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Dynamics of textuality and 
configuration of space*  

 
UDAYA NARAYANA SINGH 

 
Based on an analysis of ten recent Bengali poems and their English translation, 
this study examines the 'leeching' quality of the language of poetry and the de-
leeching nature of criticism. Metaphors of space land language itself constitute 
the thread that binds these poems together. The word-epidemic has struck all our 
senses. 

 
1. THE PRONOMINAL  
 
I do not believe the artist can mediate in a realm that precedes language. This is because 
with all its might, history has still not been able to show us a way of skipping discourse. 
Even when one has dared attempting rejection of the 'intimidation' of language, one has 
unfortunately remained trapped by a few known nouns that characterize all revolutions. 
 Language can, of course, also act as a pronominal in the vernacular of imagery and 
be viewed (Barthes 1978) as a field of Mache:pugna verborum-with combats that are 
regulated like the ones on a football field (with two unavoidable, opposite and disparate 
goals-one guided by ‘Stupidity' and the other by 'Unreadability') or as a pomme frite 
(French fried) on a frying pan where "On any object, a good language system FUNCTIONS, 

attacks, surrounds, sizzles, hardens, and browns" (Barthes 1986:355). We call these 
Barthian imageries pronominal because in each of these cases, 'language' stands only as 
an object which is not the real thing but without which nothing real or substantial can be 
stated. 

Like 'language', 'poetic images' are also expressed through various nominals the 
author is likely to choose which are also subject to mache   the game of combat. It may 
seem as a vain game to the critic who may 
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try and judge a work of art that he cannot create, and is thus necessarily severe on the 
text. But it is these nominals that we seek to expound. Such qualitative critics may only 
have unimaginative adjectives to spare for a given text, but not enough sensitized 
attention to appreciate works of art. 

Like 'language', which derives strength from the duality of pattering, 'image' is also 
subjected to another kind of duality which has been called the dynamics of  
'reverberation' as against the energetics of 'causality' (cf. Eugene Minkowski, Vers une 
Cosmologie, Ch IX, as in Bachelard 1958:xii). The poetic image has the quality of 
'transsubjectivity', even when it shows variationality as against the other concepts that are 
constitutive and are, therefore, open to causal relationship. Such an image does not need 
scholarship because in creating his world, the poet may well transcend the limits of 
rationality. Like the painter who creates his colours and the performer (on the stage) who 
transmutes herself into another being thereby anthropomorphizing a lifeless set of 
defining characteristics of a dramatic personnae, the poet creates his own language. Many 
of us will agree that "the poet does not confer the past of his in upon me, and yet his 
image immediately takes root in me" (Bachelard 1958:xii). 

The sentimental resonances with which we may receive any piece of art only lets us 
hear the celebral oral construct that is poetry. In the reverberations we speak it because at 
this level the poem possesses us entirely. Knowing that the image in the text has been 
given by another man, the image that we as readers derive makes us feel so much 
involved with the text that we begin to feel that we could have created it. The twists and 
the turns that we, enliving such texts, give in speaking, repeating, singing or enacting the 
oral poetry derive precisely from this confidence that the poem has become 'really our 
own'. 

The question is what does the poet, as a master or subject of the text he creates, do 
with language in order to actuate. One idea seems to be that he distorts the world of 
words, corrupts vocabularies, cripples the syntactic norms of the canonical language, and 
mends language to accommodate his images. "The poetic image is an emergence from 
language, it is always a little above the language of signification. By living the poems we 
read, we have then the salutary experience of emerging”  (Bachelard 1958: xxiii). To the 
extent that this is true, the poet as the subject becomes a kind of phenomenologist with a 
massive space and scope for numerous experiments on his dual objects       the direct 
(text) 
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as well as the indirect (reader). Quite rightly then, Van den Berg (1958: observes: "Poets 
and painters are born phenomenologists... We are continually living a solution of 
problems that reflection cannot hope to solve” . 

Following Barthes (1978) I had mentioned the two extremes within which is caught 
the nation of image: Stupidity and Unreadability. This stupidity is victorious, deriving 
power from enigma and is as obtuse as death. The -isms that emerge as counter-stupidity, 
the passage through which one was to educate oneself and which may include complete 
systems such as Marxism or such other constructs turn out to be another of stupidity. This 
process of de-intellectualization begins only when these begin 'to take'. This is a position 
which is also supported by Jean Lescure who, while critically commenting on some 
paintings [of Charles Lapicque], says: "Although his work gives evidence of wide culture 
and knowledge of all the dynamic expressions of space, they are not made into recipes. . . 
Knowing must therefore be accompanied by an equal capacity to forget knowing. Not 
knowing is not a form of ignorance but a difficult transcedence of knowledge". In the 
phenomenology of the poetics, non-knowing is, I think, the primary condition. This is 
partly because what becomes known enters into the realm of stupidity and partly because 
the medium used by the language arts has more redundancy than creativity so much so 
that unlearning is essential for the success of the poems that are yet to be created. 

