
88 

CHAPTER V 

Jayanta Mahapatra Vis-a -vis His Contemporaries: 

A Comparative Approach to Imagery 

The poem is like a lost child wailing 
near a lamp post, uncomforted by the coin 
thurst into his fist by a pas se r -by . 

(Mahapatra, Bare Face -39) 

Although the pre-independent Indian English poets displayed 

individual differences and occasional flares of original images, but, 

broadly speaking, the poets were inclined to imitate the style and 

syntax of the English Romantic poets and sometimes even their 

themes that made the Indian English poems appear artificial and 

contrived. Derozio, for instance, wrote in stylized English romantic 

pattern although his emotion was genuine. Many hold 

Kashiprashad Ghosh as not even as Indian as Derozio. ( B.K.Das 

2001:21) 

James H. Cousins as early as 1918 had put in effort to explain the 

lacuna: 

...if they (Indians) are compelled to an alternative to 

writing in their own mother-tongue, let it be not Anglo-

Indian, but Indo-Anglican, Indian in spirit, Indian in 

thought, Indian in emotion ,Indian in imagery and 



English only in words...let their ideal be expressions in 

themselves ,but they must be quite sure that it is their 

self, not merely faint echoes and shadows, from others 

or from transient phases of desire...The more intensely 

themselves Indian writers are the more intensely 

Indian they will be... 

(B.K. Das 2001:12) 

With the attainment of independence there began an era of 

challenges and changes in India. With the end of colonialism, the 

Indian writers gained in a self-confidence that helped to broaden 

their vision. Pre-independence Indian English poetry had seldom 

focused on contemporary Indian society and its realities. The poets 

reproduced outdated English poetry sometimes adopting its 

accompanying attitudes to an Indian scene. Sarojini Naidu's 

Village -Song, for instance, seemed a reworking of Yeats' Stolen-

Child in the Indian ambience. The forest is replaced here by 'koil -

haunted ' and fragranced by 'champa buds ' and 'lotus lilies' 

instead of the 'berries', 'cherries' or the 'slumbering trout'. 

New Poetry made its appearance in post-colonial India by 1950s 

The influence of western literature continued but with the 

modernist outlook the focus had shifted form the Romantic and 

Puritan poets to Yeats, Eliot, Auden, Dylan Thomas, Allen Tate, 

Wallace Stevens, Sylvia Plath and other poets of modernist 

tradition. 



Despite of all the influences of British and American poets and 

movements, the experimental poetry in India now displayed a 

heightened awareness of the actual Indian experience. The faculty 

of assessment, both of the self and of the socio-political scenario of 

the country became acute. The poets now no longer wrote poems 

like An Ancient Hymn of Brajendranath Seal or A Universal Prayer 

of D.L. Roy. The modern poets looked down to reality and their 

poems grew out of intense moments of encounter with reality: 

Your eyes are like mine. 

When I last looked in them 

I saw my whole country, 

A defeated dream 

Hiding itself in prayers 

A population of corpses... 

(Dom Moraes: Letter to my Mother) 

Parthasarathy thinks that Indian verse came into existence only 

after the British withdrew from India. Our poets continued 

employing English but the language had by now had gained the 

stature of an Indian language and the experiences they spoke of 

were purely Indian. Summer was no longer the season of melting 

snow and blooming flowers. The sun is compared to 'Fire' in 

Kamala Das' Summer in Calcutta. Ezekiel 'In India' speaks of India 

as 'Always in sun's eye' and Jayanta Mahapatra in Indian Summer 
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speaks of 'Mornings of heated middens/Smoke under the 

sun'.(B.K. Das2001:12). 

Thus with these post- colonial poets Indian English poetry came to 

be located in India. These recent poets not only focused on the 

contemporary Indian issues and weaved a tapestry of innovative 

images. We must remember that the Indian English poets in the 

colonial era had their set of images too, sometimes innovative, but 

they were mostly 'absurdly related to our lives' (Iyengar 2002:xxxvi-

vii) The modern Indian English poets laced images to describe 

scenes with which the Indian reader could directly relate. 

Mahapatra's Village illustrates this: 

Carefully I cross 

the palm-trunk bridge over the irrigation-canal, 

and the grave green waters flow on, limping. 

Doesn't its laziness deceive your eyes? 

The pepul-tree silence on the bleak burning ground? 

Beside the low mud walls of a hut, 

Radha, in the hurt-filled light 

Of an early November sunset, 

In sterile sameness 

Of grass-lined call of the children. (Rain of Rites :2) 

The palm-trunk bridge over irrigation canal', 'the peepul tree 

silence on bleak burning ground', the low mud walls, the Indian 

woman named 'Radha' all set the poem in a characteristic Indian 



ambience. This kind of typical Indian ambience is often brought 

out in a couple of lines like: 

The song of a lone Ganga boatman 

stumbles across lofty silence on the bank of the Ganges. 

(A Rain of Rites:32) 

Although Mahapatra, who first published in 1971, is said to know 

nothing of the significant shift of focus in poetry of the early fifties 

and sixties, however, was not less conscious of the alienation and 

isolation that we find in two other major Indian English poets of 
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known to have evolved poetry of his own in a corner of Orissa 

without the significant influence of the new experimentalist poets 

but as far as themes and images are concerned it is interesting to 

note that Mahapatra demonstrates a strong resemblance with the 

other Indian poets of his time. This shows that the post-colonial 

Indian poets shared their sensibility and emotional response to the 

environs and incidents around. 

Despite all the effort of establishing Indian English poetry as an 

accepted genre the Indian writers in English were haunted by a 

sense of alienation from the mainstream culture of India. The 

distress that they felt is not equivalent to the distress of Michael 

Madhusudan Dutt whose response was that of disillusionment 

after having abandoned his mother tongue for writing in English 

that made him eventually go back to his native dialect. 



Parthasarathy's Rough Passage deals with this identity crisis as its 

main theme. Anita Seal in Writer's workshop Miscellany (number 

19) pleads for a boarder and more imaginative use of English 

language for prose and poetry alike. (Iyanger 2002: 651) Kamala 

Das professes the language she chooses as a vehicle of her 

expression as 'half-English half-Indian, the language of the mind'. 

Parthasarathy wails of his tongue being 'in English chains'. Keki 

Daruwala in his essay On Writing in English: an Indian Poet's 

Perspective says: 

In university one had been brought un on a diet of 

Shelley and Keats. When you left the campus you 

faced harsh reality around you -- drought, poverty and 

communal riots. One needed a harsh language, words 

with a saw-edge, words which rasped and got into you 

like the shards of a broken bottle. Slowly, almost 

unconsciously the poems developed a vocabulary and 

a soundscape of their own. 

(The Daily Star: Aug 21 , 2004) 

The Indian English poets adopted a diction that was Indian and a 

variant to the English idiom. Ezekiel's 'Patriot' insists on reading 

Times of India to improve his English language: 

Other day I'm reading newspaper 

(Every day I'm reading Times of India 



To improve my English Language) 

(Nissim Ezekiel :The Patriot) 

In The Professor we have his weird invitation at the end : 

If you are coming again this side by chance, 

Visit please my humble residence also. 

I am living just on opposite house's backside. 

