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Abstract

Carolyn Force’s anthology Against Forgetting: 20" Century Poetry of Witness is the first
great anthology of witness poetry. Witness poetry transforms its readers into witness. It is
a way of presenting in poetry the unpresentable loss and Seamus Heaney says in an
interview that poetry gives true peace only if horror is satisfactorily rendered. A poet’s
responsibility is to render the horror of barbarism in the poetic work without complicity.
Kamala Das is not a writer of witness poetry proper. Rather what we find in the majority of
her volumes is lyric expressivity and confessional mode. But her Colombo Poems bear
witness to the anti — Tamil riots in Sri Lanka. Her Colombo poems faithfully record the
ethnic disturbances caused by the prolonged strife in Sri Lanka between the Tamils and the
Sri Lankan army — a strife that took the form of a civil war. Poems such as ‘“The sea of Galle
Face Green’, ‘Smoke in Colombo’, ‘A Certain Defect in Blood’, “After July’, ‘Shopper at
Cornell’s’, ‘Colombo” and ‘Fear’ bear witness to that history of shame — history glossed

over in the annals but faithfully recorded in literature.

Key Words: Holocaust Literature, rendering horror, Other, evidentiary,
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IT is in the 1980s and early 1990s that witness poetry proper came into being.
Carolyn Force in his ground breaking anthology Against Forgetting: 20"
Century Poetry of Witness has itemized the wars and turmoil of the 20t century.
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According to the Encyclopedia of Holocaust Literature witness poetry is the

kind of poetry that transforms its readers into witness. To read the poem is to

be implicated by it. It is a kind of poetry that bears witness to the atrocities
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render the horror of barbarism in the poetic work without complicity.

Witness poetry is a way of internalizing the other + a complete
identification with the Other. It is not a question of sympathy. It is a question
of empathy. It calls us from the other side of a situation of extremity. Seamus
"TEOl awUl UOUwPUWEUwWws xOI OUazUwUOOPEEUDJau
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the truth ¢telling urge and the compulsion to identify with the oppressed

becomes an integral part of the act of writing itself.

Witness poetry does not bother about the question of illusion of reality

or truth to life. We cannot verify the truth stated in the poem because the

poem itself is a trace of an occurrence. The poem exists for us as the sole trace

of an occurrence. For example, if someone comes across the ghastly sight of a

man being butchered mercilessly and if there is none around to help him
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except the sole poet-onlooker who chanced to come there, then the poet-
OO0O0OO0I UZUWEEEOUOUWPUWUT T wOGOOawi YPEIT OE

witness poetry is evidentiary rather than representational in nature.

It is more authentic than history because history is sometimes silenced
or distorted by the dominant ideology. Witness poetry never silences the
political history. Rather it problematizes the relationship between poetry and
politics. The word politics is often applied pejoratively as a contaminant of a
serious literary work. The poets are usually relegated to hermetic sphere of
lyric expressivity and linguistic art. They are expected to remain untarnished
by historical, political and social forces. But is it possible to imagine a writer
who would profess to be without politics? Second World War veteran and
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Thus witness poetry signals an important change in our attitude to the
reading and writings of poetry. Needless to say, that the change dawned after
the World Wars. The important question was ¢+ what should be the role of
poetry in the public sphere? Much earlier Keats said that he hated poetry that
| EEWEwWs xEOXxEEOI wElI UPT Oz wpKt AwUxOOwUT 1 w
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besetting problems. So did Arnold. It was D.H Lawrence who spoke of the
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alienation of poetry from the public sphere on grounds of accessibility and
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social utility.

