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From

Nirvikalpa Sangitam (1956)

On 28th March 1986, when I launched my first poetry collection
Nirvikalpa Sangitam (Music Without Shadows), I was twenty-
four and had no idea that I would continue this poetic journey for
the next four decades. The book was released by my grandmother
in the presence of poets and scholars at the historic Gowthami
Library, Rajahmundry. Almost overnight, it became my calling
card in Telugu literary circles.

| was born in a tiny tribal village in the Eastern Ghats,
Sarabhavaram, now located in the Sri Alluri Sitaramaraju district
of Andhra Pradesh, primarily a Kondareddi settlement nestled
among lush forests and blue hills. The splendor of changing
seasons, the village songs, the tribal festivals, and the innocence of
rural life left a lasting impression on my heart. Separated from my
parents and homeland early for my studies, I developed a lifelong
haunting homesickness.

Due to my family's financial difficulties, I had to discontinue my
undergraduate studies and take a position as a telephone revenue
assistant-essentially a billing clerk-in the office of the Divisional
Engineer, Telecommunications, at Rajahmundry. My daily
routine resembled the life of a clerk in 19th-century Russian
literature: I lived in a single room, where loneliness, financial
hardship, and the drudgery of billing work slowly engulfed me.

Shortly after I joined a job, my village and the entire region
entered a tumultuous phase. The tribals had long been subjected
to oppression, exploitation, and land alienation, sparking



Song of My Village 9

successive revolts throughout the
19th and 20th centuries. Despite
government measures to safeguard
tribal interests in these Fifth
Schedule areas, exploitation persisted,
giving way to Maoist unrest in the
early 1980s. Since my father worked
as a village revenue officer, our family
was caught in the upheavals of those
times.

3:5% ('/) 958\:50 But there was a silver lining.

XS AL Rajahmundpry, the cradle of Telugu
literature since the 11th century,
embraced me into its vibrant literary community. Two great
stalwarts-Mallampalli Sarabhayya (1928-2007) and R.S.
Sudarshanam (1927-2001)-mentored me. An informal group of
young writers and poets provided the warmth and solace I
desperately needed.

P

oL

This new environment awakened the poet within me. In no time,
I gave up my ambition for a career and got immersed 1in the
alluring and deeply satisfying world of poetry. I spent countless
nights on the banks of the river Godavari along with my young
friends, fondly reciting Telugu poetry and fervently discussing
modern world poetry ranging from Walt Whitman to Japanese
haiku. In those days, the only news that mattered to us was that a
poem had been written by a friend, or a visiting poet had arrived,
or a new interpretation was offered of an age-old poem from
Sanskrit or Telugu. Gowthami Library, one of the largest in the
Telugu states, was our temple of learning besides the banks of the
river Godavari.

When I look back on those days, that life appears like a chapter
from a German Bildungsroman-a time when poetry shaped not
just my art, but my very soul.
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My Poetry

Not for people, not for critics' approval, not for name or
fame, nor for any reason you might assume.

All my yearning, questions, philosophy, and desire spring
forth from an ocean of homesickness.

Hands cupped in supplication, cheeks drenched in tears,
remembering what I lost long ago-my poetry is the mumbled
words in frenzy, of remembrance, of things past.

Smoke rising from a life of endless waiting, from a heart
burning at dawn and dusk-in the dark caves of rain-drenched
forests, in the silence of summer afternoons, in moonlit
nights-for a vague paradise, for a lost continent: this is my
poetry.

2025
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Dreambound

Fortunate is the bird
Whose wings are on her heart, not body.

Those cranes that cut across and glide endlessly,
yet can't reach the shore,
for the sky is but a larger cage.

But this bird that prevails against

The bars of her narrow cage

Roams a lovely garden

Through her heart, its doors open wide.

Like a swan faithful to Manasa lake
Fusing dreams into beauty,
She becomes beauty itself.

Beyond the birds that soar high

In the seamless void

This hungry bird that lives in dreams
I cherish most.

2025
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Only smoke, Never flame

Everyday at the same hour

I watch behind that ancient banyan tree,
Over the curves of its aerial roots,

The sunset pouring gold.

Everyday I watch

Behind the rows of palmyrah trees,

Over the silhouette of the mountain range,
A dawn unfurling its wings.

Everyday, like a wave of the golden Ganges,
Like the rainbow’s seven hues,

My life and my death flow between them-
Suspended in the space

between light and light.

The waves weave into gossamers of radiance,
Colourful patterns dance upon the leaves,
The sundial of the sunflower turns its face,
Hour by hour,

faithful to the flame.

Everyday I watch
The birds sweetening the sky,
Taking wing, giving song.

Alone I am- Away from light,
Like burning lac
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consuming itself:
Only smoke,
Never flame.

2025
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Awaiting: A Poem

Near the bend in the road,

The fragrance of late autumn fills the air.

Cashew-nut trees in bloom spray a scent
Darkness casts her net wide open.

At dusk, on dusty fields.

In the marsh, cranes return.

In the meadows, cattle graze.

Houses glow with lamps,

Welcoming tired travelers with a song.

Time flows by like a stream.
Full-blown lotus petals in pink
Fold inward.

Every evening,
I wait here with my heart open.

