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Tangerine

When once I leave this body

Shall I not come back to the world?

If only I might return

Upon a winter's evening

Taking on the compassionate flesh of a cold tangerine

At the bedside of some dying acquaintance.
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Before Death

We who've walked deserted fields of stubble on Paush evenings,
Who've seen upon the fields' far edge soft river women spreading
Fog flowers — they all, alas, like village girls of days long past;

We who've seen in darkness the akanda shrub, the dhundul

Filled with fireflies, seen the moon standing silent vigil at the head of

Fields already harvested — not lusting for the crops grown there;

We who've loved within that darkness the long winter's night,

Who've heard wings flap above thatched roofs through enchanted night;

The odor of an ancient owl — now lost again somewhere there in the dark —

We who've grasped the wonderment of winter nights — replete with deep felt joy
Of wings extended over fields — herons calling from ashvattha branches;

We who've comprehended all this magic, esoteric lore of life;

We who've watched wild geese outfly the hurt of hunters' shells

And wing their way away into soft blue moonglow of the far horizon,
Who've placed a loving hand on sheaves of paddy;

We who've come home flush with yearning, like the evening crows;

The smell of a baby's breath, grass, sunshine, a kingfisher, stars, and sky,

We who were aware of these, as we came and went the whole year long;

We who've seen green leaves turn yellow in the Aghran darkness,

Bulbuli birds and light, playing through the lattice formed by hijal limbs,

A field mouse rubbing chaff upon its silky fur on some wintry night,
Waves twice daily forming, flowing in gray scents of husked rice

Over eyes of solitary fish — a duck in evening's shadows at the pond's edge

Senses sleep's sweet odors — the touch of female hands bears him away;

A minaret-shaped cloud calls the golden hawk up to its window,
Beneath a wicker vine a sparrow's eggs appear as if of porcelain,

A river ever laves its banks with fragrances of gentle water,

Straw roofing casts its shadow in dark night upon a moonlit courtyard,

The scent of crickets — on greenish winds of Baishakh's farther fields,
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Thick juices ooze into the bosom of a blue-green custard apple, heavy with desire;

We who've noticed red fruit lying underneath the banyan trees thick with leaves,
The lonely fields, huddled together, staring at their faces reflected in the river,
And, all the blue skies searching, discovering the depths of one that's even bluer,
Who've observed on paths the gentle eyes that cast their umbra upon the earth;
We who've seen the twilight stretch each day through rows of betel-nut palms,

The dawn appear each day as simple and as green as shocks of fresh cut paddy;

We who've understood, after days and months and seasons have transpired,
That daughter of the earth who came to us and in the darkness spoke of
Rivers; we who've comprehended that there is another light

In fields, at ghats, on pathways: the grayness of an afternoon is in its body.
As we let go our seeing hands, that light stays constant:

Kankabati, she of earth, floats there and assumes a body of pale incense.

Before death what more do we wish to understand? Do we not know

Gray death's face awakes, arises, like a wall, at the head of all our prostrate

Reddened cravings? Once within this world were dreams; there was gold

That obtained tranquility, as if according to the dictates of some master of illusion.
What more do we wish to understand? Have we not heard bird wings call

After sunlight faded? Have we not watched the crows fly off through fog-filled fields?
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Blue Skies

Sunshine-glistening

Dawn sky, blue of midnight,

You show yourself again and again in boundless splendor

Above this forsaken city's prison walls.

Here thick coils of smoke rise and spread,

Harsh cooking fires ever glow here,

Reddish gravel smeared with hot desert breath,

Mirage-covered.

Hearts of countless travelers

Forever search in desperation, their way not found,

Their feet shackled by authority's firm chains.

O blue skies unblinking, O magician, you have with your magic wand
Cracked the very foundation of this prison of a thousand rules and laws.
Amidst the uproar of humanity I sit in solitude and wonder

With enchantments of what far fantastic place did you smear yourself
Then come alone to the real world's bloody shores,

Spreading your blue wrapper over crystal lights,

A mute dream-peacock's wing.

Wiped from my eyes are the bloodstains of an earth, hunter-pierced,
Up flare fair lamp flames through boundless skies.

Sun-broiled beaches pallid with earth's tears,

Tattered clothes, shaven-headed mendicants, pitiless this highway,
This prison for the millions about to die,

This dust—this darkness, vast, in which smoke becomes enwombed,
Sinks within blue skies—in overwhelmed, dream-widened eyes,

In conch-white clouds, in sparkling skies of a starshine night.

Split open is the dried cocoon of insect earth

By your trembling touch, O sleepless, fanciful, distant world.
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Sensation

Into the half light and shadow go I. Within my head
Not a dream, but some sensation works its will.

Not a dream, not peace, not love,

A sensation born in my very being.

I cannot escape it

For it puts its hand in mine,

And all else pales to insignificance —futile, so it seems,
All thought—all times of prayer,

Seem empty,

Empty, so it seems.

Who can go on, like the simple folk?

Who can stop within this light and darkness

Like the simple people? Who can speak

Like them today? Who can know

For certain anymore? Who seeks to understand

The carnal savors anymore? Who apprehends the joys
Of life anymore, like everyman?

And sows seeds anymore like everyman?

Where is that relish? And who, hungry for the harvest,
Has smeared himself with scents of earth,

Is anointed with the scents of water,

Has gazed toward light with rapt attention

And gained a peasant heart—

Who would anymore remain awake upon this earth?
Not a dream —not peace —but some sensation is at work
Within my head.

When I walk along the beach, or cross from shore to shore,

I try to ignore it.

