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My poetry is the expression of  restless mind
Ioaking for ies path!

Gajanan Madhav Muktibodh
1917—1964

I N THE SUMMER OF 1964, while Muktibodh lay in
coma in a hospiral bed, brought to the threshhold
of death by stroke and meningitis, his friends were preparing the
publication of Cid ke mith terbi hai (The moon’s face is crooked),
his first collection of poems. He did not live to see his book. The

sixteen poems he contributed to Agyeya's Tar saptak and about

thirey verses published in different magazines (Vani, Karmuvir,
Arti, Ving, Vicar, Hams, Lok yuddha, Dharmayig, Lahar, Sérthi,
Kai, etc.) were the only ones to appear in his lifetime. And yes,
ever since his untimely death, his poetry has been in the limelight
of Hindi literary discussion. As Ashok Vajpeyi points out, no
responsible reader or contemporary critic can prove his authority
without a link to Muktibodh® (Vajpeyt 1994, p.1). Supetlatives
pile against his name: he is compared with the giant of 20th-
century Hindi verse, Nirala (Bandopadhyaya 1994, p.149); he is
called ‘the most original poet of Tér saptak’ (Jain 1965, p.16); his
C5d ki mith terh bai has been Jabelled ‘the highest achievement
in modern Hindi poetry’ (Gaeffke 1978, p.88).

What turned this relatively unknown, small-town poet into
‘an event in the wotld of Hindi poetry’ (Jain 1965, p.9}? Mukti-
bodh's finat tragic bartle with death caught the public’s attention
and focused it o all the earlier struggles of his life, on his tortured
existence and on his ebscure poetry. .

Muktibodh lived ‘in debt and insecurity, in dingy dwellings in
small towns of Madhya Pradesh’ (Bandopadhyaya 1994, P.I50)-
Born in Sheopur {Madhya Pradesh) in the family of a police
inspector, his nomadic existence started quite early, following his
facher’s transfers. After completing his BA in 1938, Muktibodh
continued this life of wandering, moving from one town to the
next in search, of employment: he became a teacher in Ujjain,
and apain in Shujalpur, an editor of Hams in Benares, a teacher
and journalist in Jabalpur, a journalist for the radio and Nayd
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Ehiin in Nagput, unemployed in Allahabad and Calcutra, and
fipally managed to get a job as a lecturer at a degree college in
Rajanandgaon in 1958 (after a belated MA in Hindi in 1953), a
position which llowed him some relief from merciless poverty
and frustrarion.

Throughout his adult life Muktibodh was fnancially respon-
sible for his wife and children, brothers and ageing parents.
His description of his ceaseless struggle for survival is bitterly
laconic: ‘T kept taking and giving up jobs. “Teacher, journal-
ist, teacher aga.in, government service, non-government employ—
ment. Lower-middle elass life, children, medical trearment, birth
and death.” (Agyeya 19962, p-19)

And yet, this struggle for daily bread never eroded Mukti-
bodls intellectual curiosity and engagement with ideas. He read
with insatiable zest: Bergson, Gandhi and Marx; Jung and Adler;
the romantic poems of Mahadevi Varma and Malchanlal, the nov-
els of Balzac, Flaubert, Dostoyevski and Gorki. He pronounced
himself a Marxist in Tar saptak in 1943 {Agyeya 19963, p.22) and
remained a firm believer in this ideology to his last breath. Mukti-
bodh laid the foundations of the Progressive Writers Association
of Central India, and organised an anri-Fascist Conference in In-
dore in 1944. All his life he was connected with the scruggles of
the poor; Khare recounts how aggrieved Muktibodh was to read
that surplus potatoes had been thrown into the ocean in America
while so many people in India were starving. {Khare 1993, p.5)

