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Songs from Delhi

by Arvind

Song

Nevershallitshallnevernowordsever

Shallneverknowhurtshallitnever shrivelinnoflaming

Fire. shallitneverwetineverwetwater

Noraridairdryitshallnevernever
Introduction
By ART John
I have just been asked to write an introduction to a collection of poems the writing of which has been very much a part of me. This is not to state that I am specially qualified to speak about them. This is merely to affirm that good poetry, like the Songs from Delhi, will survive despite the indifference of its day. The collection comprises two sections: Songs of Love and Songs of the City, which are not merely lyrics of love specific to the historical city of Delhi; taken as a whole, they embody a vision that embraces the topical and the particular even as it aspires to evoke what I call essences or 'ideas' that are not the substance of one life but of many generations. Specially, these are the essences/ideas of love, sadness, beauty, decay, death and bereavement.

However, the poems articulate these abstract universals only in terms of the contingent - the here and the now. The Delhi the songs celebrate or give over is undoubtedly the city girded by the Yamuna and comprehended within such abiding physical properties as Kilokhera, Nigambodha, the subway, the confessional, the Old Fort, the apartments. It is thus helpful, though not necessary, if the reader is already acquainted with a few or all of the attributes of Delhi. However, more than possessing historical or geographical information about the city, to approach these poems it is imperative that one be critically sensitive to the sensibility that undergirds them.

The sensibility that informs these songs is rooted in a long tradition of orality which, unlike literacy, may be defined as a culture where the spoken word is privileged over the written word. Unlike a poem in print, an oral work like this collection comes into being precisely when it is performed. Characteristically, these songs were first introduced to members of the Bard (a literary community based in Delhi) when the poet himself read them aloud. The present writer, for one, has heard these poems many times more than he has read them.

That these poems have been called Songs calls attention to their distinctive oral pedigree: their kinship with traditional oral forms such as the epic, ballad, the dirge, drama, and bhakti songs. In calling these poems songs, the poet is articulating a paradox - that of an oxymoronic song-poem, which hovers between the orality of the song proper and the literacy of the poem proper. However, the paradox illuminates a time-enshrined truth - poetry, if it wishes to survive must be vigorous enough to engage the reader in a way in which the bards of yore enthralled their diverse audiences.

The paradoxical song-poem illustrates another paradox that of Indian writing in English. Significantly, these song-poems are markedly distinct from typical Indian English poems which are either professedly 'native' where stylistic properties are neglected at the cost of 'pure subject-matter' or so puristically English as to be preoccupied with matters of form at the expense of theme. The song-poem that opens the collection illustrates this:

Collected in slow measured draught

From each petal every weighed wind

To nourish the perfect song

Which waits

Imperious

In the very heart of the hive

Queen like.

The motif of the bee while calling attention to western writers such as Virgil, Bacon, and Swift remind one of the role of the messenger that the bee plays in classical Sanskrit poetry and Hindi poetry alike.

From the classical Western literary perspective, the bee combines 

The industry of the ant and the self sufficiency of the spider as the poet for his poetic explorations, equally importantly, solicits it. Indeed the bee as used here offers us a preview of the nature of the collection, suggesting that the songs owe their 'nectar' to 'unkempt gardens' and 'intractable plains' alike. Obtained by gradual labour ('slow measured draughts'), these drippings are the ailments for the perfect song which awaits release. The expression or 'release' of the spirit of the perfect song is the subject of the next song-poem:

There has been

Much talking between us

Stripped of topical trappings, After Words intimates the essences that lie before and beyond words. The inability to find the right language for love engenders the necessity to refrain from circumlocutory speech. Silence is enjoined as it serves as a most appropriate medium for the reception of the five basic elements: 

Today I bring

Only Earth

Sky

Air

Water.

Words are undeniably markers of meaningful sound upon the blank page, so any attempt to verbalise silence may appear foredoomed to sophistry. 

However, where the song-poems incorporate words, suggestive of silence and its attributes to the words, the words are sometimes to be construed as admissions of the sheer impossibility of employing an apt language to express certain shades of thought or sentiment:

I have been too

Too long nameless

And wordless

Almost bodyless. (Words before Autumn)
Love see, and desire these 

In me.           (After Words)

Sometimes words denotative of silence register absence as a felt quality

Be by my side silent

A moment alone and quiet

........................