Commenting on the use of Indianized English in Ezekiel's verse 

Bruce king comments: 

Ezekiel's' poems might be seen as a step towards using 

local speech in serious verse. Language reveals the 

speaker's mind and social context;...unintended puns 

are among the devices used to imply hypocrisy, 

pretence, limited opportunities and confusion. (King 

2004:101). 

Ezekiel gives us the nuances of the local speech that modifies the 

international language in India. Mahapatra uses Indian words in 

italics in poems such as Sun Worshipper Bathing where he says 

'His jaw moves/to mantras' or in Thought Of The Future where he 

writes: 'making real the circle/which karma leaves behind'. 

Mahapatra does not capture the typical Indian English in the 

rarely used speech marks when the characters are directly quoted 

as speaking out the words. For instance, in Bazaar Scene, "Where 



did you get the mango?" a mother asks her excited three-year-old 

boy in perfect English. Mahapatra rather excels in 

depicting/depicts scenes that are characteristically Indian. He is a 

detached observer of Indian scenes chronicling them in his poetry. 

The mango the mother speaks of is already rotting and the pulp 

stains her fingers. She knows exactly where the mango came from. 

Indifferently I watched the little pig-tailed girl 

running down the road with a solitary mango 

she had stolen from the fruit vendor's basket 

and given to her crippled brother slumped 

on the roadside. (Shadow Space:23) 

These post-colonial poets were not only dexterous at painting the 

Indian scene or analysing the Indian attitude, they were 

themselves imbued with the Indian way of life. Ramanujan speaks 

of the Indian method of cremation: 

they'll cremate 

me in Sanskrit and sandalwood, 

have me sterilized 

to a scatter of ash. (Collected Poems: 136) 

Ezekiel's Night of the Scorpion brings out a tender family situation 

where the poet's mother is stung by a scorpion. This situation 

helps the poet to bring in at one sweep the world of magic and 

superstition and maternal affection that subsists at the core of the 



Indian way of life and an attitude 'typical of the orient and remotely 

typical of Hinduism'. (Sirish Chinhade 2001: 37). 

May the sins of your previous birth 

be burned away, they said. 

May your suffering decrease 

The misfortunes of your next birth, they said. 

May the sum of evil balanced in 

This unreal world against the 

Sum of good become diminished 

By your pain, they said... 

(Ezekiel:Night of the Scorpion) 

The last stanza culminates in a sense of sacrifice and maternal 

affection that we relate with India: 

My mother only said 

Thank god the scorpion picked on me 

And spared my children. (ibid) 

Ezekiel says: "India is simply my environment. A man can do 

something for and in his environment by being fully what he is, not 

by withdrawing from it. I have not withdrawn form India." 

(Chinhade2001: 37) 

Mahapatra is seeped in Indian attitude and metaphysics and his 

poems bring out the typical Indian essence of living and 

philosophy. In Village Evening the wind pulls at the clothes around 



god's little idol at the foot of the dying banyan. The idol of god 

placed under a banyan is an image that the Indian readers can 

readily associate with. Many words and phrases appearing in 

Mahapatra make his absorption of Indian philosophy of life 

explicit. Mahapatra speaks of 'primitive purity' of 'afterlife' in Rain 

Sense. In Thought of the Future he speaks of the real circle that 

'karma leaves behind'. In Behind he speaks of bright milk of ritual 

that nourished the 'linga of rebirth'. In Saving Ourselves 

Mahapatra brings out the urge to be rooted although the past has 

lost its glory: 

It's the root we need, the drums that talk, 

the musky breath of earth that must echo 

the speechless word of a chained vanity ,a hold 

to bless the past that doesn't seem real anymore. 

The world that we will pass on to the next generation is no 

splendid earth but : 

The bruise of iron cuffs on the wrists that watch 

The grimaces on India's drawn face, the pain 

Of the shadows from the fallen tree of conscience. 

This poem represents how the attitude of the contemporary poets 

changed considerably during the post-colonial days from a sense of 

glorious past to a sense of utter disillusionment and their coming 
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in t e r m s with the reality of the pas t and tha t of the present and 

accept ing it with all its consequences . 

Daruwal la confesses his own experience as a writer: 

Looking back I find tha t the compuls ion to mark out 

an identity for myself m u s t have been very strong. 

Since one was writing in English it shou ld be all the 

more evident'' tha t i t was an Indian writ ing. J u s t 

bringing an Indian sensibility to bear on a t heme was 

not enough. The poem had to be securely fastened to 
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under a monsoon downpour. Most, if not all of this, 

worked unconsciously within me. With hindsight, that 

is the only way I can explain my almost fierce 

commitment to place, site, landscape. (The Daily Star 

:Aug 21,2004) 

All the post -colonial Indian English poets express a commitment 

to their native place. Parthasarathy in Rough Passage has shown a 

yearning for his native country. Ramanujan, an emigrant, yearns 

for his own country unfavourably comparing life in Chicago with 

that in India. Ezekiel in After Reading a Prediction voices an 

identification with his native place asserting that the place he was 

born in is his home. In Hymn in Darkness Ezekiel reinforces: 

The Indian landscape sears my eyes. 



I have become a part of it ... 

(Ezekiel : Hymns in Darkness) 

And continues later, 

I have made my commitments now 

This is one: to stay where I am ... 

(ibid) 

While Ezekiel is gripped by images of the ordinary existence in 

Bombay, 'dreaming of morning walks', and 'floating on a wave of 

sand' or turning his mind to 'a clamour close at hand ' (Urban) 

asserting superciliously that he is a 'Bombay city poet', Jayanta 

Mahapatra identifies himself with Orissa. He feels that his roots 

are in Orissa and despite years of writing in English he considers 

himself an Oriya poet. (Panja 2001:26) Many of his poems capture 

the typical ambience of Orissa. Poems such as Dawn at Puri, Taste 

for Tomorrow, The Temple Road Puri, Learning to Flow Free in the 

Chariot Festival At Puri to name only a few, are set in Orissa. In 

The Faith 'Puri priest stands in indulgent sunshine. ' Living in 

Orissa brings out the poet's sense of rootedness with all its past 

and current significance: 

To live here ... 

antlered in sickness and disease , 

in the past of uncomprehended totems 

and the split blood of ancestors. 



One would wear like an amulet. (Shadow Space: 11) 

The commitment to one's native place was a prominent feature of 

post -colonial Indian English poetry. However, if we conclude by 

Daruwalla's confession that the Indian English poets self -

consciously identified themselves with their native land in order to 

overcome the guilt syndrome that oppressed them for preferring to 

write in English rather than in their own native tongues we have to 

turn to J ibanananda Das (1899-1954) who is considered as one of 

the precursors who introduced modernist poetry to Bengali 

Literature. The poems in his 'Ruposhi Bangla' [Beautiful Bengal] 

(written in 1954 and published posthumously in 1957) display a 

similar sense of rootedness and a similar identification with his 

native place although he had no culpability of disagreement 

between his spoken and his poetic idiom. 

Banglar mukh ami dekhiachi, tai ami prithivir roop 

Khujite jai na aar 

[Banglar Mukh Ami Dekhiachi Das : 41] 

[I have seen the visage of Bengal that is why I no 

longer hunt for the beauties of the world] 

In Abar Ashibo Phire [I Will Return Again] J ibanananda Das 

records a yearning for the return to Bengal beside the Dhansiri 

river again in his next birth. (Jibanananda Das:43) This quest for 

linguistic and regional identity had become an essential 



characteristic of the poetry of modernist tradition. Ezekiel presents 

India through his native place Bombay. 

