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From Agha Shahid Ali, The Rebel’s Silhouette:
Selected Poems by Faiz Ahmad Faiz Cambridge, MA:
Massachusetts University Press, 1995.

1. Huzr karo mere tan se (Stay away from me — Bangladesh 1)
2. Bangladesh I
3. Dhaka se vapsi par (On my return from Dhaka — Bangladesh III)

Editor’s Note:

The selected translations from Faiz are on the spoken and unspoken subject of
Bangladesh’s war of independence from Pakistan in his poetry. The first two
poems were written in March and April 1971 and the third in 1974. The focus on
a Bangladesh trilogy of poems by Faiz echoes an intertextual comparative subject
of Ali’s poetry in English — Kashmir — as the lost beloved. There is also an
intertextual connection with an earlier issue of Pakistaniaat edited by Cara Cilano
on the 1971 Indo-Pakistan war that gives us a deeper historical context to the
poems.

Agha Shahid Ali’s translations of Faiz represent a comparative literary
perspective that is well attuned to narrating cross-cultural encounters in a
cosmopolitan metropolis. In the introduction to The Rebel’s Silhouette Ali
captures the essence of his task as a translator in a written communication to Faiz:

“I wrote to Faiz in 1980 in Beirut, where he was living in exile, into which he
had been forced by the military regime of Zia ul-Haq. He had “found a
welcome of sorts in the ruins of Beirut. His closer friends were Palestinian”
(Said, 50). Besides asking for permission to translate him, I told him that I
would be taking liberties with the originals. But what I really did was to bribe
him with a sort of homecoming. I reminded him that he had, years before my
birth, stayed in our home in Kashmir. I created nostalgia”.

Al thus self-consciously recreates an autobiographical and comparative
nostalgia in his translated selection of Faiz’s poems on Bangladesh.
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Stay Away from Me (Bangladesh I)

How can 1 embellish this carnival of slaughter,
how decorate the massacre?
Whose attention could my lamenting blood attrace?
There’s almost no blood in my rawboned body
and what’s left
isn’t enough to burn as oil in the lamp,
not cnough to fill a wincglass.
[t can feed no fire,
extinguish no thirst.
There’s a poverty of blood in my ravaged body—
a terrible poison now runs in it.
If you picree my veins, cach drop will foam
as venom at the cobra’s fangs.
Each drop is the anguished longing of ages,
the burning seal of a rage hushed up for years.
Beware of me. My body is a river of poison.
Stay away from me. My body is a parched log in the desert.
If you burn it, you won’t sce the cypress or the jasmine,
but my bones blossoming like thorns on the cactus.
If you throw it in the forests,
instead of morning perfumes, you'll scatter
the dust of my seared soul.
So stay away from me. Because I'm thirsting for blood.
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Bangladesh II

This is how my sorrow beecame visible:
its dust, piling up for years in my heart,
finally rcached my cyes,

the bitterness now so clear that
[ had to listen when my friends
told me to wash my cyes with blood.

Everything ar once was tangled in blood—
cach face, each idol, red everywhere.
Blood swept over the sun, washing away its gold.

The moon crupted with blood, its silver extinguished.
The sky promised a morning of blood,
and the night wept only blood.

The trees hardened into crimson pillars,
All flowers hlled their eyes with blood.
And cvery glance was an arrow,

cach picreed image blood. This blood
—a river crying out for martyrs—
flows on in longing. And in sorrow, in rage, in fove.

Let it flow. Should it be dammed up,
there will only be hatred cloaked in colors of death.
Don’t let this happen, my Iriends,

bring all my tears back instead,
a flood to purity my dust-filled cyes,
to wash this blood forever from my cyes.
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On My Retuvrn from Dhaka (Bangladesh 111 ) *

After those many encounters, that casy intimacy,
We are SHrRngers now—
After how many meetings will we be that close again?

When will we again see a spring of unstained green?
After how many monsoons will the blood be washed
from the branches?

So relentless was the end of love, so heartless—
After the nights of tenderness, the dawns were pitiless,
so piriless.

And so crushed was the heart that though it wished,
it found no chance—

after the entreaties, after the despair—for us to
quarre] once again as old friends.

Eaiz, what vou'd gone to say, ready to offer everything,
even your lite—

those healing words remained unspoken atter all clse had
been said.

* Revisited after the massacre.



