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                                              Bhaskar Roy Barman

DR STEPHEN Gill is one of the most important poets who have carved out their names in the history of international poetry.  Dr  Stephen Gill was born in Pakistan, as were Shiv K. Kumar, Keki N. Daruwala and Arvind Krishna Malhotra, and speaks Punjabi, Urdu and English and some other languages as well. Like the poets mentioned alongside him, Dr Gill stayed in different parts of India and, like such eminent authors as Bharati Mukherjee, Uma Parameshari and Tohinton Mistry, immigrated to Canada and thence,  is referred to as a Canadian writer. What has distinguished Dr Gill from other writers who immigrated to Canada is the gift of writing verse and prose with equal dexterity, armed with a mission, a mission of bringing peace , harmony and brotherhood. In the preface to his poetry collection, ‘Shrine’ which I aim to deal with  in this paper he stress the cure of ‘the malady of religious and racial fanaticism and violence’ lying ‘in the acceptance of the values of tolerance, understanding and co-existence.’ The mission has in course of time taken on the force of a passion which has intruded into his poetry, nay, into his writing. It is worth telling the readers that he has got many national and international recognitions, which  speaks of the impact of his mission on the world. . I shall confine myself f to treating of his poens enshrined in his poetry collection ‘Shrine’, which vivify his mission for world peace and reflect his own experience of  the horror consequent upon the partitioning of India as he himself says  apropos of the holocaust in his autobiographical article, ‘Journey’, reproduced in ‘Glimpses’ updated March 2004, and later used as an introduction to ‘Shrine’. ‘In my early teens on those days,’ he says, ‘we used to live in Karol Bagh, New Delhi. Every time there was a stir caused by the wind, a car on the street, the bark of a dog, or the mew of a cat, we froze inside our house  Every time there was anything unusual, unseen tragedy was expected. The nights were nightmares and the days did not bring any hope. Often, the mornings  dawned with more lamentable events. It was not easy to sleep when night after night  the ghosts of fear looked straight into our eyes. It turned into an obsession that afflicted me every moment  of every hour that whom to trust and take into confidence. Passers-by and neighbours appeared to be the possible killers. Apparently to me, the dragons of religious terror for minorities roamed around freely.’ (P.13). His on-the-spot experience determined the theme for his poetry, as is evident in the poems in  ‘Shrime’.. He shows himself , as in ‘Shrine’, conscious of the role of a world poet he is in promoting world peace, universal brotherhood and, above all, global understanding  which itself  accelerates the process of establishing global  peace. 

   As I have said, to begin with, I shall limit myself to his poetry collection, ‘Shrine’ in a bid to search for the way he advocates world peace. At the same time I shall try to unearth off the poetry in this collection his close-to-the-earth attitude to poetry and it seems necessary to focus our attention  on his choice of words.
   Let us take up the poem. ‘Who Shall Buy”, for example and I quote it in full. 
                 No one can buy
                            nor sell

                           the blessings of the skies

                           the warmth of the valleys.

                          No one can buy

                          nor sell

                          the freedom of the winds`
                       the grace of the lakes

                       the dignity of the palm trees

                      the mystery of the oceans

                      the sobriety of the jungles

                     and the songs of the seasons.

                    No one can buy

                   nor sell

                  the fragrance of the flowers

                   which is a friend of the universe;

                  and the inter-dependence

                  of all animals, nations and nature

                  who form a family with humans

                  and who breathe

                  the same air

                  under the same canopy.
Note how the poet has exercised extreme caution in his choice of words and the poem itself has brought home accurately what the poet has driven at. The first four lines certainly provide a dictum and have a Shakespearean touch. The ‘skies’  connote eternal motherhood which embodies peace, the hand that tosses the cradle. Mother’s blessings always hover over us and we often tend to forget about this. Mother’s love is the Shakespearean rain that falls unasked, exactly when human beings, animals and plants need it, and  heeds no bidding and waits for it. ‘The warmth of valley’ conveys to me the feeling that the expression signifies the warmth of the villagey peace far from the madding crowd’s eternal strife. The movements of the winds cannot be obstructed and they blow anywhere they like. Human thoughts are like the winds and often take on wings and no one can traffic in and stop them blowing on.
   The next five lines tell of the grace of flowers, the mystery of the oceans, the sobriety of the jungles and the songs of the seasons which enjoy eternal freedom and sing the glory of peace.

