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Abstract  
This research paper examines the intricate relationship between individual memory and collective history in 

the poetry of Agha Shahid Ali, specifically focusing on his representations of the Kashmiri conflict. Drawing 

primarily from The Country without a Post Office and Rooms Are Never Finished, this study explores how 

Ali navigates the "dialectic of trauma"—a state where personal bereavement, such as the death of his mother, 

becomes inextricably linked to the political desolation of his homeland. By employing formalist "distancing 

devices" like the ghazal, canzone, and villanelle, Ali transmutes raw, "hysterical" suffering into a structured 

"poetry of witness." The paper argues that for Ali, memory acts as a "subjective truth" that challenges the 

"objective" or state-sanctioned narratives of history, ultimately creating an "imaginary homeland" that 

survives the physical destruction of the Kashmir Valley. 
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Introduction 

Agha Shahid Ali (1949–2001) occupies a space of "singular distinction" within the global literary landscape, 

serving as a "beneficiary of three cultures—Muslim, Hindu and, for lack of a more precise rubric, Western". 

Born in New Delhi and raised in the valley of Kashmir, Ali’s life and work were shaped by "immense historical 

forces," including the 1947 Partition of India and the subsequent, ongoing conflict over his homeland. His 

very name, Shahid, acts as a linguistic bridge between his dual roles as a poet of desire and a chronicler of 

atrocity. As Ali himself famously intoned: 

 

"They ask me to tell them what Shahid means: Listen, Listen: / It means 'The Belovéd' in Persian, 

'witness' in Arabic". (Ali, Agha Shahid. The Veiled Suite: The Collected Poems, Penguin Books, 2009, 

p. 171). 

 

This dual identity—the "Beloved" and the "Witness"—is the fundamental pivot upon which his poetry of 

trauma turns. Ali’s work is not merely a collection of verses but a "narrative of the intricacies of loss," where 

nostalgia functions as an "extraterritorial" force reaching toward the "boundaries of human longing". The 

"dialectic of trauma" in his poetry arises from the collision between his personal bereavement—primarily the 

loss of his mother, Sufia Agha—and the collective political desolation of Kashmir, a "country without a post 

office" where "no mail had been delivered for six months" due to civil uprising and military suppression. 

 

Ali’s career transitioned from the "open forms" and "confessional narrative" of his early works to an 

increasingly "rigorous formalism" in his later years. He came to believe that "certain aspects of free verse had 

become 'too easy,'" and that the "pitch of grief" he felt for his mother and his homeland required the "shackles" 

of strict meter and rhyme to be "strangely liberating". By utilizing forms like the ghazal, the canzone, and the 

villanelle, Ali provided a "temporary shelter for a voice that sings of the transience of existence". 
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The core of this investigation is the tension between personal memory and official history. In Ali’s poetic 

universe, history is often presented as a state-sanctioned, "objective" narrative that threatens to erase the 

"subjective truth" of the individual experience. As noted in the source material: 

 

"History, as it intends to present the past as it was, demands objectivity... poetry, as it intends to present 

the inner world of the events, demands subjectivity". (Patel, Hiteshkumar. A Study of History and 

Diaspora in the Poetry of Agha Shahid Ali, PhD Thesis, Sardar Patel University, 2021, p. 5). 

 

Ali famously encapsulates this struggle in his poem "Farewell," where he writes, "Your history gets in the 

way of my memory". Through this paper, we will analyze how Ali navigates these overlapping spheres of 

pain, arguing that his poetry creates an "imaginary homeland" where the memory of the Beloved and the 

testimony of the Witness allow for a "reconciliation of the self with the world". This introduction serves to 

establish the "tricultural moment" that enabled Ali to enrich the English language with a "new literary lexicon" 

fueled by a "cosmic nostalgia". 

 

The Tricultural Genesis and the Architecture of Loss 

The genesis of Agha Shahid Ali’s "dialectic of trauma" is rooted in a childhood defined by a "culturally very 

rich atmosphere" where there was "never a hint of any kind of parochialism". Born in New Delhi in 1949, Ali 

was the "beneficiary of three cultures—Hindu, Muslim and Western," a tricultural identity that he embraced 

as a "historically unique position". His father, Agha Ashraf Ali, a secular intellectual, and his mother, Sufia 

Agha, fostered a home environment in Srinagar—symbolically named "Harmony 3"—that acted as a 

sanctuary of education and artistic expression. In this space, the young Ali was exposed to the "rhythm of a 

dying dynasty" and the syncretic traditions of Kashmiriyat, where religious identities merged with "seamless 

ease". 

