
Céspedes 1 

 

Carla Céspedes 

LIT 102 

Sahota 

19 March 2014 

Symbolism of the Ghazal: Reworking of the Beloved in Faiz and Shahid 

As a Kashmiri-American poet attempting to rework the historical forms of Persian poetry 

for an contemporary English-speaking audience, Agha Shahid Ali has always felt that he has had 

to share a “double loyalty” to the languages of Urdu and English: “I grew up breathing Urdu in 

such a way that entitled to being called, at a culturally emotional level, my mother tongue, even 

though I used and use English for all practical and creative purposes” (Shahid xi). In translating 

the poetry of Faiz Ahmed Faiz into English, Shahid reintroduced the ghazal form of Persian-

Urdu poetry to the English speaking world through his own free-verse interpretations of the 

stringently lyrical and fixed form of poetry. For the ghazal, form is paramount, and each couplet 

is systematically composed of rhymes and refrains, called qafia and radif. They have the 

potential to function independently, free of enjambment, so that there is a feeling of longing 

present within both the form and the common themes of Persian poetry, such as the figure of the 

Beloved. “The Beloved—an archetype in Urdu poetry—can mean friend, woman, God,” a fitting 

example of the “symbolic and shifting meanings” (xiv) that characterize the symbolic nature of 

the ghazal form. This allows for the insertion of new meanings that come from its translation into 

both another language and another cultural history; no easy task for Shahid, “someone of two 

nearly equal [lingual] loyalties,” to undertake successfully (xi). As the nature of the rigid ghazal 

form is to resist both formal and cultural translation, Shahid is tasked with not only translating 

Urdu, but also translating English, forcing upon it his aesthetic reworking to achieve the spirit of 
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the ghazal, if having to sacrifice some part of the lyrical form. By analyzing Shahid’s free-verse 

translation of Ghazal by Faiz, who wrote his ghazals in the early twentieth century with his 

personal political inclinations in mind, and his originally composed, English ghazal entitled 

Tonight, one is able to see the implications of translation across both linguistic and cultural 

barriers and the necessary adaptations made by the ghazal to ensure its survival into the twenty-

first century. While the poetic figure of the Beloved remains the same in name, its cultural 

significance in the translated and original ghazals of Faiz and Shahid results from the time each 

poem was composed and the personal struggles of the poet; the figure of the Beloved is able to 

shift in meaning because of the inherently symbolic nature of the ghazal.  

The English translation of Faiz’s poem entitled Ghazal on pages forty-seven and forty-

nine of Shahid’s The Rebel’s Silhouette, Selected Poems relates how the once devotional feelings 

of the speaker, or lover, for the figure of the Beloved were able to leave him when he was forced 

to wait in vain throughout the night and into the dawn for the Beloved who would never arrive. 

Through Shahid’s unconventional translation, Faiz departs from the traditional notion of desiring 

the Beloved as a love-interest through his inclusion of political motifs (blood, rulers, loyalty, and 

execution) that transform his disillusioned relationship with the Beloved into one with the idea of 

revolution: “Faiz not only tapped into these meanings [friend, woman, God] but extended them 

so that the Beloved could figure as the revolution. The reader begins to infer…that waiting for 

the revolution can be as agonizing and intoxicating as waiting for one’s lover” (Shahid xiv). 

Although the ghazal has been arranged by Shahid in free-verse stanzas, he still adopts a visually 

stimulating formal arrangement of indented stanzas and enjambments (known to be absent from 

the original ghazal form) that lend to the feeling that although the form is different from the 

traditional ghazal, it is still formal in appearance. Even though the form is manipulated to 
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accommodate the English translation, it can still be considered a ghazal as the harmony of this 

poetic tradition comes from both its content and form: “The content, that is, the themes and 

motifs, was practically fixed by tradition, with few strictly new topics admitted, while the form 

(language, rhetoric, rhyme, etc.) provided the main context for changes and adaptations” (Zipoli 

175).   

