions
illustrating etiquette and manners, the sensual or aural aspects of reciting verse, and
lastly the larger historiographic implications of recitation within late Mughal culture.
The chapters also roughly move chronologically over the course of the epoch I have
chosen to study. While Chapter One concentrates on 17th century tazah-go’i poets’
concerns as they played out in 18th-century musha‘irah debates and representations,
the dissertation ends with a history of one of the century’s most famous and unusually
public gatherings at ‘Abd al-Qadir Bedil’s grave which lasted until the latter half of the

1700s.
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The first chapter discusses imitation within the 1700s literary sphere by
examining how musha‘irah poets engaged with larger debates on the limits of theme
and meaning in Persian-based literatures, imitation, and the emergence of vernacular
registers to carry these paradigms. Originality and plagiarism were major concerns for
poets experimenting lyrical convention in the musha‘irah setting. In fact, the ability to
manipulate and expand on theme and meaning, as discussed in Chapter Two, had social
implications for musha‘irah participants. Inadvertent plagiarism was a major social and
literary concern for poets during this time period while simultaneously there was a rise
in what some considered “closed topics” or mazmuinan-i bastah, concepts that have been
wrung dry of meaning to the point of becoming banal. Yet, the vernacular shift
underway at the time, as poets began composing in Urdu, created a productive
imitative and genealogical trajectory between the tazah-go’i writers and their Urdu-
writing inheritors.

The third chapter focuses on utterances made in the musha‘irah space which
generated not only criticism of poets’ verse, but of poets’ characters as well, when
personal habits and modes of speech became targets of peers’ sharp and persnickety

attentions. Yet, the discord of the musha‘irah appears to breed what Losensky calls a
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“generous rivalry” of poetic debate, and besides verse, the era’s more readily available
intoxicants and stimulants helped to fuel literary sociability. The fourth chapter takes
up this sensual aspect of poetry recitation in the Mughal public sphere by examining
how poets conceptualize the voice within the musha‘irah and Persian-based literary
conventions. In this instance, poets’ knowledge and interest in music helped to shape
how verse was circulated and how its speakers were imagined as paragons of masculine
erotic potential.

The final chapter coalesces these aspects through an in-depth cultural analysis
of ‘Abd al-Qadir Bedil’s graveside musha‘irah which took place every year from 1720
until about 1760. During this span, Urdu and Persian language poets used the space to
legitimate, debate, and chart the historiography of Persian literary humanism in the
widest possible sense. Bedil’s posthumous mushatirah was one of the only documented
public gatherings in which poets were reciting for each other in front of an audience. A
musha‘irah in which the public was involved as active listeners would not be
documented again until the early 20th century, when poetry recitation would become a
more performative institution and the musha‘irah would become mass-mediated. That

is not to say other public poetry gatherings were not happening in the ensuing years.
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Rather, I mean only that none were not documented as such. Thus historiographically,
Bedil’s posthumous musha‘irah is very unique in the way it illustrates a pre-colonial
public, if not popular, setting for Persian and Urdu poetry circulation among
commoners and elite alike.

Uttered verse, as will be discussed below, was a prophetic, ecumenical means of
constructing a multidimensional cosmopolis that rebuilt the past and instantiated
literary utopias for the future. Within this context, it is possible to understand how the
musha‘irah even today is a remnant of a Mughal public sphere. Namely, it foregrounds a
linguistic and highly socialized mode of entertainment in the understudied pre-colonial
past of late Mughal India. Yet, this particular mode of literary and social entertainment
was simply institutionalizing a playful aspect of South Asia and greater Iran’s
heterogenous language sphere in which the boundaries between elite language and the
vernacular were not always clear, nor were the demarcations between oral and written
mediums usually sound. In turn, the musha‘irah’s historiography lays the groundwork
for understanding lyricism as a type of civil construct within certain sociolinguistic

settings and the recitational space of the musha‘irah foregrounds the ambivalent
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subjectivity of ghazal poetry in its immediacy as a site for circulating South Asian

literary knowledge informed by Persian literary humanism.'

161 thank Don Troyer for pointing out the nature of the musha‘irah’s lyrical immediacy.
53



Chapter 1

Welcoming Sa’ib: Imagined Recitations in late 1600s Tazkirahs

My project begins by examining how written poetry exchanges imitate the
quality and style of recited verse found in actual musha‘irahs. The Dihli ki Akhri Shama’s
representation of the musha‘irah has shaped the contemporary South Asian literary
imagination and is normally held up as a defining example of the fictional musha‘irah’s
historiographic ability. Likewise, the fantastical musha‘irahs found in 17th- and 18th-
century writings gripped the imagination of writers who employed them as a narrative
strategies to frame discussions on literary imitation and history. The musha‘irah
anecdote during this time period was diarists’ method for deploying parallel verse as a
way to represent past literary spheres and playful recitations from ancestral literary
masters.

In this chapter, I call into question historical ideas on the tarhi musha‘irah
(grounded recitation) in order to reassess the social and literary assumptions made
about early modern poetry recitation. The tarhi musha‘rah or “grounded recitation” is
the institutionalized exchange of poetry which demands its participants compose verse

in accordance with a predetermined rhymed and metrical model. While the practice of

54



grounded recitation was indeed maintained in 18th-century poetry communities,
diarists’ image of this foundational aspect of musha‘irah sociability differs from our
current conceptions both historically and linguistically. One of my goals is to
complicate our understand of musha‘irah sociability by attending closely to period
narratives on recited poetry.

From here, I begin to critique the imaginary musha‘irah anecdotes of late 17th-
century tazkirahs to contextualize they way they imagined literary debates begun
earlier in the century. Interestingly, period historians and diarists’ narrative modes
frame the ways in which poets conceived of literary history and the way their
recitations fit within genealogical conceptions of literary sociability. Within this
context, we begin to see how writers chronicled an implicit history of delight that only
an imaginary portrayal of recited verse with a musha‘irah could carry. From the outset,
a few of these fantastical gatherings present instances where women wrote their verses
to be read in mushatirahs, informing us how period writers conceived of gendered
boundaries on wit and aesthetic legitimacy.

In the third section I focus on how imitation creates deferred mushairahs

between poets separated by time and space. The poet Muhammad “Ali Sa’ib of Tabriz
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(1601/02-1677) is often thought of as literary paragon exhibiting the poet’s critical
ability to generously deploy and develop imitative variations. The later tazah-go’i poet
Nasir ‘Al (d. 1697) picked up this tendency to the point where he earned a title as “the
Second Sa’ib.” In turn, the imaginary musha‘irah materializes in the context of sharing
verse across time and space as a way to connect with long dead masters. In particular,
imitation works as a method to “defer” the exchange of verse for poets like Nasir ‘Ali
who were in search of new themes and fresh meanings in the verses of masters and
predecessors. Yet, the specificity of certain interchanges continued to shape the
historical imagination of period writers long after they actually happened. The fourth
section examines period debates from this historical point of view as writers re-
deployed anecdotes from the early 1600s to frame their contemporary setting. A
famous mushatirah anecdote about early 1600s poet Mulla Shaida (d. app. 1635) re-
emerges from a secretary’s diary to be retold in the 1740s at a time when poets were
extremely concerned with the social implications of uttering new and original
meanings in the musha‘irah context.

In this regard, histories of Urdu literature paint a very specific portrait of the

classical musha‘irah and the anecdotal digressions below will appear very familiar to
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any initiate into Persian or Urdu literary sociability. Yet much of what informs our
understanding of Persian-based cultural institutions like the musha‘irah has been
shaped through writing on 19th-century history. Mughal Delhi’s imperial fort during
this time became a prominent stage for poets to gather for recitation and verse singing
for each other, basing their compositions around a model verse given ahead of time. In
line with this model verse, poets’ compositions had to adhere to a particular rhyme,
refrain, and meter making the musha‘irah a highly competitive space where the poets’
appropriate deployment of meaning and theme according to lyrical convention could
be debated, argued, and enjoyed. From this 19th-century perspective, Urdu language
poets were understood to hone their craft through imitative variations plucked from
the ghazal universe’s literary tropes. The bounded nature of Persian-based literary
endeavors were presumed to mirror the musha‘irah’s socio-cultural context in which
participants would be required to follow social guidelines on comportment in the
presentation and reception of verse among peers.

Yet, this imitative element in the musha‘irah space at linguistic and cultured
levels was not so strict in the 18th century. Period compendiums tell a complex story

about language practices, literary history, and the social practice of textuality. The play

57



of language and musicality of lyricism was not confined to a rarified, monolingual
sphere. In line with new approaches to historical literary cultures, we have evidence
that the social boundaries between Persian and Urdu languages; oral and written
media; and material and conceptual practice were more porous and flexible than
previously thought as (Richards and Schurink 2010; Ouyang 2013). What early modern
diarists portray is that the boundary between the literary and the social was something
continually negotiated through poetry recitation to the point where neither sphere
trumped the other. That is, the model verse or misra‘-i tarh was not the sole defining
aspect of literary competition and craft within Persian language musha‘irah spaces in

the early 18th century nor was decorum. Instead, it was only delight.

