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Oh my heart had you only known
Lalan Songs in Einglish

Keith E. Cantu



Translations

Abstract

The songs of Bangladesh’s revered bhab-sadhaka Ialan Sain have
been translated by many different scholars at different times. Often
their translations, however, have been primarily designed for literary
appreciation or academic analysis. The translations that are found
in this article, while they certainly aim to be useful in other contexts,
are more directly intended to communicate the spiritual essence of
the music and make the various archetypal and linguistic symbols
found in Lalan’s lyrics come alive for non-native speakers of Bangla.
They are also designed to be set to music, and as such have been
recently performed with their original Baul melodic scales and
instruments by singers in Kushtia, Narsingdi, Dhaka, and elsewhere.
To this end, a slightly different perspective has been taken in
formatting and word-choice. In the introduction to the translations
a brief narrative summarizes how the translator, otiginally brought
up near the border between Mexico and the United States, became
initially fascinated both by Bangladesh’s sadhana subculture and the
songs of Lalan. It then briefly describes his acquaintance and
association with the bards or folk singers and followers of Lalan
songs, especially those who claim to observe the original or adi Baul
modes of life as passed down through songs and oral tradition, and
touches upon his experience in their wider Bangla musical milieu,
including both in the more formal sadhu-sanga or community of
aspirants and in more casual contexts, both urban and rural. The
article closes with a publication of five English translations of Lalan
songs, alongside with the original Bangla lyrics as received orally
from well-respected Bauls in the Lalan tradition
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1 geafows Swrm B I zen “Magick,” € o &b IH @R "a
reversion to the word's archaic spelling to 'distinguish the Science
of the Magi from all its counterfeits." 9% STEX SXTIT a7 F1 WNE A,
"his intent in writing Book 4 was not only to restore to magick the
respect and honor it commanded in eatlier times; it was also to lay
the cornerstone of a magico-religious system that would bridge the

chasm between scientific skepticism and spititual revelation." (Liber
ABA, Book IV [revised second edition], p. xxiv)

2 See Abraham ben Simeon, of Worms (attributed to, 15th c.). The
Book of the Sacred Magic of Abra-Melin the Mage: as delivered by
Abraham the Jew unto his son Lamech, trans. S.L. MacGregor
Mathers. 2nd ed., London: Watkins, 1900; rpt. Chicago: De Laurence,
c. 1932; rpt. New York: Dover, 1975; rpt. Wellingborough, UK:
Aquarian Press, 1976, 1985.

3 Letter and numerological symbolism has been in use since at least
the Pythagoreans, who attached attributions to each number. The
use of the Perso-Arabic alphabet, including Hebrew letters, to
summarize the process of creation became prominent in Europe
after the circulation of the Sefer Yesira and the Latin works of

Athanasius Kircher several centuries later. (See Jaffee, p. 253).
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Alif He Dal Light of Unity?

Here are three candles with heavy meaning,
In Alfis Allabadi

In Mim is Nur Mobammads®

Lén's meaning no one knowing
Niagta I'm fnding lost to thieves.

N¢

1. These are the Perso-Arabic letters 4/, be and da/, which have the numerical
values of one, five and four respectively. The well-known Baul singer Sadhu
Humayon Fakir of Narshingdi, Bangladesh strongly prefers this version of the song;
a more popular version has the frst line as: 24f Lim mim dhad nari. Regardless of
version, the letters bear an obvious relationship with the three candles mentioned,
and more implicitly reveal the word had and its three distinct letters as having a

special interchangeable relationship with the letters a4/ Jm and mim.
2. Salomon cites a popular Baul song that clarifes the word Ahad (the One):

The head of the akph split

and a drop of light fell

Mother in the form of Eve caught it.
The Lord, our protector, was born
in the form of mim.
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Ninety thousand pools of teaching

On the Prophet they're regulating
Thirty thousand sariaf rulings

Sixty thousand are unknown teachings.

Siraj Sain says, hey Lalan
Examine n#gtd's recession
With n#gtd's true calculation
Institutions will not remain.