2022
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A Poem Experienced
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The Waiting Is Over

I wasted a working day here on the riverbank,
waiting for the song.
I didn’t know from which direction
the song would waft.
Yellow flowers floated on the river from temples
on distant shores,
Yet, the melody remained unheard.

Friends were caught in their routines,

In meeting halls, workplaces, bazaars, and town squares.
I delve into all four directions

Standing here, exploring the music tuning inside me.

In what insignia the song appears, I’m not sure.
Ancient hymns resound in the temples around.
The town follows its daily lesson.

I sit under the morning sun, in the shade of the peepul,
Waiting for the sweet song that no one cares to hear.
The boat left the bank; people are going to a fair.

With my calling left unanswered, I stayed back.

I could not meet the song, yet something warm
surrounded me.

2022
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Dreams Dormant

A Chalukyan sword,
once fierce, blood-stained,
now sleeps inside the museum case.

Damsel Spring plays hide and seek
with me for the twentieth time.

Now and then, rebellious youth
knocks upon my door,
with grand plans to change the world.

Vacations have become working days,
and workdays morph into grinding routines.

Do you still hold the same rage and fire?
Old friends keep writing letters to me.

I thought I was dead,;
instead, I became an antique.

On my bike,
a singular dream rides each day-
swaying, swinging, snoozing.

2022
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Music Without Shadows

On this delicate veena you know how to play.

From the depths of your soul, you tune your song.
Your music, moved by its own sharpness, gazes at you
fervently.You look into the distance with unasked
kindness. In your silence, the angst of your music
splashes around you.

Nothing remains but tears when I awaken from the
emotional trance. On distant islands, rubber trees yield
milk- even in the hollowness of ill-founded causes,
tears become an offering.

Suddenly, I separate from you and question you.

At midnight, along the banks of the river, I realize how
empty my life has become. Only my tears remain by my
side. As I enter my room, it greets me like a still-life
painting of a mythical lake. I breathe in the memory of
joy like a gentle Himalayan breeze.

The veena lies tenderly in your divine arms.

As the music flows back into you, sound turns into
silence. Unheard melodies wash over my tired eyelids
like temple flowers drenched in dew.

2025
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When Poet Ajanta' Read My Poem

I placed my poem in the hands of a burning volcano
and stood hesitantly.

Like a blade of grass eager to share

how the spring has overwhelmed it-

who else could understand

but the mountainous forests of the Eastern Ghats?

If you like to read out your poetry,
find someone with a great heart or consign it to fire.

When the world is not ripe enough,
the fiery vowels are your only solace.

I realized something for a lifetime:
to reflect even a beautiful little thing,

you need a translucent heart on the other side.

He nodded over my poem
and I fell flat before him.

2018
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On the Shore of Doubt

I can understand the hesitation of my generation.. It is the
thousand forgetting of the dream dreamt a thousand times and
forgotten a thousand times

Franz Kafka, Investigations of a Dog

Well! No matter how long it may go on like this,
But on the shore of this current, just like this

It’s now becoming clear
That this great flow has no edge, no shore.

Intoxicated by joy

The music and revelry,
Dancers around the fires
In midnight camps

Stirring my lonely dreams

Depth unfolds
Truth awakens

Yet neither diving in nor drifting wide
Nor swept away by the tide

On this shore, trapped tight in doubt
My boy, what to do?

2025
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Why This Longing

To pull back the floods sweeping away-
Why do I still harbor this foolish desire?

In the fields turned rusty-brown

where the floods have swept through

when the evening twilight swoons

beside the mud-brown herons pecking for insects

Remembering again and again
the pleasure of embracing pain-
that terrible overflow

that swept away everything-

On me who dreamt

gentle streams would flow

softly caressing the wild cane groves
beneath the moonlit autumn sky-

floods, floods, floods

Yet, why this longing

I can’t understand-

to pull back these filthy floods
that ravage me!

2025
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The Flame I Crave

Every beautiful experience is death itself;
so what? A beautiful death.

Days drag like tapioca stumps,
charring in dying embers,

in the numb void of nameless angst-
more dreadful than death.

In which flame do my flesh and gushing blood,
the pulsing heart and soothing touch,

gentle thrills rage like wild beasts,

ripping me to shreds-

that savage death, the life I aspire to most.

2025
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Fire and Nectar

True, my dreams are the Parijata blossoms
drenched in morning dew;
Yet, they need the shield of blades of duty.

In truth, those who hold the sword of duty

in one hand
And the fragrant drops of dew in the other
Live life to the fullest.

2025
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Sandhyavandanam?

An orange-feathered bird of twilight
lands on my table.

Colourful circles crisscross the paperweight,

shining on paper.
Office files with bookmarks
swarm like flies around cattle.
I ruminate, drive flies away,
long for that elusive divinity.

At times like this, light wraps me like a shawl.
I stroke the wool and draw up
moonlit shadows of deodar trees
in a Himalayan valley.
My attachments tighten, pull me
into those shadows.
Sliding down slopes, I weep-
unable to hold the rays of sunlight hanging there.

Behind glass doors, green movements flutter.
The evening bird sheds glistening feathers.
My boss shouts. I turn.

Silently, I bow to his authority.

Coppery light descends.

