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Acts o f  Askesis ,  Scenes o f  Poes is :  
The Dramatic  Phenomenology o f  Another Violence in a Musl im Painter-Poet  

 

 

A Prophetic disclosure, imperative and confession: 

 

The Divinity is beautiful and loves beauty 

Cultivate the ethos of the Divinity 

Askesis is my glory, and all askesis is from me 

(The Prophet Muhammad) 

 

 

Introduct ion:  Present ing the Drama of  the Gnost i c  Ontology o f  Violence  in Is lam  

In current discourse on violence in Islam, the fundamental importance of the Prophetic 

distinction – a distinction iterated in a number of hadith, or speech-events of the Prophet 

Muhammad – between al-jihad al-akbar (the greater, inner jihad against the ego), and al-jihad 

al-asghar (the lesser, outward jihad against oppression and animosity), has rightly been cited 

often.  Even so, the originary measure of the significance of this exemplary distinction – 

abyssal in its simplicity, disclosing as it does, the divinity proper to the divinely ordained 

imperative of jihad (such disclosure of divinity being the very task and telos of the Prophetic 

speech-event, its very hadatha, or eventitude) – has hardly been taken or heeded. 

 

It has not, to begin with, been explored that both the forms strikingly share the violent word, 

jihad: in Arabic, forceful effort or struggle.  It is as if the reality and intensity of these two 

radically different forms of force from our perspective, are adequated a priori in the prophetic 

speech-event – if anything, it is the former that has the greater reality by the Prophet, the 

more violent, imperative intensity.  Their difference, then, being a matter of degree and 
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quality, the two are both intimately related and violently real, linguistically leaving us little 

space for the distinction between the metaphoric and the literal in this terrifyingly 

demanding economy, language, ontology of violence. 1 

 

The line that has been drawn between the two forms of violence in the Prophetic speech-

event is, thus, not ontological per se – it is the axis of the stage of their dramatic encounter, 

the battleline of their distinction.  This axis, this vertical battleline of distinction, is the strait 

but upwardly infinite, dramaturgical space wherein is enacted the gnostic ontology of 

violence in Islam.  It is the axial line of force emanating from Islam’s extraordinary emphasis 

on the radical purification of one’s intention, one’s very intentionality (i.e., the purification 

not just of the springing ground of one’s comportment, but of the anterior ground where 

one receives and apprehends the real as such), in a quest for the demanding Divinity that 

would hurl the Islamic subject both inside and outside itself in its own endless search and 

infinite encounter.  It is the battleline of distinction that races through the world stage of 

Islam’s arts, knowledges and practices – the auratic line of force pulsating through the fields 

of its charismatic inheritance of generous visions, discourses, gestures.  Indeed, it is the 

piercing erotic arrow of divine love and mercy that is the subtle motus animi continuus of 

Islam’s graceful works of poesis. 

 

For the violent task of askesis assigned by the great imperative of inner jihad (given as 

intrinsic, thanks to the Prophetic distinction, to the divine source of the very principle of 

jihad), is closely related both to the imperative of beauty in Islam – where the effects of 

                                                 
1  Most helpful of all of the author’s sources in clarifying the onto-theology of violence in Islam, has been the 
chapter, ‘The Question of War,’ in Patrick Laude’s philosophico-theological tour de force, Pathways to an Inner 
Islam: Massignon, Corbin, Guenon, and Schuon, pp. 151-68. 
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askesis: virtue and virtuosity, are densely, passionately cathected and imbricated with the 

beautiful2 by virtue of the latter’s manifestation of divinity – as well as to the imperative of 

knowledge, wherein theory and praxis are violently united in askesis. 3 

 

Beauty and its creation – the act of poesis – are also, then, violently real, as are knowledge 

and its effects, since they all together have a kenotically violent askesis as the condition and 

telos of their possibility, as the very ground(s) of their emergence and potentiality.  Thus, the 

significance of the greater jihad is (again) to be read potentially, in the entire range of the arts, 

                                                 
2 And by implication, with poesis: it is a remarkable fact of Arabic that the word for ‘ethics’ (akhlaq) is from the 
trilateral root (kh-l-q) that primarily yields words associated with ‘creation’ and ‘creativity,’ with originating, 
forming and making.  Ethics is thus fundamentally a question of form and its making, reflected in the 
Prophetic epigraph to this essay – ‘Cultivate the ethos of the God’ – where the Arabic for ‘cultivate’ (takhalaqu) 
and ‘ethos’ (akhlaq) are from the same root, kh-l-q.  The implication of poesis in the ethical is ratified by the 
other complex of terms associated with ethics, those generated by the root h-s-n: primarily words of beauty that 
are even so qualities of ethical stature; thus the Prophet’s grandsons (through his daughter, Fatima, and cousin, 
Ali, who channel by em-bodying, the Islamic arts of inheriting Prophetic excellence) are named, ‘Hasan’ and 
‘Hussain’ – both names words simultaneously implying beauty and ethical excellence (it is the latter, Hussain, 
the very embodiment of the Prophetic inheritance of grace – beauty/ethical excellence, manifested in self-
sacrifice – whose martyrdom by despotic power is at the epi-center of Muslim mourning, most obviously in the 
Shia tradition within Islam). 
3 In one formulation, Foucault describes askesis as “an exercise of oneself in the activity of thought.”  In this 
essay, I try to use the word in a continually more capacious sense for kenotically strenuous ‘auto-activity’ as 
such, in an attempt to intensify what is already implied in Foucault’s thought of askesis: the consubstantiality of 
poesis, or the poesic work of thought, i.e., the simultaneity of its operation in at least two dimensions, the 
empirical and the transcendental (in-voking, in-venting, impelled towards the latter by the force of its kenotic 
ground).  See Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, p. 8; also see the excellent monograph on this problematic of askesis 
in the final sweep of Foucault’s oeuvre by McGushin, Foucault’s Askesis: An Introduction to the Philosophical Life. 

The concept of askesis is, potentially, of virtually limitless applicability in the Islamic field.  Amongst the 
omnipresent tokens of the utterly general value of a kenotic askesis across the registers of Islam (‘submission’ 
and ‘surrender’ being amid the most cited meanings of the word ‘Islam’ itself), one of the strangest is this 
abyssally aporetic, horripilating hadith qudsi (lit., ‘hallowed Prophetic speech-event’, a special class of hadith, in 
which Divine saying is itself reported in the Prophetic speech-event), a kind of divine and prophetic reductio ad 
extremis of the principle of askesis that raises it far above its anecdotal significance, to paradigmatic stature: 
“According to Abu Umama, the Prophet, may God give him blessings and peace, said: “God, ever mighty and 
majestic is He, says: ‘Among My Friends, the one to be envied most, in My eyes, is the believer who has but 
little means and whose fortune is prayer, who worships his Lord in the best of modes, obeying Him in secret 
and in public. He is unnoticed among men; they do not point him out with their fingers. His livelihood is just 
sufficient, and he accepts that with patience.’  Then the Prophet snapped his fingers and said: ‘His death is 
hastened, his mourners few, his estate of little worth.’”  Ibn ‘Arabi, Divine Sayings: 101 Hadith Qudsi (Mishkat al-
anwar), p. 9.  An ascetic anonymity, then, enjoys the most exalted, sublime spiritual dignity in our tradition.  A 
terrifying message has been relayed from the most high, announcing the severest measure of optimal kenosis to 
the Islamic subject: Anonymous life is of all most favored by (the) Divinity.  For a recent, remarkable 
exploration of the aesthetics and ethics of anonymity (in a different context), see Khalip, Anonymous Life. 
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gestures, habits and letters of Islam, its artifacts and bodies, where generous, kenotic, 

sacrificial logics are on display, not just in the lesser archive of jihad (in acts of greater jihad 

on far bygone battlefields, the heroic spectacles, i.e., of martyrdom against overwhelmingly 

powerful enemies, inside and outside the fold, enemies of the mercy and peace originarily 

native to the very word of ‘Islam’), but in the epic world-panorama of the acts and scenes of 

askesis and poesis that are the very ethos, inheritance and truth that it mourns and enacts. 

