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We have with us today, Gieve Patel, a renowned poet, painter, 
a doctor also; he used to have a small clinic in Bombay Central 
where he had painting on his walls, woks by painter friends and so 
on.  And I first came to know of Gieve when I was in school; when I 
was kid myself.  And that’s the poem on killing a tree that I am re-
ferring to.  He is a recipient of several awards including, the Wood-
row Wilson Prize, the Rockefeller Foundation Prize and the Nirman 
Foundation Prize.  And I’m so happy that Gieve is here today to 
share with us today.  He has been interacting with children, in the 
Rishi Valley School in Andhra Pradesh for many years, I think close 
to 16 years if I’m right.  Working with children, introducing them 
to poetry from all over the world, getting them to write poems and 
all of that has been published in a book by the Sahitya Akademi 
and Gieve is here today.  Thank you Gieve for coming here, may I 
please request you to give us the thematic address for the day,
    -Introduction by Prof. Raja Mohanty
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I’m going to talk about this project that I have been involved in over the last 16 to 18 

years.  I was invited to Rishi Valley School, which is in Andhra Pradesh; it’s about 3 

hours’ drive from Bangalore city in 1995.  And they said that they wanted me to inter-

act with the students in any way that I would like to and they invited me to come for 

a week.  And I read some poems to the kids and just sort of, more or less to get a feel of 

the school, of the environment.  And I absolutely loved it.  So before I say anything else 

more, I would like to tell you a little bit about the school itself because that’s so central 

to my project.  

Rishi Valley School I think started sometime in the 50’s and at that time it was a 

barren, rocky valley with a lot of aspiration behind it.  And over the next several decades 

because of the vision of the people who were conducting the school, particularly that 

of Dr. Radhika Hertzberger who has been the director of the school for several decades 



now, the whole valley was environmentally transformed. It is now forested and it is a 

bird sanctuary, species of birds which had left the valley years ago have been return-

ing.  And there are more that 250 species of birds visiting the valley every year.  And the 

school students are keen observers, they are bird watchers and all of this has been done 

with the help of environmentalists who come to the valley top visit and to give advice.  

The vision of the school doesn’t rest only on its environmental aspirations; there is a 

whole kind of educational movement going on there which also has been developed 

over the decades.  And I think that some of the ideas of education that the thinker J. 

Krishnamoorti has set down have been kind of investigated and they have been trying 

to get those into action.  They also have satellite schools now.  The language of educa-

tion in Rishi Valley School is English, but it is in a Telegu speaking area and there are 

lots of villages around.  So the school has now established satellite schools where the 

education is taking place in Telegu.  And they have formed modules of education which 

have been extremely successful and they have found that the dropout rates in the rural 

schools has reduced dramatically.  And these modules of education have been taken up 

by UNESCO.  And they have been exported to various countries in Africa and in some 

other parts of India as well.  

My personal experience with the school is that after those first 7 days, just enjoying 

being with those wonderful students and the wonderful teachers and enjoying the forest 

and the environment, when at the end of those 7 days the schools said to me would you 

like to come again next year and maybe stay for a month, I couldn’t believe my ears.  I 

said absolutely.  And so, next year when I arrived I was little more focused about what 

I wanted to do and then they invited me again and since it’s been an open invitation 

to come every year.  I stay for 3 weeks and they have given me every kind of support 

that I would need.  They’ve even moved Physics classes in order to accommodate poetry.  

Which I think is a big deal.  And my project evolved very slowly, I didn’t in the begin-

ning know exactly what I wanted to do.  I found myself, I just found myself reading 

some of the poems that I have loved all through my life, great poems written by great 

poets from all over the world to the students.  And I found that if I chose a poem that is 

suitable for a particular age group, the fact that it’s not kiddie poetry, the fact that it’s 

adult poetry was no barrier at all.  And that the students could get those poems very 

easily.  So, that’s how I started and I found that there was a lot of resistance to start 

with.  I think the students were a bit outraged and they said that who is this stranger 

who comes and subjects us to poetry and why is he doing it, he is not even a teacher.  



And why do we have this additional class suddenly.  So it took a while to break through 

this resistance and again the help of the rest of the teaching staff was extremely useful.  

Somewhere along the way I think that I managed to push an idea through to them.  

Mainly through the kind of material that I was reading to them.  But what I was reading 

was not airy-fairy stuff.  I think school students think of poetry as either sissy stuff or 

fantasy.  And when I stated demonstrating to them that these poems written by the great 

poets of the world are talking about the here and now.  They are talking about what 

you are going through, they are talking about what you know and what you feel, and 

not anything abstract.  That was the first breakthrough and I found them beginning 

to respond.  And then I started asking them to write poems of their own based on their 

own personal experience, but taking some of the things that they have learned from a 

poem that we had been reading for instance and then the school would collect all this 

material and mail it to me, and I live in Bombay and I would go through the poems and 

the next year I started getting them to read those poems to the rest of the school.  Again 

there was tremendous resistance, the very first time when I suggested that they would be 

reading their own literature to the rest of the school, they said by no means.  They said 

this is going to be a dummy show.  And also our students, they don’t know how to read, 

we tend to kind of race though, and they had to be taught slowly to speak those poems 

out, to communicate them to the rest of the school.  And the very first…

…

‘In Afghanistan, the men were strong and the land was tough.  

