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Writing and reading are not all that distinct for a writer. Both exercises required being
alert and ready for an accountable beauty, for the intricateness or simple elegance of the
writer’s ima;_v,ination, for the world that imagination evokes Both require being mindful
of the places where imagination sabotages itself, locks its own gates, pollutes its vision.
Writing and reading mean being aware of the writer’s notions of risk and safety, the

serene achievement of, or sweaty fight, for meaning and response-ability.

Toni Morrison : Playing in the Dark

The free woman 18 just being born; when she has won possession of herself perhaps
Rimbaud’s prophecy will be fulfilled: “There shall be poets | When woman’s unmeasure
bondage shall be broken when she shall leave for and through herself, man — hitherto

detestable — having let her go, she, to, will be poet ! Women will find the unknown !

Will her ideational worlds be different from ours? She will come upon strange |
unfathomable, repellent, delightful things; we shall teke them, we shall comprehend
them.” It is not sure that her ¢ ideational worlds” will be different from those of men,
since it will be through attaining the same situation as theirs that she will find
emancipation; to say in what degree she will remain different, in what degree these
differences will retain their importance — this would be to hazard bold predictions

indeed. What is certain 1s that hitherto woman’s possibilities have been suppressed and

lost to humanity, and that it is high time that she be permitted to take her chances in her

own interest and in the interest of all

Simone de Beauvoivr : TTie Second Sex






The  problem in women’s  wiiting na Gayatri - Chalanborty
Spivak maintains “is not only who is speaking and how is she speaking,
but to whom is she speaking and on behalf of whom she is speaking.
(1996 : 6).” In her studied observation, Spiv.ak opens up the complexity 6f
a d'iscourse towards which most feminist oriented creative  wnters
endéavoured to work . Besides identity and autonomy of selfhood , women
writers claming to belong to a tradition of their own, articulate other_
challenges , while wrnting back to patriarchy . They also attempt to
deconstruct the assumptions of patriarchy’s monolithic structure considered
axtomatic or universal . While asserting autonomy of selfhood, on the
one hand, they attempt in various ways to speak about their gender ,
desire and gexuality . The theme of love and relationships ; man - woman ,

mother - child e  variourly  problematised |, in that | a divcomso  of

registance is articulated .

Some women writers declare that language must be shattered
because language is supposed to be male as it is a conveyor of among
other things . male chauvinism . They c'lnim for themselves ‘another
language’, that in its new form, would be closer to woman’s lived
experience ., an experience in the centre of which the body is frequently
located . Hence the watch words ‘liberate - the - body’ and ‘speak - the -

body' are in use. While at one level it is legitimate to expose the



oppressions, the mutilations , the objectification of the female body,
another level | it subverts the individuation of the feminine identity .
Furthermore , the themes of otherness and of the body merge together,
because the most visible difference between man and woman is indeed
the difterence in biology. To advocate a direct relation to the body is
therefore not subversive because it is equivalent to denying the reality
and the strength of social mediations . The feminine discourse is
articulated in different modes taking into account the experiencing - self
that moves between a pre- linguistic idealisation of the body to a

symbolic level of self- actualisation.

Emerging out of such a ferment, the articulated subject
position of a woman writer gives voice to her suppressed emotions and
unbind herself from patriarchial bondage in both literary and social
articulation. Kamala Das and Judith Wright are such voices, who among
the post colonial women poets, express their inner worlds and address
in a self reflexive manner some of the important issues of feminism .
Well known for their confessional mode of expression, honest and fiank
views on man woman relationship, and unconventional approaches to some
of the burning issues of the day, Kamala Das and Judith Wright are
unbued with a typically feminine sensibility . Although both Judith Wright
and Kamala Das were bom in two different parts of the world in

divergent societies. a common strain of feminism is conspicuous and all



pervading in  their poetry. While the body is a central metaphor in
Kamala Das's poetry, it is not the same with Judith Wright. However,
as cieative wiiters they are acutely alert to question of rdentity and
selfhood A close examination of their works reveal that the body in its
physical and spiritual anifestations variously foreground their creative ¢

endeavours .

Bom in 1915 at Wallalumbi in New South Wales, Australia)
Judith Wright had poems published in children’s papers from the age
of ten. No recent Australian poet has won wider appreciation and critical
regard than Judith Wright. A small number of her poems inevitably recur
in anthologies because they are by common consent her best, and are
among the finest poems we have. Her fust volume, The Moving Image
(1946) was an immediate success. In these poems, Judith Wiight set
about her lite’s long quest to define Australia as a land, a nation and
a metaphysical entity , in language that showed awareness of
contemporary oveciseas writing in English but also recognised the unique
environment and society of Australia. The young poet of The Moving
Image was no amateur : she had at least twenty years of
apprenticeship to poetry behind her. The epigraph to the volume quoted
is fiom Plato that “Time 1s a moving image of eternity’. The epigraph

conforms to Judith Wiight's sense of celestial tune never suiting to the



human thythm The sense that ‘both time and fear’ are a creation of the
poet,who must resist both, otherwise she will cease to exist. Despite
the oppiessiveness of time and death; life and desire are to be found
in nature , visionary madness and love. This great metaphysical vision is
what the poet puts before herself as a manifesto and a programme to
give expression to her creative urge. She realizes that she is a maker,
the maker not only as poet, but the maker of time and fear which are
the material out of which poetry is to be made. The Moving Image is the
beginning of many roads along which the poetry of Judith Wright
proceeds, but it is also the bringing together in one place, and in one

personality formed by and fitted to that place, of many strains of thought,

Woman to Man (1949), Judith Wright's next book of poems
is a stronger and more profound work, though it breaks no new ground.
The majority of the poems in this volume are openly metaphysical
where before they were mainly so by implication. In particular, many
of them are devoted to those experiences of love and love - making
from the woman’s point of view on which so few women have
commented in poetry. Most of them have written much on love, but
not on malking of love. And ag 18 natwmal for a woman, not only the

act and the passion, but its outcome , the conception, the gestation



the birth and nwtwming of a child, are the rubjects of Judith Wright's
meditation . The aspects of the world to which she gives an articulate
voice bears upon her identity as a woman poet. Love and procreation
are seen as protound mysteries, shaded by the thought of death. They
are expressible in complementaries and antimonies: the foetus, for instance’

is to its parents * our hunter and our chase’, ‘the maker and the

made’, ‘the question and reply’; in its birth it ‘shall escape and not

escape’.

In her first two volumes. Judith Wright enunciates the
three chief concerns of her work. The first is the nature of time, the
motion of flux or change, and the resoluleness that the poet must
conjure, mostly thiough love, to defeat her fear of time. The second
iy the attempt (o 1esolve mto a hamony o1 a cieative paiadox, the
bagic antimonies of human existence - man and his environment , past
and present, sonl and flesh The third is the Australian landscape and

its appropriate expression and sublimation in language .

Judith Wright’s next volume The Gateway published in 1953 seems to
be a continuation of the themes dealt with in Woman to Man. Some poems in this
volume 1ntroduces a new strain to her argument about life and death . It seems to

depend on a Jungian sense (perhaps a Buddhist sense) of the dissolution of the self



in ‘the depth of nothing™ The collective unconscions in the nbode of both life and
death, for from it emanates ‘the bright smoke’ that is ‘the flowing and furious
wortld’. In fact fiom this point on in Judith Wright’s poelry there are moments when
the poet seems to lose her certainty, her sureness of touch, her instinct for the
right phrase . The Two Fires (1955), her next volume contains a number of poems,
including the title poem, written at the time of the Korean war, when the world’s
destruction by atomic warfare seemefl distinctly possible. The lyrics in this volume
have a different movement and tone from the earlier ones forged into a more subtle
and meditative rhythm . Another path explored in this volume and to be
followed in her later poems is the one, too rarely tried, of amused and delightful
irony . In the poems of her next volume Birds (1962}, most of the earlier bardic
qualilies give way o a personal and iutimate delight in the cieatwes of natwe she
describey - gometimes describing them in - antliopomorphic terms . The poems in
Birds , however, are vivid and accurate in detail, having an element of simple
- humonr since a number of them were apparently written for the entertainment of a
child . All the individual poems in the volume are on the one theme and contribute to
common effect . Five Senses (1963) is a retrospective selection, with many new
poems. The mote relaxed, personal mood continues , through the old images of
light, bone and depths, so does the emphasis on time’s flux, death and fear. The
poems appear to bear a metaphysical strain where the old crystal vision is replaced
by dark surmise and a hesitation between aspects of the wotld beyond the senses

which are ambiguons or contradictory. Judith Wiight's quest for illumination which



seemed a kind of inspired innocence, is now in the wotld of experience aware of the
growth of a new consciousness within  her, an alien and baflling vision. In The
Other Half (1966), Judith Wright appears to be formulating a new and
uncompromising theory of creation as something willed and controlled from
beyond the individual mind. The two halves are the conscious and the unconscious
personalities, the one that ‘undrowns’ when she is asleep and the other that
conducts the business of daily life. It 15 a psychological concept which partly
replaces the mystical and metaphysical principles that inspired the earlier volumes -
and again it seems to be continuous with them. This volume is full of hints that
figure a movement away from poetry as a consciously practiced art |, a deliberate
attempt to capture the beauty of the world by an effort of the will | a deliberate

attempt to localize the meaning of life in the ship and crew on the ocean of

eternity , instead of the ocean itself which alone gives the temporal meaning,

Judith  Wright’s poetry certainly arises from personal

. experience: but the personal experience is not as a rule the theme, rather it is the
accidental means to a theme which is typically general - concerned with the human

condition . with what itis like to be subject to time and change having and losing ,

knowing and fecling . in a world which never ceases to be strange though familiar.

What also strikes one is that. though there are positives and negatives within this

personal experience - unresolved conflicts in the signals that come from the outer

world - there is very little interior conflict. The whole person of the poet seems to



react integrally to each situation or problem: the self is not a divided one, and the
poet has had little need for the ironies and ambiguities or dramatizations that many

modern poets have required .

The feminine and mystical charm is very explicit in the poetry of
Judith Wright . However, she 18 at her best in giving expression to irsues that
directly concern the woman . The quest for identity attains a metaphysical
significance . And Judith Wright 1s able to reconcile the mystical and metaphysical
straing from a feminine perspective . It only needs a slight acquaintance with her
poetry to discover the latent feminism intertwined with nature which is meditative ,
intuitive emotional with strong metaphysical searching . Even in her love poems ,
Judith Wright rarely meddles with physical description or with the physical details
of love making, even on a symbolic or metaphorical level . The whole visible
sensible world partakes in the mystery of gestation and birth when the poet as a
woman takeg them into her mind, in a poem like ‘The Maker’, as into a womb in
which they grow another nature and are finally born into poetry . Some poems of
Judith Wright are beautifully sexnal but it is the sexuality of the whole mystery of
reproduction , felt as one process and directed to one end . And it is presented not
notionally or intellectually. but as a matter of direct experience, having a strong

participatory insight .

Famala Das’s poetry seems to function at a level far removed

from larger realities of life yielding place to the constricted world of a cloistered self ,



Her obsession with love , or more appropriately with intimacy , which critics
without cxception have identified as the most prominent feature of her poetry , is
often described as evidence of an ahistorical temper . Indeed , occasionally the poet
allows heirself to be conttived into such a mould by writing essays and
reminiscences that promote ahistorical readings of her poetry . The very nature of
her verse reflects her emotional temper , which makes her feel ill at ease with the
present day materialistic world trying to lay a seige around he r. Kamala Das’s
concerns ag a poct are not philosophical or mystical or spiritual ; they are alro not
directed towards the propagation of a commitment or the formulation of a theory of
poetry . In fact , she is dedicated to the celebration of love in all its

manifestations .

Kamala Das was bom in 1934 at Punnayurkulam in Kerala . She was
born in the taditionally matilineal community of Nairs . Her mother and grand
uncle weie poets ot repute in Malayalam Thus Kamala Das was nurtured in an
'atmosphere of poetry. She beganto write both in Malayalam and English . In 1969
she received the Kerala Sahitva Academy Award for her collection of Malayalam
short stories Thanuppu (Cold) . The recognition of Kamala Das as an Indian poet in
English came when she won the PEN ‘s Asian Poetry Prize in 1963 . Her poetic
output in English is rather thin . It consists merely of three slender volumes .,
Summer 1n Calcutta (1965) . The Descendants (1967) , and The Old Playhouse

and Other Poems (1973) ‘The last volume includes many of the poems published

9
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in the earlier volumes . Still she has made her mark and is universally
acknowledged ag one of the greatest of Indian poets wiiting in English . Kamala
Das had the courage to express her essentially feminine sensibility , honestly and
sincerely without any reservations or inhibitions . Concentration entirely,on one
theme gives her poetry the power , the intensity and the urgency that has cast

its spell on all her readers.

Summer in Calcutta (1965), the first published anthology of Kamala
Das’s poetry sets the tone for her entire poetic output. It contains only fifty
poems and with few exceptions the theme of all of them is love , or failure in love .
Kamala Das lived in Calcutta for several years during her childhood and after her
marriage . The poems in the volume are not about Calcutta but they arige from the
poet’s agonised response to the external wotld of traumatic experiences of her
childhood and ecarly manried life. They suggest the poet’s conscientious involvement
in the panorama of lite around her and a larger vision than what the immediate
-sensory perceptions could provide . They are a response to the intense summer heat
of expericnces presented to the poet by the medley of life that throbbed under the
Calcutta sky . The rude summer of her life crept into every line she wrote . Kamala
Das notes in her autobiography that Calcutta’s vast human complex provided her
with most of her poetic resources at this time. Calcutta was also the city where

childhood , adolescence and adulthood meirged in a continuous present . It also
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taught hier , or so  she claims |, to doubt human natwme But she drew innpuation
fiom the life of the city which she did not like :

Yet Calcutta gifted me with beautiful sights which built for

me the sad poems that I used to wnite in my dhary in those days.

It was at Calcutta that I saw for the first time the eunuchs’ dance.

It was at Calcutta that I first saw a prostitutc , gaudily painted

like acheap bazaar toy. It was at Calcutta that Isaw the ox-

carts moving along the Strand Road early in the moming with

proud heavy turbaned men, their tattooed wives with fat

babies dozing at their breasts like old drunkards in clubs at

lonely hows (1976 + 157)
In this volume we come across a world which is harsh , sun - scorched , tropical ,
heavy with the smell of rotting garbage and death , where even the men have limbs
like ‘carmivorous plants’. The lanes are ‘fevered’, the trees dusty and leafless ,
cheeks sunstained. Only the hardy marigolds and bougainvillea survive , and
courtesans with “tinsel and jasmine in their hair’. Against a background of this
fraught bandscape., onto which the poet projects so much of her mmner sense of
dirt and sexual disgust , Kamala Das plays out her roles of unhappy woman ,

unhappy wife, nusiress to young men , mother , reluctant nymphomaniac , pining

for the joys of innocence and childhood which have been lost.

