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CHAPTER I
~ INTRODUCTION

Nissim Ezekiel ~ (18924--) 1is a name more or less
synonymous with the ﬁéginnings of modern Indian poetry in
English. He is alsé, by fairly general consensus, India’s best-
ukgown Engiiéhflanguage poet who irrigated the landscape of post-
independence >Indian'Engli$h poetry . with a new éensibility. The
pain, tﬁe‘anguish, the_ diiéhﬁas of being alive in the twentieth
century With“ all the burden of the past and its traditional
beliefs and orthodoxies, the ironies and the;affirmatidns.of
modern life, the search for roots and their discovery -- all
these find a voice in Ezekiel’s poetry.'.And so poetry, to him,

is precisely a;path to the discovery of truths:

A poem is-ag epiﬁéde, completed E
In an hour or two, but poetry’

Is something more. It is thé why
The‘how, the what, the flow

From which a poem comes.!

Thus, Ezekiel ponders in the beginning of his creative path.
‘That is why he prays for those times which are inspiring and full

of avidity for creation:

Whatever the enigma,'

The passion of the blood,



Grant me the metaphor,

To make it human good.Z?

An: Ezekielian poem cémbiﬁes both the passion of the blood khiie
keeﬁiﬁéA an eye on human good. Not without reasons, Ezekiél’s
'poetry has -elicited considerable critiéal _respohse in recent
years, especially after the'Sahitya‘Akademi Awafd and the Padma
| Shfi  were conferred'on him in'1983 and in 1988 réspectively. And
. one of ﬁhe- reasons for this special focus on his-wdrk-might:be :
" related to the fact that hé gives himself £hé testimonial of
"being a "good native" with»the firm commitmehf, "1 cannot leave
the island; / I was born here and belong."3 In poem after poem,
Ezekielf stitches together pieces of great confession. It is
. significant to bnote here that in 1950 and 1951, he studied
Philosophy at London University. Nevertheless his reading of
Existentiaiist rhilosophy has gone info the-mékiné of his poems'
and scores of hié poems were first written for personal and
theiapeutic ‘purposes. Such poemr és ‘Enterprise’, *Background,
Casually’ and ‘Poem of the Separation’ reveal poetical mind
endeavouringvbto explore and communicate intimately pangs of love

andndeprivation.

In his autobiographical poem, ‘Background, Casually’ he

declares

I have made my commitments now.



This 1is one : to stay where 1 am,_'
As others choose to give themselves
In some remote and backward place.

My backward place is where I am.¢

Another - Ezekielian comment further clérifies hisvéelaﬁionship
with India: "I am not a Hindu{ and my.background makes.me a
natural outsider; circum#tances and decisions relate me  to
India."s' ~These statements point to a conscious_decision oﬁpthé

part of Ezekiel to speak from within India. And his aim "to do

someﬁhing for India..... N both as a poet and dramatist, is
admirable; Ezekiel pursues India in all his works in his own
peculiar way. This commitment to place and time makes Ezekiel

onér of the major poetic voices of our country who takes pride in
singing about India-- ‘its cultural, social, artistic and
politicai milieu. Chetan Karnani’s éritic’:al'study6 of Ezekiel’s
work published by ‘Arnold Heinemann in 1874 is in some Wéys a
fribute’_tb the aboyé fact. Karnani séys, “"Nissim Ezekiel
occupies a position of considerable importance in post-

Independen@e Indian English literature".? The same can be said .
of a speéial issue_ on NlSSlm Ezekiel in 1976 brought out by
Mlchigan State University (Journal of _leh Asian Literature). A
‘review of the above criticism and others available on Ezeklel:
points to a recognition among the critics that in him they have

‘an articulate and authentic Indo-Anglian poet.



Nissim Ezekiel,.ﬁduring his stay in England (1948-52),
thoroughly acquainted‘ himself with different poetic trends.
Critics:. associate his works with the works of T.S. Eliot and
Auden_‘althoughv.Ezekiel himeelf eackno@dedgee phat at different
periods he was .influenced.b& erke, Yeats and Pound. 'The poet
confesses that this influence was sometimes felt so much that it
‘drowned his own voice, notwithstanding the fact that he always
endeavoﬁred‘ to find his oﬁnv path. It is not accidental ﬁhat
Niasim Ezekiel is considered to be a poet who has combined 1n
himself various tradltlons ;: the Engllsh poetic traditions,
mainiy in the sphere of formg problems of Indian llterature; and
the assimilation of_modern'éoetry the "existential immersion in
the life of cold-analytical disgust.”e Hoﬁever, Ezekiel
Succeeds in‘ achieving: creative originality, shunning imitation

and lack of indiv1duality

This study .is' an‘iattempt ﬁo find out the amount of
ennhasis Ezekiei has imparﬁed to his central metaphors and to
trace his_ poetic development from A I;mg to Change (1952) to
Latter-Dav Psalms (1982). Perhaps, the secret of the peculiarity
of Ezekiel’s poetry lies in a certain synthesis of contradictory
and at times _incompatibie -prinoiples, which seems to make his‘
worke an amalgam of two opposite poles. His aesthetic position
is similar to it, and his vision of ﬁhe world is aptly described

as an attempt to restrict himself to wearing “a Cezanne around



hié neck as he rides improbably through the discordant world that
he has not yet reconciled: this is his declaration that
‘assimilation willlbe achieved in the new style; that a form will
7be put on lifé”'withoutr the reject%on or alternation of any

part. "9

Many a critic has tried to understand Ezekiel in the
,lighﬁ of +the pqet’s péfsonal and vafiegated ChronOlogy but an
:ébjectiye assessﬁenp of hi; xich and many-splendoured poetry has
_béeg .néglected. This study aims at a refreshingly original.
aﬁbraisal of Nissim Ezekiel in terms of his themaﬁic concerns in
his poetic cosmos. It seeks an»intensi&e and peréeptive scrutiny
~of the cyclical Vnaturé' of his repreéentative and major poetic
_themes and establishes that the éoetfs reéponse to his experience’
‘and its execution in his poetry éccounts for his development‘as a
poet ' of significénée. There,ig a théme which runs through the
whole poetic creation of ‘Ezekiel,_ ihat is, an 1idea about
incomplete, -unfinished mén. The poetTlongs for the "perfection
of‘ human personality”, the traits of. which are rather
unspecified. Ezekiel isv conStanﬁly engaged 1in the task of.
defining -himself ana‘ evaluéting and interpreting experience in
relation torthe self. ih his famous poem, fBa¢kground, Casually’
heA remarks, "The London’séésohs paésed me by" and his poetry is
full of such personal utterances. To him thé man who suffers and
the mind whichvcfeates are often one and thé'same. This is why

he “feels the flesh of the poem."19 .Urdu Poet Shakeel Badauni

E



has put ihe same theme in this couplet "“Main Shakeel dil ka hun
‘tarjuma ki muhabbaton ka hun razdan »/ Mujhe fakhar hai meri
shairi .meri ‘zindagi se juda nahin®. (Shakéel asks 5'"whethéf 1
am the' expression of my héa;t or one who keeps the secrets‘of
. love?“ And he énéwers “I am proud of it that my poetry is not
divorced' from my 1life.”) Hérein>lies the essential differénce
- between the poetry of Nissim_Ezeki;i and ihat of T.S. Eliot. Imn
an Eliot-poem, thé man who Sufférs and the ﬁiﬁd which createsﬁéré;
never the  same..v An Ezekiel poem offers us*a%clarification of
life .delightfull& hingling tradition and  ﬁ6dernity, bast‘and
present, walking through the universe 1like some modern sage
gathering gems from life. Ezekiel always penefrates deeper into
new afeas of life and tries to see in the intricate web of
circuméténces of human existence, the inner'core'of reality. He
has an exceptiohal awareness of the lost dimensions of hope and.
‘faith. That 1s why he projects the image of the unfinished man
and suggésts, by impliqation, the points of contact where
wholeness may lie. In  his pursuit of self-discovery, he is
" incessantly occupied with the quest'of the right idiom -- the
exact hame. Ezekiel’'s authentic voice came to be recognised with
his first collection A Time to Change (1952), but he began to
matter as a pqet of  some distinétion with his third anthology,
The Ihi;g (1959). The course of his development till

thé Latter-Day Psalms (1982), shows that he has built up thé

standards by which we may appreciate the poet.



Thus, Ezekiel’s poetry, by fairly common critical
consensus,v is a personal 'qdest for identity, commitment, and
harmony in life. Chetan Karﬁéni observes in Ezekiel’s poetry a
“first-hénd frecord of life’s grgwthf“ll Similarly.‘Michael
Garman -rémarks, “He is a poet of whom it is not trivial-tobsay
thatlﬂhis'poetry and his life are inextricable, and whose purpose

" in writing ‘is to make a harmoﬁy (life, poetry) out of purely

'biOIOgical fact (eXistence)“.lZ-: Inder Nath Kher;.too, calls

-attention ﬁsl:this aspect in Ezékiel’s poetry by referriﬁg'to it
tas én endless quest for identity.li Linda Hessasays.that Ezekiel
strikes .her. as "“an endless explorer of.thé labyrinﬁhs of the
mind, the -devious delvings and | twistings of the ego, and the
ceaseless attempt of man and poet to define himself, to find
through all ‘the myth and maze' a way to honesty and love."l4
Another ériti0~who notices azplose relationship between Ezekiel’s
life énd his 'boetry is 'V;A; Shéhane; and for him Ezekiel is
‘primarily _é péet seekiﬁg,a,someiimes in wvain, other times
successfully, a Dbalance between an existential involvement with
life and an intellectual qﬁest for commitment." 15 Also, H.M.
Williams in his survey of Indo-Anglian poetry draws  our
_atttention to Ezekiel’s pursuit.of self-discovery through poeﬁry.
He says that Ezekiel uses his fpoems as éxpériments, he seeks to

dive deep into the psyche, into his own psyche."18

Thus, Nissim Ezekiel’s reputation, as one of the

brightest meteors of the modern post World War 1l phase of Indo-



Anglian poetry, has been accepted by both the Indian as well ae
the foreign 1ittereteurs. Dr. M.K. Naik helds him as "first of
the ‘neﬁ‘ .poets“ vand “one ef the most quotable‘poets of his

u'generation.fl? _Dr. Dwivedi rightly calle'him “"the barometer of
modern India’s» literary atmosphere.“18 Of late, Bruce King
maintains that .Ezekiel has_ "emerged ~as the leader"1$ of the
‘group bof_ peets attempting ﬁe creaﬁe a modern English poetry in
India. Thus, Ezekiel’s contribution to the Indo-Anglian poetry

- has been unanimously and duly acknowledged..

Hoﬁever, none of the researchee.has, most unfortunately,
sought to examine and discern the cyclical nature of Ezekiel’s
major poetic themes so far. They have examined how well Ezekiel
has Indianized English in his works, how Indian his sensibility
is, how Indian his style, theme, setting, language, attitude
imagery et05 are, besides‘perceptive-studies ef the technique,
irony and different strains in his poetry. Thus, the examination °
of his poems from one or the other perspective has always
encompassed  some and missed the other aspects, resulting
naturelly in fragmented and lop-sided judgments. The reasons, I
think, are two : the first and obvious reason seems to be the
critics’ preoccupation with single objectives on the theﬁatic
level. For example, Rajeév Taranath and Meena Belliappa hold him
as a poet of metropoliszﬁ , Mr. Lall as a poet of womanzl. Mr.

M.K. Naik has noted some similaritiesz2z between Ezekiel and Ted



Hughes because of a number of bird and animal poems, etc. Some
of the critics have just made a passing survey of Ezekiel’s major
themes throughout his poetic volumes. Tmé second and more valid
réason appeérs to be fhat'Ezekiel’s poémic corpgs, so far, has
been scattered here_and_there. This perhaps has discouraged the
people from taking anvoverall and unified approach to his themes.
The publication.of his lelégged Poems 1952-198823  has, indéed;‘
rforced 1me -as a reader and lover‘of his;poems to.fbrm a unifie@

opinion about his poetic experiences.

Ezekiel's own .ﬁrdsaic and poetic statéments definitely
suggest that right £ rom the beginning his aim has been to present
a Hunified vision of the modern Indian subcontinent. A survey of
his Collected Poems shows that his ihematic canvas is limited.f
In ‘A Poem of Dedication’ he‘says : "Not to hanker for ?.widé,
god-like range/Of ~ thought, nor the matador’s dexterity.a/ I de
nqt want the yogi’s concentration, / 1 do not wamt.the perfect
charity / 0Of saints nor the tyrant’s ehdless power. / I want 5
humanj balance humanly / Acquired, fruitful in the common hour.f
He .reflgcts, and comments on the contemporary Indian life with a
complex “sense of commitment to 1it. His justificaﬁion of the
inclusibn of his unpublished poems in Sixty Eggmg (1953), on?the
plea that it éro?ides him a sense of continuity, is significént.
Despite the technical and thematic bankruptcy of these poems, he
includes them. This shows Ezekiel’s concern for a unified vision

which results in a wave of multi-layered cycles throughout his



coilections. His poetic statemehﬁ in the same volume further
adds fofée to his prosaic statement. Does he stick to his poetic
manifestb and create a cycle of themes to reinforce these
experiences “or not ? This study attempts to find an anéwer to

this question.