I hymn the twilight that pulls my heart.
The boss-fellow calls it negligence.
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Beyond North

Every day I wake up
Intending to say
Something definite and clear.

Orange flowers drenched in dew,
Moonlit dusk soaked in

Mango groves fragrant-

Leaves rustling through dreams,
Faces, triangular, blurred.

Nothing definite, nothing clear.
Silence.

In this ennui

Where edges fade

Words refuse their form-
Darkness dawns.

The compass spins. No north.
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Argemone mexicana’

Unsure of the center

Around which

My feelings of pain

Wrap themselves;

I’m perceived as a thorny vine.

These worldly folk cast me aside,
Seeing me as nothing but useless.

Yet the elixirs within me swell for the world,;
My eyes rain a subtle warmth

That unfurls a flower,

Rising from the depths of despair.

But to these people, everyone and all,
I’m still a flower on a thorny vine.
Wherever falls their sickly gaze now,
Prickly flowers bloom, tens of thousands.
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Homeward Bound

A memory from another time
A memory of gathering yellow-white oleanders
and getting enraptured.

Now, should I sing that memory? Or
Should I sing of unseen times ahead?

2025
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The Poet-Nightingale

I’m not against singing of sorrow,
But that’s something beyond me.

When the world-a tearful child-stands before me,
I think only: how can I wipe away those tears?
I can’t clear my throat and hold a concert at once.

You ask about times of joy?
Then the pollen of my song breaks free and spreads
Across this human forest, without my doing.

This 1s my nature, the nature of birds-
The cuckoos that pour their melodies madly in spring,
Practice no songs in winter.

2025
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Kathopanishad

What is death?

A lamp beside the head of a dead body
Around it, people moaning

In the unperceiving eyes of a child

A hazy unknown feeling stirs

Death is immortal.

As a bright tender shoot

breaks open from the bough,

the soul blooming from the body-
that s life.

Gentle words blooming
amid raging turbulence-
from whom, for whom?

2025
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Only Today

Only today do I see the true path within the path
I walk each day.

Only today do I hear

The real song the street sings amid its clamor.

Spring trees anointing the path,
the warmth of homes on both sides,
moonlight drawing silver patterns-
only today do I see them all.

Some dust. Wide inertia. A little motion.
Mostly habit, rushing past-this is how we live.

But suddenly, rarely, someone stands at a great height-
wakes to the beauty here.

Only today do I see from this height,
a new path in the path-familiar.

When monsoon clouds hang low
on this time-worn path
where summer rains sweep soft,
the earth exhales its ancient scent-
that’s how poetry
blooms among us now and then.
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P’m a Poet, But I can’t Compose

Leaving all the mountain peaks behind,
I chose an anthill to burrow into.

Halfway sloughed within its confines,
why do you call upon the muses?
Why do you question me

What is straight and what 1s right?

As a hunter,

I feel the pain of an injured bird.

But I can no longer curse anyone,

nor will my sorrow become an epic tale.
I’m rooted out of myself.

Having loved this life to the brim,
Yet, what?
An escape that's hard to halt.

This anthill is my armor,
not the tranquil realm of poetic thought.

I am a cursed man,
not a poet.

(Afier K.K. Hebbar’s painting* The Birth of Poetry)
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A Leaf Away

I could only ask:
What more could I give?

Among the ever-shifting circles,
Among uncertain relationships,

An unfamiliar face appears, then fades-
Leaving only a hint behind.

Every time I see myself,

I wonder:

Why do I struggle so much
In search of myself?

We may not expect spring every time
From the sheen of a single shoot.

In the world's language, imagination
Grows obscure-cast aside.

Yet, an offshoot whispers: do not stray-
Spring is only a tender leaf away.

2022



Vadrevu Ch Veerabhadrudu
JIRY Solpredd

@é?goéém @31)0%@650,
OaT SEE SQ)D.

Q0 T .50 Iendd
AN (HRresdo?

)X, E?

98"&033%5?} 5636,6?3 2.8 dBDH
HHPd @D (HeacdHasm(es
D B?

5088 (HASre0 dee?

DOBen B, Boden B
058550 SEHESe sPe0 DHHTBEH0H
BOOI B HHD) drwD.

a8 (D8 Agaore modarse A
SBPSore E, eI,

w3 JE°e® SORES) o
gl (g0

LI FON SR o)

ePOSECRS 8.8 SBSID VAL
DBHYS (BHEE0 SBTHCD.
SD%Q HEDT & 9B E8SS5 %o,

a8 T NAIY) srssErey) S
DD @Ozﬁaeji JeBen 35_2263.



Song of My Village 55

A Languid Dream

Despite the darkness,

You need to move on.

A bright burst of light appears suddenly.
For what purpose?

Yes, what does it mean?

Lightning flashing amid dark clouds.
Love's journey at the storm's edge-
What comes next?

What is the promise?

Compare and contrast no more.
Before you savour the experience,
Time sweeps it away.

Dreams vanish without a trace.

A prophet arrives in your courtyard

And asks for alms.

We misread his peaceful eyes as empty, and
Step back, disillusioned.

The cool shade of a midsummer afternoon.
A childhood memory that never fades.

Now,
I ride my buffalo by the lake
Picking up water lilies.
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Floral designs decorate the curtain spreads.