The Descendants . published in 1967, is Kamala Das’s second volume
which 15 considerably shimmer than the first. Nine poems in this

volume wme exticmely short and two are among the longest poems ever
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written by her. The themes of love, lust and disillusionment consti‘tute
the leading motif in these poems Wheteas her fitst volume was more
diffuse n scope, the second volume’s focus narrows down on the poel
herself The external world is still present in her poetry, but it is
subdued by her inner moods for the most part and lacks the
flamboyant abundance of Summer (n Calcutta  Most poems in The
Descendants show a mowphymead  concem vl e, death and decay
A preoccupation with loneliness and a corroding sense of futility marl
gome of these poems. The incongruity between man’s guiding desire

[

and the insubstantiahity of his achievements strikes the poet lending he

rr

vision -of human destiny a tragic “dimension. Most of the lyrics in thi

-

volume are further variations on the theme of love, and. are pessimisti

I3

even death - conscious m tone. Kamala Das’s personal fiustrations an
gsense of loneliness are ajwaygmthere; imparting to tl:e poems a rar
mtensity and 1mmediacy of appeal . Her courage to stand aganst th
odds and express herself fully and fiankly has deepened her faith i
hfe whercby she har acquired a wvision that typically smells of th
native soil and heitage  The Descendants reveals the- thematic an
symbolic structure of Kamalaﬁ Das’s poetic  consciousness moulded b
meditation over death and physical decay, ugliness of the body and th

mnd, and the fallibiity of buman emotions Here, Kamala Das th

woman and Kamala Das, the atist, become one and the person:
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expetience is universalised . The Descendants certainly  displays greater

artistic matwr ity and control .

Kamala Das’s thud volume of veise, The Old Playhouse
and Other Poems appeared in 1973  The volume contains thirty three
poems 1 all of wluch twenty have been taken from the two previous
volumes. In this book thcie are no radical shifis in tone, no obtiusive
breaks made with the essential themes and approaches of the first two,

It combmenthe cuscnce of both volumes, the wunhibitad  absdon  and
enthusiasm  for hife scen in Swmmer i Caleurta . and  the  shadow of
death, suicide, disease and old age found in The Descendants. The
thirteen new poemg i this volumes reveal some new facels and a
further artistic matwgty. The love - theme ig still therte , but an entirely
new dunension, a new ntensity are  added to its  teatment . Kawmala
Da<’s concern  continnes fo be  the exploration of the nature of love |
lust and frustration. Yet another concermn 1s her involvement with the

deeper meaning of life and death, disease and decay. The poems have

'

a more disciplined structure and poet has proved more effective in  the
organmsation of materials  and controlled expiession. But many of the
new poeins  sugegest that the experiences incorporated swept her along till

fhey destroyed her mner resomcees What appeals to and  distmby vs, 18-
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e seeming inability of the poet to leamn from experience, to withdraw
nd show restiaint.

Kamala Das is primarily a poet of feminine longings. Her
oetry retlect her restlessness as a sensitive woman moving in the male.
dominated society ﬂnd~ in them she appears as a chamﬂpion—of woman’s
ause . Her experiences we;e_ limited, so also her range. DBut like Jane
\usten ., she recégniscd the limitations of her range and achieved
'xcellence by working on her “three inches of-ivory”. Quest for love,
g the central theme of Kamala Das’s poetry. Her greatness as a love
poet anses from the fact that her love - poetry 18 rooted in her own
sersonal  experiences . It is  an outpouring of her own loneliness ,
listlusionment  and  sense  of  fiugttation . Her  love - poelty 18
mconventional and shocking to the orthodox, for her treatment of
sexual love and the human body is tree, frank and uninhibited. Thus
he contlict between passivity and rebellion against the male - oriented
miverse emerges as a major theme in her poetry. But Kamala Das
never tries to escape from harsh reality. Courage and honesty are the
strength  of her character and her poetry. Though there is a lurking
social consciousness in  her poems, she generally shies away from
explicit social themes. She has not been fully aware of the social
maladies sound her but has also reacted emotionally to social injustice ,

celty  of the nich and the mequality and  poverty  among  the  poor .


file:///usten

Famulu Das is not commilted to any ideology in her poetry ; but she
i commtied  to humamsm and love Foameda  Dan lollows  the
confessional mode 1 her poems  The painful  assertion, “I too call
myself T comes firom the predicament of a confessional poet The
moods of a confessional- poet are diverse and constantly shifting. One
of “l_he longer po‘éms» of Kamala Das, “Composition” , embraces such
diveise moods as passionate  attachment , agomsing guwilt and inhuman
bittermess . She do-cs not attempt to idealize or glorify any part of the
self Kamala Das’s poems reveal her restlessness as a sensitive woman
moving in the male - dominated society and in them she appears as a
champion of woman's cause. In some of her poems the emphasis is

laigely on sexual love and female organs. Feminine sensibility ,- in the

real sense of the term imphies stress on emotional bond and an

alitude which  Kamala  Das exploies  very realistically in o{her poems .
In *“The Music Party”, the aroma of femunism 18 obviously reflected in
the poect’s silent cyes which are not brave and cannot look into the
man’s cyes to piompt a response . Kamala Das reveals her typical
femmmne persona by being love - lom without a word to say. Instances
are vanous to illustiate her feminine sensibility . particularly in those
poes which she wiites in the gab of Radha wating for Krishna to

redeem letsell tluough love . Gomg Huough her poetry never do we

\ 029"
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migs the central concern of Kamala Das which is characlerised by a

typical feminine awareness .

In the light of the above discussion, the present study
proposes to explore, in the poems of Kamala Das and of Judith
Wright, the articulation ot teminine sensibility while taking into account

their similarities and  differences, as women, as poets and as feminists.
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CELEBRATING THE BODY: |
A STUDY OF KAMALA DAS §




As a powerful inerrogative mode , feminist critical theory
holds suspect the universalistic  assumptions of the dominating patriarchal
discourse . Underlining the fact that aesthetic value is not universal and
confined to the text only, it is historically and culturally determined,
feminist theoty considers patriarchy’s essentializing assumptions as relative
not absolute or axiomatic. Although the Anglo -Ar;lel‘icml and the
French temimst theorists difter sigmticantly in their approaches to
women's literary productions, women’s representation in literature and women as
rgadgrs. they unnnimo_usly_' emphasize women’s subjectivity and autonomy
of solfhood . What Hll—IHU(I as n social  ogendn  goon  omoiged a8 a
literary polemic . While the American appronch addresses real readers
“and situations, the French. polarize feminist issues into body and language .
Irigary and Cixous are the ardent advocates of a feminist poetics that

takes--note of women’s body as the object while pleading for different
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nguistic register for creative expression by women. Although there we
wiglances o such  a positton st 18 tue that women’s body 18 an
up'(;Nant agpect  of her identity and  self - expression. It 18 a text on
Jhich are inscribed the visible /invigible traces of centuries of domination
nd oppression . -
In her essay “The Langh of the Medusa”, Helen Cixous-,
vriting on wonien’s creative writing, maintains that “Women must write
erself : must write about women and bring women to writing, ﬁ‘ém_
vhich they have been driven away as violently as from their bodies'
or the same 1easons, by the same law ., with the same fatal goal.
Vomen must put hetselfinto the text as into the woild and into history - by
ier  own movement (1996 : 320)” To Iigay and Cixous, the
emale body 1s no more a despicable object, but can articulate its own
ubjecthood . Therefore semiotically, the body becomes the very text
hat rewiites fenummty’s diflerence in  culture , history and literature .
[his 1s where both Tiench theorists see the possibility of a feminist
yoetics in  formation  that opposes sexism and endorses feminism’s
1genda  for raising consciousness in the socio - cultural and artistic
Jomain .
In Tndia thete is a long taditton of women's wiiling .

The Vedas bear testimony to this proud initiative . Women in ancient

Indin  demonstiated then  creative  gift by composing  hymus  and  songs
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which wete no less gifled in point of music and poetic quality than
those  compored by men However | then wiiing did  not  vindicate  their
social  position under a  Brahmanic social  systein . Manu’s  dictum
perpetuated not only social marginalization of women but inflicted an
epistemnic violence as well. Women’s body was considered impure and  held

against her. The songs of Bahinabai, a Buddhist nun, make a telling

expression of woman’s position. She writes

The Vedas cry aloud. the Puranas shout
“No good may come to woman”

[ was bom with 2 woman’s body

How am [ to attain truth?

“They are foolish , seductive, deceptive
Any connection with woman is disastrous.”

Bahina says, “if a woman’s body is so harmful,
How in this world will 1 reach truth?

(Taken fiom Women's Writing 1n India, Vol.. 1. edited
by Tharu and Lalita, 1995 :107).

From DBahinabai to Kamala Das one may underline a
tradition of feminist resistance and self actualization. Without debating
over whether the female body should/ should not be considered as the
subject of literary composition, there may be unanimity on the fact that
the female body is in essence the only possession woman has and thTe
civilizationa]_wounds have- been inscribed on it. It thus makes sense
that the female body needs to be contextualized in literary composition ,

for it is the fountain head of women's creative wunpulse . Kamala Das’s

poetic endeavour 1s sharpened with her intimate and deepet  understanding
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of the socio-cultural and historical location of her body in a dominating
pattiarchial sociely . It is trough this understanding that she articulates
her identity and selfhood .She maintains
I am sinner,
I am samt. I am the beloved and the
Betraved .1 have no joys which are unot yours, no
Aches which are not yows.I toocall myself I.
(“An Introduction” : 1965 :57-60).

From an acute awareness of selfhood and identity issues a
poetics of otherness . Such a poetics while in opposition to the
dominant poetics is foregrounded 1in the metaphorical exploration of the
body. The body is the central metaphor in Kamala Das’s poetic canon.

As Stephen Heath maintans :

The woman is close to the body, the source
of'writing - it is obvious that a woman does not write
like a man, because she speaks with the body . writing
is from the body. Writing resembles the body and the
sexual -division of male and female 1is expressed in the
" difference of women’s writing: ‘a feminine textual body
can be recognised by the fact that is always without
end, has no finish, which more over iswhat makes
the feminime text very often difficult to vead (1996:313).

[

Although iam'ala Das’s poetry is not difficult to rcad for
.she "shows a. competent craﬂsmmlsh-ip m creatiﬁg . poetically . a ‘textual
body’, acceptance of the body and its physical limitations is not easy.
It i1s bound up with Famala Das's exploration of the love theme .

Writing about pomography in ‘Obscenity and Literature’, she describes
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herself as “too emotional to be pomographic™ and expresses a justified

mupaticnce with the  Indian morality . ‘To her, ow moral position mystifies

sex and gives the body oo many  seaets (o hold’. Her vatious  illnesses
which forced her to visit hospitals have brought to her an enriched

awareness of the naked body:

I have spent a lot of time at hospitals bothas an-
inmate and as a visitor. When I was convalescing ,
my private nurses had to wheel me past the
general words where the nwses sponged the -
pattents or helped them into the clothes. I

have seen corpulent men, pregnant woman and
the green hued cancer patients all naked. 1 have
seen wrinkled bellies and thinbacks broken with
red bed-sores. Not once have I felt sick looking
at any of them .The human body in all conditions
fills me with awe and tendemess. I am humble
when I look at it .

(Weekly Round Table : 23rd April, 1972 :32).

Kamala Das’s sensibility is not limited to her frank
confessions of her sexual life or in her detailed description of private
-parts of the body, it is expressly manifested in her attitude to love.
In the ecstasy of love she experiences both pleasure and agony. The
feeling of being jilted ix most painful to the poot . She offets  an
aggressively independent assessment of  man - woman ielationship  that
makes most ot the poems speak for themselves with distinct voices .
With an unngual spontancity of expiession and intensity of feeling, the

poct articulates her most intimate responses and uninhibitedness in  her
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poems , 1 a sense presenting a unovel poetic mode that verges upon
the self confessional

“An  Inboduction” best sums up Kamala Das’s predicament .
It 18 wholly female as well as wholly Indian . and also part of the
general Indo- English dilemma. The run-on lines, the casual
juxtaposition of her own r1esponses with suggestions made by others,
the defiant asscition of her gt to use a language , which become
hers alons, her account of her husband’s rejection of her love -
described more fully in her autobiography - all these lead up to the
fact of her lonelmness, for she would not fit in with the “Categorizers™
. In her pocms, ler persona is always present, playing its varied 1ole

which define her as woman, sexual partner or lust object.

The human body to Kamala Das, is of deep interest and
fascination. It is through the contours, shapes and dimensions of the
fascination It is through the contours, shapes and dimensions of the body that
Kamala Das explores the; tﬁe_me of love and lust. Her obsessive search
for truc love has often ended in despair because the flow of truc love
1s always as 1t scems could not take off beyond the body. Das situates  the
concepts of love and lust in the dialectical interplay of the soul and

body However . the body 1« unportant  becanse 1t as  the somcee ol

excitation and thiill  The body is the gateway to the spiritual, for the
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spirttual  cannot be conceived without its  matetial orgin. It 1s for tlus
it Das s an aduer ol physical beauty fice fiom  vulguity . She  has
been conscious of her own dauk skin and poor  featwmes and always
liked to appear diessed in silk and jewellery -

I hated to see myself as | really was in
mimots which tlwew back at me the pathetic
contoms of my thin body and the plain face
with the protruding teeth. (1976. 50) .

The poet 1s aware of the beauty and ugliness of the human
body and treats 1t as a symbol of disgust when lust tills it. ‘The body

is subjected to lust | disease , pam and  death . The  body appems in

»

Kamala Das’'s poetry oflen as a symbol of lust and consequent
e;motionul corniption 'In the ecstasy of love male and - female differences
vanish and the lovers become one. However, her concernm with the
theme of the body may seem ambiguous If at one level she loves it
intensely . atanother level , she loathes it as an unwelcome burden .

Tlis. loatlung 18 not so wuch of a fecling of its inadequacy as ol her

own prolonged illness. Moreover, one may locate the articulation of an

interrogative  stance  that has becn often traditional and radical . If we

s

accept Das as a feminist, her treatment of body as a burden is to

focus more of 1ts relevance to the woman’s creative consciousness.

In “The Freaks” the poet's disgust with the lustful
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body is expressed in phrases such as ‘sun-stmined cneek and “mouth, a

dak cavern’. Decay and disease of the b;)dy kill both love and lust .

This body that I wear without joy, this body
Burdened with lenience , slender joy, owned
By a man of substance, shall perhaps wither... —

(1973 ;L 37-39).
The male body’s several attractions fascinate the poet even' when then

are linked with lust - the leonine grace, hemlock smile,  the deep

armpits and the shadowed groin’. However, it is contemptible and

abhorrent when the body pulsates with mere lust:

..Notice the perfection
Of his limbg, his eyes reddening under
Shower , the shy walk across the bathroom floor,
Dropping towels, and the jerky way he
Urinates ....( The Looking Glass ;1967 :7-11)

This male vulgarity of lust iz counteibalanced by the female’s stinking
seductions :

... the scent of
Long hair, the musk of sweat between the breasts
The warm shock of menstrual blood, and all your
Endless female hungers ...

( “The Looking Glass’ : 1967 : 13-16)
“The Looking Glass’ is about man - woman relationship, love and lust.
Thete 1s an uonic suggestion about the need to flalter the male ego . The
woman has to yield to his stiange and abnormal demands and ‘git  him
all’. She has to allow hun to feel his superiority ; ‘admit your

admiration’ , for him - There 18 unrelicved sense of despair in the

thought that 1 spite of sacnifices and self - efTacement of the woman,
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it i3 diflicult to keep the man with her. He slips away insulting the
woman's  pleasure ol possession. The paindul  contradiction 1 the  man -
woman telationship is biought out in the following lines .

...Oh yes getting
. A man to love is easy, but living
Without him afterward may have to be
Faced ... (1967 ; 16-19)

Kamala Das’s  ficquent  bouts  of illness  and  nervous
breakdown have made her the recipient of her husband’s protection .

and during such periods ‘there developed’, as she tells us, ‘between

myself and my husband an intimacy; that was purely physical’ . And °I
accepted with gratitude his tenderness which was but lust, loud and
savage , for it seemed like a good substitute for love’ .- But more than

this, 1t was her own body in its nakedness that she began to accept

totally: )

Whenever he tried to strip me of my clothes , my
Shyness clung to me like a second skin and
made my movements graceless. Each pore of

my skin became at that moment a seeing eye,
an eye that viewed my body with distaste .

