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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

.‘.

Modern Indian English-language poetry is one of the many ‘new
literatures’ which began to emerge at the end of the Second World
Wiar after the end of colonialism. Unlike the creative writing of
Africa ﬁhﬂ-tﬁ#ﬂsribbﬁn, modern Indian poetry in English has
been neglected by most critics, foreign readers and intellectuals
or it has no obvious direct relationship to the cultural move-
ments which led to national independence; by 1947 the situation
anged and with it the concern of the new poets became
the onship to and alienation from the realities of their society.
In particular, they faced a challenge from older nationalist inel-
lectuals and from regionalists who demanded a renaissance of the
culture of the pre-colonial languages of India.

‘The only answer to those who claimed that Indiars could not

write authentic poetry in the English in which they had been edu-
cated was to write poetry as good as that of British, American and
Irish poets, but to write it about Indian lives and conditions. This
in itself became the basis of a still continuing conflict as cultural
conservatives, nationalists and political radicals wanted a litera-
ture about traditional culture or the poor and the rural Hindu
masses, whereas the poets were more likely to be well cduca}cd.
middle class and part of or aware of the modern westernized
culture of the cities, universities and professional classes. They
often had been raised in families where English was one of the
anguages spoken, attended good English-language schools, early
fallen in love with the English language and its literature, and
been either brought up in a cultured environment or by their
university days had friends with an interest in the arts and ideas.
The suj posedly traditional culture of the Hindi—spcakm_g masses,
or of their Parsi or Goan Catholic families, was either irrelevant
10 them or, in some cases, was part of the restrictions against
W o J 4

m%m‘:eb;ulﬁf India for study and travel abroad, or
out of dissatisfaction. In this they were no different from previous
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Despite continuing attacks on the Indian English poets, their

place in modern Indian culture is recognized. Their :
of the process of modernization which includes m.?.;“”m

: : e ation,
industrialization, mobility, independence, social change, increased
communication (in the form of films, television, radio journals
and newspapers), national and international transportation ‘nnctwurlu,
mass education and the resulting paradox that as an independent
national culture emerges it also participates in the international,
modern, usually westernized world. Unless some new radical
change occurs, Indian social and economic rogress is linked to
the same processes of modernization whicE. for historical and

itical reasons, have become wedded to the spread of the

glish languaje and the evolution of an Engrish-languagc
culture alongside Hindi and the regional languages. Although
prl.'un!:( the language of only some four per cent of the popula-
ton and with no regional base, English is the language of those
who govern, communicate, produce and make decisions at the
national level. As the language of upward mobility and modern
consumer tastes, its use is likely to spread further and as it does it

will increasingly become Indianized, a process already noticeable

in magazines and in English-language poetry—in such features as
the syntax, word order, lexis, idioms, pronunciation, intonation
and stress patterns. This reflects a change in mentality /English 15
no longer the language of colonial rulers; it is a language of
modern India in which words and expressions have recognized
national rather than imported significances and references, .1!Iudmg
10 local realities, traditions and ways of feeling. Buc h Indianiza
tion has been proceeding for several generations and is prominent
in the poetry of Kamala Das and Pritsh Nandy, and present,
although more nuanced, in the work of Keki Daruwalla; it s
more likely to be felt in terms of voice .uyi stress in the verse '.':
Wmd].yanu Mahapatra, or in the kind of rapidly expressec
ironies found in the poetry of R;m anujan. |

‘he poets to be marginal to
lo;llh; not ;];‘;;ug’c:::dalicmtcd hkv their English |.|l|].:u;|glt;
education but also, more significantly, by coming irlnmt-.u-. .
communities as the Parsis, Jews and Christians, or by beng

traditional Hindu
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F decsl 4 : fP ously. The increased perception
of details and memories of Indian social reality, found in the
"mrkt;l,tf Ezekiel, Kamala Das, and Ramanujan during the "60s
and taken up by Daruwalla, has now been internalized, with
recent poetry being richer in its sense of location and range of
subject marter.

(".llt.ﬂ!‘St modern Indian Engll!‘-l‘l verse appeared 1o be indebred
to British and a few European models, it now reveals an awareness
of most of world lilterawrc. including contemporary American,
recent South American, and older Indian devotional verse in the
rgﬁonal languages. In this Indian English-language poetry is no
different from that of the regional languages, which also during
the colonial period followed British examples and conventions of
verse. Around the time of national independence it started 1o
reform itself as a modemn literature by incorporating the techni-

ques and themes of such major twentieth-century modernists as

T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound, by discovering the great body of
French experimental poetry from the nineteenth-century
Rimbaud and Lautréamont to the twentieth-century dadaists and