 

In this essay, I seek to demonstrate the intensive experience and logic of this other, violent 

force given to be inherited and read everywhere in Islam, through the singular example and 

work of the 20th c. poet-painter, Sadequain (who enjoys something of the stature of the 

paradigmatic artist in Pakistan, if not the larger Indo-Muslim world).  In three scenes that 

comprise the sections of this essay, I present Sadequain’s dramatic phenomenology – 

expressed in his lyric, figured in his painting – of the experience and form of another, 

anterior violence given in Islam.4  Sadequain combined in his oeuvre a powerful indigenist 

allegiance, a singular commitment that is, to the task of inheritance, and an equally 

passionate engagement with avante-garde aesthetic modernism.5  It is what gives the 

demonstrative power, the exemplary force to the intensive voice and image in which he 

communicates the violence of this inherited experience and logic. 

                                                 
4  Apart from the inspiration of the theatricality in Sadequain’s oeuvre itself (i.e., in the totality of his life and 
work), for strengthening of the intuitions behind the conceptualization of the dramatic form of this essay, I am 
indebted to: Puchner, The Drama of Ideas: Platonic Provocations in Theater and Philosophy; Rayner, Ghosts: Death’s 
Double and the Phenomena of Theatre; and Goodall, Artaud and the Gnostic Drama. 
5 Not that the adequation of the two – the archaic and the modern – is not, in any case, a powerful impulse in 
the archive and tradition of ‘aesthetic’ ‘modernism’ itself.  As but a token of the intensity of Sadequain’s own 
singular engagement with the question of inheritance, Iftikhar Dadi, e.g., remarks in his edifying chapter on 
Sadequain: “Unlike many other Westernized Pakistani artists who formulated their intellectual expression in 
English…, Sadequain expressed himself primarily in Urdu throughout his life.” The measure of this token is to 
be taken in knowing that there exists in Pakistan (and, of course, in other postcolonial societies), as the 
Pakistani political thinker Eqbal Ahmed was wont to describe it, effective ‘linguistic apartheid’ between the 
English-speaking elite, and the vernacular-speaking hoi polloi.  Dadi, Modernism and the Art of Muslim South Asia, p. 
148. 
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In scene one, titled, ‘The Hand,’ we are presented the inextricability of ascetic self-

(de)formation from the praxis of mimesis and poesis.  This is done through a dramatization 

of the severe, but semeiosically pleromatic, disfiguration of Sadequain’s working hand, 

together with a reading of his lyric, and illustration of the 19th c. classical ghazal poet, Ghalib 

– lyric which melancholically reflects on the artist’s violent kenosis as the price of poesis.  In 

the background here, is the colonial-modern deploration of the craft of calligraphy and of 

the traditional lyric (the premier Islamicate literary genre of the ghazal), a deploration that 

manically intensifies the melancholy question of inheritance in its relation to the truth and 

work of askesis and poesis. 6 

 

In scene two, titled, ‘The Head,’ I turn to the artist’s icono-/mytho-graphic Sar-ba-kaf 

(‘Head-in-Hand’) series, in particular his presentation of the legend of the 17th c. Indo-

Muslim poet-saint, Sarmad Shaheed’s decapitation by the despotic Mughal king, 

Aurangzeb.  Sadequain dramatically configurates here the gnostic ontology of violence 

implied in the legend’s event.  This legend then becomes, in a scene within this scene, the 

ground(s) for an explication of Sadequain’s presentation of the artist as one who, for the end 

of self-presentation, decapitates himself in the moment of poesis – demonstrating a forceful 

kenosis in an extraordinarily kinesic image, violently vibrating between the vanishing and the 

presencing of the subject, subjectivation and desubjectification (as also between the archaic 

                                                 
6  Given the density of the archive of aesthetico-ethical askesis as the ground of bildung, of self-cultivation and 
poesis in Islamicate societies, I have elsewhere – in a more elaborate exploration of the colonial-modern 
deploration of the ghazal – remarked on the ravaging of the question of (self)formation, under colonial-modern 
conditions of loss of inheritance, citing the desperate confessional plaint, at the very inception of his literary 
career, of Sadequain’s affinate contemporary, the 20th c. Indo-Pakistani avante-garde critic and writer (later 
turned radically orthodox theologian), Muhammad Hasan Askari: “I am destroying myself in every possible way 
because I cannot cultivate myself.”  Naqvi, “Mourning Indo-Muslim Modernity: Moments in Postcolonial Urdu 
Literary Culture”, p. 98 passim. 
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and modernist moments), presenting again a gnostic ontology of violence that is now also 

theatrically marked as vitalist.  These images also become the mise-en-scènes for staging the 

artist’s oeuvre as an endless, melancholy reflection on the themes and relations of askesis, 

freedom and longing, of inheritance, witnessing and history, of violence and vitality, of the 

forces of poesis. 

 

Finally, in scene three, ‘Gesture,’ I return to the tropology of the traditional lyric to show 

that the violently strenuous ethos of askesis and poesic truth does not cease to be 

everywhere intensively at work in an aesthetic and ethic of subtlety and gesture. 

 

Since Sadequain is mostly known as a painter, however, I begin with a brief section on the 

(ascetic) primacy of poesis over mimesis, its determinative priority over the latter, in his 

oeuvre (and implicitly, in the Islamic tradition that he exemplifies in the work discussed here).  

This section also helps orient us to receive the force of the intensive experience of askesis 

and poesis communicated in the coming scenes.  It functions in its brevity, then, as the 

(elegiac) prologue, as it were, to the three scenes presenting the dramatic phenomenology of 

violence enacted in Sadequain’s acts of askesis and poesis.  

 

 

Prologue:  The Primacy o f  Poes is  

It is by the measure of a certain inherited imperative and necessity enjoining the primacy of 

poesis in Islamicate milieux, that Sadequain was principally a poet.7  For the fundamental 

                                                 
7 The primacy of poesis in Islam is, to begin with, given linguistically in Arabic in the very word for poesy, shi‘r 
(in Hindi/Urdu, sher) – the word for the very act of awareness per se.  Regarding the place of poesy in Islam, 
belatedly coming to be recognized, see e.g., the two volumes of Neuwirth and Bauer (eds.), The Ghazal as World 
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aspiration, the deepest intention, of Sadequain’s work was not that of mimesis, the energeia or 

motus animus of the painter.  That mimetic intention was rather – again, in accordance with an 

historically effective existential necessity – subservient to the imperative and principle of 

poesis.8  Quite apart from the quantitative measure of the volume of his poetic output,9 this 

anteriority, or a priority of poesis is inscribed and manifest in an endless series of articulations 

in his oeuvre – and will crystallize in his maturity in the ars-theoretical concept of ‘mystic 

figuration’ – but here is a declarative instance, appearing as it happens, among the first 

artifactual samples from his work illustrating the front matter of Sadequain: The Holy Sinner, 

the massive document that is a seminal resource for all reflection and research on the artist.  