‘This stu&& proposes to | examine some pf .the
Xrepfesentative and major poems of Ezekiel in ali the seven
volumes of poems, A Time to Change (1852), Sixtv Poems (1953),
The Third /(1959), The Unfinished Man (1968), The Exact Name

(1965),'Hzmgs in Dagkneéé (1976); Latter-Day Psalms (1982) as its
primary SOﬁrcé materials. In. addition to these, it seeks an

analytical survey of some other poems (not yet collected in book
form), literary essays, articles- etc. of Ezekielvbesidesla

critical review of some major opinions about his poetry.

.This stud& makes an incisi?e and in-depth analysis of
AiEzekiel’s -poetic colléctions in tefms of their'thematic burden.
It proposes to dissect his poems into smaller units on the basis
of their motifs iand positive and negative traits. The central
metaphors of the pagan woman, putrid city and the morgl self are
'-‘explored; : Working synergically, they lead towards a realisation
fof the ultimate vislon'and testify how Ezekiel has become a major
and living voice of both the contemporary. and the human

situation.
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MAN —WOMAN RELAT IONSHIF



CHAPTER 11
MAN-WOMAN EELATIONSHIP

Adil Jussawalla, the reputed Indo-Anglian poet, groups
Ezekiel'’'s poemé’ under two categories * "those which are. .
portraits,.descriptions of people, and encounters with them which
genérally end in impasses 6f depressive regularity; and those
which deal directly with his subjective state at times of
Personal crisis.fl _'Afperusal'of poems under the first caﬁégory
reveals'agzekiel’s interest in the man-woman rélationship.“zin a
way, ’his poetic}pilgrimage may precisely be célled a piigrimage
from sex to superconsciouéness. “The'obvious reason is that the
theme of love and passion, of man-woman relationship recurs more
ffeq@ently than any other theme in his poetry.. But surprisiﬁgly
enough, it has missed due critical attention. The present
éhaﬁter seeks to investigate this theme and examine criticallf
the female image as characterized in Ezekiel;s poems that deal

with the kinship between man and woman.

However, before pursuing the analysis of these poems, it
is necessary to includé_two poinfsvof‘view': one on the image of
woma@ “in English. liierature and the other'on the role of woman
vis-a-vis man in Aﬁhe Indian context. Writing abbut literature
andiwestern society, Mary Anne Ferguson states : "One peculiarity
of the images df women throughout history is that social

stereotypes have often been reinforced by archetypes. Another

13



way of putting this wbuld be to say that in éverY-age‘woman has
been primarily ... as mother, wifg, mistress, séx object -- their
roles in relationship to men."2 Fritz Blackwell characterizes
traditional India as male—oriented where "individual fights are
subordinated;_tO’group or.social role-expectations. "3 Therefore,
he says, "The point is that persoﬂality must not dominate the
role. ;‘And this iﬁsistence upon identity through ty§e or role
" makes a man—ﬁdman social, platonic or intellectual relationship
- nearly impossiblg,: as‘ cohtempofariés liké Nirad Chaudhari and
NissimA Ezekiel ;ha;e frequenfly noted.”"4 These observhtions are_ 5
highlyv useful in analysing the man—-woman relatipnship in

Bzekiel’s poetry ahd in the undérsfanding"of man’s imagé of woman

as viewed byAthe male personé in these poems.

What K.R.S. 'Iyengar remarks about Ezékiel’éAfirst tWo
anthologies of,vérsesvis, in fact,'true.ofvhisrother ppéms too :
“He Qas painfully and poignahtly aware .of fhe fiésh, its
insistént urges, its starkbecstasies, ité disturbing filiations
with the mind."5S Throughout his poetic corpus,_Nissim Ezekiel
-treats the man-woman relationship in frank and straightforward
wmanner, but copsistently from the'male_point_of view. Neither a
romAntic dreamer nor a platonic, he holds»an altogefher.diffefent
stance in. his approach to sex and woman. Even though there are
highly sensual descriptions of the human organs and love-making

in the bed, his ideal of love implies a wider and warmer

14



assimilation of_ﬁhe woman persona in her myriad characteristics.
She keeps on. appearing again and again, in various possible
forms, but only a ‘true understanding of sex can. validate this
metaphor and confer meaning on it. Consequently, in this
relationship, womani is _identified‘ as mother, wife, whore, sex
object, unattached 'womanthﬂpassive woman, ‘and seductfess,vwith
‘woman as sex object being ,phe dominant image. But itﬁis
isignificant' to néﬁe that in some later poems, Ezekiel’s persona
:views woman.differently) 'K.D; Verma.refers to this as Ezékiel’s

ipositive view of woman.®

We can trace the various identities given to woman in
 the man-woman relationship from the Qery title poem of Ezekiel’s
A Time 1o Change (1952), In ‘An Affair’ the persona describes
" the naivete_-of a .wdman whom he had takén to a "cinema“; Shé,
.could - not distinguish - between the real and the unreal worid,
;sinée after the visit to the movie theatre the persona is
Esurprised by her profeséion of love for him : "just like this/As
I had» seen the yellow Elondes declare/Upon the screen, and even
stroked my hair,/But hates mevnow because I did not kiss.” In
dépicting the woman’s eipressions ‘of love and his refgsal_to
’ reciproéate, the‘ persona points .to'thé fact that the woman is
.truly naive‘fo think that she can convince him that there is love
betweén ~them by playing the role of a seductress. Similarly, in
the third section of ‘Something to Pursue,’ woman is viewed aé an

enchantress who “"Haunts the bed in flesh or dream” causing

15



‘distress and disjunction in man seeking “unity/Of thought
sensation purpose deed,” a situation similar to the knight’s

experience in John Keats’s ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci.’

The 'sonnet ‘The 0Old Woman’ traées the varioﬁs shifts
that take placé in the woman’s’bersonality in her relation with -
man. The theme of wife-husband relationship has been explored in
the octave. Here we find that the 'wife.Jis portrayed.és a
murderess_ becéuse of her atfitude towards her husband) whom she
killed with indifferehce, “She let her "husband die of todemucﬁ
dying;fv “The portrait of the woman who once had a specific'role—

expedtation'has been summed up in the sestet:

She 1lived on cornflakes, hate and sweetened milk,
Came into the world to be a woman,

Reflect a poem in the hearts of men

And feed their delicate virilities,

But hardened at the éore she lived alone,

Her ethic symbolised by stone, by stone.

Ezekiel’s concern 1is a serious one and it finds expression in a
" number of poemsv iﬁ various ways. Tﬁis_theme with a variation
o#curs_ in ‘To a Certain Lady’ in which Ezekiel probes the
“mys£ery/0f man and woman joined,” and in the process identifies
thé' conflicting emotions +that husband and wife experience in
their relationship. The poem has a five-part structure and each

of the sections represents a different mood and tone. The first

16



section recollect5  and describes the wife’s virginal coyness as

well as the persona’s definition: of 1life within this new

relationship.

Life cén be kept alive

By contact with the unknown and.strange,
A feeling for the mystery

Of man and woman joined, exhausiion

At the act, desire for it again;

Thé:‘second section reads 1like an epithalamion a@d has a very

suggestive typographical arrangement.

vA_quiet.wohan
Stands by me
While the seasons
come‘and go 

Flow phoenix love
And constant be
While the turtle’'s
Voice is heard
For we'are yo&hg
And we are wed,
Smell of myrrh

Spikenard

In section three, the sensual intimacy which the joyous song
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celebrétes gives way to disenchantment, because now, “absences
and quarrels, indifference” must be reckoned with. The persona’s
belief, that the love between them wiil prevail over the
temporary odds and éeﬁbécks, gets a severe jo;@ in section four,
wheré thé persona’ séunds exasperated, “Lady, don’t nag” and
conﬁihﬁes in this tone throughout the section. The interjections
~and chopp§ -sentences express the persona’s Qispleasure towards
the woman “"0.K. I dont 1o?e.you P and'tThére’s no need to
sulk, ... I shout _ata‘ysh/Because i love you, didn‘t you
know?/Wéliihow, letfs’change the subject, /1 caﬁ’t make poet;y ouﬁ.
of thié;“ The final sectionbregistefs a'shift in mood;‘fér_the
"voice is toned down and the persona SPeéks ébout a compromise,
"Always 'we must be lovers,/Man and: wife at work upon the

hard/Mass of material which is the world."

What one pbservés here is gnAéffort-at achieving human
bélance; even 1in the failure of love.: The;persona is sharply
aware of the woman’s potentiél for briﬁging in discord;
therefore, the prayer towards the conclusion of this section
"Teach us Love, above all things, fidelity to music.” As harmony
is essential to .muéic S0 ié it to a huéband—wife relationship,

and this is what the prayer implies.

- The final‘view {rather a persistent and unanswered view)
seems to be that "charity, absorption of body and mind, a passion

beyond sex, is the true commitment."? The protagonist is not
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allowed a free play of passion owing to his désire to remain pure
‘and chaste. Like Prufrock, he fails to affirm anything. In the
poétic apprehension of Nissim Eéekiel, we mark three obvious
stages of ‘observance, indulgence " and. experiencé whiéh also
explains his‘ pattern of life. Sin is a nagging threat and the
woman 15 associated with it quite naturaliy: ‘The need to

transcend and travel beyond is constant and it findsAexpression

in the bulk of his writings.

There ,15  afshift'of attitude from poem to,pégm bﬁt thef
poéti seems .to repeat 'his theme éuite often. Ezqkiél’s second
.anﬁhology, Sixty Poems (1953) alSo contains studies of the man-
woman relationship and éérrieS' the iﬁpulse evén Ifﬁrther.
‘Situation’ is much ~like ‘An Affair’ where thé relationship is
based on séx; The woman's position vis-a-vis man is stated in

the following lines:

She had no axe to grind but knew her trade,
And turned the conversation when I sighed.

To what I loved in secret but denied.

Ezekiel’s use off the noun “trade"” identifies the woman as a
whore. In such relafionships both man and woman know the

limitation and the persona’s comment towards the conclusion of

the poem points to this awareness,

.......... I recognize

The haze of self-deception in our eyes.

19



One of +the poems of this volume, namely, ‘Tribute’, projects a
different image of woman. This poem reflects the happiness the

persona experienced in the company of woman. He says,

Remembering what she had done
For me,'I promised her a song.
Who made me feel at home in-crowds,

This girl; to whom the lights belong.

But in ‘Preferences’ the persona alludes to the yiperish desires

" of woman, and this creates a negative image of woman.

Thére are two more poems that speak of woman as
"seductress” and “beautiful object”. In ‘The old Abyss’ the

persona. narrates how

This girl, once married, with a child, .
But now alone, torments
The men she knows

With such magnificence in movement.

They envisién her to be ‘the source of the old abyss or some
primeval chéos. The persoﬁa confesses that he too has been
-affectqd by this "girl" for he says, "I have died beholding” the
girl’s body ’;ovement. The second stanza is a repetition of the

first and is a comment on the image of woman in the eyes of man

as well as a criticism of such a stereotypic image. The other
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poem entitled ‘Question’ starts with the query whether the road

to happinessvis

;fProlonging kiéses till the world/

0f thought and deed is}dim?“

The persona drifts from the world of thought and deed into the
world of sensations in the company of one_about whom he says,;

"Your loyeliness' makes all  things hard / To bear that are not

:beautiful:“ G
(%\ ' Ezekiel is acutely aware of'-tﬁé fibres of flesh and
gj%desire, "a poet of the body; and the endless explorer of the

\

~Slabyrinths of the‘mind,_the_deVious delvings and twistings of the

_ego, and the ceaseless attempt of the man and the poet to define

-‘¥\hiﬁself through all thg myth and maze a way to honesty and

‘love}"s He‘ has a penéhant and a _strong poetic talent fér
representing the womén’s'featufes-in a number of ways. They are
sometimes extfemeiy sensual buf always a rare gift of Géd -— NOW
éacred, now defiled. .The woman’s .body to him is dne of the

wonders of creation. Thé poem entitled ‘Description’ may be

cited #ere asnéne sucﬁ insténcei | B Dls
Ny

I will begin-but how should I begin?
with hair,'ybur hair,
remembered hair,

touched, smelt, lying silent there
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upon your head, beneath your arms,
and then between your thighs'a wonder
of hair, secret |
in liéﬁt and in darkness
baré suffering with joy

| kisgses light as air.
And I Qill close-but is thisifair?
with dawn and you |
relucﬁéntiy-

binding up your hair.

The image of hair, a singie ,ele@ent in thé woman’s total
éompoéition, haé been”rendered both:poetically and with a touch
of wonder, excitement and ndvelty. The‘poem is reminiscént of
Wiliiam Carlos Williams' ‘Portrait of a Lady’, where the ﬁoeﬁ is
ecstatically awafe’ of the won&ers of the female body. Although
Ezekiel’s commitment to 'tﬁe deﬁands of the flesh and his
incessant search for thé firm relationship are nowhere apparént
in such portraits, yet the poet explores the labyrinths of human
passion in all its myriad forms to catch up, even once, with the
real and the eternél. Thé point he wants to drive home is that
tﬁe hollow men of  the modern lworld, iaéking in vitality and
resonance, 'suffer miserably while the genuine sur&ive with their
real commitments. Ezekiel’s_commitment torthis theme results in

the creation of génuine poetry.
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In all the anthologies of NIssim Ezekiel up to the
latest, the nature of this experience is not radically different.
This experience of the poet may well be compared to that bf a

character in his own play Nalini, who said::

"1 painted. for several years -and enjoyed
learning how to do it. Gradually, I began to
Understand that what I éid.to colour aﬁd form
and ébmposition was also being done to

myself."s

Nissim Ezekiel, similarly, has been occupied with this since long
and every time he writes a poem with one such idea, he recreates

his own unsatisfied, questing self.

