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The poem ‘Grandfather’(1983) by Jayanta Mahapatra traverses a difficult moral terrain, centered on
the grandfather’s conversion to Christianity to escape death by starvation. It was the disastrous
famine of 1866, when according to historical information more than one million people, almost one
third of the population of the region died. It was a time of prolonged suffering for the people, as
relief did not reach them for several months. The famine was preceded by a drought because the
previous monsoon had been scanty, the unpreparedness of the administration made matters worse.
It is in the context of this calamity that Jayanta Mahapatra attempts to understand his grandfather,
Chintamani  Mahapatra’s conversion to Christianity.

The yellowed pages of grandfather’s diary written in Oriya are a reminder of that critical time,
prompting the poet to imaginatively revisit it, ‘ They sound the forgotten posture,/the cramped cry--
/now I stumble in your black-paged wake.’ You would all recognize the lines of the poem, and the
images contained therein. The first stanza foregrounds the body- ravaged by hunger, locating it in a
spectre of death. The next stanza completes this picture of widespread suffering, with a description
of the drought, 'no stir of cloud’ no hope of rain, ‘the silence / of dust grazed in the long afternoon
sun, ruling/ the cracked fallow earth’. The location of the ‘weakened’ human body in the parched
body of the landscape, allows the poet to develop the interiority of  fear of imminent death and the
desperation for survival. Leading up to the difficult choice made by the grandfather, ‘the hardest
question of all/- - - -You thought of the way the jackals moved, to move’.

The climax of this narrative of survival is the grandfather’s decision to flee alone, seeking succour
for himself. The animal imagery, of the ‘hunt’, ’the real animal in you plunging through your bone’,
brings out the starvation driven desperation of the act. Mahapatra highlights the lonesome nature of
this flight for survival; perhaps to append questions regarding its morality. Was it an act of
cowardice, was it an act of betrayal? In an Interview published in The Hindu (Nov,2015),Mahapatra
spoke of his grandfather, as a sixteen year old ,orphan and starving, who ‘walked twenty miles to
one of the free kitchens the Britishers had set up, and he became a Christian.' Even if there was no
irresponsibility towards an immediate family, walking away became a severance of old ties. The
conversion became a repudiation of the deeply internalised Hindu modes of worship, ‘You left your
family behind, the buried things,/the precious clod that praised the quality of a god.’ The old faith;
part of the ‘web’, of extended ties - familial, religious and cultural, lost out to, the ‘centre’ - ‘ the
imperishable’ instinct for survival. It was a loss, which perhaps lodged itself privately in the void of
his heart.

The religious conversion of the grandfather has been a turning point in the history of the family,
the latter part of the poem attempts to accommodate the responses of the younger generation to
this event. ‘Now in a sleep of taunting rain/my son and I speak of the famine nameless as stone’. This
line is in stark contrast to the desperation of, ’Did you hear the young tamarind leaves rustle/ in the
cold mean nights of your belly? Distanced in time and circumstances, the son and the grandson
attempt to understand the survival driven condition of the grandfather. A hundred years away from
that fateful year, this attempt for them becomes a profoundly humbling experience, ‘The whirls of



glory are breaking down’. Revisiting ‘the unfair choice’ facing the grandparent, becomes an occasion
for the, ‘children to grow, to know us,/carrying us deep where our voices lapse into silence. This is
the silence that comes with an understanding of human limitation, it is also an admission of the
inadequacy of their response, insulated in the ordinariness of life, to what was an extraordinary
crisis. If there is any moral judgement ,it is on the conditional charity of the relief providers:

We wish we knew you more

We wish we knew what it was to be, against dying,

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

We wish we had not to wake up with our smiles

in the middle of some social order.

Note for students : I have written a very comprehensive commentary/ explanation for the poem,
please read it after you have given a reading to the poem. When you are on the commentary, keep
the text alongside for ready reference. There are several complex images, you should be equipped to
answer any given question on them. Test your grasp of the poem by picking any of these images ,and
write out your explanation.

For e.g.     Did you hear the young tamarind leaves rustle /in the cold mean nights of your belly?

The grandfather’s diary mentions, ‘the munching of raw tamarind leaves to survive’(The Hindu, Nov
2015 ). Eating them was an act of hunger driven desperation. In describing the ordeal of the
grandfather, the poet uses several poetic devices. The suffering of the food deprived body, the
discomfort of the hungry stomach , is transferred by extension to the long sleepless nights. This is an
example of the use of a transferred epithet.
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