I seize it like I would a dead man's skull

And wish to smash it on the ground. Yet it spins like a living head
All around my head,
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All about my eyes,
Encircling my chest.

I move, it too comes along with me.

I stop—
It halts also.

As I take a seat among other beings
Am I alone becoming estranged
Because of my mannerisms?

Is it just my eyes that are bedazzled?
Is it just my path that's blocked?

Those born into this world

As children,

Those who spent much time

Giving birth in turn to children,

Or those who must produce today

The children, or they who come to the sown fields of this world
To give birth—to give birth—

Is not my heart

Like theirs, their heart and head? Is not their mind
Like my mind?

Then why am I so alone?

Yet I am all alone.

Did I not raise my hand to see it hold a peasant's plough?
Have I not drawn water by the pail?

Have I not, time and again, gone with sickle to the fields?
How many wharves and rivers have I been to

Like fisherfolk?

Algae from a pond, the smell of fish

Engulfed my body.

—All these tastes.

—All these I've had. My life has flowed

Like unchecked winds.
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My mind slept as I lay beneath the stars
One day.

All these desires

I knew once —unchecked —unbounded.
Then I left them all behind.

I've looked at women lovingly.

I've looked with apathy at women.

With hate I've looked at women.

She has loved me,

And come near.

She has paid no heed to me.

She has hated me and gone away —though I called her time and time again,
Adoring her.

Yet it was actually practiced one day —this love.

I paid no heed to her words of contempt,

No attention to the anger of her hate,

And went my own way. I forgot

That star —whose sinister influence

Blocked my path of love, over and over and over again.
Still this love—dust and mud.

Within my head

Not a dream, not love, but some sensation is at work.

I leave all gods behind

And come close to my heart—

I speak to this heart.

Why does it grumble to itself, alone, like churning waters?
Is it never weary? Does it never have a moment's peace?
Will it never ever sleep? Will it not enjoy just

Resting calmly? or not know the joy

Of gazing at the face of man?

Of gazing at the face of woman?

Of gazing at children's faces?

This sensation—only this desire
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What does it gain, immense — profound?

Does it not wish to leave the beaten paths

And seek the starry span of sky? Has it vowed
To look upon that man's face?

To look upon that woman's face?

To look upon those children's faces?

Those sickly shadows under eyes,

The ears that cannot hear,

The hunchback —a goiter that arose upon the flesh,
A spoiled cucumber—chancred pumpkin,

All that came to be within the heart of man
—All that.
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In Camp

Here on the edge of the forest I pitched camp.
All night long in pleasant southern breezes
By the moon's light

I listen to the call of a doe in heat.

To whom is she calling?

Somewhere the deer are hunted tonight.
Hunters entered the forest today.

I too seem to catch their scent,

As I lie here upon my bed

Not drowsy at all

In this spring night.

Forest wonder everywhere,

An April breeze,

Like the taste of moonlight.

A doe in heat calls all night long.

Somewhere deep in the forest—beyond the reach of moonbeams —
All stags hear her sounds.

They sense her presence,

Come toward her.

Now, in this night of wonder

Their time for love arrives.

That sister of their hearts

In moonlight calls them from forest cover —

To quench their thirst—to smell—to savor!

As if this night's forest were free of tigers!

No clear fear fills those stags' breasts tonight,

Not even the shadow of uncertainty.

There is only thirst,

Excitement.

Perhaps wonder wakes in the cheetah's breast as well at the beauty of that doe's face.

Lust-longing-love-desire-dreams burst forth
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In this springtide night.

Here is my nocturne.

One by one deer come from the wooded deep,

Leaving behind all water's sounds in search of another assurance.
Forgetting tooth and claw, they approach their sister there
Beneath that sundari tree, bathed in moonlight.

As man draws near his salty woman, lured by scent, so come those deer.
I sense them—

The sound of their many hooves.

In moonlight calls that doe in heat.

I can no longer sleep.

As I lie here

I hear gunshots

Again I hear the sounding guns.

The doe in heat calls once more in the light of the moon.

As I lie fallen here alone

A weariness wells within my heart

While I listen to the sound of guns

And hear that doe's call.

Tomorrow she will return.

In the morning, by daylight, she can be seen.
Nearby lie her dead lovers.

Men have taught her all this.

I shall smell venison upon my dinner dish.
Has not the eating of flesh ceased?
But why should it?
Why must I be pained to think of these deer—
Am I not like them?
On some spring night
On one of life's wondrous nights
Did not someone come into the moonlight, call me too, in the pleasant southern breezes
Like that doe in heat?
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My heart, a stag,

Forgetting the violence of this world,

All caution cast to the winds—all fear of the cheetah's eyes—
Had not it yearned to possess you?

When, like those dead deer, the love in my heart

Lay caked with blood and dust,

Did not you, like this doe, live on

Through life's wondrous night

One spring night?

You too had learned from someone!

And we lie here, our flesh like that of dead animals.

All come, then fall in the face of separation—separation and death —
Like those slain deer.

By living-loving-longing for love, we are hurt, we hate and die,

Do we not?

I hear the report of a double-barreled gun.

That doe in heat calls on.

No sleep comes to this heart of mine

As I lie here, alone.

Yet one must silently forget the thunder of those guns.

Night speaks of other things upon camp beds.

They by whose barrels deer perished tonight,

Who relished flesh and bone of deer upon their dinner plates,
They too are like you.

Their hearts too wither there in sleeping bags.

Thinking — just thinking.

This pain, this love resides everywhere,

In the locust, the worm, in the breast of man,
In the lives of us all.

Like those slain deer in spring's moonlight

Are we all.
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The Hunt

Dawn:

Sky, the soft blue of a grasshopper's body.

