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Abstract :  Jayanta Mahapatra is undoubtedly one of the few gifted contemporary Indian-English poets. Undeniably, 

he has made an original contribution to Indian - English poetry within a fairy shortspan to time. He won Sahitya 

Akademi Award of 1981 for his long poem, Relationship, and earlier the Jacob Glatstein Memorial Award of 1975 for 

his poems published in Poetry, a distinguished journal of Chicago, simply vindicates his legitimate title to originality 

Mahapatra fortunately belongs to that category to which eminent poets as K.N. Daruwalla, Grieve Patel, Pritish 

Nandy, R.Parthsarathy, Arun Kolatkar, Dilip Chitre and Kamala Das belong who do not happen to teach English 

literature. Unlike very many Indian-English poets, he does not show the obvious influence of world poets, as he has 

not read much poetry in his life. Without being shy, he admits it is an interview with N. Raghavan, "I haven't read 

much poetry in my life. As a matter of fact, I haven't read any poetry in my life until I started writing myself. No, not 

even poets like Eliot OT Whitman or Tagore. I was trained to be a physicist but I have veered away from Physics in a 

way." 

 A wide spectrum of themes is depicted by Jayanta Mahapatra in his poems. His thematic concerns are various 

and he handled these varieties of themes like a skilled master. The excellence of words and language used by him in 

his poems matches with the significance of his themes. No unworthy, ordinary or trivial words find any place in his 

poems. Only the significant words according to the theme occur in his poems. It is quite natural that his various poems 

have the features of the culture of Orissa. The Orissa landscape, its cultural history and background, the social life of 

Orissa and the rites and rituals of the people of Orissa constitute the important and significant theme of his poetry. 

 

 

Index Terms -  Theme, Landscape, Relationship, Regional outlook, Cultural history. 
 

 Mahapatra's poetry is steeped in an authentic individuality of perception, expression and tone. His is 

a distinctively unsentimental voice, now conversational, now dramatic, now lyrical, now prosaic, now 

questioning, now searching but always strikingly unpretentious and powerful. Earnestly committed to 

poetry, Mahapatra pursues his craft with an unusual case, sincerity and dexterity. He indubitably 

demonstrates a deep aesthetic concern for both structure as well as linguistic versatility, revealing maturity 

and originality of a remarkably high order. In his poetry, there is no symbiosis between perception and 

expression between ideation and fictional ordonnance between sensibility and imagery; instead, there is a 

happy fusion of all these. His symbols, rich in reverberations and images, charged with deep emotionality, 

work wonders in his pretty. A skilful practitioner of the montage technique he paints images highly 

evocative and haunting, through the imagenious collocations of familiar words which help him to achieve a 

remarkable effectiveness not possible otherwise. 

 Mahapatra's themes are varied, ranging from sex to nature, from the religious to the superstitious, 

from the metaphysical to the mythical, from the personal to the impersonal. But whatever his theme, there is 
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a profound brooding, meditative quality like that of the saint that holds the reader hypnotised. Above all, his 

sensibility absolutely uncontaminated, always remains authentically Indian, thanks to his umbilical cord 

always remaining unsevered from his motherland. Consequently, his poetry is rooted deeply in Indian socio-

cultural heritage. Infact, he enjoys the distinction of being the only poet who proudly interprets the glorious 

past of India and sincerely voices our uniquely rich and complex cultural heritage. But throughout his poetic 

career, Mahapatra's vision is somber, verging on the tragic. K. Ayyappa Paniker in his essay, "Peacocks 

Among Patriarchs" rightly observes that "There is a remarkable poise about the way he organises things : 

the dominant concern is the vision of grief, loss, dejections, rejection. The tragic consciousness does not 

seem to operate in the work, of any other Indian poet in English as disturbingly as in that of Jayanta 

Mahapatra." 