In the poems included in The Ihi;d (1959) woman plays
diverse roles . ; wife, mistress, seductress, and sex-opject.7 In
‘Night and Day’ the poet-persona obsérves that a woman, be she
wife or ‘mistress, when sexually aroused, behaves identically

because

wives or mistresses

APut up their_hair; festor§

The silk or rayoh swiftly shed
When kisses called the blood

To act again the ritual of morfality.

Similarly, the poem ‘Episode’ blurs the image of wife with that
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of mistreés in its discussion of a clandestine affair between a

couple whose rendezvous was ruined by beggars

Thus ended what was i1l begun.
She lied to be with me. H
I lied ﬁo myself.

We sought romantic reStfulness.
God sent three beggars.

We went back to our separate bonds.

Sinée the.woman lied to be with her lover the.image one
gets on reading this poem is that of a deceitful woman. Another
poem entitled *Situation’l® .also reflects a relationship built -

!

on lies and here too, as in ‘Episode,’ the Cduple experience

frustration.

In some of the poems woman has been portrayed in the
fole of a seductress; In *Tonight’ the man-woman relationship is
compared to a éaptivity and the persona describes the wbman as
one "Who loves me till my world is waste." In his association
with the woman he experiences ruination and not inspiration for
he says, "I'sée the legend and the lie, / How in the kiss the eye
 wWas cured;"-‘ So love, in: this context, becomes life-negating
instead of life-affirming. The other ppemé which depict woman as
a seductress;‘causing ruin, are,. ‘For Love’s Record’ and ‘'In the
Language of  Lovers.'’ Inv‘For Love’s Record’ the power that the

woman enjoys over the men who associate with her is frightening
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I watéhed the woman walk away with him.
And now I think of her as bold and kind,
Who gathered ' men as shells and put them by.

No matter how they loved she put them by.

The persona maintains his distance from her in fear of
. her destructive power, which he thinks she possesses because she

is a "sorceress." This is echoed%in the poem entitled. In 'The

’

Language of-Loveps, for here the persona says, .

Poetry, Some foolish critib.said,
Is the natural language of. lovers--

Looking at her'destroyéd'eben my prose.

The comparison suggested in these‘two poems leads me to
extend the analogy to coﬁnéct 'with the courtesan heroine in
Indian literature. Fritz Blackwell in an article cited earlier

in this chapter describes the’femalé-charaeter aptly:

"The courtesan is viewed émbivalently as she is at 6nce
an object of fascination and of fear; she is an enchantress,
whose allure 1is not only sexual'(in,the more restricted sen$e),

“but éocial and intelleqtual Gas‘ well. ~ But that allure .is
dangerous, and her  hypnotic ﬁéture is é péril»—— economically,
psychologically, and even spirituélly; she is literally drainihg.

Perhaps most dangerous about hér is the fact that her dharma is

not passive, built upon dertion‘to husband and family, like the
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wife’s; it 1is quite active, designed by its very nature to
destroy man, at 1least financially, and even his family if
‘necessary ..... Thé' courtesan 1is “evil"” not as a particular

" individual so much as a type.” (p.39).

On the other hand, wdman has been‘portrayed as mere sex
object: in such poems as ‘Encounter,’ ‘Conclusion,’ ‘Aside,’ ‘At
the Party,’ ‘At the Hotel,’ and 'In the Qﬁeue,’. In ‘Encounter’
woméh is presented'aévaﬂfeceptéqle for man’s passion; such is the
case  in ‘Aside,’ too‘ i "One cannot imagine/Elephants making
love/But it seems they do;/So also tortoi;es/And snails,/or eveh
other_ men/with women doing/What it. seéms they dé.“ ‘In the
,Queue? vendorses this imagé when the peréona says, "Her skin is
warm and golden brown -—/Unhurriediy I catch the bus, /Must carry
on;, wiihoutvmuch fuss.” The male Qoint'of view on this theme is
given more exposure in.‘At the Eart&’ and.‘At the Hotel.’ In the

 first poem, the poet-persona looks at wémen through the eyes of

the male protagoniSt:

Ethereal beauties, may you always be
Dedicate to love and reckless shopping,
Your midriffs moist and your thighs unruly,

Breasts beneath the fabric slyly plopping.

. Whereas in the second poem, the persona tells us_the reasons why

he and his companions were at the hotel



Our motives were concealed but clear,

Not coffee but the Cuban dancer took us there,
the Naked Cuban dancer.

On the dot she came and shook her breasts

all over us and dropped

the thin transparent skirt she wore.

Was it not this for which we came?

The noise, the smoke, the smell of flesh we relished...

~And ‘Conclusion’  sums up this attitude 1in succinct
ferms: “Théf true  business of 1livig is seeing, touching,

_kissing,/The' epic of walking in the street and loving in the

'bed." Further he confirms his ideal felatiOnship in ‘Sparrows’:
"I fancy this, and then I face/The facts -- the mating and the
nest -- / Primeval roots of all the rest.” With the metaphors of

bird and nest, KEzekiel drives home the importance of the real
ﬁelationship ‘and the place of dwelling, and echoes back, in this
ﬁrocess, his central éoncern in ‘A Time to Change’ where he

desired "a bit of land, a'woman, and a child or two".

The Unfinished Man (1960) enjoys a pivotal position in
Ezekiel’s poetry .as it testifies to his creative stamina and to
his continued concern with the theme of man-woman relationship.l1l

Its title comes from the second section of Yeats’ ‘A Dialogue of

Self and Soul’ [The Winding Stair and Qther Poems (1933)], and

the first stanza of this section is used as an epigraph for The
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Unfinished Man.!2 Ezekiel’s use of Yeaps’ poem is significant
because Yeats too was much concerned with the relationship
betﬁeen_man and woman; his poem about Maud Gonne ‘No Second Trdi’
[The Green . Helmet and Other gggm_s”{(wl@)]_ supports my
observation, as does the "Seif’s” commenﬁvin the third stanza of
the second section of ‘A Dialogue.pf Self and Soul’ which says
that a livingﬁtman should‘ accept the‘ experiences of the
;funfinishéd man” within him even if it means the repetitions of
-follies such as "The fdll&_that man does/brlmUSt suffer, if he

woos / A proud woman not kindred of his soul."

In the ;Love Sonnet’ a sense of harmony is conveyed
through ﬁhe line "ﬁe loQk in.consort at the distant“sea" and the’
role that the woman ‘assumes in this relationship is that of a
wife or a beloved. Hoﬁeyer,“a caveat is sounded early ih.the
poem, when the persona says "Our love has formed like déw on
summer nights” and-'the simile suggests the transient'naturé of
ihe harmony existing between-fhe couple. The aﬁarenéss of this
fact caﬁ be discernedvin the persona’s concluding line "A certain
happiness would be -- to die.” Karnani observes that EZekiei’s
use of tﬁe ‘infinitive "to die” should be takén to méan "make
lov¢"  which it did in the seventeenth-century, particularly in’
the love poems of John Donne.13 1 disagree with the reading df
the above phrase and suggest that the couple want to prolong
their state of happiness and think that through death they.can

eternalize +their happiness, as death will mean the cessation of
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all activity; therefore, this life—negating thought to preserve

an expefience that is life-affirming.

‘Evgnt’_ presents a woman who wants to establish an
intellectual = relationship with the persona, but soon the
realization dawns on her that the ohly way in which she can
relate to her man is by offering her body. This event is
.described -by ‘the persona : "She lay and waiied,_watching me, /

like a child in her nakedness, / Uncertain if it ought to be, /

Ave-inspired . and motignless.“ Here woman plays the role of a
whore. So. she thiﬁksv that the persona expects of her to go
through' with acts suggesting intimacy and companionship : “So

withi her love, she offered it." Professor Verma, in his critique
on Egek@gl}'which' I have referred to earlier in this chapter,
says,a "Obviously the image of woman as portrayed in ‘Event’ is
ironié; ~and -the-'same terse iroﬁy and concern continue in
.‘Mafriége’ é(p.237). | The image of the restrictive nature of

marriage is efféctively conveyed

OQur love denied the Primal Fall.
'Wordiess, we walked among theftrees,

_And felt immortal as the breeze.

However many times we came
Again, we came together. The same

Things over and over again.
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Then suddenly the mark of Cain
Began to show on her and me
" Why should I ruin the mystery

By harping on the suffering rest,

Mysélf a frequent wedding guest?

The poem is contemplated on the lines of Biblical allusions and
traces :the couple’s; diagrammatic journey frbm‘ the world of
.; inpocence| into thé 'world of éxperiénce,"symboliéed in this
‘coﬁtext by'v“Primal Fall,” "mark of Cain,” and “wedding guest.”
Professor Verma sugge;ts that‘wo@én is associated.with sinl4 and,
thus, the "mark of Cain” is a syﬁﬁol to remind man and woman that
they need divine mércylS to right their relationship which is
understood by‘ thév man as he refers to himself as the "wedding
guest,” and if. we  trace this literary allusion to Coleridge’s
;The Rime of thé Anciént Mariner’ we find that the last stanza of
Coleridge’s poem ‘informs' us  of the Wedding-Guest’s new found
ggdom.' :“He went like one that had been stunned,/And is of sense
forlorn : / A sadder and a wiser man, / He rose the morrow morn."
The experience of the "Wedding guest” in Ezekiel’s poem is

v » ) :
similar to  this. In this poem although both man and woman wear
the “mark of Cain”‘: ohiy.the man understands its significance,

whereas the woman seems oblivious to it.

In ‘Case Study’ -the woman’s role is characterized in

clear _terms;:she destroys man and is the cause of his ruin. The
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poet—pefsona narrates the story of the protagonist’s attempt$ at
relating fo woman and~stétes’“this marriage was the worst mistake
of a11;" The protagonist’s work suffered on account of his
association with woman, sq_the poet-persona advised him : "The
patﬁérn will ‘remaih, unless you break / It wiﬁh a sudden jerk;
bu£ use your head.” Thus, this poem-illustrates how woman can

bring the ruin of man as he is "“"damned in that domestic_game.”

L Ezekiel;s fifth Vcbllection of poehs Ihg Exgg&lﬂgmg
(1965)‘a1§o includés some poems on this theme, but witﬁ this book
there is a shift in the_pe}Spective=oﬁﬁwoman, which can be seen
in 'Night of +the Scorpion;’ This poiﬁts to a positive image of
womaﬁ in székiel’s 3laterA‘poems. We can trace this shift in
perspective to Profeséor Christopher‘Wiseman’s observation on the
significance of ‘Nighﬁ-Of the Scorpion’ as a tranéitional'poem in
a, volﬁmé of ,poetr; in 'which. "we can see a poetic in
transition." 18 The use of;the noun “transition” should be read
-as a warning fnot to expeét the point of wview in (Night of the
Scorpion’ to blur the previou$ images of "woman" witnessed in

Ezekiel’s poetry.

Woman__plays the role of mother .in ‘Night of the

]

Scorpion.’ The narrative:begins in a éasual tone, "I remember the
night my mother / was stung by a scorpion”. This casual tone
serves as a mask to the drama that unfolds for twenty hours as

the masses and sceptic work on a cure through prayer, 'science and
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"incantation. The narrative continues the peasant’s invocation,
“"May the poison purify your flesh / Of desire, and your spirit of

e

ambition...", then shifts again to the persona’s point of view:

My father, sceptic, rationalist,
trying every curse and blessing,

powder, mixture, herb and hybrid.

...............................

After twenty hours
it lost its sting 
’3;Myvmothef'only said

Thank God the scorpion picked on me

and spared my children.

The -compéct emoﬁioh of the last three lines voices the powefful
theme of intense feeling : that of maternal:- affection and
readiness’ to suffer and sacrifice for the sake of one’s children
so0 close to the folk_tradition in our country. Thus, mother in
this poem portrays‘ woman in a Self—denying role and Dr.
Shakambari Jayal’s study of ‘Woman as Mother’ in the Indian Epics
' points to the fact that such women were willing to die for their

children, thus functioning as protectors to them.!7

There are two more poems from this collection in which
the portraits of women have been drawn with sympathy. In ‘Poet,

Lover, Birdwatcher’ the persona views women with understanding
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"To force the pace and never to be still / Is not the way of
those who study birds/ .or women.” Likewise in ‘Virginal’ the
persona ’yiews the woman with sympathy because she is a spinster
who is; fRemote from the pppspect of a wedding kiss.” So the
personé concludes his address to the woman with‘ﬁhe statement;
-JThe. universe is much too small to hold / your longing for a

lover and a child.”

jContrary lto what wéfperceive in the poems discgssed 50
far; We :gét a different image of woman in poems like
‘Beachscene,’ ‘Love Poem,’ aﬁd ‘ProgreSg‘f In ‘'Beachscene’ the
persona preSents the "Image of a femaie)/ Body nearly naked / On
| the beach, and Eird-éqft / Buﬁ'blazing animal / Unhinging speech
and  bone.” Thé expiicit  contrast between ”bifdfsoft" and
"blazing animal" is i@dicative of a schizophrenié personality
that‘ has é propensity fér destruction. In ‘Love Pdem”the image
of woman is that of'"Great womén beast of sex" and in ‘'Progress’
it is that of a Qhore. Besides these poems, ‘A WOman‘Observed’
and ‘In India’f'givev us a further insight into the man-woman

relationship in Ezekiel’s poetry.

