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BLOCKINTRODUCTION

When Rushdie first published Midnight’s Children in 1981, no one; could hévc
imagined what a turning point it would prove to be for the Indian English Novel.

The sheer energy, the innovations in the English language, form, theme and range of
this big novel had a stunning impact. It surprised every reader across the world both
in India and the West. When it won the Booker Prize, it became a bestseller anyway.

Today this novel is regarded as a trendsetter because of the influence it has had on the
Indian English novels written ever since. Not only has it influenced novelists but it -
has also transformed the way fiction is being written in India now.

If for example you were to compare the post 1980 writers such as Rohinton Mistry,
Amitav Ghosh with writers in the pre-1980°s — Raja Rao or R. K. Narayan or Anita
Desai or Arun Joshi - you would immediately mark the difference. And the work that
has clearly been responsible for the change is Midnight's Children . So, today it is
regarded as a very important novel. So important that every course on Indian writing
in English has to include it. It may be interesting t6 know that soon after Midnight’s
Children was published and it had been seen by some critics as very influential
book, there were a large number of scholars who still doubted its lasting value. They
felt it was like a shining meteor thaj had blazed acros: the sky and would in time, die.
But that was disproved when Rushdie won the Booker of Booker’s prize for
Midnight’s Children in 1994.

So, you who are students of literature must be wondering on two counts. First, how
does one judge the value of a book that has just been published. How does one
evaluate a new writer? Can one or should one wait for the evaluation to come from
others? Is there anything special about a new writer that set him apart and above the
others? If so, what could that be? What I mean is, once a novelist is established, it is
easy to say so but for any writer to get established it could take a lifetime, or happen
after a writer’s death as in the case of Henry James, the American novelist. Are there
no parameters which can help us determine the worth of a just-arrived writer? And
second, how does one decide whether a book is of lasting value? Is it the number of
prizes it wins? Shakespeare’s plays never won any prizes. What are readers looking
for in writers they begin to admire and appreciate so much? Since the 1980s , a
number of new Indian English novelists have published interesting novels and quite a
few have even won national and intemational awards. Are we sure that these
novelists are important and will last? Can all be considered as major authqrs? Some
might say that awards are a measure of a novelist’s impact. But is that the only
criterion? Can’t awards be manipulated, as some allege? Or, is there some&hing else,
something more fundamental that helps us decide these matters? So, are thére any
criteria which would help to assess texts of lasting value?

I will answer the second question first by drawing upon the example of Shakespeare
since all of you would have studied some work of his. When you study '
Shakespearean criticism, you begin to realize that the way Shakespéare was read in
his own times was very different from the way he was read in the 18" century or the
way he is read today. Today, it is even possible to read him from a feminist or a post-
modern perspective (though neither was available in Shakespeare’s times) and yet
draw substantial meaning and value from his works.

In other words, Shakespeare’s plays are those works that can offer new meanings to
readers of different centuries. They possess what Rene Wellek in the Theory of
literature (1976) has called “multivalence”, i.e., despite a changing readership, they

have a special value for everyone. This then is the criterion for judging a well-
established work.



. But what about a criterion for-evaluating anew work? Here, I am going to borrovws
from Victor Shlovsky’s concept of “defamiliarization” as discussed in his essay “Art
as Technique”(1917).

According to Shlovsky, great new books make unfamiliar what is familiar to readers;
by using techniques which “obstruct” rather than help understanding; they fcrce the
reader to redouble her efforts to perceive its value. Such works draw attention to
their strangeness through different literary devices such as word-play, syntax,
metaphor, its etc. ’

James Joyce’s Ulysses was just such a work and those of you who have read
Midnight s Children, will have noticed that it has all the characteristics of
“defamiliarization”. It conveys the familiar through the unfamiliar, it defies
comprehension, it has innovated daringly and it is certainly not an easy book to read.
Its highly imaginative quality, its unconventional word-play, the disarranged syntax
and spirited metaphors, its stunning fusion of oral narrative, history, fiction, non-
fiction, journalism, Hindi film songs, fantasy, realism, the stream-of-consciousness
make you work hard to understand what the novel is about. So, this rich, multi-

layered, complex, episodic, loose and meandering novel well qualifies as a great new
work of art.

Midnight’s Children made a great impact when it was published. It still continues to
surprise. But whether it is the greatest Indian English novel ever published, will be
proven in time to come; I’ve given you the criterion for that already.

So get set to study this challenging and unusual novel and make up your own mind
about its worth. For your help, we’ve provided you a detailed discussion of its major
aspects through six units in this Block.

Unit One introduces you the life of Rushdie, his works and the critical reception of
Midnight’s Children. Unit Two discusses the use of English in Midnight's Children.
Unit ee focuses on its themes. Unit Four examines the technique in Midnight s
Children. UnitFive throws light on characterization, and Unit Six discusses this

novel as a literary event and its influence on the Indian English Novelists of the
1980s and after.

Through the different Units we have tried to provide you an overview as well as to
give you the guidelines on how to read the novel closely. If you complete the
exercises, answer the questions set at the end of each unit and do the essential
prescribed reading, you will enjoy your study of Midnight’s Children very much. On

this note let me wish you the very best and hope you enjoy reading the units and the
book.



UNIT i BACKGROUND
Structure

1.0 Objectives

1.1 Introduction

1.2 Biographical Sketch

1.3 The Other Works of Rushdie
1.4 The title Midnight's Children
1.5 The Booker and Midnight’s Children
1.6 Critical Reception

1.7 Let Us Sum Up

1.8 Glossary

1.9 Questions

1.10  Suggested Reading

1.0 OBJECTIVES

In this unit, the attempt is to make you feel excited about studying Midnight’s
Children. 1 will, therefore, give you a brief background about its author, his other
works, and the critical reception of this novel.

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Until the year 1980, no critic had dreamt of the magnitude of the great tumaround

that the Indian English Novel would make with the publication of Midnight’s
Children in 1981. There was a comparative creative quietness in the 1970s after
s~mne of the best works had been published in the 1960s. Raja Rao’s The Serpent and
the Rope with its East-West encounter as a theme became a much-discussed book,
soon after its publication in 1960. Westem and Indian critics wrote about it in
national and intemational journals. The 1960s also saw the rise of a major Indian
woman writer, Anita Desai. However, the 1970s gave no major writers and while a
steady output kept flowing, there was nothing spectacular happening. '

Midnight’s Children was published in 1981 and it took readers all over the world, by
storm. As the novel went on to be read in different quarters, it was clear that a very
different and original talent had indeed arrived. The novel not only made an impact
as a presence but it also influenced a number of writers who followed Rushdie.
Consequently, it has proved to be a seminal work which has changed the very way in
which Indian English novels had been written before its advent. What was so special
about this novel, or so unique about its author, is what you should be able to
recognize at the end of the different units that constitute this Block.

It is a well-recognized fact today that words mean different things to different people.
So it is with texts be they novels or films. Everyone who reads a text, becomes its
“author”, as one of the contemporary critical theories gees i.e., each reader interprets
a text from his own world view, value system, beliefs and perceptions so that the
book is read very differently from the book wirtten by the author himself! Thus, it
was with Midnight’s Children.

The West which first celebrated its arrival and impact, admired Midnight’s Children
for very different reasons than did the readers on the Indian subcontinent. The West
saw in Midnight's Children the influence of writers such as Gunter Crass, Milan
Kundera and Gabriel Marques — writers that it had appropriated for its own. The West
noted it for being the first book to come-from a “Commonwealth” writer (Rushdie
















































































































































































































































































































































You need not be confused or alarmed by all the arguments and counter-arguments
that I might have flung at you or what you might yourself encounter in the secondary
readir.gs on this topic. What is more important is for you to be aware of some major
trends in Indian English poetry and how these are linked to certain historical periods.
As you read more and more Indian English poetry, you will be able to identify quite
easily which period a poem might belong to. What is more, you will become more
aware of the unfolding dynamics of this genre, especially in relation to the complex
web of cultural and political forces, which impinge on it.

Background

In any case, you can take comfort in the knowledge that there is no one
acknowledged and accepted way of periodizing Indian English poetry. You can
follow the method that most appeals and satisfies you, as long as you are able to
defend your choice. What I have offered is just one of the many ways of approaching
this subject.

1.6 THE FUTURE POSSIBILITIES

Had I been writing this section a few years ago, I would have been much more
optimistic. I would have said that the 1990s are an exciting time for Indian English
poetry. I would have pointed out that in 1991-1992 more than fifteen new poets were
published in India. The only other year of such intense activity for Indian English
poetry was 1976-1977 when more than a dozen poetry books were published by
Oxford University Press, Clearing House, and other publishers. I would even have
-said that the present decade is exciting because there are two generations of living
poets in your midst, the modernists and those of us who were born in 1950s or 1960s
and after. I would even have urged you to study the work of the younger poets
though they were not included in your course just so that you could $ee the dynamics
of this inter-generational poetic dialogue.

But now, I am not so optimistic. As this decade and century draws to a close, Indian
English poetry seems to have hit the rock bottom of market gloom. Simply speaking,
no one wishes to publish Indian English poetry any more. The earlier publishing
boom of Oxford, Penguin, Rupa, HarperCollins, Disha Books, and others seems to
have run out of steam. Poetry, it seems, does not sell. It has been all but eclipsed by
its more glamorous cousin, fiction. The latter, with huge royalties and huge publicity
binges, rules the literary roost.

‘No doubt, modernist poets have made it into most Indian English courses in Indian
Universities, but the future of the genre seems to be threatened by the current crisis.
The same old anthologies are prescribed with the same old poems. This has now

been going on for more than twenty years. Our own reading list is a little different in
that we have included the older poets too, but what about the continued growth of the
field? What about newer poets or newer ways of studying older ones? Without such
innovations, the study of Indian English poetry might become sterile, if not counter-
productive.

