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Abstract

Narrative theories have transcended the study of regular narratives and
embraced non-narrative genres, thereby proving the universal and
pervasive character of stories across literary forms. The lyrics of Jayanta
Mahapatra, a celebrated Indian English poet, possess immense potential to
narrate tales of marginalised voices; however, a systematic study of this
narrative dimension remains significantly under-researched. Employing
narrative theory to foreground narrativity in Mahapatra’s lyrics enables
readers to participate actively in narrative-building and uncover hidden
tales embedded within poetic expression. This article aims to explore the
narrative of a tribal woman’s generational trauma in Mahapatra’s
“Tomorrow I Could Find Myself Lying about My Life” by employing H.
Porter Abbott’s narrative concepts: character, setting, temporality,
focalization, and causality, as discussed in The Cambridge Introduction to
Narrative. Furthermore, the study examines how lyric poetry can function
as a narrative medium that articulates silenced experiences, collective
suffering, memory, displacement, and gendered marginalisation. By
analysing the poem through a narratological lens, the article foregrounds
the intersection of lyricism and storytelling, ultimately highlighting
Mahapatra’s contribution to representing subaltern consciousness and
expanding the scope of narrative studies within Indian English poetry.
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Introduction

Over the decades, Indian English poetry has been a voice for the
marginalised, especially rural Indian women. It serves as a powerful
tool that not only reflects personal struggles and gender suppression
but also sheds light on the socio-cultural agency that shapes a
woman’s life. Several Indian poets utilise powerful images, symbols,
and metaphors to underscore the challenges faced by women in a
male-dominated social setup. They have become the voices of the
rural women who are unheard and unacknowledged.

Kamala Das, a well-known Indian English poet, explored
womanhood and sexuality through her poems. Her poems explore
the plight of women across social strata by addressing the cultural
expectations forced on women. Her works highlight the social
concern that women “have no separate existence free from men”
(Engtipi 297). In Srinivas Iyengar’s words, “Kamala Das has a fiercely
feminine sensibility that dares without inhibitions to articulate the
hurts it has received in an intensive, largely, men-made world” (qtd.
in Engtipi 297). The poems “An Introduction” and “My Story” are
autobiographical, written from the perspective of a woman’s
restricted identity within a socially dictated framework. Her poems
are not merely self-reflexive but dictate female experiences marked
by suppression in a larger male chauvinistic framework.

Meena Alexander is another female poet; her poems explore the
socio-political constraints that bind rural Indian women. In the poem
“Illiterate Heart,” she highlights the themes of marginalisation,
alienation, and identity. In poems like “She Speaks: A School Teacher
from South India” and “House of Thousand Doors”, Alexander
reflects on the plight of women and “portrays different means by
which the patriarchy subjugates them” (Varghese 2247). She
highlights how culture is a powerful tool that dictates a woman'’s life.
While these two female poets are just two examples of poets among
contemporary poets who have become the voices of the voiceless,
Jayanta Mahapatra, a male Indian poet, mirrors the realities of rural
women in Odisha through his poems. His childhood in rural India
explains his empathetic portrayal of rural women — “He has been an
observer of the trauma and sufferings that women face in the
contemporary Indian society” (Singh 1). Women take a prominent
place in Mahapatra’s poems. In “Jayanta Mahapatra’s India: Because I
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Cannot grow a rose, I plant the seeds of Thistle”, Kallury and Dev write
“It is the women and children who receive the lion’s share of
Mahapatra’s sympathy and concern and his poems proliferate with
images of abused, oppressed and battered victims at the hands of
poverty and patriarchy” (49). The prominent place of women is
evident in his poems like “Summer” and “Dawn at Puri”. These
poems explore the cultural limitations thrust on rural women.
Through powerful imagery and symbols, both poems highlight
women’s inner conflict as they grapple with their roles imposed by
society.

Mahapatra’s poems are replete with subtle narratives, hidden in
the veil of his poetic verses. This article foregrounds the narrative of
the marginalised, unheard voices in his lyric “Tomorrow I Could
Find Myself Lying about My Life”, taken from his collection of poems
Hesitant Light. The poem’s extensive use of poetic devices suggests a
female voice. By examining the poem’s figurative language, this
article engages in narrative building using Porter Abbott’s narrative
explorations, as detailed in his The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative.
Doing so will not only contribute to the literature of marginalised
voices but also offer a new perspective on the reading of lyrics in the
Indian English context.

