BOOK REVIEWS

Blood into Ink: South Asian and Middle Eastern Women Write War. Edited by
Miriam Cook and Rosuni Rustomj-Kerns. Boulder: Westview Press,

1994. 239 pp. $47.95 (hc), $15.95 (pb).

Ix tHER PREFACE t0 Blood into Ink, an anthology of women writing about war,
the editors cite two quotations which reflect on the title of the book. The first
one is a hpadis attributed to the Prophet Muhammad: “The ink of the pen of
scholars is more precious than the blood of martyrs.” The second quotation
comes from a poem by the Palestinian writer Laila al Saih: “You do not know
how hard it is transfiguring blood into ink.” This slim but powerful volume
brings together poetry, fiction, and autobiography by women from war-torn
times and places in Sri Lanka, Lebanon, Iraq, Palestine, India, Pakistan, Israel,
Syria, Bangladesh, Afghanistan, Iran, and Kuwait. Assembling these pieces into a
collection divided into two sections, “Remembering” and “Making Peace,” the
editors force the reader to question the boundaries of such nationally marked
identities and the gendered nature of the conflicts that bring such boundaries
into place.

By taking on the difficult labor of “writing war,” of transforming and trans-
lating the experience of war into the memory guaranteed by ink, these writers
challenge the meta-narratives of masculist militarism and the nationalist histories
which draw clear lines between the theater of destruction “on the war front” and
the feminized space of the “home-front” (in the name of which such wars are
often fought). In these writings, women testify to the way violence permeates cul-
tures, the forms in which gender gets negotiated in times of crisis, and the ways
in which survival becomes, in itself, a powerful critique of the mystique of war.

In their introduction, Cooke and Rustomji-Kerns explain their decision to
bring together South Asian and Middle Eastern women’s writings on war: apart
from recognizing the complexity of intertwined histories made separate by colo-
nial pens, the anthology wishes to participate in the creation of “a new mythol-
ogy of the war-peace paradox that can effectively challenge the more traditional,
male-dominated mythology of wars ...” (p. 3). The anthology is meant to func-
tion on several levels: as testament, as counter-narrative, and as a way of mobiliz-
ing others to end the violence that continues to terrorize these areas. Each entry is
preceded by a useful biographical sketch of the author and a rather reductive (and
to my ears, rather “matronizing”) summation of the writing piece.

The editors thus cross Western “area-studies” borders to put together this
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anthology. They “risk dialogue” (p. xxi)—among the writers collected here,
among the traditional scholarly divisions between areas of study, between litera-
ture and politics, between the conflictual space of the home and the public space
of “real” conflict, and between “native” and “outsider” representations of conflict
and culture.

How then is one to review such a book for a journal as specific to a language
and its literature as the Annual of Urdu Studies? 1 ask this question as a reviewer
“outside” the field of Urdu studies, conscious these days of the debates about
language, culture, power, and identity fought out in Pakistan among
“indigenous” and “immigrant” populations, and the cost of such conflicts which
have devastated Karachi, a city I love. Who pays the price of such conflict? In
India, similar struggles over power and identity have erupted since the destruc-
tion of the Babri Masjid. In Kashmir too, the violence continues, as it does to the
south in Sri Lanka. And here, I offer only a contemporary and selective map of
violence in South Asia. But perhaps “home”—in this case, the “home” of
Urdu—is a place we can start to read violence and it gendering, using some of
the stories collected in this anthology to enable an interrogation of borders and of
histories.

It is impossible, I would imagine, for anyone of South Asian or Middle
Eastern origin to read this anthology without having one’s own memories of wars
triggered. As someone who clearly remembers the 1971 war from a child’s vantage
point in Karachi, it has been salutary to read Chitra Divakaruni’s English poem
“Blackout: Calcutta 1971,” where the poet recounts her childhood memories: “All
that year our windows / were crusted with thick inky paper”, and on the streets
“...the walking skeletons / wailed each day outside.”

An excerpt from Bangladeshi writer Jahanara Imam’s wartime journal Of
Blood and Fire narrates the same war from the point of view of a woman whose
city (Dhaka) is being occupied by Urdu-speaking soldiers from West Pakistan. As
soldiers sweep through the streets and her nationalist son begs her to let him
abandon his plans to study in the U.S. and join the resistance, the narrator sud-
denly notices an incriminating sticker on the family car: “Each letter of the
Bengali alphabet represents one of us.” Afraid, she asks her son to peel it off.
Language, cultural nationalism, and the stark horror of the occupier’s violence
resonate through the journal entries. But threaded through these are a mother’s
anxiety over her son’s imprisonment, her struggle to maintain the dailiness of her
routine, and her shared grief with other women involved in the struggle. What is
simply the “1971 War” for India and Pakistan gets recast here as a “War of
Independence.”

The question of naming occurs in a slightly different, but equally charged
way in Farkhanda Lodhi’s powerful and complex story “Parbati.” Lodhi revisits
the primal scene of the India-Pakistan partition by locating her heroine on the
borderlands between the two countries. While the war isn’t mentioned specifi-
cally, the editors misidentify it as the 1971 war; the war in question is the 1965 war



Booxk REviEws ® 231

(the story was initially published in the Urdu journal Aurg in 1966). Lodhi’s
heroine Parbati is granted a curious agency by the eruption of war. She becomes a
spy, and changes her name, history, religion, and identity by crossing the border.
Parbati / Parveen’s transgressions, her struggle to ensure her survival, and her
desire for pleasure and pride, are impossible to place into any simplistic narrative
of women and war. Lodhi’s story questions all attempts to privilege nationalism
as Parbati / Parveen finds her attempts at agency recuperated in a peacetime
which deeply re-entrenches old gendered / national / religious roles. Still, she re-
sists: “She had forgotten that on this earth were countries and countries had bor-
ders and standing on borders were guards. She kept walking.”

