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INTRODUCTION




claiming the possession of divine powers. But Sikandar Lodi, a
ruler of considerable culture, was tolerant of the eccentricities
of saintly persons belonging to his own faith. Kabir, being
of Mohammedan birth, was outside the authority of the
Brahmans, and technically classed with the Sufis, to whom
great theological latitude was allowed. Therefore, though he
was banished in the interests of peace from Benares, his life
was spared. This seems to have happened in 1495, when he
was nearly sixty years of age; it is the last event in his career of
which we have definite knowledge. Thenceforth he appears to
have moved about amongst various cities of northern India,
the centre of a group of disciples; continuing in exile that life
of apostle and poet of love to which, as he declares in one of
his songs, he was destined "from the beginning of time." In
1518, an old man, broken in health, and with hands so feeble
that he could no longer make the music which he loved, he
died at Maghar near Gorakhpur.

A beautiful legend tells us that after his death his
Mohammedan and Hindu disciples disputed the possession
of his body; which the Mohammedans wished to bury, the
Hindus to burn. As they argued together, Kabir appeared
before them, and told them to lift the shroud and look at
that which lay beneath. They did so, and found in the place
of the corpse a heap of flowers; half of which were buried
by the Mohammedans at Maghar, and half carried by the
Hindus to the holy city of Benares to be burned - fitting
conclusion to a life which had made fragrant the most
beautiful doctrines of two great creeds.


 



II




 

The poetry of mysticism might be defined on the one hand
as a temperamental reaction to the vision of Reality: on the
other, as a form of prophecy. As it is the special vocation
of the mystical consciousness to mediate between two
orders, going out in loving adoration towards God and
coming home to tell the secrets of Eternity to other men;
so the artistic self-expression of this consciousness has also
a double character. It is love-poetry, but love-poetry which
is often written with a missionary intention.

Kabir's songs are of this kind: outbirths at once of
rapture and of charity. Written in the popular Hindi, not
in the literary tongue, they were deliberately addressed -
like the vernacular poetry of Jacopone da Todl and Richard
Rolle - to the people rather than to the professionally
religious class; and all must be struck by the constant
employment in them of imagery drawn from the common
life, the universal experience. It is by the simplest
metaphors, by constant appeals to needs, passions, relations
which all men understand - the bridegroom and bride,
the guru and disciple, the pilgrim, the farmer, the migrant
bird - that he drives home his intense conviction of the
reality of the soul's intercourse with the Transcendent.
There are in his universe no fences between the "natural"
and "supernatural" worlds; everything is a part of the
creative Play of God and therefore - even in its humblest
details - capable of revealing the Player's mind.
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