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Q. 1. Discuss with reference to the context of
the following passages:

(a) Love broke into loud lamentation
The mother cried for divine explanations
Mourners swarmed her death-bed.

Ans. Context: These lines are taken from Killer
Instincts by Kynpham Sing Nongkynrih.

Explanation: Nongkynrih’s Requiem talks about
the gathering of close community on the death of a young
woman called Meri. The first part of the poem is
meditative and is woven by various symbolic and
metaphorical elements. The poet sets the sad tone at the
beginning and builds and utterly emotional atmosphere.
Lines like “What was wrong with Meri” helps the poet
to establish the sad note of the poem as well as put an
ironical tone in the poem. The second part of the poem
is more descriptive. The poet tries to takes us out from
the emotional state in which he has put has before by
describing the pre-funeral rituals. At the first instance
the poet uses the death as a metaphor as a generic
condition for humanity, in the second and third instance
the use of death as a metaphor is more specific. The
poem tends to merge ordinary into extraordinary, natural
into universal.

(b) Beauty is neither in flower
nor in the eye,
It is in desire of flower for the eye.
It is in the desire of the eye
yearning the embrace the flower.

Ans. Context: These lines are taken from poem
Beauty composed by Haribhajan Singh.

Explanation: It seems that the poet has acquired a
bit of philosophic tone, and that is why this poem is
important in the making of modern ideology of Punjabi
Poetry. It is also a rejection of traditional progressive
poetry, and he also rejects the lyrical poetry which was
not able grasp the metaphysical and philosophical depth
of creativity.

(c) We’ll strive to untie the narcissus with you,
And she’ll be able to satiate her longings.
O bumble-bee the black bumble bee!
Wherefore are you so sad and forelorn?

Ans. Context: These lines are taken from poem
The Bumble-Bee composed by Dina Nath Naidu.

Explanation: The poet in this opera asks the
bumble-bee that why it is so sad and lonely. He promises
that he will do anything to unite the bee with the
narcissus flower and when both the lovers will be united
the storm and wind will be forced to leave. The poet
says that the garden has grown pale in autumn and soon
it will deserted and that perhaps is the reason of bee’s
sadness. But he says that he and his friends will do
anything to unite bee with narcissus flower, so that both
can be satisfied and be happy together. He asks be not
to feel sad and lonely.

Here the art of poet lies in the fact that he has
transformed the traditional theme of rose and nightingale
in to a sad tale of two lovers who are destined for
separation. Both make their best effort but the tragedy
is their destiny. The agents which act as a catalyst in
their tragedy are autumn, winter, frost and thunderstorm.

(d) The morning today
tells me it shall away all
consciousness from this life
and all the other lives I have yet to live
and all other lives I have yet to live
in words different from all the words

I’ve known.
Ans. Reference: These lines have been taken from

Ramakant Rath’s Sri Radha.
Context: All the poems in this collection are about

Radha. These lines say the morning today is somehow
very different.

Explanation: Radha is agitated after her premo-
nition of Krishna’s arrival. To her morning seems dif-
ferent and unique. These lines can also be read as emo-
tional state of any woman, not necessarily Radha.
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(e) Piles of wood were burning in the
crematorium

I love, I do love to burn,
I want to burn alongside a river!

Ans. Context: These lines are taken from poem
The Last Dream by Yumlembam Ibomcha Singh.

Explanation: The poem takes on the theme of
death but this is not a usual death rather it is fantasy, a
death, which we cannot be sure whether it is real or not.
It is some sort of ritual death or some, kind of death
against life or life against death. An old woman who
was buried by some villagers is seen at the coast of a
river and when the villagers come to know about this,
they say:

That can’t be
That can’t be
She died many years ago
She cannot live any longer
The idea suggested is that of a ghost. Is it? The

poem considers the ancient beliefes, customs, and
tradition which together comprise to gives us a picture
of ancient village Goddess, who was treated like an
ordinary human being. She is unwanted and therefore
should be disposed of. A parallel can be drawn between
this poem and Eliot’s masterpiece The Waste Land, as
it also talks about that how the world has now become a
waste land because of lack of faith and corruption. In
the poem the old values and tradition have been burnt
alive with the burning of the Goddess.