Another story, Suraiya Qasim’s “Where did She Belong?” also portrays the
instability of national identity when the body in question is a poor prostitute’s
body. Munni Bai, the protagonist of the story, does not even know who her
parents are. Found “equidistant between a mosque and a temple,” given a name
which “passes” either way, the gitl’s experience of partition radically questions the
traditional founding narratives of both India and Pakistan and cynically points
out the corruption of their postcolonial conditions. Looking at her rich
clients—a Nawab and a Raja—Munni Bai muses on war and nations and the
events which have displaced her from Pakistan to India, and pointedly asks:
“Then who lost and who died in the partition?”

The way in which borders testify to the desires of masculist nationalism also
recurs in Krishna Sobti’s Hindi story “Where is my Mother?” where a Muslim
soldier projects his love for his sister onto a Hindu girl orphaned by the commu-
nal violence unleashed by Partition. However, the child’s memory of her massa-
cred family thwarts the soldier’s desire to claim her into his narrative, into his
patriarchally motivated “protection.” She resists by refusing to forget, by refusing
to trust the man who “saved” her.

Nevertheless, the danger remains that such childhood memories of violence
can also lead to more severely marked notions of identity born out of fear and
self-protectiveness. Memory, if not interrogated, can congeal into dogma and
engender more violence. How connected are these stories of a history of Sub-
continental warfare to the recent riots in Karachi and Bombay and to the tragedy
of Kashmir? What happens to women in such struggles? How do anxieties over
masculinity inform such violence? What of the women like s@d#vis Uma Bharati
and Ritambara Devi of the fundamentalist Hindu right, who urge men to vio-
lence in the name of a lost Hindu manhood? What of the violences enacted
against women in the name of Muslim religious identities? Where, in fact, is the
real location of the theater of war?

The stories in this anthology unsettle any easy geographies. Violence radi-
cally alters the fabric of societies and in these ruptures new forms of genderings
may become available, or new forms of repression may emerge. In any case, the
lives of women and men are shaken up and reconstituted, and the after-effects of
violence linger long after the actual “historical” event. Often those most hurt
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remain unable to record, to explain, to have the space of writing open to them. It
is, after all, the survivors and the privileged who alone are able to write such nar-
ratives, who take it upon themselves to testify, to meditate upon, and ultimately
to transform our knowledge and understanding of war and its complex
genderings.

In her brilliant foreword to the volume, the Indian-American poet Meena
Alexander forges powerful connections between her memories of violence in
India, in Beirut, the Gulf War, and even in the everyday of her life in the U.S. as
she recounts a BJP meeting in New Jersey which takes place, ironically, in an
Indian restaurant called “Akbar.” Among the protesters outside, there is a woman
who asks the poet: “How will you write this?” The urgency of the question
haunts me as I write this review. By focusing on only a few of the South Asian
writings from an anthology which tries to make stronger connections between
Middle Eastern and South Asian histories, I have been trying to highlight some
specific histories.

Questioning these histories, understanding the uneasy relationships between
places and bodies, seeing how things like language, gender, ethnicity, religion,
and sexuality are negotiated in these stories, we may learn to read with critical
commitment the daily texts of violence which surround us.

Blood into Ink, offering personal and poetic narratives by women, brings to
our attention even the violence of other forms of narration which pay no atten-
tion to stories such as the ones collected here. Perhaps in reading texts like these,
in questioning our own memories through such contestations, one can begin to
re-imagine and remap the geographies of these areas, conscious of the words and
bodies of the men, women, and children which lie across these pages.

—NuzHAT ABBAS
University of Wisconsin—Madison

EsteLLe DRYLAND. Faiz Abmed Faiz 1917—1984: Poet of Social Realism. Lahore:
Vanguard, 1993. xvii, 306 pp. Rs. 295.

IN THE PREFACE to the book under review, Professor Leith Morton comments
that “[Faiz] is largely unknown outside Asia (apart from a certain fame in the
former Soviet Union). Undoubtedly one important reason for this is the paucity
of translations of modern Urdu poetry.” No doubt there is a paucity of transla-
tions—certainly good translations—of modern Urdu poetry in the West, but
that does not affect Faiz, nor was Faiz as little-known outside Asia as Professor
Morton makes him out to be. Faiz was a well-traveled man, known to and
friendly with a number of Russian, Chinese, Middle-Eastern and European poets
and writers. Naomi Lazard has commented that because of “his continuous acts
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of courage and conviction,” Faiz deserves to belong in the list of writers like
Pablo Neruda, Cesar Vallejo, Ernesto Cardinal, Nazim Hikmat, Yannis Ritsos,
and I would add Mahmood Darwish—“great poets whose stance and influence
have altered the consciousness of the world.” Edward W. Said has talked about
spending some time with him and Palestinian poets in Beirut.” Faiz himself has
mentioned his various meetings with the Turkish poet Nazim Hikmat and the
Chilean Pablo Neruda.® Also, Faiz has been translated into English—there are at
least four well-known translations of his work,? three of which are mentioned in
the bibliography of the book under review—Russian, Chinese, and perhaps even
some of the continental European languages. Victor Kiernan has pointed out that
a number of Faiz’s poems “have circulated in East Africa in Swahili versions.”
Actually, it is a widely recognized fact that after Ghalib and Igbal, Faiz is the only
Urdu poet whose genius was accorded recognition in his lifetime and whose work
has been (and is still being) translated into many different languages. A statement
such as Professor Morton’s is merely an attempt to justify yet another translation
of the poet’s work, a justification altogether unnecessary.

Estelle Dryland’s book on Faiz Ahmad Faiz is a re-working of a thesis writ-
ten for the Master’s degree at the University of Sydney, Australia. As such, it has
both the strengths and the weaknesses of the genre.

Like most scholarly theses, this one too is concerned with demonstrating
that the primary and secondary sources have been duly researched, understood
and digested. A plethora of citations from the sources furnishes ample proof of
that. But sometimes in pursuing this scholarly activity, what seems to be over-
looked is the necessity or usefulness of the research undertaken. Faiz, as he him-
self confessed, was never directly involved in socialist politics, whether at the
national or the international level—the words Marx, Lenin, socialism, commu-
nism, trade unions do not appear in his poetry even once—yet in the present
book we get to read about the differences between the policies and performances
of the Communist Party of India and its Soviet counterpart. Faiz was, Ms.

