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Abstract:

Mirza Ghalib through his writings capture Delhi’s historical and spatial transformation which is analyzed
in the paper by reading them through a Geocritical lens. The spatiotemporal transformation, owing to the
aftermath of the Revolt of 1857, the downfall of the Mughal Empire, and the consolidation of British
Regime in India were all events that were witnessed by Ghalib, who wrote about them in his collection of
letters, ghazals, and diary entries. A spatiotemporal reading of Ghalib thus, can work as historiographic
records of a tumultuous time in Indian history and a Geocritical analysis shall aid in reconstructing the
space and time inhabited by the poet.
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Introduction:

Delhi between the time periods of 1800 and 1870 is the city that Ghalib had known and experienced. His
place in the societal hierarchy played a crucial role in the assigning of the spaces that he came in contact with.
The class, race, and gender of a person play a huge role in determining the spaces one could know and be
familiar with. The Delhi that the contemporaries of Ghalib knew is vastly different from the one that Ghalib
had personally experienced.

Delhi that was made up of the experiences and structural manifestations of the entire population was
understood by Ghalib in his own way. To understand Ghalib's Delhi, the reading of and between the lines of
his literary oeuvre is greatly helpful. The Oxford India Ghalib: Life, Letters and Ghazals, a compilation of
Ghalib's oeuvre, is taken as the primary text for the study. Ghalib's prose and poetry in both Persian and
Urdu were collected by the editor Ralph Russell and the work was first published in 2003.

Spatiotemporal Delhi in Ghalib’s Works

Westphal in Geocriticism: Real and Fictional Spaces states that “a reflection on the Spatiotemporality will
enable us to see how temporal metaphors tend to spatialize time” (Westphal 6). Time which had previously
been read superior to space began to be considered on par with space. Westphal states that “Space only
mattered in so far as the “homogeneous flow” of time had to happen somewhere” (10). A reading which
included both Spatial and Temporal features together, instead of separating them, is inculcated through the
practice of Geocriticism. Ghalib, in his works, portray changes that occur in Delhi with equal prominence
provided to the time period and also to the spatial metamorphosis taking place.

In Delhi, the coexistence between the past and present is congruent in nature. A teeming metropolis and
the capital city, it encapsulates old lanes and museums together with posh and complicated metro lines and
skyscrapers. In the City of Djinns written by the eminent historian William Dalrymple in 1993, an
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exploration of Delhi is presented, where the writer stayed for a year. Dalrymple mentions as to how the
city tames the untamable and has absorbed everyone who came to rule over her. The essence of the ancient
city turning into the fashionable Metropolis is captured in the travelogue cum historical adventure. Delhi
seems to preserve various ages, as spaces that are ancient and new are invariably coexisting.

Ghalib had shifted to Delhi after a few years following his marriage at the age of thirteen. Ghalib had only
left Delhi to travel to Calcutta in 1827, where he stayed for two years and twice again to Rampur for a
very brief time. Ghalib had shifted his house often but lived in the same neighborhood of “Bazaar
Ballimaran and Gali Qasim Jan, just off Chandni Chowk and not far from Fatehpuri Masjid” (265). Many
years later in a letter to a young friend he recalls:

We (Your grandfather and I) were close friends and we used to play chess together; we would often sit
together until late into the night. His house was quite near mine and he used to come and see me whenever
he liked. There was only Machia the courtesan’s house and two by-lanes between us. Our big mansion is
the one that belongs to Lakshmi Chand Seth. I used to spend most of my time in the stone summer-house
near the main entrance. (3)

The intimacy with which Ghalib writes about the days of his youth and the spaces in which he had spent
time, gives a glimpse of Delhi that he had lived through. The description of the houses, lanes, and mansions
provide the details for visualizing the city that Delhi was during Ghalib's time. The social setting of Delhi
in the 1800’s can also be acquired. The Hindu-Muslim segregation that the British brought was non-
existent. The presence of the courtesan’s house in the lane was not a taboo as the cultural norms of the
society could also be inferred by the contents of the letter.