Guava and custard apple trees all around, green as parrot feathers.

A single star remains in the sky

Like the most twilight-intoxicated girl in some village bridal chamber,

Or that pearl from her bosom the Egyptian dipped into my glass of Nile-blue wine
One night some thousands of years ago—

Just so, in the sky shines a single star.

To warm their bodies through the cold night, upcountry menials kept a fire going
In the field —red fire like a cockscomb blossom,

Still burning, contorting dry ashvattha leaves.

Its color in the light of the sun is no longer that of saffron
But has paled like wan desires of a sickly shalik bird's heart.
In the morning's light both sky and the surrounding dew-dampened forest sparkle like blue-green

peacock wings.

Dawn:

All night long a handsome nut-brown buck, bounding from sundari through arjun forest
In starless, mahogany-like darkness, avoids the cheetah's grasp- -

He'd been waiting for this dawn.

Down he came in its glow,

Ripping, munching fragrant grass, green as young and tender grapefruit.

Down he came to the river's stinging, tingling ripples,

To instill his sleepless, weary, overwhelmed body with the current's driving force,

To feel a thrill like that of dawn bursting through the cold and wizened womb of darkness,
To awake like golden sun-spears beneath this blue sky and

Dazzle with his beauty, boldness, sheer desire doe after doe.

A strange sound.
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The river's water scarlet like machka flower petals.

Again the fire crackled—red venison served hot.

Many an old dew-dampened yarn, while seated on a bed of grass beneath the stars.
Cigarette smoke.

Several human heads, hair neatly parted.

Guns here and there. Icy, calm, guiltless sleep.
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A Tale of the Sundarban Jungles

A deer waded into early morning's river waters.
All last night a cheetah stalked him—

For the whole moonlit night, that sleek she-cheetah chased deer shadows.

Like wind's feet she followed the shadow he cast,

Like desire,

Flush desire born of jarring beauty

Not from malice.

Last night, a cheetah salivated at the sight of such a handsome face.
In March moonlight yesternight

Through a land of purple shading, silver dew

Through a realm of latticed windows,

Through the warmth of green and saffron breezes,

Through orange-colored wine of moonlight splashed on grassy clearings
The two of them made up last night a forest dream,

This deer, this cheetah.

Moonlight's soft sinews shaped a picture with their bodies,

Painted an exquisite portrait of a woman with a cheetah's body
Running like the wind behind her (longed-for) lover—

The interwoven branches weaving checkered carpets on their bodies—
At breakneck speed,

A thousand walls of leaves,

Opened up like windows

By March winds,

Turning indigo again like darkened tunnels

And in amongst those lush deep shadows of mahogany

He becomes a hart made of mahogany,

She, a cheetah, but bluish and wood-grained,

Surrounded by darkest night

Like a placid sea

Passionately swelling, flooding, inundating cavern after mountain cave.

In a fountain formed of silver moonlight,
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In a fountain flush with wind

Their bodies blossomed forth again, like just so many golden flowers.
Off they ran, a crystalline cascade,

Now lost behind a veil of azure shadows,

Then from within those shadows mining diamond moonlight,
Plucking strings of a tambura darkness,

Splitting open watermelon winds

Now they find the moon, these two,

And then again they lose it.
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Deer

I suppose it was a dream, when I espied those deer
In February's moonlight sporting through a palash forest;

Silver moonbeam hands caressing dewdrops, leaves—

Winds ruffling wings — pearls spilling through the holes

Twixt leaves, through forest groves, and into eyes of deer,

Those deer gamboling in this light of wind and pearls.

It seemed that smiling Sephalika Bose lights a lamp of diamonds
In that boundless forest sky behind the hijal branches —

Sephalika of some vanished, graying world, ah me,

Whom just those moonglow deer of February know.

Winds ruffle wings, diamonds tumble into eyes of deer —

Those deer, game playing in this light of wind and gems.
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Windy Night

Last night was rife with wind, a night of innumerable stars.

All night long pervasive winds played upon my mosquito net.

At times that net billowed like the belly of a monsoon sea,

Tearing loose from the bedstead, now and then

Wishing to fly up, up to the stars.

And then again it seemed to me—maybe still half asleep—that there was no net above my head,
That it was flying like a white heron into a sea of blue breezes, brushing Svati's hip.

Last night was such a marvelous night.

All dead stars woke last night—there was not the least space empty in that sky.

I saw the ashen faces of all the world's beloved dead within those stars.

In the dark of night, in ashvattha treetops, all those stars aglitter like a lusty raptor's watery eyes.

The huge sky sparkled in the moonlit night, like a shining cheetah stole upon the shoulders of
Babylon's queen.

Last night was such an amazing night.

Those stars in the bosom of the sky that died thousands of years ago,

They, too, brought through my window countless long-dead skies last night.

Those stunning women I saw die in Egypt, Vidisha, Assyria,

Seemed last night to stand in tight formation, javelin in hand, in far-off mist and fog upon the
sky's horizon—

To trample death underfoot?

To proclaim total victory for life?

To raise love's awesome, solemn, ceremonial column?

I was stunned —undone,

As though torn apart by the powerful blue tyranny of last night.

Within the sky's expansive, never-resting wings

The earth last night, like some bug, was wiped away.

From the bosom of the skies came those lofty winds,

Whooshing, panting through my window,

Like so many zebras of a verdant land, startled by the lion's roar.
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My heart filled with the fragrance of a vast green grassy veldt,

With the perfume of horizon-flooding blazing sunlight,

With restless, massive, vibrant, woolly outbursts from the darkness that resembled snarls of some
tigress sexually aroused,

With life's untamable, indigo intoxication.

