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- Shah Abdul Latif Bhitai
- Symbol of a Golden Age*
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Shah Abdul Latif is the poet par-excellence of- Sind and ane

of the greatest poets of the world by anycriteria:, .AIlama LL K??li
the philosopher- scholar - of Sind _successfully applied a rumber,:of
generally-accepted -criteria to: determine if Shah Abdul Lat‘lf,quahﬁed
as a great poet .of the world: But.without having:ito :wait for any,
such test, anyone who. can, read the poetry; of Latif can and must
feel and re&ogqiz_c the greatness (of ‘the:poetry. His universal: appeal
in the 1311_;1 of hisbirth. among: intellectuals ~as . well 'as.ordinary
peoplé;iémgng desert, dwellers, - tillers/ of . the I land rand" townsfolk
proves the point.. . Shah’s | poetry -has., become ! the language of the
people and the idiom of their daily lives. H.T. Sorley, thefamous
interpreter of Shah Latif in the English language says: ‘It is the
misfortune «of. Shah ‘Abdul “Latif 'that’ his ‘poetry”has ‘remained a
closed ‘book’ to all ‘buit those acquainted with! the Sindhi’ langiiage.
In.Sind his poems are held i siich: universal and popular e"stéem‘ ‘as
iscaccorded  only:ito" poetry’ which” h’ziSrSuc'ééssful’ly intérpreted the
most: intimate thoughts: and ithe siticérast |

)

feeling of the people™.1- !

- ) Sha“h;'Abdul:L‘atif‘ was born circa 1689 A.D. at. Hald Haveli, ‘a
small village near Halla_in;Hyderabad District of Sind: He belonged
to a Sayad family which had originally come from Herat and was
the :great grandson : of ‘anéthet poet"saint,’* Shah' Abdul' Karim
ofBulri.: Poetry. and  mystiolsm were' thus - p; E '

i

tious aspects:of life 'in
U*This! Paper was’ read at ‘Latif ‘Congress, Karachi. o
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Sind in his matchless poetry and in doing to give the Sindfxi 1§ngu‘a.$?
a new richness and flexibility and revealed it to be as:Soft as ‘pure
gold in the hands of a master craftsman.

%

At the time of Shah Abdul Latif's birth Sind had been part
of the Mughal Empire for/about & hyndred years; ~But b_y th.e time
Latif was cighteen years of age Emperor Aurangzeb died 3n 1707
and the Mughal Empire began its rapid decline. A}{eady in 1701
the rising Sindhi family of Kalhoras had won recognition from the
Imperial Mughal Court and Yar Mohamm;fl Kq“}?}'o had been
formally appointéd vivsioy or Govetfior of Upper Sind. Gradually

the Kalhoras extendéd their power over thé ‘whole ‘of Sind till' by
1736 they ‘had beeh practically tédognized’ as '?Sénii'—itidepf%pdﬁr_xt;l 1»\,1‘
the process ‘of 'exteriding their power, the Kalliofas had to fight magy
petty and some important chiéftaids! Thus Nur Mdhaxﬁﬂ;ed ‘Kaltiofo
wrested Shikarpur from the Daudpbtras who then mioved their intetests
to Bahdwalpur.. Nur Mohammed'also-defeated Mif Abdiillah Khar,
the Khan  of Kelat: Thus: the! ascendancy of Kalhotas was ¢stablished
and Nur, Mohammdd »was!calso’ ' técognized’ 'as” riiler” 6f' ‘Thatta of
Lowar, Sind: by the ‘Mughal- Emperor:) Kallioras ‘were ' How 'supreme
in Sigtods yolio? JTLVH L2ovil ylish tisdr o i o7l bns :