mtmlim, while lcarning from the pu|ilim| poetry ol Neruda

and others. Several of the English-language poets, such as Kolatkar,

Blmmujan and Chitre, are also involved with changes in the

gional literatures. _
\‘_ poet’s decision to use English is influenced by education,
but also by the state of regional-language poctry Kamala Das
says that when she began wriung in English there was no modern
poetry in Malayalam. Manohar Shetry says that in Tuly, the language
"‘ﬁ'hmly.&m is no creative literature. The many Parsi poets
iti sk arat

b i English may be explained by the fact that Parsi (';u]'
‘i?;h Mﬂ wm!hout ayu-aditign of serious creative literature. The
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the poetry of Saleem Peeradina. Besides being the start of 2 highl
subjective protest poetry, sometimes writren by Nindy g‘h};
counter-culture of the '60s strengthened the interest in sv:l;re;l

dadaist and experimental verse which had already been explored
by Kolatkar, 'Chu:re and others in Marathi. While Marathi PC;"'-t
n.nd other regional Iatn.guages had recent traditions of cxperi'me::l-\::
list, mm.it-g.ardc writing, Indian English-language poetry began
developing in such directions after 1965, Among the pocls,g of
the avant-garde were Mehrotra, Kolatkar, Chitre, Mahapatra
Nandy and Deba Patnaik; while they have gone on to write other
kinds of poetry, some of their best-known poems, such as Mehro-
tga’s “The Sale’ and ‘Continuities’, Kolatkar’s ‘the boatride’ and
Chitre’s ‘The Ambulance Ride’, show how liberating and produc-
tive was such experimentalism. If recent poets, particularly Silgardo
and Shetty, have taken a renewed interest in the more logically
developed, more formally organized lyric, they can do so with a
sense of having been freed from the necessity of beginning a poem
with a statement which is logically developed to a conclusion.
Their poetry is more linear and argumentatively constructed than
that of Mehrotra and Mahapatra, but it is sull more open, more
ready to shift to the unexpected in subject matter and images and
to offer unconventional emotions, than the poetry written
between 1950 and 1965; it is more associational in organization
than logically structured. . _

¢ open, associational poetry, with its surprising attitudes,
prominence of such topics as guilt, \(’Ku;lllll)', ambition, memot ies
of past rebellions, conflicts, shames, childhood and love atfairs,
and the assertion of an articulate but fractured self, was part ot [Iw
confessional mode that started in America during [hf t'.ll‘l_}{. 50s
and which was practised internationally during the J?Os, lh‘urc
had .-IIWays been a confessional tradlllo_n n m'ndc;-n l;'l 1.;::5)(:;3’);
as Mi'cl's poetry often makc}z use It‘»i[.;Ll:f:I}t::il;:J c:::“m_c: 73
desire for personal change, but am}.: AL o e o
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lyrics, it was Ezekiel who in The Unfinished Man Y
how a unified vision could be put IOge{hc: i: T an first showed

were linked by theme, implied narrative,
but developing concerns.
| _!nd’nl'n English poetry has since independence already evolved
into a literary tradition with a history of major journals, such as
Poetry India and Opwnion Literary Quarterly, interesting little
magazines such as damn you and Dialogue, central volumes such
as Ezekiel’s The Unfinished Man and The Exact Name, Kamala
Das’s Summer in Calcutta and Ramanujan's The Striders, which
began a canon and which, belonging to the mid '60s, are now
regarded as part of a golden age. It is a still vital, living, evolving
tradition, as is shown by the, often precarious, existence of such
journals as Chandrabbhaga, Kavi-India and the Indian Litervary
Rewview, each and all of which may have disappeared by the time
you read this, no doubt 1o be replaced by other torch-bearers of
contemporary poetry. And there have been exciting first volumes
ublished more recently, such as Eunice de Souza’s Fix and
anohar Shetty’s A Guarded Space.

While Indian English poetry appears firmly established, in
contrast to the 1950s when it hardly existed beyond the self-
published volumes of Ezckiel and the publication of Dom
Moraes in England, it still has major i_:mh[cm.s._]\'lnrc poetry is
being written than before and publishers receive manuscripts
every day from new English-language poets hfr}nng to brt;ak Into
print' but ‘BW Pub]ishcrs will Puhlﬁ}] poetry. I'he ()!II}' t.;UI‘I?Il'I'ICl"!
ﬁ'l.l-'Pubiishing houses to do so are Oxford University Press I.lml
Arnold-Heinemann; the others argue that the market s too smal
to make a profit. While the Oxford w;‘ics shows th.l:ll '"i:q ﬁn:::::ff

ak \ yeir authors are established names

:(:ldmgee .bopt:ﬁ“hgsepf;e"ﬁ;r:iﬁt of Oxford University !}rc“la
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CHAPTER TWO

History and Publishing Circles
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