(f) The blood that flows in the veins
Drop by drop
Swims like tears in the eyes
It knows you though it sees you not.

Ans. Context: These lines are taken from poem
Mother Serious by Kondepudi Nirmala.

Explanation: The poem is narrated by an aged
ailing old mother, who is bedridden and waiting for her
death.

She tells her son that she does not have any desire
to live and also that she will give an explanation to his
question unasked. She is very well aware of the fact
that everyone is waiting for. She can see hollowness
underneath their solicitous enquiries. And she also
knows that everyone is waiting for the relief that her
death will bring to them. Though, she does not say these
lines but make powerful suggestions.

She tells her son that the little water he makes her
gulp is not just water but a life force. Then we hear the
interior monologue of the mother. She remembers the
time when she breastfed her son even when he was half
asleep.

The son asks her mother to identify the people
around her, in order to test her consciousness. The
mother feels offended and says that while she is quite
near to her death, her son has provided her with a
problem to solve.

She suggests her son to consult her pillow and her
heart. Pillow because it has offered all her dreams.
Together pillow and heart will give him all her woes
heaped up on a platter, as it were.

Q. 2. Discuss the importance of Putta’s role as
a focalizer in Samskara.

Ans. Ref.: See Chapter-6, Page No. 55,  Q. No. 4
and Chapter-8, Page No. 62, ‘Putta’.

Or
What part does religion play in Tamas?
Ans. Ref.: See Chapter-13, Page No. 89, Q. No. 2

and Page No. 88, ‘Literary Criticism on Tamas’.
Q. 3. Discuss the salient features of the writer’s

style in Manimahesh.
Ans. Ref.: See Chapter-36, Page No. 222,

‘Introducing Manimahesh’ and Page No. 223,
‘Language’.

Or
What was Premchand’s vision of truth and

beauty? Discuss.
Ans. Ref.: See Chapter-35, Page No. 211, Q. No. 6

and Page No. 210, ‘Comments’.
Q. 4. Write short notes on the following:
(a) Use of symbols in The Empty Chest
Ans. Ref.: See Chapter-20, Page No. 125, Q. No. 1

and Q. No. 3.
(b) The first person narration in The

Compromise
Ans. Ref.: See Chapter-22, Page No. 139,

‘Discussion’.
(c) The character of Latika in Birds
Ans. Ref.: See Chapter-16, Page No. 109, Q. No. 1.
(d) The theme of loneliness in Very Lonely, She
Ans. Ref.: See Chapter-20, Page No. 129, Q. No. 2.
Q. 5. Comment on Bama’s reflections on Caste

and Gender politics in India.
Ans. Ref.: See Chapter-34, Page No. 216, Q. No. 1

and Page No. 217, Q. No. 3, Q. No. 4 and Q. No. 5.
Or

Can the price on Ismat be regarded as a social
document recording the values and conventions of
the contemporary society? Discuss.

Ans. Ref.: See Chapter-35, Page No. 220, Q. No. 4,
5 and Page No. 219, ‘Social Documents’ and
‘Personality’.                                                          
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1The Concept of Indian Literature

INTRODUCTION

The need for defining the Indian literature might
come for surprise for some people. The reason for this
surprise is that Indian literature is simply written in India.
However, what makes the concept complicated is the
fact that in India there is no one literature, i.e. literature
written in one language. In India, there are many
literatures and many linguistic cultures and sub-cultures.
What is interesting is that some of these linguistic
cultures and sub-cultures were born in opposition to
the other. That is why we cannot rely on the above
definition as far as the concept of Indian literature is
concerned. The complexity of the concept is obvious
and therefore, needs furthered exploration and
explanation. In fact, the idea of India as a nation is closely
associated with the concept of Indian literature, and
both should be explored clearly.

There is no doubt that culture and literature share a
very close relation, and if we make a clear understanding
of India as a nation then, the task of defining Indian
literature would not be much of a pain.