A faint quiver in a nap's dream.
I think that’s all.
It’s enough to last a lifetime.
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The Joy of Living
I am welcomed into the world of dragonflies dancing in
joy. A day of rain and sunshine, reveling in freedom.
Life's turbulent waves: how long must I gaze upon
them? Instead, I'd lose myself in reflections of starlit sky
shimmering in the hillside stream.

When night passes, I'll part the mist and open all doors
to rosy dawn.

Every day is celebration here.
Friends departing, voices joining, children frolicking,
stars falling-this play of light and shadow captivates me

always.

Even as storm rages, I trust a shower of evening flowers
will lift me to a presence I deeply cherish.

To me, living is colorful play and magical symphony.
Anytime, anywhere.

2022
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Mohandas K Gandhi

The meek, the outcast, and the women

captured his attention.
And all his life,
He longed to meet their suffering.

Rape, lynching, slaughter-
the world bleeds on.

Do half-charred corpses and sickness unto death
Pollute the Ganges of life?

When released, arrows shed blood.
When relieved, tears restore life.

If prayerful tears are a reflection of truth,
He must have seen God.

2022
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A Birthday Hymn

Into the forest of fallen leaves,

When the cuckoo comes with a song,
My mother brought me to this world;
To her, my salutations, countless.

A towering Himalaya herself,

My mother bore me, her Ganges,
Oh! This river unwinds its course
To the confluence of existence.

In a sublime way, my mother
Has created something new.
What a wonder! This creation!

Ever expanding, moment by moment.

2005
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Sangita Ghosh®

As evening sunlight flooded the theatre corridors,
You emerged, a sacred song amid the throng,
And smiled as if you knew the entire play.

One night, I dreamed of a girl, her womb
Veiling mysterious light in transparent layers.
It was loathing.

Scratching somewhere secret, she evoked a soft pain,
Then rubbed the sticky morals that oozed from her hair
And disappeared.

In my ancient village, choral chants continued
After toppling a row of shining limbs,

When I reached the door meant for me,

You took me into your arms and held me.

Wild drum-beats, your possessed body,
Chanting in air, reddened eyes, loosened tresses-
You know me better than I know myself.

You sent me your wedding card
In response to the letters
I've been writing for years.

The one 1t addressed, now a corpse,
Is dragged by fishermen on unknown shores.
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Tidying your saree, leaning over the balustrade,
You ask me when you should come home.

If so, who is it I undress, cling to,

And cry over every night in my room?

You return my gifts and grief,

saying idol worship is wrong.

Then, stepping back in humility,

You suggest I should seek a Guru instead.

Are you a blessing or a curse,
I wonder.

2022
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Poem of Pity

The cow is a poem of pity°
MK Gandhi

Our cow was beaten, and Mom shed tears.
But why the tears?

The famished land is crowded with barren cows.
Skeletons groaning across a desolate land,
Mothers with sunken bellies pray for their husbands,
Destitute children with unkempt hair carry

the burden of the planet.

Yet,

Poets never stop praising the nation,

Leaders never stop signing declarations of peace.
Elections never stop.

Entertainment doesn't stop, dinners don't stop, and
Discussions don't stop.

Brother,

You say this is all conspiracy-I disagree.

I believe they know not what they do.

(My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?)
In my country, we need not mourn the dead-
Let us lament the living and their children.

Historians will not allow history to die,
And no one helps the starving survive.
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Cry, my beloved country.
Living here is worse than a poem of pity.

As we assassinate both God and man,
Cry, since we know not what we do.
Until fire and brimstone rain, cry.

Cry aloud that the barren are blessed, and
Cry until guns sprout from the ground.

Body be bread,

Blood be wine,

Cry until your hunger subsides,
Cry, cry and cry.

2022
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Song of My Village

My world began with my village
It 1s my genesis.

In those days, I knew no hunger, no sorrow
Seasons of spring adorned the forest

The horizons were drenched in dew
Meadows bloomed with flowers,

And nights brimmed with moonlight.

My life began with my village.
It was my mother’s womb.

In those days, songs wafted in the winds,
Dreams gathered in the fields.

The earth, adorning her braid with stars,
Would embrace God tight-

That’s how my childhood passed.

Evening fell, the fair dispersed
The chorus faded, pots shattered
Incessant storms swept in every direction.

No nectar in the air,
No smiles in children’s eyes-
Only the crackle of dying leaves,
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The sun that scorches the skin.
Across the fields-phantoms, dead infants, vultures,
Dried ponds, skeletal cattle, collapsed homes.

No more songs of Gangalamma’-
Only questions taut as bowstrings.
No more festival colors-

Only army hands combing the forest.

Yet the solitary weeder, tends the field
Patiently, silently.

Through her pain-stricken, distorted face,
A distant spring glimmers.

My village gave birth to me-
I cannot but love it.

Now it labors toward rebirth-
I cannot but bow to it.

2025
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From

Ontari Chela Madhya
Okkatte Mana Amma (1995)

After five years at Rajahmundry, my life took a new direction.
Having completed my postgraduate studies in philosophy and
been selected as District Tribal Welfare Officer through the
Andhra Pradesh Public Service Commission, I left in 1987 for
tribal areas where I would work for the next thirteen years-a
beginning that shaped my commitment to tribal communities
until my retirement in 2022.