His contemporaries describe him as emotional, good-hearted,
straightforward, innocent, generous, and obstinate. He worked
with dedication, a sense of duty and perfectionism — sometimes
he revised his poems twenty times and more before he was sat-
isfied. Mukibodh was a mixture of rebel and traditionalist: he
married for love against the wish of his parents and the expecta-
tions of society; and pronounced his commitment to the scientific,
materialistic point of view (Agyeya 1996a, p.22), yet considered
birth-conteol as a manifestation of capitalist evil (Bhatnagar 1976,
p.20). Hesaw ugliness in beauty — he was the first poet in Hindi
to characterise the face of the moon as ‘crooked’; and beaury in
ugliness — Sharmsher tells of the compassion with which Mukti-
bodh described to him a wayside thistle as soft, transparent and
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beautiful. (Jain 1964, p.19) -

Muktibodh’s poetry demands much from its readers; to bor-
row Ashok Vajpeyi’s phrase, heis‘a difficult poet of a difficule rime’
(Vajpeyi 1994, p.1). His poems are typlcally very long and present
a maze of dreams, fantasy and free associations. Muktibodh’s can-
vases are vast: social life is intertwined with the individual’s inner
psyche. As Shamsher eloquently puts it: ‘Muktibodh searches for
the face of this era, buried under the rubble of history, and yet
still alive’” (Jain 1965, p.23). His palette is dark, sombre, or fiery:
the rugged terrain, dark caves, forests and the deep wells of his
mothet’s native town Ishagarh (Madhya Pradesh) are recurrent
symbols in his poetry. His verses are packed with images of ter-
ror and chaos, suggesting a cruel, hollow, alienating capitalist
civilisation, but also with symbols of his unshakeable belief in
a golden future for the poor. Muktibodh frequently uses narra-
tives and myths in order to give structure to his long poems, He
writes in free verse, and his language is often prosaic. His poetry
mixes dialectical materialism and romanticism, realism and fan-
tasy, prosiness and lyricism. Summarising the undercurrents of
Mukiibodh’s poetry, Shamsher asserts: ‘Muktibodh crossed the
romantic limitations of Chaydvad, upheld Marxist philosophy,
armed himself with the weapons of Experimentalism and ad-
vanced Nirala’s pure humanism, as a free poet, above all parties
and ideologies.” {ibid., p.26)

Apart from poetry Muktibodh wrote short stories, literary
criticism, diaries and a novel. A second collection of his poems
Bhitri-bhirt kbiak dbal (Grey dust and ashes) was published in
1980, followed by his complete works Muktibedh racnavali in six
volumes. Though his Kamayani: ek punarmilyzrikan (Kamayani:
a revaluation) and his F# lekhak ki dayri (A writer’s diary)* have
established him as a very important voice in Hindi literary crit-
icism, it is the spell of his poetry which has secured Muktibodh
an honoured place in the Hindi literary pantheon.

<

The text of the poems is taken from Jain 1980 and Vajpeyi
1994. For a very informative introduction to Mukribodh’s life,
see Shamsher’s preface to Jain 1965, Singh 1997 and Chaturvedi
1990 provide insightful discussions of Muktibodl's poetry, par-
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ticularly of ‘Adhere m&'. For further translations of his poetry, see
Misra 1967, pp.63—4, Mehrotra 1974, Dharwadker 1996, pp.29—
30, Vajpeyi 1998, pp.39—47, Satchidanandan, 2000, pp.67-75 and
Indian horizons, vol. 42, pp.32-9. A translacion of ‘Adhere mé
has recently been published in Hindi: Language, discourse, writing,
vol. 2 (1), together with a few articles on the poem.

NoTEs AND REFERENCES

1 Muksibodh, ‘Statement’ in Agyeya 1996a, p.23.
2 Both of them are published in Muktibodh racndvalf, Jain 1980, vol. 4.
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In the dark!