Though. there_ was: a gap of eleven years betﬁeen the
publication of _Ihg E;gg;zlﬂggg (1965) "and that of Hymns in
Darkness (1976), his creativify was never dormant; two journals,
JSAL and " Quest, bear witness to it, particularly to Ezekiel’s

interest in the man-woman relationship. The JSAL special issue
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on Nissim Ezekiel includes poems he wrote or had published during
1965-1974; and the July/September issue of Quest contains three
poems specifically on women. In addition to these, an anﬁhology
edited by Pritish Nandy entitled Indian Poetry in English 1947-
1972 includesftwo of Ezekiel’s poems, ‘qus’ and ‘Servént,’ that

also focus on women.

A From 1965-1974. perioa; the JSAL includes poems on the
>man—woman .théme that later also appear in Hymns in Dg;kngﬁg;" In
poems..Such ﬁs ‘Three Women,’ ‘Motives,’ fIh Twénty¥Four ﬁinés,’
and ‘Haiku,’ howsoever much Ezekiel’s personé wants to change his
pefspective’ on woman, his imége of woman as sex objéct remains
with him.. In ‘Haikﬁ’ this image starés at us biaﬁantly,
"Unasked, as the day [/ deélined,‘she brought out'her small /

breasts, to be caressed.’

However, there is a need to investigate the‘reasons why
in Ezekiel’s poetry the 1image of woman as mother feceives
sympathetic contemplation. “*Night of the Scorpion’ points to an
awareness 1in Ezekiel of a tradition discussed in Ms. Jayal'’s
study op “Wwoman as mother,” in whiéh she looks at the "mother’s”
functioﬁal impofﬁénce_iﬁ the Indian epics as creator, protector,
educatér, and .integrating :force.IB Ezekiel also appears to be
aﬁare of Mahatma Gandhi’s ekhortations on this theme to Indian
Wwriters : "I suggest that before you put your pens to paper,

think of woman .as your mother, and, I assure you, the chastest
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litefature_will flow from your pens‘like the beautiful rains from
héa§en which watérv;the' thirsty earth below. Remember that a
woman was your mother before a woman became your wife."18 The
inflgence»of,this tradition can be obéerved in Ezekiel’'s ‘A Woman
Admired’  which 'portrayéx the mother-figure in the role of
'proteétor, particularly as one who keeps a “Watchfﬁl" eye on her

daughter.

| “ The ‘complexit§ ‘of the ﬁaﬁ-womaﬁ relationshié is re-
affirméd by thé fact that throughout_Ezekiel’s poefic cofpus the
 §ersona is inconstant in his image of woman. She is portrayed
Variously‘ as sexu oﬁjecf., whoré,”ééductress,.unattached woman,
péssive woman, .énd vasfén-enigma. So in ‘Background, Casually’
the persona téllsrus “The London seasons passed me by. / I lay in
bed two yeérs alone, / And‘theh.a:Woman came to téll / My willing
ears'.I. was the gon / of man. I.knew that I had failed..."
Obviously the-'allusibn here isvﬁo,woman’s seduétioh of man, but
at the same fime_it is-mﬁaified by the confession that temptation
came wWith the wbmah, thus,.‘the association of sin with woman |
refers us to the Biblical story-of the féll of man,invthé garden
of Eden, where Eve brought temptation to Adam. Within this frame
bf réfefenée woman E;s- vieﬁed' in the -role of ltemptress or

- seductress.

Again 1in 'The Couple’ man 1is unable to resist the

seductress in woman, because although "Indolence and arrogance /
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were rooted in her primal will, / a woman to fear, not to love, /
yvet he made love to her.... " This woman has been characterized

as a whore in the second stanza:

You're a wonderful woman, he said,
énd she laughed hgppily;

ha#ing heard it before from many men
allétrapped in the désire

t0 see her nakéd  |

and;to know how she surrendered
_whojﬁas 50 hardVAnd vain.

In_ﬁhat moment, of mutual deception,
shefwas truly quite beautiful

ahd almost lovable.

Here ﬁhe relationship between man and woman is based on lies and
circumscribed by fmutual deception." The poet-persona describes a
similar reiationship in ‘Situation’ (Sixty Poems), thereby

- calling attention to its recurrence_and cyclical nature.

‘Ezekiel’s Miss Pushpa symbolizes the unattached woman
who has  an ambiguous existence in traditional India, so her
decision ;to trayel' abroad is a symbolic gesture on her part to

move out of such an ambiguous existence.

In a series of nine lyrics grouped under ‘Passion

Poemé,’ the poet-persona continues to probe the relationship
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between man }and woman. In Vriting about this theme he adopts
‘both subjective and objective points of view,‘ahdrdiséusses the
secular "and religious aspects  §£ love within ﬁhis man-woman
relationship. 1The--first perSSA_ pronoun “I" is usgd for the
subjective point>.of view, aﬁd carnality.is.emphasized in the
description -of-secular love.‘ The poem ‘Monsoon’ from this group
says, -'you arrivédJ/vwith sari clinging / to breasts and hips. /
:I put a kiss upon your lips. / No part of .you / could ‘hide / as
you dried.” Here, ‘the a55001ation of “"monsoon” with carnal love
is_ significant 55 “1t 1mp11es that just as the monsoon rains 1n
_India are essentlal for the preservatlon and continulty of llfe.f'
so is ”carnal love" in the relatlonshlp between man and woman.

On the other hand the allusion to the love play between Krishna
and Radha, in ‘A Marriage,’ introduces the_religious aspect'éf
‘love, “Kirishna’s triéks_/ are not for him / noflR;ha's wiles /
for her.‘. They-‘have a dffferent truth / Within‘a kihgdoﬁ'Of

their own. "

Woman has been perceived in a passive role in Ezekiel’s
‘Ganga’ and ‘Tone Poem’. The servant, Ganga, accepts her menial
'status without any complaint. The passivity is chbined with a

gentleness in .the woman in ‘Tone Poem,’ which is evident in-the_

description: "You are gentle, / your gestures / do not disturdb /
the air.” But when we finally come to the title poem ‘Hymns in
Darkness,’ we observe the re-emergence of woman in the role of

sex object. In the ninth hymn the persona reveals the drama that
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unfolds between man and woman and follows up with an ironical

comment, “that the nakedness of woman is the work.of.God ? If
. only he could 1love the bitch !™ .-The pronoun “he" has an
ambigubué refereﬁce.' " He " could refer to the protagonist as-
well as to 'God. - It has an ironical thrust if we take‘"he“ to

‘refer to God, because such a reference would present the élause
“If only he could love the bitch" as a challehge to the creétor
of the sex object  to love what he has created. And és the
persona in ‘Hymns in Da?kheés’ is not‘kn;ﬁn for his humility or
penitgﬂce, ke can conglude that "he" refers to God, becausefthis
is how the pérsona.thinkslGod can understand man’s predicamenﬁ in

“the man-woman relationship.

Thus, the perusal of Ezekiel’s poems reveals his sincere
commitment to the theme of man-woman relationship. éIn moét of
the poems, his persona is the protagonist but there'aie-some in ‘b
. which he 1is an observer / commentatof. Yet in;his.reiatioﬁship
With woman, he finds them filling biological and s§cietal roies,
‘those of mother,. wife; mistress, seductress, whore and sex
object. - Even ﬁhough on analysis <ZF% of the poems we have
.discuésedy one can. conclude that women have been viewed as sex:
bbjects, xone cannot ignore the wide frame for this‘imagé, broad
enough to accommbdate such descriptioné as 4Your loveliness makes

all things hard / To bear that are not beautiful” [‘Question’

Sixty Poems (1953)] ; "Great woman beast of sex"” [ ‘Love Poem’ The
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Exact Nanme (1965)]1 ; and "1 want you back / with the rough
vhappineSS you lightly wear / supported by your shoulders, breasts
and"thighs" [ ‘Poem of the Separation’ Hymns in Darkness (1876)].
This wide frame of reference alerts us not to lose focus of the
image of woman in thé ;ﬁanfwoman relationship in ‘A Woman
Admired,’ ‘Night of the Scorpion,’ ‘Minority Poem,’ and ‘Coﬁ;
becéﬁsé ‘in these poems “woman” 1is portrayed as creator,
protec{or, and integratéf. - Also, Ezekiel waﬁts the image of
'woman ias sex object to be.balanced-byvthe image of woman who
"singsﬁ‘like the»y;nd / ... laughs like a river / ... and sleeps
1like g flower!f ~ Hence Qe find that the theme of man-woman
reléti&nship recurs in a‘ cyelical manner. throughout Ezekeil'’s
" poetic cosmos. The poet also draws our respect for women by

delineating them in multiple roles.
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CHAFTER — I XX

CITY—LIFE



CHAPTER - III
CITY LIFE

Oné of the dominant cyclical motifs in’Ezekiel’s.poetr§ 

is the sense of oppression in a crowded and cramped-civilization
represenfedr by the city _bf Bombay. It is the "bitter native
.city”l . where tké poet was bofn and brought up and:where he liyes
now. This éity (i.e., Bbmbay) has becomefsofgentralito Ezekiel’s
 poetic thought that some_ériticsvand scholérs have ﬁeen led t9
consider him as a poet'éf“the city of Bombay. A perusal of hi;
poems reveals that Ezekiel’s Bombay is lqcated in the present ana
it lacks the historical dimenéion. The city ié-as much withiﬁ
him as without. As Pfoﬁeséoer. Birje Patil has rightly §bservedb
that “ Ezekiel’s originality'lies in his perfection of debay as
a metaphor which defines the aliqnatioﬁ_of the modgrnalndiaﬁ-
intellectual, 'broughﬁ ué in the Judaeo-Christian and‘GrecéfRomaﬁ
traditions and being forced to come to terms with alculture whosé

response_ to life is controlled by a totélly different

metaphysics. "2

HEzékiel began with a sense of alienation with the wOrld
around him. His poetry has been an attempt_to.establish,some kind
of: recognisable order and relevance for his self in the
irrational and featureless world that sqrrounded him. The poet’s

gradual emotional dissociation from the immediate environment of



the ciﬁy where he was born began in early childhood. At the
school he».considered himself a "mugging Jew” among the Hindu,
Christian and Muslim "wolves”, perpetually a "frighﬁened child”.
Bis failufé to get. into the mainstream of Boﬁbay’s life is

symbolically expressed

He never learnt to fly a kite
His borrowed top refused to spin.

(‘Background,”Casually')-

Latef, Ezekiel ﬁrote, “ 1 am not a'Hihdu and my'backgréund makes
me a néturalvoutsider. Circumstances and decisions relaﬁe me to
India. In -other countries I'am a foreigner. In India I .am an
Indian. "3 The.~original tension in Ezekiel’s poetry was probably
born out of this agony of being a fortuitous Indian outside the

rale of India’'s dominant culture.

1

- The travails of an intelligent Jew boy of "meagre bone” -
Aliving and growing up in a multi-racial, multi-religious urban
society have been beautifully articulated in ‘Background,

Casually’
Ohe noisy day I used a knife.

In this poem the "pdint"'Ezekiel considers is "how to feel at
home.” And this is one of the early and recurring themes in his
poetry. Bruce King rightly observes, “"Life in the city,

sexuality, the problems of marriage, the need to overcome
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alienation and to create integration ‘among the various aspects of
his character are Ezekiel’'s early and continuing themes. "4 In

*The Edinburgh Interlude’ (1983)‘Ezeki§1 wrote,

I have become__
part of the'scene

which I can neither love nor hate.

These .lines depict an oversensitivef'sQul at ﬁandgrips with a
cruel city civilisationé ﬁnablé.tq'escapé frbm its vagaries and
consequently' developing‘ a love-hate relationship with ;its
tormentor. Thus, a recurring note in Ezekiel’'s poetry isgthe

‘wound urban civilisation'inflicts on unattached man.

Ezekiel has seen the splendour and poverty of the great
city, its air-conditioned skyscrapers and its claugtrophobic
slums, its maivellous capaciﬁy‘ for survival  and iits slow
decadence. 'Hié reaction to the city’s oppression.is'a liéht—
‘hearted, ironic and often sardonic exposure of its several hidden
faces. “"Many of his poems derive their effectiveness from the
poet’s puzzled emotional reaction to the modern Indian dilemma
_ which.”hé feels to  be poignant conflicts of ,traditibn» and
modernity,v,the city and the village : a somewhat obvioué theme
:but treated by Ezekiel as an intensely personal exploration.”5
For Ezekiel this “Indian dilemma” is symbolised by the city of

Bombay. He 1lived through a "life of cheerful degradation normal
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in my

neighbourhood” wuntil a mature awareness ensconced him.