CHAPTER AT A GLANCE

THE IDEA OF INDIA AS A NATION
Considering the idea of India as a nation will make

it clear to us the reason behind the fact that we do not
have a credible history of Indian literature and also will
allow us to think for the reason for the need of one.
This idea will also give us an opportunity to look for
the basis of such history, which lies in the past, in the

CONTEMPORARY
INDIAN LITERATURE

IN ENGLISH TRANSLATION

BACKGROUND STUDIES

epics, in the folks, and popular literature, specifically
the Bhakti movements. This will open a wide spectrum
of Indian literature for us and will help us to look at it
as an amalgamation of different waves coming from
various different regions joining together to form a
wonderful whole.

In order to avoid the trap of looking at India as an
existent only after the idea of nation-state surfaced after
the historical event of 1947, it is important for us to
consider the idea of India as a sub-continent, which went
through various historical experiences including that of
the colonization, succeeded by independence and
partition. But one should take any suggestion from the
above statement that we should not consider the way
our nation was ‘imagined’ into being. We are very well
aware of the fact that governments of independent India
have always talked about the need and requirement of
national integration, a need which would not have
surfaced if we as the citizen of India would have looked
at ourselves as the part of same ‘national’ community
rather than some regional communities. It must be noted
that during the Indian struggle of independence, various
politicians tried to come up with the concept of ‘Bharat
Mata’, which actually was an attempt to remind people
that they belong to the same motherland. Though, this
was not an easy task in a nation which was divided by
various languages, races, religions, castes, and other
regional factors, but they took recourse to the undeniable
truth of underlying cultural unity in the country.

In his book ‘Discovery of India’, Jawaharlal Nehru
talks about the essential unity of Indian in spite of the
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various essential differences. And it is this unity which
helped in the formation of such a nation, which otherwise
does not need any basis for the division. In his book,
Nehru points out various differences based on race and
talks about Tamil and Pathans. He says, “there is no
mistaking the impress of India on the Pathans and this
is obvious on the Tamil”. It must be noted that Nehru is
talking about the India which was undivided then. He
further says that the majority of Indians fall between
these two extremes, they too “have retained their
peculiar characteristics for hundreds of years…and yet
have been throughout these ages distinctively Indian,
with the same national heritage and the same set of moral
and mental qualities. It is quite clear that this heritage
was cultural and was apparent as a way of life and also
in “a philosophical attitude of life”. To Nehru, India is
as “a culture and a civilization which gave shape to all
things”. A culture which is under the influence of foreign
idea always attempted to synthesize the traditional and
upcoming ideas. Nehru further goes on to say that for
Indians, India is simply home. An Indian would feel
more like home in India, then outside India. Now this
statement immediately reminds us of a statement of one
of the most famous Indian poet Nissim Ezekiel. Ezekiel,
while commenting on V.S. Naipaul, in his essay
“Naipaul’s India and Mine” wrote, “In other countries I
am a foreigner. In India I am an Indian.”

There was a time when the idea of division of India
between the urban India and rural Bharat was a critical
commonplace. At times this division formed its ground
over elitist English speaking India, which obviously was
a minority, and the majority Indian language speaking
Bharat. The danger of easy categorization becomes quite
obvious in the second formulation. The problem lies in
the fact that those who speak Indian languages also
constitutes the population of cities, i.e. urban India, and
some of these people who both speak and earn their
living by speaking Indian languages constitute the elite
both in the sense of political occupancy and cultural
richness. Usually, as the common perception prevails,
India is represented to foreign audience in, while various
Indian languages cater only to fellow Indians. And
perhaps, this is why Meenakshi Mukherjee and Nissim
Ezekiel named their anthology of translation into English
from various Indian languages “Another India”. Other
suggestions for the title of anthology could have been
“Other India’s”, or simply “writing India”. The reason
that these suggestions for the title of anthology could
have worked better is that they do not attempt to flatten
out the diversity of literature which constitutes Indian
writing.