 Jayanta Mahapatra deals with Orissa landscape in his various poems. These poems are Dawn at Puri, 

Taste for Tomorrow, slum, Evening Landscape by the River and Events. Among all these poems Dawn at 

Puri are the most conspicuous, the most realistic and the most interesting poem. Similarly, Taste for 

Tomorrow also depicts a scene at Puri with crows making noise. It has a very wide street with its lapers and 

religious people thronging at the door of the temple. Puri figures prominently in various poems of 

Mahapatra. The temples of Puri and Konark also have an impressive place in his poems. Cuttack, 

Bhubneshwar and Puri form the background of his several poems. As far as language is concerned 

Mahapatra faces a kind of dilemma of choosing language for his poems. 

 In some other poems, Mahapatra deals with Orissa landscape, its culture and the ancient history of 

Orissa. These poems are : The Orissa Poems, Orissa Landscapes and Evening in an Orissa Village. 

M.K.Naik rightly asserts : "Mahapatra's poetry is redolent of the Orissa scene and the Jagannath temple at 

Puri figures quite often in it." His powerful imagery and careful use of words create such an impression on 

the readers as if the reader himself has visited Orissa and has observed all scenes, situations and people 

there. Mahapatra's treatment of the landscape imagery makes the readers feel that they are transported to 

that region of the country. One of the best examples of such kind of landscape imagery is Mahapatra's poem 

Evening landscape by the River. The scene is adjacent to the river in Puri where cremation of dead takes 

place. Here one can witness death all around and it highlights the fulfility of life. Here the general 

atmosphere is gloomy and may be the poet is visualizing his own death and that is why sadness remains 

alive in the surrounding. The mood of sadness is evident in the very spening lines of the poem : 

  "This is the kind of sadness which closes the eyes. Here is the memory for   

 faces of the dead never appears." 

Sex, sexuality and social concerns come next in importance so far as Mahapatra's themes are concerned. In 

this connection two of the most significant and interesting poems are Hunger and The Warehouse in a 

Calcutta street. Hunger depicts both sexuality and poverty. In fact, sexuality here is closely interlinked with 

poverty. It is a hungry fisherman with a hungry daughter who have resorted to prostitution, while it is the 

sexual urge which takes a customer to the fisherman's shack. The fisherman has even to tell the lie that his 

daughter has just turned fifteen; actually she must be much older. He than invites the customer to feel his 

daughter and to finish the business because his bus would be leaving at nine. Here the hunger is evidently 

two-fold as there is hunger felt both by the customer as well as the girl. 

 The whorehouse in a Calcutta street is a more elaborate poem. Here the customer has much scope for 

indulging his fancies. Going into a whorehouse seems to promise to him the spectacle of a number of 

beautiful prostitutes whose faces world resemble the pretty faces depicted on the posters and the public 

hoardings which he has often seen and which have always aroused a sexual urge in him. The customer is 

glad that he would get this opportunity but he also experiences a sense of quilt and a feeling of shame in 

having entered a house of ill-fame. While he would be able to gratify his sexual urge, he things that he 

would also learn something more about women. As for the prostitute, she does everything possible to please 
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him and that, of course, is her function as a professional. But she also betrays her profession when she asks 

her customer to hurry up and let her go. Here is, then, a poem in which the customer prostitute relationship 

is depicted in a most detached and realistic manner. The poem combines a psychological interest with the 

interest which such a theme inherently possesses. The theme is a familiar one and Mahapatra's treatment of 

it is simply fascinating. At the same time, this poem is not without social implications. Prostitution is the 

result of poverty and yet, even if there were no poverty, prostitution would continue and perhaps become 

more hygienic and therefore safer from the health point of view. The oldest profession in the world might 

become modernized and civilized. 