It is after the First World War that we witness an altered poetic

sensibility. Two things changed Owen ¢ trench experience and meeting with

Sassoon. Auden had unequivocal socio ¢ political commitments. In his famous
elegy on the death of W.B. Yeats Auden asserted ¢

Poetry makes nothing happen

After the holocaust of the Second World War, the general feeling was
that silencing the political history in poetry would be a grave crime. German
thinker Theodore Adorno witnessed the carnage at Auschwitz. Six million
Jews were wiped out. An equal number of other marginalized sections of the
society were obliterated. In his INKNw il UUEawl OUDPUOI Ews" UPpUL
20EDPI Uazw EOUOOwWwOEEI wEOQwWwHOI EOOUUwW UUEU)
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after the holocaust. The poems of Seamus Heaney, Choman Hardi, Paul
Celan, Carolyn Forche, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Michael palmer, Jerome
Rothenberg, Maya Angelou, Eliot Weinberger, Kamala Das and others bear
proof to this assertion.

Kamala Das is not a writer of witness poetry proper. Rather what we
find in the majority of her volumes is lyric expressivity and confessional
mode. But her Colombo Poems bear witness to the anti + Tamil riots in Sri
Lanka. Terrible violence against the Tamils was unleashed in Colombo and

her Colombo poems faithfully record the ethnic disturbances caused by the

prolonged strife in Sri Lanka between the Tamils and the Sri Lankan army ¢ a
strife that took the form of a civil war./ Ol OUwWUUET wEUws 31T 1T wU|fj E
&UI 1T OzO0w s20001 wbHOw" OOOOEOzOws w"1 UUEPO
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shame ¢ history glossed over in the annals but faithfully recorded in literature.
"TUT wUT T wul TPUCT UU0WI T UwOPOwsxOl UPEwWUI DL
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across her consciousness of racial identity ¢

I am Indian, very brown, born in
Malabar. . . (4-5)
(UwPUWEOWEUUI UUPOOwWOT wi 1l Uw# UEYDPEDPEOwWDEHI C

pointer to her Dravidian color consciousness as well as her consciousness of

reminiscent of the social conflict beginning with the battle of Calicut. Her
sojourn in Sri Lanka during the prolonged Sinhalat3 EODPOw s UEEDEO|u E
intensified her racial consciousness. Race, as an element of social stratification,
has often vitiated the atmosphere of peaceful co-existence by dividing and

categorizing communities on the basis of ancestry and physical features, and

by spreading the culture of intolerance and hatred (Bhattacharya 1).

2001 UPOT UwUT T wEOOETI xUwOl wsUEET zwdbDUwUUI E
x] OxOl wOYT UwoOUT T UUzwp3l Pl Ol ww! hut AGw( UPbD
s1 O1 ET 1 HegwitlDOview td Wverting their attention from serious issues
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vicious designs of the arbiters of the politics of race. Ashcroft et al. have also
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Colombo Poems of Kamala Das bear witness to a gory internecine strife. It

(-
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made her aware of the need to resist racial discriminations in poetry. She saw
the July 1983 anti-Tamil riots with her own eyes and the Colombo poems owe
UT 1 PUwl 1 O1T UPUwUOwWUT EVwsT RxT UPI OETl z6 ww (Ow
was misconstrued and threatened as a Tamil owing to her south Indian
/' TaUPEEOuwi I EOUUTI UWEOEWEEUOWEOOXxOI RDOOZ hUE

+DOl WEWUOUUT whpPUOTI UUWUOT T wxOl Ows2000I|jwE
makes us feel that the poet is standing in the midst of what she is relating ¢

On that last ride home we had the smoke

Following us, along the silenced
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Streets, lingering on, though the fire
Was dead then in the rubble and the ruins, (L1. 1-4)

3T T wxUOOOUOwWs UT EVUzZwPUwWUUTTTUUDYT woOil wOT | w

the readers into an awareness of something alarming the poet once chanced to

come across. Another noteworthy aspect of this line as well as of the entire

x Ol OwPUwWUOT T wUUT woOi wi PUU0wxT UUOOwWwx OUUEPUL
I wi EOOOEUC 5T dws (WEOwYbC
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themselves during operation. It is also suggestive of the houses being set
ablaze. The streets are OOUw Ol Ul Oaw sUDPOI OUzOw EUUwW [JUI

coercion, carnage and intimidation and is suggestive of the active-passive,

subject-object, oppressor-oppressed, majority-minority relation between two

UEET UwOi wxl OxOl w3l I wl B 0Wipdig audeuwd EUIT W pEE
immediacy (so important in a witness poem) by drawing our attention to the

fact that the buildings have been reduced to small pieces of brick and stone by

bombing.