The main idea behind the reading of translated
Indian literature is to know the diversity of linguistic
tradition and culture which constitute the nation. But
here an important question comes to the fore – Aren’t
we already aware of these traditions and cultures because
they belong to one nation? One thing that we should

keep in mind while proceeding in our journey of Indian
literature is the slogan, which was made famous during
the Nehruvian era which said, “Unity in Diversity”. This
slogan makes us aware of the fact that in spite of various
common linguistic and religious cultures, there exist a
wonderful diversity and therefore, it would not be
unjustified to say that India is a pluralistic nation.
SEARCH FOR INDIANNESS IN LITERATURE

In his reading and research on Indian literature
K. M. George talks about the basic problem which
lingers with the term Indian literature. According to him,
the term is used both in singular and plural sense. Here
George is trying to emphasize the fact that we accept
the diversity and plurality of languages and still we use
the term Indian literature in the sense that all these
languages produce only one literature. It is very much
possible to read all the literatures of various Indian
languages in terms of their own history and development.
There is no doubt that in India there is no common Indian
language but still in India there is what we call Indian
literature. In order to explain this complex phenomenon,
George uses the analogy of traditional brass lamp with
various wicks. He says:

The lamp is the same, the oil is the same, but it is
the wicks that determine the brightness of light. The
lights from various wicks merge imperceptibly and
produce brightness which is the totality of the many
lights. Just as many wicks produce one light, India’s
many languages produce one literature.
To say in different words, the various Indian

literatures have the same source and even if they are
discrete if seen in individual sense they still produce
one literature what we call as Indian literature. In the
words of George: Indian Literature “is the sum total of
the literatures produced in the Indian languages, modern
and classical”. (ix)

Sisir Kumar Das, India’s one of the most famous
comparatist scholars, in his attempt to develop the
concept of the Indian argues that India is “a space
undistributed by the changes in geographical factors
from time-to-time affected by political expediency”.
(Das 1995: xii), and has “existed in some form or the
other throughout the pre-colonial history of India”. (xiv)
The concept of Bharatvarsa though was already there
but was taken to new heights during the national struggle
for independence. Das further argues that though Indian
literature is not one as it is written in many different
languages, it is the combination of many different and
unique literature and “looks at each of them as a distinct
expression of the experience of each community”.
(xiv) But this does not mean that Das does not consider
various common threads which run along various
literatures. Actually, he denies both the concepts of
homogenization of Indian literatures and also the
concept of heterogeneity which ignores the
commonalities in culture. Various historical and geo-
graphical factors are responsible for the interaction
between these literatures in such a way that their separate
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histories have “certain point of convergences, thematic,
generic, ideological…” (xiv)

Thus we see that just by arriving at the idea of India
as a nation we establish the idea of Indian literature. By
going on the study of the economic, political and social
factors of India, which are the factors that “are seldom
confined to a particular language or the region, and an
instrument of exploration which transcends the
boundaries of a particular language and region.” In the
words of Sujit Mukherjee, the ‘literary history of India
should account for our literary past.’ He further
complains, “Literature in India is  sold as its sculpture
or painting or music but has not received historical
attention on the way that these other arts have”.
Therefore, if we ought to establish the contours of
contemporary Indian literature, we must seek for
discovery of the common literary past of Indian
languages.
ANCIENT INDIAN LITERATURE

Sujit Mukherjee says, “… the very term ‘Indian
Literature’ is sparingly used in Indian literary circle.
Most often, it tends to make people think only of ancient
literary works in Sanskrit. No modern and forward-
looking concept of Indian literature has yet been
formulated, in spite of the much-used official
declaration, ‘India has one literature that is written in
many languages’, authored apparently by
Radhakrishnan. This declaration has never been fully
explored nor has any serious attempt been made to
establish its validity’. What is important here is note
that usually the word Indian literature reminds of the
ancient Sanskrit literature. At this point it is important
for us to rest here and think of the term and try to make
out the meaning which is individual to each one of us,
and that to in context of ancient Indian literature or
classical Indian literature. Usually, people of northern
part of Indian would name some of the Sanskrit text
which they consider to be the part of classical Indian
literature, but they would not name any other text in
other languages. They need to look down to the southern
part of India, especially to Tamil language. Tamil is the
only language in India which has a continuous literary
history since the starting of Christian era or perhaps
even before that. There is no doubt that Tamil language
has a very rich tradition and history. It is interesting to
note that an early Tamil grammatical text, Tolkappiyam,
clearly mentions about one another language which it
considers to be a literary equal or even strong
competitor, and that language is “vadamozhi” or
northern language, i.e. Sanskrit. Thus, while talking
about the ancient literature or classical literature of India
we must also think of Tamil along with Sanskrit and
then Prakrit, and we must not forget Telugu and Kannada
which also has a hoary past. Another point which we
must consider is that while talking about the literature
we are only considering the written works of literature
and not taking oral tradition of literature into concern.