H. Porter Abbott is a literary scholar and professor at the
University of California, Berkeley. He is known for his contributions
to the field of Narrative theory. His work, The Cambridge Introduction
to Narrative, is a comprehensive text that amalgamates all narrative
elements - setting, characters, sequence of events, etc. In the
introduction to his work, while acknowledging the contributions of
narrative theorists like Gerard Genette, Monika Fludernik, Roland
Barthes, Claude Bremond, etc., Abbott states that his aim is not to
add something new to the existing theory of the narrative, but to
provide a comprehensive text that includes all the relevant
explanations and emphasises the universality of narrative. Although
much of the book is devoted to narrativity in literary fiction, film, and
drama, he highlights that “narrativity is found in all activities that
involve the representation of events in time” (Abbott ix).

The application of Abbott’s explanations to poetry, especially
Indian English Poetry, is notably absent. His explanations of



196 e Literary Oracle - Vol.10, Issue I, May 2026

Narrative elements serve as a basis for the following analysis. This
article aims to systematically apply Abbott’s narrative explorations to
Mahapatra’s “Tomorrow I Could Find Myself Lying about My Life”
to unfold the multiple layers of narrative. Since, in a lyric, narrativity
is not apparent, the application of the narrative elements and
investigation of the poetic devices must follow a systematic order to
foreground the narrative step by step. The procedure of employing
the narrative elements in the selected poem is sequenced and
explained below.

To study narrativity in a poem, the first step is to focus on and
highlight its setting. According to Abbott, “Setting consists of all
those elements in which the entities of a story take part in the story’s
events” (195). This step will enable a reader to situate the poem in a
specific cultural context and aid in understanding how characters
and sequences develop against the setting. The second step is
foregrounding voice and focalization. Focalization is the “perspective
in which the narrated situations and events are presented” in a
narrative (195). Here, the perspective in which the narrative is
presented to its readers, through the voice of the poem, is analysed.
Then, the way this narrative voice contributes to the story’s structure
and meaning is studied. This step will shape a reader’s perception of
the poem’s characters.

The third step is analysing the kinds of characters in the poem.
According to Abbott, “Characters are any entities involved in the
action that have agency. These would include, in addition to persons,
any quasi-volitional entities like animals, robots, extraterrestrials, and
animated things” (188). In this step, characters of the poem are
classified into “round characters” and “flat characters”. According to
E. M. Foster. As noted by Abbott, “Round characters have varying
degrees of depth and complexity and therefore, cannot be summed
up in a single phrase” (qtd. in 126) and flat characters have “no
hidden complexity” (126). These characters are examined through the
poem’s imagery and symbols. Further, their relationship with the
setting and voice is mapped. Next, the fragmented events unveiled
by the voice and characters are connected to understand the sequence
of events in the poem. The sequence of events is a “chain of causally
connected events in a story” (194), which is manifested by identifying
the “constituent events” and “supplement events”. Events that are
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“necessary for the story to progress” (21) are referred to as
“constituent events”, and those that “do not help in narrative
progress” (21) but provide contexts to the setting and constituent
events are identified as “supplement events”. Doing so will help the
reader analyse the temporal structures and their impact on the
narrative’s meaning-making. Following the above steps will allow the
reader to trace the narrative that highlights the nuances of cultural
dynamics and power structures and to understand how individual
identities are shaped or restricted by historical and cultural contexts.

Analysis

Tomorrow I Could Find Myself Lying about My Life
Fireflies float around the tamarind tree in the rain.
Past Summers Kneel down to my rain-wet body.

The house sits large and lonely on a half-drunk song.
Desire fixes it with old rhythms and histories.

Dream children like actors in a play

Are ready to drop their roles,

And then become characters they played,
Larger than before.

Let them play, I'd like to say,
Making their moves, as I go on making mine.

I'watch a cloud hunt with wet eyes.