Barbaric city sick with slums, 

Deprived of seasons, blessed with rains, 

Its hawkers, beggars, iron-lunged. 

Processions led by frantic drums, 

A million purgatorial lanes, 

And child like masses , many- tongued, 

Whose wages are in words and crumbs. 

(Collected Poems: 119) 

The modern poet is no longer secluded from the common by virtue 

of his art. He is part of the predicament that embraces the 

common men and women of his native land. Ramanujan's poetry 

reflects the cultural dilemma of one who has been brought up in a 

traditional atmosphere, infused with a traditional heritage but is to 

compromise with an absolutely different set of morals and 

principles represented by an alien culture: 

Ramanujan shuttles between 'Smalltown, South India' 

and 'the traffic light.../on 57 t h and Dorchester', 

between a river in Maduri and Lake Michigan, between 

slipper and alewife ...(A.K. Meherotra 1995:36) 

If the Indian English poets felt alienated by the choice of their 

language that they made an effort to overcome by being Indian in 



their sensibility and diction, Nissim Ezekiel and Jayanta 

Mahapatra, felt doubly alienated, both by their language and by 

their religion. Mahapatra feels removed from the ethnic group of 

his locale by his Christian religion. In Brothers he complains of the 

people around for being formally polite with him, the same as they 

had first spoken to him. The distance between him and his 

'Hindoo' neighbours has never really bridged: 'the carefully kept 

distance between u s / starts shaking its head.' 

Despite all his identification with the land and its ethnicity he still 

has to confront a question form the bearded saffron -robed priest: 

Are you a hindoo? (A Rain of Rites: 22) 

Ezekiel in Background Casually gives expression to similar cultural 

alienation that he suffers from. A Muslim sportsman had boxed his 

ears; the Hindoo boys tormented him in their own ways: 

A mugging Jew among the wolves 

They told me I had killed the Christ. 

(Ezekiel: Background Casually) 

The sense of alienation and loneliness beginning in school both for 

Mahapatra and Ezekiel clung to them throughout as they made 

best efforts to come to term with the country and its people. 

Ramanujan too for all his Indian tradition distances himself from 

some of its uncongenial ways by: 
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spelling Hindu with double o' s. ... in The Hindoo: The 

Only Risk . . .Ramanujan p u t s it more mildly ,which 

m a k e s it worse: 

At the Bottom of all this bot tomless 

enterpr ise to keep simple the hear t ' s given beat , 

the only risk is hear t lessness . 
(Mehrotra 1995: 36). 

"The Hindu poems seem to expose w e a k n e s s of a t ime honoured 

way of life t h a n glorify it", says Sirish Chinhade. (74) 

His cross-cul tura l conflicts somet imes resu l t in symptoms of 

d i s t ress at sol i tar iness. "But I, a communi ty of one.. ." (Collected 

Poems: 172) 

Loneliness consequent ly emerges as one of the major images with 

these poets . Mahapa t ra ' s first poem of h is first volume is 

Loneliness. Loneliness h a u n t s the poet a n d also intervenes 

between his in t imate relat ionship: 

We take precaut ions not to grow apa r t . Yet we are alone. 

(A Fa the r ' s Hours:22) 

That the image of loneliness h a u n t s M a h a p a t r a ' s poetic psyche is 

evident by its pers i s ten t reiteration in the s epa ra t e volumes of 

poetry. 

Across the void, all day, it is night inside; 

In loneliness alone, god takes a different way home. 

(Bare Face: 17) 



Loneliness runs like a thread through his volume of poems 

till his last published volume Random Descent: 

Desire and earth move in and out 

Of me climbing the old loneliness. (Random Descent: 53) 

Mahapatra's is not a lone voice singing of solitude. The sense of 

loneliness of the modern man, now no more confined within 

narrow domestic or geographic boundaries, is expressed eloquently 

in the poem of Leslie de Noronha. In the poem titled Loneliness the 

poet sees a man everywhere, at bullfight, in Cornish beaches, in 

London fog, in Amsterdam, in Roman streets in Tivoli garden, in 

Paris Nightclub and finally in a hotel room there is this 

confrontation: 

Can't you guess? 

I am loneliness. (Leslie de Noronha: Loneliness) 

Despite all the loneliness and alienation the poets remain rooted to 

their native land with its cultural and social milieu. 

Ramanujan expresses the social and ethnic assimilation into his 

poetic persona in the lines like: ' I must seek and will find / My 

particular hell only in the Hindu-mind' (Ramanujan: Conventions 

of Despair). Ramanujan looks at India through his inner vision. 

To Ramanujan, Mahapatra and Ezekiel India is their native land 

with all their childhood memories, its dismal pictures, the typical 

superstitions, customs and traditions. Mahapatra gives his poetry 

a strong local colour: 



the sacred plant in a Hindoo home, 

cow and scabbed stone.(Rain of Rites:40) 

The picture of a hot and poor India populated by beggars, 

performing monkeys and crowd surface in the poems of Ezekiel. 

Ramanujan endeavours to give Indian poetry a unique tradition by 

breaking away from the blind observance of the English tradition 

and incorporating the influence of classical Tamil poetic tradition. 

The genuineness of his images gives his poetry an honest and 

ingenuous approach that is significantly Indian. Scenes and 

images peculiar to Indian life abound in his poems: 

his[shepherd's]father now blind 

and sitiing in the sun 

outside his hut smoking 

bidis all day (Collected Poems:224) 

This is India as the poet captures it. The shepherd's father is a part 

of the timelessness that characterize Indian scenes like 

Mahapatra's man in Tattooed Taste 'sitting still, thinking of 

destiny.' Ezekiel captures the timelessness with 'Nothing changes 

here: not even/ the cliche that nothing changes here. ' (Chinhade 

1996:45) 

Modernist poetry renounced the aesthetic claims that Romantic 

poetry had professed. It no longer pursued beauty as the highest 

virtue. With the disavowal of the sublime there was a general 

turning away from the pastoral settings. Poetry now focused on 
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u r b a n , mechanical , and industr ia l se t t ings . In Baudlaire we 

encoun te r the modern city and all the obsess ions of modern life 

with its despair , excess, boredom and a s ense of mean ing lessness . 

In Eliot, London is the city unde r brown fog. Both Baudlaire and 

Eliot focussed on the bleak aspect of the city. 

This preoccupat ion with the dismal a spec t of modern city was , 

however, not limited to these two representa t ive poets bu t became 

an impor tan t aspec t of modern poetry in general . Osber t Sitwell in 

his Blind Peddlers shows his d is i l lus ionment with the modern 

world: 

The young men cripples ,old and sad, 

With faces b u r n t and torn away; 

Or those who growing rich and old, 

Have ba t tened on the s laughter , 

Whose faces gauged with blood and gold , 

Are creased in purple laughter! 

