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Nissim Ezekiel was an Indian-born poet of Jewish
descent and has been described as the “father of post-
independence Indian verse in English”. He had a
number of collections of poetry published which were
very popular and some, such as The Night Of The
Scorpion, and the anti-jingoism poem The Patriot, are
standard verses still studied in some British and Indian
schools. He had a varied career as an English teacher in
India, England and the United States. He wrote plays,
worked as a broadcaster on Indian radio and
contributed many critical articles to the literary
sections of magazines and newspapers.



Ez@asbomin December 1924 in Mumbai. Thefamilﬁed in
asmall, Marathi-speaking community known as the “Bene Israel”
which numbered some 20,000 inhabitants at that time. Unlike
other communities around the world this was a peaceful place with
no evidence of anti-Semitism to worry about. They were a
relatively affluent family with his father being a professor of
Botany at the Wilson College in Mumbai and his mother the
Principal of the school that she, herself, had set up.

Nissim was well educated and had a particular liking for the poetry
of such as and . He did not much care for
verse in his own language and, as he grew up, his writing attracted
controversy. It was seen as too close to the old colonial influences
by many radicals in India. He attended Wilson College and, in
1947, he gained a first class honours degree in literature and
immediately started teaching English Literature.
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I W,politically, a hotbed of-activity-at that time and he took-an

active interest in that for a little while but soon decided to travel to
England by boat. He spent the next three years studying philosophy at
Birkbeck College in London, living in very low standard
accommodation. Much of what he experienced during this period is
found in his first collection of poems which was published in 1952,
called Time To Change. Having completed his studies he then made his
way back home. He could not afford to pay for his fare so worked his
passage, scrubbing decks and other menial jobs all the way on an arms
carrying vessel bound for Indochina.

There followed a period of writing for the Illustrated Weekly of

India along with broadcasting on All-India Radio. He wrote for a
number of other newspapers and magazines including the Times of
India, where he was their art critic in the mid- 1960s. Shortly after he
held visiting professor posts at colleges in America and, like many
others at that time, experimented with the mind bending drug LSD. He
enjoyed his travels but always seemed to gravitate back to Mumbal
despite some feelings of isolation due to his ethnic origins.



Ezekiel’s early efforts as a poet had seen him as some kind of dreamer
but he developed into someone constantly seeking the truth. He saw
much corruption in his country, with a disenchanted population, and
tried to highlight the problems strongly enough so that something
might be done to make things better. By the 1970s though his
motivation had waned and he realized that nothing much could be
done. He seemed to accept “the ordinariness of most events”; he
laughed at “lofty expectations totally deflated”. Reluctantly he had to
acknowledge that:

Below is an extract from his poem The Patriot which is written in a
distinctive Indian-English style. It was his protest against the
radicalism and violence seen all over the Indian sub-continent in the
post-war years of the 1940s onwards



e Night of the Scorpion =

Nissim Ezekiel

The poem is about the night when a woman (the
poet’'s mother) in a poor village in India is stung
by a scorpion. Her concerned neighbours come to
offer advice and help. The neighbours, her
husband and the local holy man try different
cures. Time proves to be the best healer -
'After twenty hours / it lost its sting'.

After her ordeal, the mother is merely thankful
that the scorpion stung her and not the children.







| remember the night my mother
was stung by a scorpion. Ten hours
of steady rain had driven him

to crawl beneath a sack of rice.

Parting with his poison - flash
of diabolic tail in the dark room -
he risked the rain again.

The peasants came like swarms of flies
and buzzed the name of God a hundred times
to paralyse the Evil One.
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wcandlesand with lanterns—————__
throwing giant scorpion shadows

on the mud-baked walls

they searched for him: he was not found.

They clicked their tongues.

With every movement that the scorpion made his
poison moved in Mother's blood, they said.

May he sit still, they said

May the sins of your previous birth

be burned away tonight, they said.

May your suffering decrease

the misfortunes of your next birth, they said.
May the sum of all evil

balanced in this unreal world

against the sum of good
become diminished by your pain.
May the poison purify your flesh



_of desire, and your spirit of ambition,

~ they said, and they sat aroune-

on the floor with my mother in the centre,

the peace of understanding on each face.

More candles, more lanterns, more neighbours,
more insects, and the endless rain.

My mother twisted through and through,
groaning on a mat.

My father, sceptic, rationalist,

trying every curse and blessing,

powder, mixture, herb and hybrid.

He even poured a little paraffin

upon the bitten toe and put a match to it.

| watched the flame feeding on my mother.
| watched the holy man perform his rites to
tame the poison with an incantation.

After twenty hours

it lost its sting.

My mother only said
Thank God the scorpion picked on me
And spared my children.



synonyms
Beneath - Below

Diabolic - Frightful
Like swarms of flies — Flock(group of flying insects)

Diminished - Decrease
Groaning — Moan,sigh

Sceptic - Doupt
Rationalist - Pessimist

Hybrid — composed of different element

Incantation — magic spell

Spared — Give to, refrain from injuring
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