My heart tore free from earth and flew,
Flew like a balloon—drunk and bloated —rising in an ocean of blue wind,

To the mast of some far stellar ship, scattering star-birds as it went, like a mischievous vulture.
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Naked Lonely Hand

Darkness once again thickens throughout the sky:

This darkness, like light's mysterious sister.

She who has loved me always,
Whose face I have yet to see,
Like that woman

Is this darkness, deepening, closing in upon a February sky.

A certain vanished city comes to mind,

In my heart wake outlines of some gray palace in that city.

On shores of the Indian Ocean

Or the Mediterranean

Or the banks of the Sea of Tyre,

Not today, but once there was a city,

And a palace—

A palace lavishly furnished:

Persian carpets, Kashmiri shawls, flawless pearls and coral from seas round Bahrain,
My lost heart, dead eyes, faded dream desires

And you, woman—

All these once filled that world.

There was much orange sunlight,

Cockatoos and pigeons,

Dense, shady mahogany foliage.

There was orange sunlight,

Much orange-colored sunlight,

And you were there.

For how many hundreds of centuries have I not seen the beauty of your face,

Have not searched.

The February darkness brings with it this tale of a seashore,

Sorrowful lines of fantasy domes and arches,
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Fragrance of invisible pears,

Countless deer and lion parchments, graying,
Stained-glass rainbow windows,

A fleeting glow rippling over drapes like peacock plumage
From room through anteroom to further inner room

A momentary glow —

Deathless awe and wonder.
Sweat of ruddy sun, smeared on curtains, carpets,
Watermelon wine in red glasses!

Your naked lonely hand

Your naked lonely hand.
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Banalata Sen

For thousands of years I roamed the paths of this earth,

From waters round Sri Lanka in dead of night to Malayan seas.

Much have I wandered. I was there in the gray world of Ashoka

And of Bimbisara, pressed on through darkness to the city of Vidarbha.
I am a weary heart surrounded by life's frothy ocean.

To me she gave a moment's peace —Banalata Sen from Natore.

Her hair was like an ancient darkling night in Vidisha,

Her face, the craftsmanship of Sravasti. As the helmsman when,

His rudder broken, far out upon the sea adrift,

Sees the grass-green land of a cinnamon isle, just so

Through the darkness I saw her. Said she, "Where have you been so long?"

And raised her bird's-nest-like eyes—Banalata Sen from Natore.

At day's end, like hush of dew

Comes evening. A hawk wipes the scent of sunlight from its wings.
When earth's colors fade and some pale design is sketched,

Then glimmering fireflies paint in the story.

All birds come home, all rivers, all of life's tasks finished.

Only darkness remains, as I sit there face to face with Banalata Sen.
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After Twenty Years

If twenty years from now I should meet her again,
Again, twenty years hence —

Perhaps beside a clump of paddy stalks

In late October —

As the evening crows head home —as the tawny river

Softens in amongst reeds and grasses—through fields.

Or, perhaps there is no longer paddy standing in fields.

No more hustle, no more hurry.

Chaff is blowing, strewn about from duck nests

From nests of birds,

Night, cold, moisture from dew collecting in the homes of muniya birds.
Twenty, twenty long years from now when our lives will have been spent—

If then most unexpectedly upon a path through the field we again should meet.

It might be that the moon has come at midnight, hovering behind a spray of leaves,
Thin dark branches of the shirish or the jam,

The jhau—the mango,

Veiling her lunar face.

After twenty years, and I've forgotten you.

Our lives will have passed full twenty years—

And then, once more, if we should see each other.

Then, perhaps, an owl] alights and toddles upon the field —
And then, through the alleys shaped by babla branches,
Through the windows formed by the ashvattha,

She flies, hides herself away.

Elsewhere, quiet as eyelids closing, hawk wings fold —

That hawk, a golden gold— stalked by the dew —

If suddenly, twenty years from now, I should find in that misty haze you!
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Merged into the Skies

Suranjana, do not go over there,
Do not speak with that young man.
Come back, Suranjana,

In this night silvered by starfire.

Come back to these fields, these waves,
Come back to my heart.

Do not go further, even further,

Yet further, with the youth.

What can you have to say to him? with him?
In skies behind skies
Today you are like earth

In which grows his love, as grass.

Suranjana,

Today your heart is grass—

Wind beyond winds,

Sky beyond the farther shores of sky.
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Come Back

Come back to the sea's shore,

Come back to paths through fallow fields,
To where the train stops

At a world of mango, nim, and jhau trees,
Come back. Once you wove an egg of blue.
Still today stars lie silent in the dewdrops.
When will you turn into a waterfall of birds

And be aware of me?
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Said That Ashvattha Tree

Said the ashvattha slowly: "Which way are you headed —

Where do you wish to go?

We've all been neighbors so long, so very, very close.

Your sun-stained straw huts, they're standing yet.

And here you go forsaking home and lands,

Heading where, what path—I have no idea.

You've wrapped up your belongings, even the broken bowls, that leaky pot.

Now where are you set on going?

"Not fifty years have passed, why, it seems just yesterday

Your grandfathers, fathers, uncles

—yes, [ remember them well.

Here on the edge of these very fields they bought land, built their straw huts

And in this land, on these paths with all this grass and paddy, and trees of nim and jamrul,
They paid off their debt of sorrow with life's hopes, hunger, and exhaustion.

Standing here I watched it all —it seems like just the other day.

"You won't stay any longer? Which way are you headed?

I suppose there's greater peace somewhere else—more hope?

A deeper sense of life, I guess?