   Likewise, the fragrance of the flowers, a friend of the universe, and the inter-dependence of all animals, nations and nature ‘who form a family with humans and breathe the same air under the same canopy’ cannot be trafficked in and no one can intrude upon their freedom.
   In the poem the poet talks of the freedom and peace which characterizes non-human world and exhorts his readers to learn from this world how to steep themselves in peace and achieve freedom in thought and movement.

   I have referred to Dr Stephen. Gill’s sparing use of diction. Strip a line of the poem of one word and the line itself will be shorn of its true signification.; add in an extra word to that line and the redundancy will mar the appreciation of its inherent significance. In this poem, as in other poems in the collection under discussion, Dr Stephen Gill does not exhort, Wordswoth  fashion, his fellow men or his readers to  stop or gently pass, while he is feasting his eyes, as in his poem ‘Who Shall Buy’, on a variety of natural manifestations .The discerning reader will see which poem of Wordsworth’s I have hinted at. I have certainly hinted at one of Wordswoth’s  much-known and widely-read poems, ‘The Solitary Reaper.’ I quote below the poem  and shall  discuss the Wordsworthian style just to bring home to the reader my point

                 Behold her, single in the field,
                 Yon solitary Highland lass!

                 Reaping and singing by herself;

                Stop here, or gently pass!

               Alone she cuts and binds the grain.

               And sings a melancholy strain;
               O listen! for the Vale profound

               Is overwhelming with  the sound. 

              No Nightingale did ever chaunt

              More welcome notes to weary bands

              Of travellers to some shady haunt.

               Among Arabian sands:

               A voice so thrilling ne’er was heard

               In spring time from the Cuckoo bird,
               Breaking the silence of the seas

               Among the farthest Hebrides.

               Will no one tell me what she sings?

               Perhaps the plaintive numbers flow

               For old, unhappy far-off things.

                Or battles long ago:

               Or is it some more humble lay,

               Familiar matter of today?

               Some natural sorrow, loss or pain,

               That has been and may be again?

                 Whate’er the theme, the maiden sang

                 As if her song could have no ending;

                 I saw her singing at her work,

                 And o’er the sickle bending ;

                  I listened till I had my fill,

                 The music in my heart I bore, 

                  Long after it was heard no more.
   The poem as a whole is okay when taught at school or college level, because the students are not expected to get deep into the poem, But when you read it in order to appreciate it or write a critique on it , you will most likely be baffled. The poet seems to have forced the reader into appreciating the poem. Please sit patient and listen to me. I promise you to take you back to the poetry of Dr Stephen Gill in a while 
   The first verse will, as the reader notes, appears more excited than seems appropriate.  The  first verse .was furnished with as many as three exclamation marks, one after ‘lass’ in the second line, the other after ‘ pass’ in the fourth line and the other after ‘listen’ in the seventh line and the furnishing of the exclamation marks is, I think, meant to foist his appreciation on to his reader and mars,. at the same time, the continual flow of reading. The use of the exclamation marks seems to be a subterfuge to buttonhole his reader who co-travels with him, as though the observer and the observed might otherwise apparently miss the significance of the apparently unremarkable scene The first verse, thus, appears to be  as much about the observer as about the woman he is looking at. Is the poet really looking at the woman? He just tells us of her voice, but does not tell us how she looks. It is the woman’s song which seems to entrance the poet, more than her appearance and certainly more than the work she is at! He says the woman is reaping and ‘singing by herself’ and after a bit while he tells us the vale ‘was overflowing with the sound’ of her song as if she is singing at full volume. Is there something else but the music that may have stirred the perception of the poet?  The comment seems as excessive as the overflowing of the woman’s voice  and it throws us into the dark as to why this might be so.
   The next verse draws a very unfortunate comparison between the woman’s song and the song of a nightingale and a cickoo and this is done in a structurally odd kind of way. What this verse conveys to us is human voice is far more soothing and thrilling that the chirping of these  birds, but grammatically speaking, it says it in such a way as to throw all the poetic emphasis upon the birds themselves – that is upon  what is formally dismissed as inferior. And this creates –doesn’t it? -  a certain disproportion in the verse. If you, supposing yourself to be a poet, want to praise a woman’s  musical talent, I do not expect you to claim that her voice is more alluring than the sound of a cuckoo heard in springtime in the far-flung Hebrides where it seems to break the silence of the seas, or that it is more welcome than the sound of a nightingale chanting to weary bands of travellers in a shady haunt in the sands of Arabia. By the time the eyes arrive at the end of these clauses, the reader will most likely forget that all this is something that the Highland lass is superior to, and has begun to focus on the images as autonomous entities : images which offer to illustrate are sure to end up by distracting, 