Today towards the fag-end of his career, as a condemner of the

great city’s iniquitous ways, Ezekiel has come to realise

1 cannot save Bombay
You cannot Save'it
They don’t even
want to save it;

(*The: Edinburgh Interlude’).

In spite of his disgust with the futilities of the

“sprawling city”, Ezekiel, early in life, made a commitment “to

stay"” ih_Bombay and- the sense of belonging to it is absolute and

final.

Bombay)
He now
Ezekiel
who has

past, he

The commitment +to 1life in a particular place (i.e.,
has brought a whole new dimension to Ezekiel’'s poetry.
sees Ind@a through Bombay. William Walsh says, "Nissim
in the indian:SCeﬁe7is a permanent expatriate, but one

freély eiectedéto stay. Displaced by his own spiritual

is in place by an act of the will".s

I have made my commitments now

This is one : to stay where 1 ém,-
As others cﬁoose to.giVe_themselves
In some remote and backward'place.
My backward place is where I am.

( ‘Background, Casually’)
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Héwever, this - inevitable choice to stay uhsettles the poet.
Instead of providing an anchor for his thoughts and hopes, if
launches .the poet into an wunending search for stability and
repose. Butv"EZekiel has kept his commitmenis by depicting life
faithfully as he finds it 1in the cityldf Bombay. He has not
shown any craze for Viéiting' foréign countries. Instead his
poetry has acted4 as a mirror for refleéting life as it is
actually lived, in this backward place”.” Life in the modern
inferno is unbearable but vthe poet has ﬁglmgke a compromise.
| “The céntral,poﬁer thatvlends bfder to lifé and city is love, but
‘the city 1is lifeless, indifferent and inhuman."8 His desire to
belong to the city which he chose is often frustpatedvby the
impact of the strange city’s truculent mass culture. His desire
to escape from the téntaliser'city of his birth is never realised
because one cannot escape from oneself. He takes a backﬁard
jburney_ to his familiar backdrop--the' city of all hopeé'and

disillusionment in order to organise himself :

To save myself
From what the city had made of me, I retufned
As .intended, to the city I had known.

(‘A Time to Change’)

The poet’s reluctant- return to the reprehensibleness of the city
exposes him to the horrors of a disintegrating and devastating

culture. In ‘The Double Horror’ irony is combined with the urban
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theme and the distortions of a mass culture are mercilessly

exposed:

1 am corrupted by the world; continually

Reduced to sbméthing less ﬁhan human by

Newséapers, cinemas, radio features, speeches.
Demanding peace by men with grim warlike faces,
Posters selling hééith and happiﬁess,in bottles,

Large returns for small investments in footbéil pools,
Or self control, six easy lesséps for a pound,

Holidays in Rome for writing;pfaise of toothpaste.

.Hére the nature of the real terror is more vividly stated in
terms of images. Thése lines demonstrate the poet’s awareness of
the essential ingredients of the insatiab}e mass culture of his .
city. They also reveal his knowledge of advertising. Here we
gét a description of almost evérything-that éorruﬁts and-beguileé
in the gallivanting culture of the metropolis. The subdued
reference to the [-Iolly‘wof)d'> film ‘A RQman Holiday’ in the last
line anticipates the surrender of the city to the invading film
culture of 'the West. The whole sét-up is disgusting, yét the
poet has to: make ﬂisvxiving here as he has struck a "frightful

equipoise”? 'between himself and the world.

Aftéer the publication of The Third Ezekiel’s
preoccupation with the city deepens even more than what it was in

the preceding volumes. But an acute consciousness of the horrors
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is discernible,in the earlier poems as well. ‘Portait’ presents

the image ofvbne'who is fed up with his environment:

At jazzy éicnics,

Cooking on g_smoky stove,

Shooing beggars from the backdoor wali.
Bargaining in cheap bazars

‘And their tamed or wild vulgarities.

Tﬂe' ironic tone 1is subdued but the:vpoet;s sense of

inéompatibility withfthe situatibn is driven home in no uncertain’
terms. The .laconié preciSidh  of the. verse and 1its ‘slqw,
‘exhausted movement' add up to the effect. Ezekiel shows an
intense concern #ith the siﬁful woman who'is a by-product of the
city’s horrorg. 'Lo§e Song’ ié .an embodiment of the city’s

defilements:

. You are citj—cramped,vmy love,

L d

| Only flesh remains what it was meant to be.

‘Almost vall' the poems dealing with the theme of sex and love
project an image of such a lady devoid of the real vigour and
resonance of life; They bear, sometimes, striking resemblanées

_to Eliot's ‘Portrait of a Lady’.

In The Unfinished Man the poet reflects sadly on his own
shortcomingsﬁ He is confronted with the dullness and drabness of

living. The fallen polis is an image commonly used by many

48



modern poets, but Ezekiel is more exclusively concerned with the
Indian setting than .hithv the continental. He develops an
attitude 'imbued with sharbuironic perception. The epigraph from
Yeats 'ih The Unfinished Mgg explains, to a large extent, the
position of thé poet who has been brought face t6'face with his
:own 'clumsiness. It .makess manifest the toil of the urban man
examiniﬁg his 1life in the middle of his journey. It glorifies
his efforts to pbme to tefmg with life;. Adilestawalla'aptly
- says tﬁat.F“Nissim'.Ezekiei’s:poems are the records of the moral
aches and pains of a moderanndian in.one ofvhis owWn éitiés“lﬁ
The& include,Ain a wider,sensé; the ag&ﬁieé of a poet not only in
a particular place but énYwhere in the large cosmos. ‘Urban’,
the first poem in the ihg Unfinished Man, bears obvious testimony
to it. It explores  the' divergence between the Bombay man’s
search for the nourighéd dream of a free, oppression-less
existence and his petehnial inability to achieve even a partial
realisation 6f it., Hé neve% sees the.skies; he never welcomes
the sun or the rain; his mOrhing walks are dreahs floating on a

wave of sand.

He knows the broken roads and moves
In circleées tracked within his head.

(‘Urban’)v

The dichotomy between man’s hopes "and achievements in - the

distressed city is suggested by the metaphors “broken roads"” and
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"circlés". The “"broken roads” are the hazards on the path, since
the path in the life of an individual or humanity is not always
smooth. The disgusting routinisation of evérYday life, the
resulting lack of-coordination between action and'perception and
the sense of futility of human éfforts'to discover meaning ih
hope are the outcome of the tyfanny of theucity over the citizen.
This dichotomy between-the ideal pefception of one world and the
real ;existencei in. the other leads to unresolveditensions.x The
~dilemma of the poet who desperately tries to diédﬁﬁ and reject
ihév city which "bufns like a paSSidh“ll is tOuchingly expressed
in ‘Urban’. The world is too much with him since he 'is
acquainted with only the sick-hurry  and divided aims. The

following lines are worth noticing :

The city like a passion burns

He dreéms of morning walks alone
And floating on avwave 6f sand

But still has mind its_traffic turns
Away from beach and tree ahd stone

To kindred clamour close at hand.

Though the cit} 'burns like 'a passion, the poet can f;ndlno
companion and therefore he can dream of morning walk élone., "And
floating >6£ a wave of sand” is a terrifying.line where the poet
communicates the terrifying loneliness. "Away from beach and tree

and stone” points at the loneliness of the poet which hés
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rendered him so incapable that he cannot look at the hills. The
last 1line _ "TQ kindred clamour close at hand”™ -- is suggestive
on account of its sound effect. The poet’s distaste for the
city’'s stir is dramatisedfth:ough the alternative devidés. The
'Qkf sound produced by the words “kindred", “clamour” and "close”
intones. a defunctive music and représents the raucousness of the
city-life and its tiresome -pattern of living. Thus, the whole

poem . becomes a fit saga of utter futil;ty and

meaninglessness that is contemporary life. Like Yeaté in the
‘Lake ‘Isle of Innisfree’; the poet hefe longs for a quiet
hébitation away from the "kindred clamour” of the wild city. But
all his dreams of solitary morning walks and vision of the far.
away hills, the beach and the trees are thwarted by an
overwhelming passion that turns the traffic of his mind to urban
chaos. “The hills aré always far away" reminds us of Frost’s

memorable line "And miles to go before I sleep”.

‘A Morning Walk’, thus, echoes the same thought. It is
a great poem which translates the sense of the bustle of the
"barbaric city"” into a gnawing pain that oppresses the poet’s
mémory.j The picture 6f=the city deprived Qf humanness, seething
with ©poverty, dirt, noise and bustle emerges withvdisturbing‘

clarity in this poem:

Barbaric city sick with slums,

Deprived of seasons, blessed with rains,
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‘Its hawkers, beggars, ‘iron-lunged,
Processions led by frantic drums,

A million»purgatorial lanes,

And child—like_masses, many tonguéd,
Whose wages are in words and crumbs.

(‘A Morning Walk’)

The éaralysis ‘of the will and the finer emotions the Béhbay man
sufféts from 1is _succihctly~_suggest§d by a chain of metaphors;"
The "cold and dim"” city is his pﬁrgatory.' The morning breeze and
trees:' the cooiiFgarden on the hill_and the hedges-cut to look
vlike 1birds éré. the symbolsi of Bombay manfs unéttained and

: unattéinable hopes. The poet poses the queStion why:

His native place he could not shun,
The marsh where things are what they seem?

{'A Morning Walk’)

‘A Morning Walk’ is a walk inténded to be out of the city’s fatal
grip but ends up once again as a walk towards the city’s
fettering fascinations. "The marsh of reality and the distant
(bht troublesome to the city-dweller) hills are the counterparts,
ini terms éf.landscape,.to'the old dichotomies in Ezekiel’'s work,
between sex land' the unréalised goal of an all—inglusive love,
between body and soul, &a sense of sin and the prospect of
redemption, action and patience".12 Hence we find that the

Oa -
motifs keep on recurring in a cyclical manner through& Ezek¢€l’s
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without accepting any influence. <Ezekiel does not assume a mask
in such poems but aécepts himself és a defeated and disillusioned
man. "The city becomes hell éhd it is one of Kzekiel’s
achievements tﬁat Wwithout being quaintly lurid or straining for
exotic effeéﬁs, he représents it as theé hopeless Indian[héll it
is."15 AAt the same time, he differs from many of the modern
édets in so far as he wades through this hell in order to get

- somewhere at a higher plané.

No 'one escapes from the .labyrinth of the Circe-like
 ¢ity. This city of ‘slums and skyscrapers’ has»ééduced the poet

to a gradual bitter acceptance. In ‘Island’ he wrote,

I cannot leave the island'

I was born here and belong.

As a "good pative"_he is ready to reconcile with the "ways of the
island”. However, the poem has Qminou$ undertones of frustration

and sadness eXpressed through contraéting images like "slums and

skyscrapers"”, "dragons claiming to be human",-”echoes and voice",
"past and future”, and “"calm and clamour”. There is an obvious
echo of the “veilS”, “daily strétegy"'and "kindred clamour"” of

the earlier poems. In ‘Citysong’ there is a reluctant acceptance
of the ways of the city. From the terrace of a friend, the poet
watches the city that lies be}ow. A sudden urge overtakes him to

return to the city just as a repentant debauchee returns to his

seductress at her sight.
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poetic cosmos. This cyclical process reinforces the experiences

of the poet.

‘A Morning Walk’ is, thus, reminiscent of Eliot’s The
Waste Land. -:The modern city has its dehumanising effect and.it :
has rendered men as ‘"men of straw”.13 Eliot;s theme is tﬁe
drabness of European civilisation immediately after tﬁe-First
World .Wér. Ezekeil’s theme is a ﬁalk through the degadence of
Bombay’s soul thch began immediately after the Second World War.
Both have their purgatory of e*istenoe in the turpitudé'bf sunk
valﬁes;: Both are searching for new insights in a world where new
insights are onl& those of agony and frustration. The central
image of ‘The Waste Land’ is that of‘a land blighted by a curse
where crops do not grow and animals are cursed with sterility.
Ezekiel’s- morning walk resembles the journey of the protagonisf
in Eliot’s poem .to. the Chapel Perilous through a pafchiﬁg and
agonising area of horror and darkness where "one can_neither
stand nor lie nor = sit. i+ But it would be rather unfair to
establish the influence of Eliot on Ezekiel for_projecting such
an image of city. Th¢ simple recurrence of a particular image in
 these poets  is not; a sure sign Iéf derivation or influence.
- Moreover, Ezekiel’s city is basically an Indian one and it has
hardly any affiliation with the continental cities. The distress
of living in a city is a common experience everywhere and any two

poets using the same image may be analogous to each other even
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without accepting any influence. Ezekiel does not assume a mask
in such poems but adcepts himself és a defeated and disillusioned
man. “"The cit? becomes hell énd it is one of Ezekiel’s
achievements that without being quaiptly_lurid or straining for
éxotic effeéfs, he représents_it as the hopeless Indian hell it
is.f15 At the same time, he differs from many of the modern
§6ets in so far as he wades through this hell in order to get

somewhere at a higher plane.

No one escapes from the labyrinth of the Circe-like
~city. This city of ‘slums and skyscrapers’ has seduced the poet

to a gradual bitter acceptance. In *‘Island’ he wrote;

I cannot leave the island'

I was born here and belong.