'Naomi Lazard, The True Subject: Selected Poems of Faiz Abhmad Faiz (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1988), p. xi.

*Edward W. Said, “The Mind of Winter: Reflections on Life in Exile,” Harper's
Magazine (September 1985), p. so.

Dr. Aiytb Mirza, Ham ke Thehre Ajnabi [We who have Remained Strangers],
(Rawalpindi: n.p., 1979), passim.

“Besides Naomi Lazard’s translation, referred to above, the following are also well-
known: Daud Kamal’s, in Khalid Hasan, ed., The Unicorn and the Dancing Girl (Lahore:
Student Services, 1984); Mahmood Jamal’s in The Penguin Book of Modern Urdu Poetry
(Middlesex: Penguin, 1986), and Victor Kiernan’s Poems by Faiz (Lahore, Karachi: Oxford
University Press, 1973).

*Kiernan, p- 28s.
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Dryland informs us, the Secretary of the Postal Workers” Union and leader of
Pakistan’s Trade Union Federation, but these facts contribute little towards mak-
ing the poet’s work more accessible to the reader.

In terms of the critical methodology employed in the book, Ms. Dryland
seems to have a preference for the structuralist school of exegesis and uses, with a
fair amount of ease and unself-consciousness, its formulae to deal with the encod-
ing and decoding of Faiz’s poetry. She is the only critic I know of who has
attempted a textual analysis of Faiz’s work from the structuralist perspective.
However, whether Roland Barthes’s and Michel Foucault’s textual strategies are
essential to identifying the specific sources of power and energy in the poet
remains questionable. But more of that later.

Estelle Dryland’s particular strength lies in delineating the sociology of lit-
erature—that is, dealing with the factors, the background and history, that
inform the poet’s output. She gives considerable attention to Faiz’s biography, his
personal background, his association with his contemporaries and his debt to his
predecessors, namely Ghalib, Igbal, and a number of Persian poets. She devotes a
whole chapter to Faiz’s involvement with the Progressive Writers’ Movement and
the All India Progressive Writers’ Association, an involvement which spanned
over a decade, and the differences and schisms which emerged over the years
between him and the other proponents of the movement. Similar treatment is
accorded Faiz’s contacts with the Indian Communist Party—even though Faiz
was never a card-carrying member, nor did his association with the political
structure and organization of any Communist Party, whether in India or the
former Soviet Union, have any bearing on his creative or critical effort. There are
detailed discussions of Faiz’s Muslim literary influences, his linguistic heritage,
the history of the language he chose to express himself in, the literary forms and
conventions available to him from the Persian courtly tradition, and his
occasional handling of literary forms other than his favorite, the ghazal, as, for
instance, the folk song, the elegy, the martial chant, the lullaby and the gavvali
Faiz elected to write a great majority of his poems in the form of the ghazal,
restrictive though it is, and chose to make use of the traditional imagery of the
ghazal because he was faced with a dilemma, which is neither new nor limited to
Faiz’s specific situation. It is the one faced by many creative artists living and
operating under dictatorial or ideologically repressive regimes. As Faiz explained
in an interview,® he came to realize that the conventional imagery of the g/mzai

‘Suhél Ahmad Khan, “Faiz Sahib sé¢ Bat-Cit” [A Conversation with Faiz], in Ziya
Sajid, ed., Faiz Abmad Faiz (Lahore: ‘Alim Publishers, n.d.), p. 196.

"For a comprehensive list of such imagery, see Gopi Cand Narang, “ Faiz ka Jamaliyati
Ebsas aur Ma‘niyati Ni am” [Faiz’s Aesthetic Sense and the Organization of Meaning], in
Shahid Ahmad Mahli, ed., Faiz Ahmad Faiz: ‘Aks aur Jibater; [Faiz Ahmad Faiz: Image and
Aspects] (Lahore: Mavara’ Publishers, 1988), pp. 160—-91.
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offered enormous possibilities to a poet who wished to speak of oppression and
social injustice, of the destruction of national dreams—of matters unsavory to
those at the helm of affairs who would have liked the poet’s cooperation or
acceptance, and if nothing else, at least his silence—and not be persecuted for his
views. All one needed to do, Faiz said, was to use one’s curiosity, put in a lictle
effort, and transform the clichéd images and expressions into something original.

Ms. Dryland devotes an entire chapter to discussing Faiz’s involvement in
the Rawalpindi Conspiracy Case. No other biographer or historian has explored
this aspect of Faiz’s life in as great a detail as Ms. Dryland has done. There is an
overview of the situation in the Subcontinent that launched Faiz into his army
career, a thorough and patient assessment of Faiz’s work as a journalist, and a
precise outlining of the extraordinary historical circumstances that culminated in
Faiz’s being implicated, with twelve others, in the conspiracy to overthrow the
government of Prime Minister Liaqat Ali Khan. The conspirators, comprising a
number of military officers and a few civilians, were arrested under the Pakistan
Security Act, the charges brought against them being so serious that if convicted
most, if not all, stood to lose their lives. Luckily, Faiz emerged from this ordeal
with no more than a four-year prison term. What is instructive in all this for
Faiz’s readers is the impact this and various other incarcerations had on his cre-
ativity. Ms. Dryland profitably compares two of Faiz’s poems written during his
prison terms with an early poem to point to the growth of a new discipline and
maturity in Faiz’s poetry, “nurtured by suffering, hardship and disillusionment.”
“Romantic themes,” she rightly concludes, “are still in evidence” in the later
poems, simply because Faiz never disburdened himself of the gear and baggage of
romanticism, “but [those themes are] now skillfully manipulated to accommo-
date topics on social realism”(p. 71). Later in the same chapter, she makes another
observation that can serve to sum up Faiz’s entire career as a poet, even though it
relates only to the poetry of the middle period of Faiz’s life—the product of his
arrest and imprisonment. She states: “Despite his use of classical imagery such as
love, beauty, wine and youth, he nevertheless placed emphasis on the meaning of
life. The content of his work became a blend of romanticism, scrutiny of life,
class-consciousness and collective struggle. ...[H]e could [now] adapt himself to
the broader field of social reality and protest” (p. 75).

