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Shah Abdul-Latif Bhitai and the Call to Gallows

Shah Abdul Latif Bhitai (1689-1752) was born and brought up in a
spiritually inclined family of Central Asian origin. His forefathers had migrated
from Herat and settled in Sindh. His father was known for his saintly qualifies.
Shah Latif fell in love with the daughter of the regional Chieftain. This incident
created extreme hardships for hisfamily. The area wasamongst the most volatile
regions of Mughal India, beset by geo-political feuds. With the sudden change in
the political fortunes of the local chieftain, the father of his beloved changed his
mind. Shah Latif was allowed to marry his beloved. Consequently his love was
fulfilled. But in spite of his personal fulfillment, his spiritual agony is the main
source of inspiration in his melodies or Surs. He used to a recite his poetry at the
gatherings of his devotees who used to sing his verses accompanied by a musical
instrument known as the Tambura. ShahJoRisalo, the collection of his melodies
was first published 134 years after his demise by German scholar Ernest
Trumpp (1828-1885), in the German university town Lipzig. Trump had
collected Bhitai'spoetry through oral tradition. Elaboratingupon the emotional
content of the ecstatic melodies of Shah Latif Bhitai, Ernst Trump is reminded
of "purely religions hymns whose sustained eloquence recalls the psalms of
David and whose appeal and diction are very similar to those of Christian
hymnology. Through a sensuous musical medium the search goes on for truth
and beauty....Shah isamongst those whose words have helped to lift the veil that
obscuresthevision of delight and fulfillment.""

Shah Latif's melodies rely upon popular folktales, which were known to
everyone. He highlights some impressive moments to transmit his teachings
about suffering in love in such a manner that even thoroughly materialistic
heroes and heroines are transformed into symbols of God-seeking souls. To
quote only one example of Sassi, her tragic story becomes the parable of a seeker
on the Sufi path who undergoes all kinds of tribulations in the quest of God
who she will find at the end of road, in her own heart. Ernest Trumpp has aptly
remarkedthat:
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Shah Abdul Latif knows that all the adventures his heroines
have to undergo are destined from pre-eternity as he often says
will allusions to the God's creative act and word. The goal of the
lover is, in true Sufi tradition to go back to the moment before
God spoke his first word, to the time when man was as he was
before he was, before the pre-eternal, unity was split into Divine
'T'and human 'thou'. Sound and echo, which cameinto existence
by God'saddressto thesouls, point to that duality behind which
thelongingsoul wantstoreturn.’
In her comparative study of Shah Latif Bhitai and his contemporary Urdu Sufi
poetKhawajaMirDard, AnnemarieSchimmelwrites:

Shah Abdul Latif's Risalo consists of thirty chapters, Sur, which
deal with different topics. Each of them is named according to
the musical mode in which it is sung, and which points to the
contents. Each Sur has a number of chapters, consisting of
irregular numbers of verses in Indian meters; each chapter closes
with a wnf, that is, a longer poem with one main line which is
repeated, in singing, after every line of the poem. Many Surs rely
upon well-known folk tales, as is the case in the Punjab, too.
Some of these stories have a historical basis and can be dated
back to the 14th and 15th centuries; those belong to Shah's
favourite topics. Without entering into a detailed description of
the stories, which were known to everyone, Shah singles out
some particularly impressive moments to develop his teaching
about suffering and love so that even very worldly heroes and
heroines are transformed completely into symbols of the God
seeking soul... An integral part of the religious life of Shah Abd
al-Latif was his love of music and singing. He used to play the
yaktaro and sing his own poetry. At times he used to spend
several days in sema’. During that time he was unaware of his
surrounding, and tears used to flow from his eyes.’

Durr-e-Shahwar Sayed's detailed and in-depth analysis of the impact of
Farid Al-Din Attarand Jalal Al-Din Rumi® on the life, teachings and melodies of
Shah Latif isinsightful. In the light of this analysis, Shah Latif melodies (Surs) are
a reinterpretation of the folk tales popular in Indus valley. Shah Latif has
transformed these popular tales with the spiritual meanings of his mystic
ideology. Prof. Aziz Ahmad haspointed out that: "Sind had been closely allied to
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Persiain variousstages of its history and accepted considerable Persian linguistic
influence. Sindhi epic verses, meant to be sung by professional musicians (bhats),
were modeled on Persian epic poetry. The most eminent poet of Sind, Shah
Abd-al-Latif,showsconsiderableinfluenceofJalal-ad-din Rumi'sMathnawi."