But during my illness | T shed my shyness and
for the fust time in my life learned to surrender
totally in bed with my pride intact

and blazing (1976 ; 100)

One of the ways m wlich  Famala  Dasg’s  contlict  between ,  her

physical and spiritual aspects of love can be understood and appreciated
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1s by understanding her altitude to the place of words in the love -
expettence  The  intensity  of  passions  makes words  urelevant  in the
poems of Kamala Day  Silence, and not words, are the suength of
her love - expertence  Futher love is identified with physical relationship
or it exists as an unfultilled longing. Wiile a complete physical
gratification benumbs  the body and buries momentarily all longing, it
troubles the poet for she 1s not sure whether she was really loved or

not .

Kamala Das is concemed with love as the innermost reality |
the naked self as distinct from the mask of social convention and
mere physicality. Her conflict belween the coarse physicality of life and

the mformmg and harmomsing principle of love and the desue for

freedom fiom all material trappings is achieved in some of her poems
that exudes in a fice flowing rhythm and cadence Tt is diflicult to say
whether Kamala Das succeeds in resolving the conflict between the

physical and the spirttual aspects of love , however, there is no doubt

that the poems i wlich she articulates this conflict are authentic and
moving :

Love is not important, that makes the blood
Carouse, nor the man who brands you with his
Taust, bat 1y shed ns slough ot the end of each
Embiace ( ‘Jaisurya® ; 1967 ; 21-24)
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‘A Relationship® identifies love with physical desire . The
wlonle sbing” ol rejection and dcce])lioll iy Juxtuposed  with  ‘body ‘s
wisdom’ which tells timl“the poet would find rest a—nd ;—)cacc in her
lover’s arms thongh he might betray her. Here love is older than the
lover by ‘myriad saddened centuries’. Her deswe makes the male
beautiful . It originates in the primordial instincts of the lovers. The betrayal
with words does not matter so long as the body whispers wisdomn and
so long as the lovers ‘communicate’ this wisdom to one another. She
knows that neither verbal harshness nor verbal disloyalty can destroy

their bonds :

..Betray me ?
Yes., he can., but never physically
Only with words that curl their limbs at
Touch of air and die with metallic sighs.
Why care T for their quick sterile sting while
My body’s wisdom tells and tells again
That 1 shall find, my rest, my sleep, my peace
And even death nowhere else but in
My betraver’s ams ...
(1965 ;9-17)

‘In Love’ is a poem of a mild vanation of the same theme and
focusses on the carna_l nature of physical love. The poem brings the
poet face to face with her unpleasant memory of haunting sexual
experience . She is lhesitant to call it love at all for its scnsual

completeness 1s forced without caring for ‘the moody mind’

...where
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Is room, excuse or even
need for love, for isn’t cach
Embiace a complete thing, a
Fimished jpigsaw ., when mouth on
Mouth I lie, ignoring my poor
Moody mind, while pleasure
with deltberate gaiety
Trumpets harshly into the
Sulence of the room..

(1965 ;:7-16)

The concentrated warmth of the movement of physical union, like that

of ‘the burnmg mounth of sun’, 18 too complete |, self - contained and
intense 1nitself to be identificd with love . pethaps even to be named.
The sun with its heat is suggestive of the glow of passion and lust.

The ‘unending lust; which binds the lovers together momentarily is

suggested by the imagetry of ‘male limbs as camivorous plants’ :

..his limbs like pale and
Camivorous plants reaching
out for me...
(1965 ;4-6).

The tranquillity attained in lust slowly fades into a death
reveric provoked by the sight of the ‘coipse - bearers’ . ‘“The sleek
crows llying hke poison on wings’ resmrect the noxious memory of
love - making  In “The Snicide’ | like alt  Whitman , Kamala Das

underlines the fact that the body and the soul are insepaable .

Thetefore , she cannot choose between a physical and spiritual death .
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But the sea m the poem expresses a preference for her soul because

I thiow the bodies out
I cannot stand their smell.
Only the souls may enter

The vortex of the sea.
(1967 ;9-12)

The emotional restlessness of the poet in the volume ‘The
Descendants’ v more  complex and  mote sccentunted  pmtly  beenuse  of
the positivity of theﬂ ‘body’s wisdom’ which is qualified by the new
recogntlton that the body uself’ ig subject to decay and that this brings
physical ughuess mto view . Tlns s shap  coniast  to  the  poet’s
volume ‘Summer in Calcutta’ where the devouring vastness of the forest
fire 1s used to focus the poet’s all absorbing white - hot sensibility In
‘Ferns’ there is ironic glorification of physical love even when the poet
is painfully aware of its sad end. The poem arrests sexual love in an
immge of sell- devourmg und  self - mocking intensily  which suggests that
perhaps there 1s a sense which her glorification of physical love carries
with st an element of disenchantment . The putiescent seunsuality that
haunts the relationship of the lovers is conveyed “through  such
metaphors as ‘dismembered heads’ , ‘night steets grinning in  static

mirth’ and ‘eat 1its own hotted flesh® and confirmed by the pictonal

lines - - -

..and our
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Bodies stacked on beds will mimic the slow
Gestures of the mind and take on the blame
It silent sin...

(1967 ; 16-19)

Desire i identified with the flesh In its various
forms 1t fascmates as well as troubles. Kamala Das identifies desire
with sexuality. The idea of sexuality runs like forest fire in  Kamala
Daw’'s pootry . Wowever , W B WR dwmppewbnesh wd disget with
sexual union without love that mark most of her poems. In her poems
fove and hate, excitement and depression appear side by side. In her
life - long search for true love and true lover, the poet has stumbled
on_ the painful discovery that man succumbs only to the snare of lust.
Thus the woman is nothing more than a passive paticipmt  in the
ritual of sensuality planned by man. Graces of love are unknown to

him :

Men are worthless, to trap them
Use the cheapest bait of all, but never
Love ...
(‘A Losing Battle’ ;1965 . 3-5)
And the cheapest bait is lust. The poet’s repeated forays into the
intricacies of sexuality . lust and depression are laced with a longing
for an ideal man to fill her dreams with the hues of love. In spite

of her obsession with the heclic love life that never get fully realized,

the poet has never been a uymphomaniac, reluctant or otherwise These
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alignments  form the basic design in the general pattern of Kamala
])3;;,8 cprOI‘.IlI()lI:J mto  the meaning ol love, lust and sexuality . For
her ideal love is a fulfilled experience attained thiough sex but beyond
its constructive dimensions It is a tension that envelops the body, the
mind and the soul. When love stops with the intimacies of the body,
it becomes lust and the lovers are depriveé of the-ultimate bliss which

is part of an ideal man-woman relationship. In Kamala Das’s poetry,

there is an untiring search for the perfect masculine male and each

encounter with the male either as husband or the lover., 1is an

experiment in discove—ring the meaning of true love . The repeated
failures of “such experiment; make her resentful and defiant turming each
enicounter  for her  metely as a substitute for ~the real experience. Her
preoccupation with the intensity of sexual love, or with the tensions of
a love which she lherself cannot fully resolve, does not bring her to
the bunk of narticulation. Words are an abstraction and bein’g the
product of conscious formulation, are therefore opposed to the elemental
darkuness of passion. This i1s one of the sttands which runs through her
poetry, and time, and again she shows us the inadequacy of language
to cope with the weight and depth of her emotional expetiences. As

Kadiatu Kanneh puts it

The tremor which seizes the woman from
the depths of her lungs, the irresistible
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use of the body to complement the
unmanageable npple of® her voice . 18 an
sccurate sccount not ol an herent  Lemingge
essence but of the direct resnlts of socia)
marginalization and intolerable sexual

visibthty  Not conditioned to wear mastery
i a public scene or to forget the r1ole of
her body in a voyeuristic male society

the female” public speaker acts, m this prototypical
case with a shivering uncertainty ,

handling the language of politico - theoretical
discourse with stumbling skill. (1996 | 332)

In Kamala Das’s case, however, it is not merely a question of the
palpablencss  of Sensnous experience  secking  a viable  vehicle  in
. wtellectual  form and notation, but also a question of the sheer quantity

of energy, the density of passions.

The theme of lust is apotheosised in ‘Convicts® a poem in
which sensual love is portrayed in terms _of physical labour and heat .
The convicts ae the lovers and their lust is umversal . The comparison
of the lovers with ‘toys dead children leave behind’ implies the fa_tal
nature of lust. The lovers have lost their scparate genders in the heat

and heavinesy of Just @ -

That was the only kind of love,

This hacking at each other parts

Iaike convicts hacking, breaking clods
At noon. We were earth under hot
Sun  There was a buming in our
Veins and the cool mountain nmghts did
Nothing to lessen heat. When he

And 1 wete one . swve were netther
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male nor female. (1967;8-16)

It is tragic that ‘love’ should manifest itself through such acts of
destruction .  The reader’'s response is further complicated by the
presence of a wistfulness in the poetic persona, especially towards the
end of the poem. Tt is implied here that there might have been

AY

greater sexual harmony under more congenial circumstances.

Numerous references in her autobiography and  other prose

works substantiate to a certain extent the kind of discoveries she has
made about men on whom some poems are based. In I Studied all

Men’, Kamala Das writes how she was spurred by her unusual marriage:

‘...into a hectic love life with a
small capital - just a pair of beautiful breasts
and a faint musk-rat smell in my perspiration
... Each night, after stripping myself,

I put aside my soul and entered the
arena with a body as efficient as a
clockwork toy’. (Love and friendship ; 14)

The concopt tlmt_nmmugo was  aunion of gouls  and  mind  seems o
have "gone astray. It had degenerated into lust berefl of the participation
of the soul .And the constant ..;struggle of the poet to free herself from -

the 1impasse yielded little result. Kamala Das identifies herself with

Radha and seeks to realise union with the Lotd. The Radha- Krishna
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myth provides an objeclive correlative for her passionate  yearmings and

tepressed  desires . In the above article, she wiites

I was cutirely without lust. T hoped that
Someday as I lay with a man, some where
beneath the bone, at a deadened spot, a

contact would be made, and that afterwards each
movement of my love would become mcaningful .

I looked for the beauteous Krishna in every man.
(Love and Friendship ; 5)

In scveral poems of Kamala Das, lust causes devastation
and digintegration of the self. The fragility of. love experience is the
theme that dominates ‘Glass’. The poem describes in a tone of mock
indifference the woman’s ritual manipulations of various lovers. Fragility
of glass is analogous to the fragility of love

I went him for half an hour

A pure woman, pure misery

Fragile glass ...(1973 ;1-3)
In the arms of the lover she is reduced to ‘an armful of splinters’, a
handful of broken glass. She enters into love experience with a sort
of unconcern bordering on the abominable. The absence of involvement
and the sad satiety haunt her

With a cheap toy’s indifference

I enter other’s

Lives, and

Make of every trap of lust

A temporary home. (1973 ; 18-22)
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The juxtapostion of “trap” and  ‘home’  instantly  illustrates the
nreconctlability of het love expetience with  genmne  pleaswe . A feeling
that nothing endures in man- woman relationship fills the poem. Afer
every encounter, the woman- body feels so badly beaten. There is a
search for the ‘musplaced father’ at the end of the poem. The father
figure merges with the lover in a Freudian manner and the picture that
emt?-[ges 15 that of ‘every woman who seeks love’ , flitting from one
man to ano;her as if in unmentioned revenge against the male order
However vital ‘the body’s wisdom’® may be, it cannot satisfy the poet
for long. Nor it can be the end of any search for certitude and
meaning , clinical or mythical . In ‘Tl-le Prisoner’ , the poet compares
herself to the convict who ‘studies his prison’s geography’  with
suspicton and hope

I study the trappings

Of your body, dear love

For 1 must some day find

An escape fifom its snare.

(1973 ;3-6)

Trapping heire has a double weaning for Kamala Das - one is that she
wants to be free herself from the trapping of lust to know true love

and, the other s the soul’s cry against the mortal dress. Either way

there 1s a trap since body and soul are not envisaged by Kamala Das
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as separate entities there is little qualitative difference between losing

one or losing the other

Berefl of soul
my body shall be bare
Bereft of body.
My soul shall be bare.
( “The Suicide’: 1967 ; 1-4)

There is no final escape ‘from cages of involvement’ and there is no
freedom which does not run the danger of becoming imprisoned . Lven
after recovering from her alments, Kamala Das has to reconcile herself
with  “the weary body scettling  into  accustomed  grooves’. In the poem
‘After the Illness’, the 1magery of lust and flesh suggesting her

recovery, reviving the will to live :

N ...There was
Jot much flesh left for the flesh to hunger. the blood had
Veakened too much to lust ...

(1973 . 10-12)

In spite of the body’s unattractiveness and skin’s numbness
what made her husband_ lust for her ? Was it the ‘deeply hidden
soul’? In attempting to find answers to these questions, Kamala Das
contradicts  heiself with the  stance  that  the body and  soul  we  one
entity as in “The Suicide’. Tt seems here in ‘After the Illness’ that the

body and soul are separate It 13 characteristic of the poet not to

attempt to resolve the dilemma beyond the limits inherent in the very

nature of her own experience. Kamala Das seems to suggest that
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pethaps the body and soul we nsepaable, but she finds it diflicult to
expetience the wholeness,  the  sense  of completeness without o shadow
of doubt and uncertamty. Her explotation into the natwe of lust is not

merely confined to the exposure of the male personality but also, as

indicated above, into her own anguished self. This 1s the despair that

every woman goes through mostly the married ones. There is a
perceptible gap between their longing and its gratification. In the
anguish and anger of unfulfilled desires there hides a tacit confession
that the woman needs the male’s solicitude to realise herself fully .
Instead of lending a helpmmg hand to the wife to raise heiself to the

pedestal of self- realisalion, the husband exploits her body and destroys

her mind

...You were pleased
With my body’s 1esponse, its weatlier, ils usual shallow
Convulsions .You diibbled spittle into my mouth, you poured
Youwrself into every nook and crannv. you embalmed
My poor lust with your bitter- sweet juices. You called me wife.
(“The Old Playhouse’ ;1973 ;8-12).

The husband’s lust administered to the poet in  “lethal doses” 1endered
her life joyless, dmk and passive. Kamala Das’s protest here , is not
merely against the supeificial aberrations of married life but also against

the usual domestic credo  that permite the free  exhibition of the malo

ego in all its horrid manifestations.
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Faomada  Das has always  been concerned  with the

precariousness  and  incompleteness  of  the  love- relationship . The

precariousness may be due to the change of feelings or to the nature

of sexual love which, Kamala Das, despite her occasional glorification
of it, finds inherently incomplete and brief. From the theme of the
incompleteness of love. it is quite logical for the poet to turn to the

very precariousness of the body on which it depends. Sometimes , such

a deep mmmersion in this theme leads Das to reflect on the

contrasting attitudes in man and woman to love. At other times, these

are complimentary , even though physiologically they are opposite : ‘the

hungry haste of rivers’ in man and “‘the ocean's tireless waiting’ in the -
&7y

woman. Woven into this is the poet’s central theme . the exploration of

the true natwe of love and of the extent to which the intensity of

love. when achieved is self sufficient. There is a frequent reference to
illness ; and the concem with the decay of body and with all the
sensuous pleasure that is bound up with its physical limitations 18 more
pervasive than before. The decaying house of the grandmother is
sometimes internalised through physical symbols as in the following:
My body 1s like a mansion where once parties were given. Wine
floned The dancers danced the musicians sang  Evety guest was
noble  Every guest was a pleaswe seeker . Then the house

crumbled . and one day the sluim dwellers began to  wrive with
thent shabby luggage  Each step they took was with an apology .
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We know that we ought not to have come here, they said. Like

the slumdwellers the aches came creeping in o night tnto thie body

where onee only  pleanween hived o These we the new  tenants ,  they

know that they have come to stay.

