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Any discussion on Indian Writing in English in general, and Indian poetry 
in particular, is likely to address not only the hydra-headed challenges – both 
literary and non-literary – that this rich body of writing encounters, but also to 
examine and understand the questions of ‘canon’ and “identity” which in fact, 
moulded and galvanized such writing in a period which is critically intriguing, 
and at times, thought-provokingly baffling. The first question that strikes is 
whether Indian Writing in English has achieved its canonical status. The answer, 
to my mind, is in the affirmative, because of certain parameters embodied and 
entailed by it. These parameters are historicity, acceptability, accessibility, 
adaptability centripetality, centrifugality, objectivity, elasticity and receptivity in 
terms of the human concerns –the parameters, which are, despite being self-
explanatory, inter-dependent. Any body of writing or genre must be able to 
locate, define and authenticate its centre. This centre can change; modes of 
centripetality and centrifugality may also change, depending partly on the 
sensibility of the creative writer, and partly on resilience, innovative quality of 
the creative medium that the creative writer chooses. I am inclined to believe that 
without ‘centripetality’ and ‘centrifugality’ the qualities by which one can 
willingly, meaningfully, relate to a centre, no body of literature or no genre can 
authorize and authenticate its identity. 

Indian Writing in English, I believe, can be tested by these parameters to 
legitimize its canonicity. Even if we use the Western parameters or tenets, to 
know the validity of this body of writing canonicity, we find that its result is 
fulfilling. The western tenets suggested that when the best ideas and the best 
thoughts can be presented in any body of writing, it can be said to have achieved 
its canonicity. But because of the emergence of a rich body of writing under the 
homogenizing aegis of Postcolonial Literature, the tenets also have acquired 
startlingly transformed status. What John Marx observes is quite relevant to the 
changed tenets of a canon or canon-formation: 
 

The fact that a writer’s capacity to represent a place and its people is 
widely considered relevant to determining canonicity suggests how 
dramatically post colonial literature has changed what we mean when we 
say “the canon”. (Marx 2004: 85). 

 
Can we therefore, say that the canonical status of Indian Writing in English has 
started interrogating the Western canon and has started operating as a counter-
canon? Possibly, as far as I believe, it does both. In a perceptive piece “From the 
cave to the bazaar” (Telegraph’s Graffiti Dec 2, 2007: 6-9) Anita Desai 
highlights the change that crept into her thinking process as a creative writer. 
Talking about her own experience as a writer during the ’50s and 60s, she 
honestly admitted: “It is like being deep inside a dark cave, quite alone”. (6) 
She considered R.K. Narayan, Mulk Raj Anand and Raja Rao as the “Mighty 
triumvirate” and as “Mythical and awe-inspiring” as “gods” (6). She further 
remarks: 

The picture changed abruptly, dramatically, in 1981, when a book called 
Midnight’s Children appeared on the scene like a thunderbolt and the 
author was sent to India on that until then unknown exercise, a book - tour. 
It was the combination of a book that proved that Indian English was a 
language in itself, capable of presenting serious important ideas with 
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vigour and vitality (G.V. Desai had done the same in All About H. Hatter 
but it had been a flash in the pan and led nowhere) and of the author as a 
personality, that changed the Indian scene overnight. Not only was a whole 
generation of young writes like Amitav Ghosh, Vikram Seth and 
Upamanuyu Chatterjee energized and given confidence by the success of 
Salman Rushdie’s book, its language and ideas, but all the discouraged 
defeated publishers sat up and took notice of them. And the combination 
of these two phenomena – a new generation of Indian writes, addressing 
Indian subjects and items in a language taken from Indian streets 
newspapers, journals, and films, and a class of enterprising business who 
decided they were worth publishing – marked the ’80s and ’90s.(7) 

 
It is certainly a matter of pride for all of us that our Indian writers in English – 
whether writing from within India or from abroad – have earned critical acclaim, 
have won prizes, and have been included in the syllabi, both abroad and in India. 
There is no iota of doubt that Indian fiction in English has already established its 
canonical status, with a few writers contributing significantly to the canon and a 
few still striving to be included in the canon. As a practicing poet, I am interested 
in looking into Indian poetry in English and verify its canonicity. It is interesting 
to observe that when the Western critics who have evaluated and examined this 
body of writing, are unanimous in considering the canonical status of Indian 
poetry in English, the Indian critics shy away from holding or championing such 
a view. But I don’t think, Indian poetry in English suffers from such a 
paradoxical status. Using the tents suggested, I believe, one can not verily doubt 
the canonical status of this body of writing. Adil Jussawalla, a powerful voice in 
his own right, once made an acerbic observation on Indian poetry in English, 
more particularly with reference to the Pre-Independence poets. Jussawalla 
observed: 
 