The choice Faiz made of sticking with the traditional forms of poetic
expression and imagery was a deliberate one. There were advantages for him in
spurning innovation in poetic form and technique. His poetry, as Ms. Dryland
observes, “drew considerable and popular attention”(p. 75). The alienation
between the poet and the public virtually disappeared. His choice enabled him to
suffer no loss of public as some of his contemporaries had done. Because he chose
the traditional forms of expression (the ghazal, or even the na m, the regular
stanzaic form with predictable end-rhyming) his poetry remained less inhibitive
than that of his contemporaries. Faiz’s innovation lay in investing the traditional
Persian, courtly images, such as those of wine, the cup-bearer, the tavern, the
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garden, etc., with newer, contemporary associations, or as Kiernan has remarked,
with “a fresh meaning, as symbols of a revolutionary challenge to social order.”
Faiz changed the context and content, rather than the form, of Urdu poetry.
Unlike N.M. Rashed and Mira Ji, his contemporaries, he ultimately came to be
known as the poet of the people. At the same time, however, it was also recog-
nized that he would never be a seminal literary personage, a poet’s poet, which
N.M. Rashed, for instance, has become.

About half of the book under review consists of Ms. Dryland’s translations
of Faiz’s poetry. Some of these translations are also used in the first half of the
book for the purpose of textual explication. Let us look at Ms. Dryland’s transla-
tions now. It is here that one notices her lack of complete familiarity with Urdu
usage and syntax and, consequently, lapses in the critical interpretation of some
poems, either through reading more than the context allows or, sometimes,
because of misreading the context altogether. The very first translation used by
her for explication is that of an early Faiz poem, “Sarod-e-Shaband’ (Song of
Night). The poem itself is a product of an almost Keatsian, languorous, indolent,
romantic—an aesthete’s—sensibility. A brooding, listless persona observes the
exhaustion or somnolence of the natural phenomena and notices a certain corre-
spondence between nature and his own dreamy longings. The poem belongs to a
time in Faiz’s life when he was, by his own admission, young and directionless,
and in love,” perhaps with the idea of love itself. The mood of the poem is
determined and the burden of its meaning borne by a few words or phrases like
“kbud-faramoshs, 7 “viran, 7 “be-kbudi, 7 “surab,” “khamosh taron, ” “arzi,” and
“kbvab,” some of which Ms. Dryland has mistranslated. “Viran, ” which simply
means empty of life or vegetation, is given another dimension by her, uncalled-
for in the poem, by translating it as “lying in ruins,” thus hinting at active
devastation caused by some marauders or by outside forces, etc. Surab, meaning
mirage, is rendered by her as “shadow-play,” thus inviting an unnecessary
Platonic nuance. Khamaosh taron, which refer to the silent or tuneless strings (of a
musical instrument) are misunderstood by her to mean the stars in heaven, even
though the use of the word saz (instrument) earlier on in the same line would
preclude such interpretation. Even the words kbud-faramoshi and be-khudi she
chooses to render by the single word “oblivion,” which, although it can be used
for khud-faramoshs simply cannot convey the right sense of be-khudi (“self-
forgetfulness”)—a senselessness occasioned by rapture or ecstasy or intoxication.
Thus, though she correctly identifies the tone of the poem as generally
melancholy and soporific, much in her final comment on the poem seems to be
based on a misreading or on certain critical assumptions she is working from. For
instance, she states: “The hitherto grieving ‘galaxy of stars’ [fasurda ... bazm-e

*Kiernan, p- 36.
’Suhél Ahmad Khan, op. cit., p. 194.
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anjum) becomes seduced by love’s melody. And, in the intoxication of semi-
arousal, starts to narrate classical legends of the exultation derived from
surrender, echoing the longing for and dreams of the beauty of the Beloved’s
face”(p. 22). Also, having imputed meanings and nuances to the original text, she
encourages herself to look for a “subtle political innuendo” (p. 22) in the poem,
even though Faiz himself would have discounted any such possibility in his early
poetry. It was not until the mid-thirties, when he became part of the
Mahmuduzzafar and Dr. Rashid Jahan group and was inducted into the Marxist
ethic and induced to open his eyes to the stark reality of the world around, the
world shaped by capitalist and colonial forces, that he arrived at and articulated
his poetic credo (as embodied in his poem “Don’t ask of me, Beloved, the love I
once had for you”) and political innuendoes began to figure in his poetry.

Nor is the translation of “Song of Night” the only one where such lapses
may be detected. In “Don’t ask of me, Beloved ...” for example, the music, the
honesty of expression, the poignancy and explicitness of the lines “Aur b%i dukb
hairn zamane men mubabbat ke siva | Rabaten aur b hain vasl ki rapat ke siva” are
severely compromised by her translation as “There are obligations to / others
beside you, my love; / there is a peace other than that / which coalescence / may
bring.” “Obligations” is a far cry from the agony and suffering the poet seems to
refer to; “coalescence” does not necessarily embody love, and “peace” and plea-
sure are not always synonymous. I believe, both Daud Kamal and Victor Kiernan
have captured and communicated the intent of these two lines rather well in their
respective translations. Kamal’s version reads: “Now I know / There are afflic-
tions / Which have nothing to do with desire, / Raptures / Which have nothing
to do with love,”'® and Kiernan’s goes thus: “Our world knows other torments
than of love, / And other happiness than a fond embrace™".