It is a rubai, a quatrain from 1979, thus spoken when the artist was almost 50, and but eight 

years from his death, the culmination of his violently productive intentional existence as a 

painter: 

 

She tells the fable of the leap, the lame one 

She sings the song of the bound, the lame one 

Painting and calligraphy are but crutches 

She my poesic ego, she is (the) lame (one)  

 

(kehti hai phalang ka fasana langri 

gati hai chalang ka tarana langri 

naqqashi-o-khattati to besaki hain 

                                                                                                                                                 
Literature.  A very moving testimony in this regard is that of the Tunisian thinker, Abdelwahab Meddeb, who 
says in his book, Islam and its Discontents: “I would say without fear of error that the most precious legacy that 
may be ascribed to Islam consists in the profusion and intensity of its body of spiritual texts.  This legacy owes 
as much thanks to the ardor and intensity of its poetic and lyrical sayings as to the exalted tenor of its 
speculations.” Meddeb, Islam and its Discontents, p. 42. 
8 For the intimacy of mimesis and poesis in the Islamicate, and the primacy of the latter over the former, see 
the inspiring recent monograph by Minissale, Images of Thought: Visuality in Islamic India 1550-1750, as well as 
Barry, Figurative Art in Medieval Islam. 
9 See, e.g., Sadequain’s collection, Rubaiat-e-Sadequain Naqqash, as well as the latter part of Bayaz-e-Sadequaini, pp. 
75-128. 
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hai meri ana-e-shairana langri) 10 

 

Criticism cannot measure the wailing intensity with which the tragic affliction of poesic 

desire, the poesic imperative – imposing a demand beyond all corporeal ability and 

phenomenal means of expression given to the artist – is said here.  The self-effeminizing 

assumption of the Indic lyric-subject position of the virha-bhakt, the longing devotee, an 

existential de-privation that is then doubled by the further incorporation of a fatal material 

defect in the very site of desire, the mournful confession of a deformity experienced in the 

very substance of the poesic medium of the self, a de-formity that is indeed in the very 

ground of form-making, in the very ipseity of the poesic ego – the measure of the abyssal 

passion spoken here will have animated and measured a life-oeuvre.  But the absolute 

priority of poesis is asserted categorically. 

 

Scene One:  The Hand 11 

First always a memory: A furiously gaunt artist is being interviewed on television.  Some of 

his friends too, have been invited to the program to speak about and pay tribute to him.  

One of them, speaking of the faqr, the extreme ascetic poverty of the artist’s life, the most 

celebrated painter the country has produced – the friend begins to lose control of his voice, 

and then breaks down.  The painter, who is also a prolific poet, calmly describes the manic 

regimen of work he lives in.  I would learn later, in adulthood, that this man – who had once, 

in his youth, been commissioned to illustrate a special edition of Albert Camus’s L’Etranger, 

in the wake of the work that awarded him the Laureate Biennale de Paris in 1961 – was now, 

                                                 
10 Akhund, Said, and Yusuf (eds.), Sadequain: The Holy Sinner, p. xix.  All glosses are Urdu, and the translations 
are mine. 
11  For a visually and performatively enhanced presentation of the material here, see the video, by Naqvi and 
Naqvi, ‘A Muslim Meditation on Violence,’ at: http://vimeo.com/28159751. 
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at the moment of this memory, in his ‘calligraphic phase’, passionately returning in middle 

age to what he had inherited from his ancestors, the craft – ‘craft’, i.e., the very antonym of 

‘art’ in its colonial-modern genealogy12 – returning to the craft of calligraphy, even as in the 

very act of inheritance he revolutionized it, seizing the craft as the art it had no doubt, in any 

case always already been, amidst other dimensions of its activity. 

 

Describing his regimen of work, the painter-poet recites a rubai, or quatrain: 

 

The pushcart of my art does trudge along, oh lord 

I write some lines of indifferent quality, (some lines about you and I), oh lord 

Writing the lines-signal-in-their-sovereign-passion-of-your-book since childhood 

Now my fingers are become crooked, (are become yours), oh lord 

 

(Fan ki chal to rahi hai rerhi ya rab 

Satren likhta hun terhi merhi ya rab 

Likhte hue ayat-e-junun bachpan se 

Ab ungliyan ho chukin hain terhi ya rab) 13 

 

As he recites this, he casually raises his right hand, its back to the camera, so that the end of 

the last line – ‘Now my fingers are become crooked, are become yours, oh lord’ – and the appearance 

(shahud14) of the hand coincide.  The moment is lightning: the word and the hand are fused 

                                                 
12 For the colonial genealogy of the art-craft distinction, see inter alia, Tarar, ‘Aesthetic Modernism in the Post-
Colony: The Making of a National College of Art in Pakistan (1950-1960s), pp. 332-345. 
13  Sadequain, Rubaiyat-e-Sadequain: Kuliyat.  I have translated the expression, ‘ayat-e-junun’, as ‘lines-signal-in-
their-sovereign-passion-of-your-book’, for the Arabic word, ‘aya’, literally meaning ‘sign’, is signally used for a 
line of the Quran, and ‘junun’ is a sovereign passion, or madness, intimately associated with poesy, as in the 
example of the paradigmatic poet in the Muslim tradition, the lover ‘Majnun’ – literally, ‘the one with junun’ (see 
Dols, Majnun: The Madman in Medieval Islamic Society).  Also, the parenthetical matter in my translation of the 
rubai is meaning suggested by closely homophonic possibilities of the Urdu words directly translated (‘terhi 
merhi’ heard as ‘teri meri’, ‘terhi’ again heard as ‘teri’).  I am grateful to the artist’s nephew, Dr. Salman Ahmad of 
the Sadequain Foundation, for confirming my childhood memory of the recitation of this rubai by Sadequain.  
14  From the trilateral Arabic root, sh-h-d.  To follow the extraordinary call, logics and ontology of appearance in 
this world, please attend to the recurrence of this trilateral phonemic complex as it resonates in this essay. 



   

 10 

into a total audio-visual image that suddenly suspends the medium’s continuum, blasting out 

of the television screen into some strange region of eternity.  For even as his regimen has 

severely emaciated his whole body, its full force is on display only in the figuration – an 

auto-somatic, analogic expression of what he called ‘mystic figuration’ in his mature, 

painterly-calligraphic technique – on display in the violent anatomical re-configuration of his 

working hand (an effect singularly more extreme and other than our own repetitive strain 

injuries). 

 

Here is the hand with nothing to grip, that is, given in a moment ostensibly outside the 

rigors of its askesis, in its ‘relaxed state’, if one can use such an idiom here – here is the hand, 

reading from right to left: The small finger, so continually forced away from the acute grip of 

the stylus, appears to have all but detached from the hand, and now stands in its distance 

almost as an integer.  The next two fingers, too, curve away from the grip, upwards into 

verticality.  Finally, the index finger has permanently curved into the thumb, and vice versa, 

so that as they strain to grip nothing, they appear as a sort of tear-shaped ellipse.  But then, in 

yet another, the ultimate effect of this singular anatomical distortion, these last two are 

together pushed drastically outwards, in such a way that the entire constellation of fingers 

rise – despite their contortion! – on a palm that is placidly flat, the fingers thus all resting on 

a single plane, appearing as letters calligraphed on a page, the force of their anguish vectored 

all but without remainder in the dimension of the vertical: ‘my fingers are become crooked, are 

become yours, oh lord’ 

 