If the writing of poetry implies a particular kind of sensitivity to language 
and willingness to tax and stretch the language, the best poetry has been 
written by Indian novelists. No Indian poet writing in English has equaled 
the kind of verbal dexterity we find in Raja Rao’s Kanthapura or G.V. 
Desani’s All About H. Hatter…though Indian poetry in English is 
supposed to have its roots in the 1820s, it is reasonable to expect its earlier 
practioners to have been regarded with a familiar mixture of colonial 
condescension and drawing–room tact… Michael Madhusudan Dutta 
(1827-73), Sarojini Naidu (1879-1949), Sri Aurobindo (1872-1950), were 
doubtless rather fine people but they worte atrocious verse. And it needed 
saying when they wrote it...1 

 
William Walsh argues that the 19th century Indian poetry in English can be 
ignored except for “historical purpose” (127). He further observes with regard to 
Aurobindo’s Savitri: 

His Savitri, for example, a work on the relation of spirit to matter, 
unwinding through twelve and some 24,000 lines, is a vast onion of a 
poem of which the layers gradually pull away to reveal nothing. (Walsh 
1990:127) 

 
What a brilliant metaphor for Savitri! But Wash discovers the canonical status 
with the Post-Independence poets like, Ezekiel, Parthasarathy, Daruwalla, 
Kamala Das, Kolatkar, Kumar, Ramanujan, Mahapatra. He states further: “And 
yet there are poems by Indian writers which seem by any standard to belong to 
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the canon of poetry” (128). Professor Buddhadev Bose appreciates the 19th 
century Indian English poets: 
 

The best of Indian English verse belong to the nineteenth century, when 
Indians came nearest to ‘speaking, thinking and dreaming in English. In 
authencity of diction and feeling Sri Aurobindo far out-shines the other, 
but Toru Dutt’s charming pastiche still holds some interest. As for the 
present day ‘Indo-Anglians’ they are earnest and not without talent, but it 
is difficult to see how they can develop as poets in a language which they 
have learnt from books and seldom hear spoken in the streets or even in 
their own homes, and whose two great sources lie beyond seven seas. 
(Modern Indian English Poetry, 1969:5) 

 
I’m sure, if Professor Bose were alive now, he would have certainly revised his 
opinion. R. Parthasarathy, on the other hand, believes that “Indian verse in 
English did not seriously begin to exist until after the withdrawal of the British 
from India. (Parthasarathy, 1976:3). Arvind Krishna Mehrotra in his 
“Introduction” to An Illustrated History of Indian Literature in English (2003) 
appreciates the quality of poetry written during the colonial period, and highlights 
its significance. It is Bruce King, who in his pioneering book Modern Indian 
Poetry in English (1987), asserted that Indian poetry in English has bee heading 
towards a canon and in the chapter “Towards a Canon” (60-72) observes: 

A canon of Indian English poetry has been forming although like most 
canon it is subject to change (King, 1987:67) 

 
Thus it is clear that Indian Poetry in English has acquired and reached its 
canonical status.  
 Let’s now look into the question of identity, as represented and 
constructed by Indian poets in English. A.K. Ramanujan once remarked on the 
“outer” and “inner” forms of his identity. If his disciplines, such as Linguistics 
and Anthropology, shaped his outer forms, it was his preoccupations with 
Kannada, Tamil, the classics and folklore that gave him his ‘substance’, his inner 
forms, the one enriching and ennobling the other (Parthasarathy 1976:96). One’s 
identity can be described and represented by a series of concentric circles around 
the self of an individual. These circles suggest diverse or multiple relationships 
that an individual is likely to establish in course of maturing. Such relationships 
may begin with the immediate circle representing family or home. The other 
circles around the self may represent the society or culture, the native land, 
involving its landscape, myths, legends, history, contemporary life, the outer 
world of reality, the countries outside his native land etc. Thus, seen from a larger 
perspective, the self assumes multiple identities. A sum total of all these 
identities should represent the identity of the individual. The sum total of all 
these relationships and their eclectic hiatus constitutes or defines the identity. 
And every form of literature strives meaningfully to represent such concentric 
circles with a view to locating or representing or authenticating the identity that 
evolves out of these. I fondly remember how in a poem “Bring Back Mom: An 
Invocation,” Margaret Atwood constructs the identity of the mother through a 
series of concentric circles which endorse the relationship between children (even 
when they are grown up) and the mother. The whole poem is striking in so far as 
it succeeds in unfolding the diverse webs of activities of the mother in a family, 
or the centrality of the mother’s identity in the family. The poem builds up an 
anxiety for the mother through a language which is casual, informal, at times 
ironic, steeped in self-reflexivity. This is how the poem begins:  
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 Bring back hom, 
 bread –baking Mom, in her crisp gingham apron, 