As a "good gative",he is ready to reconcile with the "ways of the
island”. However, the poem has Qminou$ undertones of frustration

and sadness eXpressed through contraéting images like "slums and

skyscrapers”, "dragons claiming to be human",'"eohoes and voice",
"past and future", and “"calm and clamour”. There is an obvious
echo of the “veilé", "daily strétegy":and "kindred clamour"” of

the earlier poems. In ‘Citysong’ there is a reluctant accéptance
of the ways of the city.' From thé terrace of a friend, the:poet
watches the city that lies below. A sudden urge overtakes him to

return to the city just as a repentant debauchee returns to his

seductress at her sight.
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I want to return

As soon as 1 can

To be of this city

To feel its hot breath

I have to belbhg.'

‘The poet’s total rejection of Indian noise, the irony of .
thé 'Iranian'restaurant instructions and the differeﬁt‘disgusting
Scéneé from Indian life‘_depicteﬁ in ‘In Indié’ symbolise, in v
sp;te of their bantering tones, Ezekiel’s derision for the valuesk
vofjra cultﬁrgiithat grips him from all around. The several‘
viénettes of diégust and revulsion Ezekiel presents in ‘'In
India’add up to a haunting urban picfure of societal doom and

individual depravity

Here among the beggars,
‘Hawkers, pavement sleepers,
Hutment dwellers, slums,
" Dead souls of men;ahd gods,
Burnt out mothers, frightened
‘ Virgins, wasted chiid
And tortured animal, -
.Ali in-noisy.silence
~Suffering the place and time,

I ride my elephant of thought.

Here Ezekiel’s irony is at its best. With him irony is like a
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.moving searchlight | that sheds its brilliahce on hitherto
undiscovered corners of our dark existencé'enabling us to see the
reality that 1lurks béhind appearances. ‘The Roman Catholic Goan
boys hastening to prayé;s after having their ﬂgolitary Joys" with

"high heéled toys", ﬁhé Anglo—Ihdian gentlemanvdrinking whisky in‘P
co&pény with éecrétive’MuSlims, the wooden Indian wives who sit
apart vatlparties and the ubiguitous Bombay typist (or secrgtary)
who is seduced by his English boss after an initial struggle aré
some of the tinged clo;e?ﬁbs presented withvdevastating irony in

the poéﬁ,f

The "unplanned city has a death —vaish“'16 énd attracts
several kinds of healers. "All of us are sick"t7 and so need some

kind of»barbiturate, meditation, a "gufu" dr a godmaﬁ,

" We cannot find our roots here
 don’t know where to go, Sir-

(‘Famil& Soné_for Nandu Bhende’)

Caught in the vortex of a soulless city the poet longs for
salvation. His poetry becomes a perpetuai quest for identity and
commitment in a world of eroding individuality and lack of

purpoée. The poet expresses his dilemma thus

is always open
but I cannot leave.

( ‘The Room’)
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The city like the the woman on Bellasis road fascinates
and repels the poet. Like the fake gurﬁ»on its pavement, the
City. extends 1its unscrqpulous hands to the unwary:citizen{ The
amorphous crowd in ‘Entertainment’ is a cross—séétion of Bombay’s
polluted conscience - the crowd that collecﬁs, thickens, applauds
and finally dissolves in an act of involuntary, meaningless and
j7ungrateful impulse. Thﬁs, in Ezekiel’s poetry, "the city being
more than an limage isﬁtransforméd into a”sfmbol of decomposed
garbage,v_a;:spaée ihfeCtea és.also it is on a deeper level not a
Vparticular ’blace in ‘the large cosmos but é‘system bfiliving
.shattered and corrodéd at the very core.. _Tﬁe sapling of life
with vits :freshness, vigdur and'innocence,doeé not blossom here

any more, '18

In Hvmns in Darkness Ezekiel télks about a middle-aged
city—dweller, who, 'in a faithless 'ehvironment) ié'unaware-of
"reality, but. in his unﬁonscious mind.(or buried self) éearches
after 1t. The loss of faith in our age ié perceived in the
persdn of the city-dweller, who could be taken as a
repfesentative of the modefn.man. He is a confused man without
‘any vision of life, and "the noise ofAthe city is mafched by the
noise in his spirit”. He has no definite géal.in lifé, as there
is lno limit to human desire, for "it multiplies like a candle in
the eyes of a drunkard.” The first line of the poem, "He has seen

the signs but not been faithful to them”, speaks of the clue to
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spiritual vision which hé had glimpsed but unfortunately missed.
He is unable to comprehend the truth because, in his illusion of
reality, he looks at "the nakedness of truth in the spirit of a
peeping Tpm". And it is heré} hé is any man, hencernaming him is

of no use.

The brilliantly evocative poem, ‘Jamini - Roy’ 1is an
exception to the general tone of frustration Ezekiel exhlbits in
his 01ty .poems Jamini Roy was an urban painter who had learnt
‘the secret of self expre551on and communicatlon by turnlng to the'
rural folk and their style of living. He was able’ to see things
in thelr prlmltlve simplicity and innocence and could establlsh a
personal 1dent1ty with what is beautiful and sensuous in rural
_iife. He refused to recognise sex and powef as main motives
-behind human action; he did not try to depict the soul 51ckness
s of the wurban civilisation, but "he travelled, so he found his
roots."18 "Jamini. Roy” 1is an indication that Ezékiel believes
in the possibility of bringing about some sort of order and
assimilation thfough art in a world of moral chaos éndlethical
confusion. He discovers a new spirit of hope and declares his
intention td walk the streets of Bombay "a Cezanne slung around
o my neck" .20 Only the artist can creéte a new andsorderly world

out'of the ruins of the old.  His advice ﬁo the artists is,

Do not be safisfied with the world
thaf God created, create your own.

(*Advice to a Painter’)
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Thus, we find that the city, like the woman-image, has
also many facets in Ezekiel’s poems. Apart from being
disgﬁsting, it 1is the abode where the questiné protagonist
returns égain.‘and again. The poétn.who has gone through the
travails of the city finds no alternate tabernacle of hope but to
affirm and accept what he had already done in ‘A Time to
Change’: | B

Home iS’whgre wefhave to earn our grace.

- (‘Enterprise’y .

Thi$~ éarning"of grace comes in the form of an awaréness in the
poet of the regenerative and recuperative power of art. In ‘Love

Sonnet’ also, the couple comes back to the city

Floatiné dowﬁ the hill; as on a cloud,

Proud as lovers are, inarticulate,

'We lose ourselves in mingling with the crowd,
Not unaffaid of ﬁhis ambiguous fate,

We look inquiringly at road and sky,

A certain happiness would be to die.

This poem  depicts the sad case of.a bgir of lovers longing for
iprivacy in the_ midst of :a noisy and crowded metropolis. The
- crowd both - accommodates 5nd repels the poet while his
 helplessness lies in bélonging to this scene with mixed reactions

of love and hate. In spite of #7/%~ all its harrowing attributes,
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the city 1is the real destination, a place of refuge, where all
Journeys come; to an end. Ezekiel shows his typical commitment
to 1t from poem to:poemvand matures in his vision of Iifé in the
~ process. ‘Urbah’, ‘A .Mofning Walk’; and ‘Love Sonnéti‘are the
‘ ﬁoems which “reinforce the appeal to tﬁe city_as'thé purgatory

before blessedness. 21

Ezekiel’s 1life 'andﬁ‘poetry are, in fact, inseparable!
The agtivit;>of poétry‘proauces a solemnhharmony éf exisi?ﬁ@e‘for
~him in a wérld' riddléd'with discordantnnoies. Each poem is a
luminous link in that» chain of continﬁity thét glorifies ahd

enndbles the poet’s life.
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CHAPFTER — IV

RELIGION AND FPHI LDSDF"HY



- CHAPTER IV

After examining the two important mqtifs (i.e., man-
woman relationship and-cit&~life } and their éyclical nature iﬂ
fhe preceding chapters,_.we take"uplthe appraisal of énother
strand of Ezekiel's poetry which deals with his concept of God,
religioh vand ﬁhilosophy‘éhd more particulariy with_his ideés of
éxiStencé. This_ aspect of Kzekiel’s poetry is..espeéiélly
Significant,‘ iﬁ rmy opinioﬁ, partly-bééause his poetry has often
beén described as one'of lo?e and séx; 6f sensory perceptions and

physical evocation. .

On a -closer analysis of his poems we fihd that
Ezekiel, ~without a%y c§ﬁscious ‘striving for a philosophical
dimension or a religious: pattérn, exhibits a déeper religio-
_Phil?sophical awérehesé of'ihe world and the tortured self; és is
évident, particuiarly .in ’the"regularity >with which the words
“God" and. “soul"_ occur in his poems. But Ezekiel 1is not
primaril&vya religious poet. If he were it mighﬁlhavé been a
simple matter tq accept  hinm &s_a seeker of divinity1 and thén
study him as such. v,Butﬁhe_holds'discomfiting truék with matters
concerning this world. | Sexual passion compulsively holds swa?
and is often given full rein. The daily business of living, day
to day mundane irritations, large ahd small enjoyments, large and

small angérs, rhilosophy 6f the hour and moral quibbles share

62



equal sbace with God. Ezekiel is "neither a saint.negating the
sensual pleasures nof a yogi wandering in the thick jungle to
attain  1ight, but a méh of parts, a being of the world --
particibating and belonging?“l He takes a unique stance of a
modefn quester : liberal in outlook yet strong in‘éommitment. He
.claims. "If I write a religious poem, the next poem is likely to
be very secular, sceptical. I attach a great deal of importance

" to the worldlinéss of the wofld, its independence” .2

Tﬁese remarks of Ezekiel’lead,us to investigate-aé ﬁo
what 1is the poet’s commitmént t is it t6 ethics or to morality,
to religion -or to _philoso?hy or to a vague striving for the
essentiai good ?  An analysis.of Ezekiel’s poems confirms that he
does not stick to any éystem of thought or religion in particular
but is simply conteqt’ to be a man of God. "I WAS brought up”,
Ezgkiel ﬁréte to DelmerEBognef} "in a mildly orthodox Jewish home
which "gradually bécamé l;bérél Jewish. I attended the liberal
JeWish synqégégue in Bbmbay until I abandonéd‘ religion
altogether soon after leaving school”.3 This decision to abandon
religion by én adoleécent at éuch an early stage may not be taken
seriously But it'.certainly boints to a keen,.analytical mind
wedded to én"individuai. system of beliefs. Since religion is
“What the iﬁdividUalvdoes ﬁith one’s solitériness”‘,‘ it is quite
obvious that Ezekiél is of a contemplative bent of mind and that
he has bfought to his use the ideals which almost evefy religion

professes : the religion ofAlove and charity.
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The nucleus of all our studies of the»poet is formed by
the very first poem of the first collection, A Time to Change.
Hevshows here his immense passion for the body, God and poetry --
the threé major constituents of his essentiai'sélf. There is a

fine amalgam of the secular, the réligious and.the personai., The
epigraph from the Revelation .3.16 : "55 then because thou art
_iukewarm, and neither cold nor hot , I will spue thee out of my
mouth” is highl?-functional and uﬁderlines the to;tured self with
- an acute consciousness of the over—rehearsed s;xuél-desire'and
defiled fiesh. VThus,-the poem'bégins with a note of exhaustion

and disillusionment

"We whq-leave the house in April, Lord, >

How shall we return 7" 5.

This quest for charity and wholeness prompts Ezekiel to undertake%
a Jjourney into the‘heart 6f existénce and.diécover the musié»and
meaning of 1life. He has lost anchors with the virtuousvworid
 because of his indulgénce in sinful sex. Bﬁt now there is.a bid
to lead a ‘1ife of true cpﬁmitment;' S0 he seeks to “charge our
Aeafthly love with the love of earth” in the poem ‘And God

"Revealed’.

Ezekiel treats the writing of poetry as a moral act and
a prayer; art 1s, for him, the product of a secular moral

conscience, its hopes and desires --
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Redeemed with prayer
AThe aspiration

Found again

I start again

With secret faults concealed no more.

Many of his poems are concerned with judgement, conduct,
behayiour or how, as ihi'On dn Africén Mask’, “passion of mind or
hearf/Acquire ‘the equilibrium of art”. Such eqd@librium Between
body.and soul; heart and mind iSrtﬁg desired state in contras£ to
‘The - Double Horror’ which begins'" I am corrupted byrﬁhe world"
and concludes “infected. I corrupt the world". ‘On meeting a
Pedant’ beginS' “"Words, looks, gesturés, everything betfa&s/ Thé

unquiet mind, the emptiness within".

Although A Time to Change shifts abruptly among ité
multiplicity of themesi and »kinds of eiperienée_there.is ént
underlying consistency of preoccupation withv moral beingras'
revealed ﬁhrough social conduct. Redempﬁion apd rebirth of the
spirit is the central theme of A Time to Qnggggj The concern
wiih spiritual wholeness takes various forms including love,
religion,_ poet#yA gnd style of life. Often varied themes appear
in the same poem as they are part of the quest. ‘To a Certain
Lady’ pfoclaims that while "Change is permanent and real” “"the
dancing moments of a kiss / Are real too". Life requires
“contact with the unknown and strange / A feeling for ﬁhe

mystery"’.
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These poems are concerned with how to live sanely, fully
and mofaliy in the secular world and, therefore, may be called

the‘“poetry‘of the moral intelligence. "7

Ezekiel, in his second,volhme, Sixty Poems, had the same

moral concerns:

To move within the depths

And fill the sourcés of our daily livihg.