In life’s. . .

dark chambers

someone is pacing up and down
ceaselessly;

I can hear the sound of his steps
again and again ... again and again
I cannot see him ... cannot see him
but he goes on wandering
Someone arrested in an enchanted cave;
Someone unstoppable

asserts his existence i

[ike the echo of deep mysterious darkness,

resounding nearby, behind the wall.
And the beating of my heart
asks — Who is he
that I can hear, but cannort see?
Then bulging plaster
suddenly falls from the wall
Sand full of Hime cracks
Flakes slip
a big face emerges
of its own accord
A silhouette appears on the wall -
Pointed nose,
magnificent brow,
firm chin;
An unknown unfamiliar shape.
Whao is he
that I can see, but
cannot know!
Manu? ...
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That mysterious man

is my expression which I haven't found yet
He is the ripeness

of my potential, latent brilliance, talents;

the realisation of my completeness

the tension of knowledge oozing in my heart
the image of my soul.

Empty road, strange expanse
cold darkness.
Sad stars observe the wotld
with indifferent eyes.
Pain grows
with every concern, every regret
every worry, as if guarded by
the dark pipal tree far far away.
Dogs’ distant distinct barking
vibrates in the careless waves of the wind
constantly clashing with jackals' howling.
Distances tremble, interspaces echo
{Outside no one, no one outside)
Then somebody screams in the datk void —
A bird of the night
says:
‘He’s gone
he won't come back, won't come
1o your door any more.
He's gone to villages and towns!
Search for him now,
examine him!
He's your absolute ultimate expression
you, his disciple (though fugitive. . )
He's your teacher
teacher. ..’

Mukiibodh 4

He never sat next to me,

never even came (o e,

once I saw him in an enchanted cave

it was the fast time!

But he walks the lanes of this world ceaselessly
in tattered clothes

at the speed of lighting

He — anxious tension of knowledge,
abundance of vigorous love

in rattered clothes!

My ultimate expression

wanders in the world ceaselessly

I don’t know where he is

Whe does?

So I scrutinise every face

on every lane

and every street,

all actions,

all deeds,

the history of every soul,

every country, political situation and circumstance
every human self-perceived ideal,

the process of discrimination, the active transformation!
I search plateaus ... mountains ... oceans
wherever I might find
my lost

ultimate expression,

unstoppable,
self-botn.
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The moon’s face is crooked’

In the middle of town

midnight — on the walls of pitch black rock,

on the high shoulders of enciosures, topped with broken glass, on
the edges,

spread the inky fringes of moonlight

Across the factory enclosure

the minarets of black-faced chimneys —

Fxclamation marks!

Betrween the minarets the moon's cracked face,

suspended,

in my heart, apprehension —

now a scream, now wretchedness!

It is strange!

Curfew in the sky

On the earth silent poisonous disgust

Desolate nests on the pipal tree

penetrated by pellets

so even the wind's borders shiver

in the mansions

Like spies the inky rays of the bald-headed moon

quietly wander about the blacl-skied city

Hidden in the triangles of the town’s corners
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they feel
the distress of the fanes!
“The rays of the moon’s side-glances
search the town
cut the darkness diagonally
and spread pale strips
Time is picch black.
On the monstrous dark tank nearby
sunk in the blackness of the void
the moon too becomes dark.
Beneath the arches of town’s great bridges,
deep down
touching the desolate sad banks
of the jammed, scared sertlements,
the lips of the moon, resting on the ground, turn black
in the drifting-stopping
flowing-stopping
pitch-black current of the gravelly gutters.
In the settlement of the untouchables, near the temple,
hanging on the trunk of a wood-apple t1ee
on the dirty thatched roofs,
on the swollen coiled roots of the banyan tree
ratters of fog-ghosts” garments,
bodices, skitts, torn sheets
The light-coloured eye of the bald-headed, crooked-faced moon

staring viciously at them.

Look, this moonlight is also a great buffoon
shining

on a third-Aoor window

fike a white spot on a cat

It's sitting silently

with paws folded, on the lookout for somebody.
Softly it drops to the roads

springs to the ceilings,

Muktibodh

wanders the corridors, climbs the tiled roofs,

slips down the tree branches into the courryards
light-foored, surveying the rooms, searching for
who knows whart?

