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            PREFACE

         

         There are any number of reasons why we keep reading a writer – where I say ‘read’, one might add ‘publish’, ‘review’ and ‘teach’ – and yet the truest goal must be an experience of literary complexity. A style of thinking contingent upon their uniquely disposed forms. Postcolonial literature is insufficiently considered as art. In fact, there are those for whom aesthetics seem fatuous, beside the point, or, worse, one of the disguises worn by hegemonic power. But I don’t agree. And, in fact, I think it’s about time that authors from underrepresented, and misrepresented, communities were taken seriously as writers – not witnesses unto atrocity, or speaking wounds.

         Srinivas Rayaprol’s verse, and prose, has to it a peculiarly hightailing swiftness that – resembling Louis MacNeice, whom he met – makes discoveries as it goes:

         
             

         

         
            
               For me it was the step yesterday

               That makes me see

               That the release I’ve always sought

               The knot I’ve wished to unknot

               Is nothing more

               Than the crab’s dignity in the sand

               (‘Crabs in the Seine’)

            

         

         ‘For me’ qualifies what is to follow: we bounce from the past into the present, and back again; ‘the awful daring’ of, in T.S. Eliot’s phrase, ‘a moment’s surrender’ coexists with fatalistic processes. Rayaprol devises with his syntax and lineation a 6‘knot’ – one of, as Graziano Krätli writes in the afterword, his key images – which, unlike the Gordian one, can’t simply be cut asunder. You can’t paraphrase, that is, these cussedly tortuous lines, which are also a movement of thought, or the opposite – a stalling action which remains totally compelling.

         The problem is this. Rayaprol writes strong poems and weak ones, and, worse, even the intertextures of his best poems can fray. Graziano and I worked with, to produce this edition, texts mobbed by misprints and skew-whiff English, not all of which can be blamed on his editors. The poems evince, when they become unidiomatic or phrasally clenched, an Indian English distinctively his. He writes of an emotional disorder which his language to some extent reproduces, but with felicities that imply deliberation. This seems to me the big question: are the poems consciously (not haplessly) wonky? I think so, though I also prize in them a voice that isn’t wholly and perpetually self-secure, that expresses without undue defensiveness a hybrid intelligence informed, and deformed, by both Indian living and US writing.

         During and after his stint in the States, Rayaprol was nourished by his friendship with William Carlos Williams (‘when in the winter of 1950 I found myself in New York on a winter vacation, I wrote to Dr Williams that I would like to meet him… though he had mis-spelt my name, his welcome was warm and genuine’). He learned from that poet to forgo crypsis, to detail sincerely, and to be explorative rather than confirmatory in his lineation:

         
             

         

         
            
               Each night the flesh moves

               its heavy weight on the air

               and at morning the distant

            

            
               wall of a broken barn breaks

               through the nightlong snow.

            

         

         7From night, to morning, and then back to ‘nightlong’ – the mixed time-signatures do so much, but I was stuck to explain the force upon me of ‘Here It Is Spring Again’ until I read ‘Yesterday’: a poem about US race-relations, spoken from the perspective of an African-American woman and bus-passengers ‘with blank eyes / and unlovely faces’, who won’t sit next to her (only a blind man does). ‘Unlovely’ took me back to Tennyson, and a lyric from In Memoriam:

         
             

         

         
            
               Dark house, by which once more I stand

                                        Here in the long unlovely street […]

            

            
               He is not here; but far away

                                       The noise of life begins again,

                                       And ghastly thro’ the drizzling rain

               On the bald street breaks the blank day.1

            

         

         Rayaprol engages unconventionally with the developments of Anglo-American modernism, but his reading goes back still further: words and sounds (‘bald street breaks’; ‘broken barn breaks’) migrate – I can think of no better word, for doctors also use it to describe the transference of pain from one limb to another – out of Tennyson’s verse and into his. When the image recurs in ‘Pastorale’ – ‘the first broken wall of a barn / broke the rhythm that monotony / sometimes has on the moving eye’ – we see that his enquiry into perception is also, as in Williams, a self-consciousness of poetic style.

         These borrowings need to be distinguished from the sentimental copy-and-pasting by Indian poets writing in English, of the banalities of Victorian and Edwardian verse. Rajeev Patke tells us that nineteenth-century poetry was 8‘diligently imitative’; what you get from the colonised’s first attempts at artistic originality is ‘mimicry, incongruity, and ineptness’.2 In his memoir, The True Paradise, the Sri Lankan writer and critic Gamini Salgado tells of being defended, absurdly, in court, for playing truant. At first glance, his lawyer appears to speak the kind of malformed, wordy, and in Arvind Mehrotra’s phrase, ‘babu’ English which has evolved grotesquely out of what the Raj left behind. But we realise that this scatter-plot of fevered citations from Palgrave’s Treasury is in fact quite brilliantly constructed, as de Silva (hired with a couple of rupees the boy was meant to spend on biryani at a cricket match) preens in court as marvellously as Oscar Wilde: 

         
            ‘Your Honour, we have here a truly piteous case of oppression and harassment. Consider this young lad setting off at break of day with shining morning face, eager to arrive at his alma mater and there imbibe the invigorating waters of learning from the Pyrennean springs.’