Unfortunately, the academy, which sets the standards, is not always the first to
respond to a cultural crisis. This energy must come from the reading public at large,
in fact, from readers like you. You have to show an interest outside your immediate
syllabus, to explore this genre more independently. Eventually, the academy will be
forced to respond to the pressures that you exert. 1said all this to give you a sense of
your own power as makers of Indian English literature, but even if you are more
modest in your aims, the course of action that I have suggested will certainly enrich
your understanding and make your studies more worthwhile.
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1.7 GLOSSARY

Periodization:
Pa;hmoﬁntcy:
Institutionalize:
Precursor:

Utilitarian:

Entrench:
Antagonists:

Ideology:

Leverage:
Mercenaries:

Protestant:

Adherent:

Defunct:
Iniquitous:
Realm:

Indeﬁiiure:

"Maelstrom:

Ambiguity:
Nomenclature:

Fawning:

‘Milieu:

Obviate:
Discernible:
Akﬁn:

Incipient:

division according to a speciﬁ& period or time
superiority

To establish properly

forerunner

designed to be useful rather than be decorative or
luxurious

establish, firmly
opponents

ideas that form the basis of a political or economic
theory o

action or power of a lever; power, influence
professional soldier hired by a foreign country

member of one of the western churches that are
separated from the Roman Catholic Church

one who continues to give one's support
dead, no longer existing or fuqctioning
unfair, unjust

field of activity or interest

written contract, especially of apprenticeship
great whirlpool

Uncertainty

system of names

showing affection or try to win favour by
obsequiousness

environment, surroundings
make necessary

perceive with the mind or senses
related, similar

beginning in an early stage
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Trove: treasure
Faultiness: imperfect or defective
Ecological: dealing with the relationships of human groups with

their geographical environment

Enlightenment: An 18" century European philosophical movement
characterized by rationalism, an impetus toward
learning

Hybridity: having the nature of a hybrid i.e. anything of mixed
origin

Sovereignty: the state or quality of being supreme and
independent

Modernism: a movement, which seeks to find new forms of

expression and rejects traditional or accepted ideas

1.8 QUESTIONS

Please attempt all the following questions. These will help you to understand the Unit
in a much better way and face the exam with full confidence.

1.

2.

10.

What is your understanding‘o'f the origin of Indian English Poetry?

What is your opinion regarding my view that Indian English poets had to
have "the English language sufficiently Indianized" and "Indians had to be
sufficiently Anglicized to use the English language"?

What is the famous Minute: of Macaulay and what is its significance in the
literary history.of India?

What is your understanding of the history of the colonization of India?

How did the Portuguese and British invasion affect India in it's formative
years?

What was the contribution of Gandhi, Rammohun Roy and Tagore to the
development of India's culture and nationalism?

What was the economic, social, religious and cultural scene in India during

" British Imperialism?

Did these social and cultural differences affect the evolution and scope of
Indian English Poetry? Does Indian English Literature in general suffer from
an identity problem? Give reasons with proper examples for your answer.

How do you periodize Indian English Poetry?

Where in your opinion lies the future of Indian English Poetry?
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UNIT 2 HENRY DEROZIO AND TORU DUTT

Structure

2.0 Objectives
2.1 Henry Derozio--A Brief Life Sketch
22 An Overview of Derozio's Poetry
2.2.1  "The Harp of India"
', 2.2.2 "My country! in thy day of glory past"
2.3 . Toru Dutt--A Brief Life Sketch
24 An Overview of Toru Dutt's Poetry
2.4.1 "Sita"
2.4.2 "The Lotus"
2.4.3  "Our Casuarina Tree"
2.5 Let Us Sum Up
2.6 Glossary
2.7 Questions
2.8 Suggested Reading

2.0 OBJECTIVES

In this Unit we shall look at two poets, Henry Derozio and Toru Dutt. Both these are
~ important poets of the first phase of Indian English poetry, that is why studying them
‘together is convenient. We shall beging with a brief life sketch of Derozio, followed
by an overview of his poetry. We shall then look more closely at two poems, "The
Harp of India" and "My Country! In Thy Day of Glory Past". With Toru Dutt too,
~we'll follow basically the same pattern, beginning with a life-sketch and an-overview
of her literary career, followed by a more detailed discussion of the three prescribed

poems, "Sita," the "The Lotus" and "Our Casuarina Tree."
/

2.1 HENRY DEROZIO--A BRIEF LIFE SKETCH

We have already referred to Henry Louis Vivian Dcrozio earlier, in Unit 1, especially
to his Portuguese connection. Derozio (1809-1831), our first Indian English poet, is,
paradoxically, remembered today as a "Forgotten Anglo-Indian Poet" (which is the
subtitle of the only available collection of his works, Poems of Henry Louis Vivian
Derozio published by Oxford University Press). Derozio's brief, but brilliant, career
is a fascinating subject of study. He achieved great renown during his short stint as a
teacher at Hindu College. Hardly twenty himself, he was remarkably influential,
bringing several new, largely European ideas, to his upper caste Hindu pupils.
Considered too dangerous by his opponents, many of whom were the Managers of
the College, he was forced to resign his post. Clearly, the Hindu orthodoxy was
alarmed that rationalism and free-thinking might upset their young wards and lead
them to question several decadent Hindu traditions. A conspiracy was thus hatched
to effect his removal. Among other things, he was accused of inciting his studénts'to
atheism, disobedience, and incest. No charges were formally leveled against him, nor
was he given an opportunity to defend himself. His correspondence with H.H.
Wilson on the subject of his remova‘l‘is.botb moving and revealing. It shows a
colonial culture in the making as the real impact of British rule is beginning to be felt.

Racially, Derozio was an Anglo-Indian, born of an lﬁdo-Ponugucse father and
English mother. He received an English education at David Drummond's Acadenry

25
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until the age of fourteen. Afterwards, he worked for two years as an accountant in a
mercantile firm, before he was sent by his father to his uncle's house in Bhagaipur.
This uncle, who had married his mother's sister, worked as a manager in an indigo
plantation. There, Derozio gathered the experiences which went into the Fagucer of
Jungheera (1828), his long narrative poem about the rescue of a would-be Sati,
among other things. At the age of sixteen, Derozio was already contributing to the -
India Gazette. At the age of eighteen, in 1827, his first collection, Poems, was
published. This made him famous in the small literary circle of Calcutta. He began to
work as the Assistant Editor of the /ndia Gazette, also contributing regularly to The

" Bengal Annual, the Calcutta Magazine, the Kaleidoscope, and the Indian Magazine.
A few months later, at the age of twenty, he started his own paper, the Calcutta

Gazette, of which he was both the editor and chief contributor.

That is when the offer of the Assistant Mastership at the Hindu College came up.
Founded in 1817, this was, in a sense, the first modern institution of higher learning
in India. It was later re-christened the Presidency College, and integrated into the
Calcutta University in 1857. While teaching at the Hindu College, Derozio founded
the Academic Association, which was probably India's first intellectual club, a forum
in which ideas and issues could be discussed freely. Frequented by the educated
upper crust of Indian society, it was the predecessor of, many such associations to
come, including the Indian National Congress. Derozio's growing influence made
him controversial. No wonder, his removal from Hindu College was discussed
prominently in every major newspaper of the time.

After leaving Hindu College, Derozio reverted to journalism. He founded The East
Indian, the first newspaper devoted to the cause of the Anglo-Indian community.
Derozio was throughout his career a champion of liberal causes. He was also against
racial and caste separations and argued that Anglo-Indians should mix freely with
Indians. Derozio died soon after, on 26 December 1831. He was hardly twenty-two.
His will, with an inventory of his possessions, shows that he had established himself
in Calcutta as a person of considerable means. He not only owned a carriage and four
horses, but a printing press, and a considerable library.

2.2 AN OVERVIEW OF DEROZIO'S POETRY

As mentioned earlier, Derozio published two volumes of verse: Poems (1827) and -
The Fakeer of Jungheera: A Metrical Tale and Other Poems (1828). Most of these
poems today appear either juvenile or half-finished. There are no doubt good lines,
even stanzas, here and there, but there is scant evidence of sustained poetic
excellence. Of course, we should not be too harsh or hasty in judging Derozio; after
all, he was barely twenty-one when he died. Had he lived even for another eight or
nine years as did Keats, perhaps we might have had many more poems of higher
quality and maturity. At present, however, most of Derozio's longer poems are too
uneven and inconsistent really to impress. The Fakeer of Jungheera is a long poem
about Nuleeni, a high-caste Hindu widow, who is about to be bumnt on the funeral
pyre of her husband. A robber-chieftan rescues her from becoming a forced sati. The
story is rather romantic and narrated in thyming iambic tetrameter. But, to be honest,
[ cannot say that [ was moved by it. It is not easy to get hold of this poem nowadays,
so instead of saying that we can afford to ignore it, [ would say the opposite: even to
reject it, we shall have to read it again and again.

It is in his shorter poems that Derozio's forte as a poct lies. Many of these are sonnets
with somewhat unconventional rhyme schemes. We ourselves are going to look at
two of these sonnets. M. K. Naik commenting on Derozio's verse says that it bears a
strong impress of British romantic poetry, especially that of Byron. In any case,
several features of romanticism are easily evident in his poetry. This is not the place
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directly as about three children listening to the story of Sita. What is the difference -
between these two situations? Well, in the first case, the attention wouldbe <
exclusively on the subject of thie poent, Sita, but in the other case it is, w1lly-mlly, on
the act of narration, on telling and listening. It is &5 if the three children were seeing
a movie about Sita. There is, of course, no movie, but the mother's story-telling is so
powerful that the whole scene inside the forest comes alive and is projected in the
mind's eye.

So the children sit in the darkened room, gazing with wide-open eyes at the picture
that unfolds. There is a dense forest and at its very centre, in a secluded spot, is the
hermitage where Sita has found her refuge. All or you know that Sita was banished
by Rama on suspicion of impurity. This is after her agni pariksha or trial by fire in
which she emerges victorious and virtuous. But Rama banishes her anyway. Sita
finds shelter at the ashram of the great sage Valmiki. There her two sons, Luv and
Kush, are born. Valmiki, who composed the Ramayan, tells the saga of Rama to Luy
and Kush, who eveqtuall'y recite it to Rama himself. We may note that this story of
Sita's banishment figures in the Uttararamacharitra, which is considered an
interpolation. That is, it is not a part of the original Ramayana of Valmiki. In this
text, Sita and Rama live happily after Rama's return from Lanka.

Anyway, coming back to the poem, we will notice that it contains a very rich and
textured description of the forest clearing. It is indeed a magical world in which all or
nature is one glorious harmony. There are gigantic flowers here, a lucid lake, gliding
swans, springing peacocks, and so on. ‘A truly enchanted worid. The poet anchorite
is, of course, Valmiki, the adi-kavi or the first poet of India. The fair lady is Sita, the
sorrowful Sita, weeping in her solitude. But does she weep alone? No, for, as the
poet tells us, three pairs of eyes weep with her. Whose are these three pairs of
weeping eyes? Abju's, Toru's, and Aru's--of course. At the end of the story, the
vision is hushed away. The poem ends with a question: when will those children

- gather once again at their mother's side? The question is rhetorical because by the

time of its writing, the two siblings of Toru, as is the mother in the poem, are already
dead.