The material, televisual image of this miraculous event is lost in the archives of PTV, the 

state television corporation.  Moreover, its impact demands to be recognized – that is, 
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experienced and read – through some intimacy, some im-mediacy, with the orthography of 

the Arabic script and its calligraphic possibilities.  Even so, the image may be demonstrated 

and explicated here through its copy, encrypted by the artist in one of his many illustrations 

of the lyric of the 19th century Urdu poet, canonized as the last master of the classical Urdu 

ghazal, Ghalib  (see figure 1).  The couplet or sher of the illustration that the artist has 

calligraphed reads (in my translation), ‘How long am I to write the heart’s pain – I should go and 

show them/My wounded fingers, my blood-drenched quill.’15 

 

At first glance, the artist’s illustration, supplementing his calligraph of this sher, depicts the 

poet’s hands raised as if in prayer.  By so comporting the poet’s hands in his mimesis of the 

sher, the artist has immediately captured in their appearance, the quiet desperation in the tone 

of the sher, the pensive plea that is to be heard there of the sincerity of the quest with which 

the poet writes – as if on the cusp of revolt against the interminability of the sentence, the 

condition of writing, the famished avidity with which he awaits the recognition of, with 

which he would hope to receive a response to…  his prayers.  The full mise-en-scène 

depicted, however – opening the space wherein unfolds the poet’s reflection on the end of 

writing in its intimate relationship to the true supplement, the witness of bodily askesis – the 

mise-en-scène is that of the moment when writing is interrupted: to fetch ink for the quill.  

(One might suggest that by presenting the poet’s hand in this – materially inevitable – 

interruptive moment of writing in his mimesis of Ghalib’s sher, the painter has clarified that 

the specific torment spoken here is emergent from the very space of in-fancy, the moment 

of lack or loss of language, that is unconditionally the space of poesis, the space where the 

                                                 
15 Cited in Sadequain, Ghalib, p. 3; in Urdu: Dard-e-dil likhun kab tak, jaun un ko dikhlaun/unglian figar apni, khama 
khun-chakan apna. 
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intimate, murmuring approach of the poesic voice first resonates.   The torment, the askesis 

involved in poesis is fatally linked to man’s materially ineradicable in-fancy.) 

 

To fetch ink for the quill, the right hand uses its needle-like nib to cut into the fingers of the 

left hand, and then drenches that very nib in the cuts so made.  Hence, it is the violence of 

the quill that measures the quality, the specific intensivity of the magnitude of passion with 

which the poet writes, that forces through its fine edge an eruption of writing-blood, at once 

cutting and fusing together thought and body, form and content, to constitute the truth of 

his word. 

 

In a remarkable aporetic movement, by melodramatically staging the scene of writing with 

blood to the Beloved – even as the drama, subsisting in a moment of pause, is enveloped in 

the enormous, resolute serenity of this space of fidelity, prayer, reflection and writing, where 

the lyric voice is to be heard and seen – the painter-poet has demonstrated the searing reality 

of the (bloodless) violence of the pen, putting us in a space outside the flatulent vacuity of 

humanist proverbiality: the pen is, in fact, not mightier than the sword a priori, for the 

substance that runs through them (that of bloody passion) and their impossible function 

(that of its bloody end) are in fact the same – the distinction between them, if any, is purely 

formal, purely the abyssal question of form, a question that is also internal to each of them; 

or to put it in another way, the might of the pen is no mere metaphor, for the demanding 

might of metaphor is not mere.  (The melodramatic addition of blood here, in a scene where 

it is incongruous, will yield its full meaning from the serene subtraction of blood below from 

scenes where it would be appropriate.) 
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It was no doubt a very analogic quality of the quill of poesis that expressed itself in another 

oft-cited couplet by Ghalib: ‘From absence do these tropes advance into thought/Ghalib, the quill’s 

screech is the angel’s call.’16  Here the invasive, automotive force of the tropes of the Urdu lyric, 

advancing from the horizon of absence in the moment of their inheritance, their writing – a 

tropology condemned, exiled from their history as a tautology by the colonialists, their 

History that gathers the magnitude of its mythic, diachronic violence in the capital H, a 

tropology also condemned as a tautology by their compradors, the reformist Indo-Muslim 

elite, eager to actualize ‘the nation’, to ‘re-enter’ History – the force of this tropology, and the 

force of the quill, screeching as it cuts, writes into the paper, these two forces are folded and 

held together in the couplet as the hardest expression of a continuous angelic injunction.17 

 

The extraordinary measure of the divine, synchronic violence of this holding together, this 

angelic injunction, is to be taken by hearing on the horizon the keener sound emerging from 

the ghostlier demarcations of the ghazal’s tropaic universe, that is, by listening in the subtle 

screech of the writing quill to the tropological resonance of the angel’s call – i.e., to the trumpet 

blast of Israfil, the angel who announces the Day of Judgment by trumpeting from the entire 

horizon the arrival of a world-shattering truth, announcing the time of resurrection and the 

                                                 
16 In Urdu: Ate hain ghaib se ye mazamin khayal men/Ghalib sarir-e-khama nava-e-sarosh hai. 
17  For the most extensive treatment in English of the crisis of Urdu poetics (i.e., the crisis of the ghazal, what 
the OED defines as ‘a species of Oriental lyric poetry’) in the decades following the Great Rebellion (otherwise 
known as the ‘Mutiny’) of 1857, see Pritchett, Nets of Awareness: Urdu Poetry and its Critics, and for an attempt to 
recover and redeem (from within a modernist literary space) the poetics of the ‘ancien regime’ by the foremost 
living Urdu critic, Faruqi, Early Urdu Literary Culture and History.  The conjunction between historical ambition, 
nationalism (not to mention concomitant postcolonial self-deploration), reform and the new, impoverished 
poetics replacing that of the ghazal, is exemplified in the paradigmatic ‘new poem’ from the second half of the 
19th century, the ‘historical epic’, Musaddas by Khvajah Altaf Husain Hali (1837-1914), a member of the North 
Indo-Muslim reformist elite, who was also in the forefront of the attack on the ghazal.  (Originally published in 
1879, Hali’s mediocre poem – its quality in sharp and telling contrast to the splendor of his ghazals – has been 
translated as Hali’s Musaddas: The Flow and Ebb of Islam.)  In effect, the attack on the ghazal, on Islamic poesis, 
was at the heart of the larger war against adab – i.e., against Muslim bildung – in the 19th century.  For the 
significance of adab, see the seminal anthology, Metcalf, Moral Conduct and Authority: The Place of Adab in South 
Asian Islam. 
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return to origin through submission to a trial absolutely severe.18  The strenuous subtleties, 

the ghostlier demarcations, that ravage to constitute this tropological space in its moment of 

advent, or immanence – the tropaic subtleties that one will have had to experience, to seek 

and to bear, in the moment of inheritance and writing – are hence as furiously strait and taut 

as pul-sirat, the razor-fine bridge over Hell that one will have had to pass in the Hour to cross 

over into Heaven.  For one who hears it in its right measure, the subtle screech of the quill 

of poesis is as shattering as the apocalyptic angel’s truth-trumpet blasting from the world’s 

entire horizon on the Day of Judgment.  In this tropological literary space, the time of 

writing is hence apocalyptic time – that is the miraculous measure of its divine, synchronic 

violence. 

