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(RALPH RUSSELL'S GHALIB UNDERSTANDING AS AN
ORIENTALIST)
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Abstract:

Ralph Russell 1 May, 1918~ 14 September, 2008) was an orientalist, well known translator, critic, researcher and British scholar of Urdu
language and literature. He is known as Bab-e-Urdu in Britain. He taught Urdu and Urdu literature at the School of Oriental and Aftican
Studies (SOAS), University of London. He also wrote articles, essays both in Urdu and English, attended literary seminars and workshops on
the subject of his specialization. In Britain, undoubtedly, his research was versatile but this work unveiled Ralph Russell’s Ghalib
understanding. Many orientalists have performed significant work on Ghalib's personality, poetry and his writing style but Ralph Russell's
effort in this regard is unprecedented. He is best known for his work on works by the revered poet Mirza Ghalib. He was awarded with Sitara—-
e~ Imtiaz in recognition of his services for Urdu language and literature by the Government of Pakistan. in this article Ralph Russell's Ghalib

understanding as an orientalist has been studied discussed and briefly.
Keywords: Ralph Russell, s Ghalib Understanding, as an Orientalist, British Urdu Scholar, Translator, Researcher and
Critic.
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" Anyone who teaches, writes about, or researches the Orient and this applies
whether the person is an anthropologist, sociologist, historian and philologist—-
either in its specific or its general aspects, is an orientalis and what he or she does
is orientalism." (r)
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Ghalib, life and letters, 1969.

Ghalib: The Poet and his age (Ed), 1997.

w
A
Selection from the Persian Ghazals of Ghalib with translation,1997. Y
The Famous Ghlalib, 2000. pie
The Oxford India Ghalib: Life, letters and Ghazals, 2003. pie
The seeing Eye: Selection from the Urdu and Persian Ghazals of Ghalib, 2003. ¥
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" These interaeting strands are key to understanding the nature and direction of
Ralph's academic work. His communism led to his study of Urdu so that he could
communicate with his Indian sepoys [ when posted to the Indian army during
wwll]. His belief in love led him, amongst other things, to focus one the great
Urdu love poets, in particular Ghalib. His belief in the service of his fellow human
beings meant that his academic work had to se socially useful, so his work on
Urdu literature was designed to make it accessible to those who knew nothing of
the Urdu literary tradition. ()
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" You may wonder how, within a form where themes and situations and imagery
are prescribed in such detail, a poet can say anything new and distinctive. Well,
firstly his style is distinctive—— just as, to use a rough parallel, a man, s
handwriting is distinctive even if he writes the identical words that another man
has written. And more important, the limitations of theme are not as severe as one
might think." (A)
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" If I were to single out what seem to me to be the most characteristic, distinctive
qualities which his Urdu poetry reveals, I would say that they are: firstly, a keen,
unsentimental, detached observation of man and God and the universe; secondly,
a strong sense of independence and self - respect; thirdly, a conviction of the
originality and of the value to mankind, of what he has to say and a determination
to say it, upholding his beliefs to the end, no matter what other men may think of
them (it is here above all perhaps that the ghazal tradition meets his needs most
perfectly); fourthly, an ability to enjoy to the last drop everything that life brings
and yet to hold aloof, not to be trapped or enslaved by desire for the things he
loves; and finally, a dry, irrepressible, unabashed humour which he is capable of
bringing to the treatment of any theme, not excluding those on which he feels with
the greatest seriousness and intensity. It is this last quality which has especially
endeared him to successive generations of his readers. (4)
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Sleep is for him, and pride for him, and nights for him
Upon whose arm your tresses all dishevelled lay.(/+)
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To every word that I utter you answer, 'What are you?'
You tell me, is this the way, then, I should be spoken to? (/1)
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It is not love, but madness'? Be it so.