Ms. Dryland translates a couplet from one of Faiz’s ghazals— “Raushan kahir
bahar ké saman hi € to hain /| Gulshan men (ak and gariban hi e to hain” (roughly
paraphrased as: “At last the prospect of the advent of spring seems bright; in the
garden some people [madmen] have rent their garments”)—thus: “The light sug-
gests a possibility of the advent of spring / yet in the garden people rent their
garments.” The couplet, in its original form, speaks of hope, the possibility of
change and offers the tearing of garments by some madmen, hitherto tired and
frustrated by the delay and their own long wait, as proof of the coming of spring,
for the tearing of clothes—a demonstration of madness, an act engaged in at the
height of madness—is their only way of welcoming or celebrating the spring. In
Ms. Dryland’s translation, however, one notices two problems: to begin with,
there is the confusion in the use of the word “raushan.” Instead of treating it, as it
ought to be treated, as part of the verb “imkan raushan hona” meaning, “the

“Daud Kamal, op. cit., p. 185
"Kiernan, op. cit., p. 65.
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prospect [of something happening] becoming bright,” she regards it as some
source of light which promises the advent of spring. Secondly, one is completely
puzzled by the entirely inappropriate use of the conjunction “yet,” a use that dis-
torts the meaning of the couplet. Her explanation accompanying the couplet fur-
ther puzzles the reader, for it does not seem to follow from her translation of the
couplet. She says: “Upon initial reading, the she’r would appear to portray the
frustration of the traditional lover. This is, however, not the traditional lover, but
the desperate cry of lovers of revolution”(p. 164).

This, however, is not to suggest that all of Ms. Dryland’s
translations—which she prefers to call transcreations (p. xii)—suffer from errors
and awkwardness; in fact, some, like “To a Political Leader,” “A Lullaby for a
Palestinian Child,” and “Prayer,” are powerful renderings. All the same, what
might prove irksome to a reader fully familiar with Urdu usage is what sometimes
transpires in an otherwise smoothly flowing and effective translation, when a
word or phrase appears which tends to detract from the force or intent of the
original, and becomes more like a coup de grice than a stroke of genius.

My intention is not to discourage or to sound patronizing, but I would like
to point out that the book under review, which clearly has much to offer, could
have easily become, with a little more effort, a very useful book in English to
introduce Faiz to the Western reader. Ms. Dryland obviously has the expertise,
the scholarship and, more importantly, the ease of expression of a native speaker
of English to put her ideas across.

The conclusions Ms. Dryland arrives at concerning Faiz’s art, ethics and
aesthetics cannot be faulted. Faiz, as she states clearly, “had the ability to trans-
form the traditional disappointment of a romantic lover into the cry of suffering
humanity at large”(p. 166); he never sacrificed “his poetic integrity to the dictates
of Leftist ideology or text-book idealism”(p. 171); “he dispelled the image of Urdu
poetry as a stagnant, purely hedonistic indulgence attached to past traditions. He
imbued it with vitality, urgency,” and placed the “vagueness of romantic
euphoria within a new and precise framework of social realism”(p. 172); he
regarded “class struggle [as] a universal sociological fact,” and his role as a poet
was that of “the conscience of society,” this being, in Ms. Dryland’s view, “his
most valued contribution to literary posterity”(p. 172). These are all responsible
judgments. However, none of these is startlingly new or original. Many other
critics have variously reached many of the same conclusions about Faiz’s craft and
life. That is why I find myself still puzzled by Ms. Dryland’s critical
methodology. I cannot find a rationale for the choice of the structuralist
methodology to arrive at the above conclusions, nor do I see any justification for
devoting considerable space in the penultimate chapter of the book (pp. 16065,
passim.) to discussing the differences between structuralist and post-structuralist
approaches to literary criticism.

The bibliography, impressive as it looks, does not include three significant
works on Faiz. Their omission is inexplicable; one of those books is Victor
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Kiernan’s Poems by Faiz (Lahore, Karachi: Oxford University Press, 1973), a book
that not only has translations of some of the same poems that Ms. Dryland has
also translated, but also includes perhaps the most perceptive introduction to
Faiz’s background, milieu and art and a very instructive comparison between Faiz
and Igbal’s ethics, aesthetics and poetic diction. One may, at places, punch holes
in some of Kiernan’s translations, but one cannot argue with his understanding
of the literary tradition and ethos of the Indian subcontinent. The other two
books are, respectively, by Fateh Muhammad Malik, Faiz: Sha'‘iri aur Siyasat
[Poetry and Politics] (Lahore: Sang-e Mil, 1988), a sustained look at the political
dimension of Faiz’s poetry, and Shahid Ahmad Mahli, ed., Faiz Abmad Faiz: ‘Aks
aur Jihaten [Faiz Ahmad Faiz: Image and Aspects] (Lahore: Mavara’ Publishers,
1988), a collection of critical essays, some of which are truly instructive on Faiz’s
art and craft.

A brief note about some rather jarring orthographic idiosyncrasies, historical
inaccuracies and mistranslations in the book: for some reason the names of the
writers Saiyid Sajjad Zahir and Ashfiq Ahmad have been consistently transcribed
as Sajjid Zahir and Ishaq Ahmad; and the first part of the title of Faiz’s book Sar-
¢ Vadi-¢ Sina has been written as “Sare” and translated as “All the Valleys of
San’a,” which is inaccurate because sar is a Persian prefix meaning “in” or “at”
which is attached to Vadi by means of an izafat. Ms. Dryland is also wrong in
accusing Saqi Farooqi of having “delivered a scathing personal attack on [Faiz]”
in his essay “Hasan Kuza-gar” (pp. 165—66). Saqi Farooqi did no such thing. He
only reported what he heard from one of Faiz’s contemporaries, the poet N.M.
Rashed. Ms. Dryland makes a historical mistake when she mentions that both
grandsons of Prophet Muhammad, Hasan and Husain, were killed in battle at
Karbala (pp. 123—24). Also, the meanings of a number of Urdu words and phrases
in the glossary (pp. xvi—xvii) need to be revised, and some explanation, some-
where, about the rather eccentric use of the apostrophe in the transcription of
Urdu words in English needs to be provided.

—FarRuqQ Hassan
Dawson College, Montreal

Ghazals of Ghalib: Versions from the Urdu by Aijaz Aumap, W.S. MERWIN,
ADRIENNE RicH, WirLrLiaMm StarrorD, Davip Ray, THoMmAs
Frrzsimmons, Mark STRAND, and Wirriam Hunt. Edited by Arjaz
Anmap. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1994. 174 pp. Rs. 125.