 
From absence do these tropes advance into thought 

Ghalib, the quill’s screech is the angel’s call 

 

Another measure of the archaic force that tropologically invades the pen in the lyric culture 

of this inheritance – a magnitude of force not unrelated to the primordial antiquity of the 

source of its emanation, the Pen being in a small set of most archaic objects in Islamic 

cosmo-historiography, the God having created it in a timeless time on the cusp of Creation 

itself, as if to inscribe an imperative vector of inscriptivity into the very ground from which 

creation proceeds, even as this inscriptivity remains immersed in the time of nothingness and 

timelessness subtending the Pen’s existence, this structural tension generating an immense 

force hurtling down the ages – another measure of the archaic force impelling the pen of 
                                                 
18 The remarkable line, “In ghostlier demarcations, keener sounds”, is of course from Wallace Stevens’ poem (a 
poet himself possessed by the tropological demand), ‘The Idea of Order at Key West’, in Stevens, Collected 
Poetry and Prose, p. 105.  This apocalyptic, tropological resonance in the screech of the writing pen is more 
explicit in this couplet from the 12th c. Persian poet, Anvari (commenting on the power of his pen): ‘The 
screeching of your reed-pen is the trumpet-blast/That compels the dead back into life’ (in Persian: sarir-e qalam-
ha-ye tu nafkh-e-sur ast/ke ayad azu lazim ehya-e muta).  I am grateful to Prashant Keshavmurty for alerting me to 
this resonance and this couplet by Anvari. 
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poesis here may be given through a citation of this sher from the Indo-Muslim poet-saint, 

Gesudaraz (1321-1422): 

 

The sovereignty of Divine Glory has shone forth. 

Thus the pen survives, but the writer has 

vanished19 

 

It is not for nothing that the artist chose for his own poetry a lyric genre very close to the 

ghazal, if anything perhaps even more tropologically possessed, the rubai.  Nor is it for 

nothing that all his published rubaiat are calligraphed by himself. 

 

Now, in the illustration, the hand gripping this singularly violent writing instrument is the 

very encrypted copy of the artist’s own live hand that was initially witnessed, in the first scene 

of this presentation.  In the appearance of this copy, too, is visible – as an effect of both the 

prayerful comportment of the hands, as well as the torsion of the artist’s line – the vectoring 

in the vertical dimension of the force of the right hand’s anguish.  Once again, as I said, 

some immediacy with the letters, in their calligraphic potentiality, allows one to see that the 

hand dramatically, indeed tragically reconfigured by the severe and endless askesis of 

gripping the vigorous instrument, appears (shahud) as the very name that the artist left 

unrecited in his couplet, the name that he tells us he is otherwise always citing in his writing – 

and that is indeed enciphered in all calligraphy, no matter its other semantic content, i.e., the 

most primordial name of (the) Divinity in Islam: Al-Lah.20 

                                                 
19  As cited in Khatibi and Sijelmassi, The Splendor of Islamic Calligraphy, p. 90. 
20 The hyphenization of ‘Allah’ here is in accordance both with the literal form and meaning of the word in 
Arabic, and with its translation here (as in the epigraph to this essay) as ‘the Divinity’ – i.e., reading it as ‘Al-
Lah,’ is in line with the other names of Divinity in Arabic, which all begin with the definite article, ‘al-’, 
followed by a qualitative noun, e.g., ‘Al-Rahman’, ‘the Merciful’.  In an instance of that which is nearest having 



   

 16 

 

To state the by now obvious: in its manic ascetic-poetic activity, the somatic instrument of 

work has – in its very appearance or shahud, in its very phenomenality, in its very material 

substance – (all but) wholly surrendered to, been (almost) wholly appropriated by, the 

absolute, autotelic, sovereign Subject of the work: 

 

‘Writing the lines-signal-in-their-sovereign-passion-of-your-book since childhood 

Now my fingers are become crooked, (are become yours), oh lord’21 

 

 

Scene Two: The Head 

                                                                                                                                                 
become the least visible, the literal meaning, the originary significance of ‘Al-Lah’ (crucial to the intent of this 
essay), this most preeminent and primordial name of the Divinity in Islam, is rarely seen or commented upon.  
Two exceptions are: Burckhardt, Introduction to Sufi Doctrine, p. 43, where ‘Al-Lah’ is similarly translated, as also 
in Laude, Divine Play, Sacred Laughter, and Spiritual Understanding, p. 178.  These citations are in line with the fact 
that there is in Islamic spirituality, emphasis on the quality of ‘lah,’ i.e., the quality of divinity (‘lah’ of course, 
occurs twice in the first half of the shahada, the Muslim avowal of faith: ‘la i-laha il al-lah’ – ‘there is absolutely 
no Divinity but the Divinity’ – first negated and privated without measure, then affirmed, indexed by the 
definite article al-).  The quality of our preferred transcription and translation is that, in recognizing the 
significance of the definite article given in the Arabic form, it modifies the propriety of the name, ‘Al-Lah’, 
restoring its stature, re-storing that is, the space of (Islamic) divinity as such to the region that resonates 
vertically between particularity and universality, between nameability and unnameability, the region that opens 
vertically: towards universality, unnameability.  It is thus of exceptional onto-politico-theological significance.  
For the propriety of the name ‘Al-Lah’ is then only given in a relative, indexical measure: ‘Al-Lah’ might best 
index, might best ostend (the) Divinity (the ‘might’ here signifying a potentiality, a self-challenging strength, a 
strength fundamentally qualifying itself by a cautious and demanding subjunctivity) – but it is not its absolutely 
proper name: a fact also given in the Islamic tradition in its mythography of the highest spiritual quest as that 
of the absent, absolute Name of the God, a quest that assumes of course that the latter is not given – withheld.  
Even as it is definitively ostended then, the Absolute (from absolvere) is ultimately left – by the form of the name 
itself – in its exalted unnameability, absolving itself of all particularity (and in the same movement, also freeing 
all particularity in the provision of its own vertical (non)space of absolution, of mercy).  At most then, ‘Al-Lah’ 
might be the most proper given name of the Divinity, but even so, by the genius of the language itself, Divinity is 
itself in its absolution, held apart – subtly but firmly, by the definite, indexical interruption of the name in the 
very midst of its enunciation – outside of the space of (any) language as such (though the Holy be pronounced 
in the most sacred of tongues: Arabic).  In the very name itself, then, lies the potentiality that the reality of the 
Divinity (and, by implication, of prophecy) in Islam may be – if it be true to its own avowal – ‘rahmat-ul-alamin’, 
a mercy to the plurality of existing worlds. 
 
21 In his chapter on Sadequain, Dadi uses the effective genealogy of shikasta (literally, the ‘broken’ script of 
Urdu) in the poet-painter to chart the character of his subjectivity.  Here, I have used motifs of self-
deformation implied in a poetics of askesis as presented in his rubais and paintings to chart this abject, 
vanishing subjectivity.  See, Dadi, Modernism and the Art of Muslim South Asia, esp., pp. 136-8. 
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The artist’s oeuvre is an endless reflection on the themes and relations of askesis, freedom 

and longing, of inheritance, witnessing and history, of violence and vitality, of the forces of 

poesis.  I will just briefly reference two more images here.  These images come from the 

artist’s sar-ba-kaf series, from the idiomatic expression, ‘sar-ba-kaf’, that literally means ‘head 

in hand’, or ‘with one’s head in one’s hand’, signifying, ‘willing to surrender one’s life’ 

(indeed, ‘having already surrendered it’, the promise already as good as the deed).  Many of 

the images in this series reference the legend of the 17th century figure, Sarmad Shaheed, that 

is, Sarmad the martyr, a poet-saint, in a tradition where poesy and sainthood have been 

closely linked, in their analogic mimesis of the relation between revelation and prophethood. 