1.1 A Fantastic Model

Around the year 1688 or so, a 20-year old poet named Faqir Allah Afrin
(1668-1741) was in Lahore sitting in the court of Nawab Hifz Allah Khan (1651-1700)!7

when one of his colleagues would not shut up. The longwinded poet in question was an

17 Hifz Allah Khan was a poet in his own right and the son of the former Lahore governor Sa‘d Allah Khan
who had been appointed during Shahjahan’s reign.
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Iranian named Faridun Sabiq (c. 1690)'® who had just arrived from Isfahan. Sabiq had
gone on the pilgrimage to Mecca, supposedly learned verse under the famous “fresh-
speaking” poet Sa’ib Tabirizi (d. 1666), and had ingratiated himself to the court to be
appointed as the nawab’s own Persian tutor. He had also exchanged correspondence
with the poet Nasir ‘Ali, “the second Sa’ib,” whose verse was all the rage in the later half
of the 1600s. Sabiq seemed to be very pleased with himself and would not stop droning
a ghazal that he had recently composed. One line he recited caught the attention of

another poet there:
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In the end, I did not think there would be such a mad tumult from the letter I
wrote;

For the first letter happened to produce destruction on par with the end of time.
(Arzu 2005: 593)

18 Tahir Nasrabadi notes that Sabiq is a Turk and he successfully returned from the Hajj (2000). Arzu has
high praise for Sabiq’s poetry and notes his connections to Sa’ib as well (2004).
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A young poet from Balkh named Mirza Salih Shahadat (d. 1742/3)'° answered Sabiq’s

line with a rejoinder:
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Oh Shahadat, the kindness of fate could only turn my fortune

When I finally produced my verse at Hifz Allah Khan’s gathering!

(Hakim Lahori 2011: 73)
Not only does Shahadat use the same thematic construction around time or fate
(zaman) from the reciter’s verse, teasing Sabiq for taking an eternity to perform, but he
uses the same verb order in the second line to produce a rhyme that matches the
qafiyah and radif, the rhyme and refrain, of Sabiq’s second line. It could not have been a

more perfectly timed comment and well-structured poem about Sabiq hogging the

gathering space. Curiously, the verses appear in two separate but coeval texts.

19 Little is written about Shahadat. According to Ibrahim Khalil Banarsi in his Suhuf, he spent most of his
life in Balkh in present day Afghanistan (Ibrahim Khan Khalil 1978: 90). Additionally, Shahadat was buried
in the village of Sher Khan to the west in Sabzwar where his ancestors were from. Badi Malih does not
mention him, perhaps because Malih came through Balkh only when Shahadat was in Lahore. Walih
Daghistani notes a Mulla Shahadat as an aside in the description of his student named Mirza Niyaz
Ummid also from Balkh who died a few years before Walih completed his compendium (‘Ali Quli Walih
Daghistani 2005: 303; Muhammad Badi¢ Maliha 2011). Bhagwan Das Hindi notes, perhaps incorrectly, that
Shahadat spent his entire life in Balkh before passing away in 1155 AH (1742/3 CE) (Bhagwan Das Hindi
1958: 114).
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The gathering’s verses are split between Siraj al-Din ‘Ali Khan Arzu’s Majma‘al-
Naf@’is and ‘Abd al-Hakim Hakim’s Mardum-i Didah, both written about the same time
and in similar social settings. The two writers were actually acquainted since Hakim
had been a regular attendee at Arzu’s musha‘irahs. Hakim’s work tells the story and
give’s Shahadat’s rejoinder, but Arzu presents Sabiq’s original verse. Simply by
stumbling across Sabiq’s lines with their parallel rhyme and refrain poking out of
Arzu’s collection of verse samples, I was able to draw a social and structural connection
that runs parallel between the literature itself and the circles of poets as they traded
and bartered in verse.

When some contemporary historians imagine the “classical” Urdu musha‘irah
of the 18th and early 19th centuries, they do so in highly stylized ways, often casting it
in a room lit by candles with hookahs in a corner, presided over by some kind of chief or
patron, and with poets reciting their verses based on a given form. In fact, the tarhi
musha‘irah or bound musha‘irah has been celebrated as the recitational event par
excellence in Urdu literary historiography since the late 19th century, when Muhammd
Husain Azad (1830-1910) documented Urdu poets’ history through his own anecdotal

tellings. To an extent, there is some truth to these narratives. Persian and Urdu poets in
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the 18th century and before did gather to compose verses according to parallel metrical
and rhymed parameters.

The above example clearly shows two poets in a literary interchange employing
parallel verse. There was, however, no model verse given that we know of upon which
the poets we supposed to base their verse. Shahadat’s comment was spontaneous, off-
the-cuff, and that it rhymed with Sabiq’s verse in addition to reworking his themes
made the couplet all the more humorous in a display of the speaker’s talents. At the end
of the gathering, the anecdotes narrator, Afrin, finally got a chance to read. He
presented a concluding couplet wholly unrelated in terms of meter, rhyme, or theme to

the verses that came before:
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Afrin, since my heart shook off the dust of attachment,
I tossed handfuls dirt on the heads of the people of the world.

Afrin goes on to tell us that:

The nawab, honor be to him, heard the line but misunderstood it and said, “You
have already been brought into the world.” I responded, “Whenever my heart
brushes off the grit of connection, I can cope with the world.” The nawab got
quiet. (Hakim 2013: 71)
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The anecdote is striking on two accounts. One, it appears Shahadat was
obviously a quick-witted and a gifted poet. He turned around the themes, rhyme, and
meter of Sabiq’s poem as soon as the poet finally finished. Of course, it must have been
relatively easy considering the gathering’s attendees had heard the same rhyme and
metrical scheme ad nauseam while Sabiq sang his ghazal. Yet, the third verse presented
by Afrin, the story’s narrator, is pleasant enough and seems to adhere to the gnostic
sensibilities for which he was known yet it was not thematically or structurally related
to Sabiq or Shahadat’s verses in any way. So why did Shahadat rhyme his joke with
Sabiq’s verse?

Afrin’s verse alludes to what historians of 19th-century literature call a ghair-
tarhi or “ungrounded” musha‘irah. Yet, in the 1700s, this anecdote makes it appear
though a musha‘irah would not be necessarily based around a formal model verse or
tarh. Even the term tarhi musha‘irah or “grounded exchange” would have been a
neologism in the 18th century context since, as far as has been discovered, none of the
period writers use it. As will be illustrated in the work below, none of the period sources
mention poetry gatherings formally organized around this structural literary

convention. That is not to say such gatherings were not occurring, but in the 18th
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century it should not be assumed that all exchanges were governed by by the degree of
literary formality we see in the 19th century nor should we assume that the terms tarhi
or ghair-tarhi musha‘irah were in circulation.

Yet, Shahadat’s perfectly parallel rejoinder conforms to the norms of a tarhi
mushatirah, just as popular conceptions of 19th-century literary salons would have us
believe. The anecdote reveals the socio-literary convention of the tarh was actually an
informal element in the context of the Lahore gathering depicted above. Shahadat
comments on Sabiq’s verse through an imitation because it makes the intervention all
the more apt, humorous, and memorable. We do not know the formal expectations of
Hifz Allah Khan’s gathering and for the tazkirah writer they would not have been
important. Instead, for the gathering, and by extension for the the tazkirah writer
concerned with wit, humor, and eloquence, it is an appropriate and well timed couplets
that earned praise from one’s colleagues and maybe a note in someone’s diary.

Shahadat’s improvisational acumen or badihah go’t adds a levity to the way in
which we understand the mushatirah as a socio-literary institution structured by the
poetry it circulates. I aim develop an understanding of the tarhi musha‘irah from outside

the image of the formal courtly institution. This task will free the mushairah from the
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confines of the productive but narrow imaginings of late 19th-century and early 20th-
century literary historians and theorists. In many ways, the above anecdote embodies
literary imitation as a central fixtures of the social process of crafting verse where
adherence to metrical and rhyming strictures was secondary to the affiliation and
agreeability of recitation with friends. I believe previous historical scholarship has

reversed this, allowing for literary formality to trump social processes.
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1.2 Gatherings in Absentia
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That moon of mine did not step outside of its balcony;

Like a face in the mirror, he was the focus of his own mahfil.
Those with graceful figures are seized by their own brilliance;
With a flame straight like a date-palm, they are wounded on their own wick.?