When the heart is still like the lotus

And the ears abuzz like the bees. (Lines on Feb 3, 1997)

In addition, sometimes they are suggestive of the calm that follows turbulent excess:

After thunder

There comes now to land and sky a quiet

Resignation. (Siddhartha)

Where language sometimes founders as an organ of clear expression, other modes such as perception and contemplation emerge. After

Words, Siddhartha and The Night of Krishna highlight respectively, immediate sight, prophetic sight and contemplation as viable modes of insight into essences that language cannot encompass but sight can:

Far away is his gaze

Siddhartha the prince sees with lids lowered half

Some man lotus-eyed (Siddhartha)

Around my Krishna

Dark hued, blue breasted, purple plumed 

Who with a knowing smile upon his lips 

Looks down at what is beautiful

And what is not

And contemplates (The Night of Krishna)

Speech shades into sight; sight fades into silhouettes. The progress of these song poems uncovers one of the themes that lend unity to the collection. The theme may be characterised as the ephemerality of oral art at a time when audiences are loath to lend their ears. These songs, as I have indicated before, come into being only when read aloud and heard. It is only at the bequest of recitation that the survival of a song poem is assured. And given the widespread indifference to oral art, these song poems are painfully aware of the shortness of their life-span, but far from despairing, they, like the heroes of epics, wish to die in their own fashion or rather (as in John Again) embrace the destiny that the poet decrees for them:

Remember to come when I am dead

And though the ashes some kith or kin

Should have washed in the milk waters of Ganges,

Forget not my songs and my tales

Which gathered in some old bag (you could do without)

Take to the dark banks of Yamuna

And, weighed by a heavy stone

From the walls of old fort,

Let sink where the waters are deepest. (To John Again)

In sentencing the entire collection to death by drowning, To John Again admits not only the unreliability of memory and the inevitable helplessness of oral art but also the predicament peculiar to the song poems contained in the collection. The predicament may be defined as the sheer inability of a poet like Arvind Joshi to communicate to a people who are not only divorced from their oral heritage but also clearly hostile to the presence of oral art. It is this veritable hostility or indifference to oral poetry that creates the possibility of misinterpretation if an oral work is cast into writing. Hence, To John Again repudiates the lapidary permanence of the written hinting at its (and the collection's) liability to mis-writing and mis-reading. Such a poetic renunciation of the immortality attendant upon the printed word may appear a contradiction (for the collection including To John Again is now in print) and should therefore be read as a mere reinforcement of the orality of the song poem - a reminder that the reader must read them as if s/he were listening to them and attention must thus be paid to onomatopoeia, alliteration, assonance, repetition and pauses. Repetition, to examine one feature, is, as in The 7 O Clock Woman, employed to recover and renew past experience. The first half of the poem narrates in the present the experience of encountering and going to bed with a woman:

That side, crumpled folds

Clothes in tousle, the curve,

The small of her back,

The open halves of the oyster shell

And therein the teeth white pearl

To prize.

The second half (in the future tense) looks back on the experience:

Someday over cups of tea

Acting the parfict gentleman with a lady

Of pearl-white teeth...

.......................

Between the fragrance of cologne and talc

I'd recollect the smell of her underarms.

The 'oystershell' and 'white pearl' of the 7 O clock woman mutate into the 'pearl white teeth' of a lady of society (notice the repetition of 'white' and 'pearl' albeit in opposite order); the smell of the underarms (first stanza) is now sensed in the fragrance of the talc and cologne, demonstrating that a past experience is regained in the immediacy of a later time and place. Importantly, both experiences are related in a more fundamental way - in being evocations of the essences of love and loss. Just as the evocation of love is bodied forth through a woman of the city, so in Delhi III the mythical and historical Yamuna bears witness to the persona's sense of bereavement:

My love is in Delhi among the domes

And she's cold and she mourns for you.