My madness is your reputation thought. (I¥)
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A lover needs no more than this to work his ruin utterly
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You are his friend. What need is there for fate to be his enemy? (1)
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If this is testing, can you tell me, what would persecution be?
It was to him you gave your heart; what do you want with testing me? (1)
:%gu?jvéyu;mﬁGfﬁlguanéjﬁ,o/d/mdu&:A;Ldﬁbﬂu:)fuféédkaa/fw
"But if these verses are especially characteristic of Ghalib, there are plenty more
that are closer to the main tradition in their handling of the themes of earthly love.
To those who have, so to speak, grown up in the company of the ghazal i think that
perhaps these present no problem. To us in the West, they do. We have seen that
Ghalib was not the man to bind himself in the bonds of a single love. Why then
does he so often speak as though he were? If one takes the whole range of these
verses, I think the answer is is threefold. Firstly, some are there to show that he
too can handle these themes just as well as the great masters of the past; and he
does indeed show this. Secondly, in somne of them he is creating in fantasy the
beloved which real life denied him, and pouring out to her all the intensity of
feeling which no real woman in his life ever inspired in him. And, stated in these
terms, his situation is not an uncommon one in the history of the ghazal"(16)
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Writing to his friend Alai in his sixty—eight year he says:
"I share your inauspicious stars, and feel your pain. I am a man devoted to one art.
Yet by my faith I swear to you, my verse and prose has not one the praise it
merited. T wrote it, and T alone appreciated it." (11)
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I filled the blood-stained pages with the story of my love. And went on writing,

even though my hands were smitten off. (1)
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Desires in thousands each so strong it takes away my breath a new
And many longings were fulfilled many, but even so too few. (1A)
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The meek ascetic wins reward in heaven
I know, but I cannot incline that way. (19)
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I am not melody, I am no lute

I am the sound that my own breaking makes. (r+)
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"Interpreted in this sense, many of the verses that on first reading seem to be
depictions of love of man for woman are instead (or, perhaps, as well)
expressions of emotions and belief which fall with in the traditional category of
mystic love of God but which, I have suggested, a modern audience understands
most readily as dedication to ideals which are not necessarily religious. (*1)
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I serve you: Yet my independent self-respect is such
I shall at once turn back if I should find the Ka'ba closed. (**)
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The angels write, and we are seized. Where is the justice there?
We too had someone present when they wrote their record down. (*+)
(2 LS A U I L Pl bt e i § FES G I
But if he sees himself as unique among men, he fully accepts, in line with the
whole tradition of the ghazal, his oneness with his fellow men, the value of men as
man, regardless of his formal religious and other allegiances. We have seen one
aspect of this belief in his assertion of the rights of man in his relationship with
God. He asserts the same values in relationships between man and man. And here
he is not simply following a poetic convention. He was a man who fad a wide
circle of friends in all communities - Muslim, Hindu and British - and he rejected
all nerrow communal and national prejudices in his dealings with them."(¥)
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How difficult an easy task can prove to be!
Even a man does not attain humanity. (*®)
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When one becomes inured to sorrow, sorrow vanishes Such hardships have

befallen me that life is easy now. (¥1)
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Ali's defeat is light and rose gracing your assembly
Karbala's tragedy a tune that issues from your lute. (¥£)
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Ghalib, it was not by your whish that you attained this rank

Poetry came itself and asked if it might be your craft.(*A)
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Ghalib has cut all ties with life. Henceforth his one desire

Is to retire into his niche and there to worship God.(¥9)
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The lamp holds only dregs of oil, the wine—cup only less
None of the joys of night remain-and now my guest has come! (**+)
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" What Ghalib did during the' Muting ' we know for the most part, from his own
accounts, In a letter Sarur to written eighteen months later (November 18, 1858)
he writes:
' On May 11,1857 the disorders began here on that same day I shut the doors and
gave up going out. One cannot pass the days without something to do, and I began
to write my experiences, appending also such news as I heard from time to time.
But I made it a binding rule to write it in ancient Persian, the language of Dasatir,
and except for the proper names, which, of course, cannot be altered, to use no
Arabic words. It was the established tradition in Ghalib's day to choose the title of
a work not to indicate its content but rather to assert in poetic metaphor its literary
worth; he accordingly entitled this work Dastambu ('A Posy of Flowers). It
continued to occupy him on and off for fifteen months’. " (1)
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" One day he was sitting with Miyan Kale when an acquaintance called to
congratulate him on his release from prison. " Release? who's been released? "
said Ghalib, " T have come out of the white man's prison into the black man's

prison." ()
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"He is best known for his work on works by the revered poet Mirza Ghalib."
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