 

Sarmad was of Jewish Armenian origin, and came to India via Iran, where he studied with, 

among other teachers, the great contemporary thinker, Mulla Sadruddin Shirazi, about whom 

it has recently been argued – by the very same scholar who first took up the idiom and 

problematic of askesis in the study of Islam,22 and who now sets out to determine Islam’s 

ontology – that Mulla Sadra created “a revolution in the field of philosophical thought” by 

radically rethinking “the tradition he was inheriting” “in terms of what is called ‘the preeminence 

of the act of being’”, and whose oeuvre is characterized as “having an almost infinite flow of 

concepts”, since Sadra “never ceased reworking his demonstrations and his speculative 

‘illuminations’ or intuitions and giving them multiple forms.”  This for a religion whose 

 

sacred books say the true because they inscribe into the letter the act of the subject 

that is God, an act of enunciation and creation, since the letter of the book will 

create its own reader.  The truth of the book is the creation of man as prophet: not 

only the individual who is a prophet but also the prophetic essence of man, whose 

                                                 
22  See Jambet, ‘The Constitution of the Subject and Spiritual Practice’. 
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essence as a speaking being is defined by the fact of speaking the particular language 

of the book.  Truth is thus not the adequation of the representation to the thing, but 

the inadequation of man as prophet to the language of the divine speaker, the 

absolute subject supposed to speak – an inadequation experienced in anguish 

(Muhammad seized with terror after the visitation of the angel), an inadequation 

struggled against but never vanquished, in the infinite exegesis of the letter.  What is 

said, in this inadequation of the prophet to his language, is a certain mode of the 

truth of being.  In this sense, Islam is the bearer of an immanent ontology.23 

 

In the 17th c., Sarmad the poet-saint arrived in India during the reign of the Mughal Emperor 

Shah Jehan, and became a spiritual master to the heir-apparent, Dara Shikoh, a man who had 

undertaken, in the tradition of his great-grandfather, the emperor Akbar, a radical project of 

the comparative study of religions in their practicality, in effect seeking to vigorously inherit 

Akbar’s philosophy of sulh-e-kul, ‘absolute peace’, or ‘the peace of the absolute’ (otherwise 

usually translated as either ‘perfect reconciliation’, or ‘peace with all’).24  Despite his 

proximity to the noble prince, Sarmad lived the philosophical life, utterly ascetic, dispensing 

even with his clothes, sitting stark naked on the steps of the Jama Masjid, the great mosque 

in Delhi.  Indeed, the latter practice became – after Dara Shikoh’s brother, Aurangzeb 

usurped the throne and executed our crown prince, a loss silently mourned to this day 

among many in South Asia – one of the charges that led to Sarmad’s execution. 

 

                                                 
23  Jambet, The Act of Being: The Philosophy of Revelation in Mulla Sadra, all quotes above between pp. 20-22.  This 
inadequation of the human to language in the Muslim tradition is a recognition of his in-fancy, in the strict, 
etymological sense of the word – a (primordial) lack of speech – also given in a certain way in the legend of the 
Prophet Muhammad’s illiteracy, his being an ummi.  For an exposition of this theme in a psychoanalytic register, 
see Benslama, Psychoanalysis and the Challenge of Islam, passim.  For the ‘ontological’ ramifications of human in-
fancy, see among other of his works, especially Agamben’s Infancy and History: On the Destruction of Experience. 
24  For Akbar’s philosophy of sulh-e-kul, see Alam, The Languages of Political Islam: India, 1200-1800, passim.  For 
Dara Shikoh’s work in this direction, see the moving article by Ganeri, ‘Dara Shukoh and the Transmission of 
the Upanishads to Islam’. 
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The most legendary charge, however, essential to the memory of Sarmad, was that which is 

now synoptically remembered as the matter of ‘nafi-o-asbat’, ‘negation and assertion’.  For 

Sarmad, in reciting the kalima-e-shahadat – literally, ‘the word of witness’ – in reciting this first 

article of the Muslim faith, Sarmad Shaheed would merely say, ‘la ilaha’: no assertion of the 

singular Divinity (Allah) and the prophethood of Muhammad, just ‘la ilaha’ – ‘there is 

absolutely no God.’25  When interrogated by the qazi, or judge, as to his reason for this, he 

explained that he was yet unable to rise to assertion since he had not witnessed – mushahida 

or shahadat – the Most High.  Needless to say, this was unacceptable under the new 

dispensation, and so he was executed. 

 

Legend has it, however, that at the moment of his decapitation, that is, his shahadat or 

martyrdom, Sarmad’s severed head finally bore witness: Proceeding now without 

interruption from nafi to asbat, negation to affirmation, he uttered the full kalima-e-shahadat, 

the full word of witness: la ilaha ilallah muhammadur rasul allah, ‘there is absolutely no Divinity 

but the Divinity, and Muhammad is the Prophet of the Divinity.’  

 

In effect, the poet-saint has visually demonstrated in a moment of great sublimity – a 

moment akin to the briefest, absolutely lyrical line which vanishes in its own appearance – 

that the underlying ground of his own negation was always already a more certain, more 

divine affirmation than the everyday positivation unaware of denying the truth it claims to 

affirm.  Demonstrated that the sheer force of absolute negation – negation without measure 

– was already the affirmative power of (the) measureless Divinity.  Indeed, the kalima-e-shadat, 

the witnessing word that is the first article of the Muslim faith, has been avowed here with a 

                                                 
25 This is a particular use of ‘la’ as absolute or categorical negation (‘la ‘l-nafiyyat lil-jins’). 
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force and freshness that would match – indeed would return it to – its very first, originary, 

divinely inspired iteration.  It is a singular avowal, of dramatically powerful indexical force. 

 

 

We have again in the appearance, or shahud of this searing image, a remarkable fusion, here 

between the two senses of shahadat, or witnessing: martyrdom and sight, self-sacrifice and 

verifiably true vision.  The sheer wakefulness of the rapt severed head – an awakening 

expressed in its ceaseless, instantaneous passage from negation to affirmation (awake at last!) 

– guarantees that it sees with an unprecedented clarity.  In its sheerest phenomenality, the 

scene still remains entirely a figure of speculation, violently arrested – a remarkable reductio ad 

extremis, the proof procedure essential to speculative thought.  We have from this moment 

on, in the scene of the poet-saint’s decapitation, the most rigorous, the severest 

phenomenological demonstration of the absolute ontological unity of the word, ‘shahadat.’  From 

this moment on, we can say what the word ‘shahadat’ means: sacrifice and true vision are 

identical, that in their extremity, askesis and truth are one and the same, that in order to 

make an appearance (shahud) truth demands askesis.  Q.E.D.    In its phenomenal violence, 

the scene or image is still an absolutely sovereign act of poesis. 

 

Because of the obvious paradox involved, however – the paradox of the death that im-

mediates martyrdom and sight, the death, the radical empiricity that im-mediates the identity 

of askesis and truth in their extremity – because of this paradox, the consequent unity of 

askesis and truth – even in its elevation here to axiomaticity – the unity of the two still 

remains hauntingly abyssal. 
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It is a strange oneness and a strange axiomaticity – plunging forever into the ceaseless but 

secret murmur of its own semeiosis, demanding an endless askesis to encipher its singular 

movement.  It is like, on the one hand, the ceaseless, invocatory cooing that forever 

resonates in the voluminous recess of the pigeon’s breast, only sometimes rising to a furtive 

audibility, and on the other, the manically patient, endlessly subtle labor of the spider (to 

explicate phenomenologically through the forms of intensive creaturely exertion of two 

highly valued animals in our tradition, the two animals that saved the life of the Prophet on 

his flight-path from Mecca at the dawn of this tradition26). 