Abu al-Barakat Munir (1610-1664)*! lived in Lahore during during early 17th
century at the height of the Mughal court’s patronage of tazah-go’i writers who would
set the standard for 18th- and even 19th- century debates on metaphor and imitation in
Persian verse. In his Kar Namah, Munir addresses what he saw as the degradation of

Persian literature in 17th-century Safavid and Mughal poetry. However, his argument is

not from the position of an Iranian with a supposedly indigenous claim to the language,

20 This poem appears at the end of the Azad Bilgrami’s entry on Munir.

21 Muzaffar Alam gives 1645 as the year Munir’s passing. Bindraban Das Khushgu, who provides a great
deal of information on Munir, lists his death occurring on 7 Rajab 1074 (February 5, 1664) in Agra (Alam
2003: 697; Khushgu 2010: 696). Actually, in the Iranian edition there appears to be an error for it says
“hazdr wa chaharam” (one-thousand and fourth year), leaving out the ten’s place value. Yet, Khushgu does
note that Munir was born in 1019 AH (1610 CE) and was fifty five-years old when he died in Akbarabad
which would make the year of his death 1074 AH (1664 CE) according to Khushgu’s knowledge. Later Azad
Bilgrami notes 1054 AH as the year Munir died, matching Alam’s 1645 CE (1913:60). Khushgu also calls the
Kar Namah the Nigar Namah saying much of Munir’s critique was in response the poet Mulla Shaida’s
objections to a gasidah by Mughal poet Muhammad Khan Qudsi which will be discussed below (2010: 696).
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lambasting Indians’ poor understanding as one might expect. Instead he casts himself
as a “humble” Indian-born poet—specifically a Panjabi from Lahore, about which he is
quite proud—with a better understanding of the “classical” approach to poetic diction
than these up-start “moderns” from Iran coming into the Mughal court. This argument
about new forms of diction and metaphor in Persian literature would simmer into even
the early 19th century (see Naim 2006). Munir appears to have immersed himself in his
contemporaries’ writings, but clearly preferred the “classical” style of India-based
writers like Amir Khusrao and Mas‘ud Sa‘id while all the contemporary poets he
critiques are “fresh-speaking” and Iranian. As Muzaffar Alam notes in his translation of
Siraj al-Din’s response to the work, Munir simply refused to acknowledge the the
complex, internal use of metaphor in tazah-go’t writing popular in the late 16th and into
the mid-19th centuries (Siraj al-Din ‘Ali Khan Arzu 1974). Munir’s treatise was highly
relevant for the 18th century, when the debate on new metaphor and diction took a
more urgent and productive turn in light of the increasing documentation of Urdu
literary circles. Alam writes that Arzu “was in favor of innovation and constant change
in both time and space, in consonance with the diverse social and literary traditions of

the wide world of Persian” (Alam 1998: 183-4). Though he agrees with some of Munir’s
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points, Arzu finds the Panjabi writer willfully immovable when it comes to rerouting
language to suit new ideas and aesthetic shifts.

For our purposes, the stage in which Munir sets his critique of tazah-go’i
aesthetics is in fact an imaginary mahfil. “One day, by fortune’s magnanimity and the
abundant purity of manifest grace, the elite crafters of meaning (guzedan-i ma‘ni taraz)
and the sagacious critics of subtly (dagigah-binan-i nuktah pardaz) gathered together for
a salon (mahfili),” Munir grandiloquently intones. Rather than taking a central role in
the musha‘irah, Munir imagines himself as sitting quietly on the margins of the
gathering, much like Farhat Allah Beg’s Karim al-Din does, to listen to the conversation
of these “assayers of meaning” (nuktah-andeshan). As it turns out, Munir was being
sarcastic when he praised his debating contemporaries, whom he accuses of perverting
literature’s justice.

Munir’s nameless contemporaries cite four tazah-go’t poets whom they praise to
the skies as paragons of literary accomplishment. The poets discussed by Munir’s
comrades were Jalal al-Din Muhammad ‘Urfi of Shiraz (1555-1591), Syed Muhammad
Talib Amoli (1580-1626/7), Zulali Khwansari (d. 1615/16), and Nur al-Din Muhammad

Zuhuri (1537-1616). These four poets were born in Iran who came to India at the height
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of Mughal literary patronage during Jalal al-Din Akbar’s reign. Under Mughal
patronage, they became popular in literary circles in both Safavid and Mughal domains
with their work remaining relevant and widely read through into the 1700s. These
nameless contemporaries go so far as to put down the ancient masters, saying in praise
of more contemporary poets:
If Amir Khusrao had spoken with [the new poets] the taste of his words would
have become sweet and if Salman Savaji had lived in their time he would have
learned Persian from even their wives! But the likes of [these moderns] have not
been seen in even the days prior to this current mode of literature, just as they are
not here now, and they clearly won’t come again after this era.” (Abu Al-Barkat
Munir Lahori 1977 :6)
Munir Lahori finds that the current “iron-hearted” tazah-go’i practitioners and
devotees, the people gathered in his imaginary mahfil, “unjustly propagate the ideals of
the current days” to the point where literature becomes shapeless and lacks vision,
changing into a mere reflection. But rather than cast another imaginary musha‘irah, as

other authors have done, Munir instead, poet by poet, critiques and delegitimates “Urfi,

Talib, Zulali and finally Zuhuri’s verse.

22 It seems this tendency to even exclude the “ancients” could be found certain tazah-go’i circles. An
anecdote that Azad Bilgrami records shows Nasir ‘Ali saying the verse of Nizami Ganjavi (a classical poet)
was not even worthy of the “fresh-speaking” poet Zuhuri’s understanding (Lodi 1998: 63).
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Tazkirahs’ depiction of poetry recitation in the musha‘irah seems to say more
about the present in which it is invoked than the lyrical timelessness it seeks to
conjure. In many ways, imaginary musha‘irahs are a narrative genre all their own in
Urdu and Persian literary history in South Asia.” Munir was simply illustrating a
literary debate that had been well underway by the time he constructed his own
imaginary musha‘irah.

Munir Lahori and Beg’s imaginative tellings are strikingly similar to one another
in that both their narrators speak from within the text, recounting the chance
occurrences, happenings, and events as they occur, blending interior and exterior
temporality. The approach grounds the literary discussion in a web of ethical affiliation
particular to their times. While Beg was writing about 1845 pre-uprising Delhi, his
anxieties about the present came through in Karim al-Din’s voice. Similarly, Munir
captures a critical history of the moment in his attempt to sketch his complaints about
contemporary verse in an invocation to the masters of the past. The realist and

quotidian register of Beg's prose lets the ethnographic and historical dynamism of the

23 In the 20th century the imaginary musha‘irah becomes the tamsili musha’irah in books like Lakhnau ki
Akhri Shama® or ‘Azimabad ka ek Yadgar mushd’irah or the Mushd’irah-i Zindan about independence era poets
reciting in a colonial prison. In the 1980s Durdarshan broadcast a timsili musha’irah with actors playing
modern poets like Faiz Ahmad Faiz and Salim Khatolwi. Today, Dihli ki Akhri Shama“ is often staged as a
play (Pritchett 1994).
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musha‘irah speak for itself, affording Beg a larger palette of expression from which to
draw. Munir, though speaking in the florid language of the early modern era, does the
same when he draws a very clear picture of a literary gathering where presumably
poets discuss verses of the masters. Munir, of course, does not find his contemporary
tazah-go’i writers’ literature worthy of praise. In both cases, the authors represent a
version of reality by appealing to narrative modes that invoke a sense of the present for
the reader. Reading Munir’s work, one finds that the narrator is simply tapping into
discussions from early 1600s Lahore on tazah-go’ aesthetics that were ongoing two
generations later when Khan-i Arzu wrote his rejoinder to Munir’s critique of the tazah-

go’iideals.

Sher ‘Ali Khan Lodi

It seems tazkirah writers were aware of a need to conflate historical with
idealized notions of literary sociability in the way that they cast the poems, particulars,
and contexts of their subjects’ and their subjects’ recitations. Tazkirah writers
employed the musha‘irah anecdote to portray a paradigmatic version of the literary

present. Sixty years after Munir staged his critique of tazah-go’i poets, Sher ‘Ali Khan
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Lodi answered Munir’s enemies’ call in his history Mir’at al-Khayal (Mirror of the
Imagination) (c. 1691-2). Lodi brought Salman Savaji back from the dead and cast this
14th-century Persian poet into a musha‘irah using terms familiar to the 18th-century
context.”® However, Lodi does not have Savaji learning Persian from anyone’s wife as
Munir’s enemies say he would. Lodi writes:

Siraj al-Din Qumri hails from the graces of the poets from Transoxiana. It is said
that he is one of the commanders of the majlis. [When] a debate (munazarah)
with the poet Salman Savaji happened, the convener (mir-i majlis) ordered that
both would test their genius on the following well-known line, “Oh spring wind,
all this was brought out for you,” with each one saying a quatrain to thereby
reveal their ingenious natures; Salman extemporaneously composed the first
one:
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Oh, the water filled cedar was brought for you;

That thorn of the rosebud let blood for you;

The rose is out of its head, the tulip is drunk, the narcissus is
intoxicated,

Oh spring wind, all this was brought out for you!

Afterward, Siraj Qumri composed this:

24 For another instance where Salman Savaji’s verse is used to legitimate literary disagreements see
Appendix B.
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Oh spring cloud, the thorns were cultivated for you;
He with a cedar-like gait, the garden was brought out for you.
Oh buds, the bride of the garden was veiled for you;
Oh spring, all this was brought out for you!

The audience enjoyed both quatrains and the [musha‘irah] convener bestowed

upon each of the respected poets an award of excellence.

Lodi’s telling must have appeared familiar for his contemporary musha‘irah
audience. For our purposes, the anecdote provides a foundation from which to
understand the historiography of the recitational event as a literary social fact. In
short, the narration hinges on presenting the verse, first and foremost, coupled with
enough relevant biographical details on Qumri and Savaji, in this instance, to let us
know where they sit in the constellation of classical Persian poets read at the cusp of
the 18th century. In the depiction, both Qumri and Savaji appear to have adequate
rhetorical gifts to participate in Delhi’s 17th- and 18th-century musha‘irahs.

This late 17th-century depiction, at a cursory level at least, tells us a great deal

about poetic contests in South Asia, Iran, and Central Asia. The gathering’s convener
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(mir-i majlis), the audience (haziran), and the poets themselves (shu‘ara) are an assembly
of characters that will remain central to the examination of the musha‘irah in the pages
to come. Perhaps the only character that might be missing in this telling would be the
patron (sar-parast), who in some contexts would control the means of literary
production and finance the event. Significantly, a misrai tarh (foundation verse) is
given from other lines that are to be composed according to its meter and rhyme.