Talking about 'unreadability', one is not sure whether the image game called 
‘ imagination' has taken so much turn that neither we can read the text nor does the text 
depict a true reading of the content and the context which are supposed to provide it the 
locus. If the spoken word is not understood in spite of common code and phatic norms, it 
must either be the case that the interlocutors are referring to completely or substantially 
different space and time or that the encoder is 'manipulating' the message reform to 
achieve unreadability/incomprehensibility. There is only more thing to be decided: is the 
manipulation being done because we are unreadable or is it because the author wants to 
be unreadable. 

Surely, it is not the language that becomes unreadable (or unspeakable), it is either the 
ideas or the ideators that may achieve this mysticity. The fact remains that given such 
texts it is the expression that gives the appearance of impenetrability. This is because 
ideas cleave and cohere to the body of language like a ‘ leech’  does and “ there are leech-
languages, whose enigma is doubled when a language-system of demystification, 
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of criticism, which in principle is de-leeching language, itself becomes a "stickiness" by 
which the militant subject becomes the happy parasite of discourse" (Barthes 
1978/1986:352-3). 
 
2. THE NOMINAL 
 
About 22 years ago (on 14-16th March, 1970), a number of Hindi litterateurs met in Sidhi 
in Madhya Pradesh to discuss the 'debasing’  poetic language. [The deliberations were 
later brought out as 'Siidhi lekhak shibir ke dastaavez'] The specific term used then was 
avamuulyam which can have at least two interpretations in this context. In can either be 
synonymous to atrophy or avakSay (=degeneration) where one gets the image of the body 
of language having lost its edge, where the words had to pay the price of becoming 
maculated, gynandricall and genderless freckled attire, and where syntax gathered dust 
due to purfunctory invariance but where vivacious content leaves the tottered form of 
language way behind in its pilgrimage to poetry. The other possible meaning could be 
that our language today, like our currency, has been 'devalued' where our possible sack of 
sounds, words and structures far outweigh our plausible stock of ideas, imageries and 
semantics. 
 

The questions that can legitimately be asked today will be the following: is the crisis 
of the language of literature that of atrophy or devaluation? Is there any correlation 
between this debasing and the changes that came in due to democratization and 
commercialization language? Before the critics of today sign a decree declaring a given 
language unfit for great poetry (=decreeing a language not for sale), shouldn't we be told 
as to what our standard of comparison and our measure are? Even if one grants for the 
sake of argumentation that our languages are diseased, would or would it not be the case 
that our other art forms are also debased? 
 

There is another important wonder that is slowly assuming the shape of a question 
from a mere dubiety and it has to do with the way our poets of today perceive 'language'. 
There is no exaggeration when a post structuralist like Barthes declares that Language, 
for the man of the present age, is what Nature was for the ancient Greeks: "I imagine 
myself today something like the ancient Greek as Hegel describes him: he interrogated, 
Hegel says, passionately, uninterruptedly, the rustle of branches, of springs, of winds, in 
short, the shudder of Nature, in order to 
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perceive in it the design of intelligence. And I-it is the shudder of meaning I interrogate, 
listening to the rustle of language, that language which for me, modem man, is my 
nature" (Barthes 1975/1986:79). 
 

The poets of today say the same thing in many languages but it becomes particularly 
interesting to find the same kind of statement as that of Barthes with a different 
metaphor-that of the space around us, or when we visualize one moment Words as 
Things with definite shapes, sizes and warmth, and on another as human beings-both 
rooted deeply in our time and space. In the text that I give below we find words 
anthropomorphized. We also find it possible to till, twirl, taste, hold, or and even feel the 
glow of words: 
 In these, the words that have caressed 
  The orchards of my dreams. 
  Is the grace of a life style, The intimate Warmth of time. 
 

I have no inventions of my own. 
Like a farmer, 
I roll words on my tongue, 
Tasting every one. 
I hold them in my palm  
To find out how warm they are. 
I know words are the lusty offspr ing  
of man's noble creation.  
I am a mere poet; 
And in these words that I have relayed  
From other shoulders,  
Is man's cruel expeience 
And the maulings of history 

 
(From Hiren Bhattacharya These my words; Ezekiel and Mukherjee (eds.) 

1990:94; Translation from Assamese : D. N. Bezboruah) 
 
3. THE ADJECTIVALS 
 
3.0 The Preliminaries  
 
To understand the nominals that are used in today's poetry, we will have to consider the 
images, expressed by the poets more often than not in the form of adjectivals to draw 
simile, comparison, or contrast with the nouns they inherit, invent or earn, it becomes 
necessary to point out that 
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the images in today's poetry are extremely variegated. It is thus important for us to 
understand that "in our time, space is conceived not as one-sided or linear-as in the 
Renaissance idea of perspective-but as many-sided and virtually inexhaustible in its 
potentiality for relationships, none of which are mutually exclusive. Consequently, 
absolute description of any object or area is impossible from a single point of reference" 
(Sharon Spencer 1971:xvi-xvii). . ! 
 

In this section, I shall, therefore, attempt to understand the manipulation of 
language by a few uttar-adhunik (post-modem) poets of Bengal that makes their 
adjectives emerge as poetry. For reasons that become obvious from the texts, they are 
divided into five sections as follows: (a) Images that consider language as whole, (b) 
Images based on spellings, (c) Images based on sound, (d) Images based on words, and 
(e) images based on constructions and discourse semantics. 
 