Contemporary images of Delhi jostle with their historical and mythical counterparts. The Old Fort, The Subway, Delhi IV make obvious use of geographical features whereas in Mirriam (as only members of the 

Bard would know) the confession box is the rear-part of a blue line bus. Not that such information as this would enhance one's understanding of the song poems. However, certain literary references and the creative way in which the poet engages with them would no doubt enrich one's enjoyment and understanding. Names such as ‘Krishna’, ‘Miss Havisham’ and ‘Mirriam’ are unequivocal signposts to mythical and literary traditions. Krishna (along with Yamuna) is in the poem a perennial symbol of Delhi's youthful vigour and permanence. Miss Havisham and Mirriam evoke respectively specific sections of Great Expectations and Sons and Lovers in order to not only orient the poem's meaning in specific ways but also to re-view those sections in the light of the poems. Hence, the juxtaposition of the original literary contexts (which the names bear) with the Delhi of the poems, renews our understanding of Miss Havisham and Mirriam even as they inform our understanding of the two song poems.

Perhaps I have spoken too much and too tediously about these song poems and it is time that you read for yourself. It is the best way to know the poet and the best way to learn his city. And may I venture, Arvind Joshi continue to be read and seen as bearer of a tradition that is less personal than historical or less historical than archetypal - that has more to do with a tribe or a race than with any of its individual representatives. Indeed, I am adverting to those ‘essences’ I began with- those intangible properties that any sensitive reader of this collection will glimpse at, even if darkly as from a silhouette. To have caught a glimpse of those essences in these writings is to have fulfilled the end of poet and his poetry.
Preface
Queen Bee 

Innumerable flights

To unkempt gardens of ravelled vines

And intractable plains,
A silent drone,
An occasional whip lash,
Across the eye

Bring home the sweet drippings

Of the poppy and the red hibiscus,

The unrevealed whispers,
The meaningful gestures outside,
Collected in slow measured draught

From each petal, every weighed wind,
To nourish the perfect song,
Which waits

Imperious

In the very heart of the hive

Queen like.
Songs Of Love 

After Words
There has been 

Much talking between us.

In the while

A spring has gone

The moon had lived and died

Many times.

It is time now for quiet.

I have forgotten the stories

I brought you,

Forgotten the songs

That brought you.
Today I bring

Only earth,

Sky,

Air, 

Water,

And a little fire

Love see, and desire these

In me.

Modest Mirriam
Mirriam come, 

Let us go to the confession box,

It is dark in there,

We must be discreet, I know.

The Visit
In the seven golden jingles

Of her mirthless laugh

He tried to find
A lovely little smile

To talk.

He asked her names of the books

That lay on the table

Abandoned with things.

She coyly brushed away

A strand of hair

And pursed her lips.

He altered his gaze

To her new frock

Let his eyes grow fingers

And softly stroke

The lace above her ankle.

She frowned, cast

A cold eye at the window

Bit her thumb and struck

A thoughtful pose

Should I stay or go

He wondered

She sighed, dropped

The hand upon a thigh

And crossed a leg

To the other side.

The frock crinkled to a seductive smile.

He: What are you thinking?

She: Nothing

He: How do you do it?

She: Do what you mean?

He: I mean think nothing.

I think ma will be coming

She muttered, and swept

To the other room

Singing - waais the world

So doomed...

And her voice, lifted
As a nightingales

Sad, away

And soft like an afternoon

In winter.

And he thought,

Should I take her now?

And the thought

Drew its dark lines

Upon a frail paper of his mind.

Then she came in.

I am acting in a play

She said and he crumpled

The image in a corner

With all his other things.

He: What's it about?

She: About society and women

He: It's social then?

She: It is

He: O the things you must miss!
In the shadow of the silence after

She sat afar

In a corner of her bed

Pillow on lap, feet

Tucked beneath

Then the bell rang and she 

Ran to her mother

And they chirped at the porch

And they laughed their sunless laugh together 

And he left tipping his cap

To her mother and to her

And to a white cloud

And strolled

In the autumn with the seven jingles in his ear

And the stroll was long

By the leaves. And in the wind, late

Into the night

Against a window pane

A crumpled image fluttered like a sad joke again,

And again and again...

The Seven O'clock Woman
It is time for the bus at seven.