In the next four lines the poet makes use of two gruesome similes which
OQwUOUUTI wOOwWUT T wsET UPT OUZ wOi wEwbPDPUOI UUwxPI
conveys the disastrous consequence of the holocaust, first in the animal world

and then, in the human world ¢

Lingering on as milk lingers on
In udders after the calves are buried,
Lingering on as grief lingers on

Within women rocking emptied cradles (LL 5-8)

It is remarkable that Das, who usually loves metaphors to convey her

smouldering feelings, takes resort to similes here. Metaphors are implicit and
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hidden and are lies, whereas similes are explicit and direct and hence are
appropriate for a poem bearing witness to the ravages caused by ethnic strife.
When calves are buried, cows also give in to the huge pressure of milk which
causes intolerable pain and ultimately, death. While introducing the deeply
OOYDOT wbOET | woi wamtirddless Wapl O OBOPWsOD O
again draws the attention of her readers to the active-passive relation between

two races of people. Up to this point the poem is about the effect of the

The next six lines record a change of tone from apprehension to threat of

imminent danger ¢

They stopped us, a somnambulistic

Daze was in their eyes, there was no space
Between us and their guns, but we were

Too fatigued to feel fear, or resist

The abrupt moves

Of an imbecilic will. (L1. 9-14)

[N

crime they are committing, the inertia in their dazed conscience and their
pitiable and blind suUUI OEl Uw UOwUOOI ws xObPl UUzwbi
UEEDEOWUOUDI | wOOwWOl | xwxi Ox01 wsi 61 E11 Bz

consciousness. It is suggestive of the fact that the gunmen are not properly
POx OPEEUI EwDOwPT EOwUT T AawEUTI WEODOT &
6DOI Ul Ew. Pl OgdOiwisz3ui b w@u BEEUET Ew 07 |
where they were being taken to ¢

So secretly, like wrongs hushed-up, they went.

They were not ours:

We never heard to which front these were sent. (11-13)

3T T wl BRxUIl UUPOOwWs UOOwi EUDT Ul EwUOwWIi 11 Ouwi
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I knew you in this dark; for so you frowned
Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed.
I parried; but my hands were loath and cold.
Let us sleep now. .. (40-42)

s3T 1T aAawEUI wUUOUxPEwWODOOI UUWUOEEOT wUOOwWIi T 1 Puw
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Did the Tamils smell so
Different,...? (LL 13-14)

Galle Face is a promenade or Sea-front which stretches for a half kilometer
along the coast in the heart of the financial and business district of Colombo,
‘‘‘‘ ou
The images of half-burnt corpse, maimed limbs, smoke-stained sky, boots
stomping, gunmen parading, merciless tracking down of kids, windows shut,
smouldering corpse turn the entire poem into a vivid witness and a telling
commentary upon brutalities inflicted upon the Tamils in Colombo. The
POUEWHEUIUOUZz Ows OEPOI EZWEOEwWsUOOOI zwbOUuUi
impression that the poet is standing at a spot which has witnessed
indiscriminate bombing and firing and where people are writhing in pain and

are looking for help from above fruitlessly ¢

Its maimed limbs turned towards
The smoke-stained sky (3-4)

That nature which usually remains indifferent to the pains and vagaries of

political history does not approve of this racial hatred is evident from the

pathetic fallacy deftly used in the following lines ¢
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Even the small leaves of

The Katurmuringa

Stopped their joyous tremor
While the sea breezes blew (5-8)