And that's why you'll go there to build your huts of hope.

But, no matter where you go, life itself does not change.

No matter where you build your hope-filled huts, a tale of hunger, dreams —
A tale of pain and separation shall show itself in graying hair."

So said that ashvattha tree, trembling in the darkness overhead.
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A Day Eight Years Ago

It was heard

They took him to the morgue.

Last night in the February dark

When the crescent moon, five days toward full, had set
He'd had the urge to die.

A wife had lain beside him—a child, too.

There had been love, hope, in the moonlight.

Then what ghost did he see? why was his sleep disturbed?

Or maybe he hadn't slept for days. Now, lying in the morgue, he sleeps.
He had sought this sleep perhaps.

Like a plague rat, mouth smeared with frothy blood, neck slack

In the bosom of a dingy cranny, now he sleeps.

Never again will he wake.

"Never again will you wake

Never again will you know

The unremitting, unrelenting grievous

Pain of waking."

As though some stillness stretched its camel's neck
Through his window

And said these words to him

When the moon had sunk into strange darkness.

But the owl is awake,
And the decrepit, putrefying frog begs a few moments more

Among anticipated warm affections—beckoned by another dawn.

I sense all around me the unforgiving opposition
Of my mosquito net, invisible in the swarming darkness. The mosquito stays awake within his
blackened monastery, in love with life's flow. Flies alight on blood and filth, then fly

again to sunlight.
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How many times have I watched the play of winged insects on waves of golden sunshine.

An intimate sky, it would seem —some pervasive life force

Controls their hearts.

The grasshopper's constant twitching, caught in the mischievous child's grasp,
Fights death.

Yet in that foremost darkness after moonset, you, a coil of rope in hand,

Had gone alone to the ashvattha tree,

Knowing that the grasshopper's life, or the doyel bird's, never meets with

That of man.

The ashvattha limb,

Did it not protest? Did not the fireflies in a cordial throng
Appear before you?

Did not the blind and palsied owl come and

Say to you: "Old lady moon has sunk in the flood, has she?
Marvelous!

Let's now catch a mouse or two!"

Did not the owl screech out that raucous news?

This taste of life—the scent of ripe grains in an autumn afternoon—
You could not tolerate.

In the morgue, is your heart at ease,

In the morgue, in that suffocating stillness

Like a flattened rat, bloody lipped!

Listen,

However, to this dead man's tale. He lacked
Not love of woman,

Nor did married life's expectations

Go unfulfilled.

From time's churnings emerged a wife

And honey, the mind's honey

She let him know.

Never in this life did he shiver

In the cold of hunger's draining pain.
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And so,
In that morgue,

Flat out he lies upon a table.

I know, yet I know,

A woman's heart—love—a child —a home —these are not everything,
Not wealth nor fame nor creature comforts—
There is some other perilous wonder

Which frolics

In our very blood.

It exhausts us—

Fatigues, exhausts us.

That exhaustion is not present

In the morgue.

And so

In that morgue

Flat out he lies upon a table.

But every night I look and see, yes,

A blind and palsied owl come sit upon the ashvattha branch,

Blink her eyes and say: "Old lady moon has sunk in the flood, has she?
Marvelous!

Let's now catch a mouse or two!"

Oh profound grandmother, is still today so marvelous?
I too, like you, shall grow old—I shall cast old lady moon across the flood, into the whirlpool.

Then we two together shall empty life's full store.
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Bird

Exhausted, you remain fast asleep. To whom,
Therefore, can I, in this moonlit night, make known
My feelings, the source of this utter wonderment of mine,

Come from the stars? You are not awake.

Upon my breast there weighs this bird.
Bird? or cricket? bird? or lightning bug?
Brown-gold-blue down, down hidden in more down.

He came on such a winter's night alone

From some still grass,
From paddy sheaves sometime, somewhere,
From an egg of silk he went and caught

The shivers, this shivering chill.

In moonlight, in the winter's cold,
Whom had he sought? How far had he wished to fly?
Had deserted fields of stubble pained

Him so? But where in the world is there no sorrow?

No, no, the look upon his face was that of dreams, of courage.
He'd not known pain, but put his faith in
Splendid life.

Down, and beak, and feathers—these were his pride.

In moonlight, in the winter's cold,
He, after all, was obliged to come into my hard hands.
With death abundant all around, why do I balk at granting it

To you? Am I too not a bird, nestled in hard, unseen hands? And no one,

Distraught, will think twice about discarding me: I know I won't by some mistake
Be spared. Yet, as I gently finger this colored cotton ball

Wet with evening dew, I see, as I quietly examine it,
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Fear seems to flood those golden,

Glistening eyes. This bird, so small —yet he had learned it all. What a wonder—
That fear and pain are present in the hearts even of creation's smallest creatures.
Not hope, not longing, neither love nor dreams,

But all about in this world hangs the stench

Of separation. Such sorrow is in their hearts too,
Theirs, too. It weighs upon that richly colored plumage.
But why? Why had these golden eyes searched moonlight's ocean,

Only to leave, to seek out some far-off universe?
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Vultures

Vultures sail the entire afternoon from field to field through
Asia's skies. They've watched mankind —his markets, haunts, and hovels.

The still, outlying lands belong to them. There, where the field's harsh

Silence stands beside the sky like yet another sky, the vultures land together,
Alighting from hard clouds, as though, smoky gray, the mythic
Elephants that guard the compass points had fallen, tired, leaving distant lights. All these

Forsaken birds descend to earth upon Asia's fields for a few moments only- -
Then mount once more their huge swart wings and fly to palm trees, horns of hills,

An ocean's shore. Gazing on the earth's grand beauty, they watch seafaring

Ships crowd the dark of Bombay's harbor, then glide away to soothing
Malabar, circle the sad corners of some minaret, those many vultures,

Oblivious to birds of the world, then drift to some far shore of death.