 

However, this early plenitude was shadowed by the "immense historical forces" of the 1947 Partition, which 

had already begun to "rent asunder" the social fabric of the subcontinent. Although Ali was born eighteen 

months after independence, the "slaughtered martyrs or ancestors" of the conflict haunted his early verse, 

creating a "rupture with his personal and familial histories". This rupture was further complicated by Ali’s 

first encounter with the West in 1961, when his father moved the family to Indiana for his doctoral studies. 

This early exposure ensured that Shahid was able to "take the country in his stride" when he eventually 

returned to America as a post-graduate student, yet it also inaugurated a lifelong state of "perpetual 

reterritorialization and deterritorialization". 

 

The "architecture of loss" in Ali's work is most vividly constructed in his 1987 collection, The Half-Inch 

Himalayas. The title itself serves as a "metonym" for the immigrant's experience of distance and the 

"impossible version" of the homeland that survives in memory. In the opening poem, "Postcard from 

Kashmir," the vast physical reality of the mountains is reduced to a commodified, "shrunk" image: 

 

" Kashmir shrinks into my mailbox, / my home a neat four by six inches. / I always loved neatness. 

Now I hold / the half-inch Himalayas in my hand." (Ali, Agha Shahid. The Veiled Suite: The Collected 

Poems, Penguin Books, 2009, p. 3). 

 

This reduction signifies more than mere physical distance; it represents a "frustrating inability of any image 

to represent the reality of place, memory, and color". The poet acknowledges that the "colors won't be so 

brilliant" upon return, because the idealized "home" exists only as a "giant negative, black / and white, still 

undeveloped" within the "dark room" of the mind. For Ali, the postcard becomes "the closest I’ll ever be to 

home," a statement that underscores the "foreboding, if not the actual knowledge, that there is no possibility 

of return". 

 

Central to this aesthetic of longing was the influence of the legendary singer Begum Akhtar, whom Ali 

described as "the greatest ghazal singer of all time". Her death in 1974 was experienced by Ali as a "calamity" 

that signaled the "end of the world". In his elegies for her, Shahid juxtaposes her sublime artistry with the 

political violence of the era, such as the Bangladesh War: 
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"in New Delhi one night / as Begum Akhtar sang, the lights went out. / It was perhaps during the 

Bangladesh War, / perhaps there were sirens, / air-raid warnings. / But the audience, hushed, did not 

stir." (Ali, Agha Shahid. The Veiled Suite: The Collected Poems, Penguin Books, 2009, p. 119). 

 

Akhtar served as a surrogate for a "rich Muslim culture that had adopted Indian roots," and her voice became 

the "warp of the spoken language and a woof of the cultivated artistic detail" that Ali sought to replicate in his 

English verse. Through Akhtar, Ali learned that "sorrow has no finer mask than a studied lightness of manner," 

a lesson that would become essential when he faced the literal destruction of Srinagar in the 1990s. This period 

of "tricultural nostalgia" allowed Ali to "recreate moments from his 'Urdu past'" while simultaneously 

becoming an "accomplished" voice in the American poetic landscape. 

 

Ultimately, Ali's life and work illustrates that for the diasporic subject, "home is always a space of fracture 

and multiplicity". By the time he published The Half-Inch Himalayas, Ali was no longer merely a "dealer in 

words" but a witness who understood that "India always exists / off the turnpikes / of America". This 

geographic duality prepared the way for the much deeper, more harrowing "dialectic of trauma" that would 

emerge when his mother, Sufia, the anchor of his "imaginary homeland," was diagnosed with the terminal 

illness that would eventually claim both of their lives. 

 

The Personal Pole: Sufia Agha and the Epistemology of Mourning 

The personal dimension of Agha Shahid Ali’s dialectic of trauma is fundamentally anchored in the figure of 

his mother, Sufia Agha. Her death in April 1997 from a brain tumor—the same affliction that would claim the 

poet himself four years later—marked a radical rupture in his experience and a "pivotal decision" in his 

aesthetic trajectory. For Ali, the mother was not merely a relative but the "true home," the living repository of 

the tricultural heritage he so cherished. In his final completed volume, Rooms Are Never Finished, he 

documents the process of bringing her body back to a "home at war" for burial, an act that serves as the 

ultimate collision between private bereavement and public catastrophe. 

 

Ali explicitly links the personal and the political in the prefatory note to the collection: 

 

"To a home at war, my father, siblings, and I brought my mother's body for burial. It was the only thing 

to do, for she had longed for home throughout her illness. In 1990, Kashmir... erupted into a full-scale 

uprising for self-determination. The resulting devastation... has led to despair and rage, then only rage, 

then only despair." (Ali, Agha Shahid. The Veiled Suite: The Collected Poems, Penguin Books, 2009, 

p. 185). 