According to Durr-e-Shahwar Sayed, "a very important influence was
exerted on Shah Abd al-Latif by Shah Inayat Sufi of Jhok (d. 1721 A.D.). Shah
Abd al Latif used to visit him, and was greatly impressed by him. Thousands
flockedto himand thereligiousauthorities considering himathreat, trumped up
charges of heresy against him. He was eventually branded as a heretic and put to
deathin1718."

It isironic to note that both Durr-e-Shahwar and her esteemed father, G.M.
Syed” did not elaborate upon the mystic ideology of Shah Inayat. Syed Sibte
Hassan has given a detailed and well-documented historical perspective. He has
identified a socialist Sufi in Shah Inayat.® Shah Inayat had vehemently rejected
the concept and practice of feudalism. He was of the opinion that the peasants
owned the piece of land under their cultivation. Two hundred years before the
communist revolution in Russia, he had rejected the idea of private ownership of
theland, actingupon theIslamic principlesof liberty, equality and fraternity. His
Sufi center in Jhok had become the model of Paris commune of 1871. We must
not forget that his source of inspiration lies in the original spirit of Islam. Dr.
Ziaul-Haque excludes any lease of land from the Islamic order on the basis of
authentic sayings of the Holy Prophet. According to him, the Umayyad
administrationdeviatedfromthisprinciple.’

The teachings and practice of Sufi Shah Inayat posed a dangerous threat to
the political dominance of Local Kalhora clan and the Mughal ruler, Farrukh
Sier. Consequently he was beheaded and the commune in Jhok was destroyed.
Shah Abdul Latif was of twenty eight years of age at the time of the execution of
Shah Inayat, who he used to admire as his mentor. After his execution Shah
Latif became a wanderer in the wilderness and finally decided to settle down at
the top of a sand dune (Bhit). Sheikh Ayaz has mentioned in one of his detailed
essays on the life and times of Shah Latif that after the execution of Shah Inayat,
there was several attempts on the life of Shah Latif but he could not be
harmed.”® Here he used to sing in an ecstatic manner. It appears from his
melodies that he never forgot the fate of Shah Inayat. Almost in every melody
wefind a call to gallows:

Thereisacall to gallows, friends,
willany of yougo!
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Those who do talk of love
to gallows they must speed.

WhereverIgo, I hear my Beloved'sstory;
WhereverIgo,Iseethe Belovedin all Hisglory.
LikeMansur,all wish the gallowsto embrace.
How manywillyoukilPHow manywillyoutodevice. !
It appears that the fulfillment of the Majazi or earthly love led him to the realm
of Hagigeeor divine love. The way leading to divine ecstasy was the Sufi way of
Shah Inayat of Jhok. To him sound of the gallows is the sound of the divine
beloved. Mansur Hallaj had once exclaimed that: "Happiness is from God,
SufferingsisHe Himself." Shah Latif Bhitaisays:
Good werethedaysthat Iin pain
in tortuous prison passed;
Stormsroaredabovethreateningly,
my cries for help were vain;
Butlo: my love by prison chain,
waschastened, purified."
It was relatively safe to spread this call of the gallows in the illiterate masses by
means of Sama, ecstatic Sufi music. Consequently, his message spread, far and
wide, through ritual singing by a spirit of intense spiritual fervor. G. Allana
considers Shah Latif's poetry as a unique expression of divine love. Elaborating
upon thistheme he has written that: "many philosophersand mystics have given
their owninterpretation to the relationship of the Soul of the individual with the
Soul of the Cosmos, or the Universal Soul, or God Almighty. But in all my
readings of over 60 years, I have never come across any poet, thinker, mystic or
philosopher explains this relationship the way Shah Latif has done. I believe
Shah Latif's poetry, in this connection, is unsurpassed and unmatched."" But
what about the call of the gallows? The tyranny of the feudal lords persists even
today. Why even at the time of the annual Urs celebrations of Shah Abdul Latif
Bhitai, his call of the gallows remainssilent?
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