Ix 1969, many of us were excited and pleased to receive a thin but elegant book-
let called Ghalib. Edited by Aijaz Ahmad, it was a unique experiment in transcre-
ation, for it contained freewheeling renderings of some Urdu ghazals of Ghalib
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by some leading contemporary American poets. If nothing else, they sounded like
extremely unusual modern metaphysical poems. In 1971 came the book Ghazals
of Ghalib, also edited by Aijaz Ahmad, and expanding the same transcreational
theme. The original of 1971 and its reissue of 1994 are before me now.

To elaborate a little: Aijaz Ahmad chose some Urdu ghazals of Ghalib as well
as a short extract from one of his gasidas rendered them into plain, literal
English, added explanatory comments, and gave them to a number of leading
modern American poets who then composed translations/imitations based on the
material supplied by Ahmad. Thus there are, sometimes, plural versions of the
same ghazal. Also, the poets didn’t attempt to do all the she’rs: one poet chose
some shers from a ghazalfrom which another poet chose some others. This pre-
sents before us not only a mapping of the intricacies of the translative-creative
spirit, but also a delightful interplay between different—indeed, foreign—sensi-
bilities with the sensibility of a great medieval-modern Urdu poet.

For example, there are four versions of Ghazal 33. Three of them—Dby
Thomas Fitzsimmons, W.S. Merwin, and Mark Strand—are more or less
“faithful.” But the one by David Ray is a much freer play of imagination, some-
times vaguely recalling Ghalib. Ray places his version of the first she at the end,
puts Ghalib’s fifth as his fourth verse, the fourth one as his third, and introduces
entirely new material to stand for shers two and three. Thus we have a fine
English poem which is tantalizingly Ghalib-like.

Since Ahmad himself chose both the ghazals and the she’rs from each
ghazal—five were chosen from each selected ghazal as a rule, with one or two ex-
ceptions—and since it was he alone who provided the translation aids, it is clear
that he took upon himself a vast responsibility. In his brief note on the 1994 edi-
tion, Ahmad calls Ghalib “doubtless the most cunning” among all Urdu poets. In
my view, Ghalib is very nearly that, and much more besides. Ahmad undertook a
job which thrills for sheer audacity, imaginative application, and resource man-
agement. His knowledge of Ghalib and classical Urdu-Persian poetry was, at the
time he compiled this book, less then one would desire. As Aijaz Ahmad himself
observed in his original Introduction, it is difficult for a foreigner at all times to
come to terms with the Urdu ghazal. Although he did his best, Ahmad couldn’t,
of course, overcome all his deficiencies in Urdu and Persian to prove a fully com-
petent mediator between Ghalib and modern American poets. But he, and they,
had a perfect idea of the resources of English, and had a fine feel for poetry in any
language. The result is a book of poems of great beauty, poems which establish
many connections and set up reverberations of Ghalib with a lot of staying
power.

Most of the poems follow the two-line scheme of a ghazal sher. Many
achieve the chiseled brevity and memorability so characteristic of a good she'r.
Ghazal poetry in not epigrammatic or aphoristic. It is just that a good practi-
tioner can incorporate much in the two-line world of the she” without seeming
to strain himself or the structure of the poem. Much of the polyvalence and sym-
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bolism is lost in translation, but genuine and mature poets like the ones who
contribute to this volume can still bring back much from their voyage of
discovery.

Let me now give you a few of my favorite transcreated shes. They have,
more or less, the flavor of Ghalib in the original, in his different moods and
modes:

Killing me off she sobs: “I never meant to hurt you!”
Tears of repentance, wept three seconds too late.

—Adrienne Rich (Ghazal 2, p. 11)

Waterbed ecstasy: dying in a stream;
Too strong a pain brings its own balm.
—Thomas Fitzsimmons (Ghazal s, p. 25)

Exiled, how can I rejoice, forced here from home,
and even my letters torn open?

—William Stafford (Ghazal 8, p. 41)

The dove is a clutch of ashes, nightingale a clench of color:
A cry in a scarred, burnt heart, to that, is nothing.

—William Stafford (Ghazal 21, p. 104)

Love holds him
prisoner he says

and something has him

sealed

like a great rock on his hand
—W.S. Merwin (Ghazal 21, p. 102)

Stubbornness is something else. She is not bad-natured.
She will try to break promises, forget, end up keeping them.
—Mark Strand (Ghazal 33, p. 152)

Ghalib! I can’t contend with love. It’s a fire
so dead I can’t light it, so hot I can’t put it out.
—William Stafford (Ghazal 34, p. 156)

Again I watch for her at her window
waiting for wind in her black hair.
—Adrienne Rich (Ghazal 26, p. 125)
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I am nothing but dust being blown around in her street;
O wind, let me down, I have no wish to be a bird again.
—Mark Strand (Ghazal 29, p. 135)

I have had enough of flying.
It is the dust in the streets now
I'd like to descend to.
—David Ray (Ghazal 24, p. 117)

(Incidentally, this “she”” of Ray’s should have been placed under Ghazal 29. That
it is under Ghazal 24 seems to be a mistake of editing.)

Fire licks out from the rims of my eye, Asad;
when I look at a dry leaf it starts to smoulder.
—Adrienne Rich (Ghazal 19, p. 92)

Well, it is a wonderful book. For all its deficiencies, it gives a better idea of
the plenitude of Ghalib than most dissertations. I only wish that the editing had
been a little more careful. The apparent error in placing David Ray’s verse at
Ghazal 24 instead of Ghazal 29 has already been noted. Among others may be
mentioned the inclusion/non-inclusion of a she”r by Bahadur Shah Zafar in
Ghazal 29. Inclusion, because it is dealt with in the explanatory apparatus, com-
plete with a weak explanation why a Zafar sher should be included here at all;
non-inclusion, because it does nor appear in the Urdu text. The Urdu text of the
ghazals has been photographically reproduced from the then definitive Arshi edi-
tion of 1958. Arshi however used a number of symbols and marks in the text to
denote different things. They mean nothing, and in fact cause confusion, to the
reader who does not know the Arshi edition. They should have been blanked out.