 

The centerpiece of this mourning is the poem "Lenox Hill," which critics describe as "possibly his greatest 

poem," a masterpiece that reveals Ali at the "height of his poetic strength". In this poem, Ali utilizes the Italian 

canzone—a form of "unusual rigor and difficulty"—to provide a "soaring superstructure" for an "unbearable 

pitch of grief". The poem’s genesis lies in a specific moment of delirious observation: while in the Lenox Hill 

Hospital in Manhattan, the sirens of passing ambulances reminded Sufia Agha of a dark episode from 

Kashmiri history. 

 

The historical allusion refers to the Hun invader Mihiragula, a "sadistic tyrant" who allegedly relished the 

shrieks of dying animals. As noted in the scholarly commentary: 

 

"Once, while crossing the Pir Panjal Pass, one of the elephants in Mihiragula's train slipped and fell. 

The cry of the animal was so pleasing to Mihiragula's ears that he subsequently drove one hundred 

elephants over the precipice... and relished hearing the terrified shrieks of the dying elephants." 

(Chatterjee, Sisir Kumar and Sinchan Chatterjee. "Epistemology of Mourning: A Reading of Rooms 

Are Never Finished." The World of Agha Shahid Ali, SUNY Press, 2021, p. 191). 

 

By juxtaposing this "historical legend with personal grief," Ali "impersonalizes his own grief and transcends 

the heaviness of his personal mourning". The sirens of modern New York are transformed into the "blizzard-

fall of ghost-elephants," effectively merging the geography of his exile with the ancient trauma of his 

homeland. 
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The "epistemology of mourning" in Ali’s work is further complicated by his identification of personal loss 

with the archetypal tragedy of Karbala. The twelve-part cycle "From Amherst to Kashmir" functions as a 

marsiya—a traditional Urdu elegy usually reserved for mourning the martyrdom of Imam Hussain. By 

identifying his mother’s suffering with that of Zainab (Hussain's sister), Ali elevates a private death into a 

cosmic event. He observes that "Only Karbala could frame our grief," suggesting that the magnitude of his 

loss requires a religious and historical scale of measurement. 

 

The climax of this identification occurs in "Lenox Hill," where the poet addresses the universe with a 

staggering realization: 

 

"For compared to my grief for you, what are those of Kashmir, / and what (I close the ledger) are the 

griefs of the universe / when I remember you—beyond all accounting—O my mother?" (Ali, Agha 

Shahid. The Veiled Suite: The Collected Poems, Penguin Books, 2009, p. 188). 

 

This rhetorical move does not diminish the political suffering of Kashmir; rather, it uses that suffering as a 

"weighing scale" to emphasize the "absolute rupture of experience" represented by his mother's death. In 

section 9 of the cycle, Ali’s grief manifests as a "shikwa" (a formal grievance or complaint to God), where he 

provocatively labels the Almighty as "the only final assassin". This "playfully deceptive atheism" highlights 

the poet’s struggle to find meaning in a world where "God is news" and the "sky is empty". 

 

Ultimately, for Ali, the death of the mother signifies that "home is always a space of fracture and multiplicity". 

Through Rooms Are Never Finished, he constructs an "imaginary homeland" where the "loved hands of 

blesséd women" brush the light ashes of history together, creating a "shrine of words" that remains perpetually 

in progress. This illustrates that for Ali, the personal trauma of the mother’s death is the catalyst for a deeper, 

"bardic intensity" that allows him to bear witness to the "grief of broken flesh" on a global and historical scale. 

 

The Political Pole: Witnessing Atrocity in The Country without a Post Office 

The political dimension of Ali’s dialectic finds its most harrowing and "masterful" expression in his 1997 

collection, The Country without a Post Office. This volume serves as a "testament to 1990s Kashmir," a period 

defined by the "escalating crisis" of armed insurgency and the subsequent "ruthless suppression" by security 

forces. It is observed that Ali’s move from the "tricultural nostalgia" of his earlier work to a "stark 

documentation of infernal carnage" marks a radical shift in his role from the "Beloved" to the "Witness". 

 

The central metaphor of the volume—the post office—was inspired by a literal "collapse of communication" 

in the valley. It is recorded that during the height of the conflict, "no mail had been delivered for six months" 

because the postal system had been rendered "dead and left in piles". In an account provided by Claire 

Chambers, the genesis of the title is linked to a specific incident: 

 

"The friend had wandered over and by chance picked up a letter for Shahid from one of his loved 

ones—perhaps someone who is now dead. The post office malfunction is a suggestive and yet 

economical image, in that it simultaneously evokes politics and love between people." (Chambers, 

Claire. The World of Agha Shahid Ali, SUNY Press, 2021, p. 180). 