 

Legend also has it that Sarmad seized his own head after his decapitation, and then carried it 

– sar-ba-kaf , ‘head-in-hand’ – up the steps of the Jama Masjid, as the great river Jamna rose 

behind him, in its wrath to drown Delhi – truly one of the most arresting, sublime images in 

the Indo-Muslim legend archive.  Sarmad thus appears as fully affirming and making his own 

his execution.  After all, and to repeat: it is his very decapitation that both enables his sight 

of the Lord, and constitutes his final act of poesis, his proof and testimony for the identity 

of askesis and truth.  Clearly then, even as we must forever mourn the loss of Sarmad, in that 

very mourning we affirm his headlessness as the very extremity of his own, sovereign askesis. 

 

This entire configuration – of the abyssal unity of askesis and truth, of the uncanny 

apprehension of a certain knowledge through the subject’s practical (self-)decapitation – is 

presented in a dramatic drawing of the martyred poet-saint by our artist in his Sar-ba-kaf 

series (see figure 3).  The angular, anguished lines he had developed in his (mystic) 

                                                 
26  I take the expression, ‘creaturely exertion’, from the fine dissertation on the historical poetics of the ghazal 
by Prashant Keshavmurty, ‘Creaturely Exertion, Reforming Genius: Indo-Persian Conceptions of Literary 
Authorship, 1220-1920 C.E.’. 
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figurations of calligraphically torsioned, tortured human bodies, are at their most simply 

effective in this spare dramatization of the mise-en-scène immediately consequent upon the 

scene of the saint’s martyrdom – presenting, that is, the mise-en-scène of truth implied by the 

event, in the legend, of Sarmad’s ecstatic flight from negation to affirmation of the Divinity 

at the moment of his decapitation by the despotic king.  Here, on a minimal canvas of the 

faintest, most translucent sepia, is the elemental sketch of a joyous, (bloodlessly) acephalous 

Sarmad standing victorious, holding aloft a banner that reads marifat, or ‘gnosis,’ as he seizes 

(again without blood) the raised blade of the sword of the mordantly menacing king who 

holds his mournful, decapitated head underfoot.27  With the vertical sword as axis of this 

dramatic encounter, the banner that flies aloft the acephalous Sarmad on the left length of 

the canvas space is strangely matched on the right by the massive phallus of a pen, the full 

height of the banner, held by the king in a caress of his arm and hand that swirls around the 

pen’s long length (even as Sarmad’s arm embraces the banner-pole of gnosis).  In fact, then, 

the despotic king loves the pen just as well as the sword: he is a scholar (as Aurangzeb 

indeed was) – perhaps even a draftsman.  The latter implication is visually enforced by the 

fact that just below left off the physical center of the canvas, almost directly down the 

vertical axis of sword action in which the saint’s left hand is vigorously engaged above, is the 

poet-saint’s free right hand – hanging lifelessly, as if it is the only part of Sarmad’s body apart 

from the head (which also lies morbidly lifeless) that the king has actually managed to kill.  

And this hand of the poet-saint is in fact our poet-painter’s own, calligraphically 

reconfigured, signature drafting hand that was referenced in our first scene (of this hand’s 

deformation through the activity of poesis).  Add to this detail the fact that the king’s body is 

also depicted as ascetic (which, again, Aurangzeb indeed was), as well as our earlier 

                                                 
27  On the ontology of gnosis, the kind of knowledge it is, see Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic 
Philosophy: Knowledge by Presence. 
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discussion of the Pen, and the implications here are, to be exact, abyssal: a kind of ceaseless 

self-(critical)decapitation of the artist at the very moment that he appropriates – or rather, 

surrenders himself to – the saint’s imago in his quest for self-presentation.  A sharp line of 

distinction is thus drawn right through the question of the artist’s own asceticism and 

production, cutting right through the quality of his own askesis and poesis, measured as it 

now is, against the pure form of the gnostic poet-martyr’s absolute materialization of the 

poesic truth of askesis, the ascetic truth of poesis. 

 

The moment of arrest, if any, is provided only by the implication of the anteriority of 

divinity to knowledge (an anteriority immanent to the gnostic critique of discursive 

knowledge in the archive of Sufic writing, captured famously, e.g., by Maulana [Our Learned 

Leader] Rumi in the line, ‘the man of God is not a scholar from a book,’ or by the 17th c. 

Punjabi poet-saint Bulleh Shah, in his now proverbial line addressed to the scholar, ‘you read 

a thousand books, but never read yourself,’ captured here now in the flesh, as it were, by the 

decapitated poet-saint flying the flag of gnosis in the face of his executioner, the ascetic 

scholar-king).  After all, before even nothingness and the pen – that is, even be-fore 

nothingness and the vector of inscriptivity subsisting therein that was remarked in our earlier 

discussion of the primordiality of the pen, anterior to creation, in Islamic cosmo-

historiography – is divinity and the immediacy of its own knowledge, to which all subsequent 

knowledges would ultimately, in their absolute measure, revert.  Were this not the case, 

writing, painting – poesis in general – would not carry the demand to be the scene of 

appearance and truth, would not bear the imperative of truth in the very question of 

formation that is the motus animi continuus of all poesis. 
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This tangle of images also illuminates, and is in turn illuminated by, Walter Benjamin’s set of 

axiomatic assertions in ‘Critique of Violence’ (which essay, pursuing the question of violence 

to its limit in life, also communicates I submit, a gnostic-vitalist ontology of violence): 

“Mythic violence [here, the violence of the king] is bloody power over mere life for its own 

sake; divine violence [here, the violence of the poet-saint] is pure power over all life for the 

sake of the living.  The first demands sacrifice; the second accepts it.”28  And what is the 

acceptance of sacrifice if not askesis?  And is not askesis then, in all its violence, a love for 

life, a force of poesis – a tragic love for the tragic miracle of vitality, violently exposed 

simultaneously in two dimensions… in the very subtlety of its medium and substance, in the very 

subtlety of its articulation.  The extremity of askesis then: self-decapitation for the abyssal 

passion of witnessing the phenomenal miracle of life, for the abyssal violence of poesis.   

 

This set of implications for a gnostic, vitalist ontology of violence given by the logic of the 

axiomatic unity of askesis and truth, is most startlingly captured by the artist in a theatrically 

vibrant, ‘mystic figuration’ of the mise-en-abyme of the moment of artistic production, the 

moment of poesis (see image, 4, ‘Love for Life’, again from the sar-ba-kaf, ‘head-in-hand’ 

series).  Here, a verdant green, acephalous, ascetic figure of the artist sits on a black floor 

with his back to us, stripped of all clothing except a faqir’s brief lungi, holding up to himself 

his own (bloodlessly) decapitated head in the palm of his left hand, as if presenting it.  

Facing us from within the picture-frame, is a large off-white canvas, on which the 

acephalous artist’s right hand meticulously fashions in funereal, sepia tones, his own morbid 

                                                 
28  Walter Benjamin, ‘Critique of Violence’, in Selected Writings: Volume 1, 1913-1926, p. 250; italics added.  For a 
an incisive reading of this essay, illuminating the riddle of Benjamin’s arresting series of distinctions here 
(between ‘mythic’ and ‘divine’ violence, between ‘bloody’ and ‘pure’ power, between ‘mere life for its own sake’ 
and ‘the living’), as well as the sources of their abduction by Benjamin, see Anidjar, ‘Blutgewalt’.  



   

 25 

self-portrait (identical to the face underfoot the king in our last image, the artist’s signature 

face, forever mourning its own faciality), while the canvas rests against a studio-wall that too 

is the same dark, verdant green (the color, that is, not just of nature, of earthly creation, but 

of the House of the Prophet, the most important color in Islam together with the Kaaba’s 

melancholic black).  Again, the painting is miraculously – if now also wholly naturally – 

named ‘Love for Life.’ 