It's as if the Vaitarani river, or some morose lagoon separated from this life,

Weeps, then stares to see when into deep blue fades that horde of feathered Huns.
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Walking

As if beckoned by a memory, alone I walked many a sidewalk
Of this city. I often watched bus and tram plying their designated ways,

And then at last to leave their route and calmly enter into a world of sleep.

The whole night through, gaslights perform their tasks, burning brightly.
None errs: bricks, buildings, billboards, windows, doors, roofs,

All silently perceived their need for sleep beneath the sky.

As I walked alone I sensed a peace profound within their hearts.
It was late then, the many lonely stars surrounding

Monument and minaret, and I wondered had I ever seen anything

So natural, uncomplicated as that monument- and star-filled Calcutta?
I glance down: cigar burning silently, a gust of wind full of chaff and dust.

I shut my eyes, stand aside. Withered leaves, all brown, are blown

From trees. In Babylon just so I walked alone at night for some such

Reason. Why, I have no idea today, thousands of hectic years later.
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On City Sidewalks

It is late—so very late at night.

From one Calcutta sidewalk to another, from sidewalk to sidewalk,

As I walk along, my life's blood feels the vapid, venomous touch

Of tram tracks stretched out beneath my feet like a pair of primordial serpent sisters.

A soft rain is falling, the wind slightly chilling.

Of what far land of green grass, rivers, fireflies am I thinking?

Where are the stars?

Have those stars been lost?

Beneath my feet the slender tram track—above my head a mesh of tangled wires

Chastises me.

A soft rain falls, and the wind seems lightly chilling;

But you'll not see a single mallard's nest quiver in the face of this cold Calcutta wind so very late
at night.

No dove will come to tell you of its broken sleep's soft bluish flavor, broken by olive leaves.

You'll not mistake a yellowed papaya leaf for an unexpected bird,

Nor will your eyes grow large with recognition as you comprehend creation as thick fog.

Nor will an owl rub her gray wings on an amlaki branch here,

Nor from that limb will sapphire dewdrops fall,

Nor will her call bring forth here stars like subtle fireflies,

Nor make the nighttime even bluer.

You'll not see here green grass strewn with countless dead dewali bugs,

Nor will the world here seem to you a soft and green and gorgeous dead dewali bug,

Nor life itself a cold yet gorgeous, dead, green bug.

The owl's call will not here bring forth stars like subtle fireflies,

Nor will the call of dewdrops bring forth stars like subtle fireflies,

Nor will your eyes grow large with recognition as you comprehend creation as thick fog.
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Wristwatches

Reduced to rubble by the cannon's quake

Tonight many a sacrificial offering lies strewn about, cold.
Below a mountain— wristwatches on some of them
Whose hands of time perhaps yet slowly circle.

Beneath the moon's glow all these strange timekeepers
Will talk for a while—

And tripping as if with the gladdened urges of their mechanical hearts,
Will sip bright starlight.

Puddles of dewdrops fallen from olive leaves,

Sounds of a distant sea,

The wailing of wind—desolate, like a white sheet,

Their life's story will tick on a few moments more.

Dim, and growing ever dimmer,

They will wake to endless darkness of inexhaustible sunlight.
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Beggar

I got one pice at Ahiritola,

I got one pice at Badur Bagan.

If I could just get one more,

I'd walk away with dignity

—he said, stretching out his hand in the dark.

It was as if a blind man yearned with all his being to weave cloth,

But his efforts become as the conch-shell craftsman's saw in crippled hands.

I got one pice while roaming through the parks,

I got one pice at Pathuria Ghata.

If I could just get one more,

I'd have some rice husked

—he said, extending his neck till the light from the gas lamp fell upon his face.
But in the crowd—on Harrison Road—was a deeper sadness.

A world's mistake: a beggar ignored. A failure of the world.
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Inevitable

On the coast of the Western Ghats there's a harbor, the domain of white women.
Though I've seen much of oceans all about this world:

Through sunlight on bluish waters, Kualalumpur, Java, Bali, Sumatra and Indo-China,
Far I have ventured —but, right here, the brown Malayali

Gazes out upon the indigo desert of the sea and cries the whole day long.

Little white cabins in a field of coconut palms,

More intensely white in the light of day, neat and clean like fireflies.
All the white-skinned couples go there and bask in time

Like just so many sea crabs, but the Malayali, falsely cowed,

Gazes out upon the indigo desert of the sea and cries the whole day long.

According to trade-wind tales, one day at century's end

An insurrection arose here, on the hip of the indigo sea.

One day, to the delight of those trade winds,

In all directions, palm trees —cloudy booze —brothels—arsenic —kerosene

Gaze out upon the indigo desert of the sea and resist the whole day long.

The whole day long from afar, through sunshine, through debauchery, those nine and forty
Winds blow smoke away —dispersing winds, winds from the north,

Which leave chill the whitewashed cabins in that coconut grove.

Red gravel paths—a blood-red church spire seen through breaks in amongst the green:

They gaze out upon the indigo desert of the sea, then merge into blue skies.
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Shadows

Today at dawn acute exhaustion.

In the afternoon, too, today acute

Melancholy weighs upon the bosom of the earth.
All day a peasant adds together two and two
And in his field comes up with three.

He has nothing anywhere to harvest.

The whole night long he lies cowering

Beside chilled skeletons.

Not a thing does he reject.