 Mahapatra has written a number of psychological, reflective and pihilosophical poems which show 

that his is not a superficial mind and that he is not a poet of an ordinary mental calibre. The Logic, Grass, 

The Exile, The abandoned British Cemetry at Balasore, Total Solar Eclipse and The Moon Moments are the 

most conspicuous and the most impressive poems of this category. Total Solar Eclipse depicts both the 

approaches to the natural phenomenon of the Solar eclipse - the scientific approach and the superstitious 

approach. The scientific approach is indicated by the line : "Quietly the moons dark well moves on"; and the 

superstitious approach is indicated by the reference to the "fearsome Brahmin Priest" in the temple treating 

the darkened sun as "a portent of the gods". The poet himself seems to be of the view that the solar eclipse 

can be regarded as "a disrobing of human values by a rabid civilization". And the poem is not only 

remarkable because of its profound ideas but also by virtue of its imagery, particularly the animal imagery 

pertaining to the cobra, the hyena, t he vultures, the sparrows and the crocodile. 

 The Moon moments is philosophical in its own way. It has its realistic lines such as "Those women 

talking outside have clouds passing across their eyes". If shows Mahapatra's social concerns in the 

references to socialism and the doctrine of the brotherhood of love which are ideals difficult of attainment. 

The poem acquires a psychological value from the line : "How can I stop the life I lead within myself?" A 

Thinking man will always have an inner life and he cannot drive it out of his mind. But where is philosophy 

in this poem? It is in the line : "Always there is a moon that is taking me somewhere". Some ideals or the 

other occupy a thinking man's mind. Only a philosophical kind of person can have ideals. A man in the 

street does speak of socialism but he does so like a parrot which repeats certain words that it has often 

heard. It is only a man like Mahatma Gandhi and others capable of experiencing certain noble impulses and 

urges, who can visualize a society free from bloodshed, violence, hatred and injustice. The poem like Total 

Solar Eclipse, is written in a style which matches the dignity of the theme. 

 The Exile has a philosophical content though it has a realist component too. Land's distances; the 

mouldy village; the hills charred by the heat of the sun; the corpses burning on the funeral pyre; the old, 

ailing parents; and the long haired priests of Kali are all true to life and are recognizable by everyone. But 

philosophy enters the poem with the lines : 

   It is an exile 

   Between good and evil 

   Where I need the sting of death. 

The tussle between good and evil is a philosophical concept. Realism and surrealism have beautifully been 

blended in this poem. Infact that blending is evident in Total Solar Eclipse and The Moon Moments also. 

 In the poem The Abandoned British Cemetery at Balasore, the poet enters an abandoned cemetery 

where the dead bodies of young British are lying neglected. Nobody visits to see them except the lizards and 

scorpions. It is a silent place but this silence is heart rending. This silence in the cemetery is more 

troublesome for the poet than the death of the young persons. In Ten Twentieth Century Indian Poets, 

Mahapatra himself admits : 

  "What appears to disturb me is the triumph of silence in the mind ..... A poem   

  makes me see out of it in all directions, like a sieve, and I am almost relieved   
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  at that all important thought". 

When all the above stated facts are considered, it is absolutely right to say that Jayant Mahapatra is one of 

the major Indian English poets. His contribution to the literature especially to the Indian English poetry is 

quite substantial. He could be ranked among the world's best Indo-Anglian poets as far as themes of his 

poems and his treatment of them are concerned. He made his own place among the other major Indo-

Anglian poets such as Nissim Ezekiel, Ramanujan and Keki-N. Daruwalla. Perhaps, it is because of the fact 

that he shows great command on English language. 

 Other reason behind his success is his oviginality in the subject matter and use of suitable words. He 

falsifies the general belief of English writers that Indian should not write in English language. In fact, 

Jayanta Mahapatra is the only poet whose sensibility and upbringing is totally Indian and yet his written 

highly successful poems in English language. His way of enlargement of themes in his poem, the originality 

in his treatment of subject, use of suitable words and phrases and the beautiful use of imagery are the most 

important contributions of Jayanta Mahapatra to the Indian English poetry. 
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