"Mother Johura in the form of Eve

was the receptacle for the uncatchable Lord,
He took a body in the shape of an a/jph,
keeping his mim form hidden

and became known as Ahad.

The signifcance of the name is that it differs from Ahamad (a name of Muhammad)
only by the letter mim, which itself often symbolizes the Prophet. Suf poets all over
the world are fond of this play on words” (Salomon, Cosmogonic Riddles of Lalan
Fakir, 285-289)

Schimmel adds the following: “The Sufs invented the hadith qudsi, and Ahmad bila
mini, 'T am Ahmad (=Muhammad) without the letter m,’' i.e., Ahad, 'One.' Only the
letter m—the letter of creatureliness and trial, of discontinuity and limitation, of
death (being the inital letter of maut, 'death’), and of the illusory aspect of:
everything besides God—separates the Prophet—announced as Ahmad, the
Paraclete (Sura 61:6)—from God, the One, the Eternal and Everlasting. The
numerical value of the letter m is forty, and it thus corresponds to the forty stages
through which man, having descended into the depths of created beings, can ascend
again to God, eventually throwing off the 'shawl of humanity,' as 2 Punjabi poet has
called the letter m” (Schimmel 224).

3. “It would be correct to compare the n4r mubammads, the Muhammadan Light, or
the hagiqa muhammadiyya to the active intellect of Hellenistic philosophy. One can
say in this context that the whole world is created from the light of Muhammad:
Israfl, the angel of Doomsday, is created from his heart; Gabriel becomes
equivalent to the First Intelligence; Muhammad's intelligence corresponds to the
heavenly Pen; and his soul to the Well-preserved Tablet” (Schimmel, Mystical
Dimensions of Islam 224).

4. Bng. nukta, from Arabic ndgia—point or dot, notable here as the frst written
expression of the Qut'an, preceding the curve of the letter 42 in the word bismillab.
The nakta is also a diacritic mark that distinguishes foreign words in scripts such as
Devanagari.

5. From Arabic shari'a—Islamic law.

[English transladon by Keith E. Cantd, with assistance from Bidhan Fakir,
Humayon Sadhu and the research of the late Dr. Carol Salomon]
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Oh do tell, who is this Person of the Heart?
"Ma" adores him as beloved
The Father! says to her, "Ma."?

Who is Primal®, Who is Worthy

In whose love one compelled will be
Who sends forth supreme doctrine*
That in scripture® has no home.

1. Bangla mdols, from Arabic mawlana—patron, protector; an epithet for Allah
popular among some Suf groups, yet linked to Kila, the black destroyer: "Kala
conceals in himself the name of Maula [God] himself. The sky is black, black is
carth and so are air and water. The moon is black, the sun is black and so is Maula
Rabbani" Roy, The Isiamic Syneretistic Tradition in Bengal, 197).

2. This whole stanza presents translation difficulty due to specifc gender pronouns
in English and purposeful ambiguity in Lalan's lyrics. Both "him" and "her" would
refer to the "Person of the Heart," translated from Bng. mdnush which can mean
human (of any gender) yet refers to a specifc being or beings. The word used for
"heart" is man, from Sanskrit manas—a relatively common word in which refers to
both the mind and emotions, yet is physically placed in the heart rather than the
head. Also notable is a possible letter play on the cosmogonic properties of the
Perso-Arabic letters 44, mim, and lam.

3. Bng. ddya—primordial, ptimary, pertaining to the source.



b SIRIF, TE 2008

When the two become as one

Barren blooms bear fruit's formation

Once again making their union

Create the personal heart.®

In the Station of Nothingness’ there is this Light®:
The First Mother?, Jeweler'* of Forms

Lalan says: "I submit humbly
as my fate remains unfurled.”

4. Bng. parama fattva—the macrocosmic reality, or macrocosmic emanation (cf. the
relationship between jivdima and paramatma, individual spirit and supreme spirit).

5. lit. the Vedas, often used in Lalan songs as an epithet for religious scripture in
general.