Over the next eight years, [ worked across four districts-
Parvatipuram, Kurnool, Adilabad, and Paderu-among the tribes
such as Savaras, Gonds, Kolams, Koyas, and Chenchus. My work
focused on opening schools and ensuring quality education in
regions still marked by exploitation and continuous unrest. The
work was relentless and often met with resistance, leading to
untimely transfers. Yet it brought profound rewards: enrollment
explosions, institutional advancements, and the quiet dignity of
communities embracing education.

The Dandakaranya and Nallamala forests, the endless mountain
ranges, the ever-changing colors of seasons and the mist and
sunshine over remote villages at 3,000 feet above sea level-the
tribals and their children-constituted my emotional landscape.

While my outward life was full of activity working with people
and their dreams, the inner loneliness continued, now in a differ-
ent form: longing for a nameless feminine presence, akin to the
muse that haunted 19th-century French Symbolist poets.
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Throughout these years, I missed
the literary companionship I had
enjoyed at Rajahmundry. My
remote postings offered neither
the luxury of books nor the
leisure for sustained reading. Yet
I penned a few poems during rare
moments of solitude, revising
them as I moved from one post-
ing to another.

——=—  In 1995, I published Ontari Chela

feé%@!@ | =22 S5 Madhya Okkatte Mana Amma (In

Jo || T ==—==s the Lonely Fields, Alone, Our

' Mother), a slim volume of 37

poems. C.V. Krishna Rao, a poet
and my mentor in tribal develop-

ment, wrote the introduction. Nyayapathi Srinivasa Rao, a poet

and connoisseur, ranked this book second only to Sri Sri's legend-

ary Mahaprasthanam in its vitality and pathbreaking sensibilities.

All these years, I was torn between different paths toward libera-
tion-ways to free people from centuries of oppression, illiteracy,
and poverty. Government programs pursued with sincerity stood
on one side; violent extremism stood on the other; and the larger
Gandhian ideal of staying away from power and getting immersed
in grassroots transformation on another level. But what shocked
me most were systemic hurdles: incompetence, corruption, lack of
empathy, and institutional inertia.

While I discharged my responsibilities with outward zeal, an
internal struggle raged within me. Yet my struggle was not
political; it was philosophical. Finally, I reached a realization:
change doesn't happen in a single day, nor in a single way. Once |
crystallized this understanding into a poem in 1992, I fell silent. I
did not return to poetry for almost another ten years.
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To Kandukuri Veeresalingam?

The hands that pelted stones at you
Now call me to build your memorial
Forgive me, I cannot come

My hands are full of work.

2025
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My Beloved City, Farewell

My beloved city, farewell
Farewell to my Benares, my Vienna, my Dublin, and my
Athens.
Farewell to the bitter hemlock
that its people brought me.

Farewell to the river and the library,
Farewell to the square, to the moat, to the fort gate,
and to the gallows.

Farewell to its sacred cemetery,
to the meeting hall, to the town hall, and
to the ground that was soaked
in the blood of martyrs.
Farewell to the black market and to the opium street.

Farewell to art halls, art leagues, artists, and art girls.
Farewell to your grand meetings,

your spokesmen and your statesmen.
Thank you for the morsels of kindness and goodwill.

You fed me starvation, and I bid you farewell.
Farewell to your anger, your affection, your
benevolence, and your treachery.
Farewell to your large-hearted embrace,

your narrow-minded people, and
your restless midnights and your glittering nights.
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Farewell to your showers and sprinkles,
Farewell to your chrysanthemums and
your marigolds.

Farewell to your pomp and pomposity,
Farewell to your ageless maladies and
your age-old aillments.
Farewell to the time that I spent with you
and the poems you read.
Farewell to the doors you opened,
the comfort you provided, and
the betrayals and humiliations you dealt.
Farewell to the songs you sang
and the sorrows you sparked,
Farewell to your jubilation and your truths
that crumble beyond your borders.

Thank you for all your gifts, blessings, and curses.
Leaving your resentments and excitements behind,
My beloved city, I bid you farewell forever.

2022
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A Triptych to My Friend

Together, we have been painting
In my room, night after night.
He started from one side and I from the other.

Drawing contours, joining colours,
The finished painting showed a portrait
In which he could see his face and I could see mine.

If we put this in front of the world, no wonder,
Everyone would see their face in it.

2

In this town, I waited for him every evening
The way a child waits for his mother.

As soon as he arrived,
I would rip myself apart and throw the pieces
at his feet.
He would anoint the pieces
With an ointment that oozes from his looks, then
Plant them along the path.
While the buzzing saw bled my heart,
He would say, “Now, start blooming!”

This is how we tried to turn this town into a garden.
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3

We both wanted to see Rajghat together,
But only he got to go.

As a gift, he brought a piece of yarn
Spun on a charkha.

This is how he does things.
This is how he doesn’t do things.

2022
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A Diptych to Hyderabad

As dawn breaks, the city blossoms,
With a buzz, the motorcars swarm around.

The automobiles, diesel, and smoke,

Daily newspapers, talcum, and fresh soap’s scent-
The scent of daily routine surrounds me.

And I spend the day drifting through the city’s lanes.