But of course, there must be a very rich oral tradition of
literary work in various other Indian languages.

Now the above discussion immediately brings the
basic problem with Indian literature into our attention.
And that is – many people would not be able to think of
Tamil and other languages, while thinking of Indian
literature because it belongs to an entirely different
region, and also to a different family of language. There
are so many languages in India that it is impossible for
a person to know all the languages, and that is why it
becomes utterly impossible for one to talk about all the
languages with confidence. Therefore, one has to rely
on other scholars for the information to find the
commonalities in the various languages, and by
extension various literatures. Factors like the
development of modern Indian languages, the formation
of linguistic states based on the language spoken by the
people of the region, and the ever reinforced politics of
the linguistic identity, in a way compel us to consider
our language different from the other and thus look at
the languages in isolation rather than looking at the
common threads are present in all the languages. This
makes the idea of coherent Indian literature more
complex and difficult. According to Sujit Mukherjee,
“…no previous model exists anywhere in the world for
the literary history of a country of this size and
containing so many languages that have achieved a
widely scattered and highly uneven literary culture”.

If we look at the ancient period and also at the
mediaeval period we will find a happy cross-pollination
of Indian literatures which makes us able to see the
literary movements across the country. In India, if the
literary works like Mahabharata and Ramayana can
be considered as the landmarks of the Indian epic
tradition, which not only gave rise to the interest in
literature but also manifested itself in the establishment
in the literary tradition and also folk traditions, then
Bhakti movement, without a doubt is one of the first
true literary movement of the country. It started in the
7th century CE (Christian era) in the southern part of
India, and it is because of the popularity of Bhakti
movement in Tamil, and that too of the Saivite saints,
Tamil is also known as the Saivite language. There are
so many evidences according to which the ancient
Sanskrit literature was a rich resource in both the north
and south India. It is important for us to note that during
the medieval periods both Tamil and Sanskrit were used
in the Tamil courts as literary language. Another
interesting fact is that these languages not only
influenced each other but also were written by the same
poets.

India’s Vedic and Upnishadic heritage need no
introduction, at least for those who call themselves
Indian. One of the oldest parts of Vedas is Rigvedic
poetry. The richness and fully evolved literary style of
these poetry point to a very rich and vibrant culture
which must be prevailing during the Vedic era. Even if
we go by the popular belief that Vedic and Upnishadic
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knowledge were only limited to a specific group of people
called Brahmins, then also we cannot deny that the
influence of these texts found their way in the popular
culture of the time and which were accessible by the
common people. And at this point we must consider the
role played by Indian epics like Mahabharata and
Ramayana. Nehru emphasized that all Indians shared a
common cultural background, which according to him
“was a mixture of popular philosophy, tradition, history,
myths and legends” and that both the epics, “in popular
translation and paraphrases, were widely known among
the masses, and every incident and story and moral in
them was engraved on the popular mind and gave
richness and content to it”. According to Nehru,
Mahabharata is the foundation text of India because it
is in this epic that “a very definite attempt has been made
to emphasize the fundamental unity of India, or
Bharatavarsha as it was called”. Mahabharata is the
second longest epic in the history of literature and the
entire planet, and its richness in the early philosophy,
religious beliefs, social structure, political thoughts,
myths and legends are beyond any question. The
influence of Mahabharata is not limited only to the fact
that it has been translated in several languages and its
episodes are parts of various folk traditions, but it has
also inspired various contemporary works of literature.
Apart of this the translation of Mahabharata in various
languages helped in the development of several Indian
languages during the first and the second millennium
of the Christian era. Some of the examples are:

(a) Bengali version of Mahabharata by Kabi
Sanjay during the first half of the 15th century,
many argue it to be in the 16th century though.