311 wsEPUEUOOT zwdDOwWUI T wOUI 1 Uwi EUUWTRi$i$ OQwUfl x
Ul OPOPUEI O0wOl w#EUzUwi EYOUUDUI wbDOET I wdi u
her instinctive urge to fly. It suggests the loss of freedom and identity. It will
not be irrelevant here to associate the parade of the soldiers with the
repressive nature of the male ego which, here, has been saddled with brutal
state power that thrives on racial discrimination. She tacitly criticizes the

psychic disorder in the male soldiers of the Sri Lankan army who love to
UDOI OET wUT T wwUDBOT POT ws EDUEUZ quJIDI DEI LuU OE

- ~ oA N

also that the young gunmen are not properly implicated (note the passive
YOPEI wbOws OUET Ul EwUOwW! EVUI ZAwDOwpkPl EQwU
eventually turns into railiOT UWEOE wi T Ul wUT T ws OUUI EwUOP

Calcutta) suffers no inertia ¢

Did the Tamils smell so
Different, what secret
Chemistry let them down? (13-15)

The note of interrogation in the following lines suggests that poet heavily
EIl OOUOGETI UwUT T weUUI OxOwOl wUOIT T wsT UOOI Oz U O

them mercilessly ¢

How did they
Track down the little ones
Who knew not their ethnic
inferiority? (25-28)
(OQwUl OPOEUWUU WOl w' PUOT UzUw" OOCEITI OUUEUDP OO W

old ones were mercilessly dispensed with because they were of no use to the
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state. Das tries the patience of her readers by comparing the burning of
corpses with the roasting of cashew ¢

Ac the carnces amaonldered,
Fear and a atench qweet 35

That of raw cashew nuts,
Roasting. (32-35)

Ethnic strife took the form of a civil war and the following lines bear

testimony to that ¢

The city was grey
And every window was
Shut. (29-31)

Das lived in Kolkata, Delhi, Mumbai and Colombo and her Colombo
poems also bear witness to her utter dissatisfaction with the inadequacies and
brutalities of city life also. The brutalities inflicted upon the Tamils in
Colombo might be linked with her favourite theme of spiritual vacuity and

heartlessness found in materialistic city life. If her love poems reveal her

desire for true love, the Colombo poems reveal her smothered and
UOOUOEI UPOT ws UEEPEOWEIT UPUI zwbl PET wbUwhHOw
of humanity.' T Uwl ODOT wUOOw" OOOOEOWPUWEwWxEUUwWQI v
EOEws Ul EUUPUazwbl PET wbOEDPEI OUEOOGaw" OOPOE
male-dominated metropolitan city, the city of Colombo does not allow her as

Pl OOwEUwWUT T woOUT 1 Uw Ol OEIT U U ureflizatioh hsUam s U E
DOEDYPEUEOzwm) l EwhYAASw' | Ul wEOQUOWUIT T Oudb
persecuted. The poet has no hesitation in identifying herself with the luckless

people of her race living in Colombo. In the ethnic strife on the island, she

tinds intolerance of the majority as a manifestation of the masculine display of

power. According to Nair, s (tl2 plight of persecuted minority she sees part

of her own feminine self reflected. This is why she is able to identify with their
EPUxOEEI Ol OUwUOwWET I xO0adzwphuyhAw( wubOUOHwWC
expressed in an interview taken by P.P. Raveendran. It not only justifies the

writing of the Colombo poems but also supports the view that a writer bears

witness to what happens in the socio-political arena around him/her ¢
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were going wrong. I had watched people being killed. . . . I am also a

()

chronicler. A writer is not merely a lyrical poet, but is a chronicler of events
Ul EQwl Exx] OWEUOUOEWI I Uz 6 ww

WORKS CITED

Adorno, Theodore. ‘Cultural Criticism and Society” in “Poetry and Politics: Poetry
of Witness after the Second World War”. Unpublished Material authored by
Dr. Irshad Gulam Ahmed during a Refersher Course (Duration: 6. 2.
2013-26.2.2013) in English at North Bengal University, West Bengal,
India. 2013. Print.

Ahmed, Irshad Gulam. “Poetry and Politics: Poetry of Witness after the Second
World War”. Unpublished Material authored by Dr. Irshad Gulam
Ahmed during a Refersher Course (Duration: 6. 2. 2013-26.2.2013) in
English at North Bengal University, West Bengal, India. 2013. Print.