(“The Sparrow on the Glass - Pane’, No-S)

In ‘Gino” multiple meanings emerge from the single central concept. It
encompasses the terrestrial delusion of love and lust as well as the
ethereal  visions  ob hife . death and rebuth . Juxtaposition  of  lust  and
death 15 a common deovice in Kamala Das’s poetry that projects the
consciousness of futility wrapping all lust activity In the latter part of
the poem, the poet discards the idea of triumphant love instead of
chasing it, she realises that they are wunreal. She also feels that the
sheer burden of the body growing uncomely and gross with years and

its slow decay are more real:

This body that T wear withont joy, this body

Burdened with lenience , slender toy, owned

By man of substance ,shall perhaps swither, battling with

My darling’s impersonal lust. Or, it shall grow gross

And reach large proportions before its end.

(1973 : 37-41)

The strength of Kamala Das’s poetry lies in its haunting

ability to awaken our dormant human sympathies and our repressed

passion for genuine man - woman relationship . Iler ideal man - woman

relationship is based on love without lust. passion without desire for
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possession and sympathy wilthout condescension . Kamala Dag has

admitted  that there s “lot of love’ i her poems. She wiote .

Love is beautiful . whatever four- lettered names

The puitans call it by.It is the foretaste of

paadise 1t is the only pastime that involves the soul .
(‘Obscenity and Literature’ : April 1972).

But shie 1s not a poet of frec love as allegedly some critics opine .
On the contrary , she upholds the sanctity of domestic and marital
relationship . But she is disheartened when marital love degenerates into

lust, and when marital relationship turns into one of domination by the
male over the fomale. ‘fhe (races -of_ sexual repressi{m and gloomy-
foreboding found in the love poems of Emily Dickinson and Emily
Bronte are absent in the _poems of Kamala Das of love and lust. She
is perhaps, the most feminine among the women poets writing in
Enghsh and  her feminine sensibility is manifested not in  her
fulpunation against  the male world but n her rapture and excitement
mrecewving pue  love and her  subsequent  distllusionment  when  the
same degencrates into lust. Her repeated explorations of the same theme
m poem after poem 15 an incantory and  ritualistic  performance that
secures for her emotional purgation and ultimate tranquillity and serenity

. Kamala Das’s poems on the theme of love does not exist for its

own sake but concerns with lugt , death , decay, illaess and the human
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body . If 1lust produces frustiation i the woman subjected to 1t, i
alko produces cruclly in the man who practices it.

Thus love and hate, excitement and depression appear side
by side. Love expression in Kamala Das’s poetry 1s a kaleidoscope of
numerous tension; Their several alighments form the basic design in
the gencral pattern of her explorations into the meaning of love , lust
and scxuality . For her ideal love 1s a fulfilled experience altained
through sex but moves beyond its physical dimensions. It is a tension
that envelops the body . the mind and the soul. When love s
imprisoncd within the intimacies of the body, it becomes lust and the
lovers are deprived of the ultimate bliss which is a part of every ideal
ma;l— - woman rela(ionship. Since, the quest in her case is a failure, sex
is no more than a ‘mindless surtender’ or a heartless participation and
not a ‘humming fiesta® K.R.S. Iyengar rightly points out that hers “is a
ticrcely feminine sensibility that dares without inhibitions to articulate the

hurts it has received in an insensitive largely man - made world .”(1984 ;

680) .
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THE BODY AND BEYOND A

STUDY OF JUDITH WRIGHT




“We don’t know what women’s viston is What do women’s eyes see?
How do they care. invent dectpher the world? I don’t know . [ know my own vision,
the vision of one woman. but the world seen thiough the eyes of others? I only
know what men's eyes see (1996 ; S6-57)” - maintams Viviane [orrester in her
essav’ What Women's Eyes See’ in an attempt do differentiate between
male and female sensibilities, Fourester makes an open c¢all to underhine
how 18 rcnht‘y percetved  From  perception ot reall_ty 1ssues  out two
interrelaled positions one that acknowledges one’s selfhood and the other
that determines subject position. These two interrelated issues are crucial
to women wrifers as well as to feminist discourse , What we understand
by feminine sensibility today is how creativity 1s related to articulation
of human relationships . Judith Wright as an important woman creative
writer from Australia accepts the difference in sensibilities (nale and
female) and ‘acticulates her _own expel{ences and feelings as a woman .
Her strength as a poet, however, is a vision of integration and unity.
In this chapter a detailed analysis of Judith Wrnight's poelry is attempted
to show what does she see and how differently does she see things,
the world and really as a woman, a feminist and a human subject.
The radical feminists may find Judith Wright too conventional for she
does not like to wuse their language for she conceives woman as the
mother earth and reveals a sensibility that 1s like Janc Austen, self -
absorbing and celebrating the essential goodness of the world. She

comes  closer to Showalter’s understanding of orthodox huwmanism, a
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behief o Iteratme  as an expresston ol umversal  umly  encompassing

men and women known as ‘human nature’

As a powetful voice from Awustrahia, Judith Wrnight has
shown stronger feeling for the land and its traditions . She has
registered a distinct voice through her poetic works that runs counter to
the male tradition of 1obust balladry and outdoor narrative Preoccupation
which are obvious , throughout Judith Wnight’s whole poetic canon -
continmty ,  love . natwre . the unagmation  and  language - me  all
mterrelated aspecls of a unity which she seeks It must be stressed
that this umty 13 both physical and psychic On the one hand, the
pattern of human life i3 seen as an integral part of the cycles of the
natur;ﬂ world. On the other hand . through the workings of the
imagination, the mnd of man is umted with the natwal woild Love
and wvision are the forces working for umty- for personal integration of
man with the world about him Love 1s seen as a powerful , physical
and metaphysical force, the life force itself It ensures the unity of
man and nature and 1s the agency through which continuity is achicved
. Phulip Lindsay writing about Judith Wright glorifies her as :

the only woman who has kissed and told . Other woman

have sung of love . butapart from Sappho - and she afler all ,was a

man in female skin -~ none have wrniten honestly and  without
shatne of theur deswes (1968 ; 35)
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tic pronouncey Judith Wright ay  ‘the fist womun honestly (o unbare
bet lover's hwwt o b verse’ i contrat Lo Enuly “Dickinson ,  Enuly
Bronte, Christina Rossetti, whose love poetry, according to him, is
inspired by ‘sexual repression’ and starved heairts rather than sexual
fulfillment .

The search for unity accounts for the conflict at the heart
of Judith Wright’s poetry. for the compulsion to unity (for instance,
surrender to love and natural process) is countered by the poet’s fear
of the full implications of such a surender. Many of her ost
powerful lyrics contain both contrary impulses in synthesis , and the
inclusion within any one poem, or even within a particular symbol, of
both points of view leads to that sense of realism which 15 a mak
of the Ulest of Judith Wright's poetry. One expression of the above
mentioned fear is the poet’s  obsesgion - particulaly in the ewly poetry -
with time, death, evil and psychic disintegration. However, her quite
considerable prose writings provide a rational basis for the sense of
_d.isintegmti(;n Wl.]lCh i1s so strongly felt in the poems of ‘The Moving
Image”, which re-emerges in ‘The Two Fires’ but which is definitely
latent throughout the poetry. Considering the poem ‘The Company of
Lovers’ in the former collection, with all the human description also

concentrates on a sense of life lost, of desolation, of deprivation:
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Death marshals up his armies round us now.
‘Their _footsteps crowd too near.

Lock your warm hand above the clulling heat
and for a time I live without my fear

Grope in the night to find me and embrace,
for the dwk preludes of the drums begin,

and round us, round the company of lovers,

Death diaws his cordons in. (1972 :9-16)

The poct’s seamrch for unity is modified by a number of
umportant phases in her hfe and development. “The Moving Image” was
written at a time when war and death were oppressive facts ‘ of
everyday life, and the emphasis is upon vulnerability and disintegration
. Affirmative elements in these poems are focused upon an awareness
of the continuity of thz; physical and the psychic life of mankind .
Throughout the poetiy continuity has a wider sense than that of a
simple temporal progiession. Continuity is a c-‘ognitive concept too, 1n
that man’s wision of reality, hig total woirld picture is not only an
mheritance from the past, but 1s shaped and communicated through
language - hence the importance of the word. For Judith Wright , to love
i8 to commumcate and thus to feel divine: and (o communicate 1s to
feel creaive. Language 1s an aflumation of the power of love for
Judith Wright © words  are necessary for interpreting one’s passions . In
“W_aler” the simple perception of the movement of water can stimulate

a petrception of a profounder process:

Such sentences , such cadences of speech
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the tonguing water stulters m its 1ace
as may have set us talking each to each
before our language found 1ls proper pace.
(1972 9-12)
Concern with the relationship between language and creation is at the

heart of Judith Wright's “Camping Split Rock®™ Each perception is an
involvement within a word :

The finger of age old water sphits the rock
and makes us room fo live ; the age-old word
runs on i language and fiom obstinate dark
hollows us room for seemg . (1972 .17-20)

m o rayer” confronted with the thought of death herselt | the poet prays

that she retain love which includes ‘the power to see the words”, as

well- as the power to speak words :

And you, who speak in me when I speak well,
Withdraw not your grace, leave me not dry and cold.
I have praised you in the painof love,I could praise you still
in the slowing of the blood the time whenI grow old.
(1972 17-20) .
Judith Wright never gets bireathless even when she 1s at her most

intense as in “Woman to Man” , the collection of poems she is best

known by . In “To Hafiz and Shuaz’, sho suggests that with  the

repetition  ‘of experience , there 1s a corresponding siumplification  of

words but that 1epetition and simphfication need not mean the loss of

intensity for .

Every path and life leads one way only ,
out of continual nuracle, through creations fable
over and over tepeated but never yet understood,
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as every word leads back to the blinding otiginal word .
(19721 18-21)

In the poems of “Woman to Man™ . Judith  Wright finds the
answer to her earlier sense of disintegration , for the celebration of
sexual love and physical creation swings the balance to the other
extreme : that a joytul unity with and integration into the great round
of nature. The most frequent critical comment made about Judith Wright
was that in her poetry she succeeded in creating a satisfving fusion of
passion and intellect. ‘This unity is consummated and guarantced by the
creation of the child. Motherhood and child - bearing are the  prerogatives of
womankind that ofler a sense of fultithment and contentment to  her. In
the role of a mother, woman is not different fiom the earth. The last
stanza of Judith Wnight's “Woman to Child” highlights this truth:

I wither and you break fiom e :

Yet though you dance in living light

-1 am the earth, I am the root ,

I am the stem that fed the fruit,

The hink that joius you to the night .

(1972 ;16 - 20)
At the same time , the mother as poet achieves a further umty, - the
unity of the imagination and the world of nature. The philosophical
concept of unily is fully realized in works which are themselves fine
examples of " organic ‘unity, with theme , structure and symbolism all

contributing to  a  fully integrated  whole  The symbolism  merity  the

close scrutiny to which it is  subjected . for the ambivalence of the
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poet’s attitnde to love and nature s largely expressed  thiough symbolisim
tather  than throngh duect statement

Ow love is <0 natwal

the wild animals move

gentle and light on

the shores of our love .
(Our Love is so Natural® :1972 :1-4)

The wrge to identity with physical passion and with natural process- is
stong and the intellectual qualifications are subsumed  within  the
symbolism, so that the result is poetry of =sensual passion and
melaphysncal: strength . for_ the l)TiCﬁl_ urge to sing of love in time .
The- symbolism which fuses these contrary wurges is archetypal in the
truest sense, for it takes us back to the primitive mythic sense of the
tertility of the earth, of the tuming cycle of the days, the seasons and
the cosmos . and of man’s participation in  and integration into this
round . Judith Wright's use of myth may also be considered under the
cconcept of continuity , in that the emotional history of mankind, the
most owerful concepts by which man lives and shapes his experience
and accounts for his world, are mythic in quality:

Only the rider’s heart

halts at a sightless shadow, an unsaid word

that fastens in the blood the ancient curse

the fear as old as Can.
(Bora Ring': 1972 - 13-16)



The use of myth, fiom the poet’s ewmly and self - conscious mposition
of an Old Testament pattetn upon  colomal  expenience | to her  late
assued and  skillful handling of the mythic and symbolic patterns of
fecundity and renswal 18 discussed in this confext At its  best thig
symbohsm umtes the physical and imaginative life of man with the help
of the cosmos. and roéognmes the ambivalence of man’s position in the
cosmic context

Juchth Wright's  confrontation  with  the  darker  aspects  of
expesience - the_mnpedbcu_on of love and the duality of nature is
manifestly overt. ‘There is a radial change in her aesthetic from the
simple rapture of the momst at one with his woild, to the more
analytic stance of the aesthetic theorist. The poel is deeply aware of
the limitations of the cognitive - aesthetic act, of the iua(iequacy of
language and the failure of the imagination Judith Wright's realistic:
confiontation of imperfection  in three related mess - love ,” nature and
poetry- destroys  the basis of the unified vision and leads to poetry of
detachment and acceptance , “Unity becomes duality and the polan—tles of
her poetic vision- joy and pain, life and death. reality and art unity
and cismtegration - are accepted  ay necessary  and  even  appealing  aspects
of being:

A fa-off boat moves on the morning «ea.

‘That broad and equal monotone of lLight
1s diawvn to focus | purpose enters m



Hy unity  becomes duality |
and action scars perfection like a pin.
(‘Return’; 1972 1-5)

Detachment and acceptance are the keynotes of the poems and this is
reflected in the technical aspects of the poetry. Although there are
many admirable poems which express this changing vision, many others
are  marred by a  lack  of poetic  control (either mflation or  banality) |
prosaic diction. ot by a loss vigour and poetic tenston.

“‘The Moving Image’ one of the most important of Judith
Wright’s carly pocemn mitintes in one  form  or another ol of her major
themes :

[ am the maker . T have made both time and fear |

Faowing that to yield to either is to be dead .

Al that 1s real 1s to live ., to desire | to be

till I say to the child Twas , It iz this ; it is here”.

In the doomed cell 1 have found love’s whole eternity
(1972 : 32-36)

The’ poex;l deals” with not only man’s increasing  subordination to time
as he matures tiom childhood to adult life but also it affirms the
power of the human spuit to tiumph over its temporal bondage . The
child’s carefree conception of time is examined in minute detail. To

him the years seem “enormous™ efernity is eminent in every green field

and he 1s unafraid . ‘This is the best ol Judith Wright’s projections of
the integrated vision of the child who is in tune with natural time . Tlis

‘green’ world i measwed by the recumvence  of the natural cycle @ the



time ‘between one blue summer and another’, the ‘tree dressed i gold’

for autumn . Ihs temporal awareness 1s  measwred by moments of
lieightened consciousness and is characlerised by a fluidity of. spatial

and temporal concepts .