 

In the title poem, this "malfunction" is transformed into an "archive for letters with doomed / addresses," 

where the "fingerprints" of the speaker "cancel blank stamps". The image of the "phantom heart" returning in 

the rain to find a nation that is "papier-mâché" emphasizes the fragility of a culture under threat of "erasure". 

 

The witnessing of specific atrocities is most poignantly localized in the figure of Rizwan, an eighteen-year-

old "Guardian of the Gates of Paradise" who was "killed in custody". In "I See Kashmir from New Delhi at 

Midnight," Ali uses a "harrowed and harrowing" ghost to bypass the "media’s silence" on human rights 

abuses. The poem provides a "precise" and "unnerving narrative" of torture that occurred in dread centers like 

"Papa 2": 

 

"Drippings from a suspended burning tire / are falling on the back of a prisoner, / the naked boy 

screaming, 'I know nothing.'" (Ali, Agha Shahid. The Veiled Suite: The Collected Poems, Penguin 

Books, 2009, p. 127). 

 

http://www.ijrti.org/


 © 2024 IJNRD | Volume 9, Issue 8 August 2024 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IJNRD.ORG 

IJNRD2408443 International Journal of Novel Research and Development (www.ijnrd.org)  
 

e452 

Rizwan is identified as the poet's "double" or "Other," representing "all the boys of Kashmir who went 

missing" or whose "blood [is] sheer rubies on Himalayan snow". Through these verses, it is argued that Ali 

"shattered the long, asphyxiating silence" of the valley, providing a "tongue for many young and old 

Kashmiris" to express their suffering. 

 

Furthermore, the collection interrogates the concept of Azadi (independence) through the prose poem "The 

Blessed Word: A Prologue." Here, Ali "reinvents Srinagar" as an "imaginary homeland" by populating it with 

"flowers that will never die" and "roses that will never fall". He draws a "transnational" parallel between the 

"black velvet Void" of Srinagar and Osip Mandelstam’s St. Petersburg, suggesting that the "struggle of the 

Kashmiris" belongs to a global "literary network" of resistance. Although the "blessed word" is never 

explicitly spoken in the prologue, the collection concludes by uttering it "loudly and unequivocally": 

 

"Freedom's terrible thirst, flooding Kashmir, / is bringing love to its tormented glass. / Stranger, who 

will inherit the last night / of the past? Of what shall I not sing, and sing?" (Ali, Agha Shahid. The 

Veiled Suite: The Collected Poems, Penguin Books, 2009, p. 184). 

 

Finally, it is essential to note Ali’s firm belief that "good politics wasn't the same as good poetry". He argued 

that "subject matter is artistically interesting only when through form it has become content". By "shackling" 

the political trauma of a "home at war" within the "strict metrical patterns" of the ghazal and the villanelle, 

Ali avoided the "laziness" of free verse and ensured that his "witnessing" achieved a "bardic intensity". This 

"formal distancing" allowed him to record "mass rapes," "neighborhoods torched," and "towns left in cinders" 

without succumbing to "hysteria". 

 

The Dialectic in "Farewell": Memory vs. History 

The most complex and emotionally harrowing expression of Agha Shahid Ali’s "dialectic of trauma" is found 

in the poem "Farewell," which serves as the opening lineated work in The Country without a Post Office. 

Described by Ali in his explanatory notes as a "plaintive love letter from a Kashmiri Muslim to a Kashmiri 

Pandit," the poem addresses the radical "othering" and communal rupture that occurred during the "Kashmir 

Insurgency" of the 1990s. This period was marked by the "mass exodus" of the Pandit community—the 

indigenous Hindus of the valley—who fled in 1990 following "targeted killings" and a "fear psychosis" fueled 

by provocative slogans. For Ali, this exodus was not merely a demographic shift but a "tragic rending apart" 

of the rich, syncretic history of Kashmiriyat that had defined his childhood. 

 

The "dialectic" in "Farewell" is anchored in the fundamental conflict between "subjective memory" and 

"objective history." Ali famously encapsulates this tension in the poem’s central refrain: 

 

"Your history gets in the way of my memory. / I am everything you lost. You can't forgive me. / I am 

everything you lost. Your perfect enemy. / Your memory gets in the way of my memory:" (Ali, Agha 

Shahid. The Veiled Suite: The Collected Poems, Penguin Books, 2009, p. 126). 