Climbing up the cupolas of the trees on the streets
jumping over mansions, crossing neighbourhoods
stealthily in a secret search through the dens of lanes
it keeps secking, spying, laying in wait.

Who is that?

Wha is sticking onto the shoulders of darkness
showy posters?

Huge shapes

fearsome, slanting

red and blue letters!

The owl sitting on the statue of Gandhi
erect in the middle of a coal rar street
suddenly started singing at the top of its voice
ar the beat of hiccups
World’s breath
began to die away!
The wires held by telephone poles
began to croak and rartle
in the voice of transactions trunk calls.
Grandpa sky,
wearing a pirch black cap,
saw the crisis
and started muttering God’s name.
In the flaring flames of the desolate pyres
of truth’s half-burnt corpses (suddenly)
the tatters of light rose trembling above the trees,
. casting shadows
- like grievous tales of woe
- seeing which, hearing which
- the round, pot-like faces
. of some cultured ghosts

49
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started saying

in soft, whining voices

with hands folded in supplication to the world —
“The dreams of mankind

got buried, entombed

in the Buddhist stupas!

The wings of Jesus

were shed, torn away.

The bodice of the temple prostitute of truth
was removed, stripped off.

The bowels of all dreams, were cut, split open
The rest is hollow

life’s caviry.’
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Restless kite

Restless kite!

Like it, T roaming,

dying of thirst,

will keep looking at the glictering lake
or the mere mirage of waser

in whose white blazes

there is a strange, blank rejection.

NoTes aND REFERENCES

‘Adhere mé is Muktibodb's longest, most famous and arguably most
obscure poem. It stretches over 30 pages in the edition I have used.
The selection presented here includes the beginning and the end of the
poem, and two extracts from parts 1 and 2. They all focus on the image
of the ‘ultimate expression’, of man’s lost identity, the search for which
is the central theme of this work.

‘Adhere m&' covers a large canvas of India’s history before and afrer
Independence. If we try to unravel its intricate narrative thread it will
guide us through the appearance of a face on a wall and i a dark pond,
of a man, bathed in blood-light in a cave; the realisation thar this man
is the poetic protagonist’s ‘ultimate expression’ (part 1); the protagonist
responding to the call of this man and searching for him, gdided by ‘the
bird of night’ (part 2); a strange procession and a death sentence given to
the protagonist {part 3); martial law to put the people’s revolurion down
{part 4); the protagonist running for hislifeand looking at the ‘diamonds’
of his ‘anguish, experience, understanding’ in a ‘deep dark cave’ (part

" 5); the protagonist trying to escape again, seeing blood dripping from

Tilak’s statue and encountering Gandhi, who hands him the infant of the
furure; the protagonist’s capture and torture; his release; his experience
of the dangers of expression {part 6); the protagonist reading a pamphlet
which shaws him the way forward — the path of communism (part 7);
the protagenist waking up in the morning and secing from his balcony
that the man — his ‘ultimate expression’ — is in the midst of the crowds’,
‘down there in the streets’ (part 8}. ’

This kind of ‘decoding’ of ‘“Adhere m& into a single narrative line
does no justice to this complex poem, in which ‘real’ and allegorical
are tightly knit. This intricate pattern intertwines: ‘the “search and find
motif” operating with enigmatic encounters. . .; the classical drama-
line.of faiture, guilt, oracle, task, catharsis and realisation. . . ; the time-
journey evalving from a “real” nighrt setring through several. .. zones
of darkness.. ., up to the eventual “real” light of the “morning”; the
cleverly arranged geographical shifting between areas of outside and
inside. .., of urbar and natural sertings, corsesponding with mental
areas of “dream” and “wakefulness” and set against the protagonist’s
“real” movement from his dark, closed claustrophobic room to the sun-
lit veranda overlooking a busy street; the arrangémcm of historic and
literary characters to enact the intellectual self-questioning in search of
a guiding “guru®, up to a peint where the protagonist seems to represent
nothing less than India ten years after independence.” {Lotz 2001, p.ros)
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Once we stare to follow this intricate partern, to marvel at its colours
and shapes, its complexity and richness, its images, we can understand
why the prominent Hindi literary critic Namwar Singh has labeiled this
poem ‘the grand finale of [Muktibodh’s] poetic opus’ and even ‘the grand
finale of the achievements of New Poetry’, (Singh 2001, p.138)