The paradigmatic quality of the anecdote’s tarhi mushatirah centers on the
Persophone conception of literary craft as an imitative art that provides variations to
an agreed upon set of lyrical conventions. Both ruba‘s hold to the rhyme and metrical
pattern of the sample verse and develop the garden metaphors of springtime and
nature’s eroticism that is characteristic of the classical tone of early Persian writers.
Yet, this munazarah or poetic competition could never have actually occurred since the
two poets in question did not even live in the same time period. Siraj al-Din Qumri
Amuli lived in 1184-1237 and Jamal al-Din Salman Savaji was born in 1309 and died in
1376. In fact, both quatrains are Savaji’s alone. The verses illustrate the rhetorical
device of tashaboh al-atraf or repetition of themes demonstrated in the repeated use of

the words khar (thorn), ghunchah (bud), and sarv (cedar). So why would Lodi use two of
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Savaji’s well-known ruba‘s to construct a narrative of a mushatirah that could never
have occurred?

Before we attempt to answer this question, we should note that Lodi depicts
another imagined gathering between a husband and his wife. The poet is Lady Atuni,
the wife of Mulla Baga’i, a 16th-century panegyrist known for writing a masnawi in
honor of Mughal emperor Zahiruddin Muhammd Babur (r. 1526-1530). I include this
example for its humor and as another instance of the rhymed verses of two different
speakers which are metrically and thematically related in ways that illustrate their
context. Atuni is the focus and, contrary to Munir’s views about women'’s poetic
abilities in Persian, its seems she could teach have taught her husband a thing or two
about Persian language given the wit and humor Lodi assigns to her in this anecdote:

Musammat Atuni was intelligent, entertaining (majlis ara), and sagacious. She

was the wife of Mulla Baga’i—Amir Nizam al-Din ‘Ali Sher was a devotee of his.

They say that Mulla Baga’i often had opportunity to have musha‘irah with Atuni

(mushatirah basiyar dast mi dad) and colorful and delicate conceits arose between
them. Thus, taking turns, the mulla presented this ruba:
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Oh friends, the tyranny of an old woman killed me;
Because of her, this is how my ass was split:

The moment I turn my back to her to go to sleep,
With a jab of the finger she awakened me!

In response Atuni wrote:
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A weak-veined bedfellow is what killed me;

Except for his backside, he has no cheekiness for me.

Since he didn’t have the power to get it up [he said],

“It would be better to give me a couple hundred fists to the ass.”

It should be noted that the narrator has Atuni writing her reply (dar jawab nawist)
as opposed to uttering it. That is, perhaps it was acceptable for a woman of social
standing to write bawdy verses such as these as speaking them aloud would be
reprehensible. Of course, this is all conjecture and since this appear to be an imaginary
musha‘irah we can only extrapolate what this idealized telling would mean for elite
Mughal society. Yet, in regard to the question of women’s participation in musha‘irahs,
this is the second example I have found where a narrator explicitly states a female poet
participates in a musha‘irah even though it is through writing alone. This could also be

narrative tendency to Lodi’s writing itself since both examples come from his Mir’at al-

Khayal.
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Writing about more contemporary poets, Sher Ali Khan Lodi presents another
correspondence or written musha‘irah between a young Abu Talib Kalim (d. 1652) and
the Mughal queen, Nur Jahan (1577-1645) (Sher ‘Ali Khan Lodi 1998). Lodi writes that
during the reign of Jahangir when Kalim was a young man (naujavan), Nur Jahan would
often present her objections to his poems through correspondence. Like Atuni and
Mulla Baga’i, Nur Jahan and Kalim kept a correspondence musha‘irah going. One day,

Kalim sent a poem to Nur Jahan hoping she would stop criticizing his verse:
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Out of embarrassment I became like water since you can’t shatter water
To my surprise, the world would still appear shattered to me.

Nur Jahan received the poem and promptly wrote back, replying, “Ice is frozen and can
be broken.” According to Lodi, after receiving this letter, Kalim had to cease his
“correspondence musha‘irah” with the queen.

The above “conjugal” musha‘irah between Atuni and her preacher husband
seems almost too perfect for a factual historical occurrence, the parallel verses are in
balanced imitative symmetry and they answer each other as only a fictive humorous

interchange between spouses could. By putting the words in the poets’ mouths and
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contextualizing them into the contemporary musha‘irah-setting of his era, Lodi shows
us that extemporaneous versification, utility of proper rhyme and rhythm schemes,
and deployment of appropriate rhetorical devises are part of the aesthetic value system
incumbent upon musha‘irah participants no matter what the topic or epoch (Pritchett
1994). Whether it was good-natured insults between spouses or a courtly competition
over classical metaphors, the focus remains on the literature.

The narrative presents nothing explicit about the decorum or “culture” of the
event beyond what is expected in an interchange between the poets. As noted, specific
modes of decorum are implied, yet the verse and the literary content of the anecdote
implies certain values characteristic of the Persophone literary culture in a wider social
sense. Frances Pritchett has this listed as an experimental category in her monumental
work on Ghalib and Mir’s poetry. As demonstrated by the above verse, he category
deserves further study across other poets’ works. I believe the musha‘irah’s anecdotal
verses confirm that the performative level can be embodied by the record of recited
poetry.

The social cohesiveness of the mushatirah’s parallel verses should give us a clue

as to why Lodi was using them to cast poets as idealized reciters. The musha‘irah space
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was simply a formalized aspect of Islamicate literary culture in India where poets
exchanged verse as a mode of sociability. In Dihli ki Akhri Shama‘, Beg was intent on
showing an idealized modern version of what was imagined to be a mid-19th-century
musha‘irah. The 1845 event in Karim al-Din’s print shop was turned into a fictionalized
historical depiction of literary sociability. Similarly, Munir Lahori, writing in the early
17th century, cast even the unnamed colleagues he disagreed with in proper social roles
befitting a majlis-based literary discussion. Given this tendency toward imaginary
events, Lodi too was intent on depicting the social aspect of Persophone literary culture
fundamental to the exchange of ideas in verse. In many ways, the verse is of foremost
importance and its context as part of a recitation simply makes its aesthetic and

therefore social import all the more poignant.

Walih’s Women

These imagined musha‘irah appear to be part of the literary lore that found its
way into tazkirah accounts. Walih Daghistani’s Riyaz al-Shu‘ara lists several female
poets, though it’s not always clear if they were participants in the semi-public

recitational setting of the musha‘irah (‘Ali Quli Walih Daghistani 2005). However, from
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what we know about the oral character of tazkirah writing and the way parallel verse
illustrate imaginary or written mushatirahs, it appears that women’s poems may have
circulated publicly.

Walih lists four women whose verse and anecdotes reshape our understanding
of late-Mughal literary gatherings. They are Bibi Zairi (ibid.: 895), Kamilah Begam (ibid.:
1878), Gulrukh Begam (ibid.: 1925), and Gulbadan Begam (ibid.: 1925). In Kamilah
Begum’s entry he notes that she composed a quatrain in lamentation for the 16th-
century poet Faizi (d. 1595), but some people attributed the poem to a Salimah Begum.?
Walih seems to only begrudgingly note that a woman composed this verse, for in his
mind it was probably “neither a Kamilah nor a Salimah who could have written the
rubdi.”*® That an Indian-born lady like Kamilah Begum would understand Persian so
well seems astonishing to Walih. Thus, he takes a dismissive view towards Indian-born
poets’ command of Persian as seen in a statement that he goes out of his way to include

in Kamilah Begum’s entry:

25 In fact this could be one of the Mughal queens who wrote under the pen name Makhfi.
26
Oh Faizi, do not take on the sorrow that sickened your heart;
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It just wanted the bird of your soul to see the friend’s face

In such a way that it was drawn from the cage of night.
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The Persian lexicon has increased over the course of time in Hindustan and
continues to increase; from what we see, its men do not know Persian and do
not understand it, let alone its women. That which they call Persian in [India],
its separate words are Persian, but after composing and conversing (tarkib wa
takallum) the language (lughat) becomes something else (digar mi shavad), which
only they themselves understand and is understood by anyone else with
difficulty. (‘Ali Quli Walih Daghistani 2005: 1879; trans Kia 2011: 279)

Walih takes an evolutionary view of Persian language development in India. He
wonders how an Indian woman one hundred years prior could have possibly
understood the nuances of Persian verse when their men spoke it so poorly in his
present. Some of the early 18th-century tazkirahs tend toward this type of
contradiction in which writers’ critical views of indigenous language abilities seems to
conflict with their tazkirah’s broad intention to capture the social peculiarities of the
age. Mana Kia states, “Walih’s community was expansive, including [the] mediocre and
marvelous, though with the awareness that not all were alike in gender, origin, position
or literary value” (2011: 280).

