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“T he manner of apprehen-
sion in his wonderful,
sensate poems inevitably
brings to the tongue the word,
‘sophistication’. His psychaol-
ogy is at once more historical,
more anxious, more involuted
than that of any Chinese poet,
old or modern, known to me.
Evident in every cadence is
the long over-ripening of a
sardonic wisdom... These
poems should inveigle anyone
who professes a passion for
the music of English. Few con-
temporary poems in our world
impress me more than these.”

S0 wrote the critic Vernon
Young, reviewing Jayanta
Mahapatra's fourth collection
of poetry. A Rain of Rites in the
Winter 1977 issue of The Hurl-
son Review (New York)., And
then too, the poet and eritic,
K. Ayyvappa Paniker main-
tained that “there is a remark-
able poise about the way he
organises things: the domi-
nant concern is the vision of
grief, loss, dejection. rejection.
The iragic consciousness does
nol seem operate in the work
of any Indian poet in English
as disturbingly as in that of
Jayvanta Mahapatra,”

A poet and scientist, an
Oriya who wriles mainly in
English, a city dweller whose
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subjects are often ancient and
rural, Jayanta Mahapaira in-
deed lives in two worlds. The
divisions of his life, however,
do not necessarily account for
the melancholy, subjective,
and reflective nature of his
poetry, but they may account
for the unigueness of his voice
as a poet. Madhusudan
Prasad, who collected a series
of essays on him in The Poetry
of Jayanta Mahapatra: A Criti-
cal Study, finds him “authen-
tically Indian... rooted deeply
in Indian socio-cultural her-
itage.”

Jayanta Mahapatra has al-
ways contended that his is an
Oriya poet, who, by accident,
wrote in English, He was born
in the city of Cuttack in
Orissa, where he still makes
his home, Jayania was edu-
cated at Stewart School and
Ravenshaw College in
Cultack. He took a firsi class
Master's degree in Physics
from Patna University in 1949.
In 1951 he married Jyoisna
Das; they have one son. After
a short stint as a sub-editor
of newspaper in his home-
town, he began teaching Phy-
sics, working in different
colleges in Orissa till his
retirement in 1986, Jayania
was forty-three when he pub-
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Bhopal, 1985

lished his first volume of

poetry. Since then, however.
he has writien prolifically. In
addition to poetry, he writes
short stories and literary es-
says, and has translated ex-
tensively from Oriya and
Bangla poetry into English.
His long poem. Relation-
ship, was published in New
York in 1980. And in 1981, it
won the Sahitya Akademi
Mward for “its story awareness
of the Indian heritage, evoca-
tive description. significant re-
flection and linking of per-
sonal reminiscences with race
memory.” Books and awards
followed in quick succession.
In 1975 he had already re-
ceived the Jacob Glatstein
Memeorial Prize from the Mod-
ern Poelry Association, Chi-
cago for a group of eleven po-
ems he had published in
Poetry that year. The year
1989 saw the publication of
his second long poem, Temple
from Sydney and Coventry.
Temple " luses the mythic with
the socio-political, eternity
with history, the unconscious
with the conscious” [Vilas
Sarang]. Reviewing the book
in Waorld Literature Today,
John Q. Perry wrote: * Drown-
ing in the waves of sometimes
dirnly, often brilliantly sugges-
tive imagery of light into land-
scape, of sound and syntax in
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insecure syntheses, we are
drawn inlo encountering the
eighty-year-old suicide who
occasioned this ultimate cry
for the silent suppressed suf-
fering of our humanity.”
Invited to read his poetry at
festivals, colleges and univer-
sities around the world,
Jayanta Mahapatra remains
one of the country’'s leading
poets. He has won world-wide
prominence for his powerfuil,
haunting and visionary work.
Personal and meditative, it is
infused with a deep sense of
suffering. His later poems deal
with a nation of hunger, injus-
tice, violence and fanaticism.
Charles R. Larson, in World
Literature Today, said that he

With Thakazhi Sivasankara
Fillai, Ambalapura, 1996



writes so fluently and vividly,
“that many of his poems give
the impression of having been
animated by some private
muse which exists solely to
inspire him."

Widely anthologised, ac-
counts on him and his work
appear in such respected en-
cyclopaedic publications as
Contemporary Poets (London)
and World Authors (New York).
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