            The magistrate looked imploringly at Mr de Silva but he was too far gone for imploring looks.

            ‘Education, Your Honour, is the inalienable right of every citizen of this resplendent isle. It is the cornerstone of our democratic system, the stepping stone on which each and every one of us rises from our dead self to fresh fields and pastures new.’3

         

         It’s funny but there’s a point to it, because English was, and perhaps remains, an aspirational matter to Indians and Sri Lankans, a ‘stepping stone’ to power: magnificently authoritative, it seems to promise, if conquered and internalised, an eloquence that would put one forever beyond 9harm. The slave dreams of taking the master’s language, and, with it, his magic. 

         Rayaprol is never so boring as to put the point so plainly (I doubt, in fact, that he could put anything plainly) but it’s worth considering ‘white’, as it appears in his poems. It is often applied, as above, to snow, with which he’s obsessed – having never seen it, one imagines, before coming to the US – but which he often turns into an abstract ‘white’ weight descending from the sky. Yet he also writes frankly, sexually, of complexions:

         
             

         

         
            
               Fat old men with flat white faces

               That shine out of the pages of Time

                         And speak to me

            

            
               Of the unspeakable pleasures possible

               Between our bodies.

               (‘All Kinds of Love’)

            

            
               […]

            

            
               I speak not of the mystery that is woman

               Nor of the great white being that is God –

               I do not speak of love, or of people,

               For I have known neither father nor lover

               And none have I reached with what I cannot utter.

            

            
               But I speak of the lonely word

               That will not reach beyond my tongue

               Nor fulfill my frustrations.

               (‘This Poem’)

            

         

         Sexuality can also be a matter of aspiration, to reach a locus of power and fame – this is what Time magazine stands 10for – where all one’s yearnings will convert, like caterpillars becoming butterflies, into a banquet of unanxious pleasures. ‘Many years ago, when I was about seventeen or eighteen, my one ambition was to be a great poet, but I did not know what it meant except to thrill at a line of Auden or a word of Wallace Stevens, and imagine the unimaginable – that one day I, too, would join the galaxy. Poets were lonely people, I had heard, and was I not the loneliest of the lonely?’ As an Indian immigrant (and then an Indian back home) it was harder for Rayaprol than for others to ‘speak’ of his homosexual feelings, but the slap-bang candour of the first poem, and the contrary hauteur (the inversions, the syntax) of the second suggest that it was never easy for him to ‘speak’, in his verse at least, on any subject. There were always obstacles, and he couldn’t make up his mind whether to glide above them in the passenger-jet of a refined high style, or to make his way on foot (again, like Williams), incorporating into his poetics the textures of the terrain.

         Can a frustration be ‘fulfilled’? Perhaps: it’s another of those moments where we see Rayaprol seeking the foothold of a received phrase, or the contour of a pre-existing idiom, only to veer towards a perhaps unintended originality. He admired in the painter Jamini Roy that ‘at a certain stage of his life, he had the courage to discard everything he knew and had learned as an artist, and to plunge in the dark: a certain light within his head must have been his only direction.’ Rayaprol’s prose suggests of his own plunging verse that we’re concerned here with a wholesale experimentalism, a risking of the basic unit of coherence. A refusal to turn the project of self-understanding into self-assuagement:

         
             

         

         
            
               I have never been more

               than the occasion demanded11

            

            
               have never been in an occasion

               which demanded more than me

            

            
               I have never had the mind’s argument

               dislodged by the horses of the heart

            

            
               have never ridden horses

               which did not know their riders

               (‘Poem for a Birthday’)

            

         

         Because the English words are strange to him, Rayaprol inhabits his first idea like Hamlet having nightmares within a nutshell. He tries out a phrase, turns it inside out, seeking a mathematical equivalency; projecting an ideal fit between a person and his environment (an immigrant’s dream) he begins to realise that what is lost from such a zero-sum game is personality itself. We might think ‘riders’ is another typo (should it be ‘rider’?) but the point may be that you can never ride the same horse, just as you can never step in the same river, more than once: there are an infinite number of both horses and riders.