Love for Judith Wright is a physical compulsion which
ensures the c‘ominnily of the. generations, a vitahistic force  which  moves
through and ordc‘rs-tho entire phenomenal world. and finally a powerful
spiritual  force - the counter to fear, evil and hatred. As such love s
primarily a umfying power , reconciling individuals with one another ,
integrating the individual into -the cycles  of the natmal  world | and
guaranteeing the unity and continuity of all aspects of being ., for all
are  mantfestations  of  the primal  creative  force of  hfe  itself . This
accounts for Judith \\;right‘s emphasis upon sexual love, for sexual love
is the force which wmtegrates the pattern of human life - of love and
procreation, of birth and death - into the cyclical pattern of renewal in
the natural world . The poet 1s able to achieve this by means of
dramatic lyrics  which present a paticular  physical  situation and at  the
same time define its metaphysical significance . “Woman to Man” exploits
the full ambiance of mystery and paradox to communicate the spiritual
as well ag the physical miracle of the creation of wew life The  pwely

physical level 1s ditect and  explicit . “The  blind  head  butting  at  the -



dark’ 15 both the phallus (the immediate) and the cluld’s  head at the
moment of bith - the  futwre smphieit in the present. The poem has  a
double time percpective in which intercomse and birth, the act and the
future contained in it are synchronized The physical act is also
suggested by the thythm wlich gathers 1mpetus in the final stanza and
reaches an otgiastic clumax in the final line where the sexual act. and
its mgmficance fuse wm the mind of the woman-

This 1s the maker and the made;

this is the question and reply .

the blind head butting at the dak’

the blaze of light along the blade.

Oh hold me, for I am afiaid.
(1972 : 16-20)

The sexual embrace is inseparable from the mystery of conceplion and
gestation. The woman is the creator, and fo her the sexual act is not
only an act of love, but an act” of creation involvi/ng ‘the third who-
lay n the embrace’. This integration is largely achieved by the ~°
symbolic identification of birth and the life pattern with the scasons,
e dwinal cycle and the fecundity of the vegetation cycle . Yet
nowhere 1s sexual love seen as purely physical . Through the sexual act
“and through conception love repeats the primal creative act and man is
inducted into the cycles of life which constitute eternity in Judith

Wright’s terms The most fiequent critical comment made about Judith

Wiight was that e her poetiy she  succeeded in creaing a satisfying
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fusion of passion and intellect. But this  determination to  think  about
the quality of her feelings brought temendons stresses and stiains wineh
eventually  (old  on both  her language and technique . Stephen  Heath
analyses the particular situation in the proper perspective :

The woman is more naturally a writer, since close

to the mother tongue, close to creation :“it is the woman
who is more the writer by the very fact that she
creates an idiom : and the poet well knows that it is the
mother tongue he speaks and no other’, woman’s pleasure
bemg in excess and at expense of the phallus, the
phallic order of the signifier, it 1s like process of
writing © ‘temale pleasure can be seen as writing  this
plesee and the hiterary  text ( wiieh s also watten hike
an orgasm produced fiom within disconrse) are the eflect
of the same murder of the signifier. (1996 : 313)

Judith - Wright’s manifesto - I  am the maker’ - does not
simply apply  to the poet as “maker’; it is also a recognition ot the
power of sexual love to transmit life through time . Such a shift of

perspective  transforms time the destroyer into time the agent of
[}

ccontinmty and generation, for it is within time that Jove fulfills its
creative tunction ,and time brings to fruition the continuing cycles of life

which love creates In "all this there is no guarantee of personal

mmortality 5 the reassurance 18 one of involvemwent in continuity . The
individual  becomes  part of something  which is  eternal - the  fanmly  of
man and the wvitalistic cveles of natme . ‘The joyiul acceptance of this

involvement elevates  physical  experience fo  a  transcendent  dimension -
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sanclifying  the clnld ay evidence of both  physical  and spinttual - continuity

You who were darkness warmed my tlesh
where out of darkness rore the seed.
Then all a world I made in me ;
all the world you hear and see

hung upon my dreaming blood.
(Woman to Child: 1972 : 15)

This  experierice  for  Judith  Wright gives the individual access to
creativity - both physical and aesthetic. It is also a recognition of the
basic physical unity of man and the world of nature, in that the same

life processes govern both.

In“Woman to Ma” both unagery and paradox transmit tho
metaphysical significance of the sex ac.t. The symbolism s that  of
darkness and hght chaos and creation, and the regenerative cycles of
-nature . An example of multiple layers of significance is the image of
the reswrection day, the day of birth. This not only suggests the birth
of the child from the darkness of the womb , but also the reswrection
of Christ, with the triumphant mastery over death which this event
miphied . ‘The dentitication  of bnth with the rismg of the sun, both
here and in “Woman’s Song” transcends the Christian reference and takes

us back to the mythic rdentification of birth, sunrise and the origin of



the world  Each hwman bith aepeatg the  primal ttnmmph of - creativity
over  chaog (Cthe selllens, shapeless seed” of Tme 20) 0 eache burth o death
. N . . ‘ . . .
and darkness are conquered once agan. The continuity of life which s
achieved through sexnal love is finther detined in, the complex symbol
of the tree of life:
Tis is the blood’s wild tree that grows

the intricate and folded rose .
(Woman to Man: 1972 : 14 - 15)

Tﬁe ~-‘blood’s wild “tree’ is both a physical symbol - pethaps the tree like
arteries and veins rooted in the beating heart - and a symbol of
continuity in the generations. The longed for child, the flowering of
this tree of passion. is the rose . the traditional symbol of beauty and
transience . Morcover. the embryo rose 1s ‘inlricatchmxd‘ folded” bud like,
suggesting both potentinlity and the actual embryonic appearance. At the
same time , thg image of the ‘blood’s wild tree’ insists upon the
organic unity of man and nature, a umty svinch is reiterated elsewhere
in Judith  Wnight's poctty  This S}’lllb(;[, the mother as tiee and the
child as flower o fint ol the tee, and the orgamce identity  which it
propos;as, are grounded in myth. The tree is a symbol not only of the
unity of all being, but of the inexhaustible creativity of all living

things which the feminine principle represents  Thus the persona  of the

poet which emerges 18 sepresentative of and veflects the numimous  quality
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of the otetnal fominine . and the ttee i her blood is a manilestation in

time of the nany - branclung tee of all lite which knows no time.

Piocteation  constitutes  the  cote  of love and sex Dbetween
males and females and it is also the basis of a happy family life and
society . In “Ishtar” Judith \Vright presents woman as one who fully
knows the truth of the body but her thoughts aic not overtly expressed

She 15 actually an inseparable part of the entire procreative system -
of cluld bith and of coutinuity of life  The poet expresses the hopes

and fears of a mother in the following extract:

When in fear I became a Woman

I first felt your hand.

Wlhen the shadow of the future {irst fell across me

it was your shadow my grave and hooded attendant.
(Ishtar: 1972 : 5-8)

The - elation that belongs to physical union 1s strongly conveyed, yet

sexuality never becomes the most umportant aspect of the love

relationship , nor is the lover fully individualized . Instead , he s
relegated to the position of a servant to the vast impersonal power
which possesses both  The ftocus is upon the child . both for itsell’ and

as evidence of the creative power of sexual love. The child too tends

(o have symbolic status rather than ndividuality, and the unditlerentiatcd

nature of the cluld as symbol allows the full significance of birth and



the renewal  winch o0 significs ,  the  vulnerability  of  the  individual 1y
continmmlly countered  Thiv s why u. “Woman - to ('|Ii|(l”‘||ll' mother
contains not only the spatial world in microcosm - “all a woild I made
i me' - but the temporal dimension too . in that the “child is the -
symbol of the conquest of time:
All time lay rolled in me, and sense
and love that knew not its beloved
- (Woman to Child; 1972: 9-10) - -
Judith Wright’s aftitude to time is quite  dilTerent considering
her perception of her sexual role, for time ik no longer a frightening
force hurmrying man on to destruction and death . Instead time 18 the
beneficent agent of ctemal recurrence  and | accordingly . the poet  sees
hier reproductive role i teims  of the recwrent cycles  of the natural
world .
Judith Wiight ts not only clear about the positive and life
aftirming power of sexual love, she 1s equally clear about the misuse
of sex, the denmial of its creative power. This finds reference in “The

Unborn” where the poet asserts :

Slight is the foothold from the well of night,
the stair 1s broken and the keys are lost,
and you whom [ have wrecked and wrecked indeed ;
and yet you stand upon the edge of sight,
and I have known no path you have not crossed.

(1972 ¢ 6-10)
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The profound sense of loss and deprivation in the poem  applies not only
to the mother . but fo  the child  whose  conception  she has apparently

prevented . and who iy ‘wrecked indecd” But  “Typists in the Phoenix

Building® is probably the poet’s most powerful  condemnation  of  anti- sexual
and life denying values. In this poem modern wban society is condemned
as sterile . artificial and shallow , for it altempts to wmsue against, that is

to hold at bay. the powerful forces of the natwal world i not only five

and flood, but human sexuality:

Comptonmieters and  calenlatory

compute the frequency of fires,

adduce the risk , add up the years .

Drawn by late- afternoon desires

the poles of mind meet lusts equators .
ST (1972511 -15)

The focus of the poem is the Phoemx Building, which houses insurance
finng . and the immature sexless beings who work there . The males are

‘half - cock cleiks™. the typists ‘shelter in their sex’, and the comridors are

‘fire proof’, thus prechiding sexnal  excitement. The train in the sccond
stanza is a powetful image of male sexualty  which in the poem s
associated with pain and failure . Judith Wright"s use of symbolism 1is
clearly sensual | demonstrating an awarcness of sex as a vital and
indivisible component of reality. Much of her symbolism is implicitly

sexual . as o e weat palm o of “The Bushfite” and the spring which
i I pring
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rises  beneath it The attenumted  tmnk  of  the palm tice suggests  the
phathns . and the sprmg within the gove v a0 fenmme symbol
representative  of  the exhaustible  fecundity  of  the eath and of the
water which is spontaneously generated by 1t The implicit sexuality s
a consistent factor i the poetry, suggesting always a unity between the

sexuality of man and the fertility of the natural world.

The recwrrent cycles of natwme are nurored not ouly 1w the
birth hfe, and death cycle of man, but in s divmal cycle as well.

“Night and the Cluld™ dvamatizes the cluld's  tentative scarch for the
pattern of lus world; lis coming to an awareness of the underlying
relationship betwveen his own sleep, the death of the hawk, and the

night journey of the sun-

The night comes up over you , faceless and forbidden ,

Over the hawk sunk in earth and the sun drunk by the sea,

and who can tell . the child said . no matter what they say -

who can be sure that the sun will tise on another day ?
(1972 ; 7-10)

The myths of all cultures are grounded in an awareness of such

underlying  relationships | relationship winch  quarantee  the  subjective  or

spiritual affinity between the mind of man and the external world .

These relationships ae an expression of the basic congruence- of all the

cycles of the natural world |, including  those  of  man's  hite . Indith

Wiight defines the native and unditlerentiated awateness of being at one
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with wotme which belones o e consciowaese ot the - cluld | then

rejecte e possability o mstaimng 1t and lin:ﬂ-l)'\]mmm forwind l();' n
more  valid and sephisticated  sense  of unity  based ot only upon the
exhilaration which nature arouses in the blood . but upon an ﬂwareﬁes.é.'
of all aspects of being: of evil and "suffering as well as of simple
joy. Au awareness of the price which unity with nature demands is

characteristic of Judith sziglxt’s thoughts . There 1s , throughout, a clear
recé)g:rlition of the individual vulnerability which is involved in the
identification  of the human life cycle with the thythms  of  the  natural
world . ‘The poet probes the ultimate position of the individual  within
nature and within the complex  scheme ol cvolution. The unitied vision
must assimilate the polarities  of experience ; not only life and love
but pain, ewvil und death. This 15 the pomt of “Spring  afler War™
where the resolution of the poem ig based upon the dichotomies of the
tittle (regeneration and death) and is sanctioned by the example of the
natural world. The poem is beautifully balanced in s movement back
and forward from the questioning mind to the excmplary world .

Though the poetry of Judith Wright is certainly expressive
of feminine sensuality . this sensuality is always modified by a strong
awarcness of its metaphysical significance . This involves an acceptance
pf_ the feminine role in_its fullest sense; of un involvement in crealivity

which is akin to and patakes ot the dynamic creativity  of the natural
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world  1e poctry demseends the feminine sensibalny  oand o the feminine
A

expetivnee winch undoubtedly informs it The poet’s votee . at iy most

powerful , is the voice of the primordial feminine . speaking of the in

exhanstible  and  eternally  recurrent  fortility  of the earth’s  cycles  of

-which birth_is the human expression. Her characteristic imagery too is

that of the r1cgenerative cycles of physical life; imagery which is
defined by Jung. and fater by Newmann., as peitaining fto  the cterna
fominine . The sympathetic identification of man with nature is not only
constantly maintained , but is strengthened . for it is In sexual love,

and eventually in childbirth that the poet at last feels herself at one-

with the earth and the regenerative cycles of nature :

I hold the crimson fiuit
anct plumage of the palm,
- flame-tree, that scarlet spirit’,
i in my =o1l takes root .
- (“The Maker’; 1972 ;1 - 4)

At the same tiume, Judith Wright is able to include her personal
reservations towards her role, thus adding realism to her total projection
of the feminine sensibility . These reservations are either overt (‘oh hold
me . for I am afraid) or sublimated within the symbolism. such as that

of light and datkness and ate in line with the stiain of ambieuity and

contlict throughout her poetry. The poet embraces physicality as the
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viable connter to time . yel g feaful and gesentful of the  implacable |

impersonal and oflen crmel forees which contiol the  physical  world

/

One of the stiangest things abont Judith Wiight 1s  that  she
has no juvenilia to show , no period ol youthtul and immature
development  She appeared on the Anstiahan  ltermy scene  with  her
talents  tully grown  ller poems lack  the complexity . the dak and  yet
urgent presence of the poet hersell in them. Yet it has another quality
-it is magnificent poetry of projection . of subtle and unobtiusive self -
identification. The poct is there . not in the poems as a character , but
within the characters themselves, and within the frame work of the

language . It is a measure of the complex nature of Judith Wright that

the poet who is capable of losing herself within the subject of the

poem can, almost in the same breath, produce a love poem of the
most tubulent subjectivity . Also with the surest possible hand . Judith
Wright has created a techmcal framework for a kind of poetry which

could quite easily have slipped over into the abyss of nostalgic

sentimentalism . “Brothers and Sisters” is  written in a comparatively fice
run on form It is necar to the conversational . but not too near:

The pianola-oh, listen to the mocking bird -

wavers on Sundays and has lost a note .

The wrinkled ewes snafch pansies through the fence
and stare with shallow eyes into the garden

where Lucy sltivels waiting for aword |

and Millie’s camcos loosen round her throat ,
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The busgh comes near | the ranges grow inmenge

(1972514 -20)
The ckill here tlies in the detached quality of the verse : the emotional

tone 1s not loaded witli tochnical accentuation.