In Afghanistan came the Taliban and they dulled the colors, dulled the beauty, reduced our 

strength and made our minds poor.  

Then in Afghanistan came planes, they flew over it and destroyed our land.  

Once I wove threads and made beautiful cloth.  

Now I pick up the threads of my life but I cannot weave them together.’ 

And as a contrast, here’s a wry little war poem written by Adishet Chordia and it’s called 

The Poet Cobbler during bombardment.



‘As a mender of soles, I don’t gain much by this filthy war.  Yesterday’s bombings remind of 

pearls falling from a broken necklace.’

It’s not as though all the poems written by other students necessarily followed this 

pattern of taking off from a poem read by us.  Very often what would happen is that 

once the process of writing started they would be off their own track and they would 

be writing poems of their own which had almost nothing to do with the poems we had 

read except that they had absorbed the sense of poetry.  What poetry is and what poetry 

can do and what poetry can say.  So let me read five or six such poems and after that we 

open the house for any comments you might have or questions you might have.

I’ll read you two contrary poems, again very sort of; these are very schooled experienc-

es.  The first poem was written by Devyangana Rakesh and the poem is titled, “It’s Cold”

‘It’s cold and I don’t have anything warm on

I’m walking with my friends in the dark, ready to run away

This walk seems to go on forever

I, looking around hoping to find a few sympathetic eyes

It’s scary.  Somehow I just don’t seem to fit in,

I’m rejected everywhere.

It’s still cold and I don’t have anything warm on

It looks like trees are lowering their branches to grab me.

All my friends are talking in joyous tones and 

I walk with them small and insignificant.

They say time flies, but that doesn’t seem to be happening right now.

It’s getting colder and I don’t have anything warm on

And as a contrast you know, how another child perceives her peers and feels about the school.  

Rijyota Agarwal’s poem, Friends.

I love my life, my world.

My thoughts are curled and swirled.

What are these thoughts? you ask.

It’s difficult to guess, my face is a mask.



My thoughts are about my closest possession,

My friends are my latest obsession

I just always adore their company

Our voices together make a symphony.

But now their presence irritates me

Can’t I be alone? Can’t they just let me be?

How can I ask them to go away?

I surely miss them every day.

I need peace, I need time alone.

My uneasiness, does it really show

What do I need this time for? you ask.

I need this time to think, to think, to think...

It’s amazing you know.  The kinds of things children, students in a group experience.  

One of them is going through one kind of hell another is going through another kind 

of hell.  And it’s great that they should be able to express it and express it in a commu-

nicable way like this.  So wonderful little experience of talking to a deaf-mute friend.  It 

says, My Friend can’t Hear Me.

My friend can’t hear me.  He talks to me with whispering fingers.

His hands dance, diving in the air that lies between us.

In the silence he speaks of everything.

‘Sleep’

When I dug up the ground, mixed the soil and put the seed in, I wondered

Would be grateful to me for breaking its sleep?

I’ll finish with a love poem.  Love poetry was something that I was shy to take up with 

the students.  I just didn’t know how to bring it to them and finally I started reading 

‘anakh na doa’ and it was no problem at all.  And I suddenly realized you know that all 

of them had been in love at some point or the other, so there was no need for me to be 

shy. It’s Peson Sonparis and the poem is called Some Others.



When I look into your eyes, I can feel the love and the pain.

When I try to ask you why, you turn your face and walk away.

When I try to talk to you, you seem unhappy.

But the company of others returns to you that lost smile.

Thank you.

Q. Sir there are two very important points that you mentioned, if you can elaborate on 

that.  What is the question about kiddie poetry?  Second thing is you also say that in our 

imagination we are over here and also how would stories function in this?

G.P:   We’ve all been to school, I’ve been to school you know.  And I’ve been exposed 

to a lot of kiddie poetry which is hateful.  I think that lot of adults have an idea that 

children should be cute, that it should be pious, that it should be educative.  It implies 

that children are cretins you know and that they are ignorant and need to be educated.  

And that they are sinful and therefore piety is required.  It’s nonsense.  There are lot of 

poems in this book you know that are quite happily sinful and I’m very pleased about 

that.  So what happens when you read the world literature which you and I can enjoy 

all though our lives and they will surely all though their lives but carefully selected for 

a particular age group.  I read Dante for instance to the 12th.  But I wouldn’t dream of 

reading it to the 8th, right?  It’s like that.  then that cuts away that particular problem.  

Now I’m not saying that there is no children’s literature which is legitimate.  There is of 

course and there is a great deal of it you know.  But since I’m a writer myself and since I 

thought I should use material with which I’m best acquainted and I’m best acquainted 

with the great poetry of the world.  And that sort of is what makes this workshop im-

portant for me, that I can convey what I feel about Robert Frost or about Shakespeare 

or about Villon, about Rilke to school students you know.  And find that there is no 

problem in communication at all if you choose the correct age group, and if you project 

the poem in the correct way.  You said talk about narratives.  Well about imagination, 

I make a distinction between imagination and fancy.  And here again you know a lot 

of children’s literature suffers because of a belief that children’s literature has to be 

fanciful.  All kinds of cute little imaginative things you know.  Which actually have no 

bearing with real life at all.  Imagination per se is a great thing of course as we all know.  