Here the poet, is mére ;§ubmi$sive thén introspective. .But>
submiséivenéss; and 'viﬂtgéspecﬁioh' are not necessarily the
attributesfof ﬁhe religious-minded alone. Nor does one’s lack of
commitmént',to'vany particular religion essentially make him a
‘pagan either. -~ Every sinner yearns to be forgiven and redeemed.
It has %been  commonl& as&erted, and rightly so, that Ezekiel
conformsi‘to philosdphical humanismn but- it would be unfair to
queétidn ihis ?habit of pfayer: "It is surprising how often the
wdrd. ‘prayer’ océurs in the‘ work of a poet whose apﬁroach to
life, fa? from being religious, is one of philosophical
humanism.fé However, an examination of Ezekiel’s poems justifies
the greatér frequenby with which this theme occurs in hiswpdetry
on_thergrouﬁdbthat the'poet,is occubied at some rémote level with
thé creatiéh of a world of his ownbdesire. The poet is sharply
aware‘lof his "fluent wrong"$ and accepts the truth that "Man is

measure of mankind."lﬁ He also believes in Buddha’'s Dhamma which
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enunciates that "blessed 1is +the tamed mind. 11 Prayer is his

natural recourse:

If I could pray the gist of my
Demandiné wpuld bevsimply_thist
Quietude. The orderedvmind.r
Erasure of the inner life,

And only love in every kiss.12

The’secular and the religious have been synthesized again in the
Sforesaid l;ﬁes. uBut‘néither does Ezekiel crave for God’s.graéé
in the manﬁér_ of George Herbert nor is his address to Him a
direct one. He doés not also soar higher like Vaughan but
remains anchored to the earth with eyes fixed on the larger
- horizon of God. Though guilt and sin pervade his early poems
much like the Holy sonnets of Donne, he does not seek resolution
in' his 'way:‘ "Impute mé righteous, thus purg’d of evill, / For
'ghﬁs I léave the world, the flesh, the devill.”13 Neither the -
wbrld nor flesh répels Ezekiel; he is rather commitfed to both of

these, ahd affirms his faith in them again and again.

Thus, a perﬁsal of these poems reveals that, on the one
hand,_thé poet is éware of his own sinful éelf and, on the other,
1-hé is constahtly preoccupied with the Supreme Deity. He states
his cohmitment quite categorically: "I am not a religious or
even & moral person in any conventional sense. Yet I have always

felt myself to be religious and moral in some sense. The gap
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between these twov=statements is. the existential sphere of my-
pbetry."14 Truly, Ezekiel 1is a libéfal humanist who feels

remorseful on this account in ‘Penitence’:

"I will be penitent,
My heaft, and crave
"No more the impulsé

Of a wave.

“But I am still a sea
" And hold within
The muffled tumult

"Of a sin.1l5

What  strikes us here is the fact that he does not conform to the
tradiﬁion of purely religious poetr?, evén when hé is acutely
'aware‘.of sin. So " many traditions_ of- lové, philosophy and
religion -- of Judaism; Hinduism;aﬁd Chfistiaﬁity -~ aré combined
within the orbit of his poetry, buﬁ the final view is always the

same. We may consider ‘'Psalm 151’ in this light:

Deliver me from evil, lord;
Rouse me to essential good,
Change the drink for me, Lord,

Lead me from the wailing wood.18

The tone is reminiscent of Herbert but thé essential difference
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lies in the nature of response and the quality of agony in both
the poets. . With Herbert it is the characteriétic mode while
with Ezekiel it 1is no mofe than an_occasional outburst during

passionate moments.

The difference between these fwo ‘poets may be
demonstrated further in the examination of fhe poem ‘Prayer’
ihﬁluded in the‘next collection The ih;;g. Herbett never defines
prayegiSEiékiel doeS in tﬁis poem. IHerbert drématises the ﬁoil
while Ezékiéla impafté ;a. rheforical  treatment;to his feelings
about prayéf and its need: "Prayér is transcendéntal spéeéﬁl /
To transcénd is to go Vbeyond, / Beyohd:is énywhere——ail or
nothingness.417 | The poet tends to'.be, philosophical and
reflective _thoggh it does not _neCéssafilyA,relate_him to the
"ideal of Riike“18. The desire to be! saved from ’evil.is

universal but the yearning is quite different:

Now again I must declare

My faith in unseen, unheard,
The inner music, undertoné,

The silence of a daily friend,
‘The dignity of trust, the fervour

Of an erring Choice, the Hidden

Sacrifice, the wordless son.18%

The poet’s religion of love is expansive endugh and his prayer

encompasses all. ' But in the context of this poem it is unfair to
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say that the poet believes in “supernatural concepts”z®

Ezekiel’s fourth collection of poemslﬁas published in
1960 under the title The Unfinished Man. A sigﬁificance of these
poems is indicated by the title in which we find an explicit
fecognition of anothef timéAof change. The éoems speak of a time
of incompleteness aﬁd record"él-period of personal purgatory
Conclﬁding,wiﬁh‘the possibility_of redemption. _511 the tenvpoems
included in this collection are “a sequeﬁée‘ fegarding the
disqordant note$ of a supposedi&f%ettled life._ Théy are related
more by theme thaﬁ‘by story,ﬁrThe preoccupatioh wifh prayer:is o

rather constant and each poem reflects a different mood."

In ‘Morning Prayer’) for example, many desires afe
distilled inﬁo one and thé, pdet_ pfays to God for their'

fulfilment. This poem has a direct tone:

- God grant me'certainty
In kinship with the sky, 
Air, earth, fire, sea—-

And the fresh inward eye.

Whatever the enigma, 
The passion of the blood,
Grant me the metaphor

" To make it human good.
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From an analysis of +this poem we find that each of the four
stanzas 18 a repository of hopes and desires. The prayer is
exclusively persohal,v and voices the vital concérﬁ in the last
stanza. This poem .does not démonStrate a tbrtﬁfed soul or a
grief-ridden persona articulating his pains anduénguish but‘only

reflects a relaxed mood with an'équally relaxed pace of lines.

The poems, in.ﬁfhis_ éollection,_.spéak of a ti@é of
»Vincéébléteness and record a vpériod of personél-%purgatsry
concluding with the possibility of redemption.  While
'Enterpriée’ concludes ;Home is whéig we have to gather grace”,
in ‘A Morning Walk’, "He" has "dreamt of being lost / Upon a
hill too high for him". He seés the city andrits “million
purgatorial lanes". The redéeming possibilities of love are
taken up in ‘Commitment’ in which we find that the dangers of

. passion. are superior to the lost men

1

Who wanted only quiet lives
And failed to count the growing cost

Of cushy Jjobs or unloved wives.

An analytical study of thgse poems and other$ such aé
“‘Event’, 'fMérriége’, - *Case Study’, ‘Jamini Roy’ etc.vcdﬁfirms
that the poet has noﬁ taken an escapist’s stance at any stage
though his. moods of reverence, submission and defiance have
varied from time +to time, yet he has depended exclusively upon

the truth of God and looked to Him for all his resolutions. The
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recurrence of this theme throughout-thé ﬁoetic corpus of Ezekiel
ascertain$ tﬁat his real objective has always been to enliven thé
rhythm of humén exisﬁence. rTruly, his'poetry'is *deeplyvembedded
in his life (ékistence), and aatlthe same time it merges iﬁﬁo
meditation fessehce): ‘Prayer and poétry; poetry and prayer’ (A

Time to Qh@ngg) L2t

Ezekieli uSes'the’WOrd‘"préyer" frequently in a d§Versé.
set of boems; j‘In fact, a.number of his poems known as poster
prayers are Vihéluded in Hgmns in Darkness. These are definite
Vimproveméntst upén the eérliér-poems and prayers both in respect
6f“ content énd_form. These poems are unconventional -and “chicii
appeals to the uhiversal'egoist’s silent God." The word “prayer’”
in the earlier_poems is used quite often to denote a feeling of
’ genuine sﬁirituél commi£ment, though this is usually modified by
a kind bf subtle‘sceﬁticism and incisiQe irony.. Here, it would
not . be outiof piace to refer ﬁo Ezekiel’s consequential LSD trip
'in_ 1967 »which,»he_élaims, turned him into avbeliever; "1 turned,r
‘to a basically réligious view of the world with my first LSD trip
- in 1967.“22_That is why Ezekiel’s Post-1967ipoems are marked by a

;strgin. of . what V!A, Shahane .calls _"éestheticélly-inciiheq
'.philosophicali humanism";f3b .On the Qne_hand, he is conscious of
.his own vmésk; and, -on the other, he aims at “stripping off a
hundred veils" of creation and creator. ﬁuch earlier he had

declined: to accept religion but it appears that both his
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declaration of abandoning and embracing a religious attitude
towards thingé- are not absolute: It is important to note that
his poetry never showed any signs of negation, even when he had
declined to accepp God. It is highly surprising that the poet-
has 'come back to a system of beliefsrﬁith such an insignificant
thing like LSD trip and all the wisdom acquired in the long years
of his life Wasé lostv upon him. God remains a persistent
presence, appeariﬁgv'again and agaih'in the poems, és if weiand

the poet had all but forgotten Him.

.The queséion is -;‘Is He a Jewish God? Not invariably,
although Judaic éresence' iéi quite 'discernible in the tone of
lament in lmaﬁy -éf the poems, and also:of course in Lgttgr-Dgz
E§alm§;' EZekiél’s God, @@ revealed in his poetic cosmos, has a
“"much more :éOmmon, unpedigreed denoﬁinéﬁion to Him in His
'. presence as} a killfall,'cure—all Pop-God, a metropolitan Bombay
God, an 'urbénv céntemporéry without hang-ups about origin. 24
An anélysis of éome_ of the poster prayérs proves that God is

addressed with reasonable familiarity:

 Kick me around

a bit:more, 0 Lord;
I‘see.étllast a
theré’ébno other way
for me to learn

your simple truths.

or,

73



- The vices I?ve_always had

I still have.

The virtues I’'ve never had
I'still do'noﬁ'have.

From this Humqn_ﬁay of Life |
Who can reﬁcﬁé Man |
It not His‘Makef?i

Do thy duty, Lord.

~ What bwe. find here is-ithé poet;s' insoience, the attitudé;of
“defiant questioning.“?5 V Hﬁﬁ;has"learnt a new gesture,_hotféf
‘paésiﬁe submissidn but one of boldness. He does not consiéer
ﬁimself té be an alien 6r an.outsider bﬁt exeréises his willfto
"claim God’s 1love vevenAthongh he knows that it will not come to

him.

But as.1in all else, ‘Edekiel is not'qniform in his v.
approach to his Maker. In contrast to the Deity who is addres;ed
aboVe, théfe. is One. to_whom therapproach is complex, deep énd
meditative; poems that take up the cudgels with Himvare steeped
in invard' sophistication, and are speculative. This Deity is

addressed in strict rhyme and metre:

Thefe is a place to which I often go
Not by planning to, but by a flow
Away from all existence, to a cold

Lucidity, whose will is uncontrolled.

74



Here, the mills of God are never slow.
or ’

God grantlme.privacy,

Secretive aé thé mole,

Inaccessibility: -

But only of the soul.

That 1last stanza is perhaps singular in the entire poetic corpu?
" of Ezekiel in making such a plea. Nowhere else does the poet
suggest that secretiveness’ and inaccessibility, even if in

connection only with the soul, are things worth'seekingf

Thus, we find that Ezekiel addresseéb his God in a

varying yange of tones, from translucent praise, to supplication,

to angry, baffled accusation. What is more, He is even
corrected. And we discover this is not the'leaSt moving' way He .
may be addressed.  In Latter-Dayv Psalms we also find that

Ezekiel introduces doubts and questions regérding many of His
premises. The psalmist is frequently twitted for
unreasonableness, and the Deity asked to use His hand lightly,

for the benefit of all.

Lord, few there are that trouble
me; fewer still that rise up
against me. Be thou a shield for

them as for me
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How can 1 breathe freely if
"thou breakest the teeth of

the. ungodly?

“The - psalms range'brOadly over the origihals, accepting
their péssion, rejecting - their paranoia, introducing newer and-
more horrific notions of despair that only the twentieth-century

‘could provide.

:Vain is the help of man, -
éand vain evexythihg else.
'Did none pray who was ca--

‘ught in the Holocaust 2

The concluding latter—day psalm gathers together all

these strands:

A1l that fuss about faith,

'Eéll thosebdecisions to praise
‘God;rthe repeated appeals,
denunciations, laments énd hopes,
the division of men into virt--

_uous.and wicked !. _
_HOW-bdrihg_and pathétig, but
also how elemental, how spiritual
the language, how fiery and human

in the folly of its feelings !
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The ‘largest number of Ezekiel’s poems move,out'of thev
area of guilt, intO‘wonder and redemption. Compulsive sexuaiity,
quietly given in to, discovers.its true face -- the magiéal life
of the body, ératitude -and conCern- for it, from'tﬁé.gentle.
'iPoet;_ Lover, Birdwatcher’, to the suﬁerbly agdacioﬁs"Nudes,
1978’.‘ The.latter, a set of fburteén sonnéts without rhYme; are

surely Ezekiel’s Hymns in light.