The changes in the Spatiotemporal scenario of Delhi when the British took charge in 1803 is brought out
by Ghalib. A sense of order, which was short-lived, began to prevail over Delhi as it had by then become
a battleground for varied warring clans and kingdoms. They built a tax system that was bearable for the
villagers through an agreement with the village chiefs and began constructing houses by the north of the
city. Mughal tombs began to be converted to “European summer- houses” (270). The conversion of the
Mughal relics into modern European constructions during British dominance indicates the transformations
that would completely alter the space of Ghalib's Delhi.

The revolt of 1857 had a huge impact in changing the Spatiotemporal setting of Delhi. The powerlessness
of the Mughal King became apparent and the seizing of space by the mutineers showed their power over
the Delhi landscape. The freeing of prisoners added to the chaos and anarchy. The British had a small force
which occupied a hill on the west side of Delhi. The mutineers held the city for a time period of four months.
The British forces gathered to attack back and by September they became successful. The retaliation which
started on 14 September 1857 grew strong and was magnified by 20 September 1857. The people of Delhi
anticipated a better atmosphere once the mutiny got over but what happened was of the contrary. The
British let loose an attack that completely threw the Delhiites off their tracks.

In a letter written to Majruh, his close friend, on 22 December 1858, Ghalib details about the Delhi space.
He narrates that a pool in front of the Begam Bagh gate situated near the Chandni Chauk was getting filled
with stones and bricks. For the roads to be widened, several shops near the Ballimaran were destroyed. By
1859, Ghalib witnessed the whole atmosphere of Delhi transforming. The British policies were becoming
more severe and special permits were necessary for travelers to stay for more than a night.

Historic buildings were demolished to make way for new roads and administrative buildings. After the revolt,
the city of Delhi saw a major revamp with most of its houses and shops being pulled down. Ghalib in a letter
to Majruh complains that “from Khan Chand’s Lane to Shah Bula’s banyan tree everything will be
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demolished” (162). The Jama Masjid was given back to the people. The shopkeepers came back and on
one the side of the masjid, the kabab sellers and others who sold poultry and pigeons had gathered. The
alarming news of the King’s death reached Delhi on 7 November 1862.

Ghalib had very famously written that Delhi was the heart of the whole world. The majesty of the Delhi
court, the buildings, markets, lanes, and canals that he describes in his writings portray Delhi as he had
known and experienced it. Ghalib had filled the descriptions of Delhi with intimate details like the
sweetness of the mangoes that he finds in the city, the beautiful night sky, the kites that filled the sky in
his youth, the changing weather and monsoon rains, and the muezzin’s calls from Jama Masjid that fill
the evenings of Delhi.

Ghalib paints a wonderful and detailed picture of the world that Delhi was to him. Delhi filled him with a
sense of home and the city Space was where he could roam free and happy. A man greatly admired for his
intelligent company, Ghalib knew that he belonged in the twilight world of the Mughal era.

The rebellion of 1857 shattered the whole mask of coexistence. Space of Delhi as Ghalib knew it, was
completely demolished. Every notable public space was demolished and newer buildings were built in its
place. The shopkeepers found that their shops were destroyed overnight and roads were widened on a large
scale. A huge transgression of Space took place with boundaries being destroyed and recreated according
to the British schemes. Ghalib who had lived entirely dependent on the familiar security that Delhi
provided was despondent. Ghalib wrote letters upon letters to his friends mourning the death of Delhi as
he had known it to be.

Conclusion:

The writings of Ghalib provide an insight to the inseparability of the space of Delhi and its time period.
The radical transformations undergone by the city is stringently portrayed in his writings. The familiar
places that Ghalib and his contemporaries frequented were being pulled down and everything that they
associated with the space of Delhi was being altered with the passage of time. The changes in the
Spatiotemporal landscape of their city greatly saddened the poet and the writings stand as testimony to his
grievances and Geocriticism helps in creating an image of the Delhi as Ghalib had known and experienced
it.
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