   I’m afraid I’ve jarred on the patience of the reader by digressing off the topic, but I have had to bring this poem into focus to tell him what a true poetry aims for and to show how Dr Stephen Gill is sparing in the use of diction. Now let us fling ourselves back on to his poetry.

   Whoever has tasted the flavour of his poetry, as a poet or as a reader, cannot be told what his poetry tastes of. This article is meant for those who have not tasted of the poetry of Dr Stephen Gill, a poet par excellence. He ,a poet of the world, has not abandoned himself to romanticizing upon beauties manifested around him; he has taken  upon himself, as a world poet, the mission of steeping the world in peace. He certainly nurtures a concept of world peace, as do other poets and novelists, the concept egging him on to write poetry in a bid  to launch a crusade against multifarious factors that are crumbling world-peace. Let us hear from his mouth about his concept. Asked about his concept by Madan Lal Manchandra (Reference ‘Glimpses’, P.167) in an interview, Dr Gill says his concept is absence of war. ‘I abhor the use of arms,’ he continues,‘ to settle disputes or shedding of blood to promote a creed. It is a senseless waste to spend an estimated one million dollars a minute on military forces and weapons when there is still hunger in many countries of the world.’ He is quite aware that in order to fulfil his mission of helping establish peace throughout the world he must needs consider himself a world citizen and this consciousness has necessitated his taking himself outside of personal, racial and religious prejudices and it is worth hearing what he thinks about world citizenship in an interview given to Prof. J.L. Wangu. I reproduce the question asked by Prof. Wangu and the answer given by Dr Stephen Gill (Reference Glimpses, PP 71-72) which will help us in peeping deep into his poetry.
Question:    What I could gather from your talk and what the Canadian Press has 

                   been reporting about you, it seems you consider yourself as a world 
                   citizen. H.G. Well also was thinking on the same lines. Though 

                   optimistic earlier he finally surrendered to pessimism. What are your

                    ideas, Mr Gill, on practicability of world citizenship?

Answer:     The world is moving towards world citizenship. I am not a pessimist
                   This world is moving towards world citizenship. I will say there are

                    two types of governments – bad and good. The United Nations is 

                    also a form of World Government or I will say it is a  bad World 
                    Government.  If reformed, then it will certainly be a good World

                    Government Besides The U.N., there are so many world bodies
                    which have been functioning very successfully e.g. Association of

                     Aviation and P & T Union. Then there is Red Cross Society. They 

                     are functioning at international level. If they can function successfully,

                     why cannot other elements of the Government?  World Govern-

                     ment is not very far. If you believe in Evolution Theory, then a

                     World Government shall be the product of evolution. The only

                     solutions of world problems is to have a world government.