Ghazal begins with the three line stanza that immediately conjures up the image of the 

devotion demanded by the Beloved that, according to traditional Urdu themes, the speaker would 

be expected to fulfill wholeheartedly: “Your sorrow is in search of someone/willing to spill his 

blood/but they who once lined the roads” (1-3). The act of shedding blood is a significant poetic 

image used in Persian literature as it symbolizes martyrdom or sacrifice, which marks the acts of 

devotion for the Beloved as being akin to the worship of a deity or political ideal who requires 

not only the love or passion of the speaker, but ultimately his life (Zipoli 206). This sentiment of 

unnecessary sacrifice for an elevated ideal is furthered in the next five lines, the first stanzas to 

be indented and that contain several pointed uses of enjambment and spacing for emphasis of 

individual words rather than independent clauses: “ready to give up this life/at a moment’s 

notice/for you/have left/no longer to be found” (4-8). The words “for you” are given their own 

line to single them out as being the reason for one to “give up this life,” and how small and 

insignificant they appear on their own as two words attempting to act as a substantial 

justification for the loss of something so vastly important: one’s life. There is a space between 

lines six and seven, “for you/have left,” that functions as an effective use of enjambment by 

Shahid. It reflects the separation between what the Beloved requires and what, ultimately, the 

speaker is willing to give to this figure. It both has and has not, and can be seen on one hand as a 

void of separation, physical distance placed between the lover and the Beloved, and on the other 

Deleted: of 

Deleted: because 

Deleted: i

Deleted: ; i



Céspedes 4 

 

as a space filled with nothingness, as the lover has nothing left to give. This is echoed later in the 

lines “Nothing’s left now” (16) and “Nowhere anymore/that abandon of passion” (32-33), which 

contrarily is in itself something, as revealed by the existence of this very ghazal.  

The Beloved is confronted by name in line nine, radiating boldly on a line of its own in a 

poetic act of reverence for the cultural significance this figure has had in traditional ghazals, but 

seems to not receive from this speaker: “Beloved/the night waited with me for you/at dawn it 

admitted defeat and left/my consolers also departed/hurt to find my eyes/without tears/let down 

that I held back my grief” (9-15). The lack of tears from the abandoned lover, showing his 

emotionally devoid reaction to his loss, does not fall in accordance with the traditions of Persian 

literature where “the concept of the madness of love [is] opposed and preferable to the 

barrenness of reason” (Zipoli 207). This is because while the speaker has lost the love of the 

Beloved, he still holds onto his life which, as the martyr-like symbol of “blood” demanded at the 

onset of the poem, would not have been his to keep had he kept on pursuing the Beloved 

revolution who would surely continue to elude him. The Beloved is called by two other names in 

lines twenty-one and thirty-five, “Tyrant” and “Hangman” respectively, to further the figuring of 

the Beloved as a politically charged symbol in Faiz’s Ghazal. As a “Tyrant,” this figure rules 

over the passions of the heart, consuming its bearer with the urge to fight for a political ideal 

until “the restless heart’s lost its every right,” and the heart’s bearer is consumed by their passion 

ending in sacrifice (23). The “Hangman” figure at the end of the poem readies the noose for 

those revolutionaries ready to sacrifice themselves, an image of the Beloved who is not only died 

for but also acts as executioner. However instead of the ghazal ending with a death motivated by 

love, the speaker tells the executioner that there is no one to kill because “those once proud to be 

accused of love/they have all vanished,” meaning that the disillusionment felt by the speaker was 
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not isolated to his individual relationship with the Beloved, but shared by others touched by 

ideals of revolution, solidifying Faiz’s departure from the traditional notion of the idealized 

symbol of the Beloved while still recalling its traditional significance to the ghazal form by 

giving the figure the same name (38-39).  

 Shahid’s original ghazal Tonight from his collection of poems Call Me Ishmael Tonight 

also demonstrates a breaking with traditional ghazal themes regarding the Beloved as an ideal 

figure to be desired. However unlike in his translation of Faiz’s Ghazal, the form is composed as 

the rigidly formal, lyrical ghazal with rhymes and refrains and independently functioning 

couplets, but the traditional portrayal of the Beloved does not have any power over the heart of 

the speaker of Tonight. Shahid maintains the formal elements of the ghazal but transforms its 

cultural significance, including the figure of the Beloved, with the incorporation of allusions to 

Western traditions and by composing the ghazal in English rather than in Urdu.  