just like the aprons we sewed for her  
in our Home Economics classes  
and gave to her for a surprise  
on Mother’s Day 
Mom, who didn’t have a job  
because why would she need one  
who made our school lunches  
the tuna sandwich, the apple 
the oatmeal cooking wrapped in wax paper 
with the rubber band saved in the jar; 
who was always home when we got there  
doing the ironing  
or something equally boring. (105) 

Towards the middle of the poem, the tone changes from being extremely casual 
to serious and awe-provoking:  
 Mom, we miss you Mom… 

(Mom, whose husband left her  
for his secretary and paid alimony.) 
Mom, who drank in solitude  
in the afternoons, watching TV, 
who dyed her hair an implausible  
shade of red, who flirted  
with her friends’ husbands at parties, 
trying with all her might  
not to sink below the line  
between chin up and despair (108) 

Towards the concluding part of the poem, the speaker almost bleedingly laments 
over the absence of the mother: 
 If only we could call you- 

Here Mom, Here Mom- 
 . . .  

Then everything would be all right  
the way it was when we could play  
till after dark on spring evenings,  
then sleep without fear  
because you threw yourself of the fear  
and stopped it with your body- 

 . . .  
There you’ll be, 
singing a song of your own youth  
as though no time has passed, 
and we can be careless again, 
and embarrassed by you 
and ignore you as we used to,  

 
and the holes in the world will be mended. (110-111) 

My purpose in citing Margaret Atwood’s poem is to allude to the amazing ways 
of foregrounding one’s identity. In this context, how can I forget Nissim 
Ezekiel’s construction of the identity of the mother in the poem “Night of the 
Scorpion”? The images used in the poem are village, night, rain, villagers, 
hymns-man, father, mother, scorpion and the poet-speaker. These images have 
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been woven into the corpus of the poem in order to highlight the centrality of the 
mother’s image in an Indian family, more particularly, in a village. And when the 
poem comes to a close, we hear the mother’s voice: 
 Thank god, 

the scorpion picked on me  
and spared my children. 

By inscribing the mother’s identity, the poet also successfully recreates the other 
circles of relationships around the mother. Similarly living “among the 
beggars/Hawkers, pavement sleepers/hutment dwellers,/slums,/Dead soul of men 
and gods,/Burnt –out mothers, frightened virgins” (Collected Poems 1989:131), 
and watching the monkey-shows on streets of Bombay, Ezekiel has learnt how to 
endear the city and hold on to its diverse facets of survival strategies. Ezekiel 
remembers Bombay even when he is away from Bombay. In “Edinburgh 
Interludes, Lightly,” Ezekiel writes: 
 I have not come  

to Edinburgh  
to remember  
Bombay mangoes  
But I remember them… 
Perhaps it is not the mangoes  
that my eyes and tongue look for, 
but Bombay as the fruit  
on which I’ve lived  
wining and losing  
my little life. (293) 

Ezekiel’s Bombay, Ramanujan’s Madurai and different places of southern India, 
Mahapatra’s Orissa (Konark, Puri, Bhubaneswar and Kalahandi), Kolatkar’s 
Jejuri, Parthasarathy’s Kodambakkam and Kulitali, Kamala Das’s Malavar have 
consumed such metaphoric heights like R.K. Narayan’s Malgudi, that they not 
only illustrate how the Indian poets in English have consistently tried to evoke a 
sense of place and time, but also evidence how meaningfully they have integrated 
themselves to the life lived there so as to urge upon a voice that is distinct, 
authentic and human and lrge upon an identity that is inescapably Indian. In the 
formation of a canon, such profundity of representation matters – the profundity 
that subsumes the national identity within the regional, cultural, individual 
identity, the profundity that encompasses all, that contains multitudes. A.K. 
Ramanujan, who lived and died in the U.S. in 1993, to my mind, remains an 
instinctive insider who wished to be cremated in “Sanskrit and sandalwood” 
(Collected Poems 136). Towards the fag end of his creative career, Ramanujan 
wrote a poem entitled “Farewell” in which he whirls back to the moment when he 
left India and took leave of the mother: 
 Mother’s farewell had no words, 

no tears, only a long look  
that moved on your body  
from top to toe, 
with the advice that you should  
not forget your oil bath 
every Tuesday  
when you go to America. (259) 