 

This passage highlights how, in a conflict zone, the "objective" record of the state (History) often seeks to 

override or erase the "subjective truth" of the individual (Memory). As observed in the scholarly literature, 

"history, as it intends to present the past as it was, demands objectivity... poetry, as it intends to present the 

inner world of the events, demands subjectivity".  In the context of Kashmir, these two modes of knowing are 

in a state of "violent resistance." For the exiled Pandit, "history" is a narrative of betrayal and forced exodus; 

for the Muslim who remained, "memory" is a narrative of military occupation and the loss of a neighbor who 

was once an integral part of the self. 

 

The poem explores the "construction of fictive binaries" that turn neighbors into what Ali calls the "Perfect 

Enemy." He observes that in the absence of the Pandit, the Muslim community has "polished [them] into the 

Enemy," just as the Pandit narrative has "polished" the Muslim into a source of existential threat. This process 

is characterized by what critics, adapting the theories of Ashis Nandy, call the "intimacy of hatred". This 

concept suggests that the very closeness of the two communities—their shared language, food, and culture—

made the eventual rupture more profound. Ali’s poem is an attempt to "stitch" these shadows back together, 

pining for a world where such a division "would not have been possible". 
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The formal structure of "Farewell" is as significant as its thematic content. The poem is written in a series of 

"monostiches" or one-line stanzas, a "nonce form" that Ali apparently invented for this specific occasion. 

These isolated lines reflect a "fragmented perception," mirroring the broken social fabric of Srinagar. The use 

of structural repetitions—where words like "memory," "history," and "forgive" recur with slight variations—

creates a "litany of obsession and relief". These repetitions function like the qafiya and radif of a ghazal, 

grounding the desperation in a "sense of harmony" while remaining "asphyxiatingly" tight. 

 

Furthermore, Ali employs the motif of the "looking-glass border," a concept shared with his friend Amitav 

Ghosh. In Ali’s verse, the mirror is a "two-dimensional divide" that separates "similar-looking figures" while 

simultaneously highlighting their "underlying similarities". He writes: 

 

"I hid my pain even from myself; I revealed my pain only to myself. / There is everything to forgive. 

You can't forgive me. / If only somehow you could have been mine, / what would not have been 

possible in the world?" (Ali, Agha Shahid. The Veiled Suite: The Collected Poems, Penguin Books, 

2009, pp. 126-127). 

 

This confession of "hidden pain" underscores the "epistemology of loss" that governs the diasporic subject. 

The inability to forgive arises from the fact that both sides have been "consigned to the waiting-room of 

history," where their personal memories are "hushed up and deleted" to serve monolithic national narratives. 

Finally, "Farewell" serves as a rebuttal to the "desolation" described by the Roman historian Tacitus, whom 

Ali quotes in the epigraph: Solitudinum faciunt et pacem appellant ("They make a desolation and call it 

peace"). Ali argues that the state-sanctioned "peace" achieved through military suppression and communal 

displacement is actually an "asphyxiating silence." By insisting on the "blessed word with no meaning"—

Azadi—Ali ensures that "memory" remains a "smooth space" that flows through and around the "striated 

space of history". Through this dialectic, the trauma of Kashmir is transformed into a "poetry of witness" that 

refuses to let the "rubble of downtown Srinagar" be forgotten by the "callous varnish of time". 

 

In conclusion, this demonstrates that for Ali, the "Perfect Enemy" is actually the "Other" half of a divided self. 

By positioning memory "in the way of" history, he creates a transformative space where the "grief of broken 

flesh" becomes a "family of resemblance" that encompasses both the exile and the witness. 

 

Formalism as a Distancing Device for Trauma 

The aesthetic evolution of Agha Shahid Ali is characterized by a deliberate transition from the "open forms" 

of his early work to an increasingly "rigorous formalism" that defined his later masterpieces. Critics have 

noted that "Agha Shahid Ali's poetry traveled a trajectory throughout his life from sense to sound," moving 

from verses grounded in "confessional experience and narrative" toward a style where "form, for Shahid, was 

less about stricture and more about detecting some shape that lingered in the formlessness of sound" (Ali, 

Kazim. Mad Heart Be Brave, University of Michigan Press, 2017, p. 484). This shift was not merely a matter 

of technical preference but was a profound psychological necessity. For Ali, the "dialectic of trauma"—the 

intersecting pains of a dying mother and a burning homeland—demanded a structural container that could 

withstand the "unbearable pitch of grief" without collapsing into sentimentality. 

 

Ali’s primary philosophical justification for this formalist turn was the concept of the "distancing device." He 

believed that raw emotion, particularly when dealing with political atrocity or personal bereavement, required 

the mediation of strict prosody to remain artistically viable. In a frequently cited interview, Ali explained his 

rationale: 

 

"When you're dealing with a painful subject matter... I would say definitely you need a formal 

distancing device because otherwise you might end up sounding simply hysterical." (Ghosh, Tapan 

Kumar and Sisir Kumar Chatterjee. The World of Agha Shahid Ali, SUNY Press, 2021, p. 27). 