This is a poem about memory and the power of poetry or the imagination to heal
sorrow. Inthat sense, it is a profound reenactment of what Valmiki himself does in
the Ramayana. You may recall that it was the sorrow of the bereaved Arauncha bird,
mourning the loss of his mate, that impelled Valmiki to compose his first verse; it
was, literally, shoka or grief being transmuted to shloka or verse. This is exactly
what this poem does. Toru conjures up the evocative story of Sita to mourn her own
loss of a happy childhood, but in so doing she also overcomes it by transforming it
into poetry. The poem, then, is self-refiexive and precocious in a very postmodern
way in that its subject is actually the power of narration itself.

2.4.2 The Lotus

"The Lotus" is a perfectly crafied poem with profound cultural implications. This
may seem like a very grand claim to make at the very outset of our discussion, but lct
me tell you that even if you don't agree with the latter part of my statement, the first
part of it has the approval of the greatest authorities on Indian English literature such
as C. D. Narasimhiah. "The Lotus," then, has been admired for its fine
craftsmanship, its sensitive handling of language and sound, its balance of ideas, its
felicitous use of the: sonnet form, and so on. So let's take a moment to appreciate
some of these featu.res. The sonnet, as you know, is a fourteen line poem with a
certain rhyme sche me. I would like you to identify the rhyme scheme of this poem.
You can do this qu.ite casily by marking the rhyming lines by letters of the alphabet.
You will see that t he thyme scheme of the poem is abbaabbacdcdee. This makes the
pocm a variation Of the Petrarchan sonnet. In English poetry, Wyatt, Milton,
Wordsworth, and other famous poets used this form. 'You can compare this sonnet
with Derozio's tw o poems to see the differences and similarities in their form and
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poem, the carrier of the longings for immortality is a supremely romantic icon of the
tree, not a man-made object like a grecian urn.

K. R. Srinivasa Iyengar admired this poem too: "In the organization of the poem as a
whole and in the finish of the individual stanzas, in the mastery of phrase and rhythm,
in its music of sound and ileas, Our Casuarina Tree is a superb piece of writing...."

(Indian Writing in English 73). 1agree with this assessment. [ myself have called it a
poem about "memory, imagination, and transcendence," in which the tree becomes "a
symbol not only of the poet's joyous childhood:but also, through an extension in time

and space, of the poet's longing for permanence and etemity" (/ndian Poetry in
English 11).

2.5 LETUSSUM UP

I have been arguing in this unit that Derozio and his poetry occupy a middle ground
between British imperialism and native resistance. Overall, it seems to me that he is
more aligned to the latter than to the former. But it should not be surprising if he
displays patterns of both collusion and collision with the dominant colonialist culture
of his times. This culture, of course, was still in the making as was a well-articulated
resistance to it. During this intermediate phase, this cusp of history, Derozio appears
to play his brief, but crucial role. A full-blown nationalism is, no doubt, yet to
emerge, but its first faint stirrings are to be seen. As usual, the poet, the creative
artist, precedes the politician, prophesying the shape of things to come. More than
sixty years prior to the formation of the Indian National Congress, the notion of the

Indian nation has begun to take root ini the fertile soil of the delta of the Ganges 1
Calcutta.

As you have seen, [ have looked at Derozio's poetry from a specific, rather politico-
cultural perspective. You may or may not find such an approach interesting.
Personally, I believe that literary studies is not just about analysing and enjoying
individual works of art so that we treat them as autonomous objects, totally cut-off
from their larger social contexts. However, you are free to explore these and the other
poems included from other, more conventionally "literary" approaches as well.

Coming back to Toru Dutt, she exemplifies in the context of the rise of Indian
nationalism a search for cultural identity. At the same time her own Christian beliefs
make her aware of a complex relationship with traditional India. Her very Indian
themes forge a new Indian identity which can withstand and resist colonial
aggression. Her poems Sita, The Lotus, Our Casuarina Tree are poems of memory,
cultural affiliation and the power of imagination to heal sorrow. Her poetry is
superbly crafted in the way she organises individual stanzas, phrases, rhythm and
music - all juxtaposing with her ideas. Both Derezio and Toru Dutt, because of the
racial status in Derezio's case and Christian beliefs in Toru Dutts', have not found a
firm footing in the vortex of Indian English Literature, but their strong nationalist
strains have kept the debate of their place alive and hence their contribution in the
making of the Indian nation.

2.6 GLOSSARY

Paradox: statement that seems self contradictory, but contains
a truth.
Stint: limitation of effort or allotted amount of work.



Atheizm:
Mercantile:
Juvenile:

Fyre:

Forte:
Cognizance:
Deity:
Pinion:
Garb:
Coherent:
Vanguard:
Inception:
Grid:
Precarious:
Inchoate:

Hybrid:

Cusp:

Ardent:
Allure:
Proselytize:
Posthumously:
Precocious:

Octave:
Validate:

Filiations:
Itihasa:

Purana:

not to believe in the existence of God or Gods Henry Derozio and

’ ‘Toru Dutt
trading of trade or merchants

youthful, childish

pile of wood etc for burning a dead body as part of a
funeral rite

person's strong point

to be aware, to have knowledge
Goﬂ, Goddess

bird's wing

clothing

connected logically

foremost part of an advancing army
beginning

network of lines

unsafe, not secure

just begun, undeveloped

offspring of two different species or varieties, things
made by combination of different elements

pointed part where curves meet
’
full of ardour, enthusiastic
entice, attract
Gentile conversion to Jewish faith
published or awarded after a person's death

having developed abilities earlier than is usual

the space between two musical notes which are eight
musical notes apart.

to make something officially acceptable or approved
after checking it first.

the duties of a son or daughter
history

medieval Indian narrative, encyclopaedic, usually
devoted to a major deity
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14.
15.
16.
17.

18.

ii.

iii.

19.

ii.

iil.

Describe the picturesque narration in Sita. How powerful is this poem? Henry Derozio
Why are the three young heads bowed in sorrow? and Teru Dutt

* What is Toru Dutt trying to convey in Lotus? What does it say about culture

and civilization?

Describe the allusions to the various mythncal characters in the poem Lotus,
|and what in your opinion do these allusions stand for”

Give your mterpretatlon of the Casuarina Tree. How far symbolic is the
poem to Toru Dutt's childhood and memories?

What is unique about the Casaurina Tree that makes it different from other
trees and dear to the poet's soul?

‘ Annotate the following:

Siience hath bound thee with her fatal chia...
Neglected, mute, and desolate art thou,

Like ruined monument on desert plane:

O! many a hand more worthy far than mine
Once thy harmonious chords to sweetness gave

Thy eagle pinion is chained down at last,

And grovelling in the lowly dust art thou:
Thy minstrel hath no wreath to weave for thee
Save the sad story of thy misery!

Well-let me dive into the depths of time

Which human eye may never more behold;
And let the guerdon of my labour be
My fallen country! One kind wish from thee!

Annotate the following:

There, blue smoke from strange altars rises light,
There dwells in peace the poet-anchorite.

But who is this fair lady? Not in vain

She weeps,-for lo! at every tear she sheds

Tears from three pairs of young eyes fall amain

Yet shall they dream of it until the day!
‘When shall those children by their mother's side
Gather, ah me! As erst at eventide?

"But of what colour?"-"Rose-red", love first chose,
Then prayed,-"No, lily-white,-or,both provide";
And Flora gave the lotus, "rose red"dyed,

And "lily-white", queenliest flower that biows.

What is that dirge like murmur that [ hear
Like the sea breaking on a shingle-beach?
It is the tree's lament, an eerie speech,

That haply to the unknown land may reach.

With deathless trees=like those in Borrowdale,

Under whose awful branches lingered pale

"Fear, trembling Hope and Death, the Skeleton,

And Time the shadow";and though weak the verse

That would thy beauty fain, oh fain rehearse, 37
May love defend thee from Oblivion's curse.
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Sri Aurobindo ranks among the greatest personalifies of modern India. He was a
multi-faceted genius. As a political revolutionary, social reformer, historian,
educationist, philosopher, yogi, and above all, man of letters, his range is truly
staggering. He was a journalist, editor, literary critic, linguist, translator, essayist,
short-story writer, d;amatist, and, rhore than all of these, mahakavi, or great poet. His
was an extraordinarily supple intellect, a breadth of mind so extensive that there is
scarcely an important field of human endeavor which escaped his notice. His
collected works, numbering thirty quartos, are ample testimony of his stupendous
achievement. 'He was truly a Renaissance Man, not only in the traditional sense of
the term, but also befitting its application to the Indian context—a man who stands
with the likes of Mahatma Gandhi and Rabindranath Tagore.

Sri Aurobindo’s life may be conveniently divided inta four periods based on the
major location of residence: riamely, England, Baroda, Calcutta, and Pondicherry.
He was born on August 15, 1872 into a Westernized upper-middle class Bengali
family, the son of Krishnadhan and Swarnalata Ghose. In 1879, at the age of'seven,
he was taken to England to be educated there with his brothers. He lived first in
Manchéster, then in London, where he attended St. Paul’s school from 1884-1890,
and finally at Cambridge, where he held a senior classical fellowstiip at King’s
College, Cambridge University. A brilliant student, he was especially proficient in
Classics, securing a first division in the Classical Tripos. He also passed with
distinction the written entrance exam to the prestigious Indian Civil Service, but did

not enter the service because he repeatedly failed to appear for the riding test.

Clearly, his heart was not set on serving the British Government in India. Instead, he
obtained an appointment with the Maharaja of Baroda and set sail to return to India in
January 1893. That marked the end of phase one of Sri Aurobindo’s life. When he
returned to India he hardly knew any Indian language, though he was proficient in .

‘Greek and Latin, acquainted with French, and, of course, expert in English, having

written a volume of poetry in it.