I however, owe an explanation as to why I have chosen only printed texts when I 
should have, going by the theme of the Seminar, taken both written and oral texts. Apart 
from the fact that in the present day context, the line demarcating what is oral and what is 
written is getting obliterated, and things are getting more complicated because of 
transmutation of both such texts into the electronic medium. I believe that yet another 
way of exploring the structure of the written text is to consider the oral texts that readers 
create within themselves by reading poetry. While longer pieces such as fictions leave 
only images and sketchy impressions behind, poems I tend to think will create a fuller 
representation of the written texts organizing and understanding them in one's own way. 
As a reader and critic, I have elsewhere (cf. Singh 1986, 1987, 1991a) demonstrated that 
one of the important characteristics of these poets is their obsession with 'language' as 
either object of enquiry or as a tool of description. A large part of the space they refer to 
has to do with the body of language, its sounds, letters, words, sentences and discourse or 
text semantics. 

 
3.1 Images that Consider Language as a Whole 
 
Text 1 
 

Ekdike shurjasto onnodike odhomer haR 
ebhabei bhashar shOngshar 

 
ChoRiyeche : stObdhotao rangiye uTheche jEno jani 
godhulir aloTite. tarpOr shorOb adhar 
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� dharer bOmobhede kono kono shamudrik prani 
ubhocor mOne hOy, bhashar tOrongo cheRe akaasher dhonite abar 
neme ashe. maTir citakare cumo diye jay odhomer rani 
(Amitabha Gupta 'bhasha andoloner shesh din' in his 1989:10) 

 
Translation 
 

Sunset here and the bone of Ignoble on another side 
That is how the worlds of language abide 
And spread: Quiet too has been coloured, as if I know 
the twilight. After which there is this dark vocal row 

 
Colour varies in darkness. Therefore, sea animals 
Seem to traverse both ways. Let fall 
Ripples of speech. They descend again 
On the sound of the sky. That is when 

 
Wife of Ignoble plants a kiss on the shriek of the Earth. 

   
  (Singh 1989 'Language of Literature and Fine Arts'/to appear in Singh & 
Padikkal, eds.) 
 

Text 2 Translalion 
    
bhasha tomar mOto hole Speech If it is like you 
oke jOier dike nao Then, take her to the water 
bhasha tomar mOto hole Speech if it is like you 
oke agun ghire thak Her let fire encircle 
or lohar chOa cai She wants a touch of iron 
or shorir dhatu cay Her body needs metal 
groho okeo ghire thake Planet stays around her too 
or rashir kOtha tule Raising soothsaying of hers 
kEno joTil kOro oke Why complicate her more 
kEno joTil hOo nije Why complicate yourself 
bolo akash maTi jOI Tell her sky earth and water 
tor shorir goRe debe Your body they will build 
oi c� der ayu niye Taking a pan of moon's years 
tui bhashar mOto hobi You'll grow like a speech 
bhasha bhashar mOto hok Langue let be like a speech 
oke jOler dike nao Take her closed to the water 
    
(Ranjan Bandyopadhyay 'bhasha' in (Translation:U.N. Singh) 
Amitabha Gupta (ed) 1991:74)   
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3.2. Images based on spellings 
 
Text 3 
 
 ghure gelei EkTa ph� ka.  ami phakar moddhe d� Riye 
 muTho theke pa chüre diy  Pa theke prithibi obOng proshno 

protibad protishodh ebOng prem choRiye-poRe poRte poRte prohor 
        cole jay   

 
prem shObde probhür ceye premika shOhoj - jehetu prem 
shOhojato kObockunDOI shOhojato mrityubodher shoman 
jake cenar Dher age amake ma namok Okkhor likhte hoyeche 

Ma theke modhu  modho bata ritayOte 
modhukkhorito mrittu - ami mrittuke dekhi kintu cinte pari na 
chelebElay ca Okkhor 'shikhte shikhte keu c� d hOy ken cOndon 
ami catok hoye jetam cinho theke chinhohin Eka- 
ja-er upor jahaj bhasto nodi periye shomudre 
ami jOI cintam 

 
    jOI cinte cinte jOnmo 
       jOnmo cinte cinte 
 

ami mrittur kache d� Riye thaki -d� Riye d� Riye 
           bindur mOto cinho theke cinhohin 
 

(Ratneshwar Hajra 'BOmoporicOy' in Sunil Gangopadhyay et al (eds) 1981: 18-9) 
 
Translation 
 

Turn around and there will be a void.  I stand in the hollow (and) 
 throw a P from my fists.                 From P emerge the plenum and the  
                                                                                                      paradox, 
            protest, vengenace and passion-and permeate. Pulsating, time passes by. 
            Paramour chimes betters with Passion than with Providence, because 
                                                                                                                    passion 
            parallels the inborn catastrophe and the natural shield one inherits, 
            before knowing which I had to learn to write the letter M. 
 M for Nectar  'Madhu vaataa rtaayate' 
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Mortality emanates from nectar. I look at Death but cannot discern 
          it. 
 