o
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_In 1739 Nadir Shah invaded Sind and.the Kalhora ruler’was
forced to submit and pay 2 tribute; of twenty lakhs: and ta give: his
three sons as hostages for. the, payment. After the death’ of Nadir
Shah, Ahmad Shah Durrani, successor to:the- easterin pait lof Nadir
Shah’s empire, threatened to. invade Sind:and even sencamped - at
Sewistan t6 enforce payment of tribute from _the Kalhoras. From
this peripd ‘of tribulation “emerged th' lorious ' petiod of Ghulam
Shah-Kalhora'who ruled from 1988-¢g {791,500 o0 o T 1o
. . unt! o hlsaini yed deinw  yliasl peyed 8 o1
_Ghulam Shal’s reign was. on the whale peaceful although he had
trouble with Pathans, Kalat and Cutch and same chieftdins. in Sind:
But his comparatively short reign is remarkable mnot: only for 'the
cffective administration but also for outstanding achievements {pdrfiz
cularly in building. In his search for a well sited capital, Ghulam
Shah chose: Hyderabad, . situated! on | thd" ‘anciert historical Site of
Nerun-Kot. The wisdom of his cheice,was proved when Hyderabad
continued to flourish in the centuries after him and in modern times.
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Though no Ionger the edpltal of Sind, it has retained xmportanbe
as a commercial and intelleotal cantre. The new capital was gituated
scourély -on the hills af - Gaitjo-Tdkar and the Indis flowed past
beloiv on the plain.  Hyderabad was situated .in a fertile:aréa in
thc heartland of Sind-=the Wicholo only about thirty miles from' the
home of Shah Abdul Latif. | Here'the Governmént-would be jn -easy
comiiunication on' the one hand with thé agrioultural -iaterior and
on the other with the commércial tOWnS of Thatta and Lahri Bandar
and Karachi id the Dclta ; i A 1o o [ lubd

At the time that Ghulam Shah was stlll lookmg for a possxb]e
site for ‘his'‘cipital “he ‘sesit” His 'Minister 'Divan’ ‘Gidumal on a
reconnditring trip ‘down" the' Indus-and the - -Diwan' had latided at
thc spot ‘on- the bafik which bééameé famiois as Gidd “Bandat. ‘Thid
Wwas a convefiient spot for ia harbaiit" and became an important centré
for trade with! Upper -and Lowei Sind. ¢ o

In Hyderaba.d 1ts¢lf qhula,m Shah prgamzed the town around
the citadel so-as to settle the, different; types of artisans, workers
é.l}d tradesmen. ;; The town, became  the focus for the industries  of
Thatta, and.itself became a centre. of crafts and industries

Sorley sums up ﬂ;e cvldcnce of the grudgmg European 18th
ceutury witnesses ‘It yv1t be ev1d¢nt then that Smd with-its mternal
waterway system of the; Indus its. easy connectlon with Lahoge and
Multan,rxts thr;vmg cotton mdustry,‘and its vast emporium , at
Thatta with its busy port. of, Lahr; Bandar, .was soon envisaged as
3 proﬁtable ccntre of trade with Europe.”2 It is not hard to arrive
at the concluswn that 1he sixtgenth and seventeenth centuries: were
the sreat age pf §ind both from the point, of wview of agricultural
and mdustnal prospwlty and Iise, of g number of important, towns;
but Part:culaﬂy beqaugg 1t Was a perlod when the Smd.hl paetry
and terature dcvq: ogeq rqpxd]y qnd the S}ndhx 1aqgugge became
a'rich, and versatile Janguage in the hauds of the poets and wnters
Who lived ini ' thig' perigde o' Ui

.(‘!"‘ o2avr o1 | 1 b2 o
* This period' may' be! sa.id to hawe bégiin With ‘the Samma rule
in Sind. Jam Nifido” and “his famous minister” Ditla Darya ‘Khan
herald this remarkable ags. Under Jam Nizamuddin Sammo (Jam
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deo) Thatta became one of the most famous towns of the Indian
subcontinent rand-continued fo be one’of the great: cenfres:of trade
and culture; from the sixte€nth, right down to'the eighteenthscentury.
Sammia- rule also 'saw the: rise of Sindhi as "literary language.;Poetry
had: long-beer writtén 'in -Sindhi-but our earliest. extant poetry dates
from this period: The verse riddles of Muamai fakirs, ‘composed -ifs
the-reign of »Jam Tamachi are/'in purest: Sindhii . Shaikhi Hamad
Thatvioor, Gajeware:ipir has written poetry if’ Sindhi=Qazi: Qazan
of Sehwan! wrote:in 'the 16th century. A little Jater than Qazi:Qazan
was Shah Abdul Karim of Bulri, the great 'poet saint! (1536-1633)
and the great grand father of Shah Abdul Latlf