(Sitwell.The Blind Peddler) 

This w a s a character is t ic t h a t the modern Ind ian English poetry 

came to sha re with the west. Mahapa t ra , Ezekiel a n d Ramanujan 

all show their concern with this bleak a spec t of city life and a 

general concern for downtrodden. There is a shift of focus to the 

city a n d its dwellers who struggle u n d e r the m o u n t i n g p ressu re of 

mode rn life. Ezekiel h a s shown that : 



city and its dwellers who struggle under the mounting pressure of 

modern life. Ezekiel has shown that: 

Indian poetry could express the experiences of the 

educated and the urbanized and need not be obsessed 

with mythology, peasants and nationalist slogans. 

With him a post colonial poetry started which reflects 

the life and identities that an increasing number of 

educated Indian knew or would seek. (King 2004: 92) 

Ezekiel's projection of Bombay as the fallen city and its spiritual 

bankruptcy is analogous to Eliot's images of London. 'London's a 

slick place, London's a swell place ...' (Fragment of a Prologue: 120) 

Ezekiels' poem In India brings out similar dismal images: 

Here among the beggars , 

Hawkers, pavement sleepers, 

Hutment dwellers, slums, 

Dead souls of men and gods, 

Burnt out mothers, frightened 

Virgins, wasted child 

And tortured animal, 

All in noisy silence 

Suffering the place and time. 

(Ezekiel: In India) 

Other modern poets in Indian English tradition too drew on images 

of poverty, beggardom, to present similar dismal pictures. 



Ramanujan in Element of Composition presents analogous 

depiction of beggars. Images of poverty, lepers and immorality give 

us a picture that we recognize as dismal but factual: 

the lepers of Maduri, 

male, female, married, 

with children, 

lion faces, crabs for claws, 

clotted on their shadows ... (Collected poems: 122) 

Mahapatra too is a poet of the city: 

This is the town where I was born; here with others, 

Year after year I celebrate the joyous festivals, 

In the whine of the cripples and the mangled leper... 

(Waiting: 2 7) 

The celebrations and the whine of the cripples and beggars co-exist 

with the poet in the city where Mahapatra was born and still lives. 

Cripples and beggars and prostitutes, as we have seen, emerge as 

major images with Mahapatra as inseparable parts of the austere 

reality around. He speaks of beggars, of 'growing seething leper 

colonies' (Bare Face: 79), of 'lepers dragging legs' (A Rain of 

Rites:9), of young prostitutes (A Father's Hours: 12) of destitues 

(20). Bengali modernist poet J ibanananda Das shows a similar 

awareness of the downtrodden. He speaks of lepers lapping up 



water from hydrant in Ratri or in Laghu Muhurto concerns himself 

with the three old beggars sitting with teacups in a circle. The 

modernist poets exploit the Indian milieu and evoke a typical 

Indian response but their representation is not confined to 

physical illustration only. They often probe into typical Indian 

characters understanding them and treating them with 

compassion or sarcasm. Ezekiel portrays the superstitious India 

with all its 'powder, mixture, herb, and hybrid', and the fatalistic 

India in the views of birth and rebirth (Night of the Scorpion). In 

poems such as Night of the Scorpion, The Patriot, Goodbye Party for 

Miss Pushpa T.S. and The Professor Ezekiel makes fun of the 

Indianness, its superstitions and gaucheness with no umbrage, so 

that they become genuine portrayals of Indian culture. His poems 

are amusing by their use of the present continuous tense and 

word-to-word translations of Hindi phrases attempting a truthful 

presentation of the English language as spoken by many English 

educated in India. Accompanying the portrayal of Indian ethos 

Ezekiel reveals a deep understanding and compassion in the 

characters like that of the Railway clerk. Mahapatra's 

understanding of characters also goes beyond surface 

representations like in the depiction of the fat storekeeper in 

Afternoons or the subtle irony in the portrayal of the character of 

Ramlal who after years on misdeeds will gift slabs of white marbles 

to Lord Jagganath as a reprisal of his sins. (Waiting:27) 



Ramanujan, Ezekiel and Mahapatra often attend to the rural 

images although the main thrust of their poetry following the 

modernist tradition is urban. Ramanujan juxtaposes the rural 

Indian images against that of urban America. He sometimes 

attends to the simple pastoral settings like that of the image of the 

shepherd driving home a flock of sheep: 

turning around I see a flock of sheep 

in a tree -filtered slant of sunlight 

gliding in the dust 

coming towards me, black, white, 

walking clouds of wool 

with downcast faces 

behind them a man in a dirty 

red turban and a brown 

rough blanket 

wielding a stick ... (Collected poems: 224) 

Mahapatra like Ramanujan occasionally shifts his focus to the 

countryside and attends to rural images. In May we come across 

the image of the farmer but not in all his virtues : 

in the rice field a farmer still 

lashes out on his bullocks with crude demand. 

Mahapatra presents the harsh reality without holding back 

anything and without faltering. If he shares with Ramanujan and 
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Ezekiel the common awareness and draws images form the bleak 

aspect of the modern city he shares their sensibility to the reality 

around. Mahapatra is not contented with naive depiction of the 

Indian reality. His authentic depictions sometimes give vent to 

social criticism. When his backdrop is some village of India he 

seldom concerns himself with its pastoral elegance but probes into 

the harsh reality of existence: 

Everywhere one looks 

one is stirred by skies 

that protect a bourgeois order, 

or sees the child -skeleton from Kalahandi 

whose neck cannot support 

the weight of its head. 

Or death by bullets 

that any government calls a natural death. 

(Shadow Space :72) 

Even with Ezekiel authentic depiction turns into social criticism. In 

The Truth About Floods the depiction of flood, the distress of the 

villagers, the mercenary and hardened apathy of the government 

officials, the unskilled attention of the students at relief work and 

the poverty stricken villages give vent to social criticism: 

I arrived at Arda 

But the village wouldn't talk to me 



Till I told them I wasn't a government official. 

(Collected Poems: 187) 

The students who undertake relief operation are in a merry 

holidaying mood. Finally the truth comes out that they want their 

photographs to appear in the newspapers. The government officials 

are interested in filling their own wallets with the public money. 

The villages have to endure everything until they are washed for -

ever by another flood. 

India is a land of superstitions, of corruption , where apathy of the 

rich and the sufferings of the poor exist side by side. For all its 

appalling realities India is the land that fosters the childhood 

memories of the poets. For Ramanujan, Nissim Ezekiel and 

Mahapatra this native land is the land of their forefathers and it 

associates their boyhood days. 

Mahapatra, Ezekiei and Ramanujan, all generate images from the 

rich fund of memories. Yeats describes memory as a 'dwelling -

house of symbols, of images that are living souls' (B.M.Singh 

1992:14). The awareness of the past in a present moment is 

transmitted through strong images both by Ramanujan and 

Mahapatra. Residing in a different country far from his native land 

Ramanujan knows that 'the country cannot be reached by/ jet Nor 

by boat on jungle river' (Chicago Zen). However, it can be reached 

by walking down the memory lane. Perception in Ramanujan is 

often obscured by the intrusions of memory: 
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... something opened 

in the pas t and I heard someth ing s h u t 

in the future, quietly... (Collected Poems: 16) 

Ramanu jan ar t icula tes a sense of being e n s n a r e d in the pas t , 

bound deterministically by the shap ing influence of family and 

pa ren t s : 

...I p a s s from ghost to real 

and back again in the a l b u m s 

of family r u m o u r s . (Collected poems:65) 

For Ramanu jan the world left behind h a u n t s his memory with guilt 

and empt iness . He pu t s forward a rhetor ical ques t ion in The 

Interior Landscape (56): Do you think, he a s k s , t ha t home will be 

sweet for the ones who are left beh ind by emigrat ion? The world he 

h a s migrated to emerges consequent ia l only when it is related to 

the native world he h a s migrated form. It forms a nostalgic double 

vision where the 'naked Chicago bu lb ' becomes 'a cousin of the 

Vedic sun ' . (69). For Ramanujan the p a s t offers a securi ty of the 

ma te rna l world, 'as a mother would hold a child in her womb' . 