         Returning to India, and becoming a civil engineer, Rayaprol wasn’t happy. It could be he needed to be on the move, to (like Larkin in Ireland) at some level not belong. Certainly, his one masterpiece, ‘Poem’ (his titles are revealing, the hurriedly-applied labels of try-outs in test-tubes, haphazardly shelved) seems to me a love-letter to those who, rooted in the one place, grow identical with it; but also a sort of prayer – you can hear it as you read, a countermelody – to never be that person:

         
             

         

         
            
               In India

               Women12

            

            
               Have a way

               Of growing old

            

            
               My mother

               For instance

            

            
               Sat on the floor

               A hundred years

            

            
               Stirring soup

               In a sauce-pan

            

            
               Sometimes staring

               At the bitter neem tree in the yard

            

            
               For a hundred years

               Within the kitchen walls.

            

         

         Not a word is out of place: the woman, ‘my mother’, is exactly where, it would seem, she belongs; how does she feel about it? The transferred epithet ‘bitter’, the trick done, once again, with time – so Rayaprol seems to present us all at once with a visionary instant, and also a grief-stricken duration – it’s a poem to anthologise, and canonise, and there are many others here which deserve to be read the world over.

         
             

         

         Vidyan Ravinthiran

         
            1 The Oxford Authors: Alfred Tennyson, ed. Adam Roberts (Oxford: OUP, 2000), 208.

            2 Postcolonial Poetry in English (Oxford: OUP, 2009), 59.

            3 The True Paradise, ed. Fenella Copplestone (Manchester: Carcanet, 1993), 94.
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            NOTE ON THE TEXT

         

         Despite his decade-long epistolary relationship with William Carlos Williams, who provided long-distance mentoring and occasionally commented upon his literary efforts, Rayaprol’s poetry suffered from the lack of critical readers and serious editing, let alone adequate copy-editing and proof-reading. This accounts for most peculiarities of diction and typographical errors (the latter more often than not introduced by Indian typesetters without a proper – or, indeed, any – knowledge of English) that we find in his three collections of verse, Bones and Distances (1968), Married Love and Other Poems (1972) and Selected Poems (1995), all published by Writers Workshop of Calcutta (now Kolkata). In the absence of original manuscripts, except for the handful of typescripts Rayaprol enclosed with his letters, these three books and the magazines in which some of the poems were first printed provide all the available copy. This is what we used to compare versions, clarify discrepancies and make any necessary corrections.

         Most inconsistencies occur between the first two collections and the third, which shows instances of authorial revision but also introduces new errors. While the errors were a non-issue, we frequently pondered the revisions, and in a number of cases ended up choosing the original over the ‘revised’ version.

         A more extensive form of revision concerned capitalisation, which is inconsistent in all three collections, but especially in Selected Poems. In this case our approach was, essentially, to assess the ‘inclination’ of the poem, and to act accordingly. So, if the pattern was to capitalise with the punctuation, we applied 14this method consistently throughout the poem; otherwise we capitalised the first letter of every line or no letter at all (except in the case of proper names), depending on what we understood to be the original intentions of the author.

         Rayaprol’s poetry appears to be affected by a light version of what Mark Twain called, with respect to the German language, a ‘compounding-disease’. His inclination to coin compound adjectives, both in the closed and hyphenated forms, produced specimens like ‘harshwood’, ‘flowerblind’, ‘rainwalked streets’, ‘man-walked streams’, ‘cheery-eyed’, ‘fish-white eye’, ‘river-ache’, and ‘leaf-left frailty’, among others. A relatively short poem like ‘The Peter Grimes of Benjamin Britten’ features ‘riverache’, ‘surfbreaks’, ‘wailmouth’, ‘rockhungry’ (plus the neologism ‘raucologues’). The most felicitous results of this tendency may be attributed to the young poet’s experimentation with modernist prosody and the American idiom, while an English-language purist would probably write off the others as Hinglish freaks.

         This latter interpretation notwithstanding, we kept most closed compounds except for those that were hyphenated in Selected Poems.

         Rayaprol’s close-compounding inclination muddles the meaning of the first stanza of ‘Under the Bo-Tree’, which in all known versions reads ‘White loads fell from the sky on his winter body / Yellow leaves spread sunfull desires on his skin.’ In the original typescript, enclosed to a letter to Williams dated 10 June 1950, Rayaprol wrote ‘sunfill’, a typo obviously although one that leaves both alternatives – ‘sunfilled’ or ‘sinful’ – open. The situation is further complicated by the fact that, a later poem, ‘Some Thoughts on Trees’, ends with virtually the same lines (‘white loads have fallen from the sky / and my wishes are winter men // yellow leaves have spread’), except that it cuts out the last line and the reader is left wondering what the ‘yellow leaves have spread’ or where. Was this omission 15a mistake? Was the whole repetition? Of course, ‘sunfull’ (or sun-filled) desires may be sinful for an ascetic who is about to attain enlightenment; and the orthographic affinities and possible semantic relationship between ‘sun-filled’, ‘sunfull’ and ‘sinful’ is conducive to various considerations on the need, the purposes and the limits of hyphenation. But this is beyond the scope of this note.