Evening and she is in the crowd,
The men fidget with their rings

And brush shoulders

And furtively eye 

Where one smooth ankle

Strains at an old tear in her stockings.
She plays with her purse,
Lets it dangle,
Sizes me openly with frank purpose,
Rocks gently like a restive boat, heel to heel,
Knee to knee,
And every little while,
Brings her callused fingers

To rest upon her throat.
- A hundred your place

- Two hundred mine 

- Your place

- Fine

But keep your voice low,
The children sleep in the room below

And leave before mine.

Soft mango blossom is the bosom.

Limbs strong as the blacksmith's wife's

And after the business is done, she asks, are you satisfied?

Craning her neck to me

- I have lost an earring this side!

That side, crumpled folds

Clothes in tousle, the curve,

The small of her back,

Open halves of the oyster shell,
And therein, the teeth white pearl

To prize.

Someday over cups of tea

Acting the perfect gentleman with a lady

Of pearl-white teeth

I'd hear her raucous laugh

In my ear of the deep,

Nod politely, drop a cube of sugar in the cup

And stir

The tangible meanings of love

She utters in the vernacular 
And by the mouthful.

- Yes, I know, I'd say,

That one has no breeding.

It all comes out in the way

She carries her clothes

- And how she lets fly

The four letter word!

- Yeah, fuck!
Between the open window and the bird,
The unnamed woman and the unspoken word,
Between fragrance of cologne and talc,
I'd recollect the smell of her underarms

In the air of her windowless room

And let it linger thus,
Over conversation, between intimates

Like an other.

Springsong In The Hills
Fifth day after no moon
In spring, 

Should you come to Sela by bus that leaves at noon,
I'll meet you at Maniagar,
And carry your bag, your waterbottle,
Leading you down the valley

And nod to village lads who idle there

And point you the ledge where some years gone

A man had fashioned steps in the rocks

Working his simple tools.

My brothers would greet you with orchid smiles,
And shake your hands many times, eagerly,
And you'd sit under a low roof in a little room,
And Ganesh kaak would light the lamps,
And old bhaam would mark your forehead,
With red 
And grains of unbroke rice.

I'd sit there beside you, and pray,

Leaves of barley, blades of doob

On each door, smeared
With red mud, water, and dung 
From the cows.

The house, 
The ample courtyard would swell

With people, come to see the young girl,

Her ways.
And one of my many sisters would draw you in

And ready you like a sunflower, in the manner of our women,
And even the sad demure wives would laugh, 

Waving their dyed yellows from the window,
And the one legged soldier, up and hobbling about,
Would come and begin his endless tales

Of a daft English colonel in forty-three

And the brave Pahadis in the Burma War.

The evening wouldn't be long,
You, and I, time,

Last light among the pines, and love's lure,
But when all is gone my dear,
This 
Alone would endure.
You'd ask me if I'd live here long,

All my life?

And I'd say no

Watching the sturdy women

Walk home slowly from the fields.

Lines on Feb 3, 1997

Be by my side silent.

A moment alone and quiet.

Distant, lifeless like the rock

Face of dead moon.

You laugh; you play with your lips,

You mock and make conversation,

As if afraid to turn, full face,
To be still, without will

Need, life.
And you are desperate 

To smother the small voices you know

You will hear by my side

When the heart is still like the lotus

And the ears abuzz like the bees.

The Night of Krishna
On this eighth night after full moon

Like touch-me-not brushed by bees

When moonlight leaves compassed by rain clouds

Shy, fold and grow wan,

Go first my lovelorn

With all the women of our city

Singing Govinda, Govinda Govinda,
And there, dance in the temple square, 

Casting away your shyness,
And raising your downcast eyes.
Like a nautch girl's brow in sweat

When Yamuna's banks shine white-kaansh,
Like her breasts, full, breathless,

Straining the seams of her blouse 

When this Yamuna (Yama's kindred) 

Swells against her yielding banks,
Go then my own

With all the women of our city,
Singing the name of Govinda,
Singing Govinda, Govinda Govinda,
And there dance with the fair

In the plains of Gokul 

Around my Krishna

Dark hued, blue breasted, purple plumed, 

Who, with a knowing smile upon his lips, 

Looks down at what is beautiful

And what is not,
And contemplates

Siddhartha
Supine by her side his senses are still.
As a bird's wings, folded,

As a girl's palm, faint,

Entranced by the peace of knowing

In the warm bowers of life, a cold

Funereal calm.
Yashodhara's careless tresses are fragrant

With gold, weighed by moonlight and sleep.