(Hymns :67)Dr. B. K.Das explains tha t : 

R a m a n u j a n is basically a poet of memor ies . Of all the 

memor ies , the ones that are ancho red to his familial, 
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personal pas t make his poetry very redolent with the 

character is t ic native element or the Indian experience. 

(Das 2 0 0 3 : 63). 

M a h a p a t r a speaks of a childhood tha t never leaves him (A Rain of 

Rites 22). Memories come to him 'like the wind ' (The False 

Star t : 15). Memory is something precious , extremely personal and 

is to be protected: 

The ta t te rs of leaves on the roadside t rees 

Remind me of my last innocence. 

Now with what longings 

Shall I protect my memory? (A Whi teness Of Bone: 43) 

M a h a p a t r a speaks of his 'g randmother ' s hair ' , of h is grandfather 

anchored with the s t a r s in the d a r k n e s s (A Rain of Rites:9). He 

r e m e m b e r s how as a boy he had learnt to come in by the back 

door. (47)He t akes the road to memory to the h u t of h is boyhood 

and confronts his 'grandfather 's ghost s t and ing in the rain'. In the 

poern Grandfather the poet records his g randfa ther ' s suffering and 

his conversion into Christ ianity. (Life Signs: 19).Memory weighs 

heavy on him with all tha t he h a s suffered leaving him with a 

feeling of loneliness never to be overcome. 

Ezekiel too d raws heavily on autobiographica l images : ' I went to 

Roman catholic school , / A mugging J e w ...(Collected 
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Poems: 179).Similar lines occur in Mahapa t r a : 'I s tudied in the 

S tewar t European , with the ecclesiast ics . ' (Waiting: 17).Although 

R a m a n u j a n , Ezekiel and Mahapa t r a all draw images from past 

exper iences Bruce King's analys is of R a m a n u j a n ' s private images 

br ings ou t the individual differences between the contemporary 

poe ts ' app roach to similar image pa t t e rns : 

The u s e of private experience, and especially the inner 

world of memories and the cont inui t ies and 

discont inui t ies with the pas t , can be seen as the bas is 

of m a n y of Ramanujan ' s poems . They are not a t t e m p t s 

to intellectualize and m a k e moral choices like 

Ezekiel 's ' early work, nor do they have Daruwal la ' s 

s ense of violent world in which fulfillment is doomed to 

tragic failures, nor are they Mahapa t r a ' s metaphys ica l 

medi ta t ions on the re la t ionship between creative 

impulse and the world outs ide the perceiving self. They 

are memories of a pas t which shifts while the self and 

o the r s change. (King 2004 : 215) 

In France , as elsewhere, in the pos t -war yea r s , the dominant 

phi losophy was t ha t of exis tent ia l ism. Exis tent ia l i sm was a 

movemen t of the 1940's and 1950's , literary a n d ar t i s t ic as well as 

phi losophical , with Sar t re as probably its mos t famous 

represen ta t ive . Sar t re d is t inguished the divine viewpoint of the 



world with the much obvious human viewpoint with its assertion 

that opposed the traditional metaphysics of creation by its 

'existence preceded the essence'. 

For Existentialists like Sartre and Camus the absence of God has a 

much larger significance than the metaphysics of creation: for 

without God there is no purpose, no value, and no meaning in the 

world. The severe hopelessness of the problem was portrayed in 

the essay titled The Myth of Sisyphus (1942) by Albert Camus 

where Sisyphus' punishment becomes a punishment by its endless 

exercise in futility. 

The post- independence poets were disillusioned enough about 

everything and turned away from romance to satire, from idealism 

to cynicism. The life they portrayed is the life as it is rather than 

one coloured by the idealist hue of what it should have been. 

Modernism infused in them a disjunction of essence and existence. 

Existentialism placed man in a situation from which there is 'No 

Exit'. For Mahapatra , 'Every man, every beast / t rapped ,deaf in 

his own sleep...' (A Rain Of Rites: 13 ). We have seen how 'cage' 

emerges as a major image with Mahapatra. This feeling of being 

trapped is persistent not only with the poet himself but he imparts 

this predicament to his surroundings: 

Words? How strange it seems today 

to have loved a rag doll sometime. 

trapped inside, dreams 
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build still ,tense into the light. 

Earth passes by. (A Whiteness of Bone: 44) 

The stars are 'slavish' they appear 'Always to the right'. 

Nissim Ezekiel's Enterprise turns on a similar philosophy. The 

pilgrim, symbolic of the journey of life, ends with a sense of futility. 

The pilgrims now don't even know the purpose that has taken 

them there. The journey has in no way been rewarding. They do 

not in the slightest bit feel accomplished. Their conclusion of home 

as a place of grace though not compellingly uttered, nonetheless it 

saves the poem. form, relapsing into Absurdism: 

We hardly knew why we were there, 

The trip has darkened every face, 

Our deeds were neither great nor rare. 

Home is where we have to gather grace. 

Stanley F.Rajiva's Poem for a Nuclear Age moans the despair of our 

time when man turns from god and lives on hate. Poem for a 

Birthday is a candid confession of the existential man: 

1 must explore the landscape 

Of those shores, and in the arms of circe 

Be a beast in my desire. Like Judas I must 

Sell the Christ within me, like Peter 

Deny him and barter as Faustus did ... (Iyengar 2002: 665) 
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The modern Indian poetic voice cries out the hope lessness of the 

modern mind: 'Oh God, Oh God, Oh misbegot ten one! ' and further: 

You fool there is no promised land ...' (Leslie de Noronha: Poems) 

India is a land of religion. Religious faith here divides men as it 

b inds them. The poets take up religion as one of the characteris t ic 

t h e m e s a n d th rough the images employed convey the dreary t ru th 

beh ind the sacred impress ions . Bruce King d r a w s a parallel 

be tween Ramanujan ' s Prayers to Lord Murugan with Ezekiel's 

Latter Day Psalms and Hymns in Darkness, They poems are: 

modern , skeptical secular equivalents of t radit ional 

Ind ian religious l i terature. Lord Murugan , the ancient 

Dravidian god who was later u s u r p e d by Hindu 

mythology, is an at t ract ive god from w h o m the poet 

a s k s deliverance from both the weight of his tory and 

the abs t rac t ions of the modern world. (King 2004 : 218) 

Nissim Ezekiel ques t ions the t radi t ional religious faith, 

p r e sen t ing the changing pa t t e rn of postcolonial life: 

To t empt God and seek to 

Prove h im is sheer folly. 

If t ha t ' s wha t our fathers 

Did, I'm sorry for them. 

( Collected Poems:258) 



He has his speculations: 

Your truth 

Is too momentous for man 

And not always useful 

I have stripped off a hundred veils 

Why are you so elusive? (Collected poems: 156) 

While Ramanujan speaks of Murugan, for Mahapatra it is 

Jagganath with charred coconuts of festivals and the Giant 

chariot, or Shiva the god representing the moment of generation. 