 

By "shackling" his verse with the requirements of the villanelle, the canzone, or the ghazal, Ali found that 

these "shackles [were] strangely liberating" (Ali, Agha Shahid. The World of Agha Shahid Ali, SUNY Press, 

2021, p. 229). He argued that he did not "free [himself] from a form" but rather "free[d] himself through the 

form," using the rigorous structural requirements to keep his voice "honest" and to prevent his descriptions of 

"mass rapes" and "towns left in cinders" from devolving into mere polemic or "facile" self-indulgence. 
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The catalyst for this formalist maturation was Ali’s deep "poetic friendship" and mentorship with the 

American poet James Merrill. The two met at a dinner party in Arizona in 1987, where Ali had requested to 

cook a traditional Kashmiri meal for the visiting master. Merrill, who "went to the heart of [Ali’s] troubles 

and turned them into bitter honey," provided the younger poet with the technical guidance—and famously, 

the "rhyming dictionary"—that would facilitate his turn toward complexity. Ali’s devotion to Merrill was 

profound; he once wrote to him: 

 

"I simply must tell you now when I write I am constantly aware of you... my interest in being 

recognizably formal is proving to be liberating... I think free verse in the past two decades has become 

an exercise in laziness." (Kapoor, Manan. A Map of Longings: The Life and Works of Agha Shahid Ali, 

Penguin Books, 2021, p. 104). 

 

Under Merrill’s sway, Ali began to view the poem as an "embodiment in mid-air," where "the intricacies of 

form interweave to construct... a temporary region of braided stabilities" (Ali, Kazim. Mad Heart Be Brave, 

University of Michigan Press, 2017, p. 76). 

 

The most visible manifestation of this formal shelter was Ali’s rehabilitation of the ghazal in English. He was 

famously "irked" by the "misreading" of the form by American poets who published "free-verse ghazals" that 

lacked the essential radif (refrain) and qafiya (rhyme). Ali insisted on the "formal unity" of the canonical 

Persian and Urdu form, defining it as a series of "autonomous or semi-autonomous couplets that are united 

by a strict scheme of rhyme, refrain, and line length" (Ali, Agha Shahid. The Veiled Suite: The Collected 

Poems, Penguin Books, 2009, p. 249). He described the emotional resonance of the form through a vivid 

etymological image: it was "the cry of the gazelle when it is cornered in a hunt and knows it will die". For a 

poet witnessing the "erasure" of his own culture in Kashmir, the ghazal’s repetitive structure provided a "litany 

of obsession and relief," allowing the end-words to return like "light at stanza’s edge," offering evidence of 

community and survival amid political "fog". 

 

Beyond the ghazal, Ali sought out the most difficult of Western forms, most notably the Italian canzone. The 

canzone is a "sixty-five line form in six stanzas with five refrain words," widely regarded as "one of the 

toughest forms in poetry". Ali’s achievement in writing three such poems—"After the August Wedding," 

"Lenox Hill," and "The Veiled Suite"—prompted the poet Anthony Hecht to remark that he "deserved to be 

in the Guinness Book of Records for having written three canzones—more than any other poet" (Kapoor, 

Manan. A Map of Longings, Penguin Books, 2021, p. 149). In these poems, the "architectonics of the form 

create a soaring superstructure," a "bounded space" within which Ali could interment his mother’s memory. 

The complexity of the form functioned like a "mosaic that holds the whole in place," ensuring that the 

"outburst" of his grief remained "calibrated" and "polished". 

 

Ultimately, Ali’s commitment to formalism was a "gesture against death" (Ali, Kazim. Mad Heart Be Brave, 

University of Michigan Press, 2017, p. 10). He understood that "a form, though caught in the binds of restraint, 

is not about the stilling of energy but about the shaping and releasing of energy". By "shackling" the political 

trauma of Kashmir and the personal trauma of his mother’s cancer within these intricate structures, Ali secured 

a "liberation" that transformed "raw suffering" into a "poetry of witness" that was as "finely tuned" as it was 

"haunting". Form was his "refuge," a "shrine of words" where the "loved ones" who "always leave" could be 

forever memorialized and mourned. 