The Baroda period lasts for thirteen years, until 1906. This is generally cbnsidered a

~ phase of preparation and growth for his later work. Sri Aurobindo held various posts

in the Baroda Service including Professor of English and Vice-Principal of Baroda
College. Here he tried to regain contact with his Indian heritage through a program
of rigorous scholarship. ‘He studied Sanskrit and several modern Indian languages
including Bengali, his mother tongue, and gained a deep insight into Indian culture
and civilization. The publication of some of his early poetry such as Songs to

Myrtilla (1895) and Urvasie (c. 1896) took place during this period. Towards the end

~ of the Baroda stint, Sri Aurobindo began participating in two activities that would be

crucial to. his later life, namely politics and yoga. A particularly important year was
1901 in which he was married to Mrinalini Bose. During this year he also

~experienced his first definite spiritual realizations, which are reflected in some of

poems and reminiscences. These transforming experiences came to a head in 1908
when, under the guidance of a yogi called Vishnu Bhaskar Lele, Sri Aurobindo
achieved the silencing of his mind.

In 1906 Sri Aurobindo left Baroda to join the newly formed National College in
Calcutta, thus inaugurating his briefer, but crucial, Calcutta phase. His political
activities which had begun as early as 1902, when he met Lokmanya Tilak at the
Ahmedabad session of Congress, continued most vigorously in Calcutta where in -
Bande Mataram, his influential periodical, he attacked British imperialism
vehemently. In 1907 he was prosecuted for sedition, but acquitted. The next year,
1908, was in many ways, one of the most important in his life. That year, he was
arrested and detained on suspicion of revolutionary activities. During these twelve
months, he underwent further spiritual experiences, including the experience of
cosmic consciousness. After a year in detention, he was acquitted following a stormy
and celebrated trial, in which he was defended free of charge by the famous lawyer
and politician Chittaranjan Das. In 1910 he retired to French Chandranagore, and on
hearing that a third prosecution was to be launched against him, set sail for



Pondicherry in the South. Eventually this prosecution, too, failed and Sri Aurobindo Sri Aursbindo
found himself a free man. Though, initially, he had not entirely given up political and Sarojini
activity, he was never again to return to British India or to politics. He continued Naidu
living in Pondicherry, until his death in 1950. In 1914, on 15" August, his birthday,

he began the publication of Arya, a periodical in which the original versions of most

of his famous works such as The Life Divine, The Synthesis of Yoga, The Secret of the

Veda, and so on, appeared. He also wrote poetry, criticism, drama, and translated

extensively from Sanskrit and other Indian languages during these early years in

Pondicherry. For all these first ten years or so, Sri Aurobindo lived in a small rented

house with only a few disciples, but the arrival in 1920 of Mirra Richard, or the

Mother as she was known afterwards, changed that. The Mother took charge of Sri

Aurobindo’s household, gradually building up the extensive and superbly organized

Sri Aurobindo Ashram, which is internationally renowned today. In November 1926,

after some decisive spiritual experiences, Sri Aurobindo withdrew almost totally into

solitude. His aim was to hasten the evolution of human consciousness by bringing

“down” the Supermind, the higher plane of consciousness, so that all of humankind

could benefit. Sri Aurobindo’s seclusion ended twelve years later in 1938 after he |

suffered an accident. Thereafter, he saw a select'group of people, including some

doctors. For the next fourteen years or so, Sri Aurobindo continued his literary and

spiritual activities, living mostly in seclusion, but guiding his rapidly growing number

of disciples through yearly darshans (public appearances), and an extensive '
correspondence. Sri Aurobindo died on December 5, 1950, three years after India

achieved its independence in 1947--on August 15--his birthday.

32 AN INTRODUCTION TO SRI AUROBINDO’S
WORKS

Sri Aurobindo’s complete works were collected and edited in the thirty volume Sri
Aurobindo Birth Centenary Library (or SABCL for short).. The bibliography of
primary works in Vol. 30 lists 101 books by Sri Aurobindo in English, published
during his lifetime and afterwards. Out of these, the following, in chronological
order, are collections of poems, written originally in English (works marked with
asteriks are fragments or incomplete poems):

Songs to Myrtilla (1895; rpt. 1925)
Urvasie: A Poem (c. 1896)
Baji Prabhou (1910)
Chitrangada (1910)*
Ahana and Other Poems (1915)
Love and Death (1921)
Six Poems of Sri Aurobindo (1934)
Poems (1941)
Collected Poems and Plays (1942)
Poems Past and Present (1946)
Last Poems (1952)
Savitri (1954)
More Poems (1957)

~llion (1957)*

All these except Savitri are included in Volumc 3, SABCL, andSavitri, with Sri
Aurobindo’s letters on it appended, is contained in Volumes 28 and 29. A new
edition, The Collected Works of Sri Aurobindo (CWSA) is now underway. More
ambitious and accurate than SABCL, this edition is expected to run into ihiirty-five
volumes. ' '

41



46

- Poetry

It was with The Golden Threshold in 1905 that Sarojini’s career as a poet really took
off. Arthur Symons was re pounsible for the publication of this book.- The poems in if
belong almost wholly to two periods: 1896 and 1904. Sarojini had sent Symons
some new poems in 1904 and he had already seen her earlier work in 1896. Symons
says, “As they seemed to me to have an individual beauty of their own, I thought they
ought to be published.” (Sarojini Naidu: Selected Poetry and Prose9). Sarojini then
wrote to Edmund Gosse asking for his advice and permission in publishing the
collection. Sarojini’s dedication of the book to “Edmund Gosse who first showed me
the way to the Golden Threshold” shows how deeply she was influenced by him.
Ironically, when Gosse had seen many of these very poems in 1896, he had been
disappointed as he tells us in his Introduction to The Bird of  Time . Now, thanks to
Symons they were being published anyway. There was, however, yet another
difficulty which no biographer or critic to my knowledge has menticned. William
Heinemann was unwilling to risk his money on the book, though it was

recommended by Gosse and Symons, and would carry an Introducticn by e latter.
The poet had to actually pay the publisher a tidy sum in pounds sterling to cover the
printing costs. This is revealed in Sarojini’s letters to Gosse at the National Archives.
The book, of course, went on to be a huge success; the first edition was sold out by
the end of 1905 and a new edition was published and quickly snapped up in 1906.

The book was reviewed favourably both in the Indian and, ecpecizlly, in the British
press. There were reviews in The Times (London), The Mancizestory Guardian, The
Review of Reviews, The Morning Post, Athanaeum, Daily CF: 2, Spectator, and -
T.P.’s Weekly (sce Sengupta, 1966, 57-59). The Golde:: Thrz:i:old made Sarojini a
celebrity in both India and England. Never before had a bool: of poems by an Indian
caused such an impact abroad. The Golden Threshold remains Sarojini’s best and
most popular books. She never quite exceeded what shie achieved init. The Bird of
Time was published by William Heinemann in 1912 witli an iniroduction by Edmund
by Johin Lane. This bock,
Sorojini was an

Gosse; it was also published simultanecously in New Yeork by
too, was reviewed widely in India and in England. By = 7

established poet. Her readers in England expected botl: eauty and oriental glarmour
from her and she did not disappoint them.

v
[xor

The Broken Wing, her third ccllection, was published by Heinemann in 1917. By
now, however, the praisc had become lukewarm. There was also considerable
criticism of her limitations as a poet. In Europe, the first wave of modemism was
beginning to gather momentum. There was about to be a cataclysmic change in

poetic fashion. Sarojini was swept aside by this tide. She never published another
collection in her lifetime. By the time Padmaja published The Feather of the Dawn
in 1961, modernism was the ruling mode in Indian poetry. The book was panned by
Nissim Ezekiel, among others. Sarojini had been all but consigned to poetic oblivion.

Thus, the graph of her career shows that her reputation was st its highest from 1905
to 1917 and then declined afterwards. In India she continued to have a readership and
following until her death. But in the 1950°s when modernism became the dominant
mode of Indian English poetry, her reputation as a poet sunk o its lowest. This
contempt for her poetry persists in an entire generation of poets and critics who are
now in their fifties and sixties. Perhaps, the time is now ripe for a reinterpretation, if
not revival of her works.

As a writer of prose. Sarojin: was never well known, Except for a few booklets, she
never published a sustained picce of prose in her lifetime. Her collected speeches are
uneven ii: quality and lacking in well-developed or original thinking. In fact, most of
the thousands of speeches she delivered were extempore.

In the sections that follow we will look more closely at some of Sarojini's weli-
known poems.



388 fadinn Dancers

This poem, from Sarojini’s first collection, The Golden Threshold, is perhaps the best
exan:ple of hier-aesthetic of excess. Every sense is pushed to a point beyond satiety in
* this poem through an overabundance of lush and overripe imagery. The overall effect
is to create a hazy.and entranced mood, as might be induced by a narcotic or opiate.
The images suggest a lack of sharpness, clarity, and visibility. Sarojini’s idea of
sensuality is hedonistic glut.

[ wonder how this poem has been arranged typographically in your textbook.
Actually, it should be in three stanzas of four lines each with the rhyme scheme,

abab. Can you guess why it looks different, at least at first sight, from what I’ve
described it to be? That’s because the lines are inordinately long. Let’s try to scan
them. To do so, you must identify the dominani metrical foot. Can you guess what it
is? Read the lines aloud a couple of times so that you get a feel for the rhythm. The.
main oot is the anapest, that is two unstressed syllables followed by a stressed
syllable. The opening foot of each line is an iamb. There is also an extra, weak stress
at the end of each line: “-ire,” “-ght,” ““ire,” “-ght,” and so on. How many feet are
there to a line? There are eight strong stresses, so there are eight feet. Each line
naturally breaks into two units of four feet each—so each line of this poem is actually
like a couplet. You can tell by its design that the poet has been quite innovative hgre.
The lines are long enough to make you breathless, quite like the dancers themselves,
3 yet Sarojini provides you with a breather half>way, after one beat of four feet.
Sarojini was quite a master of metre. Especially, she achieved some wonderful results
with the anapest, a longish, feminine foot, which makes her lines sound v very

sensuous and oriental. ~

Now, what do these three stanzas convey? They are, as you notice, mainly
descriptive, piling on image after image. But does a very clear picture of the dancers
emerge at the end of the poem? Not really. There’s a strofig’ 1mpressmn an
experience, an atmosphere, but no clear vision. That is because the light is dim in
this poem. Everything is hazy and languorous. Sarojini wishes to create a certain
effect of super-sensuality. The boundaries between various senses get blurred. There
is a controlled, but rather deliberate creation of excess, conveyed by words such as
“ravished,” “rapture,” “celestially panting,” “passionate bosoms,” “aflaming with
fire”—just to go by the first line.