In regard to women’s ability to be poets, Walih is ambivalent on account of his
dismissive attitude of female poets in general. In the case of Bibi Zairi, she is the only
female poet to whom he would afford any modicum of respect, and the only reason he

does is for the fact that she has agile, “manly abilities” in literary composition. He
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states, “Even though she appears as a woman, in reality she would have seized the ball
of rhetoric and skill from the field of men in the net of literature’s lacrosse

stick” (agarchah dar siirat zan budah lekin dar ma‘ni gu-i balaghat wa honarmandi bah
chaugan-i zulf-i sukhan az maidan-i mardan mi rabudah) (ibid.: 895). He likes Bibi Zairi’s
verse because it adheres to his idea of what manly verse should be, as opposed to
women'’s verse of doubtful origin. Walih’s position appears to be opposite Lodi’s more
witty and inclusive approach to women writing musha‘irah responses.

I take Walih’s conflicted feelings about Indo-Persian brought up in the context
of a female poet as more indicative of his distrust of women as poets in the first place
rather than an Iranian’s regional antipathies toward variations in spoken language. As
noted above, this was a hot topic during this time period, as evidenced in Khan Arzu’s
work among others. Munir Lahori used this same type of hackneyed approach when he
depicted the “unjust” modern poets of his literary community when they claimed that
if the classical poet Salman Savaji were alive in his era, the “modern” poets’ wives could
improve his Persian. Munir was against “fresh-speaking” literary aesthetics not because
he thought Indo-Persian was an improper idiom. Neither were his criticisms based on

“proto-nationalism” or “ethnic” belonging. For him, Lahore is the seat of proper
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Persian poetry. This evident when he cites Mas‘ud Salman’s (1046-1121) verse which
praises Lahore and adheres to Munir’s opinions on maintaining the classical style (tarz-i
quduma). His gripes were aesthetic.

Siraj al-Din Arzu addresses some of these issues in commentaries from his
tazkirah Majma“ al-Nafa’is in the context of a poem making fun of regional accents.
While this is discussed this more in depth in the third chapter, I will briefly touch on
Arzu’s larger point here. Arzu was well attuned to the competitive tensions that arose
between poets who would seize any weakness to put each other down, whether it was a
sexual proclivity, a stutter, an unkempt beard, or a parochial judgment. From Arzu’s
point of view, this did not sully literary sociability, but only enlivened it. These social
and competitive tensions broadened the scope of possible themes and meanings poets
could use to tease and ridicule each other through poetic convention. Any gesture
toward someone’s wife could be taken as simple insult. This was Munir’s goal when
depicting tazah-go’i writers’ dishonorable opinions, and Walih echoed the insult in his
dismissive attitude toward Indo-Persian in general. Using Arzu’s logic, Walih and Munir
were simply adding a zing to their respective gripes by casting indirect aspersions on

their competitor’s wives.
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In the case of Gulrukh Begum and Gulbadan Begum,” there was something
stranger still that recalls Sher Khan Lodi’s imaginary tellings. Again, Walih expresses
incredulity at two Indian ladies’ compositions. “They attribute this poem to her,” he
writes about Gulrukh, but at the same time he alludes back to Kamilah Begum, stating,
“In this case, the writer applies the same verdict from Kamilah Begum.” This seems to
imply that maybe the verses were not really composed by Gulrukh or at least its highly
unlikely since according to his logic Indian women knew even less Persian than their

men. From Gulrukh Begum, Walih records this verse:
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There is never a time when that rose-cheeked cypress is without rivals.
But it’s proper since on this planet the rose is not without thorns.

And from Gulbadan Begum, Walih notes this one:
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It’s the fairy-faced one who is not friends with the Lover.
You have to know that there is never any joy in life.

27 Gulrukh could have been one of Babur’s wives and Gulbadan could have been her daughter who lived
into Akbar’s reign and translated the her grandfather’s autobiography, the Babar-Namah, into Persian,
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The names of both these ladies seem to be too poetically close: a gulrukh (rose-faced)
and a gulbadan (rose-limbed). Additionally, both the poems are opening verses in the
same meter and rhyme patterns as would be expected of poets exercising their skills in
a musha‘irah on particular thematic arenas and metrical models. The verse’s formal
structures echo the narrative intent found in Lodi’s anecdotes cited above. In fact, the
parallels between the two ladies and their verses are suggestive of a women'’s
musha‘irah. Walih is somewhat unwilling to include Gulrukh and Gulbadan because
they are women, but since their verse and presumably their story were circulating
among Walih’s companions, he was ethically obligated to include their entries in his
expansive compendium.

It is difficult to understand how women'’s poetry fits within the largely all-male
realm of the musha‘irah, but these anecdotes present a clue. When examining Walih’s
writing, the length at which he goes to denigrate certain women’s literature is striking
when compared to other tazkirah writers. Ghulam Hamdani Mus'hafi holds back no
praise when writing about the courtesans and high-born ladies who wrote verse (see
Tazkirah-i Hindi). Likewise, Mir Hasan in Shw’ard-i Hindi and Amr Allah in Musarrat-i Afza

clearly respect and admire the few women from whom they heard verse. Finally, Lodi’s
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anecdotes above on Atuni and Nur Jahan, though idealized, show how women
participated in musha‘irahs through writing to the point they even bested their male
competitors. Hence, the view that women were bad poets whose verse or literary
acumen could not compete with men was not necessarily the norm.

These verses comprise a literary lore that was circulating during Walih’s lifetime
and his tazkirah captured a sliver of it. Poets from this time period knew verses by
women and actively circulated them in social settings. Kamilah or Salimah Begum was
the late 16th century Mughal courtier Bairam Khan’s wife who eventually married
Akbar after Bairam Khan was killed. Walih does not list her pen name, which was
Makhfi, meaning hidden—a popular takhallus among Mughal women; since she was alive
when Faizi passed away, it is likely that verses mourning Faizi’s death would be hers.
Similarly, Gulrukh was one of Babur’s wives who bore Gulbadan in Kabul before coming
to India. Gulbadan lived into Akbar’s reign and was commissioned by the emperor to
write the history of his grandfather’s reign. She translated the Babar Namah into Persian
so these parallel verses could also have been between a mother and daughter or cast as

an imaginary exchange between two ladies of the Mughal harem.
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So what was the benefit or sketching imaginary musha‘irahs in tazkirah
narratives? In short, there is no better way to represent Persophone literary sociability
than through the parallel, imitative, and infectious verse that reflects the generous

rivalry of recited Urdu and Persian literature.

1.3 Deferred Gatherings in Early 1700s Delhi
o Ol e e e,
ot 0l S S B bk B

My unkind idol because of me is quite glum;

The words I hear are yours, but they are from my tongue.

Paul Losensky’s Welcoming Fighani covers Safavid and Mughal literary aesthetics,
focusing on the processes of allusion and imitation (tazmin and istagbal or tatabbu’) as
constitutive of tazah-go’i aesthetics’” history. Losensky’s approach reveals that poets, in
their concern for adopting competent and adventurous lyrical skills, write imitative
variations of previous writers’ verse to master and circulate novel themes, turns of
phrase, and philosophical ideas. Imitation was a way of inscribing history and aesthetic
genealogy into the very structure of literature itself in a way that legitimated the status

of its speaker. In many ways, imitative variation is the ideational and rhythmic center

of an expansive system for generating new meanings in old tropes. For our discussion
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of the 18th-century musha‘irah, we can extend Losenky’s argument to point out that
this imitative tendency in Persophone socio-literary institutions also produces literary
communities built around instances of shared versification. The imitation of others’
metrical and metaphorical forms (tatabbu® or istagbal) and the practice of employing the
entire lines of verse from another poet (tazmin) were acceptable forms of literary
imitation. However, to craft a new meaning was a far more contentious and risky
endeavor which was often times the focus in the musha‘irah arena. Tazkirah anecdotes
describe the “generous rivalry” of the musha‘irah, to use Losensky’s term, depicting it
as an institution that socializes Urdu and Persian literature’s imitative tendency by
providing readers with the literary context where lyricism’s development thrived.
Musha‘irah anecdotes are partial artifacts of literary improvisation and delight built
from the traces of recitations and conversations recorded in poets’ diaries, book
margins, and memories.

Losensky’s approach to literary history shows that imitation becomes a
prosthesis for actual interchange between a master and a student. Writing about the
lineages of the “new style” or tarz-i tazah or tazah-go’i aesthetic employed by Mughal

and Safavid poets during the 17th century, Losensky examines a particular verse by
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Sa’ib (d. 1677) in which he specifically charts his connections to the Mughal poet Talib
Amuli (d. 1625-7). Losensky notes that as a poet, Sa’ib was conscious about whom he

imitated and the lineages of imitative variation that came before him.
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Whoever, like Sa’ib, is an old friend of the new style,
Speaks with the verve of the nightingale of Amul’s garden.?®

Amul is where Talib Amuli was born and lived before he came to India seeking
patronage in the Mughal court. Even in the age of “fresh composition,” in which poets
were very concerned about extracting daring meanings from extant tropes, the epoch’s
literati were highly conscious of the precise utility of imitative variation. It was a mode
of connection to previous aesthetic lineages and a way of indirectly participating in the
social realm of poetic exchange. In short, imitation allows the poet to have a
musha‘irah with masters who are out of reach.