Second-hand opinions and used books,
Prayers faithful to their hours,
Dark spit-stains across the walls,
Fading morals, traditions losing their grip,
Apple cheeks that spill milk and
the hidden hatreds of royal courts-

You may go around any number of times,
The city will not share her secrets with you.

As dusk falls, the city shrinks.
Behind wheezing buses, a strange city surfaces
Carrying tired government staff home.

And far away, Golconda mumbles to herself
The grief of the populace.
A sadness looms in the heat and the din of Abids Circle.
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91

As you slide into an alley from
The shadows of the towering skyscrapers,
Fragrant jasmine in someone’s braid

pierces your heart.

Perhaps the glory of a city lies
In such a fleeting moment.

2

We wished for a life without illusion.
All we needed was a spoonful of faith
in this cup of life.

When we napped on the canal banks under cool shade,
Why and what never crossed our minds.

Day after day, we searched for our true calling.
When doubt and dissent arose,
The shouts of the porters on the platforms

silenced them.

Now we’re caught in the maze of speed and

the web of greed,
And the only way out is to pluck your heart out

and lament.

We have everything here to enjoy,
Except for the leisure to taste them.

Please, do not seek any meaning in our lives.
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Keep the thin veil between what we wished
and what we got.

The sculptor longed to reveal
What lay beneath the veil of beautiful Rebecca'’-
But he, too, was mortal, wasn’t he?

What disquiets us is life’s ultimate veil,
The one we cannot lift.

Unillusioned life may be beautiful,
But illusioned life is more beautiful still.

2022
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The Poem I Write Today

One day, this poem will flow to your window.
As you pull your chair near, you
See my moist words as strange and slushy.

Yet, deep down, something sparkles brightly.
You step in with a trembling heart and
A tiny fish tickles your feet.

‘What a stench,’ you mutter.

Bending down, you feel it with your hands.
In the shimmering waters,

You get wet first through your fingers,
Then up to your sleeve.

Unaware, you sink into unknown depths.
The young fish slips fast, and when you rise,
Your body reeks of my poetry.

2022
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Noor-Jehan’

When you come, invited or uninvited,
Wildflowers bloom all around us.
Playing me like a bow upon a violin,
You lift the curtain of memories from
The vessel of your song,

Engulfing me like storm and surge.

The night moves on like a wedding procession,
while

The moon smiles from her palanquin.

The caravan of stars proceeds in silence.

You release this bird from snares of mirage and
sand.
Your songs float like blue waves from a green
0asis.
You beckon me like one of my dearest
Calling from a distant land.

Your joy spreads upon those forlorn like
cream on milk.
As you open the door, adjust your hair,
As a song opens on your lips,
Hundreds of sweet sarangis in Lucknow
moan as one.

In the gardens of paradise, Mir, poet of poets,
faints.



98

Vadrevu Ch Veerabhadrudu

D8 D IBLB O 1T roerd ém@jﬁs

KB E.
Sooeren, LS arotien
&8 BB DB BT, o) S6BIH.

Koy aleren P08

563%“3)@"@%))@@ é)@égss&@f

&0 @0H&P0d FR doterdHe edhes?
Brozre rs° FPAD T° HHSI0 STHHB06.

oY T Bro E6A, .08, DY S*EXooder DotHEos.
68 g SrdHE SRR Jentyob.

o3y FepQ) S A KEHBES” HAEVDYTE
36O BI Jo T wEIEoren wBBT Vszean.
o $*Eos™ o) ergor I3, o) eSomrer I3.

9% FBod HFID, L6 esShcl
Do Eokod Ienrdd), &30 essstc!

1987



Song of My Village

For a moment, priests and princes cease their
preaching and their wars.

When you sing, I remember late winter
afternoons,
The sound of falling leaves in my mountain
village.
Then my heart melts and spills everywhere,
Anointing the forehead of every suffering soul.

As your vocal cords fold back the notes,

My broken heart becomes whole again.

I become one with all the joys and pains of this
world.

You’re a tiny spark, Noor Jehan, and
You’re a world of light.

2022
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Natasha! Natasha!!!

You might attend the last supper or march in protest,

Mount a horse, or load gunpowder-

With each step you take, you get closer to Kurukshetra.

Should you roll the dice, you might have to take up
arms;

And every fight is about escaping from one.

If you say ‘this is my house’ or

‘What a beautiful flower!” or

‘Let’s enjoy the evening together’ or

say you want a peaceful life,

You are, even so, plotting your resistance.

A girl lacerated by moonlight on her balcony,
A boy drunk on the taste of his first wound-
Both felt captivated and unbound.

People rationalize why war is inevitable.
Even if they claim war brings peace,

I remain unconvinced.

As he turns in his graveyard,

Tolstoy still murmurs: ‘Natasha! Natasha!’

As I dozed off over his massive work, he whispered:
“The more you seek peace, the more restless you
become.’
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In Dandakaranya : Two Weeks

Like tears shed on the body of a blind beast,
The stars shine down over the forest.

Deep in the beautiful greenery of savage desires,
Bitter honey abounds in the flowers.

Once, he chased the golden deer here,
Hunting down everything demonic.

I, too, hated all things demonic-
The hatred itself was demonic.

Now it’s the golden deer that’s after me.