While learning Oh in childhood some turn to moon, the orbed maiden 
                                                  Cynthia some would change to chandanwood, 

I used to become a Swallow - sailing alone in sky - 
                                                            from a signal to symbolless solitariness, 
 

On top of Sh sailed ships through streams into the sea 
I surmised the ocean 

       While doing that I knew where our seeds lay 
                                                  While learning all about the seeds 

I stand close to demise - waiting and bidding time 
I change into a speck - from a sign to insignity. 

 
(Singh 1991b / Unpubl: 'Lines in Poems') 

 
3.3. Images based on Sound 
 
Text 4 
 

aj prouRhoder khEla hok','  shOkaler alo, OspOshTotakamider 
bhiRtheke oThe ei dhoni; kichu machi, poshupalok, isshOr shadhok  
pOroshpOrmukh dekhemonehOy gOtoprithibirrOthocOkro, bhutpa 

         ThyogEn 
'eibar mathe asha hok' - prouRhader mukh ceye maTher 
chayaguli hok tObe mOhakashbani; kintu ke aj 
jene nite pare, khElar kothay ache ghum, shOshpobinshOnnota 
nischetOn rup! KhOnonmesh shunnotar mukhe shOrolOta 
stObdho jhïjhi, thEtlano ghuRi ar balok biggani. 
(Anuradha Mahapatra 'ghum' in her collection, 1987:16) 

 
Translation 
 
 Let the old play the game today . . . speak the sound from the morning 
                                                                                                          light 
           And the crowd of people who want unclarity; a few flies, animals, 
           devotees. 
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A few actors too, speak like the wobbly folk-singers; And, Their faces looking at one 
another tell us about  
the chariot-wheel of the last world, ghostly textbook knowledge 
Let us now be on the field-by seeing the grizzled ladies, let the  
shadow on the field turn into heavenly sayings; but today who knows. 
Where in the game lies the sleep, the drying of the leaves, 
The stilted shape! Simplicity in the looks of the provisional void, 
stupified cricket, smashed kites and the boy scientist. 

(Translation: U. N. Singh) 
 
Text 5 
 

hajar bOchor age megh Dekechilo 
hajar bOchor pOre megh Daklo abar 

 
manusher pipashay, 
haway haway uRe elo je 
hajar bOchorer pracin shObdomOy megh 

 
brishTi nOy, 
ãcoler jhOrna khule 
mOnDolakare chORalo, cumo bhater chai 
ar, 
matritantrik mlan hashi! 
 
(Sanjay Chakrabarty 'bhat bishOyok' in Amitabha Gupta (ed) 1991 :53) 

 
Translation 
 

A thousand years ago the clouds had called 
A thousand years later they call again 

 
'Cause to quench man's thirst 
Floating through the wind, flying, she came 
A thousand year old raucous mist 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�
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Not rain, 
She opened her stream of saree 
To spread in circles ashes of clobbered rice 

 
And, of course 
The maternal sallow smile! 

 
(Translation: U. N. Singh) 

 
3.4..Images based on Words 
 
Text 6 
 

shObdo niye khEla na lunThOn 
ami ki jighangshu na snatok na bOkta 
ami elebele kingba adibashider mOto khipro tirondaj 
Ohonkari na medhabi na prishThoposhOk 
e shamrajje shudro na pamor 
chOddobeshe odhikari ki Onodhikari 
aj amar shObdo chüte bhOy, 
e ki pap - shObdo niye khEla na lunThOn? 
(Bijaya Mukhopadhyay 'shObdo niye' in Uttam das et al (eds) 1982: 28) 

 
Translation 
 

Is it a game or a loot of words? 
Am I fiend or a scholar or orater 
Am I humdrum commonner or a tribal with deadly archery 
Am I snooty or genious or a patron 
Am I a Shudra or sinner in this empire 
Am I an authority in disguise or ineligible 
I dread touching words today 
Is it a sin- this game of words or a loot? 

 
(Translation: U. N. Singh) 
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Text 7 
 

khelte kheltei Ekmatro khElar niyom bodle 
mOhamoti akbOr tar dOrbare 
shObdo protiphOlok bOshalen, 

 
ebOng. biyallish-jon montrike bOshalen 

          shOb bhru-bhongi bojha jay 
ar sthabor Osthabor shomosto bishOy ghire 
goRe uThlo eishOb jOlashhOyguli 

 
tobu intihashmoy jOlashOygulite chaya gaRho holo 
(Kallolshree Majumadar 'eishOb jOlashOyguli' in Amitabha Gupta (ed.) 1991:  
56-7) 

 
Translation 
 

While still playing the rules of the game were changed 
by Akbar the Great. In his royal court 
he ordered to put a word reflector. 

 
And he put on the job forty-two ministers 

      Capable of discerning the minutest gestures 
 

And then came these large pools 
Around all properties-movable or immovable 

 
But the shadow darkened further in the historic lakes. 