LRINY3 EEINT4

[f you were to critique the acsthetic that informs this poem, you would call it
decadent and escapist. The sorrow, the labour, the degradation, the sweat, the toil of
the dancers is all but elided. Their subjectivity is lost. Questions of sexual
exploitation are also pushed into the background. Instead, we are invited to dope
ourselves into an unthinking stupor as we admire these dancers into the “voluptuous
watches of the night.” And yet, the very excess with which these dancers are
depicted should alert us against facile or dismissive judgements. The excess implies
that Sarojini was aware of what she was doing, so much that the picture is almost a
caricature. Like the other “foik” in her poetry, the bangle-sellers, the palanquin-
bearers, the coromandel fishers, the com-grinders, and so on, Sarojini prettifies these
dancers not to turn them into living ghosts but to invest their lives with some sort of
dignity and charm, even if in the procees she ends up exoticising them. That’s why,
in the ultimate analysis, | consider thesce poems to be forms of resistance and protest
_against colonialism and modernity, both of which were robbing the common people
of India of their self-respect and autonomy.

i

3.5.2 Love and Deatli

i

“This sounct from The Bird of Time can easily be rated as one of Sarojini’s finest
poems, though few critics have considered it so. Its form 1s Petrarchan, with the
rhyme scheme abbaabba cedeed. The octave depicts the ideal of love; like Savitri,
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line hints at is that death is another kind of life and that the 'after life' is much vaster
and greater than the 'before life' on earth.

The epitoine of Aurobindo's poetry is the 'Mantra' or the poetic chant. Indeed
Aurobindo's poetry both in form and content is like a prayer.

To end this section, let me go back to the title of Sarojini’s first collection, The
Golden Threshold. Obviously, the title is significant, hinting at the kind of
romanticism Sarojini practiced. After all, she gave her home the same name too,
even shifting the name when she shifted residence. So, the question arises, what is
the book a threshold to? Does it refer to a key theme in the collection, that of
growing up, bidding goodbye to one’s dreams, and of maturing a person and woman?
Or is it a threshold to her poetic career, which she hopes will be golden? Or, yet
again, is the collection a sort of threshold or passage to India itself for Western
readers? And as a nationalistic poet, she would want to introduce her readers not to
an earthen or clayey India, but a magnificent, golden India, embellished by her
imagination and carefully ornamented so as to be pleasing and delectable to her
foreign readers? At any rate, the title foregrounds the problem of representation
which is at the heart of Sarojini’s poetic project. It would help you at this point to
look at Malashri Lal’s The Law of the Threshold, one of the few original pieces of
feminist theorising to come out of India. Lal argues that most texts by and about
women in India demonstrate what she calls “the law of the threshold.” This law
states that Indian women, in their growth, always encounter this “Lakshman rekha,” a
visible or invisible boundary, overstep which they might at their own peril. What
happens to those who remain within its confines, step out, or step back in is analysed
in the book. See if you can apply some of these ideas to Sarojini’s poetry as well.

3.7 GLOSSARY

Stupendous:

Reminiscences.

Sedition:

Antipathy:

Antinomies:

Masquerading:

Climactic:
Ponderous:
Alchemist:

Languor:

Palanquin:

astounding, wonderful
some past experience or event that is recalled

an offense that tends to undermine the authority of a
state

a feeling of dislike or hostility

contradiction existing between laws or principles or
views

to participate in a masquerade ie. a party or gathering
at which guests come in disguise

involving or causing a climax
heavy, huge
a person who practices alchemy

pleasant mental or physical tiredness or lack of
activity. adj: languorous

in East Asia, a covered litter, usually for one person,
carried by poles on the shoulders of two or more
men

Sri Aurobinde
and Sarojini
Naidu

49



Pociry

Engirt:
Annul:
Beguiling:

Dactyl:

Anapest:

Trochee:

Iamb:

Credentials:

Mantra:

ReverRQeration:

Kundalini:

Sahasrara:

Avatarhood: i
Innovative:
Aesthetic:
Elided:

Subjectivity:

Caricature:
Throe:

QOeuvre:

Stoicism:

Embellisﬁed:

(o encircie, or encompass
to make void, abolish
to mislead by cheating or tricking, deceive

a metrical foot of three syllables; the first accented
and the others unaccented as in English verse

a metrical foot of two unaccented syllables followed
by an accented one C

a metrical foot of two syllables, the first accented
and the other unaccented

a metrical foot of two syllables, the first uiaccented
and the other accented

that which entitles to credit, confidence etc

hymn or portion of text, esp from the Veda chanted
as a prayer

a reechoing or reflection

energy or Shakti residing in a coiled form at the bast
of the spine in human beings. When awakened, the
process of spiritual evolution begins

thousand pettaled lotus at the crown of the head, the .
highest chakra which the Kundalini reaches on its
upward ascent

incarnation

to bring i an innovation or new ideas

sensitive to art and beauty

to ignore, omit or strike out

determined by and emphasizing the ideas of the artist
or writer

satirical picture
pain, affliction, strong yeaming

the lifetime work of a particular writer or artist or
composer

. indifference to pleasure or pain, stoical behaviour

improved by adding detail, omament
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Annotate the following:

I Now silent, now singing and swaying and swinging like blossoms that bend
to the breezes or showers

il. 1 dreamed my love had set thy spirit free,
Enfranchised thee from Fate’s O’ermastering power,
And girt thy being with a scatheless dower
Of rich and joyous immortality;

iil. And her withered, brave voice croons its paean of praise,
Be the gay world kind or unkind:

“La ilaha illa-1-Allah,
La ilaha illa-1-Allah,
Muhammad-ar-Rasul-Aliah
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The lllustrated Weekly, and The Indian P.E.N.. After short stints in journalisi, Misehm Ezekie! and

advertising, and broadcasting, he taught for several years at Mithibai College, , Kaniala Das
Bombay, and then at the University of Bombay, Department of English. He retired as

the Professor of English, University of Bombay. Nissim also wrote a regular column

on art for the Times of India. Besides being a pioneer in modern Indian English

poetry, Nissim has discovered, encouraged, and published several of India's leading

Indian English poets.” He has also been an active translator, playwright, and reviewer.

His impact on the Indian English literary scene is therefore very significant.

4.2 AN OVERVIEW OF HIS POETRY

Nissim Ezekiel has published seven volumes of poetry: 4 Time to Change and Other
Poems (1952), Sixty Poems (1953), The Third (1958), The Unfinished Man (1960), -
The Exact Name (1965), Hymns in Darkness (1976), Latter-Day Psalms (1982); his -
Collected Poems were published in 1989. He won the Sahitya Akademi award in
1983 for Latter-Day Psalms and has also been honoured with the title Padma Shri in
1983.

Nissim has often been called the father of modern Indian English poetry. Bruce King
says: "Of the group of poets attempting to create a modern English poetry in India,
Nissim Ezekiel soon emerged as the leader who advised others, set standards and
created places of publication" (Modern Indian Poetry in English 91). In an earlier
unit, I briefly spoke of how a complex set of factors promoted the creation of literary
modernisin in India in the 1950s and 1960s. There is no doubt that this modern idiom
and sensibility were consciously created by a group of poets, editors, anthologists,
and teachers. Some of these did form a literary avant garde. Of these it is clear that,

over the decades, Nissim was probably the most influential.

Of course, as I've argued in my anthology [ndian Writing in English, there was a
whole pre-history to Indian modernism which is now almost forgotten. A poet like
Shahid Suhrawardy, who went to Pakistan after independence, was already writing in
the modernist mode long before Nissim. But he is forgotten today. Instead, a myth is
being promoted that Nissim was India's first modern poet. In faet, Nissim's first
collection, significantly titled, A Time to Change, reflects a deeply religious
sensibility rather than a modernist bent of mind. This preoccupation with religion
remains with Nissim through all his poetry. What I've been trying to suggest is that
modernism itself is not a simple or unitary phenomenon, but a rather complex set of
attitudes and idioms.

Perhaps, what distinguishes the Indian English modernists from their predecessors is
their precise use of language, especially of well-crafted images, and their largely
ironic stance. The modernist also brought a whole new range of subject matter into
their poetry. Nissim's poetry, for example, focuses on life in Bombay, with all its
difficulties, on human sexuality, on typically modem problems of alienation and
identity, without giving up on a more traditiomal desire to find an answer to these
problems. The recurring theme of sexuality and of the ntale-female relationship is
also an important element in modern poetry. The earlier poets did not address these
issues in quite so direct and blunt a fashion. Ezekiel's poetry dispiays a variety of
styles and themes, but his strength is clearly the introspective, ironic, somewhat
humorous poems of self-exploration and self-formation.

The Unfinished Man and The Exact Name have some of these best poems of Nissim's.
Though he does not attempt a long poem as such, there are sequences of shorter -
poems as in Latter-Day Psalms and Hymans in Darkness. Nissim also wrote a number
of very Indian poems in English, the only one to use Indian English for poetic effect
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The last part of the poem is actually an address to what might be considered the poet's
husband. The cluc is not just the endearment, "Darling,” but the whole sense of
explanation and justification that the poet offers. She says, can you believe that I was
"proud, and loved ... I who have lost/ My way and beg now at strangers' doors to/
Receive love, at least in small change?" The last two lines are terribly poignant. The
speaker has been reduced to begging for love in small change at strangers' doors.
What a contrast from the loved, protected, and proud child that we see in the first part
of the poem.

As a critic or careful reader, however, you should never take any text at surface value.
[f I were in your shoes, I would at once ask if the poet is exaggerating both the
idealization of the childhood as she does the degradation of the present. That way
you will begin to pry open the hidden crevices of meaning lurking beneath the

surface and, perhaps, even go on to deconstruct what appears to be the "official"
meaning that the poem seeks to promote.

4.4.3 The Sunshine Cat

This is an extremely powerful poem of twenty-two lines from the same collection, -
Summer in Calcutta. It is about the decline and disintegration of a woman. The
protagonist seems to have suffered from a nervous breakdown. She is abused, locked
up in aroom, and is finally reduced to being "a cold and/ Half-dead woman, now of
no use at all to men."

The "facts" of the situation should by now be familiar to us. Here is an attractive,
sensitive, creative, but rebellious and misunderstood woman, trapped in a love-less
marriage. The husband uses her sexually; she resists, strays, seeks love from other
men; the husband retaliates by locking her up each day; she suffers a breakdown as
quoted above.