And this is actually something I do talk about to the students, the difference between 

fancy and imagination.  And the third thing you talked about was narrative, stories.  



Of course you know, great stories have been written in great verse.  I have not really 

explored that part of literature.  I’m sure it would be very useful to exploit.  

Q. What are your thoughts on translation of poetry?

GP: I am myself involved in a translation project.  I’m translating some 17th century 

Gujarati poetry into English and many of my friends who are poets have spent years, 

besides writing their own work in translating.  Translating poetries are a tough job.  It’s 

not at all easy.  And there are kind of tons and tons of bad translation all over the place.  

Relatively fewer books of good translation, but those few books are invaluable because 

they are the only excerpts that we have to another language. 

Before I take on more questions, I’d just like to kind of make public a certain complaint 

that I have.  Which is that when I decided to publish this book, and I gathered these 

poems together and you yourself saw today, they are first-rate, excellent works.  I went 

round hawking the manuscript from publisher to publisher.  I spent two years trying to 

find a publisher for a book like this which should have got a publisher within a month, 

If things were as they should be.  I’m very happy to complain aloud.  Finally Sahitya 

Akademi said they would publish it and they have been wonderful, it’s very modestly 

priced, it is just about INR 100 a copy and there are some available outside.  And an 

additional kind of bonus there are illustrations by four of India’s most important artist, 

Sudhir Patwardhan, Neelima Sheikh, Anju Dhodiya and Atul Dhodiya.  And it’s liber-

ally illustrated.  So, it’s almost a collector’s item, the book.  

Q.  Just to tell you that as a publisher, we never received your manuscript neither did 

Scholastic.  But speaking of poetry, we did bring out one from our publishing house two 

really wonderful volumes of audio books of poetry called Listening to Poetry in which 

your poem is also featured.  I believe we were in communication a few years ago.  But 

there are no takers for poetry, this is the hard truth.  And as a publisher if we have to 

look at putting poetry out in the market, then I don’t know who the buyers are or where 

they are.  

G.P:   I can see that problem.  I was speaking purely and selfishly from my point of 

view.  Each publishing firm would tell me this is exactly the kind of manuscript we 

would like to publish, but....

Q.  This is to go back to the children’s poetry.  I was just curious, I noticed that there 

was only one that tried to rhyme at all.  Did you find it difficult to break that tendency 



to rhyme...

G.P:   I did not speak for all against rhyming.  I read them poems which rhymed, I read 

them poems which do not rhyme.  And I left it to them.  But I did say that if you do use 

rhyme, please don’t let it be a rocking horse you know.  So once in a while you do get a 

good rhymed poem.  

Q.  Have you tried this with some other children?

G.P:   J. B. Petit school in Bombay for instance approached me and they said would I 

do something and I obviously couldn’t replicate what I was doing in Rishi Valley School 

because I live and work in Bombay.  And I keep three weeks in a year aside for this 

project because it’s so important to me.  But in Bombay, I thought I’d spend some time 

with these students.  The students were very enthusiastic, the Principal was very enthu-

siastic but Bombay city defeated us.  Just for the students to commute from where they 

are to my studio, to have a session just became impossible.  One of them would come 

half an hour late, another would come an hour late through no fault of theirs.  And 

very often the other problem is that they have multiple classes aside from their tuition 

classes for their academics, they have ballet classes and their yoga classes and what-

ever.  So, it just broke down. That is why I started out talking about the school.  I said 

that this kind of project would be impossible in another kind of school.  It is because of 

the ambience of the school, the general atmosphere of wanting to know a certain joy 

in discovery that it is possible to conduct a workshop of this kind.  They have amazing 

things you know.  They have lawyers, they have environmentalists, they have activists 

coming constantly to visit the school and addressing the students and interacting with 

them.  So it’s a very unique; it’s one of our great success stories and God knows we need 

them.  

Q.  I was wondering there is a huge market for words set to music and potentially poetry 

and song and I wondered whether you’d ever experimented with setting poetry to music 

and whether you think that if poetry is set to music, is it poetry?  And whether these two 

genres where there is a huge youth appetite for words set to music can somehow rescue 

or otherwise the traditional art of poetry.

G.P:   I have not experimented it with poetry and music.  I think that it should be done.  

And I think that it should be done at school level as well.  On the other hand, I’m very 

happy that my workshop is looking at poetry per se.  What happens when you have 



poetry and music is that poetry becomes subservient.  Music is an incredibly powerful 

force and it just takes over.  And I’m interested in words and I’m interested in the way 

that students might be urged to use words in a significant way.

Q.  Would you think that rap is a good compromise?

G.P:   I think good rap is wonderful but I have no talent for it.

Thank you very much.