Tomorrow I could be lying about my life.
‘Style’ in a lyric plays an important role in narrative analysis.
Generally, in lyrics, narrative structures are not explicit and are
concealed in poetic diction, symbolic imagery, and layered
metaphors. Because lyrics lack straightforward storytelling, the
progression of the narration can be revealed only through a close
study of stylistic and linguistic cues. The following analysis of
Mahapatra’s “Tomorrow I Could Find Myself Lying about My Life”
aims at two interpretative goals: one, to foreground narrativity in the
poem, and two, to establish the speaker’s voice as female. The
figurative diction provides important insights into narrative elements
such as the setting, voice, characters, and sequence of events. These
insights will enable readers to engage in the narrative-building
process and to unveil the hidden story. For instance, the poem’s
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setting can be identified through symbols of the “tamarind tree”
(Mahapatra 41) and “house” (41). The simile in “Dream children like
actors in the play” (41) reveals characters in the poem. The speaker’s
introspective tone can be foregrounded through the metaphorical
imagery in the line “I watch a cloud hunt with wet eyes” (41).
Through its symbols and evocative imagery, the poem reveals a
narrative shaped by the speaker’s experiences and life. Examining
such linguistic cues enables a reader to merge the speaker’s past and
present experiences into a sequence of events that forms a narrative.
The linguistic cues will also accentuate the cultural, emotional, and
personal dimensions embedded in the poetic expressions.

Setting

Setting encompasses elements that create the backdrop against which
characters develop and events happen. It situates the narrative in a
specific cultural context. The poetic components in “Tomorrow I
Could Find Myself Lying About My Life” help the reader unveil a
layered backdrop. The poem’s opening line, “Fireflies float around
the tamarind tree in the rain” (Mahapatra 41), creates a serene natural
setting. Tamarind trees are abundant in the forest areas of
Bissamcuttak and Kashipur blocks of Rayagada, Odisha (Senapati).
Tribal women of Odisha supplement their livelihood by producing
cakes from tamarind pulp. This action hints at the tamarind tree’s
possible setting in rural Odisha, in an isolated environment.

In Indian culture, the Tamarind tree is seen as a symbol of
abundance, resilience, and strength (Kumar). These are qualities
often associated with women. While reviewing the collection of
poems Hesitant Light, Srilatha observes how poems in this collection
resonate with Odisha’s landscape. The image of “fireflies” (also
known as glow-worms) floating around the tamarind tree could
symbolise small fleeting moments of hope and dreams that
illuminate only briefly. It subtly suggests impermanence, reflecting a
woman’s unfulfilled dreams, a testament to how Mahapatra blends
“nature seamlessly with perceptions of pain” (Agrawal). The image
of “rains” adds to the sombre tone and suggests a cycle of life caught
in the passing of time. It is a recurring image in Mahapatra’s poemes.
It could be read both as a metaphor and a representation of reality.
According to Shahane, rain in Mahapatra’s poetry represents “both a
ritual and reality” (147). Here, the image of ‘rain wetting the
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tamarind tree’ suggests how, in a patriarchal society, women are
drenched in stereotypical rituals.

The line “The house sits large and lonely on a half-drunk song”
(Mahapatra 41) conveys a sense of isolation and incompleteness. A
house is usually considered a symbol of stability, security, freedom,
and family, but here, it is “lonely”. It hints at the feeling of solitude
and incompleteness in a woman’s life. It is not a symbol of warmth
and comfort but of estrangement and confinement. Agrawal notes,
“The poems in this collection are mostly rooted in the old house in
Odisha where he (Mahapatra) has lived all his life” (“The Ink At 88:
New Poetry by Jayanta Mahapatra”), which also suggests that the
house could be a setting in rural Odisha. Studying images and
symbols sets the poem in the cultural context of rural Odisha.
Further, these cultural markers and domestic settings enable a reader
to foreground the voice and focalization and understand the
perspective of the narrative voice.

Voice, Narrator, and Narration

Voice is the perspective through which a narrative is presented to its
reader. A narrator’s voice can be first-person or third-person. In the
poem “Tomorrow I Could Find Myself Lying about My Life”, the
narrator is a character and this is evident through the use of “I” and
“my” (Mahapatra 41). The narrator is not a detached observer but a
character who relates personal experiences.