22-
A river flows in choppy waves.
It has nothing but its water.
Morning turned to afternoon at some point
And, too, the century we knew passed away.
It probes for swallow's nests.
On the river bank
Upon its brown mud leaves fall.
All this is common simple certainty.
On my finger, too—for as long as there is—
A yellow leaf alights. Somewhere in a nearby tree
A kokil sings at cold emptiness,
And comparable to that bird's frightful single-mindedness
Is the surety of times changing in the civilized world.
Afternoons die again and again.
He knows not by what substance he is to be satisfied:

By old rough drafts—or by revolution.
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In Fields Fertile and Fallow

A simple creature had lived in many an emperor's realm
When finally one day he gazed four or five yards ahead
And saw no emperor anywhere, but still no revolution,
Only the silence of a peasant and his bullock in the noonday field.
As afternoon in Bengal's fallow fields edged forward
Blending gradually with the rivers' estuaries

While Babylon and London rose and fell —

Yet he kept his back turned.

The late afternoon was such that laborer

With ladylove arrived.

When man dies his mummy's tomb sprawls out

In a mile of sunlight.

22-
Once again afternoon fades into estuaries.
The whole day a single peasant worked
The field with his bullock.
This century turns shrill.
Long shadows cast by trees
Stretch over Bengal's barren tracts of land.
Daylight hours here—and for this era—are over now.
And the peasant, unawares, caught in the remnants of March-April twilight
Yet stands steadfast, gazing back at afternoon;
Nineteen forty-two, it seems.

But is it really nineteen forty-two?

3-
He holds no hope of peace nor passion anywhere.
He was born; he will die one day.

He had come to the field with the rising sun.
With sunset he departed.

He slept soundly, for he knew the sun would rise again.
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That night dew played

With memories primeval.

The wan plough of a peasant,

All those rich dark clods overturned by plowshares,
A world about a quarter mile in length

He worked constantly all the day and now lies

On an unturned plot, true or false?

-4-
Blinded by the brilliance of a bloody flood, this simple creature
Finds no relief as yet.
Here the earth is rugged
With its cracks and fissures of an April field.
There are no more promises.
Mere stacks of straw extending for two, three miles,
And even then, not like gold.
Only the sound of sickles drowns out the world's cannons,
Pathetic, meek, homeless.
There are no more promises.
While water birds scurry to and fro, the river of the afternoon listens earnestly
To the tune of its own waters.
Has the cultivator, human being of today, arisen from an amoeba
Through some purposeless expansion
From a comedy of errors in a sea overspread with blue?
Buddhist shrines, the cross, ninety-three, Soviet myths and promises
Are all histories of eras ending. Life amid the shoreless mega ocean
Perhaps was fully cognizant of this, and Naciketa, more than Praceta,
Instantly became the favored model

For the first and final man in common mankind's light of sun.
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What Sort of Sea Breeze Is This

What sort of sea breeze is this?—heat of sun, light, wind off forest's chest
From where deep down does it come!
Though countless birds have flown away, still the blue sky

Speaks through winds all its own.

Reddish clouds—primordial sun—natural ways of social interaction
Have all been spent, expended utterly.
Tearing down much of human time, it now is revolution

A new mankind —whose genesis lies somewhere in this melody

Wants to find the path amenable to ever shifting history.
It speaks through earthquakes of a moonless night, in me
In many factories and forts, even bankers' inner thoughts:

There is no light, still then there's something of its coming.
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A Strange Darkness

A strange darkness has come upon the world today.

They who are most blind now see,

Those whose hearts lack love, lack warmth, lack pity's stirrings,
Without their fine advice, the world today dare not make a move.
They who yet possess an abiding faith in man,

To whom still now high truths or age-old customs,

Or industry or austere effort all seem natural,

Their hearts are victuals for the vulture and the jackal.
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(Untitled, from the sonnet cycle Bengal the Beautiful —#1)

Again I shall return to the Dhansiri's banks, to this Bengal,

Not as a man, perhaps, but as a shalik bird, or a white hawk.

As, perhaps, a crow of dawn in this land of autumn's new rice harvest,

I'll float upon the breast of fog one day in the shade of a jackfruit tree.

Or I'll be the pet duck of some teenaged girl — ankle bells upon her reddened feet —
I'll spend the whole day floating on duckweed-scented waters.

Once again I'll come, smitten by Bengal's rivers, fields, to this

Green and kindly land of Bengal, moistened by the waves of the Jalangi.

Perhaps you'll gaze at buzzards soaring, borne upon sunset breezes,

Perhaps you'll hear a spotted owl screeching from a shimul tree branch,

Perhaps a child is strewing puffed rice on the grass of some home's inner courtyard.
Upon the Rupsa river's murky waters a youth perhaps steers his dinghy with

Its torn white sail —reddish clouds scud by, and through the darkness, swimming

To their nest, you'll spot white herons. Amidst their crowd is where you'll find me.
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(Untitled, from the sonnet cycle Bengal the Beautiful —#2)

I have gazed at Bengal's face, and hence the world's beauty

I no longer go to seek. In the darkness I awake and glimpse

Upon a fig tree, sitting underneath a big umbrella-looking leaf,

The early morning magpie robin. I notice all around me piles of leaves
Of jam and banyan, of jackfruit, hijal, and ashvattha, lying still;

Their shade falls on the cactus clump, on the shati copse.