The trees, the scents, the stars, and the sky-
Everything I see and hear haunts me.

I lost myself instead of liberating myself.

After an exile of fourteen days, years, or ages,
I hope to find myself.
Where are my bows and arrows for the battle?
Where are the fourteen thousand demons
that ravage the forest?

In the valley, the cowherd boy plays the flute,
Making his way through a path that doesn’t look back.
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I wish I could regain what I lost
Without the exile, the bridge across the sea,
The fight, and the ordeal by fire.

2022
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Planting Paddy

Across the mountain slopes, like cows with udders
taut with milk,

Clouds advance on the horizon.

Calves frolic-tiny hooves, delicate limbs, bright eyes.

What happened to those hot days of parching winds?
Who is this maiden behind a blue veil, gazing at us?
What do the women carve so intently in a row?

Some magical script upon the mud.

Pour out your sweat-

One body, the masses,

Drenched in heaven’s nectar.

Crowbars, spades, trays by the thousands-
Hands transplanting seedlings of gold.

Who owns this land? Whose seedlings are they?
For whose harvest?

Forget, for a moment, all claims and contests.
Now: only trembling rain and swaying grass.

Only when the stalks of paddy

Bend under their own weight do we think of
Threshers and tractors, stores and sales.

For now, no worries trouble us.

Weariness will sink into sleep.
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The women toil, mud swallowing their feet.
Join them, follow their steps-
Mud and water claim you.

Now hands have no time to express affection.
Transplant your hopes with working hands.
Then love pours down like rain,

The ripened land joins all as one.

2022
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A Green Light Full of Life

A green light filled with life spread across the sky.
The sun’s fiery chariot scattered dust above,
Unstained joy spread below.

A sweet breeze brings the scent of ripe cashew fruit.
Yet late autumn leaves still trouble me-
Perhaps concealing her beneath.

Amid the clatter of scandals,

The moment I swept the leaves away,
April turned her full breasts toward me
And she drew me close in her sleep.

Let the wind howl,

Let birds peck at prying eyes,

Let these leaves scatter,

Let ripe fruit fall from the bough,

Let the warmth of her embrace unmake me,
And let the spring rain fall soft.

2022
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O1d Spice Musk

The deer might still be seeking
This ancient scent
Across the mountain slopes.

When you were near,

This perfume never crossed my mind.
Like aged sandalwood,

The fragrance of your hair

Eclipsed all other scents.

Far from home, in this remote hour,

When I sprayed this perfume on my skin,

Tears broke loose, your dark eyes rose before me,
And a storm raged all around.

In the dense deodar woods,

In the fading dusk,

The herd of musk deer moves slowly.
A mist of ancient musk hangs in the air.

Away from its herd,

One deer still roams,

Seeking this ancient scent.

It wanders the mountain slopes
With all its longing, all its unrest.

2022
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Under the Canopy of the Pongamia

Under the dark canopy of pongamia trees,
It rained.

In rain-soaked shadows,

Fallen petals whispered secrets.

What delicate memory troubles you

At this moment?

Even in the depths of night,

The trees wait for your return.
Don’t you long to embrace them?
But you lie lost in sleep.

Forsaking the luminous worlds of stars,
You linger still upon those dusky lips.
You long to hear a language of love not yet spoken.

Whether inside or outside,
You are a prisoner of yourself,
A slave to every moment that stirs you.

Only when your lips reach her lips

Do you faint into life.

Then those trembling lips

Remind you all your days

That this 1s death, this 1s life, and this is death.

2022
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The Pious Sin

Those lotus stalk arms are entwined in mine.
That inner fire of misery spreads my entire being
Those restless eyes and those lustful, sacred looks. ..

Love means killing each other with a deep embrace.

Streams of taintless mercy flow forth from

holy profane thighs.
Primordial darkness engulfs the hair there.
In the sweet-ardour of your fingertips,

the butterfly quivers.
Touch is a flame that never burns out.

To love 1s to touch heaven with your fingertips.

The pink cheeks, childlike eyes
Whenever you loved a girl,
she became your mother and daughter.
You insist, like a child, on touching her tender breasts
with your tiny lips.
When the divine child reveals her grace only to you,
It is as if you kill her, and then resurrect yourself.

To love is to commit the one and only pious sin.
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Engulfing Rains

Rain drowns the forests and villages.
Engulfing.
Restless.

Under the lamplight in your house among the trees,
What music are you listening to?
In what mood? To what melody?

Out there: bombs dropping, cannons roaring,
Insurgents fighting, flags fluttering,

Swords clattering in the distance.

Yet in the valley on the mountainside,
Peeking through the blanket of rain-
Morning flowers.

The wound of defeat runs deep.

Poison seeps into the body like infection.
What follows: darkness, fear,

And the grasping for sensual pleasures.

In the cold winds of these rainy days,
The worker knocks at your door.
Look into her eyes.

Streams of rain lashing the forests,
Devastating rain ravaging the villages.
Relentless.

Restless.
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In the Lonely Fields, Alone, Our Mother

When the plough turns the earth,
When the seeds are sown,

When we transplant the seedlings,
When the grain stalks ripen,

All the while, all through,

We have our mother,

Our hope, our shelter.