'I'hrough_out the poetry of Indith  Wright | the evolutionary
process is given a mystical significance . ']'lu'()njgh it the individual lile
gains a transcendent wvalue . in that it 1s the product of all previous
existence and eflort The iudividual hifc is also set i perspective  as
part of 4 process  which preserven and o ciarer the continmty ol the
race, thus conquering time . The triumph however is achieved only by
love , suffering, strite and death. The poems of “Woman to Man” as
a whole are the clearest and 1most integrated expression of unity of
bei;lg in the poet’s entire canon of wotk. Central to the total concept
of unity which these poems couvey is the sexual act and the birth of
the child which integrates man into  the creative cycles of the physical
world . In “Midnight” at least this state 1s analogous to the state of
pure love known only to the mystic or to the artist in an intense state
of creativity :

So let my blood reshape its dream |

diawn into that tideless stream ¢

that shadowless and burning night

of darkness where I find iy sight .
(1972 17 -20)
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Allied to s g the commive  act (seen moa numba of pocing as o sexual  act)
which unitey the creative mnagination with the phenomenal world ol natwe . Moving
through and validating both physical and  psychic wunity is the life force which is

love  The  system g n a state of  ceaseless  tlux  which  both  manifests  and

guarantees its vitality . And, underlying all is the sowce of all creativity, whether it

is the generative earth | the fortile darkness . or the creative unconscious .
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 COMPARATIVE STUDY OF DAS ]"
AND WRIGHT




Centtal  to  the feminist  discourse  are  two  tnportant  issues,
one it is to  strugele to reconstruct a feminist  literary  tradition . and
the other . is to deline women's writing Virgiia Wooll', for the  first
time , interrogated the o - called mainstreamn  wiiting ,  while  making a
claim to the type of writing that suits women’s nhmagination . Although
Wooll did wmot overtly  undeiline  subjectivity  in essential  and  unitary
terms she made a strong claim ., mapping a taditon  fiom  Aplua Belin
Gl her time. argwng that the women writers i English during  different
centuries  through lhe-ir struggles . have been able to express their
experiences and give <shape to  thewr macinations . Drawing upon the
wo_r_kg of Virginia Woolf, Tillie Qilson, Ellen Moers | Elaine  Showaller
and  others | “women’s  wiiting”  has  emerged today as an aca of
disciplinary  study >~ Showalter examines British women novelists  since  the
Brontes fiom the point of view of women's  expetience  and  outlines
three phases (;1‘ s development : ‘Feninmne’ | *Femimist’, and ‘Female;
each achieving a greater liberation than _its predecessor without losing ils

distmctiveness  as women's  writing . She  also  discusses the nature of

fomale creativity aud language . and the historical problem facing women ~

ag writers. She maintaing . “Representatives of a formal Female Aesthetic

such as  Dorothy Richardson and Virgima Woolf, begin to think in

ferms  of male  and  temale  semtences . and  divide  their works  into
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‘masculine” jowmabism and - “feminine” fictions redelining and  sexualising
cxtemal-zuld internal  experience”™  (in Rice and  Waugh , ed:1989:10\3).4
Making a value judgement , she fwther maintaing that “The feminist
contenit of feminine art is  typically oblique . displaced . ironic and
subversive © one has to read it between the lines, in the missed
possibilities of the text (ibid. : 101y’ . Concidering the whole field of

feminist  activity . Showalter  points  at  the  fact  that “gynociticism®  deals

with distinctive themes ., stuctures and gemies of women’s wniting .

Woolf" belicved that women have always taced social
and economic obstacles to their literary ambitions. In “Professions for
Women”, she discussed the disabling situation of  19th  century
womanhood . The ideal of the “Angel in the House” too for a woman
isists on her to be sympathetic, unselfish, and pure. However in order
to make space for writing, a woman had to use ‘wiles’ and flattery .
“The taboo of the expiession of female passion was another serious
restricion . Woolf's 4 Room of One’s  Own (1929) opens up the
question ol female  language  and  the  nature  of  gemes . However
patriarchy  continued to be  the most important  challenge to  feminists  of
all hue . Simone de Beauvoir's The  Second  Sex (1949)  established  the
principles  of modern femimam . When a woman tries to define  herself’,

she  stats by saymmg . ‘1 am  a  woman’, revealing the fundamental
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asymnetry  between the tenmg Smasenline”  and o Cfeminine”. De Beauvonr
phows with  geat  crndition it e dominunee ban been wecued

through the ages by ideological power: legislators | pniests |  scientists
ancd philosophers- have -all prompted the idea of wowmen’s subordination .
For feminist’s to break this patriarcinal  domination it is necessary to

challenge men in all spheres  of critical and  creative  activity . The

psychoanalytical theories of Lacan and Funsteva have suggested  that

female . sexuality 1s revolutionary | subversive and heterogencous . The
female is simply  to remam  outside the male definition of the female .

Helene Cixous’s “The Laugh of the Medusa” is a celebrated manifesto

of women’s writing that calls for women ‘to put their bodies into their
writing’.  She ™ believes that feminist writing will  always surpass  the
discomse  that  regulates  the - phalocenttic  gystem . Female  sexuality s

directly associated with poetic  productivity - with the psychosomatic drives

which distupt the tyranny of unified and logocentric meaning . In  her
words:

I have been amazed more than once by a description a
woman gave me of a world all her own which she had
been secretly haunting since early childhood. A world of
searching . the elaboration. of a knowledge , on the basic
of a systematic experimentation with the bodily functions ,
a passionate and precise interrogation ot her erotogeneity .
This  practice | extraordinarily rich  and iventive , in
particular  as  concerns  masturbation . is  prolonged or
accompanied by a  producion of forms . a  veritable
acsthetic  activity . each  stage  of  raptwe  mscibing  a
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tesomant viston , a o composition . something  beanhiful
Beanty  will uno longer be  torbidden

1 wighed that woman would write and proclamm
thic  wnique  empite <o that  other  women ,  other
acknowledged  sovercigns . nught exclaim . 1 too overtlow © my
desies have vented new desuesimy body knows unheard - ot
-songs. Time aud again, I,too. have felt so full of
luminous torrents that T would buwst - bust  with  forms
much niore  beautitul than  those which @we put up i
fiames and sold for a stinking fortune . And 1, too, smd
nothing . showed nothing ; I didn’t open my mouth, I
didn’t  repamnt my half of the world.

-1 write  woman © woman  must  wiite  wonman |
And man, man  So only an oblique  consideration will  be
found  here of mane s up ol to say  where  lus
mascubinity and  femmmnity are at : this will concem ns
once men  have opened their eyes and sgeen themselves
clearlv. - (Selden, 1992 : 541 - 542)

Besidesngen(ler difference , there is a lot of debate
among feminists in r1elocating women as the subject  Subjectivity like
wdentity 18 hngmstically and  discmsively  constiucted  and  displaced  across
the range of discomses i which the concrete individual participates . In

contrast {o post - modern and post-  structimahst projections oft the  subjecl

. femnism put forward an alternative conception of the subject as

construed throngh relationships . -

" women have ftraditionally been positioned _in terms of
‘otherness’, then the desire to become subjects . (which
domtnates the first phase of post- 1960s feminism) is
likely to be stronger than the desire to deconstruct ,
decentre .or fragment subjectivity (which dominates post
1960s  postmodernist practice and post structuralist  theory)
They  have  not  yet  expetienced  this “whole™  or
unifary”  or C‘egwentinl’ subjectivity . However . it seems
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to me  that 1t 1s the  eradual recogmtion  of the  value
ol constimmg  human  adentity o terms of relationslnp
and  diecpersal oomther e as a0 umtay o sell duecting
ivolated ego, which has fundamentally altered the course
of modern and contemporary women’s wiiting concerned
to challenge gender stereotypes (Eagleton.ed 1996 360 -61)
From the above disenssion 1t follows  that location  of the  subject by
tar 1s central  to creativity  Subjectivity  in the  context of  women'’s
wiiting does not stand on its own, but is related to self experience,
that views female anatomy as different. while articulating s needs  and
respones o relationships Subjectivity - has been further ecoumsed e o
telative and  shiting positton It has been ow  understanding  that o
some ol the women ssaifers ol the 60s and  70s  wnty  gather  than
dispersal has been central to cieative endeavowr . To believe that there

mlgh(— be natwal o1 ‘true <elf”  that  <hould be  discovered tliough

creativity 18 not unhikely 1 contemporary poetry

Women's  winiing  vartously  <eeks  liberation  of  the  subject

fiotn pohtical, social, economic and lterary musprison. Mrs. Browning's

version of caged bird metaphor in  Aurora Leigh is lkened to the
sttuation of women in 19th century society. Auroia says :

A wort of cage bird life, boin in u cage,
Accounting that to leap fiom perch to peich
Was act and joy enough for any bud
Dear heaven . how «lly are the thigs that hive
In thickets, and eut bermies!

[ alas,
A wild bud scameely fledged | was brought to her cac



And she was there to meet me. Very kind.
Bring the clean water, give out the fresh seed.
(Moers Ellen in Eagleton ed. 1996 :294)

In these hnes , the agony and anxiety of Aurora 1s clearly manifest .

The poetic motif clearly implies that the bird’s habitation is the free

and unlimited sky and not a cage. However, total freedom in
articulaling one’s body and experience started with Anne Sexton. éexton
dared to create poetry about breasts and wombs , about abortion ,
menstruation , mastwbation, incest and adultery. She broke new grounds,

shattered taboosw and as a poet was able to find wmty belween a
-woman's  sexunlity - and  her spirituality ,  her  creativity aund  her

procreativity, herself and other women. her private and her public self.

Sexton writes :

Everyone in me is a bird.
I am beating all my wings.
They wanted to cut you out
but they will not.

They said you were immeasurably (J_mpl

but vou are not.

They said you were sick unto dying

but they were wiong . .

You were smging hke a school girl.

You are not™ torn.

Sweet weight, ) -

in celebration of the woman I am

and of the soul of the woman [ am_

and of the central creature and its delig
I sing for you. I dare to live.

Hetlo, spirit. Hello, cup.

Fasten . cover . Cover that does contain.

Hello to the soil of the fields.



Welcome | 1ools
(‘In Celebration of My Uterus® quoted
in Schuerr ed 1995 330 - 31)

It scems. while celebiating sisterhood  of women . Sexton struck a  note

of joy i tanscendence, in celebrating women's physical nature

Fiom the time of Anne Sexton to the present day, women’s - .
writng has come a long way It 1s not ounly that contemporary poets do
not hesitate 1 winiing their bodies mto poetry, but also  attempt  to 1edefine
man - woman telationship Themes such as love . marmiage . motherthood have
been  prommently  focused i then acative  worke  Famala Das and Judith
Wiight have vanonsly  arficulated  these themes i thewr poems  As  creative
writers ,  thewr unswerving  allegiance have bLeen to the cause of women’s
hberation  However . the sense of ficedom 18 concerved  diflerently  with

shitting emphases that direct the rteader’s attention to thewr social . matal

and material  backgiounds

Foamala Das has used  the  contessional mode 1n most
ot her sigmficant poems Ilet poems wihile pamting her pams also
depict the presswes a modein Indian woman encounters in  her journey
fiom bondage to ficedom and tadion to modeinty  Robert Lowell once
described Sylvia Phatls confersional poems as the “antobiography ol a

fever” This s tiwe of  Famala Das’s poems  alco Tler fever  can be

fraced bLack to  the adalescent tear  abont  her  thiechty o the  complex
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aboul hey  dale slan and  ordinmy Sentwes . the suspecled  unconcern of

her lband and her nemotic Jonchness tudah Wieht's poems . on the

other hand | reflect the harmonicus relationship of the world of man and
natate and she (s able 1o reconctle both the stands e a phiosophical
perspective . ‘The movement  towards  phidosophy may have been largely
duc  to Judith Wiight's  own interest _in phitosophy | but “there were
certamnly  other  intluences  which rvm_forcccl this - the  most impoﬂm(&
influence being that of her husband . In the poetry of Kamala Das we
come across her  decp  sense of cnnui  and  boredom . anxiety and-. -
resllessn_cs‘s, cansed by her ill-matched _nn(l i fated mnn'ing;. The
muptal  knot in which she  has been- tied cannot be wndone  and  this
has  spelled disasters  for her in her personmal life . Clearly . as s
mantfest in her poems and more so tully in her  autobioeraphy . Famala
Das’s hnsband is an unleeling  soul | having  contracts  with ‘sluts  and
nymphonaniacs™ and forcing his wife  to twn  revengeful towards him
and to betray him for another man. In the poem “The Old Playhouse”,
she writes :
~You called me wite .
I was tanght 1o break saccharine into vour tea and
To offer af the right moments the vitaminsg  Cowerimg,

senenth vowr monshons ego 1 ate and magic loal” and
Became o dwart'. (1973 - 12-16)
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i the contrary, Jodith Wright's maried lile has been
one  of smooth  sailing with o perleet onderstanding with her s o
this regard . Wright says

I have been lucky in my relationship with men
“especially “with my husband with whom 1
worked 1in a kind of intellectual symbiosis .
(1981 ;104) - ,

It is not generally realised that the late J.P. Mckinney , the husband

of Judith Wright, was a philosopher of no mean ability and reputation .

A éreative mteraction of ideas 1o the Mckinney houschold created a

cultuwral climate which was philosoplical in  tenor . Poems which give
imaginative expression to  philosophical  concepts  were  obviouslty  the

subjects of stimulating discussion .

Poetry is  but the thought and words in which emotion

spontancously embodies itself. It 1s an organisation of the best words in

the Lest possible order. There is something more than mere expressig;n
of inmg\innlion in greal poetry and i‘l is ~futile to separate thoughts .
emotions and expression in poetry Aas it they are irreconcilable entities .
In great poetry , the poet is concerned with the revelations of the self,
the joys . sutTerings; longings and anguish of the sclf, caught in the
welter of existence . It celebrates man’s ability to~ observe and apprehend

expertence as  well  as to  manmpulate  language  expressively . The

expression of the <ol in poetic ferms anoa tangible pemmer requites the



assistance  of language and words. Thus form and content 1n poetry are -

mterdependent and constutute the mdivisible cote of the poet’s wt. o the

poetry of Kamala Das , the distinction between form and content
disappears  because 1t works svnergically on the scveral planes of our
sensibility and conscionsness. She chooses words by their tone of voice
and . uses them with unmistakable instinct fo convey the perpetual
burning withim her . Kamala Das believes that honesty of expression and
sincerity to omne’s own feelings and emotions e more fundamental to
poetry than the langnage emploved . In “An Inttoduction”, the  poct
touches upon this question and replies to those who advise her mnot to

write 1 English :

.1 am an Indian, very brown, bom in
Malabar . I speak three languages, write in
Two . .. (1965 : 4 - 6)

Then agam . more cmphatically she  snvs

Why not let me speak in
Any language [ hke ? The language I speak
Becomes mine , its distortions . ity quectness
All mine | mine alone . It is half Enelish half
Indian . funny pethaps, but it is honest .
(1965 = 9-13)

Famala Das’s joys. longings and hopes come naturally to her in
Enghish language as ‘cawmg 18 to crows or toaring to the lions’. She is
ighorant of the morphology or even the grammatical nuances of words

but 1ecoanises their vital power  and  cwotive  effects . Her poetry is  an
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adventme sath o words md thanr unvoad combintionse They  unlodk a
world  svlwse oaponne 5 neranble to the exproreoasd Judith - Waght o
poetry, however . 1< charactensed by the  metaphysical quality  of  her
lvties  1he metaphyaical sttam develops and  <she 15 increasingly  concerned
with such philosophical questions as the natwe of reabty, the nature of
the cogmitine act and the ability of language to express 1t In her own

wot ds

Poetry 15 concerned wilh what dirves deepest

mmto the <oul TTowever much we may leam

academcally  about mght and  dampness |

nnless we have expenienced them we do not

Fuow the truth about them  Tlis kind of

truth 19 the business of poctiy

Poctiv deals tivst of all | that 1s | with experience -

physical experience . o1 emotional experience |

or mental evpenence - and nothime that the

poet leams from books o1 fiom other pocts

can feach i to make a poem  unless he exp-

criences the things he wnites of | and knows

them <o deoply thit they become iy peronal trath
(1963  wvi)

Judith - Wright’s  poeliy  certainly arises {rom personal
eapertence, but the peiconal expenience 15 not as a rule the theme | i1ather
it 15 the accudental means to a theme which 1s typweally  general - concerned
with the human condition, with what 1s hke to be subject to time and
change . having and losmg knowimg and feeling . in a world which never
cenges  lo be  strange though  famubiar Also what  stitkes  one  1s that |

though thete are posttiver and  negatives  wuthun this personal  expertence - .
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untesolved  conthicts i the signals that come  Jrom the outer world  there
i very  httle  antenior conflict  The  whole  person  socems  to  1enct
integrally to each situation or problem: the self 1s not a divided one
and Judith Wright has  had  little need for the ironies and ambiguities
of diamalizations that many modern poets have required. Commenting on
her poem “Woman (o Man”, Syed Amanuddin wiites :

Perhaps no other poet, not even Judith Wright

hergelf . could excel the beauty of thus poem. The

theme, diction, imaginative sweep . clfective imagery

confrolled tone and drama, are here in perfect blend.