This traditional break is evident from the very first line of the poem when the speaker 

openly questions the location of the Beloved now that they have been eradicated from their life 

and wonders if their overwhelming influence is being felt elsewhere: “Where are you now? Who 

lies beneath your spell tonight?/Whom else from rapture’s road will you expel tonight?” (1-2). 

The use of the word “expel” leads the reader to believe that the speaker did not leave “rapture’s 

road” as willingly as the speaker in Faiz’s Ghazal seemed to, but that he was forced away from 

the Beloved through unclear circumstances. These circumstances lead him to become “a refugee 

from Belief,” (11) “beg[ging] for havens” in “prisons” as temporary shelter for one who has been 

cast out of his home (9). As one who is forcibly exiled from the graces of the Beloved, the 

speaker casts off his “Belief” in the power of this figure and the Persian-Urdu traditions 

associated with it, which can be seen in Shahid’s allusions to Judeo-Christian figures and literary 
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figures within the Western canon. “Those ‘Fabrics of Cashmere—’ ‘to make Me beautiful—

’/‘Trinket’—to gem—‘Me to adorn—How tell’—tonight?” (3-4) is an allusion to a poem by the 

female poet Emily Dickinson while the lines “Damn you, Elijah, I’ll bless Jezebel tonight” (20) 

and “Call me Ishmael tonight” (26) are references to Biblical narratives, the second involving the 

theme of exile embodied by the speaker in Tonight as well as referring to the main character in 

Hermann Melville’s Moby Dick . The inclusion of these allusions to Western culture distances 

both the exiled speaker from the Beloved, who represents the traditional elements in Persian 

literature, as well as the poet, Agha Shahid Ali, from the traditional forms of the ghazal in the 

past. By creating the ghazal Tonight as composed harmoniously in English and with Western 

cultural elements means that Shahid is not only continuing the legacy of the traditional ghazal 

form of courtly poetry, but has given it new life in a new cultural setting. It becomes relevant to 

the geography in which it is generated and the poet whose personal struggles, such as exile from 

his homeland, give this new ghazal form a unique spirit of both cultural and formal 

disunity/unity that was already so unique to the traditional Persian ghazal.  

 The last few couplets of Shahid’s Tonight also provide insight into his breaking away 

from the Persian literary tradition as he is not only separated from the figure of the Beloved, 

representing the traditional ghazal, but attempts to lessen its status as a deity worthy of being 

worshipped and humanizing the idealizations of the past: “The hunt is over, and I hear the Call to 

Prayer/fade into that of the wounded gazelle tonight” (21-22). The symbol of the “wounded 

gazelle” represents that exotic ideal embodied by the ghazal, and Shahid plays upon both of their 

similar sounding names as well, that many hunters would long to capture or kill, but always 

eludes them. Shahid’s gazelle is easily wounded, however, because he no longer hears the “Call 

to Prayer” as it “fades,” the devotional call to worship the raised figure of the Beloved. His exile 
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from “Belief” allows him to see the ghazal for what it truly is, especially after the many years 

since it had contemporary cultural relevance in Persian literature: a mortal animal capable of 

being wounded just like any other living creature. His last couplet, “And I, Shahid, only am 

escaped to tell thee—/God sobs in my arms. Call me Ishmael tonight,” resonates this discovery 

in the realness of the Beloved, and the ghazal for that matter, as “God” with a human figure who 

“sobs in [his] arms” because he is just as broken and damaged as those who would give their 

lives to pursue the façade of an ideal poetic form (24-25). Shahid, whose name means “witness,” 

places himself at the end of his original take on a ghazal as a testament to the “double loyalty” he 

has for the languages of Urdu, his “mother tongue,” and English. That fact has thematic and 

formal implications on both his original poems and his translations, like on the ghazals of Faiz. 

Shahid, as exemplified by Tonight, can be himself seen as a figure apart, forever looking in at 

both cultures he is rooted in but only able to participate in them by creating his own new 

tradition from the ashes of the old. 
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