Mahapatra too portrays god as 'elusive'. Regardless of the believer's 

fasting and sufferings god offers no relief. Ramanujan voices the 

wish for freedom from the anxieties that turn men and women to 

prayers: 'Lord of answers, /cure us at once / of prayers.' 

(Ramanujan: Prayers to Lord Murugan) 

Arun Kolatkar records his impressions of Jejuri, the pilgrim center, 

in a poetic sequence by the same name. The temples he depicts are 

in ruins, they are ill -lighted and there is a dearth of water supply. 

There are beggars and gutters and immorality. In that holy place 

'every other stone is god or his cousin'. The temple dancer 'owes 

her prosperity to another skill. /A skill the priest's son would 

rather not talk about. ' (Between Jejuri and the Railway Station) 

Mahapatra's Abandoned Temple is a contemptuous record of a 

temple in ruins where 'mosquitoes slap shiva linga in ignorant 

stillness' (Bare Face:26) In Freedom 'god hides in the dark like an 



alien'. Speaking of mantras the sun worshipper utters in Sun 

Worship Bathing Mahapatra says that they are \vords of ridiculous 

centuries', 

each syllable ,heavy ,blind, 

rolling ponderously across the water 

like blocks of fog. (Waiting: 36) 

The world is unjust. There is violence and unnatura l death. Frail 

girl dies of tuberculosis, a seventy-five year old judge commits 

suicide (Waiting: 61), but men continue with 'cool beliefs of 

sandalwood' (16) and sacred thread (16) and the crowds still 

throng the temple door (6). 

Ezekiel candidly voices his view on Hinduism: 

I always veered the hindu view of life which I consider 

mystically, religiously and metaphorically right though 

1 do not accept its ethics and social code. ( Chinhade 

2001:52) 

Ezekiel who vacillates between despair, doubt, bantering, 

acceptance and understanding rejoins in anger : 

I am absorbed in news 

of brutal stories brought 

to my breakfast -table 

from every corner 

of the godless world. (Ezekiel:Servant) 

file:///vords


What exists is and can be only the real and the real can now no 

longer be equated with beauty. Why is it necessary to impart a 

religious aura to everything around? Things ought to be valued for 

what they are even without their being mystical. Kolatkar in 

Chaitanya makes such an attempt: 

come off it 

said chaitanya to a stone 

in stone language 

wipe the red paint off your face 

i don't think the colour suits your face 

i mean what's wrong 

with being just a plain stone 

i'll still bring you flowers 

(KolatkanChaitanya) 

Mahapatra reiterates Kolatkar: 

Everything is called sacred 

in my land. Even poems. And children 

who are sold and brought everyday 

in the streets of Bombay and Calcutta.(Shadow Space: 60) 

Mahapatra too brings out the error of the average populace of 

viewing everything with a sensation of mysticism. Here everything 

is explained with metaphysics. Like the poet's father, who in an 

attempt to explain the world, ended up 'talking about the sublime' 



(Shadow Space:35). He was mistaken and the error is exposed in 

his very life that for him has been one of 'betrayal' 

through the faces he encountered 

in cruel religious posters 

and the nakedness of love. (Shadow Space:60) 

Related to this disillusionment with god is the disenchantment 

with love. The poets unabashedly portray loveless union both in 

their personal lives as well as in the lives of others in the modern 

world. 

The recurring note in Ezekiel's poems is the harm that the urban 

civilization has inflicted on modern man, dehumanised him and 

subjected his viewpoints to devaluation. Consequently, he 

represents women as a natural seductress and a man as a 

naturally tainted creature: 

On dot she came and shook her breasts 

All over us and dropped 

The thin transparent skirt she wore. 

Was not this for which we came? (Collected Poems: 112) 

Ezekiel portrays the image of woman as an indispensable 

component of this world and her existential utility as the desired 

object. There is no hesitation in expressing his opinion and we 

have candid confessions like: 

That woman, trees, tables, waves, and birds, 



223 

Buildings, s tones , s team rollers, 

Ca t s and clocks 

Are here to be enjoyed. (Collected Poems:96). 

Ezekiel is u n a b a s h e d abou t physical int imacy despi te the social 

and the moral codes of the country. A woman lies to be with the 

poet as the poet lies to himself. Physical love here is a m e a n s of 

q u e s t for ' romantic restfulness ' . They finally go back to their 

' separa te bonds ' (Collected Poems: 99). There is no th ing to shy 

away from physical communion for it forms the integral par t of 

basic ins t inc ts of life: The facts - t h e mat ing a n d the nes t /Pr imeva l 

root of all the rest . ' (Collected Poems: 104).He does not hide the fact 

t ha t the naked Cuban dance r is the pr imary reason for his 

p resence 'At the Hotel. ' He openly d i scusses the h ighs and lows of 

mar r iage . Physical love somet imes becomes a m e a n s of spiritual 

q u e s t for the liberation tha t we equa te with god's n a m e : 

After a night of love I d r e a m t of love 

Unconfined to th resh ing th ighs and b r e a s t s 

Tha t bear the weight of me with spirit. 

Light and free I wanted to be bound 

Within a freedom fresh as God's narne 

Through all the cen tur ies of Godlessness . 

(Two Nights of Love) 

T h u s , he rebels in his own way, aga ins t the imposed social and 

mora l code of the country. 



Parthasarathy, following the modernist tradition, celebrates his 

infatuation with the English whore in passionately sensuous and 

blatant images: 

I am all fingers when it comes 

to touching them. Their fullness 

keeps the eyes peeled 

with excitement. A nipple hardens 

on the tongue. Here, 

pleasure is elliptical, wholesome. (Poems :33 ) 

But in the loveless world disenchantment and suffocation soon 

sets in and the poet finds coiled around him not the well-known 

arms but those of an octopus. (41) Parthasarathy's 

disenchantment is a part of the difficulty of being in exile but the 

same disenchantment exists in his native land where the present 

scenario has changed considerably form the past dreams of love. 

Mahapatra in Of Independence Day voices this post-war 

disillusionment: 

We have lost the pain of making love, 

the mist and the darkness and the dance 

that fumbled in its air,and 

in the eyes of our women the dark prayers 

that fluttered like temple banners in the sun. 

(A Whiteness Of Bone:54) 



Mahapatra speaks of physical love in poems like When You Need To 

Play-Act, Women in Love. Sunburst celebrates the Hindu erotic 

energy. Like the other poets, Mahapatra speaks unabashedly of his 

physical contacts, of 'the old familiar whore' trailing the poet with 

tired breasts, of 'kamala's brazen breasts ' of a girl 'filling a tight 

dress' whose lax breasts the poet eventually cups. (Close the 

Sky,Ten by Ten:43).In Ezekiel we come across similar images of 

'singing breasts', 'swinging breasts ' and 'thresing thighs' (Two 

Nights of Love) In the poem Women in Love Mahapatra hears the 

footsteps of the women he had loved and of the women whom he 

could not even tell himself that he loved. (The False Start:28) and 

he refuses to heed the voice that hides 'the essence of his guilt'. 