It \

The ﬁrst prose book wntten in' Smdhl was a; book on relxgxous
‘tcachmg by Maulvi, Abul; Hasan. . Until this time the Sindhi litter-
ateurs had used,jonly Arabic or Persian for their works . After, this
time there was an increasing number of prose: works.in, Sindhi and
approximately fifty books are still>ayailable written fin /the :style -of
Abul Hasan’s Sindhi.3 Maulvi Abul Hasan was Latif’s contemporary
and so wascthe great martyr suﬁ)‘sami Sﬁ‘aI:—l'Ina;yét’ 6f‘J’Hok Many
othérpoets: of ‘note followed among whom was’Sachal Sarmast,’ Sami,
‘Roohal Bedil. 9This golden’ age' which gave Sindhi its' modern shape
and form.andéwhich" produced ‘so'many’ writers' of’geniins may''be
said to have ended with another warrior administrator and poet of
genius) Nawab Wali Mohammed Laghan just a§-it”began - with the
lcgendary Dula Dalya Khan Nawab Laghari died in 1828 and 'in
1843 °Sind ' became a - part” of “the Brifish ' Indian _Empire.” In the
modern’ age ‘Sindhi has advanced and ﬂounshed so that it has Hecome
2 modern means of commumcatxon with' an " ‘extensive I]terature not
only i rehﬂlon, phllosophy, stufism ¢ and “other traditional subjects
but ‘alsoin ‘modern socxal as’ ‘well s natural ‘sciences. Its writers
ncIude"such prohﬁc “and versatile genius” as’ Mirza Kalich Beg,
Shamsul Ulema Daudpota Dr.” Gurbaxam Allama I. 1. Kazi and
Dr. N ‘A.'Baloch. ‘Sindhi has in the‘]ast centiry given-ample evidence
of 1ts ﬂcx1b111ty and adaptlblhtv to’ the need of the modern wor!d

¢ioiit

In the golden age of Slnd and the Sindhi Ianguage the sun
among the planets of the Sindhi firmament was undoubtedly Shah
Abdul Latif. He gave new: dimensions -to ' the language. he used
Allama L I Kazi explains what Shah was 'to Sindhi= ‘ i

msl) ¢ STA
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«¢Can the English langnage be made *to express” ideas’ in 'the
sixteenth century 'beyqn‘d the limits that Shakespeare :could extend
it to? No man could Havé dreamt or dared to ‘express through
Elizabethan English what Shakespeare did. That holds good in the
case of Dante as well as Goethe. But the limits that these poets
reached are, except Shakespeare, not exceptional as 'to what the
Sindhi poet did. The language of the eighteenth century Sind made
itself pliant and capacious in the hands of Latif. One can hardly
recognize that it is the language ordinarily spoken at that period in
Sind... Sindhi becomes one of the grandest and most expressive
languages, when plied by this great poet. ' 'We can hardly recognize
or realize that his medium is that simple provincial dialect. Latif
put Sindhi to the use no man had dbne before him, and no man
has dared to claim to have done in two centuties after him.”4

““When “Be’was ot ‘yet' saidl, not ‘was

‘there flesh-botie ‘scheme or plan;

when ‘Adam had %ot et ‘receivéed b

‘his ‘Form, 'was ot yet man, E
"Then my reldtiohship ’begah, my tecognition ' too.
Am T not thy Lotd, cariea voice,’ '* i
a' voice 50 sweet ‘@hnd ‘clear;

And 1 said “Yes’ with all my heart

When I this voice -did hear; .

:And 'with this bond I did adhere,

That moment rto; my. dove. |,

I

100 2tiie (Sur ‘Marvi — VIID  Trans. Elsa Kazi.