    (Translation: U.N. Singh) 
Text 8 
 

ar, nOy Ondho bikretar theke dhup kenar shujog nOshTo hoyeche 
Eke cOndro, duiye pOkkho, tine netro, Ontorikkho pashy khaTe 
majhir shOngshar dule coleche. 
nodir cahonir ashay sthOler manush bole 
takao, takao, Ononto kono ingit 
amra ogniputro khonik - obikOI eibhabe 
uRojahajer uddeshe bonnarto abad theke hahakar uTheche. 
shikOl dekhe abar mone poRlo shObder kotha 
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shikOl rupantorito jOI, ar dOrshok jOkhon otit 
tOkhono Onek bhumika theke jabe 
ei jOI prokrito shOshan bondhu, ei jOI ramproshed shen. 
(Gautam Basu 'Annapurna o shubhokal' in Amitabha Gupta (ed) 1991 : 14, 
originally in Basu 1981) 

 
Translation 
 

No more, we've wasted the chance of buying incense from the blind 
    beggar 

One for moon, Two for Quarter, Three for eyes, 
The Stellar body is a .stake in the game of dibe 
The third one is now entangled in the wig of Goddess of Birth 

ShasshTi 
is barely able to meet the ends meet 
The whole world of the boatman is quivering, pulsating. 
Waiting for a favourable look of the river, the men on the bank 

scream- 
Look up, Look! There, probably, the Insignia of Infinity! 
We are the Sons of Fire, ephemeral - thus exactly 
Come up the loud wailing of the flooded country-side' 
    reaching upto the relief planes. 
The shackles remind us of words again 
Shackles turned into Water, where the Viewer is the past 
There will still remain many roles to play 
This water is the real friendly exploitator. And also a Ramprasad 

           Sen. 
   (Translation: U. N. Singh) 
 
3.5 Images based on Constructions and Discourse Semantics 
 
Text 9 
 
 kOthara chinnobhinno hoye ache 
 ki ar bolbe 
  haway dushOn onugOndho 
  bakke dushOn 
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bakko bhishon jORo hoye jay 
joRojoibo hoye mOre 
Ekhon moRok kOthar mORok colche Ekhon 
ehOng pOcon jEmon dharer shOngskriti 

 
ki ar bolbe 
kOtha shob jEno kOto kal age bOla hoye gEche 
khin kOtha pran 
phuTe oTho bak 
bishal sphoTon bhabchi ami 
(Anjan Sen : 'Katha' in Sen 1988 : 16) 

 
Translation 
 

Discourses tear asunder 
What shall they speak 
Air pollutes Smells of atoms 
Sentences infected 
Sentences get terribly stiffened 
Die stillborn grisly 
Now is a drought-epidemic of words now 
And putrid becomes the borrowed culture 
What will they speak 
Words galore have already been said long ago 
Slender life and words 
Ascend O Vak 
I cerebrate a large plosion 

 
(Translation: U. N. Singh) 

Text 10 
 

holudera pakhir bhashay kotha bOle 
bangalir bhasha naki pakhider bhashar mOton 

 
batsyayon bolechen? Othoba ninduk kono rishi? 
Cerapad ? pracin punthite ache bOngo shOmotoT 
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holudpatar buke amader shobujera jage 
holud pakhira bOle, mone rekho ar konodin 
ar konodin amra pokader bobita poRbo na 
(Amitabha Gupta 1989 :19) 

 
Translation 
 

The yellows speak: in the language of the birds 
We hear the language of Bengalees is like the birds' tongue 

 
Vatsyayan said this? Or, was it a critical sage? 
Cherapad ? The old manuscripts show Bengal as even land 

 
Born on the chest of the yellow leaves are our greens 
The yellow birds tell us-Remember, never again 
Never never again shall we read the poems of the bugs 

     (Translation: U. N. Singh) 
 
3.6. Commentaries 
 
In all these language-poems, we find the poets using the image of their space to the best 
of their advantage. The first text is originally part of Amitabha's 1989 collection and is a 
part of the first section of his text. The three sections were called: dhonipOt, kukOtha, 
and bagOrtho, roughly translatable as 'the canvass of sounds', 'foul words' and' 
semantics', respectively. The poet's bias towards using language as a metaphor is evident. 
This particular poem was named: 'bhasha andloner shesh din' (‘ the last day of the 
language movement'). The whole text had 2,847 words divided into 52 poems, most of 
which (47) were confined to 4 stanzas. At least 13 out of 52 poems have Language or 
related words in their title, that is when the second section has 14 poems under one 
common title. It is worth mentioning that although the poet's concern for language is not 
reflected equally in all the three sections, as images the related words occur in 46 out of 
209 lines in dhonipOT, 36 out of 151 lines in kukOtha. and 29 lines in BagOrtho in its 
137 lines. If a text such as this has 124 words belonging to the family that can be called 
Language used as nominals, verbals or adjectivals, it seems a significant fact about the 
poetry of this author. In this particular 
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text, we find the poet using the word odhom quite significantly. The family of language 
has provision for ultom, moddhom, and protlwm-the first, second and the third persons, 
respectively. It has no place for the masses of odhom who are ultimately to be sacrificed 
for any lofty yajna that man may like to perform, and the fight for language rights is no 
exception to that rule. The land that is equated usually with mother, father, strength, 
reality and various other images is visualized here as the frame of language capable of 
raising shouts and slogans or other permitted noises. It is this blare that is kissed by the 
wives of hapless Ignobles who are destined to die. The quiet that has now been purchased 
at a great cost is now coloured in twilight which reveals the true colour of the leaders on 
the high sea who seem to be amphibious, capable of returning from the sky- sound to the 
ripples of the sea-language, but it is only the unfortunate Ignobles who know not how to 
grope in the dark where colour-letter, provided one is fortunate to be literate. 
 