B1 " notice that in this poem, the indictment of men and thus of patriarchy is much
more clearly spelled out. The very first line says, "They did this to her, the men who
knew her..." Who are these men? First, there is someone she loves who out of
cowardice and selfishness betrays. Perhaps, this is her first love, someone whom she
was hoping to marry but could not. Then comes the husband, who is described as
someone "who neither loved her nor/ Used her but was a ruthless watcher." This
suggests that in fact her faced neglect in the marriage, neglect and, of course,
jealousy. Then there is the "band/ Of cynics she turned to"--for what? "To forget,/ To
forget, oh, to forget..." But to forget what? This is not clear, but a sorrow deeper
than what is visible or obvious is implied. It is also clear that the solace she seeks in
these men is sexual, "burrowing her/ Face into their smells and their young lusts...."
What we see, then, is a pattern of compulsive behavior. Clearly pathological, it is
suggestive of great addictions, as fcr gambling or alcohol. Each of these men is
unable to love her, but can at best offer kindness. In the process, she slides down peg
after peg of sanity. There is a powerful image of the speaker weeping, insomniac and
utterly helpless. The poem ends with the poet's confinement, with only a sliver of
sunshine line, a yellow cat, to keep her company. Again, the longing for sympathetic
contact is stressed in the image of the sunshine being like a cat. But, by sundown,
even this "cat" disappears, leaving her cold, and half-dead. This poem has no happy
ending, only a grim statement of the speaker's uselessness to all men. The last line,
once again, underscores her need to be loved, wanted, cherished, but her despair at
not having this need fulfilled.

4.5 LET US SUM UP

We have seen how Nissim Ezckiel is probably the most influencial of the group of
poets, editors, anthologists and teachers who form a literary avant garde of

Nissim Ezekiel and:
Kamala Das
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modernism in India in the 1950s and 1960s. He is modemnist in his use of language,
whole new range of new themes including problems of alienation and identity,
sexuality and male-female relationship. Ezekiel's poetry also displays the
introspective, ironic, humourous self-explorative strains. Nissim also singles out for
using Indian English for poetic effect.

As | suggested earlier, Das's poems work at least at two levels. On the one hand, they
depict a personal, a very individual tragedy. This tragedy may have variations, but it
is made up of the following ingredients: a bad marriage; a series of sexual flings; a
coliapse of personality; a sense of worthlessness at the end. But in addition to this
personal tragedy, the poems also comment on larger topics, on the institution of
marriage; on marital rape, marital neglect, marital jealousy; on extra-marital sexual
forays and their unseemly consequences; on experiences and knowledge hard-won,
but fragile. If we keep in mind the feminist slogan, “The personal is the political,"
then Das's poems are not about the private life of an unbalanced woman, but about all
those forces of tradition, culture, and society which make her so. These poems are an
attack on a whole way of life characterized by patriarchical norms which oppress and
restrict women, reducing them to neurotic and pathetic creatures. The poems are
also, ultimately, about struggle and survival.

I began this section by noticing how Das consciously attempts to distance herself
from politics. By doing so what she is really signaling is the inauguration of a
difterent kind of politics, not a retreat into apolitical passivity. Das's politics is not
about the pursuit of power at the level of the state, but it is about personal
empowerment and autonomy, it is about the politics of the integrity of the female self
in male-dominated and sexually predatory world. It is, ultimately, the politics of the
survival not of the fittest, but even of those who are unable to fit in, those who are
unfits and misfits in our society.

4.6 GLOSSARY

Pioneer: a person who is one of the first to explore a new
region or Subject

Introspective: _examine one's own thoughts and feelings

Quarry: intended prey or victim; ihing sought or pursued

Transcendence: go beyond the range of experience , belief etc.
surpass

Drudgery: to do laborious or menial work

Sear: scorch or burn

Qualm: feeling of doubt, especially about whether one is

doing or has done right

Cadence: rhythm in sound, the rise and fall of the voice in
speaking

Hierarchy: organisation with grades of authority from lowest to
highest

Strangleiwld: deadly grip






Poetry 12 Critically analyse the poem 'My Grandmother's House'.

13. Give your own interpretation and critical analysis of 'The Sunshine Cat' with
reference to the issue of \igmen, patriarchy, and empowerment.

14 Annotafg the following:

I But when the differences arose
On how to cross a desert patch,
We lost a friend whose stylish prose
Was quite the best of all our batch.
A shadow falls on us - and grows.

it When, finally we reached the piace,

’ We hardly knew why we were there.
The trip had darkened every face,
Our deeds were neither great nor rare.
Home is where we have to eam our grace.

ii. Who never spoke before his spirit moved.
The slow movement seems, somehow, to say much more.
To watch the rarer birds, you have to go '
Along deserted lanes and where the rivers flow
In silence near the source, or by a shore

iv. A poet-rascal-clown was born,
The frightened child who would not eat
Or, sleep, a boy of meagre bone.
He never leamt to fly a kite,
His borrowed top refused to spin.

V. In everything, a bitter thought.
Se, in an English cargo-ship
Taking French guns and mortar shells
To Indo-China, scrubbed the decks,
And learned to laugh again at home.

Vi. The song of my experience sung,
I knew that all was yet to sing.
My ancestors, among the castes,
Were aliens crushing the seed for bread
(The hooded bullock made his rounds).

Vi, The Indian landscape sears my eyes.
I have become a part of it
To be observed by forcigners.
They say that I am singular,
Their letters overstate the case.

viii.  One among them fought and taught,
A Major bearing British arms.
He told my father sad stories
Of the Boer War. [ dreamed that
Fierce men had bound my feet and hands.

IX. [ have made my commitments now.
This is one: to say where I am,
As others chose to give themselves
In some remote and backward place.
My backward place is where [ am.



15 Annotate the following: Nissim Ezekiel and
Kamala Das
| ----I am Indian, very brown, born in
Malabar, I speak three languages, write in
Two, dream in one. Don't wrote in English, they said,
English is not your mother-tongue. Why not leave
Me alone, critics, friends, visiting cousins,
Every one of you? Why not let me speak in
Any language I like?

i1, You see? It voices my joys, my longings, my
Hopes, and it is useful to me as cawing
Is to the crows or roaring to the lions,

T P— Fit in. oh,
Belong, cried the categorizers. Don't sit
On walls or peep in through our lace draped windows.
Be Amy, or be Kamala. Or better
Still, be Madhavikutty. It is time to
Choose a name, a role.

1v. And then, feel shame, it is I who lie dying
With a rattle in my throat. I am sinner,
I am saint. I am the beloved and the
Betrayed. I have no joys which are not yours, no
Aches which are not yours. [ too call myseif 1.

V. - you cannot believe, darling
Can you, that I lived in such a house and
Was proud, and loved...I who have lost
My way and beg now at strangers' doors to
Receive love, at least in small change?

vi. Of cynics she turned to, clinging to their chests where
New hair sprouted like great-winged moths, burrowing her
Face into their smells and their young lusts to forget,
To forget, oh, to forget...and, they said, each of
Them, I do not love, I cannot love it is not
In my nature to love, but I can be kind to you...

Vii. Winter came and one day while locking her in, he
Noticed that the cat of sunshine was only a
Line, a hair-thin line, and in the evening when
He returned to take her out, she was a cold and
Half-dead woman, now of no use at all to men.
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UNIT 5 A.K.RAMUNUJAN, ARUN KOLATKAR,
AND JAYANTA MAHAPATRA

Structure

5.0 Objectives
5.1 A. K. Ramanujan: A Brief Life Sketch and an Overview of his Poetry
5.1.1  Looking for a Cousin on a Swing
5.12  Self-Portrait
513 ARiver
5.14  Love Poem for a Wife--I
5.2 Jayanta Mahapatra
5.2.1 Dawn at Puri
52.2  Indian Summer Poem
523 Hunger
524  Evening Landscape by the River
53 Arun Kolatkar: A Brief Life Sketch and an Overview of his Poetry
53.1  The Bus
5.3.2  The Low Temple
5.3.3  Chaitanya
5.4 Let Us Sum Up
5.5 Glossary
5.6 Questions
5.7 Suggested Reading

5.0 OBJECTIVES

In this unit we shall study selections from three poets, A.K.Ramanujan, Arun
Kolatkar, and Jayanta Mahapatra. There is no special reason to group them together, -
except that all three happen to be bilingual poets, that is, they write original poetry in
English and in another Indian language. Of course, the phenomenon of bilingual
creativity embraces, in one way or another, all Indian English writers. We have
already seen how, in a sense, all Indian English writing is'a kind of translation,
because Indian experiences are conveyed through the medium of English. Many
Indian English pocts, therefore, consciously work in some Indian language or the
other, either writing directly in it or translating from/into it. These activities no doubt
enrich their English verse, bringing to it a dimension that monolingual English
writing lacks.

Each of these writers, however, is different in the way in which he handles his native
language. Ramanujan, for instance, is an Iyengar, a Tamil Brahmin, whose family
were settled in Karnataka. While he translates from both Tamil and Kannada, he
writes originally only in Kannada, not in Tamil. His Kannada writing, mostly fiction,
is not regarded very highly, though. Kolatkar, on the other hand, is equally regairded
in both Marathi, his native tongue, and in English. His Marathi verse, thought inot
very extensive, is considered unique in both style and content. He has brought a new
dimension to Marathi poetry with his modern rewriting of Bhakti metres and th emes.
Mahapatra, who taught Physics for several years at Ravenshaw College, Cuttack,
began writing when he was nearly forty. He wrote in English, mostly poetry, g oing
on to publish in many of the leading journals in U.K.and U.S.A. He began wri ting in
Oriya quite late, when he was almost sixty years old. Earlier, he used to transla te
from Oriya into English, but now, I am told, his original Oriya poetry is also hijzhly
regarded.
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So you can see how literary bi-lingualism and bi-creativity, so to speak, is a rather
complex activity. At the root of it, though, is a sensibility which is at home in more
than one cultural milieu. When you read these poems, I would like you to bear in
mind this dual influence and heritage.