6. Bng. manjand, seems to answer the riddle of &anjana "which person” in the frst
line; for man see note 1 above.

7. Bng. ki mokdm—Ac. la magam or lah#t, one of the fve mystic "stations" (Ar. nds#d)
in Suf mysticism; in Baiil syncretism linked to the crown or sabararcakra (cf.
Salomon, Carol. "The Cosmogonic Riddles of Lalan Fakir," 272)

8. Bng. n#r (from Ar. nar), possibly relating to a feminine conception of the
Supreme in semen, see note 10. (cf. Ibid., 272, 283)

9. Bng. matd, also a verb that means "to be absorbed in madness or
enthusiasm”"—in another popular song Lalan characterizes the 4 magam or
sabardrcakra as an attic in which "a madman who is the Lord sits” (Salomon, Carol.
"Baul Songs," 196) which lends credence to this dual-interpretation.

10. Bng, jahari, also a derivation of Arabic gabrd, "luminous"; a/-gabra is the surname
of Muhammad's daughter, Fatima which symbolically refers to the sak# in
menstrual blood (cf. Salomon, Carol. "The Cosmogonic Riddles", 283.)

[English translation by Keith E. Cantd, with assistance from Bidhan Fakir, Umayon
Sadhu, Prof. Nandini Abedin and the research of the late Dr. Carol Salomon]
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In my own form there is a gilded form
The steadfast in their own form
Strive to forge with form.

Will speaking of form make form strive
Has fear again entered my mind

From this emotion sublime

Through my own form.

Hudred parties in one thousand

Forms in my own form play downstream
For a moment in hiding

Forms turn shapeless.

The jewels of the self are forming
Stay sitting with bhab trinity
Lalon gives a warning cry

Hete’s the shoreline.

NG
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If you’re devoured by the tiger of your mind
Oh where will you fly to stay alive.

With desire I tread carefully
So quickly all is swiped away
The tiger of my mind roaring
Rises to slay the happy bird.

To cause death before dying
What tiger has the ability
Will the dead ever again die
Even dying they will survive.

Within death before dying

In the guru-path mind anchoring
Lalon just like 2 moth flying
Heads straignht for the fires face.
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Guru thou crt deliverer, o thou suprere soul
Unbroken circle of causatron
Round this fellow all things roll.

Brahma, Visnu, Siva these three
Worship in thee night and day
Without thee I will not realize
Guru thou art there own another.

If worship does not reach thy feet
How can I place blame on any
With my radiant sight upon thee
Do what thou wilt here today.

I Lalon cty this on the stair

No friend or brother in my pair
Being struck by small-pox fever
Dervish Siraj sai makes my escape.

29d
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Will such a human birth again occur
On heart of mine act quickly
While here in this world.

Limitless form made by the spirit

I hear nothing is better than humankind
Gods and goddesses in adoration

Pray to take a human birth.

How many furits of fortune I know not

My heart you have received this human boat
Quickly sail but in your nice flow

Make sure not to sink below.

In humankind will arise a sweet offening
For this Nianjan built the human form
If tricked the river bank I won’t see
Lalon cries earnestly.
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Oh my heart had you only known wayword trials on the road
Finlly dying in shame will your tears help you

Though you think on the guru still the game plays you
Spiraling down for all eternity.

In this land I perceive waste and thievery
Dazzled by bright lights you forget heart of mine
So I say time after time as a far warning

Always play the game with a watchful eye.

Even hanging with threves won'’t slice the spiritual stream
Even hand-weapons won’t create empty hands
Strap on your anger stay the delusion

Quickly adventuring in the land of the self.

Drunk off chowani all the people play
Is it worth while for them to rough up their frame
Lalon says I don’t know three from thirteen

What will it take to make these trials flee.

MU L
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Oh come thou spirit over the stainless sea
Seeing this here turbulent world
Life goes by in panicking,

Thou art delight, thou art release
From before time, primal energy
Grant me now my love energy
In birth life turns happily.

Joining in dhyana I see thee

Thou art the groom, I am the bride
In my heart and shrine I reside
Give this vision without form

From tri-from energy, the world—
Seeing the play, Lalan says our
Perch atop the tree of wonder*
On the seat the moonlight shines.

* from Ar. sidr t al-Muntah
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