The second text is also deeply rooted in time - a feature that is more pronounced 
in the third text. Language is compared with the progeny of the Mythical River  Goddess 
who takes all her sons to the river until she is stopped; it is the surviving son of water 
who is naturally drawn towards water. Language is also a progeny of the Mother Earth 
whose chastity can be tested by lighting a pyre around her but whom the fire cannot bite 
because of her origin. Language is also like the widowed wife (=Behula ?) who would 
not give up the iron band of hers, because she thirsts to have the dhatu, which is not 
merely a piece of metal but which stands for the 'world' she lives in-her 'soul' her 'habits’  
as well as the seven ingredients of her body (rasa, rakta, maaMsa, medaH, asthi. majjaa, 
and shukra), or the five senses (shabdiz, sparsha, ruupa, rasa, and gandha). The poet 
tells us that in all incarnations, language is bound to obey its fortune, and that we should 
not, therefore, remind him or her of what was inevitable which would only complicate 
their lives. He urges us to tell them (a Bhishma or a Sita or a Behula) instead that the sky, 
earth and water (-which are among the five major constituents of human body) will once 
again build them up and provide them with life borrowing some from the Moon. He asks 
us to relay the promise that in all their lives, they will be like 'Language'. 
 

The third text identifies its space as a 'Void' and self as 'a speck, from sign to 
insignity' but the content shows its root clearly. For all nominais it invokes in its lines, all 
of them are related to the letters of 
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the Bengali writing system. This is because it aims at correlating the signs with a number 
of significant that somehow remained in his dreams. Nevertheless, even when the magic 
man throws insignificant graphemes towards the sky, each one of them assumes different 
configurations that fit the context of the wars that have been fought on his world which 
have come from either of these sources: remonstrations/revolutions, revenges or the 
tangle of love, which we have called ‘protests, vengeance, and passion’ . The memories of 
the great epical war (of the Mahaabharta) return to the poet when he relates passion with 
the ‘ inborn catastrphe’  as well as the ‘kavaca-kuNDala’  that KarNa is born with. The 
Nachiketa story where the young goes to the valley of Death to seek knowledge from the 
Lord of Catastrophe but returns o his father alive to join in the argumentation that 
remained inconclusive is what the poet recalls for himself when the death drips from the 
‘madhu’  which is as impossible a source has that of death coming his way because of his 
father (or because of his anger). Fortunately, Nachiketa and the post only saw and sought 
knowledge in Death. From the poet’s experience of learning the letter M, if we come 
down to Ch, we do find the familiar scene of drought (refer, catok) as well as the sandal-
wood mark (refer, cOndon) on the devotee’s forehead. The water that surrounds the 
graphical sphere gets reflected in the learning of the letter J (which had to modify in 
translation for obvious reasons). Anyone who knows this letter in Bengali will know why 
the shape of a ‘Ship’  comes to one’s mind immediately. These clearly support the idea 
that “ there is no magic land of meaning outside the human consciousness” (Hirsch 
1967:4). What is also clear from the first text is that the space and the time cannot be 
meaningfully separated from each other in understanding the dynamics of a text. Thus 
Spencer (1971:xix-xx) is right when she says: “The ‘new’  view of time makes time an 
aspect of space. For example, on earth today there exists virtually every historical period 
in the “progressive”  history of man... All these historical periods are simultaneous. What 
has changed is not their existence in time, but are simultaneous. What has changed is not 
their existence in time, but our awareness of their existence. Every location in space, 
every lieu, is infused with its own time, or simultaneity of times. In an important sense, 
time has lost its meaning apart from aspect as a function of space as perceived by some 
individuals from a changing point of view”. 
 
 The fourth text draws enormously from the sound-images. The poetess takes us to 
the playground which wears a mysterious garb of shade and light in the early hours in the 
morning. This contrasts with the aged men and women who have reached the end of their 
lives waiting to be 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



42                UDAYA NARAYANA SINGH 
 
transformed into collided bruised kites with their stilted shape, lying in a corner of the 
ground in pale insignificance where even crickets lay stupified without emitting any 
noise. All around the two grammatical and standard sentences that are spoken by the lot, 
we find the flies, cattles, shepherd boys, actors, a few god-fearing men speaking in the 
folk forms. Finally, we find the whole morning world is watched by an adolescent with 
utmost serious scienticism. 
 