5.1 A.K.RAMANUJAN: A BRIEF LIFE SKETCH AND
AN OVERVIEW OF HIS POETRY

A.K. Ramanujan (1929-1995)

Attippat Krishnaswami Ramanujan was born in 1929 in Mysore, where he weiit to
school and college. Later, he studied linguistics at Deccan College, Pune, and went
on to do a PhD in linguistics at Indiana University on a Fulbright fellowship. Soori
after he finished, he got a job at the University of Chicago, where he remained till his
death in 1993. When he died he was the William E. Colvin Professor of South Asian
Languages, Linguistics and Civilizations, and a member of the Committee on Social
Thought at the University of Chicago. Ramanujan wrote several books, including
collections of verse in English and Kannada, but he is best known as a transiator. The
Interior Landscape (1967), Speaking of Siva (1972), Hymns for the Drowning (1981)
and Poems of Love and War (1985) are some of his better known translated works.
He also brought U.R. Anantha Murthy's Samskara international recognition by
translating it into English in 1976. Towards the end of his life, Ramanujan turned his
attention to another rich area of Indian life and culture, folklore. One of his last
publications was Folktales from India (1994), a selection of oral narratives from
twenty-two Indian languages.

What I find most persistent in Ramanujan's poetry is the element of hardened
skepticism. Isay "hardened" instead of healthy because, in the end, it is this lack of
commitment which makes his poetry unsatisfactory to me. Ramanujan's use of
tradition, too, is similarly ironic. In his much-acclaimed translations of Tamil and
Kannada medieval mystical poetry, he turns the ecstatic utterances of the bhakti poets
into clipped and understated modern poetry. The result is readabie, but is it true to
the spirit of the original? Ramanujan was against Sanskrit because he found it too
ideologically loaded and therefore oppressive. From the grand narratives of great
traditions, he turned to the more unaffected, homely, and unassuming wisdom of the
folk, the vernacular, the local. There is, however, a certain anxiety that informs his -
poetry. Could this anxiety stem from his own emptiness within? Behind the mask,
perhaps, there's a blank, not necessarily a recognizable face. His poetry abounds in
the quotidian, the trivial even. But it does convey, with a certain dry precision, the
consequences and conundrums of a profound displacement. "Ramanujan's poetry has
been ceiebrated for its irony and ambiguity. He uses his experience as an expatriate to
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there by the Sankaracharya. Puri is presided over by Lord Jagannath, a fom1 of
Vishnu.

The poem is eighteen lines long, made up of six stanzas of three lines each. Most of
the sentences are purely descriptive, but notice how the mood builds up gradually.
The first line simply says "Endless crow noises." As you will notice, it is not even a
sentence, just a phrase. It's the second sentence, however, which bites: "A skull on
the holy sands/ tilts its empty country towards hunger." The skull in question could
be that of an unburnt corpse, but to the poet's eye it suggests the hunger of an entire
country.

The 1 images that follow, though apparently neutral, are quite critical and negative.
There are widows in white, past their primes, waiting to enter the great temple.
Notice how their eyes are "caught in a net." They are trapped by faith, not a very
happy position to be in. The shells on the sand are "ruined, leprous," again '
suggesting decay and discase. ' A whole tradition and way or life lies like “a mass of
crouched faces without names." Anonymity, loss of identity, facelessness, death--
such are the ideas that the poem invokes.

The next images are that of a blazing funeral pyre, which is "sullen" and "solitary."
It's the speaker's dead mother being consigned to flames because it was "her*last wish
to be cremated here." The poem ends on a uncertain note, like the corpse of his dead
mother, "twisting uncertainly like light/ on the shifting sands."

You will notice how the poem evades a direct stand on what it describes. This is
typical of Mahapatra. His own position is never stated clearly, but emerges from the
manner in which he describes the events and incidents in his poems. Here it is clear
that there 1s a strong sense o f disapproval which is the undercurrent of the poem. The
social critique is unmistakable when we go back to the title, "Dawn at Puri." The title
does not say "A Dawn at Puri," that is, it does not refer to one particular dawn, which
might have been particularly unpleasant. After all, one's mother is not cremated every
day. But rather than make this dawn special, the poet does the opposite, suggesting
that all dawns at Puri are more or less like this, with dead mothers being burnt on the
sands, widows in white being herded into the old temple, and empty skulls, tilting
their empty eyes towards the sky, signifying the hunger of a whole continent. The
poem is informed by a deep compassion for those who suffer.

It is this compassion which gives the images their bite, their sense of outrage and
smouldering anger. But there is little sympathy for the traditions and practices of a
society on whose fringes the poet stands. The poet has no kind words to say about
those who believe in the traditions and practices that he criticises.

5.2.2 Indian Summer Poem

Once again, we see a very general title for what appears to be a specific scene and
experience. This poem is, again, about death and birth, about the end and the
beginning of life. But the images here are more elliptical, disjointed. There isa
description of a scene: what in your opinion is actually happening in the poem? It
seems as if the poem describes a funeral. The last line makes this clear by referring
o "the deep roar of funeral pyres." But who is dead? This is unclear. We only know
that the priests are chanting; the waters opening their mouths wide to receive the
dead; the crocodiles moving farther down; and so on. Note the image, "the mouth of
India opens." India is secn as a sort of giant monster opening its mouth to swallow
up the dead. Itis not a very flattering image because the poet seems to identify the
whole country with death. Another brief stanza cmphasizes the burning sun above
and the burning pvres below. No wonder a certain vision of India emerges in
Mahapatra's poems which is rather grim and graphic. There is a sense of futility even
in death because there is the poet's good wife sleeping in bed unaffected by the
burning of the furieral pyres. The languid wife's mid-afternoon siesta in the poet's




bed is suggestive of sexual possessiveness. She dreams, that is she is unaware of the
sense of death that haunts the poet. But, to speak up for the wife, shouid she be
aware of death at all? Whose death? That we don't know. So it is perfectly natural
that most of us are unaware of all the cremations or burials that take place in our own
cities because the dead are those whom we don't know. But in Mahapatra's poem, the
speaker, who is aware of death, is estranged from his sleeping wife because she has
recourse to her dreams while he must face the brunt of a horrible reality.

5.2.3 Hunger

This rather well-known poem is also from A Rain of Rites. Mahapatra selects it quite
often when he gives a reading and says that the "poem is based on a true incident"
(see Mehrtotra, Twelve Modern Indian Poets 22). The poem is in five paragraphs of
five lines each except the last one which has an extra line. It tells a rather simple
story. It has three characters: there is the speaker, an old fisher, and his young
daughter. The fisherman is willing to let the speaker have sex with his daughter for a
few rupees.

The casualness of this transaction underscores, for the the speaker, its enormity.
There is a sense that a terrible moral crime is about to erupt with such little fuss on
the sprawling sands of this beach. The speaker, despite his own disgust, succumbs to
the temptation and has sex with the fifteen year old daughter of the fisherman. But
what he experiences at the end is a sort of horror: "Long and lean, her years were
cold as rubber." The acq is utterly degraded, losing all its sense of joy, comfort, or
pleasure. Instead, it evokes a sense of disgust and self-loathing in the speaker. The
fisherman's shack opens "like a wound." The girls legs are "wormy." And as he
enters he feels a hunger there, of "fish slithering, turning inside."

The poem contrasts two types of hunger and how they feed on each other. The
speaker's hunger is that of the flesh, that of "a mind thumping in the flesh's sling." As
we know, this is one of the hardest hungers to control. No matter how respectable
and decent we might try to be, it gnaws us to our very bone. Contrary to this is the
other hunger, the hunger not for sex, but for food, perhaps the only hunger more
primeval. The fisherman and his daughter are poor. To feed their stomachs, they
resort to feeding the other hunger, the sexual hunger,‘of the speaker. But, in the end,
is that hunger really appeased? It does not seem like it at all. Instead, a sense of
catastrophe haunts the speaker; the very sky, it seems, falls on him.

This poem is more direct, less ambiguous, than the earlier one. Here the moral
outrage, the social criticism is much more direct, hard-hitting. The poet, from behind
his persona, clearly indicts the system which allows such careless prostitution to
happen. Here, destitution is the cause of the prostitution. And it is this extreme
poverty and deprivation that the poet focuses on and exposes.

5.2.4 Evening Landscape by the River

This poem from Life Signs (1993), once again, takes us back to a familiar landscape.
Instead of the sands of Puri at dawn, here we wander on the banks of the river in
Cuttack at dusk. It is a short, fourteen line poem, in three stanzas. What is its theme?
Thére are images of broken shacks of fishermen, of frail and still temples, of an infant
crawling in a hut, of light laughter and abundant darkness. The poem ends with "an
uncertain light," reminiscent of the same phrase in the last lines of "Dawn at Puri."
Here, the light is like "familiar but useless ornament," a wonderfully telling image.

This is a good example of a mood poem. At the beginning the poet states that he is
sad--he says so not directly, but indirectly, in a rather impersonal statement: "There
is a kind of sadness which closes the eyes." Why is the poet sad? This is not clear,
but some clues are provided. Is it because he can no longer recollect the faces of the
dead? That is he can no longer remember those he has lost? Or is the sadness even

AK.Ramanujan,
Arun Kolatkar and
Jayanta Mahapatra
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more profound, a sort of emptiness in which everything around one is familiar but
useless, unable to take away from the overflowing dukkha of existence itself? All the
images seem to suggest that the poet's sorrow is like the clinging and abundant
darkness in which all the objects and events of daily life get detached and
depersonalized, losing the individuality and capacity to be meaningful.

There is a tremendous loneliness that seeps through this poem. The speaker is thrown
back upon himself and nothing that he observes or experiences seems to be able to
take him away or out of himself. The nature of the experiencing self itself, the poem
suggests,-is sorrow. The evening by the river, then, becomes a metaphor for the
suffering of the human condition itself.

This is a very well-constructed poem which, in a few lines, touches upon a subject of
great importance. The poet, of course, offers no palliatives, no answers, no antidotes
to the sadne-s that he invokes. Perhaps, it is best to feel it as deeply as he does and
thus to purge ourselves of it. :

5.3 ARUNKOLATKAR: A BRIEF LIFE SKETCH AND
AN OVERVIEW OF HIS POETRY

Born in 1932 in Kolhapur, Arun Balkrishna Kolatkar was educated at Rajaram High
School. Later he studied art at the J.J. School of Art, Mumbai, and at Kolhapur and
Pune, before getting his diploma in painting from the J. J. School. Kolatkar has lived
in Mumbai most of his life, earning his living in advertising. He is, as 1 mentioned
earlier, a bilingual poet, writing both in Marathi and in English. Since 1955 he has
been appearing in various journals and anthologies, though he has published only one
book in English, Jejuri (1976), and one in Marathi, Arun Kolatkarchya Kavita
(1976).

