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The five-century secret

Jamali-Kamaliexplores the
namethat dare not speak its
love, Parvati Sharma says.

The Archaeological Survey of
India’s guide to the capital, Delhi
and its Neighbourhoods, informs
the reader that “Since there are two
graves in [Jamali-Kamali's] tomb,
one believed to be that of Jamali
and the other that of Kamali, an
unknown person, the monuments
gounder a ‘double-barrelled’
name.” The Indian National Trust
for Art and Cultural Heritage is
more daring and more condescen-
ding inits extrapolations. Delhi:
The Built Heritage surveys “two
marble graves in the building, one
of which is Jamali’s, and the other
said to be that of one Kamali,
possibly Jamali’s brother.”

Karen Chase's Jamali-Kamali:

A Tale of Passion in Mughal India
offers, from its title onwards, a
more erotic take on the matter.

The new book-length poem takes
off from an oral tradition that
describes Kamalias Jamali’s lover.
Chase, an American poet, was on

a Sanskriti writers’ residency in
2004 when she visited the tomb
and discovered its contrasting
histories. Her reaction was a
startled, “Huh?” What she calls
“the disjuncture of that moment”
sparkeda period of fevered writing
in which she assumed, for the most
part, the voice of Sheikh Fazlu'llah,
the sixteenth-century poet who
wrote as “Jamali”.

Chase admits that there is no
way of really knowing who Kamali
was, and what he meant to the poet
who served many kings, from
Sikandar Lodi to Humayun.
“I'wouldsay I imagined their
relationship entirely. WhatI
researched was the details of their
surroundings.” So, for example, the
poem’s final part is written in
Kamali’s voice, as he mourns the
historically accepted fact of
Jamali’s death while on a campaign
with Humayun. She recalls panick-
ing at some point about whether
her protagonists’ diet would allow
their breath to be “apple-scented”
(it would). From another passage,

Death will not part The pair of men's graves in the tomb in Mehrauli

we may derive both pleasure and
the assurance that parrots and
guavas were a part of the early
Mughal landscape:

The grass green male
parrotsportsadark

pink collar.

I have ordered the stitchers
to sew one for us, each.

At cow dust hour,

meet me in the orchard.

Like birds, we'll raid

the neighbour’s guava trees.

The Jamali-Kamali mosque and
tombare found ina rather perfect
romantic assignation. Mehrauli
Archaeological Park, despiteits
title, is a lavish space of green just
behind the Mehrauli phool mandi.
Youstep fromanautointoa
spilling mass of flowers, and
walk through an undulating park
pastmedieval wells and domes.
Following the signs, youreach a
small unassuming mosque.

The tomb is next door, and will
be happily unlocked by the care-
taker, who came hereasa child
tostudy in the quiet of the the
compound. Inside, there is barely
enough space to circle the two
graves of white marble. The tomb’s
ceiling is a splendid design of
coloured tiles, itrivets the eve. Yet
what you notice firstisarose inan
unmarked bottle, setona niche.

The caretaker, walking to work
through the phool mandj, brings
aflower every morning. He laughs
insome embarrassment and mum-
bles his words, but I gather that he
feels it's an appropriate thing to do.
Here, though, is the rub: the par-
rots, the apples, theroses —these
are details, and details prevaricate.
Weare told, after all, that both God
and the Devil may reside in them.
Details don't invariably create
context. SoI was instinctively
embarrassed to ask my guide
about Kamali’s identity, and he
reciprocated with half-hearted
assertions of his ignorance.
Chase’s poetry tells us littleabout
medieval Indianattitudes towards
homosexuality. If these buildings
arecontroversial today, they are so
because the ASIis battling the Delhi
Wak{ Board over whether or not
prayers may be held here. Kamali,
unspoken, remains as ephemeral
as the scent of that short-stemmed
rose. If that sounds sentimental,
T haven't finished yet. The pity
isn't somuch that we don’t know
who “one Kamali” was. The pity is
that so many of us remain the best
friend, the roommate, the dentist’s
appointment, the shifty half-smile
—spoken of in hushed tones and
always kind-of-teetering into the
unknown—with rarely an equivo-
cal footnote, even, for our pains.
Jamali-Kamali: A Tale of Passion
inMughal India, Mapin, T450.
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Events

Boyzone Saturday party
Sat Feb5 & Feb 12
A weekend party hosted for the LGBT
community, The party is held at vari-
ousclubs in the city. To get on the guest
list, call (92127-35569).

The Delhi FrontRunners &
Walkers
Sun Feb 6& SunFeb 13

| A weekly running/walking club for

Delhi's LGBTI people. For more details,
email frontdel@gmail com.
Gay Delhi Sunday Socials
Sun Feb 6& SunFeb 13
A weekly social gathering for gay and

| bisexual men. For more information on
| venues and timing and to know about
| other gay events in Delhi, join the

GayDelhiemail list by sendinga
blank email to gaydelhisubscribe@
yahoogroups.com.

Resources

Naz Dost helpline for MSM and
Gay Men
Mon-Sat 1-7pm
The Naz Foundation also hosts weekly
meetings and support groups for men.
Call (2981-2287).
Nigah
Anautonomous collective that holds
regular queer events and uses different
media to talk about issues of gender
and sexuality. Visif www.nigah.org.
The South and Southeast Asia
Resource Centre on Sexuality
Mon-Thu 1.30-5pm
Hosted by TARSHI, a free library of
books, materials and documents on
1ssues of sexuality. Call (2437-9070).
Gay Delhi
A yahoo group for gay and bisexual
men in Delhi that hold regular meet-
ings. Email gaydelhi-subscribe@
yahoogroups.com.
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