   In his answer Dr Stephen Gill sounds optimistic of solution of world problems through formation of a world government. One of the problems the world is beset with is the absence of world peace. Let us search for his concept or world peace in his poetry.
   His poetry collection, ‘Shrine’ which consists of sixty poems on such aspects of social life as the  problems of drug addiction, refugee, war,  terrorism and communalism, among others,  testifies to Dr Gill’s linguistic intensity, emotional resonances and historical awareness. As says Patricia Prime in “Shrine: Poems of Social Concerns’ (Ref. Glimpses, P. 173), many ‘of his poems in the volume are essentially about those moments, fissures and fractures which may be said to define  the essence of living fully within the range of human consciousness, both rationally and emotionally’  She quotes, as below , four lines of the poem ‘My House of Peace’ to substantiate her view.

                             This house is closed

                              do not step inside –

                             the terrorists have raised

                             an army of reptiles

   In fact you cannot help feeling immersed in his poetry the moment you have started reading this collection, ‘Shrine’ which  begins with the poem ‘Me’, in

 fact, a search for the poet’s own self. In order to know the world you must needs know yourself. He says he wants ‘to be me’ and wishes to ‘sing my own song’ and to ‘say something about myself’. He concludes the first verse with a request to let him ‘live some of my life – the life of silent pains.’  He suffers pangs for what? He desires to hide his pangs inside him  and does not want to share them with others. Pangs are certainly about those he has experienced. The whole poem reveals his desire to search for himself in its true perspective and has abandoned himself to the austerity of discovering himself before discovering the world.  In his poem, ‘Garden of Eden’’ the poet says that Adam and Eve, the first parents of mankind, were banished from  Eden, a distant planet, ‘where the flowers of happiness always bloomed, by breaking ‘the sceptre of the divine law’ and it was  only mother earth  who gave them refuge. But on the ‘soil of her mind’  they, Adam and Eve, planted ‘the seed of ‘the tree of knowledge’ which they had ‘managed to steal’ from Eden.’. The seed in course of time has grown big as the ‘tree of knowledge’ and has yielded the fruit of jealousy, superiority and murders, rapes and different kinds of exploitations. In this poem the poet assigns the evil aspect of  human nature to the Original Sin committed by our first parents by eating of the tree forbidden by God, . 
       In the poem, ‘Hostage’  he says,
                                    Like a prisoner

                                  I am led each morning

                                 by the arms of irresistible impulse

                                 to the company of the television

                                that offers vinegar to silence me

                                as my ears remain plugged

                                 to the song of my daily life.
and goes on to says,
                                  Facing my avowed foe

                                  I gallop my breakfasts 

                                   and dinners,

                                   blinded by the dust of despicable horror.  
 The poem, besides, tells us, when we read it down, of various aspects of human existence and how  bodies of unfortunate human beings killed in wars or riots or terrorist extravaganza  are ‘rotting in the ditches’ or ‘dumped with the garbage’  or ‘washing up’ onto ‘the beaches like bundles of clothes’ which are ‘lying discarded in open mass graves,’ the bodies  as bundles being ‘heaped together’ in ‘grotesque piles’, shorn of hands and heads. Even temples, mosques and churches are not immune from terrorist attacks
                               Grenades were thrown 

                               in places of worship

                               and those who escaped 

                              were chased to be cut down

                              as if

                               they were carrots.
  The poem reveals the poet’s acute pain and solitude which are more or less the effects of the wars, communal riots and so on. His poems reverberate with her canyon calls for peace..