         Finally, we restored the names of less known dedicatees who originally featured in Bones and Distances but were dropped from Selected Poems.16
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             POEMS
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               THE RAIN

            

            
               
                  fell like lice

                  on the running dogs

                  and cracked like pox

                  on the pavement men

               

               
                  It walked some walls

                  and ran thru gutters

                  gathered in lazy pools

                  in the hollow places

               

               
                  and hurried down

                  the asphalt ways

               

               
                  moistened the rags

                  of my soul and

                  knocked softly

                  on my windowpane.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               UNTITLED (Fragment)

            

            
               
                  Why should I write a poem Now

                  that most of me is dead

                  in the act of living

               

               
                  That the long fingered trees which reached

                  the snow to my early bed

                  stand now rooted to the earth…
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               UNTITLED

            

            
               
                  Is this then the reality

                  You’d have me know?

                  That the one I last saw

                  Hair blown in the wind, eyes

                  Mixed with a happiness

                  That was also sadness

                  Will not be there to smile again?

                  Only, spare me the details

                  There was a dog I saw, once,

                  Beneath the wheels, in the past

                  And the smallest reference

                  Brings back the picture

                  A broken leg hovering for air

                  The blood and the hair

                  And the curiosity of the crowds
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               DOGS IN RUIN

            

            
               
                  Go love!

                  rainclouds hang sad in the sky

                  and dogs need direction in life

               

               
                  The flower has missed the bee

                  and the garden ruined the gardener

               

               
                  When you die could you see

                  what I would of you

               

               
                  You must live as you would wish

                  to face your death

               

               
                  You must love the object

                  as you would the idea

               

               
                  Go love,

                  where the bougainvillea blooms

                  its inconstant yellow

                  against the colourless sky

                  The rain falls cold, love

                  on your face,

                  for the moon has missed his moods

                  and you have succeeded in achieving failure

               

               
                  Go love, do not let

                  go love for love is all

                  for a dog in the rain
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               FOUR LOVE POEMS

            

            
               
                  1.

                  Love is all

                  But only

                  In the particular moment

               

               
                  Of surrender or deceit

                  Or the close coition

                  Of a desire

                  That is not desire

               

               
                  Love is all

                  But only

                  For the eye

                  That sees

               

               
                  Or the dormant hand

                  In the heart

                  That stirs

                  The privacy of pain.

               

               
                  2.

                  And a lost road

                  Has brought me this way

                  The blind girl smiled

                  As she held my deceptive hand

               

               
                  A thousand sheep bled

                  Beneath my harshwood stave

                  While her flowerblind hand

                  Held my cloth of rucksack and skin23

               

               
                  You are He, her lips smiled

                  Her idiot eye on my body

                  I, casual, indifferent

                  Took her on the mountain slopes

               

               
                  And left her the mud brown day

               

               
                  3.

                  Child, she said,

                  Be outside my love

                  For I bear the burden

                  Of your iniquities

                  Just like your father

                  In anger and in love

                  Find in me only

                  The receptacle for your deceits

               

               
                  While constant I stand

                  Helpless in love

                  And my unwilling womb

                  Accepts your cruelties.

               

               
                  4.

                  Remember when as children

                  We slept in our grandmother’s coffin

                  A box of oak with camphor smells

                  And the rose in your hair crushed within

               

               
                  Grown now and forgotten

                  In memory’s green sorrow

                  And the mildewed breath of insincerity

                  We sleep in our own24

               

               
                  And I can see beside me

                  Your uncomfortable face, and our jaded bliss

                  Showing like cancer spots

                  Beneath the rose leaf

               

               
                  Smoke brown flames

                  Across the flat white moon

                  And time passes like a knotted hand

                  Before the window bar’s golden bloom

               

               
                  The eye that lies beneath the object’s delight

                  The heart that beats behind the clocking heart

                  Is but a small sufficiency

                  For the ingrown sin in the bone.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               CRABS IN THE SEINE

               for Mary Mereness

            

            
               
                  Flow softly sweet Seine

                  Maldoror is melancholy again

                  Between chimney teeth the eaten moon glows

                  Between the bird’s freedom and the bird’s flight

                  Maldoror sits counting the lines of rain.

               

               
                  I thought I knew you

                  For forty years

                  There was no question of not knowing

                  Of not being known

                  And yet only yesterday

                  Coming down the stairs

                  In some hurry

                  I missed a step25

                  Did not fall your face rose

                  To my eyes and I asked,

                  What is she?

               

               
                  Really no question at all

                  It was like opening a door

                  Knowing that beyond were other doors

                  And the emptiness far

                  As the step I missed yesterday

                  For there was love

                  And in the dark I have felt your familiar weight

                  Each separate part a known delicacy

                  So finite at times vulgar

               

               
                  And in the lighted hall how often

                  Have I been blind to your dullness
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