I know not when near Champa, Chand, from his boat, the Honeybee,

Had seen Bengal's exquisite beauty, those selfsame azure shadows cast b
g q y y

Hijal, banyan, tamal trees. Behula, too, upon a raft out on the Gangur river,
When the sliver of a waning moon had died away atop some sandy shoal,
Had seen countless banyan and ashvattha, by the golden paddy fields,

Heard the shyama songbird's gentle tune, and once had gone to Amara, where
When she danced her clip-winged-wagtail-bird-like dance at Indra's court,

Bengal's rivers, fields, bhant blossoms wept like ankle bells around her feet.
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(Untitled, from the sonnet cycle Bengal the Beautiful —#3)

I remained sitting on this very grass as seven stars appeared in

The sky. Clouds, kamranga red, sank like lifeless muniya birds

In Gangasagar's waves, where the Ganges meets the bay. Then came

Bengal's calm, compliant, bluish eve—like a maid with flowing tresses,

Come into the sky. Her hair floated on my eyes, swam across my face.

No pathways through this world have ever seen this maid—nor had I ever seen
A kiss of hair so rich and full, held so long, tumble onto hijal, jackfruit, jam.

I know not whether such a redolence spills from pretty women's coifs

Along the world's paths: the scent of tender paddy, of kalmi water weeds,

Duck feathers, reeds, pond water, the subtle smells of punti fish and chanda fish,
A young girl's moistened hand, wet from rinsing rice—that cold hand,

The aromatic mutha grass tread upon by a young boy, the anguished scent of
Tired silence from the banyan's crimson berries. Within this beats Bengal's heart.

When seven stars appeared in the sky, I sensed all that.
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(Untitled, from the sonnet cycle Bengal the Beautiful —#4)

The day I leave all of you to disappear into the foggy distance,

That day death, cloaked in darkness, will have begged away

My body. That day for a fleeting moment on this Bengal's river bank,
Reposing on this bank in blue Bengal, what shall I think, all alone?

No regrets to trouble the heart that day, for after all, I've lived my life in
Bengal, amidst her grassy dampness-scented dust, surrounded by Bengalis,
Who still now pass their monsoon-freshened lives in the soft

Thick rhythms of the kirtan, bhasan gan, rup-katha, pancali, and yatra.

Such joy! Never have I spent a month, not a single day away, forgetful of

My Bengal's face, away, on paths through graceless foreign lands,

like some caged, ruined parrot. In this honeyed world of Behula and Lahana,

On paths caressed by the dust of their feet, is where I've offered up my heart

To Bengali womankind, smooth rice-steamed hands, winnowed paddy in her hair,

In those hands, her sari's red border — green mangos, a kamranga, and a kul.
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(Untitled, from the sonnet cycle Bengal the Beautiful —#5)

At daybreak, midday, and in early evening I watch a stand of bluish betel palms
Flutter gently, slowly in the breeze. Like a caged parrot, some princess

Sings. She wears a sari made of grass. Her black hair is the paddy,

Bengal's autumn rice crop. Cordially she welcomes them inside her courtyard.

In that maiden's heart is the scent of water. She does not sleep,

Neither does she ever die. She does not even lie upon a bed, nor does she wane.
Lakshmi's owl, the shalik and the shyama bird, by their songs awake in her vital spirit.
All day long, all night, she takes into her heart that stand of betel palms.

In the morning, light comes at the crow's call. I look and see black raven-crows
Spread across the betel palms' green jungle. Srimanta, too, saw as much

When, made speechless by the peacock clouds at sea at dawn, he,

From his sojourn in a distant land, returned and witnessed Bengal's betel groves --
Unexpectedly a deep, an intense blue. He heard the weary caw of doleful crows,

When they, so many, many centuries ago, had likewise called.
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(Untitled, from the sonnet cycle Bengal the Beautiful —#6)

I was your companion, time and again, meandering among banyan, ashvattha trees.

I strewed paddy and puffed rice many a day in the courtyards for the shalik birds.

I plucked the duck from ponds at twilight, brought it to you on more than one

Occasion. I watched you light the incense, watched you hold the evening lamp

In hands dewy and white like banana flower petals. The night seemed about to fall,

So you plaited your hair in one long braid, and you touched to your forehead

A kanch beetle's wing of iridescent green. Then you fell asleep, the embroidered border

Of your sari draped over your betel box. With a body soft as custard apples,

Reposing on a lonely couch you slept, like a bou-katha-kao fledgling

Nestled in some bluish jamrul tree in moonlight, you slept. Ah, sleep!

While night, like the mother bird herself, held its brooding wings outstretched.

I today am bleary-eyed, have ventured far through brambles, through the dust
Of a spent life. Did you not see or understand or try to stop me? You, dear one,

Just a pretty conch-shell pillbox, heartless, tucked away inside that betel tin.

(in remembrance of a time in 1919)
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(Untitled, from the sonnet cycle Bengal the Beautiful —#7)

On coming to this earth's paths, I've suffered human pain but also savored

Laughter. I've seen far off, there in the sky on a hill of chalk white clouds,

The sun's red charger, like Pakshiraja, King of Birds, beating orange wings, as he
Rips through nighttime's fog. I've seen among the reeds the yearnings of white geese
Come alive with joy —they float free like wind itself upon the river's current
Cackling, clucking. I've seen green grass, as far as eyes can travel I've seen

Grass, made manifest profusely —covering, enveloping weary sorrows of

This world. I've seen basmati paddy, kash catkins swaying, as though erasing, time

And time again, desire's blood, transgressions. From some mysterious mist
Wherein none is born and no one dies, from such a magical place emerge

Scarlet sunlight, autumn rice, grass and kash, the geese who keep concealed

Our crude questions, tired hungers, impending death, who leave intact our stunned
Silence. On this earth's paths I've often stumbled, shed some tears. But

Those geese, that kash, paddy, sunshine, grass come and come again, erasing all.