Shira Wolosky Weiss, in her work The Art of Poetry: How to Read a
Poem, identifies a list of “characteristically feminine figures” in
poetry. These include “female speaking voices; female actors;
domestic imagery and spaces, traditionally the domain of women;
traditional female roles, such as daughter, wife, sister, and mother;
female experiences...” (120). Though the gender of the voice in the
poem is not explicit, the domestic atmosphere created by the images,
like “a large and lonely house” (Mahapatra 41), and reference to the
“dream children” (41), hints at an implied female tone, aligning with
the cultural implication of how a woman always thinks about her
home and her children, feminine experience in a traditional society.
According to Wolosky, “Poetic voice can be complex and
orchestrated, with a range of different representations, different
stances, and points of view” (105). She also notes how a “female voice
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may be overtly or covertly dissident, projecting a muted and
marginal stance against a dominant, official one” (120). The voice of
the poem constantly moves between the past (“past summers kneel
down to my rain-wet body” (41)), the present, and the future
(“Tomorrow I could be lying about my life” (41)), hinting at a female
perspective shaped by time and tradition. Words like “lonely”, “half-
drunk song”, “wet eyes”, and “lying about life” reflect a sad and
serene tone, suggesting a quiet, passive acceptance of reality. These
are also typical expressions and images that Mahapatra uses in his
poetry to represent women who silently accept their fate.

Based on the close readings of Jayanta Mahapatra’s poetry, Shira
Wolosky’s theories in the work, The Art of Poetry: How to Read a Poem,
and cultural inferences concerning the symbols and images in the
poem, it can be deduced that the speaker or the voice in “Tomorrow I
Could Find Myself Lying about my Life” is a female voice that
presents a mother’s helplessness as she foresees the inevitability of
her children’s fate. Identifying the setting and foregrounding the
voice help the reader not only situate the poem in a cultural context
and understand the narrative perspective but also identify the
characters.

Characters

Characters in a narrative aid in its progression. The round and flat
characters, as characterised by E. M. Forster, can be both human or
non-human entities.

Round Characters

Round characters are those that “have varying degrees of depth and
complexity and therefore, cannot be summed up in a single phrase”
(qtd. in Abbott 126). The primary character in the poem is the speaker
or the voice of the mother. It is complex and multi-dimensional.
Despite the speaker’s hidden identity, the tone and images suggest
she is a woman, possibly a mother. In the poem, she quietly reflects
on her life. Her voice is filled with sorrow, disillusionment, and
acceptance of her circumstances. Her engagement with her
surroundings makes her a static, passive character without any
agency. Her reflections on her life are evident from symbols of the
“tamarind tree” and “fireflies”. These symbols highlight her
struggles, endurance, and silent resilience. In her description of the
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“house” that sits “large and lonely in a half-drunk song” (Mahapatra
41), there are echoes of isolation in her voice and emptiness in her
surroundings.

A maternal perspective is observed as she describes the “Dream
children like actors in a play / are ready to drop their roles”
(Mahapatra 41). Here, she is presented as a mother watching her
children, or the next generation, with a sense of inevitability, as she
perceives that they will, one day, step into the roles society dictates.
Her character presents a dual nature. While she passively accepts her
fate, she expresses sorrow for the generational roles her children
might inherit, highlighting the depth of a mother’s emotional
connection to her family.

The last line — “Tomorrow I could be lying about my life” — is
similar to the title of the poem “Tomorrow I Could Find Myself Lying
about my Life” (Mahapatra 41), which hints at her future, when she
has to hide her true feelings of confinement to social expectations,
which also highlights the multifaceted nature of a mother’s role. She
is self-aware and prepares to perform the role expected of her. Her
reflections in the poem are filled with complex, incomplete emotions.