Yet, choosing which masters to associate with or imitate was a highly political
endeavor. Sher ‘Ali Khan Lodi mentions an encounter in Nasir ‘Ali’s gathering some

time in the late 1600s “when in an assertion over distinction in imaginative effort

28 Trans Losensky (1998: 199).
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(khayal bandi), a record of the ancestral poets came up.”2® Nasir “Ali said, “On God’s
green earth there has been no one better then Zuhuri.”30 Someone piped up, “Why are
you saying such things? One of the ancients (quduma) is Nizami Ganjawi whose verse
couldn’t even be understood by Zuhuri.” Nasir ‘Ali got testy. “You don’t say. Rather, that
literature isn’t worthy of Zuhuri’s understanding.” Lodi appears to agree with the
nameless speaker at the literary debate for he finds Nasir ‘Ali words were “not empty of
boldness or incivility” (Sher ‘Ali Khan Lodi 1998: 63). Driving the point home, Lodi cites

this poem:
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Wise men won’t sing their greatness
Since it would sully their elders’ name.

Lodi’s telling makes Nasir ‘Ali appear as one of the most avant-garde poets of the
gathering, though in a rather backhanded way. In fact, Nasir ‘Ali’s opinion echoes the
views of Munir Lahori’s nameless competitors who praised the new style to the

exclusion of the “ancients.” Apparently, the way Nasir ‘Ali imagined the history of

29 We recall that Nasir was called a “second Sa’ib.”

30 Nur al-Din Zuhuri (d. 1616) was an Iranian poet who settled in India’s south and was patronized by the
Bijapur sultan Ibrahim Adil Shah (r. 1580-1627).
20



literary style was through the recent past and the progenitors of the fresh style. Zuhuri

was one of these masters.

Nasir ‘Ali and Sa’ib

After Sa’ib died and the later generation of poets furthered the fresh style of
poetry during the early part of late 1600s, there remained a concern about poetic
lineages, in which poets used the musha‘irah space to contest authentic use of
metaphor across Persian literary history. Bindraban Das Khushgu, when writing about
Nasir ‘Ali (d. 1697), notes that though he never had an actual meeting with Sa’ib, Nasir
‘Ali did have an “indirect” or “absent” musha‘irah with the tazah-go’i master (gh@’ibanah
ba-mirza [sa’ib] musha‘irah darad) (Bindraban Das Khushgu 1959: 3). He quotes two

couplets from Nasir that illustrate what he means:
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Every one of my couplets is equal to Sa’ib’s diwan;
At least that’s what those with innate talent have repeatedly written.3!

31 This verse does not appear in the copy of Nasir ‘Ali’s diwan that I have seen (Nasir ‘Ali Sirhindi 1875).
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In a friendly boast typical among poets, a mubalighah to be more precise, Nasir ‘Ali
praises his own words where a single couplet or bait could take the place of Sa’ib’s
entire corpus. In another verse, Nasir ‘Ali spins fresh meanings into complex

braggadocio:
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Oh “Ali, my verse was bringing me fame in Iran, as I feared;
Oh Sa’ib, weep blood for luster/water shall be manifest in the manuscript.

Nasir ‘Ali cast himself as the ideal poet and thus a literary Beloved of sorts whose
Persian poetry would make him famous all the way to Iran. Yet, Nasir has pity on Sa’ib.
Employing a Qur’anic image of the sinner in hell, the poet cast his contemporary into
literary hell, crying his eyes out until there are no longer tears left and only blood. But
in crying out the tears, Sa’ib has washed away the letters in his own notebook where
instead Nasir’s words appear. This is reflected in the second line’s tham on the word ab
which while literarily meaning “water” also refers to the luminosity of liquid or even
the sharpness of a blade. In Nasir’s verse, Sa’ib has been weeping because Nasir ‘Ali’s
book is “miinir” or lustrous (ab paida shudan) like a revealed text such as the Qur’an

which is known as the kitab al-munir or the illuminated book.
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Tazkirah writer Sarkhush, who was very close with Nasir ‘Ali, quoted the master
as saying, “The test of the poet is a ghazal’s tarh” (imtihan-i sha’r tarh-i ghazal ast)
(Muhammad Qudrat Allah Gapamawi 2008: 520). For Nasir “Ali, it was the verse of Sa’ib
in particular that served as the test of his poetic skill. As it would perhaps be expected,

the above poem is an istagbal or tatabbu’, an imitation, of a ghazal by Sa’ib himself.**
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The day when there shall appear a way for me to speak with that heart-stealer,
The peach fuzz will begin to appear on those life-giving lips.*?

It appears that Nasir ‘Ali, to a degree, was intimately cultivating this “absentee
musha‘irah” with Sa’ib as a senior poet also writing in the “fresh style” just as Sa’ib had
with the Mughal poets that preceded him. In another verse that appears in his diwan,

but not in Khushgu’s tazkirah, Nasir “Ali states:

32 s2’ib actually wrote two ghazals with the same rhyme, refrain, and meter.
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The deception of beauty shall be manifest for the men of vision,

For a pearl’s price will appear by looking at it.

33 On an another note, Sa’ib’s verse may be an imitation of this second line by Hafiz:
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Oh Beloved, because you know every angel, what would you ask?
The topmost heaven and one hundred thrones shall be made manifest for you.
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Oh “Ali, my chest bled because of Sa’ib’s verse.
Is there a thorn in the blossom’s shirt? Just look!

Nasir ‘Ali’s verses speak to the generous rivalry between poets that exists in actual
musha‘irahs or deferred into the imaginary musha‘irahs charted in verse. In the case of
this last ghazal, Nasir ‘Ali composed a tazmin or quotation of Sa’ib’s line from the

following couplet:
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It is not without reason to rend one’s own clothes.
Is there a thorn in the blossom’s shirt? Just look!

Yet the lineage of imitative variation does not end with Sa’ib, for he himself states:
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That ghazal of Awhadi said this to us:
“Oh you blind men, is this springtime? Just have a look!”

Sure enough, Awhad al-Din Awhadi Maraghai (1271-1338) has a ghazal that ends with

the following couplet:
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It was difficult to give a description of Awhadi’s words.
Leave the poetry to him. Is this even a poetry competition?** Just see!

Given the previous discussion on the imaginary musha‘irah as a narrative
device, the mushatirah-i gh@’ibanah further complicates how we understand tazkirah
writers’ narrative logic in recording musha‘irah verse and mushatirah anecdotes.

So far none of the gatherings discussed in this chapter, except for Sabiq, Afrin,
and Shahadat’s interchange in the introduction, actually were considered to have taken
place history. Yet, they all share a poetic resonance through their parallel verse in what
Khushgu refers to as a soiree in absentia, the musha‘irah-i gha’ibanah. Like Khushgu,
Losensky notes how parallel imitative verse creates historical and genealogical
connections across time through indirect poetic interchange where the old ustads are
welcomed into the present and made new.

In the imitative lineage 1 just traced between Awhadi, Sa’ib, and Nasir “Ali, the

original verse from Awhadi tells much about how to understand the musha‘irah’s

** From Dehkhuda:
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Shi‘ar means musha‘irah according to Dehkhuda’s definition.
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historiography as recorded in poetic tazkirahs. It seems these veins of imitative poetry
themselves reveal the multidimensionality, for lack of a better term, of the musha‘irah’s
generous rivalry. Awhadi implies, boasting about his poetic skill, that it is better to
simply perceive his verse at the moment of utterance in a musha‘irah or shi‘ar, as he
states, rather than attempt to describe what he may or may not have meant or how his
verse aligns with the false opinions of uninformed contemporaries.

In many musha‘irah anecdotes, when poets argued over a particular usage, a
given reciter would defend his or her composition through appealing to the masters,
calling their influence and inspiration into the present by invoking their names and
verses. This is a concept to keep in mind when Bedil’s graveside musha‘irah is examined
below in which his students and followers memorialized him in recitation. Yet, it was
not just Bedil being called back from the grave but a host of writers like Hafiz and Sa’ib
as poets invoked their writings to legitimate poetic usage at moments of contention. At
the end of the imitative genealogy we just traced, Awhadi poses a pertinent question
from the grave to his imitative interlocutors, Sa’ib and Nasir ‘Ali, asking them, “Is this
even a musha‘irah that we’re having?” With Bindraban Das Khushgu’s idea of an

“absentee musha‘irah” and Paul Losensky’s concept of imitation as literary
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historiography, poetic utterance in the recitational gathering appears omnipresent
across time and space according to these imitative strands linking contemporary poets’
recitations with the incarnations of Persian literature’s pasts.*

This direct lineage between Awhadi, Sa’ib, and Nasir ‘Ali was carried forward
into the 18th century as contemporary poets kept these time-traveling tazmins going.
Sarkhush, who, as noted, was a great friend of Nasir ‘Ali, heard someone reciting from

one of the poet’s masnavis. The reciter was an old, illiterate poet saying:
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Oh God, cast a trace of the rose’s scent on my soul.

Ignite sparks in the cotton field of my bones.
Sarkhush, who often praised Nasir ‘Ali in musha‘irahs, laughed and improvised this

response:

Ll 2l oo el ol
B
it AL e e
Pl e (g AR

35 In the final verse sample from the chapter on Bedil’s grave, even Bedil’s epitaph was a way for a tazah-
go’Tpoet to get an “ancient” master to speak to him in the present by reading his pen name into the
second verse which he composes as a quotation of Sa‘di’s poem.
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In former times Sa‘di of Shiraz said, - .
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“Oh Bedil with no headstone, what can be said?”
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Oh buddy, why wouldn’t you have made this request of me?

I could have also done this exact job.