This guilt stems from the social and moral codes of his society. The 

Indian code is expressed at the end of The Indian Way when he 

says 

You know 

I will not touch you 

like that 

until our wedding night. (Waiting :44) 

Thus, the sexual touch is sanctified by marriage. But even 

marriage cannot promise love. The bride in Bride confronts such 

disillusionment with her predicament being that of 'common 

harlot's fare' (Svayamvara and Other Poems: 17). 



While Mahapatra confesses his dreams of Kamala's breasts and 

Ezekiel is corrupted 'by things imagined' (Collected Poems:3), they 

differ in their treatment of women. To Ezekiel the women are 

objects of enjoyment for the dehumanized representative man of 

modern day and for Mahapatra the sufferings of women eclipse 

men's lust. The women in Mahapatra's world unlike that of 

Ezekiel's are the suffering and sacrificing lot catering to men's 

carnal needs. They suffer quietly harnessing their passion. Their 

unresisting surrender to men's needs and immobility are brought 

out in the image of lake in A Country Festival, where women are 

said to usually lie like 'unexpected lakes/deep within the wooded 

hills' (Waiting: 5). 

Ramanujan in Another View of Grace deals with the conflict that 

the modern Indian man faces with his traditional upbringing of sin 

and penance on one hand and desire of flesh on another. He 

candidly confesses in the very opening, 'I burned and burned'. 

Then comes the conflict with 'It is too late for sin, even for treason' 

but finally his desire wins: 

Commandments crumbled 

in my father's past. Her tumbled hair suddenly known 

as silk in my angry hand, I shook a little 

and took her behind the laws of my land. 

(Ramanujan :Another View of Grace) 
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This is loveless union that the poet does not hes i ta te to portray. 

Kamala Das h a s her sensibility obsessively preoccupied with love 

a n d lust . Her ques t for love e n d s in al tercat ion with lust . : 

His limbs like pale and 

Carnivorous p lants reaching out for me ... 

(Das: In Love) 

While Kamala Das ' is a s t rong feminine voice portraying the 

sufferings of women in a pa t r ia rchal society, Mahapa t r a and 

R a m a n u j a n projects images of women as suffering a n d labouring 

for survival. He brings out the pitiable condi t ion of lower class 

working women in poems such as Poona Train Window: 

Three women with baske t s 

on their heads , climbing 

slowly agains t the slope 

of a hill,one of them 

lop-sided ,balancing 

between the slope and 

the baske t on the head 

a late pregnancy. (Collected Poems: 80-81) 

In M a h a p a t r a we find similar images of p r e g n a n t women under 

h a r d labour . Images of women as victims of cruel forces feature 

m o s t p rominent ly in Mahapa t r a and in R a m a n u j a n . The h u m a n i s t 

a t t i t ude of R a m a n u j a n is expressed in Again One day, Walking By 

the River a n d in Mahapa t r a in poems s u c h as A Missing Person, 



Summer, Dawn. The image of women as wife is brought out in 

poems such as Indian Summer and Idyll. In Ganga and in Night of 

the Scorpion Ezekiel represents the facet of women that is not 

defiled by sex. 

Another significant facet of the image of woman that the modern 

poets attend to is the image of the widow. Through the images of 

widows Mahapatra brings out the agony and resignation of women 

to a social code that is hostile to them making it obligatory for 

them to observe all religious fastings and observations: 

white -clad widowed women 

past the centres of their lines 

are waiting to enter the Great Temple. 

(A Rain of Rites:28) 

The image of widow for Ramanujan brings out his memories along 

with the Indian tradition of grandmothers telling tales of demons 

and ogres to their grandchildren: 

grandmother wearing white 

day and night in a village 

mother ,grandmother 

the fat cook 

in widow's white 

who fed me 

rice and ogres. ( Collected Poems:260) 



Like the images of alienation and loneliness, images of the 

browbeaten, of women and widows, the images of birds and 

animals, especially the crow is another point where the poets 

converge. Ezekiel uses the image of a crow to set his poem in the 

Indian ambience bringing out the typical Indian superstition. 

three times the crow has cawed 

at the window... 

filling my room with voice and presence. 

Three times I got the message, 

To cope with the visitor. 

(Collected Poems: 137) 

Ezekiel's concern with animal life is seen in Sparrows. Unlike Ted 

Hughes his animals are passive and docile. Like Mahapatra, 

Ramanujan sometimes employs animal imagery to condemn man's 

moral or ethical behaviour. In his Lac into Seal the crow occurs as 

an image of evil and crudity and is compared to the politicians who 

enjoy all civil liberties while the poor populace are like the cows 

devoured by the crows. In the poem there is the image of the crow 

'stooping / i ts beak on the back of a cow.' Ramanujan identifies 

birds and animals with men. The salamanders who 'live in the wet' 

and 'crawl in the slush' are like men who wait 'no less than the 

three toed for a turn/of the body's season to copulate. ' (Collected 

Poems:202 -3) The exemplary notion of mother as an emblem of 



tolerance is envisaged in his image of bird. Her saree is compared 

to the feathers hanging loose. (61) 

In Ezekiel's Death of a Hen the event of a hen being run over by a 

passing car is celebrated by the uncouth crows 'Chance had 

offered them an early gift.' (Collected Poems: 288). Ezekiel with 

wonderful use of bird imagery brings out his own alliance with 

facets of the winged world. 

I am like a pelican of the wild

erness, like an owl of the de

sert, like a sparrow alone 

upon the top of the house. (Collected Poems:259) 

Mahapatra's image of the crow is uncouth, scattering debris, 

covering the town in a haze of calls, associated with the crafty 

priests. (A Father's Hours: 19) The pigeons are apathetic symbols 

of inn6cence. Mahapatra sometimes uses the animal imagery as an 

accepted element of the natural scene, for most part they are 

employed to carry his theme forward. 

Like the animal world another common source of imagery is the 

natural world. The poets draw their images from the natural 

elements like the river, stone and tree. The early poets had their 

vista of simple unchanging nature against which man was placed. 

In modernist poems nature seldom associates innocence and 

durability. 



In West-Running Brook Frost's brook symbolizes human existence 

and human experience amidst the world of flux. 

It flows beside us in this water brook, 

But it flows over us.It flows between us 

To separate us for a panic moment. 

It flows between us, over us , and with us. 

The myths and legends like that of Bhagirath who conduited 

Ganga to the earth survive in Indian culture nurturing the 

importance of the rivers as the very hub of civilization. Ramanujan 

and Parthasarathy give us images of river as part of the landscape 

they portray. In the portrayal of rivers the poets display similar 

presentation of unfaltering stark reality. Parthasarathy river 

Vaikali is no better than 'a sewer'. In the river the men clean their 

dirt and wash their backs, the boys play with paper boats and the 

buffaloes have turned it into a pond. (Collected Poems of 

Parthasarathy:56) Ezekiel in his Prophet compares the earth with 

the river. With Mahapatra river congeals tradition and a dead river 

is a dead tradition, as in Dead River. River is also an image for 

renewal and revival. River is sometimes analogous to life that runs 

into the sea of death. (Life Signs: 38) River, like life, is in a 

constant flux. Contrary to this flux stands the stone that has been 

the witness to the ages chronicling history and tradition. 