Flat Characters

Flat characters are usually one-dimensional and not complex. The
“dream children” (Mahapatra 41) in the poem can be categorised as
flat characters. They are not fully realised individuals who embody
the speaker’s incomplete dreams and sacrifices. They exemplify the
potential of future generations. However, from the mother’s
experience, these “dream children” are also confined and limited to
the gendered roles thrust on them by society, which also hints at the
cyclic nature of sacrificing and role-playing within a family. The
“dream children” are described as “actors in the play” (41) who are
ready to drop their roles. While highlighting the potency of children’s
dreams and aspirations, this metaphor points to a destiny that
confines them to societal pressures, much as the mother’s life is
confined. Referring to the children as “actors” highlights the
performative aspect of life and hints at the transient nature of dreams
in a girl/woman'’s life. These “dream children” can be interpreted as
flat characters, as they neither change nor develop in the poem.



202 e Literary Oracle - Vol.10, Issue I, May 2026

“House”, in the poem, also serves as a flat character. It is
described as sitting “large and lonely on a half-drunk song”
(Mahapatra 41). It synecdochically represents a flat, unchanging
society and its obstinate norms that restrict a woman’s dreams and
aspirations, leaving them incomplete. Although a house in a woman'’s
life is supposed to be a safe space, the poem describes it as a detached
entity, reflecting the mother’s sense of alienation from it. A house, just
like a patriarchal society, does not grow or change; it remains flat and
constant, which highlights a woman’s position in a house, where her
role is limited and dictated. Images like the “tamarind tree”,
“fireflies”, and “rain” (Mahapatra 41) can also be considered as flat
characters in the poem, reinforcing the themes of endurance, beauty,
and sorrow in the speaker’s life. These symbols do not advance the
narrative but add depth to its setting and landscape, intensifying the
speaker’s feelings of deprivation, disregard, and exclusion.

Understanding the setting, voice, narration, and characters will
enable a reader to construct a meaningful sequence of events through
the fragmented descriptions. A close reading of the symbols, images,
and other narrative elements, along with sequencing events, will help
a reader engage in the narrative-building process.

The Sequence of Events

The sequence is the narrative’s chronological order of actions and
events. In “Tomorrow I Could Find Myself Lying about My Life”, the
sequence of events is internal and not external. They can be
constructed through the mother’s thought process. To understand
how fragmented events can form a meaningful narrative, it is
important to identify the events that constitute the core narrative;
these are called “constituent events”. The events that supplement the
constituent events, adding depth to the narrative, are called
“supplement events”.

Constituent Events

The title of the poem, which is also similar to its closing line —
“Tomorrow I could be lying about my Life” (Mahapatra 41) — points
to the central conflict of the poem and piques the reader’s interest. It
makes the reader ask questions, like to whom and about what the
speaker should lie, which is the first constituent event of the
narrative. It hints at an ongoing struggle. The repetition of the same
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line at the end of the poem gives it an iterative and cyclic structure. It
emphasises the mother’s facade, as she hides and lies about her life.

The image of “fireflies floating around the tamarind tree in the
rain” (Mahapatra 41) sets the poem’s backdrop. This interplay
between the small fleeting creatures (moments or dreams) and the
tamarind tree (woman) in the rain (rituals) hints at the social norms
that drench a woman’s life as she helplessly watches the rare
moments of joy “float” away. This image serves as another
constituent event reflecting the life of a woman within a socially
dictated framework.

Supplement Events

The large, lonely house in the line “The house sits large and lone on a
half-drunk song” (Mahapatra 41) symbolises a woman’s isolated
existence within her roles, intensifying her feelings as she reflects on
her experiences. The phrase “half-drunk song”, while seeming
melodious on the surface, mirrors the incompleteness in a woman’s
life, which adds emotional depth to the narrative without directly
advancing its progression. The line “Desire fixes it with old rhythms
and histories” (Mahapatra 41) is another event that reflects a woman’s
confined role. Old rhythms and histories could represent the
superstitions and traditions that dictate a woman’s life and make her
“song” incomplete. The mother watching the “cloud hunt with wet
eyes” (Mahapatra 41) is a ‘supplement event’ that adds depth to the
narrative. It showcases the mother’s helplessness as she foresees the
“clouds” of burdens that will become the “rains” of rituals in her
children’s lives. Watching the “cloud hunt with wet eyes” symbolises
the sorrow she feels as she helplessly anticipates her children’s likely
destinies. While this serves as a supplement event in the mother’s life,
it becomes a constituent event in her children’s lives. It serves as an
opening event to the narrative of her children and their future, which
will be similar to their mother’s. Just as the “rain” of rituals drowns
the mother’s life, so too will the cloud that ends up in the rain drown
her children.