Certain grievous errors of translation should have been rectified, at least in
the present edition. “Gul-e naghma” (Ghazal 12) does not mean “flower/blos-
soming of song” (whatever that may mean). In the same Ghazal “parda-¢ saz”
does not mean “curtain/tapestry/web/shelter/note of music.” In Ghazal 25, she’rs,
the Urdu text and the editor’s translation/commentary are totally different: the
text is that of the last sher of the ghazalin Arshi’s edition (p. 225), whereas the
translation and commentary relate to the last she but two from the same ghazal,
same page. The unsuspecting American poets, not knowing Urdu, were misled
into translating a sher whose original does not appear in the printed text, and
having their translation appear alongside a totally irrelevant Urdu original. In
Ghazal 19, she'r 4, “bu I-havas” does not mean “father of lust.” It just means “one
who has lust.” Words like shauq, jauhar, and bihisht have been transliterated
incorrectly, and so on.

The present edition is a slightly reduced facsimile of the 1971 edition, and on
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somewhat lighter paper. Considering its size and quality, the book is very moder-
ately priced. One only wishes that Aijaz Ahmad had done a little cosmetic clean-
ing up of the text before sending it out for reissue.

—SHAMSUR RanMaN FArRUQI
Editor, Shab-Khiin

QurratuLaiN HYDER. Fireflies in the Mist. New Delhi: Sterling Publishers, 1994.
347 pp- Rs. 300.

QURRATULAIN HYDER, winner of India’s highest literary honor, the Jnanpith
Award, for her contributions to Urdu literature, has published an English version
of her 1979 Urdu novel Akhir-e Shab ke Ham-Safar, which has also appeared in
Hindi and Russian translations. Her translation of India’s first novel, written in
Persian in 1790, appeared as Hasan Shah’s The Nautch Girl: A Novel (New Delhi:
Sterling Paperbacks, 1992)." It has been recently reissued by New Directions,
New York, under the title 7he Dancing Girl. Reasonably good translations of her
short stories are also widely available in the various anthologies of literature from
India. A writer of prodigious energy, Qurratulain Hyder is known for her evoca-
tions of the interfaces between the domestic and the historic; increasingly, she
seems to be obsessed with the possibilities of linking the subcontinental experi-
ence to that of the international, postcolonial experience, although the attempt is
not all that successful in Fireflies in the Mist, primarily on account of thematic
and formal inadequacies.

The theme is familiar—all too familiar. Once upon a time, there was a great
Indian continent characterized by an uninterrupted life of high culture, known
for the harmony among its peoples and religions. Even the British merged with
the enormous multicultural fabric. There were no anxieties. No illusions. The
early chapters of the novel provide a series of glimpses at a so-called benign age of
aristocracy, British and Indian. Before the narrative begins to focus on the central
characters and their political aspirations for a free India, the initial impression
generated by the novel is that of a cultural bias in favor of the colonists and the
feudal aristocrats of East Bengal. The elegant descriptions of Caledonia,
MacDonnel Saheb’s mansion in Dacca (now Dhaka), and the fastidious docu-
mentary presentation of Nawab Syed Ahmad Ali’s golden album of photographs
offer us a glimpse of the post-1857 socio-economic status quo. Romesh Baboo,
who acquires Caledonia, anglicizes himself and his surroundings so thoroughly
that he begins composing heroic couplets in English. But, in the third chapter we

"For a review of this work, see AUS #8 (1993), pp. 226—29. [—FEds]
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come to know that the aristocratic charade does not last long: “Dire misfortune
befell Romesh Baboo’s survivors. His sons were horrified to discover that he had
left behind a mountain of debts. Most of the land had been mortgaged, and for
the last many years they had been living on borrowed money” (p. 17).

As the novel develops, we are merely told that the bhadralog’s younger son
Dinesh was hanged by the British for terrorism and that his elder son Dr. Benoy
Sarkar lost his practice because of his Gandhian activism; it is the latter’s daugh-
ter Deepali who takes center stage in the novel as its idealist heroine who follows
the leftist path and comes to ruin, destined to live an unfulfilled post-indepen-
dent life, riddled with guilt, displacement, and the punishment of loss.

When the novel abruptly moves away from the peripheries of history to the
year 1939, we encounter “Typhoon Uma,” an affluent leftist intellectual who
begins to practice a kind of extremist politics along with the London-returned
Rehan Ahmad. The two lure the young Deepali into their extremist political
circle, and she helps them out by stealing Balucher saris from her own ruined
household! The context of the nascent communist politics is gradually established
even though the mainstream Indian nationalist movements are mostly absent
from the story. As a character who would control and eventually unsettle the
emotional lives of Uma and Deepali, Rehan Ahmad is inadequately developed; in
some sense Rehan also symbolizes the eventual ruin and decay of the leftist
ideology, but from the very beginning we see him straining to carry the burden of
so much personal and political alienation.

With the Quit India Movement, the narrative begins to disintegrate, par-
ticularly at a historical juncture where the reader expects a clear delineation of the
complex issues of class, religion, caste, language, and other factors which consti-
tute the dissonant upheavals of the era. Instead, the novelist seems to rely on the
old certainties of the immortal India, the mystical center fantasized by the colo-
nizer and the colonized. In place of a sustained exploration of the personal and
public histories of the age, what we get by way of the narrative is a confounding
series of anecdotes; the reader attains no coherent experience or insight into the
dizzying centrifugal force that would end in the division of India and the dis-
placement of its peoples. Even the domestic details and the historical backdrop
often appear flawed because of the flighty nature of the events selected to create
this “saga,” a word used in the jacket copy to acknowledge the breakdown of
thematic and formal continuity.