The icons of gods that are worshipped are stones; the stony phallic 

symbols worshipped represent Lord Shiva. In Ezekiel, stone imagery 

works out similar implications: 

I have learnt to reveal in the stone, 

Hard, cold, heavy, shapeless, solid stone, 

To turn away from ail that seems to flow 

Elusively time, water, blood, around the bone. 

(Collected Poems: 40) 

In these lines stone stands as something enduring, unyielding to 

the flux around. 

The tree in Mahapatra is a part of the natural scene and is seen to 

react to human predicament. When the world is full of violence and 

unrest we hear of 'the leaves of the dark tree of India' 

(Dispossessed Nests:48). In Deaths in Orissa faces of tree bark and 

grief / hang against god's hand.. . ' (A Whiteness Of Bone:31).In the 

post-war world of changes the poet keeps thinking of 'the wind/ in 

the trees'. (A Father's Hours: 11) 

For Ramanujan the tree implies an ever-growing family. 

Ramanujan's use of the image in different contexts sometimes 

endows it with multiple connotations. The image of a fig tree in 

Looking for a Cousin on a Swing records the development and 

transformation that takes the poet's cousin from childhood to 

adulthood. His tree shares the desperation with men proving that 

men are not alone with their quandary. In Anxiety tree symbolizes 
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ignorance and in Christmas it s t a n d s for the pa radox of birth and 

dea th . Patel 's On Killing a Tree implies the fact t h a t all forms of life 

are essentially similar in their desire to live, expand and reproduce 

a n d equally sha re the suffering, pain and aging. 

The house is an impor tan t image for M a h a p a t r a . It symbolizes the 

body as the house of the spirit, and the h o m e as the place where 

he actual ly belongs. He can reiterate with Eliot, 'Home is where one 

s t a r t s from'(Four Quartets) . In The House M a h a p a t r a declares 'here 

is your real life'. A house preserves the memor ies of the childhood. 

Most p ronounced connotat ion of the h o u s e is the cons t ra in t tha t i t 

enforces on the self. Like Mahapa t ra , the h o u s e image occupies an 

impor t an t place for Ramanujan . King expla ins t h a t the house for 

R a m a n u j a n is, 

representa t ive of the Indian t radi t ion in its 

accommodat ion to d i spara te m y t h s , ideas, 

phi losophies , gods, its tolerance of eccentr ici t ies and 

failures, its assimilat ion of the new w i t h o u t p roduc ing 

the t ransformat ion which conflict b r ings to the 

E u r o p e a n mind, i s both u n c h a n g i n g a n d cont inual ly 

chang ing as the foreign is domes t i ca ted . (King 

2004:217) 

Small-scale Reflections on a Great House r e p r e s e n t s a mind in 

which new experiences and information t h a t the mind ga thers with 
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pass ing time becomes absorbed in the pas t and the reading of the 

p a s t changes . 

Sometimes I think tha t nothing 

tha t ever comes into this house 

goes out. Things come in everyday 

to lose themselves among other th ings 

lost long ago among 

other th ings lost long ago 

(Ramanujan: Small-scale Reflections on a Great House) 

Shir ish Ch inhade is of the opinion tha t a with a wider reading it is 

possible to see the Great House as a na t ional cul tural 

receptacle . (66) 

M a h a p a t r a and Ramanu jan conjoin again in their concern over 

poetry writing. Ramanu jan believes t ha t a poem cannot be 

composed in has t e like oral songs used to be, b u t need subtle care 

a n d ar t is t ry 'like char iot wheel / m a d e thoughtful ly / over a m o n t h / 

by a ca rpen te r ' (Poems of Love and War: 273). The Striders signifies 

the life and work of the poetic self puzzled by diverse 

e s t r a n g e m e n t s . Mahapa t ra ' s concern for compos ing poetry is seen 

early in The Performance, If I am Wrong, Instant. In the later stage 

of h is poetic career we have seen this concern e m b r a c e the value of 

poetry. 

Like R a m a n u j a n and Ezekiel M a h a p a t r a too u s e s traditional 

symbols like day and night associa t ing life a n d dea th , or t u rns to 
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the image of the body as the ga rmen t as in Waiting. (Ezekiel's 'I 

wax old as a garment ' , 259). 

T h u s we find tha t since these poets draw their images from the 

ordinary life and portray the unfl inching reality a r o u n d , their 

images often correspond with one another , b u t they are most like 

each o ther when they present Indian sensibility e i ther th rough the 

identification with their native l ands , or t h rough the images of 

Indian social reality . 

While deal ing with Mahapa t ra ' s images and a t tempt ing a 

compara t ive reading with the other con temporary poets , we find 

tha t in M a h a p a t r a there is an e m p h a s i s on indeterminacy of 

mean ing . 

all right words of mine drift 

Nearing meaning but never finding it. 

(The Time Afterwards.) 

Among the other syndromes , the post -war era, h a s also led to 

dis junct ion of thought , as Eliot m a k e s explicit in The Wasteland; 

'...I c an connect 

Nothing with nothing. . . ' 

(Selected Poems:62) 

In The Hollow Mouth Mahapa t r a speaks of a morn ing when 'the 

poet doesn ' t know / w h a t his words m e a n . ' (A Whi teness of Bone: 

59) In an existential universe the dis junct ion of t hough t and 

express ion leads to an indeterminacy of mean ing . 



This page, what can it be 

but un-understanding, a mere object 

Or perhaps nothing. 

(A Whiteness Of Bone:44) 

Mahapatra is however not the only poet to express the crisis in 

communication. Ramanujan expresses this widespread episode of 

misinterpretation in One, Two, Maybe Three Arguments Against 

Suicide: 

And there's always the danger 

you may be understood ,as never 

before, misconstructed by some 

casual stranger. 
(Chinhade2001:71) 

Bruce King gives us a catalogue of the major themes that modern 

Indian English poetiy includes, that of loneliness, the impossibility 

of expressing the meaningful, the difficulty of people 

understanding each other, moments of sexual desire, the 

pregnancy of silence, the mind's imaginings the contrast between 

private and public world , Indian myth, ritual, dreams and identity. 

Among the other themes that King aptly mentions, the 

'impossibility of expressing the meaningful', and the 'difficulty of 

people understanding each other' are much pronounced in 



Mahapatra. He brings out this lack of communication infecting 

today's world through the images of words and silence. 

Ezekiel's poetry expresses the modern urban mind attempting to 

integrate diverse values and experiences. He plays on cliches, 

idioms and sayings while presenting the Indianized English. His 

early and continuing themes include urban life, sex, marriage and 

alienation. While he draws images from his childhood memories, 

the poet in whom these memories find special treatment is 

Ramanujan. Ramanujan's memories are specifically located in the 

society of the Tamil Brahmins. Evading generalizations his poems 

about India are set in particular situations and the poet 

reconstructs the south Indian culture with the spirit of Tamil and 

Kannada verse. 

Mahapatra is set off as writing differently. King points out that his 

poems consider the 

awareness of unwilled feelings arising during moments 

of silence , perceptions of feelings which are seldom 

articulated and which are normally suppressed for the 

sake of daily survival. (King 2004:89) 

Mahapatra 's poetry is a record of an ever surfacing consciousness 

with all its requirements, culpability, dissatisfaction and 

contradictions: 
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a feeling for the soul's substance 

as for the opal neck 

spiraling the inside of a shell. 

(Waiting :44) 