Manu is a mythological figure who partly corresponds ro the biblical and
Koranic Adam. He is the progenitor of the world and its inhabitants,
seen as son of or personification of Brahma, the Creater, Manu is the
principal character of ane of the most important works of the Chaydvadi
period, Prasad’s epic Kimdyani, which Muktibodh has analysed in his
Kamayani: ek punarmilydnkan (Kamayank: a revaluation}, see Jain 1980,
pp.211—387.

‘Cad ka miih rerhd hai’ is another long poem (15 pages in the edition I
have used), divided into two parts. The ewo extracts I have included are
both from the first part: the beginning of the poem and the end of the
first part (without the last stanza); they are connected by the image of
the moon. The extraces give a sense of the general renor of this work, in
which curfew rules over sky and earth (stight variations on ‘Curfew in
the sky/ on the earth silent poisonous disgust’ are repeared throughout
the poem); the moon, with its ‘crooked face’ is a spy and no ordinary
man is safe. The poem depicts compassionately the plight of the poor,
who live under ‘dirty thatched roofs’ in ‘jammed, scared settlements’,
There is no hint of the usual romantic associations of the moon; instead
the poet draws a powerful picture of contemporaneous reality as a realm
of ugliness and terror,

Shamsher Bahadur Singh
I911~1993

ANY LITERARY CRITICS have tried to label Shamsher,

to find the ‘right’ epithet for his poetry: Marxist,
progressive, imagist, experimentalist, surrealist, romantic, mys-
tic, hermetic. For Ashok Vajpeyi, Shamsher is a ‘a poets’ poet’
(Agrawal 1994, p.98)," for Sahi a ‘poet of pure beaury’ (ibid.,
p.99), for Muktibodh a ‘poet of love (ibid., p.8), for Malayaja
a ‘poet of moods’ (Chaturvedi 1990, p.87). Shamsher is all these
things and more; his poetry and his personality encompass va-
riety, multiplicity and contradiction. Shamsher is a Marxist and
an experimentalist, a poet and an arrist, a writer in Hindi and
Urdu, a man of childlike innocence, peasant roots and refined
sensibility. :

Shamsher’s ambiguous attitude towards progressivism has
been the focus of much critical discourse. ‘As soon as one decides
to write about Shamsher one faces the problem if he should place
him next to the [Marxist] Muleibodh or to the [expertmentalist]
Agyeyd, complains Vishvambhar ‘Manav’ (‘Manav’ 1978, p.245).
After all, Shamsher has dedicated poems to both. Is Shamsher a
Marxise? His statement in Disrd saptak, and the introductions
to his collections and diaries testify to an aspiration to Marxist
ideals, but simultaneously acknowledge his failure to reach them.
The majority of his poems, among them his masterpieces, are
not marked by Marxist ideology. As Sahi points out: ‘Marxism
remained limited to the margins of Shamsher's poetry’ (Agrawal
1994, p-84).

Itis not just the progressivist and the experimentalist fighting
for dominance in Shamsher’s warks; another duality central to
him is that of poet and artist. Muktibodh describes Shamsher’s
struggle to ‘dismiss the artist enthroned in his heart and install
the poer instead.” (ibid., part 2, p.57). But it is the painter who
has crafted most of Shamsher'’s poems. He was interested in art
from an early age, and attended the Ukil School of Art in Delhi;
the painter’s sensibility remains central to Shamsher throughout
his life. He admits: ‘T usually grasp things as a painting and wy
to transfer the first impression in words™ (ibid., p.266), and ‘the