Ashcroft, Bill, Griffiths, Gareth, and Tiffin, Helen. (eds.) Post-Colonial Studies:
The Key Concepts. London and New York: Routledge, 2000. Print.

Bernstein , Charles. ‘Second War and Post- modern Memory” in “Poetry and
Politics: Poetry of Witness after the Second World War”. Unpublished
Material authored by Dr. Irshad Gulam Ahmed during a Refersher
Course (Duration: 6. 2. 2013-26.2.2013) in English at North Bengal
University, West Bengal, India. 2013. Print.

! TEVUUEET EUalka@ned fOrbdifference: Re-Ul EEDOT w * EOE OBjw ¢
"UDUDPOGUI wQhpis latuk §dl1D) 4sdueul /SPRING 2012. Web. 20
Nov.2012.<htpp//www.pintersociety.com.>

lUUUOww9 Ol PEwWG wWOUEGwPOw?/ Ol UUAWEOQE W/ 6p U
6 OUOEW6EU? 8w 40xUEODPUI T Ew, EUOI UPEOQwE(JUI
Ahmed during a Refersher Course (Duration: 6. 2. 2013-26.2.2013) in

English at North Bengal University, West Bengal, India. 2013. Print.

Page 123

JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION AND RESEARCH SOCIETY: A REFEREED INTERNATIONAL
ISSN 2349-0209 VOL-1 ISSUE1 OCT-2013



KAMALA DAS’S ‘SMOKE IN COLOMBO’ AND ‘THE SEA AT GALLE FACE GREEN":
POEMS OF VIVID WITNESS

%l UOPOT T 1 UUPwWOwW+EPUI OEI 6 wWOUES wwbOww?/ Of U
Uil w21 EOOE w6 OUOE w6 E teniab authode® by(Die Gadl 1 E Jf, E
Gulam Ahmed during a Refersher Course (Duration: 6. 2. 2013-

26.2.2013) in English at North Bengal University, West Bengal, India.
2013. Print.

"1 EOl aOw2] EOUVUSwWOUESwDbOw?/ Ol ODUawEOEwW/ PO
Second WoUOEwW 6 EU? 6 w4 OxUEODPUT T Ew, EUI UPE Qu |
Gulam Ahmed during a Refersher Course (Duration: 6. 2. 2013-

26.2.2013) in English at North Bengal University, West Bengal, India.
2013. Print.

YT EOQw*8w28ws3T 1 w/ Ol UUAwOIT w4 inFFEefial $n@ x T UPT (
*EOEOE w #dad 7 Roatry in  English: Roots and  Blossoms.,<
http://books.google.co.in>29. 07.2013.

*] EOUOw) OF O8w?+1 001 UUwUOw&!I OUT 1T wEOGEW3 PO
Letters of John Keats. Ed. Robert Gittings, Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1970. Print.

Lawrence , D.H. The Letters of D. H. Lawrence : Vol. II, June 1913- October
1916, eds. George ]. Zytaruk and James T. Boutton. Cambridge :
Cambridge University Press, 1981. Print.

Nair, Jaa EOUPUT OEOB ws 3T 1 w. OUI OwoOi w/ 01 UPEwW1IEI]
#EUzZUw s Ow ( Kandl® BDE:UD C@hxigad Spectrum. Eds.
Rajeshwar Mittapali and Pier Paolo Piciucco.
< http://books.google.co.in> 29. 07.2013.

Scott, John and Marshall, Gordon. Oxford Dictionary of Sociology. (Eds.) Oxford
and New York: Oxford University Press, 1994. Print.

Thieme, John. Post-Colonial Studies: The Essential Glossary. London and New
York: Arnold, 2003. Print.

JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION AND RESEARCH SOCIETY: A REFEREED INTERNATIONAL Page 124

ISSN 2349-0209 VOL-1 ISSUE1  OCT-2013


http://books.google.co.in/
http://books.google.co.in/