He breathes soft and on his fair breast feels

Her one arm at rest,
Rise and fall, rise and fall

With a detachment that embalms the pulse,
After the lovegame

Is won and lost and won and lost.
After thunder,
And the lashing light,
Formless winds that tore at leaves, after the whip

Of rain, grey-white woven,
Is come now to land and sky, a quiet

Resignation.
Far away is his gaze.
Siddhartha, the prince, sees with lids lowered half,
Some man lotus-eyed,
Beneath the banyan tousles,
Where the small winds play truant no more,
And the smooth brow

Is inviolate.

Words Before Autumn

Words are bodies,
They are born of desire,
They die of needs.
Like other forms of dust

They too, learn

Love 

And lust.
And they are often uttered,
But seldom used,
And grow to utterances,
And grow used.
And the use of them thus,
Turns then old,
Till a poet comes

And returns them from the cold.

I have been too, 

Too long nameless

And wordless,
Almost bodyless too.

You should come now

Before you are old,

Find a word

For my name,

Fine and floral

Like the vowels in Gladiola,
A forgotten sound
To recall me by
When long autumns are come over the tall trees.

To John
John, my friend,

Come let us laze about the campus,
On morning-fresh pavements

Like stray dogs,
Letting our tongues hang out

While the winter sun's warm fingers

Tug at our gay sweaters,
And rest on the broad of our cold backs.

And pull out

From the hip pocket of remembrance,
A crushed stale cigarette

Of youth,
Which I in pursuit of poesy,
And you in your quest

To be a scholar

May have spared to light and share.
To John Again
The seasons are all come and gone

In Indian file, one behind another.
Clouds flashed their teeth,

Leaves un-greened,

Both died.

Winds bite now, lash at the nape,
At open collars,

And am I glad to be a poet!

To be young! To have loved and been forsaken

In the mellow streets of Delhi,
Among Ghalib's words

And in his silence.
You, who have often enjoyed my company,
Remember to come when I am dead,
And though the ashes, some kith or kin,
Should have washed in the milk waters of Ganges,

Forget not my songs and my tales,
Which gathered in some old bag (you could do without),
Take to the dark banks of Yamuna,
And, weighed by a heavy stone,
From the walls of the Old Fort,

Let sink where the waters are deepest.
Songs Of City
Carmine
There comes a woman on the seventh floor balcony,
Sharp at eleven,

Hair parted in symmetry,

Worn short to sun her ears.

And there she bares her colours on the clothes-line,
Stretching, bending, spreading out

Cotton whites and a blue silk and a washed pink,

And one rather long dress in carmine.

And she draws her red curtains

Over the windows, sometime around seven

When the evening lights are beyond recall,
And I, from my vantage,

Can see her husband's silhouette,
Moving shyly across her's.

Oleanders
Perfectly young but secretly aged,

A couple of red Oleander men by the road,

Nodded their thick manes,

For no particular reason,

Only that there had been some sun-reds,
Once in a while, in the east and west end.

They also wanted to pretend

That they were talking like the combed cock

Talks to the old feathered hen.

Red Oleanders posing as a bunch of gentlemen

Nodded knowingly their locks

Hmm...hmmm...hmnmm.humn.  

Subway Crossing

The subway belongs to faces

Of people from different races.

Tramps and touts and hustlers and shopping-bag-

Passersby.  

Here one lady in a lovely summer dress

Looks old.
She taps the green and yellow tiles

With an angry finger,
And tells the wall

That she is insured,
And has nothing to worry about,

                               at all.

Delhi-VI
Click

     click

          curtains.

                   The lights all

                                 going

                                      out

In patterns across the concrete monoliths,

Leaving in dark, cold shapes twisted about

Smoke and smog. Click. It is time for new myths.

A car just turned into the parking lot.

...Someone late from work...wearing stilettos,

...Tic tac toes to her flat...has a quick tot...

Perhaps brushes her hair. Click. She goes.

Night is the twelve hour shadow of Earth

Between dusk and dawn; love and turn to sleep.

The watchman is a whistle: staff and khaki shirt

Tapping the pavements and haunting the beat.