The novelist is also attempting to explore the impact of British rule over the
Hindu, Muslim, and Christian cultures, and how it has continued to unsettle the
lives of so many people even after Partition. A representative household from
each of these religious groups is well constructed early on, but the ironies of the
various political postures are only vaguely suggested. A better focus on the formal
elements of the modern novel could have highlighted these ironies more fully.
For instance, Uma Roy and Rehan Ahmad, following the party line, do not co-
operate with the Quit India Movement; Deepali’s friends Jyoti and Mahmood
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die for the cause; Rosie, daughter of a Bengali Christian parson, is wounded dur-
ing an attack on a police station. The true underpinnings of these enigmatic
events are not clarified through either plot or characterization.

When the Hindu-Muslim divisiveness becomes contagious in the final days
of the freedom struggle, the revolutionaries find themselves helpless; these events
force many of them to lead a life of guilt while others compromise and gradually
allow themselves to be seduced by the corruptions of their respective post-inde-
pendence nationalisms. The best example of this compromise is Rehan Ahmad,
the erstwhile revolutionary who ends up as the richest jute tycoon in Dacca; he
took on the fortune he had once turned down during his idealist days, along with
a woman he loved, Jehan Ara. Had the novelist focused more fastidiously on
characters like Rehan instead of doling out a chapter each for everyone, this work
could have become more convincing and allowed the readers into the minds of
the key characters. Only Deepali and Rosie emerge as well-rounded individuals
with whom the reader can sympathize, but for some reason, even in the latter
part of the novel, where she is a mature old woman, it is the voice and image of
the younger, naive Deepali that persists.

Fireflies in the Mist is divided into three parts. In the third part, the novelist
shifts from omniscient narrative to epistolary form, enabling Deepali and her
close friends to face up to the next generation which ends up scattered all over
the world. We see them struggle and die in their splintered nations, their loyalties
divided, memories truncated and bitter; the brooding melancholy of the final
chapters becomes quite touching as we see some of their children struggle in the
diaspora; many become consumed by the corruptions and seductions of the
West. This is a sorry ending, given the fact that their parents had sought to free
India from the British. The most telling picture of post-independence displace-
ment and unending terror is that of Jehan Ara and her family in the new
Bangladesh, all of whom are wiped out in a carnage reminiscent of the tragedy of
Mujibur Rahman and his family.

After 347 pages of chaos resulting from a wobbly plot, spatial and temporal
breakdowns, kaleidoscopic characterization, tired language, all saved only by the
enormous ambition of the historical and personal themes and the occasional
charm of the cultural details about the old country, we find our heroine, Deepali,
the staunch idealist and underground activist, in an utterly disillusioned state.
Old and unimportant as a postcolonial individual living in the diaspora, the nov-
elist shows her jetting through the air, back to Trinidad; then, she suddenly
comes to an awareness of the insignificance of it all as she looks out the window
at a sunrise over the China Sea: “For millions of years the sun has been rising and
going down and rising again and going down again and rising.” Another vanity-
of-vanities speech negating much of the experience of her youth, but does she
grasp the true meaning of her history if she can do nothing more than compare
her story to that of the colossal incomprehensibility of the universe? As a reader
from the generation that got lost in the diaspora, I feel the novel as a whole reads
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like an equally flawed comparison of the personal to the unknown.

—THoMAS PALAKEEL
Bradley University

CuristoPHER R. KiNG. One Language, Two Scripts: The Hindi Movement in
Nineteenth-Century North India. Bombay: Oxford University Press, 1994.

xil, 232 pp. Rs. 375.

T sk orererence serween Hindi and Urdu as standard languages remains one
of the great, unsettling issues of modern South Asian history and contemporary
society. Questions of language and language community intersect with the poli-
tics of religious identity, Hindu and Muslim, the Partition of India, and current
issues of cultural pluralism and minority rights. If the contribution of history is
therapeutic, to place present passions into the context of longer views,
Christopher King’s lucid, fair minded and richly researched presentation of im-
portant aspects of the Hindi movement deserves wide attention.

King, who has devoted a good part of the past twenty-five years to studying
the development of modern Hindi, knows better than to fall into the unfortunate
oversimplification of his title, One Language, Two Scripts, a lapse that is probably
explained by the fact that an earlier version of portions of his work bore one of
the more arcane dissertation titles, “The Nagari Pracharini Sabha (Society for the
Promotion of the Nagari Script and Language) of Benares 1893-1914: A Study in
the Social and Political History of the Hindi Language” (University of
Wisconsin, 1974). From the outset and throughout his work, he has been fully
aware of the complexity of linguistic variation in speech and in literary traditions
that have been subsumed under the labels Hindi and Urdu. His title, however,
does indicate a nagging presupposition to his research: that the radical differenti-
ation of Hindi and Urdu marked a regrettable, even tragic failure to create a
wider field of cultural unity, of social harmony rather than violent ethnic conflict.
He attributes this failure to the self-interest or misunderstanding of Indian
“élites” and colonial officials.

King has grounded his research in a general theoretical model of social mobi-
lization developed in the 1950s by Karl Deutsch as modified in the early 1970s by
Paul Brass in Language, Religion and Politics in North India (Cambridge
University Press, 1974). Whether to illustrate Deutsch and Brass’s theories or to
legitimate the accuracy of his findings, King’s reliance on this framework fails to
do justice to his own research. According to Brass’s 1974 formulation, which
King takes on whole cloth, the would-be leaders of a political community achieve
their goals “manipulating” symbols to create “multi-symbol congruences” out of
diverse cultural differences, most particularly of religion and language. Generally


http://www.urdustudies.com/auinfo/palakeel.html

Book Reviews ¢ 247

religious loyalties are more powerful than linguistic ones, in Brass’s study, but
language has served to underline and unify religious identities.

What was missing in these earlier formulations of social mobilization theory
was a due regard to the specific cultural content of the linguistic and religious
practices that converge into a sense of community. One would account for the
rise of self-conscious ethnicity and, ultimately, nationalism, by establishing the
extent to which people are brought into networks of communication through
urbanization, printing, and mass communications. The motivations that underlie
these processes were matters of personal gain, which was presumed to be the same
the whole world over. The particular meanings over time, place or temperament
of religious identity or linguistic expression did not determine what loyalties or
boun