A careful choice of monosyllabic words and the admirable
visual unagerv add to the quality of the poem. (1981 :139)

The philosophical basis of Judith Wright’s poetry has not yet been
subjected to a close or syslematic analysis It is important that we
recogiise 1 Judith \Vliéh( a lyricist, who does not opeirate solely on an
instinctive or intuitive level Two of her lytics “Wonga Vine” and “Blue
Arab” do not have u definite intellectual toughness either subsumed
within  the symbolism o1 overtly expressed  This ntellectual  strength  is
almost masculine in quality and is ﬁﬂncly balanced against the lyrical
unpulse . The modulation of this metaphysical or intellectual strain into
an overt philosophical bias is a definite feature of those poems which
deal wath cogmtion and aesthetic ~ creation . This raises the overall

problem sometimes of a uncasy relationship between philosophy and

poetry  Judith Wiight 1s well awae of the dangers of what John Crowe


file:///vcll

Remsom  defines s Platome pochy , yet it seems that o some of her
polemucal  pocme  dealing wl the Vietname - Win and ot ustance
“Chnigtimas Ballad” or At a Pubhic Dimner” - she  violates  Ransom’s  terms
herself At its best . her  own phidosophical  poetty  is not  the
:un_[éosnion of the piepmdging mind  on the holiness  of unpredictable
expericnce’,  but the imaginative expression  of concepts which  have
become so absorbed and sublimated that they have moditied and

coloured | rather than aeplaced Judith Wright's  prime  concerm - a direct

responge (o natwe

Procreation  and  child bearing are the  prerogatives .of
womankind and both Famala Das and Jqditl) Wright speak abOL_lt lhe;se
aspects  very cancdhdly  Motherhood offers a sense  of fultillment 1o the
mother and it is more than a bioiogical function . Childbirth 18 an
overwhelning  puychological  function with catharie  effect . The  erowth
ot the foctug, s <oft stiv i the womb and s quiet  expulsion are
linked with the creative forces of natwre. They are conceived as the
several parts of a fertility mtual and  the mother s the earth. In Famala
Das’s poem “Jaswya’, cluldbuth 1s treated as  fulfillment of love. The
poem exlubits  exemplifving  soplusticated  fenmnine  sensibility . The

anaesthetic effect of the ram on the mother in labour pain suggests the

secretive  sympathy that exists between natme and  its creations . The -



symbohisim o hielt and dulness | helps to adentily  the son as o slrenk
of  hght thwt wmto the faded  hght  The  won o “sepaated Jrom
duknese that  was mme  and mome  Suwla symbols  of hight  and
datkness are used by Juduh  Woght o her love  poems  like Woman's
Song” and Woman to Clald™ T the Iafter poem . the  poet < the
essential - femnune  portiaying graplecally  the mother s role i chuld
bearng  Thete s a sense of joy and exultaion o her She 1w (he
feeder to the child and has a <ohd hok with at Te  Judith Waght |
the dove of mdvidiale for eachi other - of wonn for man ol mothe
for clnld born or unborn 13 not presented as a relationship which s
contarnedd m and  penctrated by the  continuous epic of generations . m
which the perconal affection 1< the core. but becomes also a means of
apptehending the wotld of bemng and becouung  The centre of the
wotld 15 not love-malang but Life-makmg ,I,n Indith Wnight's pocty  the
procieatnive act 15 seen wmoa mote harmomons hight due to the poet's
successlul - marmied  hie wheieas n Famala  Das  mothethood  and  cluld-
beanimg  are viewed  to o e exclusive  exclusion of  the male The
condemnation of male nsensitivity 1s expressed in fierce terms and  the
glorification of an extra-mantal affarr imparts  a strange sigmficance to
Kamala Das’s contiived system of male abhorrence The husband 1s the
‘old fut sprder’ weaving webs of bewilderment around her In a hundied

ways le  has  desttoved  her femunme  personality The wife 15 reduced
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to the «tatus of a slavish dwart and the husbund has been admimstering
fo her e clethal doses™ not Jove bt ot | aendered her hife joylesy
dak and passive Taamala Da<’s bilternese for  man buckles  down  nuder
the weieht of mothethood and she melts hke a waxen doll when she
speaks  of child - buth and the experiences of mothetlicod  The poet’s
concernt for her child, born in an age of bloodshed and despair, gows
mto a  umversal  concern  for  mankind . CJmsurva®  as Kamala Das’s

narative  meditabion  on  childbirth i which  she  oxprosses  sentuments

sinnlar 1o that of Tudith Wright

For a wlhile T too swas carth

I me the seed was silent | wainting as

A baby  does | for a womb’s  quet

Expulsion This then swas my  dosting .
(1967 - 114-17)

Femminine  sensibilty 1e laigely discovered i the  writings of  sensitive
women endowed with  imagination . espectally  when  thev  treat  such
subjects  as  menstivation ,  child - bearing  and  motherhood . Poets  like
Kamala Das and Judith  Wiight can  speak on these subjects with
confidence  and  authonty  In “Camphor Laurel”. Judith  Wrnight desciibes

the conceplion and birth of a cluld very skillfully in  the following

pagsage

Under the house the roots go deep,
down _down _winle the sleepers deep,
Spleting the rock where the house 1 set
Cracking the paved and bioken sticct
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(1972 13-16)

The  capenience e parely fommime The passoes sncocsctully mmntains
the msstery of womanhind  ‘the  naked  displav ot private  pats ot the
body . the breasts | the sshate legs and the pubic - that one finds 1n Das
i certamnly  missime  here  Yet., Wnght adioily recounts the 1ootedness
and depth of the mother Famala Das on the other hand has her own
stock ot such  typically  demmime  fechngs  and  experrences  Procreation
constitutes the core of love and sex between men and women, 1t also
torms the baus of a happy  famuly  hife and socety  Judith Wiight's
poem ‘I<htar’ artienlates this very 1dea n a logical and convincing way
In the poem, woman 15 presented as a votmy of Ishta  who fully
knows the tinth ot the body bnt who can't read her thonehts o1 hopes
She as actually m oancepanible part ol the entue proucative  system ol
cutd  birth ad of contmuty  of e Ihe epigraph prelixed  to the
poetical collection “Womar to Man” (1949) partly rmuns thus  “Love was
the most ancient ot all the gods., and existed before every thing else .
except chaos, winch 1s held coeval therewith ™ Love 1s certamly ag
old as the Instorv of the umverse, but as compaed to ammal love,
humane put 1t to a belter  wse by 1endermg 1t pwpose  onented o1
cieation ounented  In ‘Woman's Song”, Judith  Waoeht 1s least  bothered
about the equality of man and woman bt <he secmy to mamntan the

view that woman 18 a superior parlner o the diama of love and  <ex
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According to her. man is ta helpless victim of  dese”  whereas wonem
v the conttoller of us desite and recipient ol v seed o The following
axtract from “Woman's Song™  betray  her exultation and sense of  pride
over becoming a moiher

O move m me, wmy darling
for now the sun must 11s¢
the sun that will draw open
the lids upon your eyes.

O wake i me . my darling
The knife of day 1s bright

to cut the thread that binds you
witlin the flesh of mght .

. (1972: 1-8)
It is interesting to note that the celebrated pocis of conception and
chitd birth i *Woman (o M predate Judith Wiight’s  marriage  and the
buth of her only cluld. Pethaps the longing for this personal {ullillment

accounts  for the power of poems where the poet is apparently

" projecting herself wto the situation she longs for. while the satisfaction
ot her desires [eads to poems i which the fension noticeably  slackens .

In Kamala Das’s poetry, there is an unticing search for

the perfect masculine being and  each encounter with her husband-

fover s an experiment o discovering  the meamng  of trne love . The

repeated  failures  of such  experiments make her resentful and defiant

and she looks upon each encounter as merely a substitute for the real

experience . The poet’s relationship with  the husband and the several
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lovers  constructs  the  fiamework ol her love  expetience and - lorms
symbolic  centre of her fitasies and  dicams . A desune  for

absorbing love is turned into despair after every encounter and

structure  of het emotional existence falle apart into a void of haunting

tonetiness  "the hope despan paradox in Kamala Das’s poems enacts

the agony and iestlessness of the poet  With a candid sense of regret

shie wiites

3

my poems had been read by weveral people My mticles
on fiee love had tillated many . So I continued to get phone
calls fiom men who wanted to proposition me It was
obvions to me that 1 had pamted of myself 4 wrone mmagee

I was never a nvaphomanmae  Sex dud not nterest me exeept
as a @it 1 conld grant to my husband to make tum happy .
A tew of our acquamtances ftried to touch me and made
mdiscreet anggestions T was homrified  When T showed my
checust ot thewr behaviow they became my bitterest critics and
started o spread scandals about me If I were easily
promiscuous and obliging T would not have gained the- hate
and the nototiety that my indifference to sex has earned for me”,

{1976 - 191-92)
The falure to find true love and the quest for 1t being a {ailure,
Kamala Das aspired for spiritual  gratification  And  this  she  developed
through  the  Radha - [loshna myth . She beean to search tor Kuoshna i
her  encounters with vitious men She adentified  hersell with Radha and
to het the ecstasy ol love - fulillment was m Radha’s total surrender to

Frishna  The poem ‘Padha® 1w an oxpression of the muted  desne tor love
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afler a long waiting . The desire for unification with the Lord i3 echoed

devotionatly

Everything in me
Is melting . even the hardness at the core
- O Frishna . 1T am melting . melting . melting
Nothing 1emaims but
You... (1967 : 6-10)

The repetition of the word ‘melting” heightens Radha’s suffering of love .
In “The” Maggots’ which also iy rclated (o the Radha - Krishna  myth

Famala Das muses over the futility  of sexual wunion which suggests the
b 12354

failure of the poet to tind fulfillment spiritually :

That mght in her husband’s arins, Radha  felt

So dead that he asked. what is wrong,

Do you mind my kisses love ? and she said

No, not at all, but thought, what is

It to the corpse if the maggots nip .

- ) (1967: 3-7)

Obviously . Famala Das does not find what she has been seaching  for
and her Radha - Faishna - syndrome comes  too  late to rescue  her . Here
Krishna sounds a nusfit in her poetic landscape . Though there ae a
few references in her antobiography | they hang on to a tennonsg thread
and are too fiagile to sustain. In contrast to the umrequited love of
Famala Das | Judith Wiight has  been able (o reconcile her love life

with  the aicat cyclex of natwe In particular . many of her poems are
devoted fo those expericnces of love and love - making , which so few

women  have commented o poeliy Most  women poets  have  writter
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A woman . onot onlv the  acet and  the passion | but e ontcome  the
conceptron, the gestation, the bith of the child aie the subjects of the
poct’s meditation 1o which she gives anantiendale votee  To Judith Wright
it is love in the metaphysical sense, contaming and mfusmg all love in
the physical and  the =spuitual sense  that is bwmgely the theme of the
vohume “Womae 1o Mwe A high degice of aflumation is achieved in her
poes ;and  she proposes  such a variety ol ininages that  the total

Hupression  one  eams a8 posthive . Pethaps . to Judith Wright  there s
after all . nothing but the great round of nature . The shock of her
husb;md‘s death imtiates  her  into  another  phase . Here it is  brought
home fo her in exfremely peisonal terms that her affirmation of the life

process  with the individual | it involves a capitnlation to the more

feartul aspects of the natwal cycle - decay  and  death

The quest for ttne love and  companionship  has  torced
Famaln Dax to explote varions p()'mi_l)ilil_icq She may have  got over  the
need for physical love . but she wrote icpeatedly about it and  about
unconventional relationships . She theorised on  matters  pertaining to sex
and to extra marital atfairs. But the failure of any of these relations to
exist permanently appears to have purged her of all physical desire and

the sell” was foensed as the centie moving  towards spiritual  bliss . The-
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suffering and  agony towards  spirituality . ab the conwe o1 per woik s

symptomatic  of an acutely distubed psyche  gotug through several traumas

I want to be simple

[ want to be loved
And

It love 1s not to be had
I want to be dead
(“The Swicide™ 1967 S1-5%)

Boeft of love ., hfe ag death ‘The 1" o the sclf gamns  prommnence more
and more as  other relationships recede  to the backgiound . But  Yamala
Dag s well awvare that the epititual can only be gained through the
physical and. therctore . the physical natwme of love 1s not completely
ignored She remamns a passive participant i the entire game of love
making. The quest for identity thiough the self is one important aspect
of Famala Das’s poetry . The yearnmg has lagely failed in her case
but the positive attempts of the poet towards reahsation of the self of
her comtort and concolation to her. In her perpetual quest for identity,
the self is actualised through the body, however, traumatic the entire

experience may be:

It is T who laugh . ot is T who make love
And then feel shame (it is T who lic dying

With a rattle in my throat e sinner

[ am samt 1 am the beloved and the

Betrayed I have no joys which are not yours, no
Aches swhich are not yowms [ too call myself [
i (‘An Inttoduction™ 1965 : 55-60)
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In the above hmes . Fomala Das attempte 1o assert her mdividuality and
fermmine  wdentity At socral  and  cultural  contornty  The poet who
seeks love transcends her ndividuality and becomes a symbol of that
universal power in which everything . good and evil . meiges She s

the debauchee and the lover, she 1s laughter and death. According to

Kadiatu Kannch -

Determinism through body language - the self at the

centre of the orgasm and its roots in the unconscious-  ~

relies upon a  beliet in a prelinguistic reality , a way of

expeticncing and understanding the sell winch 1g prior

to the symbolic . ] (1996 : 332) -
Spirituality in Jucdith Wright is very symbolic and plulosophical . Metaphysical
stramns  oflen tend to obscure the proper poetic perspective . Her earlier
poetty had been established i one world, the fimte wortld available (o
the senses, and had diawn its strength fiom the claty and vitality of
her sense perceptions The effort of the later poetry is to teach beyond
that woild an eflort that s always a movement towards regions unexplored
before In ‘The CGateway' and ‘The T'wo Fires® the contingent world has
become both an emnest of the 1deal world and a demal of it at tunes
a prison and at times a means of release The satisfied and consummated
love hife of Judith Wiight has made her to search for identity on her

own terms qute ditferently fiom Kamala Das In her poems, her own

personal 15 sublunated  with the  lover 7 husband  much 1 the  manner  of -
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Johie Bonne and the quest for adentity resnlts fiom nouniled  yemmng .
The I appems m Judoh Wiocht™s poems as i cxdension ol the umon

between husband and wafe from  a broader  pergpective and s in many

3

poens  a substitute for ‘we’

We meet and part now over ail the world.
We | the lost company |
take hands together in the night | forget
the night in our brief happiness . silently .
We who sought many things, throw all away
for this one thing, one ouly,
remembering that in the narrow grave
we shall be lonely
(“The Company of Lovers™ 1 1972 1-8)

Spirituality is here attained through the temporal . Happiness of physical

exislenice benumbs the vearmning for  attainment of the spititual . Judith
Wright acknowledges the need of the male i the entire cvele of
procreation and propagation of the race She measwes ‘identity’ and wriles
about selfhood in terms of a single . unified entity -

Lock your warm hand above the chilling heart
and for a time [ hve without my fear.
Grope in the night to find me and embrace
for the dark preludes of the drums begin,
and 1ound ns, round the company of lovers
Death draws his cordons in.