Shah Latif is a éuﬁ poet.in the tradition of-Maulana Jalaluddin
Rumi. In fact he has been called the Rumi -of Sind.5 His poetry
_is permeated with the -doétrine of Tasawwuf (Islamic mysticism). As
a modern Sindhi philosopher puts it “Latif utilises not infrequently
the symbols of the world of the visible to communicate the other
wise incommunicable trtiths ‘of irigher “life.” 'He believes 'that the
visible world is a shadow of the spirttual world and although there
is a close connection between the two it can'be perceived only by
the eye of wisdom... Poctry of Latif'is' fundamentally allegorical in
‘thathe iresorits: ito ‘tiie vernacular of visible symbols in order to draw
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man’s attention to, the world of the.invisible, He himself has said

that his! verses are the 4yats Or the signs, that have the, tendency, in
them to draw men’s | iminds in the du’ectlon of| the Beloved.”’6 ¢,

The subjects that L.m[‘ choosc., to convey his profound thoughts
are the ordinary folk tales  which had long been current in his
country. In Allama Kazi’s words {“He pxcks up like Shakcspeare
every cxtant Story and legend of his country aud glves us the,\most
swmﬁcant point in_ it in his poetic form As 1o the ob_]ects he pleS
up any thing that falls in his wa.y—be it a d11ed thorn-—bush a swan,

a cloud ora yotvl walkmg in the, mountams

b it 5144 vl gxrfnet

Allama Kazi furtheL explams

SeAs to’ the brcadth of Latlf’s art there 1s no[hmg '100"" “small

or too mean in nature that does not sympathetlcally attract his
notice. He makes loving use of a crow as a. Imessenger, as much as
of the moon herself. He sings of, the <swan-song’; sO touchingly. A
song that one man in a century.gets an, opportunity, to hear in these
parts. The entire Iocal literature, or any literature, that could have
been possibly ; available,,in his day does, even;. make a mentlon of
such a song. It can only have been a pcrsonal ,experience because
of his life in woods and lnlls, and lus ‘habit. of keepmg up nights
long without sleep.

gl g fas Coatr, I
J_“‘;;llvl..,w (A i

«He deals with the life of & ‘fishermafi|‘a f's'p'iuhei";* 4/ peasant,
and a prince with equal familidrity”» Ldtifises'their/language with
such ease and familiarity. He identifies/utterly "Wwith his" 'subject.

4 The soulisearching—for/God in“Latif’s poetry is invariably a
woman searching for her Beloved The use of woman in this way
is’ baswal]y ax‘1 Ind]an tradltldll as Dr. Annérmarie ‘Schimmel’ points
but.’t This devide enablés' Latif’ to’ mtroduce profound pathos and
agony of the physwa.l]y weak’ but idctermmcd human bemg fo achlcve
the ‘Union’'with 1he creator =ik 5

Yoy o sldialy 1} o Dlvow o { lotin
5 7 From gnef and \xoe she, dxd obtain
i ch Lhe lqad to, walk the way;
It was from gmdance of the pain:

. (.. she Punhy, fqund at-last. .
N . T - Sassm Husalm II 7.
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Those who-até/seeking:fot, the frieznd
One day the friend will ﬁnd

The scekmg ‘ones will at the end -
Reach loved—ones domicile * = W geEEs
1, No more alive ... or dead ...... yet (death
I fccl s, clalmmg me ansas i 6 o 3
Beloved ...... I give up my b1cath e g

gLl q vl

n Iongmg now Tor thee —

ST o ,Jl.. U\.,J ’, ulJ S’uu* §
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Latif’s heroines are persomﬁcatxon Of the human soul in diﬂ‘cs
rent stages of fulfilment-Sasui is a soul on its difficult agomzmg
journey.i:Marvi s sure of her objectbandsspuins all, material bland-
ishments.: that, | Qmar cani offer:Her.,Matviwis ralso the suprems:
personification of patriotism, of love for the-land -of hei. birthy, -

If looking to my native land.: w15 200
with longing I expire;: 1A
My body carry home, that:L:u
may rest in desert :sand;zoubis drive e ;
My bones if Malir reach; atoenblydriaiz] 2hiswor sme?
though dead, I'll ]lve»agam‘ N st o) smoz

e Slir Marvl 11] Vi, 32:

(18D 32U ) DIGEISIME i

Latif is not so steeped’ iaf his mysticism that) hevdoes not share

the ordinary human emotion andi theilife around him.