 

In a dramatic leap, impelled by the auratic force emanating from the gnostic Sarmad’s 

violently kenotic act of poesis, the artist has transported the archaic, abyssal mise-en-scène of 

the divine violence of the poet-saint’s ecstatic affirmation of divinity at the moment of his 

beheading, into the avante-garde mise-en-abyme of the poet-painter’s own anguished, 

necessary (bloodless) self-decapitation in the forceful moment of poesis as its very animus, 

the dark erotic vector of creation.  In a truly stunning act of inheritance, the artist has 

mourningly translated the legend of Sarmad, the naked poet-saint, into a paradigmatically 

singular image in the idiom of the modern mythography of the ‘hunger artist,’ suffering the 

limits of anguish and destitution in the (bloodlessly) violent scene of his subjectivation in the 

jouissance of creation, suffering the dramatic de/formation of his own subjectivity for the 

joy of art, of a singular formation, in (the accession to) truth – for love of the appearance, 

the poesis of truth in life.29  In its sheer, sublime, violent simplicity, the image is an ingenious 

gesture of mytho-poesis, casting the archaic, gnostic ontology of the saint’s divine violence 

into the language of a vitalist modernist poetics of askesis and truth. 

 

                                                 
29 On the ‘modernist’ ‘aesthetic’ paradigm of the hunger-artist, see, e.g., Ellmann, The Hunger Artists: Starving, 
Writing and Imprisonment. 
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The mourning and commemoration of Sarmad Shaheed are, however, themselves silently 

entangled in a series of the decapitations of history, not least that of the supreme self-

sacrifice of Hussain (whose name immediately connotes in Arabic – and its cognate Indo-

European languages, Persian and Hindi/Urdu – beauty and the true good30) the Prophet’s 

grandson, who also bore witness in the face of the mythic violence of another despotic king, 

the second Umayyad ruler Yazid, with whom Sarmad’s killer, the emperor Aurangzeb has 

also often been equated in Indo-Muslim discourse.  We have then, spiraling constellations of 

centuries of longing and mourning the fallen witness… 

 

Scene Three :  Gesture  

I have enacted these scenes – among the most violent moments in the artist’s oeuvre, the 

most violent gestures in the body of his works of askesis and poesis – as proofs reductio ad 

extremis.  Proofs, on the one hand, of the singular challenge of inheritance in the 

postcolonial moment, and on the other, of the necessary, manic-melancholic, patient and 

subtle violence of any acts of inheritance that might still be possible to us.  Let me try to 

formally illustrate this through an analogical detour, briefly taming the violence of these 

gestures by turning to the tropology of the ghazal, in particular the extraordinary form that 

the mimesis of the beloved’s body – the body of the always already lost beloved – takes in 

this tropology. 

 

It is a remarkable fact about these fragmentary acts of mimesis – fragmentary, to begin with, 

since the fundamental unit in this lyric genre is the independent sher or couplet – that the 

                                                 
30 Are not languages that have co-inherited – as historically effective fact – a large vocabulary, as well as a large 
share in their respective ethos, its cognizance in their respective poetic idioms, cognate?  It is a dogmatic, anti-
universalist, neo-tribalist view that does not axiomatically recognize the actual family resemblances between so-
called ‘language families,’ i.e., does not recognize their existing cognation. 
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ghazal’s melancholic lover only ever encounters the body of the beloved in a gestural modality, 

what is referred to in the poetics of the ghazal as the naz-o-andaz, the graces and gait, the 

bearing and mannerisms of the beloved.  Gestures are after all, the most intimate, the most 

real moments of the body.  The gesture is where the vital body furtively appears as it is – in 

the very moment of becoming what it is – suspended between its existence and its potency, the 

body as it furtively appears as its own shadow.  Even so, in this very shadowy moment, the 

body is in its ex-cessive vitality, the body is as it exceeds itself in the very moment of its 

cessation – that is, the body is in its very act of being.  The gesture is the furtive appearance of 

the vitality of the body as it rests in the very strain of its subtlety.  The gesture is the ar-resting 

moment of the body in its askesis against its own finitude, its historicity, that is, the body as 

it holds together its presence and its absence, the body in the moment of its straining to leave a 

trace.  The gesture is then the furtive apparition of the body – the ghostly moment to which it 

incessantly returns as its signature act in the very excess of its singular vitality.  In a word, the 

gesture is the body in its hauntological reality. 

 

It is not for nothing that it is precisely the gestures of the lost loved one that most haunt us, 

that we both miss the most keenly, and on which we linger the longest, straining against time, 

thinking that – given time – it is where we will also find, again, the very subtle vitality that 

was the beloved, there where the re-vival, or re-vitalization will thus also come to pass, 

where the furtive apparition of the Beloved will again arise. 

 

In the ghazal, in the melancholic gaze of the lover – the one who has eyes only for the 

Beloved, eyes rapt to catch every gesture, every trace of the Beloved – in this melancholic 

gaze, these gestures and traces are realized as gifts, appearing with all the magnitude and 
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violence of miraculous events.  For example, in its tropological elaboration in the ghazal, the 

furtive glance of the beloved – to take a classic trope of the ghazal – appears in its 

miraculous violence as an arrow, launched from the bow of the Beloved’s eyebrow, or again, 

as the lash of the beloved’s eye, a curved sword, a flashing scimitar – cutting through the 

rapt melancholic eye of the lover all the way to his liver, the central organ in Galenic 

medicine, thus the very quick of the lover’s being, the very seat of his vital passions. 

 

This is how, I submit, another body must appear to us – another always already lost body: the 

body of tradition – as a body of gestures – mere31 gestures that nevertheless appear full of 

magnitude and violence to the melancholic gaze, the gaze that strains to inherit these traces – 

strains with an infinite longing and an endless patience, towards freedom, towards acts of 

inheritance.  Matching the violence of history – history that gathers again the full magnitude 

of its mythic, diachronic violence on the horizon of the postcolonial – matching that 

violence with the slow, manically patient, all but hopeless in its subtlety, violence of 

melancholy as counter-historical askesis. 

 

Let me end, however, by saying again the name of the artist, the usage of which I have 

deliberately restrained in the scenes of the essay, not because he is among the anonymous, 

the losers of history (though that is in part, of course, true by virtue of his domicile in the 

periphery), but as a demonstration of, an act of fidelity to, the violently radical self-cancelling 

intention folded into his work.  This self-negating intention is also consequent upon the high 

value placed on anonymity in this tradition, where – because poesis and askesis are, or were, 

so closely linked there – artists worked under a nom de plume, which might then – once the 

                                                 
31  N.B. The ‘mere’ is by no means insignificant – a fact given in the word’s remarkable etymology: from ‘mer’, 
i.e., ‘the sea’! 
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artist has been fortunate enough to have proven true to his art – might become the proper 

name of the artist.  The artist also signs this name cryptographically in the work.   The 

propriety of the name is thus not simply given, but stands as a challenge to the artist.  Here 

then, is the name of the artist who met such a challenge in the works that I showed you, his 

acts of inheriting a name that comes from the trilateral Arabic root, s-d-q, a root generating a 

constellation of words whose significations include: truth-saying or sincerity, friendship (and 

in truth he was also a great conversationalist, indeed he once said that was all he really was), 

attestation or witnessing, sacrifice, authenticity.  The name, again, was Sadequain (1930-87).32 
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