The fifth text is about the food we eat and has been aptly called 'bhati bishOyok' 
by the poet himself. It is about the draught, the game of hunger that nature plays with 
man, about the thousand years of waiting for the sound-the thunder-clap-most wanted by 
the farmers with their gaze fixed on the sky and biding to till their fortune. It is about the 
cloud which knows hunger well but merely fake like a mother and strew the ashes of rice 
instead of sprinkling the burnt out space with water. Language here is like the drama of 
raising and dashing of hopes. Language here functions in. the cruelest of its major 
functions: prevarication. 
 

The whole text under 6 is sprinkled with disjuncts with seven occurrences of na 
(NEG used as disjunctive), one each of kimba 'or’  and ki (Q-word used as a disjunction 
marker), and six instances of optionally deleted disjunctive marking in the first six lines. 
The uncertainty is expressed through the question mark at the end. This piece depicts a 
kingdom which is cut up into various-segments of people in terms of caste. It hints at 
Shudra, the sinner as well as the ordinary and the tribal youth. The swag of the loot that 
we all share determines the space they all share with us. And it is in this space that will 
show the various vocations that we belong to: 
 

wretched, mauler, soldier, scholar,  
powerman, poormam, patron, thief. 

 
The seventh text is destined to be a historical account of the 42 large ponds 

around the poetess. The ponds claim a respectable pedigree starting from Akbar the 
Great. Akbar was supposed to have put up special 'word reflectors' -for enabling his 42 
ministers to record the minutest details of the trends, talks and moves among his subjects 
(they would be capable of recording the minutest gestures, she says)-just as the ponds 
were capable of showing the viewers their tiniest facial changes. The ponds seem to be 
the archaelogical remnants of the reflectors capable of recording instant moves until the 
day darkens. The low-lying Bengal with her rivers, 
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rivulets and ponds which together provide the open for those who inhabit and inherit this 
space have given such texts. 
 

The eighth text, originally from Gautam Basu's 1981 collection bearing the same 
title is one of the most memorable poems written in the recent times. The collection had 
22 poems-all forming a text (what Jibanananda Das, a major poet of yester years named 
MOhakobita) together, the one quoted appearing in the 7th position. Here Gautam had 
poems that referred to the great mythical wars that have been fought for things that are 
artifially scarce, descriptions of a suburb which is quietly inching towards an impending 
disaster as the water it sees is the water that it does not have (shOkol shOjoota 
parshoborti), or an account of the frustrations with the talk of planning for progress 
(dhan o shishur unnati ghire / Onek barta par holo, bohu hawar din). It is in this 
background that the present text has to be understood: In the quiet theatre of nature where 
the domesticated animals await death, backformed into bones, where man has the only 
option of becoming a river-river of beggars, where even recent story (from the life of 
Vidyasagar who apparently crossed the surging water of bhagirathi) is transformed into 
mere mythical allusions. This history of horror has made men sightless, trying to cling to 
the most impossible, knowing surely that deluge cannot be resisted. The lessons of 
morality, of helping the other, have been forgotten. No more (ar nOy) attempts are 
possible to try to live within moral bounds again. In fact, the opening negation also stands 
good for the education the child receives from the space and myths that he has to live 
with. It refers to the learning of numbers: Eke cOndro, duiye pOkkho, tine netro, teaching 
based on the preexisting 'knowledge' that there is only one moon, two quarters (according 
to the Indian calendar: Shukla-paksha and krushna paksha) and three eyes-two like any 
man d the third being the mind's eye-symbolizing the Three-Eyed Mahaadeva. It laments 
the fact that the whole universe has been put on the game of dice that nature often played-
the fact that the third one of these (trinetra-Lord Shiva) which is now entangled in a 
manmade problem (and hence a pseudo-problem) of population explosion (cf. ShashThi 
being the Goddess of Birth) because of which man has to face so much problems. The 
boatman is otherwise capable of taking his boat through troubled water but his world now 
trembies and twitters. The men on the bank scream the shouts of help asking him to 
please look at them for a moment (takao takao...khonik). They yell for help by chanting 
their pedigree which links them with Fire, even when they know that this 
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knowledge is only ephemeral (amra ogniputro, khonik; the focussed placement of khonik 
makes it open to multiple interpretations). The scene is comparable to the loud wailing 
that rises from the flooded country-side to attract the relief-planes. The shackle that links 
these frames, or the shackle which chains the events that get transformed into the havoc 
(=taaNDava) the Lord plays on us, or the shackle which is necessary to bind the 
boatman's craft to the bank-all these remind the poet of 'words' and the way they are 
linked. These are the words that are reflectors which write about the past-the words 
turned into shackles, the shackles turned into water, the friend, fiend and the exploiter. 
The direct reference to the cremation ground next to the river and an oblique reference to 
Kalika, the Goddess of Destruction, the latter through the allusion of her devoted disciple 
Ramprasad Sen (who is incidentally one of the best exponents of the oral literary tradition 
of Bengal) only point towards the inevitability of the turn of events. 
 