For there happens to be a perfect fistful of tinder with me,

And I would have burned off all the hair on your drunk ass.
Nasir ‘Ali’s verse has the Lover requesting God to ignite sensual passions down to his
marrow, comparing the Lover’s white skeleton, drying and bleached white by the sun in
a desert, to cotton which is used to hold the scent of perfume. The image of the desert
full of cotton plants or the panbah-zar is a staple of lyric imagery, a place the Lover
would rather turn into a rose garden, with flowers blossoming between his white bones.
In Nasir ‘Ali’s verse if the desert can’t bloom with roses to remind the long-dead Lover
of the Beloved, at least a drop of rose oil on his bones would enflame his passions and
bring him back to life. Cotton fields, like a Lover’s bones, are also easily ignited by even
the mere scent of a rose which is powerful enough to send everything up in flames.
Sarkhush flips the austerity of Nasir ‘Ali’s verse into a lampoon on this poor, unlettered
old man in some mushatirah, claiming his speech is like a tinder (atash-firoz) that would
set a person ablaze from head to foot, let alone a field of cotton.

In another instance, the chronicler Afzal Beg Qagshal writing in the 1740s met a

local gazi named Wafa in the gasbah of Elchipur, the district seat of Berar in the south,
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who carried the deferred musha‘irah forward. While Wafa had a knack for writing prose
and long poems, he was also adept at ghazal composition. When Qagshal visited him
they had a small, impromptu poetry recitation where Wafa demonstrated his imitative
variations (tatabbu) of a verse form used by Abu Talib Kalim (d. 1652), Sa’ib, and Nasir

‘Ali. From Kalim his cites this couplet:
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To slaughter me it’s not only his sword that he keeps at his side,
For he stocks his quiver full of arrows for my killing.

Then from Sa’ib he quotes this ghazal:
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From his taught bowstring he innocently releases flaming arrows such
That the smell of kabobs sets him to thinking of his prey’s wounds.

From Nasir “Alj, further reflecting this late tazah-go’t composer’s intimacy with Sa’ib,

Wafa presents this couplet:
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To the extent that out of love he rubs the throat of his prey on his dagger,
Like the petal of a rose, his sword was not cleaned of the color of blood.

And finally Wafa composed his own response and recited it for Qagshal:
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To the extent that the taste is alluring to the piquant dagger of his mandibles

One shall be like the vein of a rose clipping in the wound from his sword.

(Afzal Beg Khan Qagshal 1921: 122)

The recitation was a pleasant memory for the tazkirah writer and Qaqshal was
obviously impressed by this local litterateur’s achievements. Additionally, the
imitations show the genealogy of ma‘ni afrinri as four generations of poets moved the
idea of a blood thirsty Beloved armed to the teeth, quite literally by the time we reach
the last verse, through several variations, employing a uniquely rhymed vocabulary
that centers on weapons and hunting—shamshir (sword), nakhjir (prey), tir (arrow) and
ta’shir (mandibles)—though the last word is not usually related to hunting Wafa
successfully makes it so.*® Elchipur was not a backwater by any stretch, but it was not
the literary hub that the local urban centers of Burhanpur, Aurangabad, and Hyderabad

were during this epoch. Wafa’s intervention in this particular imitative stretch is

unique in that he employs the obscure word t@’shir referring to the mandibles of a

3% 1t should be noted that E’jaz Akbarabadi’s teacher ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ‘Izzat also composed an imitation
based on this line (see Appendix B).
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locust, giving the Beloved a truly strange appearance. Qagshal notes that Wafa decided
to give up a career in the Mughal administration, unlike his father Hakim Muhammad
Taqi Khan, who had been in the service of one of the infamous Sayyid Brothers, Husain
Ali Khan (d. 1720), Wafa was simply content composing poetry on the side while
earning some money teaching Arabic and hadith. He also dabbled in divination in
connection with local shrine of Ghazi ‘Abd al-Rahman at which he participated in the
yearly ‘urs. Every year Wafa would recite a nazm about the lamp-lighting at this popular
local gathering. Given the economic activity shrines attracted, Wafa probably benefited
from the pilgrims’ donations as well.

The deferred gatherings can easily be traced in close readings of poets’ lineages
even outside the recitational setting of the musha‘irah. Given the centrality of imitation
in Persian and Urdu literatures, these connections are overdetermined in both the
written and oral realms. While we should not be surprised to find structural and
linguistic connections across time and space in Persian and Urdu literary cultures, the
way in which tazkirah writers present imitative verses should change our conceptual
model for the musha‘irah’s historiography. As I have said before, to expect a cultural or

descriptive representation of the musha‘irah in tazkirahs is to miss the point of what
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the mushatirah as an institution attempts to propagate. In fact, such an approach
forgoes the central aesthetic axis of Persian and Urdu’s literary universe. If verse is
prophetic, playful, and timeless through its imitation, why wouldn’t its social

institutions be similarly structured and in turn represented?

1.4 Unending Arguments

In some instances the need for imitation sustained legendary musha‘irahs over
several generations. A comedic poet patronized during Jahangir and Shahjahan’s reigns
poses an interesting set of dilemmas for tazkirah writers during the early 1700s. The
satirical poet Mulla Shaida (d. around 1635)*” was most famous for constantly teasing
and criticizing the poets of the Mughal court during the earlier half of the 1600s.%® Of
his many lampoons, the more famous ones cited in tazkirahs between 1662 and 1769
were against Abu Talib Kalim, whom Shaida calls a dog (Sher ‘Ali Khan Lodi 1998);

another against the poet Hakim Khaziq who he tells to write poetry with his penis to

37 Tazkirahs provide dates ranging from 1632-35 and even as late as 1660. See Shah Nawaz Khan (2009:
444).

38 Shaida’s is also famous in tazkirah chronicles for a block of prose he wrote decrying Iranians for
criticizing his Indian inflected Persian.
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save money (Muhammad Afzal Sarkhush 2010: 111). On another occasion when Khaziq
recited a poem for him Shaida noted that the poet must have been feeling like an
effeminate little boy when he wrote it so Khaziq threw Shaida in a pond (Bindraban Das
Khushgu 1959: 74; Muhammad Afzal Sarkhush 2010: 73). Lastly he called Amir Allah a
catamite by citing a phrase from the Qur’an (Siraj al-Din ‘Ali Khan Arzu 2004: 819;

Bindraban Das Khushgu 2010: 332):
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I'm not the only one who says Amir Allah is “acted upon;”
God thus decreed in the Qur’an, “Amir Allah is a bottom.”?®

For literary historians and poets during during this epoch Shaida was most
famous for his verse-by-verse metered and rhymed critique of a qasidah by the poet

laureate Haji Muhammad Jan Qudsi (d. 1646), a popular poet in Shahjahan’s court (r.

39 This was the son of Shaida’s patron the famous literary patron and Mughal administrator, ‘Abd al-
Rahim Khan-i Khanan (1556-1626). The lampoon against Amir Allah is funny because Shaida uses a
phrase in the Qur’an as an tham or double entendre. The Arabic phrase amru-allahi maftilan in the
Quranic context of Surat al-Nissa 47 and al-Azhab 37 means, “God’s will be done.” Shaida plays with the
multiple meanings of mafdl as a passive grammatical object. On a side note, Amir Allah must have been
Khan-i Khanan’s younger son seeing as he was still alive after the transitionary years between Akbar and
Jahangir’s reigns. Khan-i Khanan’s two eldest sons were executed on Jahangir’s order and their bodies
were hung from one of Delhi’s gates when their father did not support Jahangir as the new emperor
during the succession conflicts. Shaida is also cited in ‘Abd al-Baqi Nahawandi (2002: 810).
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1627-1658). Tahir Nasrabadi is the first to record this interchange, noting Shaida found

it “lacking in meaning” (be-ma‘ni) (Muhammad Tahir Nasrabadi 2000: 323):
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Without you, from my lament, the world is closing around me,
To the point the wild rue could not be raised to the top of the flame.

Nasrabadi himself takes a similarly critical stance on Qudsi’s writing when he
finds that some of the first verses in the beginning of a qasidah lack cohesion.*® Shaida,
on the other hand, responded with seven couplets on only the first line of the gasidah,
followed by presumably more arguments that our tazkirah writers do not record but
that Khan-i Arzu explores very deeply in his Dad-i Sukhan. Notably, they frame the
whole argument as a mundazarah or competition. Sarkhush in his Kalimat al-Shua‘ra
makes it sound like the verses were read aloud in a public context, noting that the
“gentlemen of literature enjoyed the exchange” (2010: 110). Given this project’s

discussion thus far it would be highly unlikely if the lines in question were not recited

%0 Khushgu writes that Arzu weighed in on even this comment when he wrote in the margin of his copy
of Nasrabadi’s tazkirah that such a critique was unfounded since initial couplets of a qasidah are bound by
ghazal-styled aesthetics so they in fact do not need to cohere. This approach was not employed by earlier
writers, so Arzu notes, but the late poets would use it regularly (Bindraban Das Khushgu 2010: 565).
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before Qudsi and Shaida’s community of fellow literati. For the uninitiated reader, we
note that Shaida’s critique matched Qudsi’s rhyme (gafiyah) and meter. Sher Ali Khan
Lodi in his Mir’at al-Khayal (c. 1692) records Shaida’s response where Shaida states that
Qudsi’s verse lacks internal cohesion in that constrictedness (tang-fizai) as an emotional
state is quantitive while as a spatial import it is qualitative (see Appendix C).