Narrative-building in “Tomorrow I Could Find Myself Lying
About My Life”

A systematic connection between the constituent and supplement
events through the poem’s setting, voice, and characters will enable a
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reader to foreground the subtle narrative otherwise hidden within
the fragmented events.

The poem’s narration begins with the title, “Tomorrow I could
find myself lying about my life” (Mahapatra 41), which hints at the
narrator, who is also a character in the narrative. The narrative is set
against a pleasant backdrop of the forest areas of Bissamcuttak and
Kashipur blocks of Rayagada, Odisha. It seems to be a story of
Odisha’s tribal women who prepare cakes from tamarind pulp to
support their livelihood. One such woman, who is also a mother,
narrates her story, which is subdued, drowned in the rains of rituals,
yet serene like a “tamarind tree” (41). A symbol of resilience and
abundance, the tamarind tree stands for a woman who readily
drenches herself in the rain of rituals, watching her joyous moments
fleeting away. As the narrative progresses, the line “past summers
kneel down to my rain-wet body” (Mahapatra 41) introduces the
narrator, who is also the central character. This line emphasises the
theme of lost hope and longing. ‘Summer” is usually associated with
warmth and light and symbolises hope and vitality. But such
summers, kneeling to the narrator’s “rain-wet body” (41), indicate
how hope and light slip away as she stands waiting for them. She
helplessly watches the seasons pass.

The protagonist is a representative of a marginalised community
that is continuously engaged in daily chores and monotonous routine
work. However, she is shown to be silently seeking a breakthrough
from social constraints, from a “large lonely house” (41) surrounded
by the air of “old rhythms and histories” (41). Like the fireflies, they
too want their desires to glow, but as the fireflies recede with the
season, so do their passions and wistfulness. Their lonely lives,
confined within the walls of social taboos, tell the tales of the rhythms
and traditions that confine a woman to a grand yet desolate house,
making her static and turning her life into a “half-drunk song” (41).

This tale is that of a mother whose voice is not rebellious but
calm. She contemplates her life in silence, bearing the burdens of
traditions. Her character is woven around the flat characters — her
children and the house. With her constant companions, the tamarind
tree and the lonely house, she sees her past, present, and future in her
children. “Dream children” (41) represent her dreams for her
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children and/or the children’s dreams of a different and probably
brighter future. As she contemplates her life, she watches them like
“actors in a play” (41), who are destined to “drop their roles” (41). As
she watches them play, she silently lets them continue in their “dream
roles” (41), as they will soon drop these roles and take “larger” (41)
real roles that await them. As she foresees her children’s future, she
watches the “cloud” of societal burdens “hunt” her children, with
“wet eyes” (41). She feels helpless; she can neither alter her children’s
roles nor shield them from the ‘rain’ that is waiting to drown them.

The tale is cyclical; it closes as it begins. She realises that
“tomorrow” she might be lying about her life, pretending that it is
complete. But it is incomplete as she helplessly waits for summer that
never comes, caught in responsibilities and unfulfilled dreams.

Conclusion

Mahapatra’s poems are short yet evocative. His dextrous use of
imagery and symbolism invites readers to engage with the subtle
narratives that underlie his poetic verses. It is essential to foreground
these hidden narratives, since their impact is greater than that of the
overt ones, especially in contemporary times, when the voices of
women’s empowerment in the urban sphere are dominating the
veiled realities of rural women. A deeper study of narrative
structures in Mahapatra’s “Tomorrow I Could Find Myself Lying
about my Life”, through its figurative diction, not only highlights the
poem’s thematic concerns but also sensitises its readers towards their
life’s tales, tales of their inner life, tales that are suppressed in a
stereotypical social setup, and tales that are neglected. By engaging in
the narrative-building process and utilising Porter Abbott’s Narrative
explanations, this article not only emphasizes the importance of
studying lyric poetry for its narrative potential but also foregrounds
the tale of a helpless mother whose voice is overshadowed by societal
stereotypes.
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