The next text is a part of Anjan's larger text: 'Tin bisshe din ratri’  ('Days and 
nights in the three worlds'). The whole text could be divided into three discourses: (i) The 
poems on days and nights, (ii) those on heaven, and (iii) those that are grounded on earth. 
Besides these, there are a few in the style of the narrative where like fiction the last line 
has the last word, the last laugh-the conclusive crypticism. The present text is situated in 
the second category, and has to be read closely with ‘AkorOn’  ('The Structure'), the 
preceding piece which is reproduced below: 
 

Text Translation 
  
bheshe uThche shomosto kal Time Eternal emanates 
shOkol ebOng shOrbo All and entire Time 
bheshe uThche adim Ostro The ancient arms too appear 
jibOssho ar protno Fossils and antiquaria 
akar nicche bOrnoguli The letters are taking shape 
shObdomalar pak In the cauldron of lexis 
akar nicche ognikOna The fireballs are shaping up 
ebOng tahar jala And their blaze 
jOnmo nicche rupokOlpo Metaphors in the making 
ekeTi shishu akar nicche A child is taking shape 
shomosto kat khola All times are open 
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mOra gaNge mriter bhashan Immersion of the corpse in the dead 
                                                   river 
khin Taner bhasha Drifting through sluggishly 
jOnmo ebOng mrittumala The alphabet of Birth and Death 
(Anjan sen : ‘AkorOn' from (Translation: U. N. Singh) 
his 1988: 15 collection)  

 
Whereas 'AkorOn' (Skt AakaraNaH) is a history of sentential construction and creation of 
Sign, 'Kotha' seems to be showing the degeneration and decadence of 'Sentence'; in the 
words of Malcom Bradbury (1983: 151-2) it seems that the "conditions of crisis are 
evident language awry, cultural cohesion lost, perception pluralized". The poet finds his 
space, private world polluted, so much so that his sentences are now born crippled. The 
existing ones get stifled. The forthcoming ones die a repulsive death. 
 

The last text (numbered 10) is about the state of the art of Bengali literary scene. 
This is purported to be a satire addressed to the overripe yellow poetry that has of late 
received flak from many quarters. It warns those accustomed to hearing the birds chirp or 
seeing the worms move whenever Bengali was yoked to poetry that the poems of the 
green will change the nature of the qualitative adjectives usually associated with poetry 
from Bengal. Obviously, one of its many facets will be to view literature from the 
language window. 
 
4. THE ADVERBIAL OF SPACE, OR THE CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
Each poem in the collections I have surveyed is readable as a separate unit but then each 
one is linked thematically or in terms of discourse to the other. For instance, in Gautam 
Basu' s collection, the poet starts his sketch of the space within which he is situated and 
describes the unyielding land with a human anatomy-with his lustless rustful unemployed 
right hand. He tells us it is difficult to stand the season of shraavaNa which merely 
appears in man's calendar instead of what it is supposed on to horizon and what it is 
supposed to give: water. He then moved I the portrait of hunger and famine, caused 
because of successive droughts, and wrote: 
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jOI bimata hole she Ek shushkota 
balir alo, balir Onnopuma 
gOhonar shOb dhoni jhore gEche 
 
Water as the step-mother gives terrible aridity 
Lights of sand, the'Sand-Annapumaa 
Her tinkle of ornaments dried down. 

 
All the leaves dried and fell leaving behind the naked trees and men to suffer the 
onslaught of famine, an account of which only the Sand can give. 
 

The image of language that has found its way into the uttaradhunik (post-modem) 
Bengali poetry has, I am sure, entered in a similar significant manner into the other 
languages and literatures of our sprachbund. For instance, the sixth to eighth texts 
included here were all instances of using the metaphor of 'word', the favourite ground on 
which poets across the world have dwelt but one that brings before us an altogether novel 
picture every time the curtain is raised. Weare warned that the word epidemic has struck 
all our senses-our sentence constructions. And, that is why today's poetry, creations, 
compositions are becoming shameless repetitions. For this, the poet invokes the spirit of 
Vak, anticipating a sphota-a plosion as in the scriptures of procreation of sentences 
(Vaakyapadiiya). 
 

However, what is noticeable is the positive overtone of these poems even when 
the poets unhesitatingly paint the appalling landscape of the lives and times of Bengal 
today. This positivism was evident in the ancient Bengal too, even though more than 
language the metaphors they lived by: the nature. Consider this precious poem from the 
12th century 'SubhasitaratnakoSa' with which I would like to conclude this attempt to 
identify the adverbials of space: 
 

"Excepting a few families, everyone 
has left the village" There is no grass, the garden is full 
Of the monotonous noise of the turtle-dove 
"Dear! As long as the summer is not over 
We will have to keep the children alive 
Sure there will be rain after that". 

(Cf. Amitabha Gupta 1991:8) 
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Like the uttar-adhunik poems I have ventured to analyse here, in order to situate 
them in our space and time, this one too was created as a ballad for the poetry of the 
green which is born out of the heart of the arid ground littered with yellow leaves. 
 

COLOPHON 
 
I wish to express my gratitude to the following for enriching my understanding of 
Bengali poetry of today: Amitabha Gupta and Anjan Sen, and particularly to the latter for 
forcing me to write. Thanks are due to K.V. Ramayya for the other book by Sharon 
Spencer, and of course to Indra Nath Choudhury for his capability to extract word out of 
me, and to U .R. Ananthamurthy and Harish Trivedi, for their kind words and 
suggestions. 
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