(b) Malayalam version of Mahabharata as
Bharatmala during the 15th century

(c) Kannada version in 10th century as
Pampabharata.

An interesting point to note is that various episodes
of the epic Mahabharata helped in the construction of
various Sanskrit plays and has also been referred in
Tamil Sangam poetry, thus providing a common cultural
background for ancient Indian literature, and by
extension India as a nation.

There are various examples of the playwrights who
took inspiration form the different episodes of
Mahabharata for their plays. In the 3rd century, the
famous playwright Bhasa, wrote at least six of his plays
based on the episodes of Mahabharata: (a) Madhyam-
avyayogam (it talks about the reunion of Bhima with
his family), (b) Dutavakyam (talks about Krishna as an
emissary in Kaurava’s court), (c) Karnabharam (talks
about Indra begging Karna’s armour and earrings),
(d) Pancaratram (takes on the episode of raid on Virata),
(e) Dutaghatolkacam (talks about the Ghatotkacha
going to Kaurava’s with the message that Arjun will
avenge the death of Abhimanyu), and (f) Urubhangam
(talks about the duel between Bhima and Duryodhana).
Apart from these Kalidasa’s Abhijanana Shakuntalam

and Kumarasambhava needs no introduction. What is
interesting to know is that the Sangam poetry of Tamil
refers to few events of Mahabharata without even
affirming the awareness of the epic, this suggests that
the oral tradition reached to the South India first, and
also that the various events and characters of the
Mahabharata paved their way into different various
literary works and became the part of literary
imagination even before the epic was put into popular
Sanskrit form.  Even if we are not sure of what exactly
happened, there is no doubt that the both the epics,
outside the Sanskrit tradition found their expression in
Tamil, in their first Avatars. We can assume that
Tamilians were aware of the epic Mahabharata at least
two or three century before the Christian era, based on
the fact that the first mention of characters and events
of Mahabharata comes in the Sangam poetry. Another
interesting thing is to notice that in Purananunu, we
see a Chera king, Perunchhoru Utiyan Cheralatan
providing food to both Kauravas and Pandavas in
Mahabharata war. This interesting intersection of a
Tamil king in Mahabharata refers to the significant of
the events of all parts of the land. Other such reference
can be found in the similes used in Perumpanarruppatai,
in which Tamil king Tontaiman Ilanthiraian is compared
to the victory of Pandavas over Kauravas. In Kalittokai
we find the mentioning of the Kurukshetra war, and also
the death of Bhishma and Drona. By now we know that
many of the Tamil dynasties claimed to have taken part
in the episodes occurred in Mahabharata.  The Pandya
kings claimed that they were the direct descendent of
Pandavas – through Arjuna’s marriage with Chitrangada,
who herself was a daughter of a Pandya king and whose
son Babruvahana ascended the throne. Another point
which must be noted in regards of literary affinities if
that one of the Sangam poets is called Bharatampatiya
Peruntevanar, i.e. Perumtevanar who composed and
Sang Bharatam. Another point to be noted is that two
the early Tamil epics, which are Jain Cilappadikaram,
written in 3rd century CE, and Buddhist Manimekalai,
written in 5th century contain the references to the vents
and characters of the Mahabharata. Later in the years
Mahabharata has been retold numerous times, but the
one which is considered to be the greatest in all the
retellings is Bharatam by Villipputturazhavar, composed
in the 14th century CE.

The history of Indian ancient literature is indeed
interesting. The Sanskrit texts were not composed in
any specific part of the country but in various different
parts, and that is why many of the retelling of Sanskrit
text comes from the various eastern and western location
of the country. Sanskrit was used as a language of
communication and literature in the various parts of
India, when Prakrit came into prominence during the
6th and 11th century. During this time the Pali was also
an established language. Sanskrit also played a major
role in the Tamil region of the nation. This was the period
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