(lbid : 1972 : 11-106)

To Judith Wright . unlike Famala Das; spirituality is notable not only
for its _symbolic complexity, but also for its realism It confronts the

full implications of the human sitnation. The child which 1s the agent

of the life-force alvo forme a pmt of the ‘self® of the poet. The chld
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in a very real sense is the  sexual urge made flesh. The poel too 18
comtrolled by the impersonal power of the lifc‘-f—orce. This accounts for
her fearful response in her poems which is wholly successful not only
for its dramatic immediacy , but because it resolves the complex levels
of signitication . Identity s established in Judith  Wright's poetry by a
powetful presentation ol physical love in which the lover /husband "is an

active partner . Viewed lrom the ctaphvsical level her poetty proposes
<

that 1 cach sexual  act there s the potential  for conception and  a
resurrection that deties time and death. The woman is the proud yet

tearful nstrument in this process. On this point. Judith Wright in an

imtervieww  mantains

.

“_..becanse women are much more inclined to rely on their basic
experience . They ‘re more in {ouch as it were , with life in the raw .
They’re not dealing with it in the same way that men are . They’re
coping more day-to - day, and I think that women have to relyv and
shonldrely a good deal, on their emotional reaction to life . rather than
their intellectual- reaction to lite : and 1 feel that one has, one's really
walking a knife-cdge there . One can’t over-develop one’s intellect or one
loses the emotional recaction . The basic touch . with lifc probably is
women’s mam strengih. (in an interview to John Thompson: 1967: 38)

Fundamental to her observation as  revealed above 1g the theme of the life

of the woman - the special metaphysical  vision of  woman thal  considers

her -as a special kind of human being, a special kind of living being -
for to be female is to bLe more than a part of the human race. Women

as poets have tended to speak in the forms prescribed . Most of them

1
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have not been able fo give expresston i words awhatmkes explicit the
peenlior  and wmque  experience  of generations ol women  and - thewr
experiences  Thie  taek  of  speuking  the  original  native  word  not
tianslated into masculing terms iz implicit m the programme omtlined b}{_
Judith Wright for herselt’ The ‘tone of voice” of her poetry allows one
to speak of her in a real scnse as a poet, without any of the implications -
of methoonty . o) sentimentalism  of oF  patowage | that e v -.-.mmi'.y

carrics with it

Judith Wright appeared on the Australian literary  scene
with her talents fully grown and uwo poet past or present has shown
so much concern for the land and its people like her . Pioneers ,
busluangers, convicts . aborigines - whatever or whoever is colourful and
significant  in Aunstialia comes up as  ghosts and  speaks  in her poetry
giving it a curiously haunted quality Judith Wright is at complete ease
when  she treals  such  diverse «ubjects as  the  Australian  earth | the
feminine question cxploring the mysteries of love and childbirth, and of
profound and  scarching meditations o Life m general - all owtstanding  tor
their intensity  of vision and their richness of language and music.
Judith Wiight  has been passonately  mvolved  wath - Aunstialuan concerus |
particularly with settlements by Europeans and its consequences for the

traditional  abotiginal owners as  well as  the ccology . However, her -
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poetry  has ats philocophical  wide | reflected o ats avwareness of - dunlity

and longing ot wnty ity concern with the pelation of  time  to
eletmty  Faunala Das on the other hand <hows hitle concern for the
country or its people in genetal , where she resides. In her poems the
dust, the heat. the crowds, the poverty of India is mtertwmed wuh the
misery and endurance of womankind. Her troubled marital life and other
som\nl concerns  gave her little time to focus on matters of local or
national interest. She talks of war, but only on purcly personal terms.
War  destroys  both love and fife. In “The White Flowers’ there is

thoughtfully expressed anxiety and anguish :

They tatk of India. in strong beantiful voices  With fiesh
Blood they shall Tove her, 1 Fnow | most lovingly
And bwn as incense . living flesh . (1967 . 7-9)

The poet’s concern for her baby son born in an age of bloodshed and

despair giows to a umversal concern for mankmd. The white flowers

are conttasted with the red chemy wine suegesting the contrast between
peace and bloodshed . The ghastly sense of death created by images
ltke “the dead man’s palm® and  ‘the wec_ping ol old mothers’ is counter
balanced by the poet’'s determinisin  to  protect the baby - son. Judith
Wright also voices snnilar concerns in “The Two Fires” - from a broader
viewpoint . Her despair m response to the hydrogen bomb and the

Korean War marks a cnsis in her thinking It is not simply the

physical threat of the bomb: to Judith Wnight the bomb i1epresents the
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ultimate alienation of mnnd and world . for here man turns in fury not
only upon lis felloww man, but on the genctic basis  of life itselt’. It
is upon ths genetic vitality that the poet has baved her whole defence
agninst time  aud death
Death | decav and  destinction ae concerns which  are voiced

mternmttently e the poetry of Famala Das This is  largely due to the
tailme of the poet’s scarch for a true and lasting telationship . Death s
revealed as an obscire paallel 1o hife The  poet’s longing  for  death
15 also a part of her beliel m 1mmortality. Death is temporary phase
through which the human soul passes from life to immortality . Kamala
Das writes:

1 have been for yems obsesced with the idea of

death T have come to believe that hfe 15 a mere

dream and that death is the only reality . Tt is

endless stretching before and  beyond  our

“human existence . o slide into it will be (o pick

up a new sienificance . (1976 218)
On several occasions death appeared to her as an easy escape lrom
the loneliness of life. The idea of suicide also haunted her frequently .
However . the poet’s jest tor hife prevented her fiom taking the extieme
option . Judith  Wiight's ];reoccupmion with family hfe . her concern for

Australia and tts people . her relationship to the great cycles of nature

prevented her firom seeking an escape from the realities  of the



temporal world  She had suffered  moments of depression but ghe

pel

fonmd

solace i poelry

Then poetiv'z electing shade
enclosed me with its darkening ray
left me no face to recognize,

no eyes fo meet my searching eyes.
The solitude of poetry
locked me within 1its second shade . -

(‘Clock and Heart® : 1972 : 7-12)
Because . of fove and a  consummated - maried  {ifc | JSudith - WhighCs

attitude 5 responsive  She  does  not  conffont a  passive and  loveless

world like Famala Dag The union of mind and  matter . Hle and death

, 18 one ol total integrahon
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In the mtroduction to her work 'V[l_l'_v«_.‘i_v_g_(\gvl_lg_f_)‘“g)‘( , Sunone  de
Beauvoir starts with the question “What is o woman 77 She then goes on
exploring the physical and social aspecte that diflerentiates a woman from a man
CNow | iu the postmodemn petiod | we might have moved for away from de
Beanvoir's lundamental asserfions in inquiring  into “What 18 a woman ?°
Yhere is no nead anymore to establish o woman's gender identity | and argne that
she is cqually capable hike men in the arcas ol cieative writing as well as
challenging men m the so - called :weas meant “only for man’. What s crucial in
literary and critical discourse 1s how far we have been able to understand
‘women's writing” as different from other writings . The question that needs to

be explored is how the difference is articulated ? Does that difference speak of

fundamental diftorences in thinking | feeling and articulation ? I so |, how does it
work ? All thexe question and others concerning body, motherhood | woman -
child relationship | man-- swwoman relationship . and spiritualicn e discussed in
the l'ore'gmn_g climpters an the context of Kamala Das and Judith Wright as

feiminist poets.

[0 widely held that swhite one’s gex 1s determined by anatomy | the

prevailing concepts of gender - of the traits that constitute what 1s masculine and.

what is feminine - are largely . if not entirely . cultural constructs that were

generated by the onmipresent patriarchial biases of our civilization . In  this

way the masculine i our cultnre has come to be identilied as active,

ol
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dominating , adventurous, rational . creative | the feminine | by systematic
opposilion to such tiads . has come to be identitivd as passive | acquiescent |
timid . emotional and conventional  Futther | it is oflen held that the traditionnl
nesthetics categorion and criteria for analyzing and appraising literary woiks ,
although represented 1 standard critical theory as objective , disinterested ; and
universal are in tact infused with masculine assumptions , interests’, and ways of
reasoming . so that the standard 1ankings . and also the cutical treatiments | ol
Hiterary works w fact been tactly but thoroughly gender - biased . 'The femists
of all hues challenge tlus bias . They call attention to deconstructing our cnitical
approaches and dealing with  hteratnre so as to do justice to female points of
view | concerns and values  In the eighties | feminists have moved firom the
soctal to the lingwistic challenges of gender discrinnation . The sweeping
tadical clanm of French theorists  has  declared that tanguage is not gender -
nevitral Therefore | the need of the hour is not only that women should creafe a
fracdition of thenr ovwn sviiting but should also create alangnage of” their own .
The basic problem ol the Frenchi  theorists is (o establish the very possibility of
a woman's language that will not | swhen a woman writes | antomatically  be
appropuated mto the phaltlogocentiie angnage | for such appropriation  forces
her mto complicity with the  linguistic featmes that unpose on females o

condition of  maraimality and subservience | or even of  linguistic nonentity .



To getrd of thra didemme, Helen Crconn pomts the exedence of an
inciprent feminme witing’ which has its zomee in the mother (i that stage of
the mother - child relation before the child  acquues the father’s language .
Therefore . in her view . this prelingnistic potentiality in the unconscions
-manifests iiself in those written texts which | abolhishing all 1epressions
undermine and subvert the fixed signitication | the ‘logic™ and ‘closure’ of
phallocentric language . and open into 2 joyous freeplay of meanings
Alternately Luce Irigary posits “woman’s  writing” which evades the male

monopoly and the risk of appropriation into the existing systems by cutablishing

as its generative principle , m place of the monolithic phallus , the diversity |
fluidity , and multiple possibilities inherent in the stiucture and crotic tunctioning
of the female sexual organs and in the distinctive natwe of  (emale sexual

experience .

In ow study of Famala Das and Judith Wright - in spite of

carguments and counter -arguments by critics | what has emerged clearly is their
unique seusibility  Central to that unique sensibility are female exper-ience_and

imagination . Although Kamala Das has shown a different language use |

rhetorical employment , Judith Wright seems to be traditional . However | their

feelings and expericnces as women illuminate through their creativity . Hence |

it will not be improper to say that both belong to the tradition of women writing

with the altendant Featwes that the feminists consider unique to “women's
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wiiting’. In their poems one wilnesses ashong  disapproval of men’s  point
of view prioritizing only the  female way  of secing and  understanding
things areotund thew or theough  thew hived  expeticaces - 10 we don’t accept
agathetic valie ag nniversal and axiomatic | we find in the works ot both poets
supeth poetic qualities that reconate through a nmiqne wee of symbols and

metaphors that inform the acsthetic quality ot their works

Female wdentity apurt tiom being based on a difference or
lack 1s mostly socially constructed . Famala Das’s self defimtion subsumed 1n
the poetic persona I talks of her ndividnality and gender difference . She starts
with knowing her . ‘who is she” and then articulates her feclings in poctry from
that position . She is oflen rebellions and vehement in articulating her subject
posttion  Like Sylvia Plath, she does not want to shy away even ffom violence .
Heterosexuality 1s not only a manw’s prerogative . However | Famala Das
visuahzes it as a quest for svich - tulfillment  In her varions sexual egcapades |
she is looking tor the man of  her ideal mate fman She s untortunate | the
sense that all her extramarital involvements only results in diseust and not in
glorification . While 1 the f_:(icial context she tries not to clude herself with the
inage’of the ideals of Sita or Savitri | nonet-heless she does not hesitate to play
the role of Radha | the consort of Krishua . One may w gue that Fomala Das  has
given a now direction to female spirttuahity in idealising Radha.- Frishna love .

To her physical love 1s a kind of sickness  THosvever | the only escape fiom this
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sickness is there in the ideul tove of Radha and Frishna . The theme of Radha -
Krishna love is stipped of all traditional trapping . Kamala Das understands
this relationship as coming together of two like minded people . However , this

pursiit does not bear fimit i the context of’ social control

Her anger and frustrations in her multiple relationships

are obvious . This does not lead her to hate men in general . She as a mother is

overgratified and loved the experience of motherhood . The birth of the child

biings to lier ummense joy . Famala Das may sound radical in sexual

relationships | however | she is traditional in many ways as an Indian woman .

As a creative writer, she combines many things traditional and modern and
redefines woman’s posiion in Indian society . On the whole | Famala Das
temaing individualistic in ler approach and aticulation of creativity . She does

not bother about Indian landscape or the nation as Judith Wright does likening

her to the image ol the earth mother

Judith Wright's sensibility is quite ditterent form that of Kamala
Das’é for she thinks of woman in a context of the carth- mother , procreator,
nurtueer of Iife . She iz not as radical as Famala Dag in her sexual predilections |
She- certainly values tdeal man - woman telationships . She is not a stranger in
her own world ; indeed she is a happy poet who wishes all the very best . Her
tdeal relationship with her philosopher husband and having a home full with love

shapes her poctic seustbility  She certamly starte with looking at herself as an
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individual persons bt worka ont on the relatonchips that personn hase wath
others . The biological lack or diflerence does not trouble her for she looks at het

difference as a gift that could bring meaning to her life

She doeg not make her lack as a convenient weapon to challenge
rather consider it as a means through swhich she can bring in happiness to herself
and others. Emergsd from this conviction is her attitude to men and issues like
motherhood and spiritualisin . She enjoys motherhood and the innocent smile of
a child’s face brings to her heavenly feelings . In thig mother - child ideal
relationship she does not visualize the father ag an mfruder | he is in fact a part
of it . Radical femimsts may not like Wright for this conviction , however | she ts
correct in visualizing apy woman as  a_represenfation of mother e;;xlh . The
strength of Wright’s poetry is that she strongly identities with the Austialian

andscape . The landscape of Austialia resonates through a kind of metaphoric

Hourish that  adds 1o her  teminine  poetic charm . From  this- emergey a

. cohesive and integrated acsthetic vision in her poetry .

x\llhou—gh “Kamala Das and  Judith \;Vrighl difIer
signiﬁémﬂly in their perception-of reality and realisation of individual subject
positions . they arc complementary to cach other in significant ways that
addresses divergent view points of feminizm . In reading both the poets while

one . on the one hand. talee note of woman™s acontes and anxielicy
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depreswions and  deprivations | on the other, looks at those ways  that way

bring to her consolation and comfort, enlightenment and - spintual - bliss .

More than anything clse | both pocts have deep faith
postiy  Poctry has become a means for not only their self - 1ealization but also
tor self- expression ‘The Muse . ultimately becomes the goddess for an escape
for ;‘UlXiL‘liL’S o1 agonics and also a means of self- realization and spiritual  quest
. It becomes a means for them to becaune many women and torge sisterhood of
women across the world . Poetry becomes the poets . Whether appreciated or

not, they believe in the Muse as the means of their salvation

Be cantion’d then my Muse, and still retir’d

Nor be dispig’d auming to be adinired :

Congcious of wants |, still with contracted wing .

To some few fitends ., and to thy sortows sing .

For groves of’ Lawrell | than wert never meant ;

Be dark enough thy shades | and be then there content .
(1996 :97).
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