I s;e you heré, stretched out;
vnotiés'qompléx pulls and tension, -
muséle; bone, skin, resilience,i.”
‘but as person; always

human innyour naked

uriposed poses, resisting form.

- The artistic venture is cancélledi as it faces the

1

wholeness of a vision.

In all -these poems, observes Nissim Ezekiel, the
"persona is that df.the self-centred self, which is strong in_éll
of us. The tension and the dialogue between that self and poet’s
§ther ‘self provide the inspiration."28 The established normé,of
vcomposiﬁion have not‘been adhered to. :In;writing such poems fof
thé'purpose of exhibition, Ezékiél'has broadened thé'frontiers of
bbetry. -He makes a visual presentation of the real state with

~great success. Ezekiel himself records:
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In ‘searching-for a suiiable poetic form which céuld be
used on posters, I arrived at a number of starting
- points, from. Vedic hymns to. American Indian'Sths and
Zen fables. ;Theif origin is not'importanﬁ'ta‘me now,
what is important is the distahce'they havé travelled.
from 1it. Poetry is farely.ggl gﬁnﬁ;iﬁi Td go forward

it has to go_back firgt.27-

Thus, Ezekiel has imparted new dimension to both éhe
v_cﬁntent' énd form of his 'p0etry.-_in tﬁe eérlier phésé of his
poetry an incompafibilify betweeh a poem and its form might be .
'»traced but in the 1ater’phaSe, the form emerges with the poem
itself. "I now try", sayé Ezekiel, "as I.have done in a paft of
my most creative mbments to. let the form develop as the poem
 dévelop5."28 The poster prayers, hymns'and mény other poems bear
_ample testimony ﬁo the fact that the poet has grrivedvét a point
of unity when the poem and ité fdrm coalesce into one. "That he

'has- trénscénded the source of these prayers and has made ﬁhem
emerge as the movements of his oﬁn passion speak of his deft
aesthetic formulations and complex and modern handling of 1déas.'
The following hymﬁ«exhibits the poet’s remarkable achievément iﬁ

reépect of form and meaning:

So much.light in total darkness!

So much courage given, beside the abyss!
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Why was he forgiven,
o helped,
COmfofted? 
Whose the voice of truth

that spoke through the imperféct words?

He has lost faith in himself

and fouhd faith at last.

:fiAs the - Wérds .aﬂd the paée' of thevlines'suggeSt,bthis is the
vision ‘that @heé,poet ﬁas-;gcquifed inAanAeaéy manner. But;.I
think, a'rigdrbué discipliﬁe{aa 1ot of'stitching and unstitching
muSp have gohe'fbefore the poet hAS'arrived'at this point of

‘illumination in his artistic journey.

It is quite obvious . that ihe_ poet’s faith 1in the
‘ultimate isinever'in doubt and he returns'to it again and again.
~He takes a: liberal stance and pursues his quest of life and art

which. ultlmately results into the discovery of his own self

1. Anisur Rahman, Forn and Yalue in the mgmmm
.Ezgkigl (Abhinav Publications, 1981), p.27.

“2. ‘An Interview with Nissim Ezekiel’ by John B. Beston, ngld
Literature. Written in Enlish (April, 1977). |

3. Quoted by V.A. Shahane in ‘The Religio-Philosdphical Strain

in Nissim Ezekiel’s Poetry’, JSAL, 254.
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CONCLUSION

We find that Nissim Ezekiel has traversed a long

distance from A Time to Change to Mmm What
' perhapé won him the accolades bf the literéry critics are the
threé{ féctors he himself had predicted as the charécteristic
‘determinanis of good poetry -- "literary stamina, inte11ee£ua1
strength; and sociai agareneés“l v(underligéd by him in his essay

‘on‘Keki N..Daruwalla).

Since théu$c§be of this dissertation‘was limited it has
" made the %sﬁrvey of only his repfesentative “poems and themes,
: namély; ‘Qhé theme of man-woman relationship in Chapter - II, of
cityf_life " in  Chapter - IiL.and of religion and philosophy in
.Chaﬁtér - IV ‘and estéblished him as a realist with 'an
'-intellectuai vand philosophic worid—view ﬁQwards ordinary events
aﬁd :issuegv of evéfyday metropolitan life. What he declares at

the very outset of his poetic journey:

Not to hanker for a wide, god-like rangé
Of thought, nor the matador’s dexterity.
I want a human balance humanly

Acquired, fruitful in the common hour.

(‘A Poem of Dedication’ Sixty Poems)
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reveals his satisfaction with ‘realism which has reméined his
sigﬁature .throughout his poetic marathon. - Ezekiel hés, in
anotheil’poem entitled ‘Night Piece’ (blonging to the same volume
though to;somewhat later period), reiterated the same'cdmmitment

to the here and now:

That I must wait and train myself
To recognise the real thing
'And in the verse or friends I make

To have no truck with what is fake.

This- éfeoécupatidn :ﬁith “the real thing"” has stayed with‘him
rather: peémanently. His endless odyséey is to 'explore the
'subﬁerfaneén roots of existence and acquire a human balance.
That. is why 1ov¢, marriage, man-woman relationship, city life,
sexuél encounter, religion and -redemption, and a certain kind of
 aliéﬁation: fecuf"as themes  in his poetry. This restrained
semiotic 'éanopy evinces his deeply held fascination for the
immediate vsociety in his immediate vicinity. Had he not been
tetheréd to 1it, he probably Qould have soared intb the romantic
sky while ridingr.on the wings of poesy. HisjsocialLawareness,
however; becomes acuter and more accurate as he turns to the
* Indian ithemes.'ihwhis later poems, that is, in the poems written
'éince. The Exact Name (1965). Notwithstanding the ruminative and
philosophic prediléctions he hardly ever severs his anchor with

the earth though it is full of all sorts of ugly realities. Like
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Wordsworﬁh’s Skylark he remgins."True to the kindred péints of
Heaven and Home" (Wordsworth : To a skylark);. Eurthermore, he
vexpresses, without any hesitétién, both beauty and blemishes in
.éategorical-tefms giving us ﬁhé impfeésion of being an gmbivalent
poet. So émbivalencé does ﬁét.come.in‘his qﬁest of realism;vit
rather appeafélas an in#frumént ih éssessing ﬁhe reality. If.in
his thgmes andvthéir treatment he is a realist, in hi$ technique
he is a tireiess‘ modernist . wSo_critics hold him_a% the first
&ﬁong the Indién modernisté-télé;ﬁéfbut with an antholégy, A Time
1o Qhangﬁ (19525;“'replet§ “with ‘modernity, and oneéwho isrthe'A

harbinger of "new poetry” in the country.

We have éxémined EZekiei;s preéccupation witﬁ'the theme
of man~womah ieiationship, and found that.thevimagé'Of woman in
Ezekiel’s poems, nbtvalﬁays "placed'betweeh twé absolutes"2z --
angel and beast, is immegsely ‘ﬁéried ahd c&hnotative of the
poet’s_lafge aféa of experience and perception. The w&manvin her
multiple appearancesvis a unique maniféstaiion of nature and_many
other things. She can be, in turn, regenerativeégand emotional)
virtuous and pagan, young and old, iifeiess and inspiring. She
,aséumes all these réles and.manyvhére. Aﬁd on abcount.of'this
each of thesé: poems acquires a heﬁ dihénsion oflmeéning_in as
much ‘as an altogether new image of woméh is prqjéctéd through '
thém. The poet executes this - image, thus, to. explore an
immensely wide area of 1love and meaning in life. Thoughbthe'

shades of @ Ezeklel’s response have been, no doubt, shifting
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towards woman and sex, he has retained a basic unity of approach
and the commitmeht to love. It is his obsession ; it regualtes
his 1life and provides a pattern of living for allfhis life’s

“....... daily hell or heaven/improvised, missing/or attaining

We havé)aiso deait.withrEzekiel’s typical commitment to
: city lifé, ”Corruﬁtién of the essential self and lbssﬁcf all
vigbur are the :natutal attribﬁtég‘qf“living in a_modérﬁ city.
The - city is essehtially-analogous ééhﬁﬁe lifeless ladies %e have‘
seénvin ‘A Tinme to'Cﬁéﬁge’, ‘Affairf and ‘To Certain Lady’iv “The
city like a pasSibn burns 4 and the:protagoﬁist is given to
7kindréd clamouf close at hand”.® Though the woman is‘mqs% often
unworthy, she is'also, at times, good, but the imége of ﬁhe city
in Ezekiel 1is invariably stark. It contaminates:thé'pgrity'of
“his being to a large extent. Thus, the'images of &;ty and woman
are interlinked;and forms the pbet’s image of én-iﬁférno whére_hé'
is forced to suffer and yearns to reachithevprimal'ﬁoots of

existence.

Ezekiel’s growing concern with the probléms of existence
and the scheme of_vthings in the large cosmos has alsd been
examined in +the foregoing pages. _Though”thére is;a'sense,of.

loneliness and suffering in his poems, yet:thefe is a sense of

belonging. Hence his poems do not lack communication with thé
world. The poet has acquired a ’large vision of art which-

encompasses .all -- every mood, matter and phenomenon . -- and
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places him firmiy and:securely in the modernbpoetic tradition.
He records his predicament in his peems en masse or the
phenomenon that is peetry. The apologetlc ‘Foreword’ to ﬁlgpx‘
Poems = makes it obv1ous that 1t 1s an "interim collectlon 6 ’of
seif-confessedly weak poems. _"What is one to do with thevpoems
e0ne writes ?“5 and mere so with the weeker ones ! The poet

explains his aesthetics when he says:

Thefe is in each s'line or a. phrase an idea or imagel
which helps me to malntaln some sort of continulty in my o
life.  1£= I could transcend the personal 1mportance of‘”“
these poems, I would notrpubllsh them. I am interested
.in.writing.poetry‘not in making a personal verse-record.
But - poetry is elusive,'to ﬁrite»a poem is comparativelye

easy. "8

Herein' lies ~the nucleus of Ezekiel’s peetic scheme and‘it'also
-ekplains .the basie reasen_of»the cyelical nature of his poetry.
It is ‘the maintenance of this ”continﬁity“ in the poet’s life
which éroyides a sense of tide, of ebb and flow)to his poems.
The ceaseless endeavour of the poet tolwateh and record the
movements__of the ﬁide unifies the divergent strends of his‘boems'
. and makes.them‘cyclical in pattern. Naturally therefore, the poet
seems fo repeet his.fheme quite ofteh in spite of the shifts of
" #wttitude  from poem to poenm. Hence we find that Ezekiel has

remained true to his poetic manifesto he had declared at the
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.outset of his career. Gieve Patel rightly maintains that in

Ezekiel’s poetry i #i: there is "a continuity between the life

#F

lived and the poetry wriften, the same thread unravelled from
flesh “and blood on ‘to.  the page";9 It is not surprising,'
thérefofe, that his poéms"“drift~ back’ and forth" and connéth'
extremes of Jjoy énd despair. We begin to uhderstand and

appreciate Ezekeil’s import better and more fully when we arrive

at these'links and bridges among his ﬁoems.

. To sum.;up, Ezekiei;s poetry is autobiographical in _ '

_néture. As _Qétiﬁave discerned, his ent1re poetic corpus deaISfﬂ
with_éself-exploration and -$é1f-affirmatipn and 'in his famous
poems like ‘Enterprise’, ‘Pilosophy’, ‘Night of the Scorpion’,

_ ‘Poet, Lover, Birdwatcher’, ‘The Visitor’, ‘Background,‘Casually’
ﬂénd onem of the Separation’” Ezekiel’s tendency to explore his
' iself :ahd_béursue his own temperameht'is very clear. Thﬁs, he
IWriteélhis spiritﬁal autobiographyvin.his poetry. AndAas such it
is qhitgzdifficult to read Ezekiei without being involved in his
Eaffling confusions, disillusionments, dilemmas and affirmations.
Truly, : therefore; "in his ~poetry there is the truﬁh ofﬁ
acknowledging what 1is felt énd experiéﬁced_iﬁ'its complexity,
»cdhtfadictibns;r‘pleasuréé,‘_féars, and’diéillusionﬁénts without
'pré?concéived ideas of what boetry should say about the poet and
1ife.“1° The greatest contribution of Ezekiel lies in writing

‘pdetry’ and anchoring it to life and reality in its many guises.
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And this commitment t0>poétry and life manifests itself, as we
have noted in the precceding chapters, inihi§ ironical attitude,
critical ,self—conséiousnesg, powerful intéilectual and moral
purpose_'and‘fa varieﬁy” gf tones.. So tradition and individual

talent meet in his works as two eyeé meet in a sight.

Most of Ezek{igl's themes,” thus, are interwoven into one
Hdentral themevof quest -- how to 1i§e cheerfullyi peacefully, and
morally ‘as an integrated human being His development as a poet

may be summed up by quotlng hls own words

I'act to end the acting;
not to béwknown but to know§§
to be new, to become a form and find

my relevance.ll

In - order to appreciate the‘real import?of hié poetry)and more
: gspéciélly of the later poems, we havé.toacritically scrutinise
Ezekigl’s efforts to become a fprm.énd find his relevance in his

. poems.
Hotes and-Baisxsngga
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