And, I, am two eyes, sixty feet above the park

Watching him go into the big dark.

From a Diary
October 15, 1996

Delhi

Winter

And a wish.

One night

Again

At the Old Fort.

Then 

Time 

Enough

To grow old.

October 24 1996

The fog

Is

Down

Over bubble town.

There

That man

Sought

A gun.

But found an empty one.

October 25 1996

Friends

You are all

Beautiful

And immortal 

Like

Old Art.

You are also

Ephemeral

Like a fart.

About a River

There is a river that flows by Delhi,
Changing her course many times

And many times changing the city.

The nights,

They are a strange sight

Folded under the bridge, spread

Over her gently twisted figure.

Many bards have aged here,
Many have died, young 

And cold,
Seeing the white birds fly in from foreign lands,
Over the sea of kaansh,
Breathing the dust of paupers and kings;

With songs in their breast and wings in their eyes,
They have all come here, one after the other,
Waiting for last lines.

That night 

When you said it was all over, my love,

I crossed this river,
But never reached the other side.

Delhi IV
Traveller, all the auspices are over,

You are late, come to our midst seeking.

Beauty was two men: Khusro and Ghalib astir,

But a rude tribe has stifled their singing,
And an immeasurable quiet come over Dillika.

Come with me from village Kilokhera

To Nigambodha. I have learnt her past well.

I have heard in the night winds of old Yamuna

Horses neigh and Humayun yell,
And the north gates of the Fort slam on our faces forever.

Take heart. Do not sulk and look dour.

The women of the frank gaze still lean out to us

- With jasmine fingers, gesture and call-

And though the kings are taken, gods gone, 

At least we're not forsaken by them all.

Spring Song in the City

We are orphans of Miss Havisham, this diabolic city

Who waits in her bridal lace, knitting laughter with malice.

Here, my dear, you mock me with your welcome face.

Come closer; hold her bony wrist bonny daughter.

Her pulse is feeble and her breath smells of age.

Only a calendar drops ripe dates and tells you,
You are grown,

That the old seasons have drowned in something new.

You will look up and send word for me,

Come little Pip, I want to laugh, I must atone

For another's love. And you will deal the cards,
And I will wipe my soiled boots on the back of my trousers,
And hiding my young breast from your mother,
Sit making eyes at you.

You will teach me the game but I will stutter,
I will try, but take so, so much time,
And the old one would leave the table in a huff,
And you would follow her,
Laughing all the time.

Pip, darling, in a city, nothing at all matters,
Not even the spring,
Not even

         the spring.

Delhi-III

My love is in Dilli among the domes,
And she's cold and she mourns for you.

Vasanta, lend her your yellow combs,
That she braid her hair with the flower girls,
And hawk their wares by Jamunajyu,
Where some boatmen lower their paddles and all women their curls.

My love is in Dilli among the dead,
And she's cold and she yearns for you.

Vasanta, lay her softly on your bed,
That the morning sun, warm her left thigh

For winter was long and came before you,
And she was too much in bud for the sword and the stern eye.

Vasanta, rest your warm hands on her pale temple

For my love sleeps now, but soon will die.

Arunima 

When his lips came upon the lips

Of his flute, one we called east

And one we called north, and the twins

Made a melody silken together;
They made mad men on the streets

Blue bodied and full lipped. Now, they turn

One man lazy-eyed and a god almost.
My saree trails behind the anklets,
Loose wrapped and wayward.

And a long rustle trails the

Tinkling tinkling tinkling

And I hold the hands of Krishna

Though he is a wretched man, and I a woman of some standing

For I am blinded to people's censure

And the flute of fair chaitra

Is playing now is playing now is playing now

In the greying sallow street,
And the mad man has inclined his head me-ward

- Look at me dance to the drum's beat-

And there are cows with my Gopala

And my sakhis around us

-O but mine is Gopala-

And Yamuna flows behind us

-O but mine is Gopala-

And the earth flings her colours

And the sky its timely waters

And the colour and the waters

Run down run down run down my skin

And I have thrown all caution to the winds

For he has held my hand now

In full sight of the crowd

For east is come upon east, north upon north

For the flute of fair chaitra

Is playing now is playing now is playing now

In the street.       