 

Transnational Intertextuality: Borrowed Voices and Global Pain 

The poetic landscape of Agha Shahid Ali is fundamentally "palimpsestic," a term describing a writing surface 

where the original text has been effaced to make room for later writing but of which traces remain. Critics 

have noted that Ali’s "multivocality" serves as an "ongoing negotiation that seeks to authorize cultural 

hybridities that emerge in moments of historical transformation". By weaving together a "rich web of 

intertextuality," Ali places his readers simultaneously in the "underworlds of Greek myth, World War II 

concentration camps... the Kashmir Valley, Ohio highways... or Golgotha". This "intertextual frame" is not 

merely a display of erudition but a deliberate strategy to situate the "singularity of Ali’s experiences within a 

transnational, transcultural, and transgenerational community of writers who share similar concerns". 

 

Ali’s approach to intertextuality reflects Roland Barthes’s theory of the text as a "tissue of quotations". As 

Moscaliuc observes, Ali shares the belief that: 
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"A text is... a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and 

clash. The text is a tissue of quotations.... The writer can only imitate a gesture that is always anterior, 

never original. His only power is to mix writings, to counter the one with the others, in such a way as 

never to rest on any one of them." (Barthes, Roland. Image-Music-Text, Fontana, 1977, p. 146). 

 

By positioning himself as a "navigator between cultures and histories," Ali uses "borrowed words" to "craft 

something wholly new from the shreds of language, of culture, of myths, and of histories". This "quest for 

reconciliation" allows the poet to bridge the gap between his Western education and his Eastern heritage, 

effectively "repaying the loan" he felt he owed to both. 

 

A primary example of this "magpie method" is Ali's ability to braid the voices of seemingly disparate poets 

like Emily Dickinson and Faiz Ahmed Faiz. In "In Search of Evanescence," Ali creates a "queer intertextual 

intimacy" with Dickinson’s "A Route of Evanescence," using her poem as an epigraph and then proceeding 

with "twenty couplets that suggest the ghazal form". This juxtaposition of a nineteenth-century American 

recluse and a medieval Persian/Urdu form allows Ali to "acclimatize the tropes to English," gaining clarity 

while exploring the "Scholarship of Evanescence". 

 

Furthermore, Ali’s poetry functions as a "transnational archive," connecting the local tragedy of Kashmir to 

other global "trouble spots". As a "Kashmiri-American," he seeks to view his homeland from a "broader 

perspective than the local geopolitics of South Asia". He achieves this through "drawing comparisons with 

conflicts elsewhere in the world—Bosnia, Chechnya, and Palestine". In "The City of Daughters," Ali's 

"humanist rhetoric" expands to encompass these sites of unrest: 

 

"Say farewell, say farewell to the city / (O Sarajevo! O Srinagar!) / the Alexandria that is forever 

leaving. / I'm running toward a barbed-wire fence / And someone is running after me" (Ali, Agha 

Shahid. The Veiled Suite: The Collected Poems, Penguin Books, 2009, p. 175). 

 

By invoking "Sarajevo" and "Alexandria" alongside "Srinagar," Ali suggests that the "struggle of the 

Kashmiris" belongs to a "global literary network" of resistance. This "cross-national, cross-cultural, cross-

hemispheric vision" allows the "exilic destinies of a poet and critic from two embattled, non-self-governing 

homelands" to "rhyme". This "hemispheric Islam," as Wai Chee Dimock defines it, connects South Asian texts 

to "the European continent and to Latin America," creating a "map broader and richer than the one currently 

in use". 

 

Ali’s intertextuality also serves to "universalize and eternalize" personal and political trauma through literary 

allusion. In "I See Kashmir from New Delhi at Midnight," Ali encounters the ghost of his friend Rizwan, who 

"comes close to quoting Wallace Stevens’s 'The Snow Man'". The ghost’s whisper—"I have been cold a long, 

long time"—not only echoes Stevens’s "nothing that is not there and the nothing that is" but also provides a 

"precise and unnerving narrative" of torture in centers like "Papa 2". 

 

The poem "The Last Saffron" further illustrates this "nexus of memory, history, narration and conflict". The 

first line of the poem—"I will die, in autumn, in Kashmir"—echoes a tradition of "premature elegies" by poets 

from across the globe: 

 

"The first line... echoes the first line of Peruvian expatriate Cesar Vallejo’s in 'Black Stone Lying on a 

White Stone' ('I will die in Paris, on a rainy day'), Greek poet Kóstas Ouránis’s 'I shall die one day on 

a mournful autumn twilight...' and American poet Donald Justice’s 'I will die in Miami in the sun'... 

Ali’s auto-elegy recasts myths, collages poetic forms, and parallels the fragmentation of a personal 

narrative (his) to that of Kashmir." (Moscaliuc, Mihaela. "Palimpsestic Intertextualities in 'A Lost 

Memory of Delhi' and 'The Last Saffron'." Mad Heart Be Brave: Essays on the Poetry of Agha Shahid 

Ali. University of Michigan Press, 2017, pp. 158-159). 