On the death of Sooﬁ hah)Inayat Shahldv the ]mes that Latif
has spoken find an echo throughout the human drama of life and
death.

airale2el o 1 ey ! s
u—)J',-J h—-..JlL ‘ v;\h,l ,_ C|
oale U;-‘ Id,e‘)d \—u u—al .«..ul ol T
Ly 3 &Y u‘j \u':‘-» L, Baoum

Latif is ever optimistic of man s Capacny for reachmo beyond
himself and of exertion above his appat‘ent physxca1 capacity.
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Latif’s poetry is witness to his depth of understanding of life.
He is not only a mystic concerned with ultimate reality but also a
humourist fully participating in the every day life gf his Fakirs:

Byt (9N Moa d—gT (L) J.Lr 9
B u"33 bo933 ey U“'-Q f.‘él:-u‘ ,
% " p
Oled 5 Ll Olmt A Sz 0ol sty
(U =) i ‘

He celebrates with the ordinary people -the joy' of the rainy.
season in his poem Sur Sarang. Elsa Kazihas beautiful]y%r?nslated
this untranslatable ‘verse: ] ! jo | Ninoetsa

Rain preparations are again! /iico oo 0f g
in progress everywhere; %5 L enignol ditw
Again lightnings have begun !
to leap with arduous:flare; !
Some towards Istanbildo dive,:
some to the West repair; | !\’
Some: over China. glitter, some
‘ of Samarqand take car;
Some wander to Byzantium,! Kabulj: i 4
some to Kandhar' fare; )
Some lie on Delhi, Deccan, some -
' reach’‘Girnar, thundering'there’
And greens' on Bikanir' pour ‘those
that jump from Jesalmare
Some Bhuj have soaked, others descent .
on Dhat with”gentle air su.e.s..
Those crossing Umerkote havé' made
the fields_fertile and fair ..,...
O .God, may ever you on Sind .
bestow abundance rare.’ “"



Beloved ! all the world let share
thy grace, and fruitful be.

Shah Abdul Latif’s poetry has attracted ‘_a ]'argétnumber‘of
scholars some of whom have been outstanding. * Unfortunately how-
ever there has not been an adequateiamaount. of work in ‘languages
other than Sindhi.

-\ i NIV

There have been few but excellent attempts to translate Shah
Latif into European’languages- particilarly’ into English and'German.
Dr. Ernest Trumpp;'a German’missionary was! the! first forgigner to
study and write about the, Riselo, Other garly aftempts were made
by Englishmen such as Richard Burton and W. Southey to collect
facts about Latif’s life and gain some understanding of his work,
but the first major work on Latif’s life and times and his poetry
was done by Dr. H. T. Sorley who wrote his doctoral thesis Shah
Abdul Latif of Bhit on the subject.

Sorley has also translated selections from Latif’s verse which
are bravely attempted and succeed in giving an idea of the pro-
fundity of Latif’s work. Sorley is followed by the work in English
by Allama I.I. Kazi and Mrs. Elsa Kazi who cooperated to write
appreciation of Latif’s work and translate selections of his poetry.
Mrs. Kazi’s translations are undoubtedly brilliant and approximate
as closely as possible, in such a different language, to the original.
Elsa Kazi’s Risalo of Shah Abdul Latif (Selections) includes a pro-
found and brilliant Introduction by A. K. Brohi and also an essay by
Allama 1. I. Kazi. This book is essential reading for any non-Sindhi
speaker who wants to know about Shah Latif.

The latest European scholar to write about Latif is Dr.
Annen?arie Schimmel, herself a scholar of sufism. Her brilliant
ana.1y51s‘ of Latif’s poetry is contained in her book Pain and Grace,
which is a' study of Shah Latif and Mir Dard. Dr. Schimmel’s
u]? derstanqmg of Latif is deep and her interpretation of Shah for
the West is a notable contribution to Latif studies.
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