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Arun Kolatkar and Arvind Krishna Mehrotra are the true Modernists of Indian poetry in English.  Both are lean, dry and spare in outlook, especially Kolatkar.  Stray poems appeared from him in magazines and anthologies since 1955; they still remain uncollected.  His only publication in English has been the award-winning Jejuri (1976), followed a year later by a collection of his Marathi poems.  Kolatkar has been much-admired by fellow-poets, who have nursed his work enthusiastically into print.  Born in Kolhapur, he studied art in several places in Maharashtra, and has since worked as a graphic artist in Bombay.  He translates or adapts his own Marathi poems into English (and sometimes the other way round), and his professional interest in art refracts his poems in either language.  A reader familiar with Marathi and English can best appreciate the economy of exchange that flourishes in this two-way process of creation. 


Jejuri follows a loose narrative sequence enacting a trip to the pilgrimage shrine of Khandoba, situated in a rugged and barren region near Pune.  First, in `The Bus',



Your own divided face in a pair of glasses



on an old man's nose



is all the countryside you get to see.



You seem to move continually forward



towards a destination



just beyond the caste-mark between his eyebrows.

The destination needs a believer, here you get its reverse image.  Meanwhile, the priest, whose livelihood depends on the pilgrims' faith in the phallic shrine of Shiva, waits.



Is the bus a little late?



...



With a quick intake of testicles



at the touch of the rough cut, dew drenched stone



he turns his head in the sun



...



The bit of betel nut



turning over and over on his tongue



is a mantra.





(`The Priest')


The shrine is the `Heart of Ruin'.  Kolatkar's noncommittal insouciance notes with whimsical accuracy every visual detail to be encountered in a slow amble in and around the shrine, while carefully maintaining a blind spot for the dereliction of faith at the exact centre of what he will not look at directly.  Indirection however is not evasion.  Wallace Stevens has said that the poet should make it his task to see nothing that is not there, and to see the nothing that is.  The gods and the faith that are no longer there do not interest Kolatkar; the nothing that now abides does, and to its minutiae he attends with sardonic wit, as if verbal panache were sufficient to elide all bitterness, even if it left the mouth dry, and lips grinning in a grimace.  Stevens has described the condition of modernity as that of a need for belief, in which one chooses to believe in a fiction, knowing that there is nothing else to believe in.  Kolatkar's poem is like a screen so fascinating in its effects that it disguises almost adequately that which is screened off, an absence. 


The roof has come down on the head of the monkey-god Maruti (who once held aloft a mountain); a conduit pipe which should bring water ends like `a brass mouse with a broken neck'; the main door hangs like `A dangling martyr'; stone, painted red and dressed in flowers, sits still as stone, dissembling gods and liking the dissemblance; when the gods (whether eight- or eighteen-armed) sit in such darkness, even cowsheds can be mistaken for shrines; the marks made on statues and hill-side could be human or divine; and when a beggar accosts the  casual pilgrim, her eyes are like bullet holes, and that is where the cracks begin, 



And the hills crack.



And the temples crack.



And the sky falls



...



And you are reduced



to so much small change



in her hand.





(`An Old Woman')


The mythopoeic imagination which made gods out of grape-seed and demons out of rock is acknowledged, but the poet is more interested in a passing butterfly, `Just a pinch of yellow' with `no story behind it'.  God is a bad harvest of rock for the barren region (which made such gods, which made such a barren region).  Where the reservoirs house `a hundred years of silt', all one can do is pile stone carefully upon stone.  God is a name which can be played back in reverse.



I know it as fangs



inside my flanks.





(` A Song for a Vaghya')

Whoever wishes may go ahead and worship Makarand, the poet prefers to have a smoke in the courtyard, while temple-priest and temple-rat live out their complicitous routine inside, and the animal emblems of bull-calf and tortoise sit frozen in stone outside.  A whole litany of gods is rejected.



And although I'm sure they're to be praised,



they're either too symmetrical



or too theatrical for my taste.





(`Yeshwant Rao')

The herd of legends has returned to its grazing.  The only acceptable god-who-will-do is apt to our diminution,



as he himself has no heads, hands, and feet,



he happens to understand you a little better.





(`Yeshwant Rao')

The spirit of the place more truly `lives inside the mangy body / of the station dog'.  The poet has difficulty leaving.  The station-master




keeps looking anxiously at the setting sun



as if the sunset were a part of a secret ritual



and he didn't want anything to go wrong with it





(`The Railway Station')

But something has gone wrong with all the secret rituals.  Only the sunset, at its appointed time, comes true as a prophecy.  Jejuri is an extraordinary poem, original in how funny sad can be.  Perhaps it is best read as a glass-poem: what you think you see through the glass is the place, what you really see is your own reflection trying to look through.  Sylvia Plath tried to imagine two mirrors looking at each other.  What do they see?