   I think we should  focus our attention on  another poem , ‘Flight of My Dove.’. We know the pigeon has been adopted all over the world as a symbol of peace. Dove is a bird who belongs to the pigeon family. There is no much distinction between dove and pigeon to be taken cognizance of. Pigeons are large-bodied species with rounded tails, whereas doves are smaller-bodied species with linger-slender tails. .  However, ‘dove’ is much more commonly used as a bird of peace. 
                           I am often greeted
                          by the bursting flutters of the dove

                          while rambling the rayless resort

                          of the fears

                          from the scamps of my surrounding.
   The first five lines quoted from the poem tell the readers how ‘the flutters of the dove’ soothe the poet, when he finds himself engulfed by ‘the fears’ emanating from the ‘scamps of my surrounding’. Here the ‘dove’ stands for peace. But the soothing shadow of the dove does not lie for long over him, for she is called away by someone, though on every opportunity she comes down to greet the poet by fluttering her wings, which tell the readers peace is there where it is sought. The poet himself hears ‘some unknown voice calling her’ to fly above ‘the confusing cries’ of ‘mindless feverishness’ and ‘the bounds of alienation’ ‘from the houses of infamy’  and of ‘social upheavals’.. The dove has no power to defy the call and the poet see her flying away from ‘the blinding fog’ of ‘unfulfilled human dreams’ and’ ‘blank eyes that face the ‘blank wall of the present.,’ The bird is flying on, leaving behind  the half-blossomed flowers of ‘the youth of aspirations,’ and mocking at the ‘meaningless pledges’ of our leaders’. She has no time to bother about ‘those concerns which lie’ in ‘the locker’ of ‘the anchored ship of memories’.
   The poet thinks man is susceptible to deception played on  him in the guise of ‘compassion’. He says that ‘a soothing glow’ of compassion issuing  from  a ‘fireplace of compassion  radiated the ‘disease slowly’ to destroy the body by attacking the ‘spinal cord’ and his ‘central nervous system’. Cataracts also filmed his eyes so as to make ’every movement more difficult’. In course of if time the wretched man infected with the disease became a ’ throw-away person’ who turned ‘pale, weak and lonely’. The ‘rotting disease’ shattered the dreams of his mother. But mother and son both sustained their spirits by hoping against hope that  he would be cured, even though doctors gave him six months. Knowing that inevitable was his death, she comforted him and they talked about the flowers to be taken for his funeral. 

   Here in the poem the eternal motherhood is revealed. The son was left alone, when death was gradually octopusing him. She got ‘bonded with her son’ and ‘quit working’. 

   I shall stop midway through and quote just six lines which bring the theme of the poem in broad relief and for this theme I have brought this poem up for discussion in some detail. The remaining lines undiscussed emphasize the motherliness against the backdrop of the imminent death of her son.. 

                  She is not wonderful 

                   as some letters suggest--

                   only a mother.

                   She gave him months of her love

                   as she watched

                   the horror of his dying.
   Certainly ‘she is not wonderful’, as no mother is. She is a mother. Eternal motherhood is dexterously revealed in her giving ‘him months of her love’ while  she watched him heading towards death.

   Dr Gill shows, as evident in the following lines quoted from the poem, ‘Talking of Peace’ by Dr Syed  M. Alisan  in his article ‘Concept of Evil in Gill’s Shrine’ (Ref. Glimpses P. 183), how the fear for a major catastrophe likely to result from ‘the stockade of nuclear weapons accumulated by the technologically advanced nations’ keeps haunting people all over the world.

                        Our citizens

                        crave peace

                       but it shall remain a dream

                       because

                       the arms of darkness grown longer, 

                       the crop of arsenal is raised. 
   I quote a few lines from another poem of his, “A Familiar Scene’ These lines tell vividly of the horrors of war.
                       It is a familiar scene

                       from Bangladesh

                      at the time of freedom;

                       or a place in the middle-east,

                       Bosnia, Rwanda, 

                     Somalia or Lebanon.

                    It may be any country in Asia,

                     Africa, Europe or South America.
      The poems I have discussed in this paper are the representative examples of his poetry. He has no aspect of our social life left untouched-upon in his poetry. He has not even let slip off his stare the effects of AIDS, as in his poem ‘Mother of an AIDS-Ridden Son”. He does not write poetry for poetry’s sake; he writes it for a mission and, thus, the language he has used in his poetry is lucid and easily understandable so that even a layman can understand by reading his poetry what he aims for.

                           …………………………………….  
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