Jejuri, from which all the three poems that you're studying have been taken, is a
rather special collection of poems. It is the only book of poems to have won the
Commonwealth Prize. It has thirty-one poems, but can be read as one long
exploration on a common theme. The book describes a journey to Jejuri, a temple
town near Pune. Jejuri is an ancient centre of pilgrimage in Maharashtra. The
presiding deity, Khandoba, predates more popular folk deities like Vittala. Khandoba
is worshipped by the Dhangar or the shepherd community in Maharashtra.

Jejuri has provoked a considerable amount of debate because of its attitude to the
religious experience. What happens in this book is a modem pilgrimage which
overturns or undercuts several traditional devotional practices. The speaker seems to
be rather irreverent. Some readers have found Kolatkar insulting or supercilious;
others have asked him whether he himself believes in God or not. But from a more
literary-textual point of view both issues are less relevant; what we need to do as
readers, first of all, is to discover what the poet is trying to do. Mehrotra in his
excellent headnote to Kolatkar in Twelve Modern Indian Poets gives us a clue when
he says, "The presiding deity of Jejuri is not Khandoba, but the human eye" (54).
Thus, the poems, in Mchrotra's words, "name and observe, isolate and magnify, and
by so doing radically transform ... everything they see" (ibid).

This exactness of observation is almost an article of faith for the modemnist poet.
They wish to look at, and thus, make things anew, not being content with images of\
the past, images filtered through the coloured glasses of other people's words and
deeds. Discarding the burden of tradition docs not always make for irreverence or
bad faith but may actually prepare the ground for a new vision and creation. Jejuri,
then, is about noticing and observing what is before us, not giving it a name of
"sacred" or "holy" just because it is considered so. In such skepticism is a certain



kind of sacredness because adherence to truth produces a sanctitvy which the blind A.K.Ramanujan,
imitation of tradition cannot. Arun Kolatkar and

Jayanta Mahapatra
5.3.1 TheBus

Eight three line stanzas followed by a single line of conclusion make up this poem. It
occurs at the beginning of the collection and rightly so because it describes a journey
to Jejuri. Itis as if the poet is approaching a new planet, so conscious and careful he
is about everything he observes. The aimed at objectivity is illustrated in the
pervasive use of "you" to signify what the poet observes. The whole poem abounds
in visual metaphors. In the beginning, the tarpaulin flaps of the bus, its eyes so to
speak, are buttoned down. Very little is visible. In the cold wind, the narrator looks
for signs of dawn, expressing yet again a yearning to sce things clearly. The first
attempt is abortive: all that can be seen of the countryside is the speaker's own
divided face in an old man's glasses. This seeing of oneself instead of the object is
very significant. After all, this is the curse that is involved in any act of perception.
One's own intentionality damns one no matter how hard one strives for a flawless
objectivity. The subjective, inevitably, intrudes, clouding one's judgement. In the
end, you can only see what you are; that is what you allow yourself to see or what
you are allowed by your own limitations to see. One's own self is thus divided--it is
both subject and object at the same time.

The next stanza takes us to the speaker's destination; significantly, it seems to be just
above the caste-mark on his forehead. Again, we see the effects of optical illusions
and reflections; in the glasses of the old man, the speaker observes the countryside.
But beyond caste, beyond tradition is certainly where the poem leads us thematically.
Then the sun iz~ aims and shoots its beams into the bus, touches the driver's
temple; the direction of the bus changes. Jejuri is near. The images of the sun suggest
a splitting, a breaking into two. The speaker's own face appears to be on either side
of the bus when he gets off.

The destination so far has been mapped on the old man's face, through the reflection
of e countryside on his glasses. Now, when the bus actually arrives, the poet's own
face is divided; the optical illusion is broken.

As you can see, this poem only prepares the ground for what is to follow. It merely
describes an arrival. It must therefore be viewed in continuity with the other poems
in the collection. What is important, though, is the attitude of the speaker, of the
observer, to what is seen and observed. That establishes the tone of the rest of the
collection.

53.2 A Low Temple

This sixteen-line poem exemplifies the so-called "irreverance" of the speaker quite
well. The adjective low cannot be devoid of its negative connotations of inferiority
and inadequacy, though it is primarily descriptive, that is, suggestive of lack of
height. No doubt the temple is "low," but by whose standards? Many old houses
were similarly "low," with such small doors that you had to bend down to enter. But
by the standards of thosc for whom these houses were built, they must have been
adequate. The speaker's response is typical of a modern person, used to the modern
architecture of steel and concrete, not of someone used to living in a hut made in the
same way for centurics. What I've been suggesting 1s that the gap is not just
ideological but technological.

When a devout person enters a temple, he may bow before the deities, concentrating

more on his relationship with the Divine than on the physical features of his

surroundings. In Kolatkar's poem, however, just the opposite happens. The darkness

inside the shrine prompts him to claim that the geds themsclves are in the dark in this 77.
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low temple. Actually, the speaker is as much in the dark as the gods whom he cannot
see clearly. It's not that the gods are in dark, but there is darkness inside the temple.

The next lines carry on this metaphor of literal enlightenment; only when the matches
are lit do the gods "come to light." What happens next? Not devotion, again, but a
cool apprehension of "amused bronze." What the speaker sees are not icons but
forms of bronze. And stone--"smiling stone." The depersonalization is unmistakable.
The gods, however, are "unsurprised," though the poet may be. The length of the
matchstick, both in real time and visual time, creates the effect of cycles of the
creation and destruction: "gesture after gesture revives and dies/ Stance after lost
stance is found/ and lost again." But these gestures and stances are lost on the poet.
He has to ask the priest who that was.

The exchange that {ollows is interesting. "The eight-armed goddess" does not
impress the speaker: "a skeptic-match coughs." The speaker, with his sharp
observation even in darkness illumined only with matches says, that she has eighteen,
not eight arms. But this does not convince the priest. Tradition is stronger than
empiricism; no wonder the speaker's skepticism does not abate. On deeper reflection,
however, the problem is somewhat more complicated. I wonder what Indian words
were used to describe the eight-armed or eighteen armed goddess. Perhaps, knowing
this will help us verify if clash in perception is linguistic or epistemological.

We are denied the luxury of such reflections in the last two lines of the poem. The
speaker, emerging from the low and dark temple, lights a cigarette and jokes about
children playing on the back of a twenty-foot tortoise. What is this twenty-foot
tortoise? Is it the poet's idea of a fitting retort to the error of perception on the priest's
part inside the temple? Oris it a rock shaped like a tortoise? We don't know, but,
once again, questions of perception are foregrounded.

On the whole, the poem shows an interaction between two kinds of sensibilities, one
traditional and the other modern, inside the dark interiors of a low temple. Perhaps,
the labels that I have used, "tradition" vs. "modemity" are neither precise nor
productive. Try to reformulate this difference in your own words, if you like. Yet,
this poem, indeed the whole book, is about this clash between two ways of seeing
and, perhaps, two ways of being. In the end, you'll have to ask yourself what ¢ach
offers before making your choice. S

5.3.3 Chaitanya

This tiny poem contains an important message which is conveyed through one vivid
image, that of Chaitainya spitting out the seeds of the grapes that he has eaten.
Chaitainya was a great Vaishnavite figure of the 15th century. He hailed from
Bengal, but traveled all over India spreading his cult of ecstatic devotion to Lord
Krishna. Chaitanya, of course, also means awakened consciousness. His visit to
Jejuri must have been commemorated by several temples.

The thrust of the poem, as I said, is on one image--the stones of Jejuri are as sweet as
grapes. To prove this, Chaitanya pops a stone in his mouth instead of a grape. Now
grapes have "stones" or seeds which we spit out instead of chewing. But in this case,
instead of these seeds, Chaitanya spits out gods. The image seems to be
blasphemous, but whaf it implies is the god-making ability of Chaitanya. He had the-
capacity to turn stones into gods. Eating and spitting out both suggest a supematural,
if irreverant, attitude to this otherwise miraculous transfiguration. In several Indian
temple-towns, we have instances of shrines consecrated by some great saint, sage, ot
mythological hero. Sometimes, shrines are named after parts of the body of this
legendry figure; at other times, places associated with that figure become sacred.
Here the same process is not just described but satirised. Even the grape-stones that
Chaitanya might have spat out would become apotheosized, such was the faith of our
folk. Chaitanya sat here, ate here, slept here; this is his foot print; this is his hand



impression--and so on--all these legends would tumn into temples or shrines. The
poem, then, is about associational sacralization--how a place gets deified and
sanctified through its association with a holy person. In this case, the skeptic in
Kolatkar imagines that given the credulity and devotionalism of our people, even the
place where Chaitanya spat might become a shrine.

There is, no doubt, somethihg quite anti-devotional about this poem but perhaps it
betrays a faith in a different kind of reality. Not the reality of legends and myths but
of historical facts. A healthy secularism runs headlong into the sacred mythology of
a temple town. From the images that spark off from this clash, a new kind of poem is
born--terse, sharp-edged, and provocative.

5.4 LET US SUM UP

We have in our discussion on Ramanujan found the element of skepticism which runs
most persistent in his poetry. We have also seen his use of tradition which is ironic
and that a certain anxiety, a blankness marks his poetry. However, the consequences
and conundrums of profound displacement may appeal differently to you. Itjis for
you to judge his treatment of Indian material.

The other poet, Jayant Mahapatra, shares the skepticism of Ramanujan and the
modernists, but he departs from them by being deeply emotive, not cerebral.
Mahapatra's Christian belonging made him an outsider to the dominant Hindu culture
and hence all the helplessness, inertia, torpor and the unchanging universe.

Arun Koltakar's Jejury provokes a debate in the context of religious experience of a
modern pilgrim. The presiding deity being the "human eye", it transforms the
phenomena it sees and interacts with. As a modernist, Koltakar does not discard the
traditions but prepares for a new vision and creation and, therefore, makes us look at
'modernism' in a new perspective.

N\

5.5 GLOSSARY

I

;

Yernacular: language of one's own country, native tongue.
Estrange: alienate person from another.

Ostensible: professed; used as blind.

Putative: reputed.

Torpor: suspended animation; apathy.

Languid: suffering from faintness or lassitude.
Ambiguous: of doubtful meaning; uncertain.
Smouldering: burning without flame or in suppressed way.
Apotheosis: deification; transformation.

Deify: make a god of.
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