 

By participating in this "topology of dying that spans continents and cultures," Ali ensures that his specific 

Kashmiri "cry" is not an isolated one but part of a "family of resemblance". 
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Ultimately, Ali’s use of intertextuality is a "commitment not just to the multiplicity of meanings, but also... to 

the multiplicity of sources of understanding". In his final ghazal "Tonight," he brings together Laurence Hope, 

Emily Dickinson, the Koran, and Moby-Dick in a "scintillating shift of moods and tones". By stating, "God 

sobs in my arms. Call me Ishmael tonight," Ali identifies himself as a "bearer of Islamic—as well as 

American—tradition," synthesizing his "triple-hyphenated" identity (Kashmiri-American-Kashmiri) into a 

singular "shrine of words". Through this "borrowed language," the Witness and the Beloved find a "temporary 

shelter" for a voice that continues to "shatter the long, asphyxiating silence" of history. 

 

Conclusion: The Immortality of the Imaginary Homeland 

The poetic journey of Agha Shahid Ali, as traced through the shifting topographies of Kashmir, New Delhi, 

and the American diaspora, reaches its final synthesis in his posthumous legacy and his ultimate visionary 

poems. It is argued that the "dialectic of trauma"—the persistent tension between the "subjective truth" of 

personal memory and the "objective" record of political history—is never strictly resolved but is instead 

transformed into a permanent "shrine of words". Through the implementation of rigorous formalist structures, 

Ali succeeded in "impersonalizing his own grief," allowing his private bereavement for his mother and his 

public lament for Kashmir to achieve a "universal and cosmic dimension". 

 

This transformation is most effectively realized in the closing poem of Rooms Are Never Finished, "I Dream 

I Am at the Ghat of the Only World." In this narrative, the poet envisions himself being rowed across an 

"ebony ghost" of the Jhelum river by a boatman named Gula. The poem serves as a final "reconciliation of 

the self with the world," where Ali encounters the beloved figures who shaped his tricultural identity—Begum 

Akhtar, Eqbal Ahmad, and James Merrill. The synthesis of personal and political trauma is completed when 

his mother, identified as a "final lonely rival to God," appears to him in this "Only World". The conclusion of 

the poem, and indeed the volume, is provided by the ghostly voice of James Merrill, who delivers a "soul-

soothing answer" that addresses the foundational condition of the exilic life: 

 

"SHAHID, HUSH. THIS IS ME, JAMES. THE LOVED ONE / ALWAYS LEAVES." (Ali, Agha 

Shahid. The Veiled Suite: The Collected Poems, Penguin Books, 2009, p. 249). 

 

This final "Hush" is not an act of silencing but an "annunciation". Merrill’s voice provides comfort not through 

the promise of a religious afterlife, but through the "universality of suffering," suggesting that loss is the 

"foundational condition of life". By "exiling himself out of the poem," Ali ensures that his specific Kashmiri 

"cry" survives his physical vanishing, leaving behind a "temporary region of braided stabilities" that continues 

to haunt the reader. 

 

The immortality of Ali’s "imaginary homeland" is further evidenced by the enduring relevance of his "poetry 

of witness." It is observed that following the 2019 revocation of Jammu and Kashmir’s special status, Ali’s 

verses "flooded the Internet" as a means for a silenced population to articulate their pain. His work has 

effectively "shattered the long, asphyxiating silence" of the valley, proving that while a state may "make a 

desolation and call it peace," the poet has the power to "reinvent" the city through the "blessed word with no 

meaning"—Azadi. 

 

Ultimately, Agha Shahid Ali remains the "Beloved Witness" defined by his namesake. His dual role—as the 

lover who "longs for the vanishing world" and the martyr who "bears the silence of want"—is the legacy he 

bequeathed to global literature.  

 

By the end of his life, Ali’s world had "become a book," as Mallarmé predicted it must. Through this book, 

the "dialectic of trauma" is transmuted into a "map of longings with no limit". The conclusions of his poems 

are "unending," inviting future generations to "tear open these vanished envelopes" and find their own 

reflections in his "mirrored convexities". Ali proves that the "epistemology of loss" is not merely about what 

is taken away, but about what is "held on to fully" through the "shackles of form". As he asks in his final 

couplet: "If you leave who will prove that my cry existed? / Tell me what was I like before I existed". The 

answer remains inscribed in the "transnational, transcultural, and transgenerational community of writers" 

who continue to read and be changed by his "shrine of words". 
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