One of Shaida and Qudsi’s contemporaries named Jalalai Tabatabai, who came to
India around 1615, wrote a response to Shaida’s critical gasidah in the form of a satirical
gita‘ where he cast Shaida as a “glass demon with a clapboard memory” (bah maha dev-i
maqwa yad)—an appropriate image of constraint in and of itself (Siraj al-Din ‘Ali Khan
Arzu 2004: 818). Additionally, Abu al-Barakat Munir Lahori wrote a parallel, versified
critique of Shaida’s commentary on Qudsi’s qasidah—a critique of a critique. Lahori
accuses Shaida of being rude and willfully misreading Qudsi’s intent, stating, “Hey
literary critic, if there shall be any how or why to your critique, / It is that rancor is not
a quality befitting literary gentlemen.” That is to say, Shaida was being too literal and
should have taken away a more figurative and ambiguous meaning (see Appendix D).

The competition remained fresh, relevant, and continually debated into the first

half of the 18th century. In particular, the “fresh style’s” inheritors, including Bedil’s
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devotees such as Mukhlis, Khushgu, and Arzu, were keen to weigh in on how the
literary contentions started in the munazarah between Shaida and Qudsi implicated
their own imitative verse. For instance, in the 1720s when Khushgu went to visit Anand
Ram Mukhlis, a poet named Nauras, who liked Shaida’s critique of Qudsi, tried to come

up with a better first line to Qudsi’s second:
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The powerlessness of the charred ones is prohibited to here:
For the wild rue could not be raised to the top of the flame.

As we know Khan-i Arzu also commented on this critique of a critque in Dad-i
Sukhan, becoming a third voice, but in prose this time, to Shaida and Munir’s debate,
and using it as a platform to advance his particular understanding of literary
explication (cf. see Dudney 2013: 263). While Arzu does not agree with Shaida’s
approach, stating that he is in fact being overly literal, he does agree that the verses are
not cohesive enough to be enjoyable. In this regard, he also agrees with Munir who

shows that the term tang-fiza’ (lit. “narrow space” but is construed to mean

“ In the Tehran edition of Khushgu’s Safinah this line and the same story falls to a different 17th century
poet named Latifi (2010: 606).

The prohibition of rest for the charred ones is to here: ~ <elail B A g (Sageal g
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“uninhabitable” or “despised”) is an tham or ambiguity in an of itself. For Arzu, Qudsi’s
poetic intention and the unity of the verse itself could be bettered served with the

following small change:
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Without you, from the smoke of my heart, the world presses in on me,
Such that the wild rue could not be raised to the top of the flame.

In a more dialectic fashion, Arzu notes that both Shaida and Munir have a shared goal
in understanding the perception of metaphor, though perhaps misdirected at times.
The verse becomes more unified when it’s the smoke from the heart that makes the
world feel constraining, as opposed to the Lover’s wail or lament which does not always
produce smoke necessarily though it is implied according to convention.

In 1750, a new anecdote about Shaida surfaces in the tazkirahs which narrates a
gathering that took place in Ajmer during the middle years of Jahangir’s reign when the
court’s coterie of poets, who were trekking around Hindustan with the emperor’s camp,
banded together for a musha‘irah in Ajmer. The imperial camp, to which Shaida was
attached, was there on account of Jahangir’s devotion to the shrine belonging to Sufi

saint Mo‘in al-Din Chishti, and the ongoing campaigns against the stubborn rulers of
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Mewar to the east. The interchange illustrates how theme was argued and critiqued in
the mushatirah setting. Walih Daghistani is the first to note this detailed interchange
which he copied from a diary (bayaz) that once belonged to the gathering’s host, a
munshi named Sheikh Firoz who was later the secretary for Shahjahan’s prime minister
Sa‘d Allah Khan Bahadur.** As Walih does in his tazkirah, I present the whole

interchange as Firoz presumably recorded it in his bayaz.”

The Competition of the Munshi and the Mulla

In the hijri year one thousand twenty four (1615 CE), when Jahangir’s globe-
trotting camp (iirdii-i gihan pa-yi jahangiri) had cast its lodging in the country of [Ajmer],
may God keep it from discord and pestilence, many of the great artists and poets of
every land were assembled together. In those of days of auspicious beginnings and
prosperous ends, this assembly was the new spring of the world, the the young bride of
the age—what was called the Imperial Cavalcade.

2 Sa‘d Allah Khan’s daughter Wazir al-Nissa married Ghazi al-Din Firoz Jang I who created the religious
endowment for the madrasah named after him, Madrasah-i Ghazi al-Din Khan. This would be a famous
staging ground for many musha‘irahs from 17th century through the late 19th century when the
madrasah was renamed Delhi College.

3 Another version of this competition also appears in a bayaz called Safinah-i Bahr al-Muhit at the National
Library of Iran by a writer named Khalil Allah Sheikhun Shatari from around 1736/7. Plainly, the
anecdote had been circulating for some time or at least the munshi Firoz’s dairy was. More research is
needed to trace this anecdote and the possibility of a copy of Firoz’s diary itself being in existence
(Muhammad Khalil Allah Ghulam Shiekhan Ahmad Shattari 1739).
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Everyday in every house a gathering with this congregation or a celebration
with that company would happen. One day, by a stroke of good luck, several of these
respected individuals such as Mulla Anwar Lahori, the writer of these lines:
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In this garden Autumn and Spring are in mutual embrace;

Time is the goblet in hand and the coffin on the shoulder.

They have grabbed Anwar again in the crime of wine-drinking,

With a funerary shroud on his shoulders and flask in hind, he is drunk, again.

..‘Ata’i Jaunpuri, the speaker of these lines:
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Death came and left with nothing from my mansion;

As the plunder from the lords’” home has already been entrusted to someone

else.

At just a glance, his letter becomes better in my eye,
Just like the letter of an ustad that you read with concentration.

..Mulla Mukhtara‘, who composed this couplet:
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Just try to destroy me, oh cruel idol,
I am disarranged myself, yet your tresses are not disarranged for me.
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...and Mulla Tifali, the author of the Shah o Mah, all had a lively gathering in my humble
abode.

Then, all of a sudden, Mulla Shaida appeared out of nowhere. My colleagues held
him in great contempt on account of his meaningless incantations and obscene curses
which they knew well. Often times, Shaida would take hackneyed themes and parade
them around for all to see like adopted sons dressed it up in fancy clothes.

The gathering allowed for some to solicit a poem from him, and I, who has
memorized a portion of verse from the poets of the present age and from the ancient
men of speech, do in fact have some compassion for him.

At that moment, when he arrived near the gathering space (bazm-gah), which he
had resolved to make into a fighting space (razm-gah), the respected members shifted
their seats, welcomed him in, and, with total honor and respect, politely asked him to
sit. It was then that the friends of wondrous speech each started praising his intellect.
They entreated him to recite from the wares of his sound nature and true imagination.
He said the following verse:
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Hey assayer of clarity, what do you know of rose-colored wine?
It is the godliness of beauty and a prophecy of love.

I said, “This poem is comparable to one by Rudaki:”
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If love is prophecy then
Beauty is God, like you.

He grimaced in confusion and, giving absolutely no acknowledgement of my
words, recited this:
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To what extent would a nail fixed into the liver trouble you?
“I'm like a turtle—shell from head to foot!”
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I said, “Ah, this opening line is sweeter and fatter than a similar verse from
Ghayasi the Confectioner* (halwa’):”
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To the extent that he sticks out his chest to me and digs his nails in he says,
“See, just like a turtle, I have a breast plate from head to toe.”

He got perturbed and, taunting my guests’ and my knowledge of poetry, recited
another verse:
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By scattering your hair in the desert, the wastes shall be filled with hyacinth;
If you wash your face in the river, the fish spines shall become roses.

“Oh, I said, “two hundred years ago Mulla Katibi had coincidently composed a
poem similar to one by Rumi:”
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If the reflection of your beauty were to light up the sea,
All the fish bones in the ocean’s depth would blossom into flowers.

As soon as the couplet left my tongue, he started uttering pointless and
nonsensical things, saying, “If you're going to oppress me with satire, just try to match
this couplet!”
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Your reputation was the color of a sheet of paper. Hence,
Out of courtesy, the Seal of God was stamped on your behind.

44 Tahir Nasrabadi mentions this poet in his work (2000: 341).
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“Friends, allow me some justice,” I said, “If it was Shaida who must have stolen a
beautiful jewel from from the treasure horde of Rumi’s speech seven hundred and fifty
years ago, then what is Rumi’s sin?”
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The prophecy of what you are is in that letter in my fist;
Out of courtesy to you, the seal was left on the back.

The friends started laughing uncontrollably. At that moment with his innate
ugly temper and coarse ways, he erupted in curses and foul language. My colleagues
asked him for a rebuttal. From there he recited:
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I called his tress the thread of my life and became bashful;
Thus this meaning, like his hair, has turned out to be banal.

“I keep observing a great deal courtesy and hospitality here,” I said, [feigning
respect], “otherwise, I shall recite a good friend’s poem:”
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No one can understand the complexity of yours hair’s twisted meaning;
Although, this meaning has become quite common for you.

In the end, a few more poems were read aloud to the extent that each of us had
recited equally. Afterward, a few friends asked to present a poem. Other than silence, no
answer was given until the gathering (majlis) reached its end and the conversation
expired. From then on for quite a while afterward, Shaida never recited his own verse in