While the crops bloom golden,

While we sing at the paddy harvest,

While we winnow grain in the slanting light,
While we take our first bites of the new rice,
All the while, all through,

We have our mother,

Our courage, our comfort.

Through dreams and tears,

Through dawns and dusks,

All the while, all through,

We have our mother-
Even-tempered, ever kind.

In the lonely fields, alone, our mother.

(For Ellamma®, village goddess of Kurnool)
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Small Children, Those Eyes

As I caressed her long hair,
Spread over her ripe breasts,
My fingers felt an ancient call.

When I saw those eyes,
They looked like small kids
Waiting for their mother.

Where did she go?

Where did her eyes go
Following her hero on a steed
On a battlefield?

Close all the curtains.
Grope in the darkness
With only a small lamp in hand.

Still waiting are the small kids,
A pair of forlorn eyes.
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Not in a Single Day
Nor in a Single Way

No one can draw close to the people
in a single day.

No one draws close with one resolute decision,

with a rigid vow,

with hatred that burns and with vengeance that sears,
or with valor alone.

With fiercest condemnations,

with darkest curses,

with bow strung and arrow set,

with knowing beforehand

the secret of the enemy’s death-

you can fight to the very end,

but you cannot draw close to the people.

By one path alone,
held as the sole truth,
no one can draw close to the people.

With wounds bleeding on your body,
thorns crowning your head,

flowers blooming fragrant in the heart-
with humor enduring and tears swelling,
with gentle smiles,

with the surge of dawn, the fade of dusk,
with the gloom of nights-

straying in solitude, surging with masses,
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facing eyes, turning backs-

with walking feet and working hands,

with books that free, with noose that binds,
with goading strokes and sweetening canes-
day after day, over countless days,

through the tumult of many lives,

in all directions,

down countless paths-

only with one large embrace

that weaves all paths together

you can draw close to the people.

No one can draw close to the people
in a single way.
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Notes

1. Ajanta: Penumarti Viswanatha Sastry (1929-1998), writing under the pen name Ajanta,
was a modernist Telugu poet who poignantly depicted the loneliness of modern man
with an altogether new diction.

2. Sandhyavandanam: A twilight ritual in which water is offered to the goddess Sandhya
twice or thrice daily. The poet reimagines this practice, suggesting that his reverent
observation of evening sunlight falling upon his table becomes the sandhyavandanam he
is capable of performing.

3. Argemone mexicana: Argemone mexicana (Mexican poppy) is a prickly yellow-
flowered plant found in rural India. This extremely hardy plant thrives in drought
conditions and poor soil.

4. K.K.Hebbar: Padma Bhushan K. K. Hebbar (1911-1996) was an Indian painter and
art educator. His 1966 painting The Birth of Poetry (oil on canvas) depicts the Valmiki
legend: the sage cursing a hunter for killing one of two mating doves.

5. Sangita Ghose: A poem built around a fictional character, drawing inspiration from
the famous Bengali poem Banalata Sen (1934) written by Jibanananda Das (1899-1954).

6. Poem of Pity: From Young India, 6-10-1921, p. 36

7. Gangalamma: The tribal goddess of the Konda Reddis of the Eastern Ghats. An
annual festival is celebrated invoking her blessings for bountiful rainfall.

8. Kandukuri Veeresalingam (1848-1927) was a social reformer known as the father
of modern prose in Telugu. A prolific writer, translator, and satirist, he made significant
contributions to Telugu literature.

9. Noor Fehan (1926-2000) was a legendary playback singer known as Malika-e-
Tarannum (Queen of Melody) and one of the subcontinent's most celebrated voices.

10. Rebecca: This poem refers to the celebrated sculpture Veiled Rebecca, carved by
Italian sculptor Giovanni Maria Benzoni in 1876 and displayed at the Salar Jung Museum,
Hyderabad. The work is considered an artistic marvel for the sculptor's extraordinary
skill in rendering the veil with striking realism, creating the illusion of translucent fabric
carved in marble.

11. Natasha Rostova is one of the most memorable characters in Count Leo Tolstoy's
(1828-1910) epic novel War and Peace (1869) and hailed as Tolstoy's ideal representation
of womanhood.

12. Ellamma: Ellamma, also known as Renuka Devi is a village goddess mostly found
in the Deccan area. There is a temple for her on the outskirts of Kurnool town and this
poem is a hymn addressed to her.
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A bilingual edition

Vadrevu Ch Veerabhadrudu (b. 1962) is a retired Indian
Administrative Service officer, Andhra Pradesh cadre,
known for his exceptional contributions to access, quality,
and equity in general and tribal education.

A Telugu poet and writer, his prolific body of work includes
over 70 books on literature, art, education, philosophy, and
travel. His translations span Sanskrit, Prakrit, Tamil, and
Chinese poetry; works by Basho, Basaveshwara, Kabir, Walt
Whitman, including the Psalms and the Song of Songs;
philosophers including Plato and Kant; and visionaries like
Gandhi, Tagore, and Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam. He received
the Sahitya Akademi Award for translating Dr. Kalam's
Ignited Minds.

This collection features 45 self-translated poems from his
first two volumes: Nirvikalpa Sangitam (1986) and Ontari

Chela Madhya Okkatte Mana Amma (1995), capturing the
diverse inner and outer realms he explored in his twenties.
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