Kamala Das, who used the creative medium with ease, felicity and frankness, 
could bring to clear focus the female psyche, its fissures caused and engendered 
by patriarchy. Caught in the currents of time, that smell of selfishness and 
absence of genuine warmth of human love, Das whirls back to the sweet 
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memories of her grandmother who waited for her with a lantern in hand to tell 
stories. Grandmother, therefore, remains for Das a source of solace: 

All through sun singing  
Day, all through the moon waiting night, I think 
Of her, of the warmth that she took away. 
Wrapped in funerary white a fire that  
Stayed lit while her blood cooled and there was no 
More of it for me, for, no longer was  
There someone to put an arm around my  
Shoulders without a purpose. (Collected Poems 97) 

Parthasarathy, whoring after English gods in his early period, realized the futility 
of such exercise and wrote Rough Passage. In the last part of this three-tier poem, 
Parthasarathy ransacks the cup-board of his memory and clutches and clings to 
the sepia days of his mother’s youth to justify, and in a way, to celebrate his 
homecoming. In “One or Two Places” the poet constructs the image of India 
through his village near Kulitalai. The poet’s depiction of the village with its 
minute details generates the hiatus between the poet and his own village: 
 It often gets feet in the river  

and coils of rain hiss and slither  
on the roof. Even the well boils over.  
Her eight-house lane is bloated  
With the full moon, and bamboos tie up  
The eerie riverfront with a knot of roads  
 
A black Pillaiyar temple squats  
at one end of the village, stone drum  
that is beaten thin on festivals  
by the devout. Bells curl their lips  
at the priest’s rustic Sanskrit. Outside  
pariah dogs kick up an incense of howls. 
 
And beyond the paddy field 
dead on time, the Erode Mail rumbles past,  
a light needle of smoke threading  
 
remote village such as ours  
that are routinely dropped by schedules.2 

Jayanta Mahapatra is his entire creative career perpetuated establishing an 
intimate relationship with his own native land, Orissa. In doing so, he has 
succeeded in inscribing his identity, the identity of his native land and country. 
By delving deep into the myths, legends, folk-lores, into the religio-cultural 
fabric of Orissa, Mahapatra has respresented his notions of a poet, of poetry, 
besides foregrounding his own identity. In “House” the poet, besides developing 
the house-image, honestly articulates his wish to be a child again: 

This, house, my room, yesterdays flowers, 
There are corners my hands have never touched. 
Once I touched a woman here, 
her breath warm as loo that blows in summer, 
who could think then  
that the lonely body held so much of blood? 
On the room’s west wall, 
the white of photograph’s flight  
has dulled slowly into grimy brown. 

 6



 . . .  
In the house I figure the possibilities of life: could I 
hide again as a child, someplace here? 

(A Whiteness of Bone, 22) 
What I have been trying through these poems is simply to illustrate the strategies 
adhered to by poets so as to authenticate the representational mode of 
constructing identity. I would like to conclude this paper by citing from a young 
fiction writer of Kolkata, Rajat Chaudhuri. His debut novel Amber Dusk (Delhi: 
Indialog Publication Pvt. Ltd, 2007) represents a psychedelic collage of myth and 
memory. It is a novel in which Kolkata and Paris figure luxuriatingly, creating a 
different verve, a striking sense of pulsation, bedecked by intricate moon-
moments of love and intimacy. I shall cite here only those lines out of the many, 
in which Chaudhuri captures the rhythmic beauty of Kolkata life ridden with 
politics: 

That night the government of the State of West Bengal was also working 
overtime. At the solid looking red –brick Writers Building from where the 
state is governed there was an urgent meeting of powerful ministers. The 
sweet makers were going on a day’s token strike. All sweet shops in 
Calcutta and all over the state would remain closed on Sunday. If the 
government did not budge, and went ahead with the new law, then this 
would be followed by continuous strikes. The Ruling Reds were jittery at 
the news. They knew that if the Bengalis were parted from their mistis, 
sweet, anything in the world –even the most absurd and unimaginable –
would happen. (25-26). 

 
I believe, even if young, Chaudhuri has successfully represented the state politics 
in West Bengal and the sweet-loving attitude of the Bengalis. There are certain 
things in life which do not go away and these certain things contain and 
constitute one’s identity, the substance or essences of one’s identity, whether 
these belong to what Ramanujan calls “outer” or “inner” forms and what I call 
‘circles’ the ‘concentric circles’ that define, project and represent one’s identity. 
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