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The Enigmatic Poetry of PCK Prem
Robert Maddox-Harle (Revised 2026)

There is an enigmatic almost mystical quality to many of Prem's poems, which contrasts
with the humanist qualities, which are quite clear. He explores the mystery of existence by
delving deeply into the day-to-day affairs of humans, their relationships with each other,
with nature, and with those in positions of power, including the gods. Like all great poetry
Prem's goes beyond personal likes and dislikes and addresses the whole human condition
with visionary clarity.

The discussion in this essay refers to Prem's poetry generally, although the works from his
latest book Tales of Half Men and Other Poems are referred to specifically. This title is
more than simply that of one featured poem, it describes aptly the thrust of the whole
book. This notion of "half man" needs detailed explication to help understand the intended
deep meaning in many of Prem's poems. The concept of half man refers to humans, who
are not whole or complete, that is, they exhibit a

"fractured self . Humans strut about building and manufacturing "things", believe science
yields absolute truth, create and destroy empires, kill each other through intolerance of
conflicting ideologies, oppress those less fortunate than themselves, and live under the
illusion that they are superior to other living creatures.

Prem sees this fractured-ness as a characteristic of most humans with few who have
integrated the spiritual, ethical, emotional and intellectual aspects of existence into a
balanced “whole”. This has a parallel with Carl Jung's concept of "individuation", balancing
these factors with the anima and animus. With Nietzsche's Ubermensch, and with
Christianity's "falling from grace". We see most of these concerns clearly

alluded to towards the end of Intrigues (poem 8) Part 2 You and Images.

speak of saint Vyasa and tell nuclear scientists

of a classic deformity in agenda of cosmic summit,
where a man is scheduled to be christened

as a half man

in the kingdom of a sterile land.

Prem's poetry clearly has serious philosophical and ontological underpinnings; it
addresses the "big questions”, and exposes the half-blind actions of many humans. As
Jung once said, "In the kingdom of the blind the one eyed man [sic] is king’.

| personally find a close similarity of Prem's half man to Nietzsche's process of becoming
the Ubermensch or Overman. Nietzsche saw humans as blundering about half-blind so to
speak (in Prem's terms - a fractured self) and a fundamental need to

rise above this ignorance by integrating all aspects of our existence into a Superman. To
be quite clear Nietzsche's proposed Superman was not a self-centred individual but a
complete individual whose efforts would benefit all humanity. Further, there

was no intended religious connotation in Nietzsche's Superman. Similarly with the
Christian concept of "fall from grace", | mean the complete person because of ignorance
ended up with a fractured self, neither wholly belonging to either the spiritual or material
realms. From (poem 1) Tales of Half-Men, Chorus lines 14

Part 1.
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Fated to live this life is certain | know
and no one will write an obituary

it is ordained to happen | believe,
state identities in posters distorted,
with no sound-footing and status
that only die and die many times,

as a half man.

Humble and humane | am | tell
a mode to accept sins of half men
in the life of a half man lived.

Or maybe less than these.
for I wish a logical liberation.

With a vengeance | want to run and die.

Or live in the perfection of full men
with love, peace and peace with many questions
pasted around.

It is a version to prove virtue at last | confide
and am ready to live,

as a Half Man if allowed to hide identity

for that is a gift of heritage.

Surely "live in the perfection of full men" is a reference for attempting to become the
Overman. However, Nietzsche believed, as | understand Prem does, that very few achieve
this difficult task. | am sure neither of these visionary writers believe all humans are
barbaric as such, but there are certainly some as the last verse of Slum (poem 1) Part 2

states:

It is mortally uncertain when native tribes
fire lethal arrows in barbaric revelries,
cannibals shout as blocky teeth protrude,
to disturb forced violence revere bids leak
oozing blood on a silent guillotine.

The Rock Garden (poem 2) is a very powerful poem which implicates not only mortal
humans but also the gods in this collapse or "falling from grace" - that is, spiritual-universal

wholeness.

A brother of Indra is heartless

Agni refuses to carry the deities to the sacrifice

or the souls of dead to paradise,

and with impunity in abundance

gods break laws as mortals laugh.

An allegory baffles simpletons and corrodes heart
here ascetic burial looks ghastly
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and rapture in death is crazy
and thus a life hangs about in uncertainty.

Before looking further at the philosophical and spiritual content, and the literary attributes
of Prem's poetry a brief description of this book is in order. Tales of Half Men and Other
Poems was published in 2015 by Authorspress, India. The book is divided into two
sections - (1) Tales of Half Men with fourteen poems in all, the first poem has fourteen
sections called Chorus Lines, and (2) You and Images with thirty three poems.

Something was gnawing away at me when | first read Prem's poetry, it reminded me of
another poet's style but | could not put a name to this. Suddenly | realised it was Benjamin
Péret, the great, some say greatest of all Surrealist poets. Prem's poems

exhibit a kind of staccato style, very similar to Péret's. By staccato, | mean, "cut short
crisply”, not necessarily flowing on smoothly from one line to the next. An example from
Personal poem);

Grief and ovation private
a claim of bequest it is
So these are sacred.

Here are two short excerpts for comparison to further illustrate my point - first from VIl by
Péret (Péret,1984) the second by Prem, Weird Trust (poem 9).

The mother of good times
known in the belly,

rolls on the sand

a tongue at each foot

On going for hours and days
songs and words buried on high sand dunes
presage a dead end of love tales

The subject matter and raison d’étre of the enterprise is different and | am not at all
suggesting that Prem's poems are driven by a Surrealist ideology, however, some poems
have similarities to the Surrealist style of dissociated imagery and chance meetings of
strange phenomena. Note this in excerpt from Chorus Line 6, Part 1.

Dazed it is that instils icy joy

while a black king opens a fridge,

with skulls of history, the past that laments
and laughs as morsels of flesh pulsate,
while Amin prays with lips red,

even as agnation looks out fore fugitive
hiding behind a woman's black robe,

to escape a bullet from the sky.

It does not get much more Surreal-like than "while a black king opens a fridge, with skulls

of history". On further reflection | would like to suggest that an in-depth study/comparison
of Prem's poetry with that of the Surrealists’ may be a rewarding
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and revealing exercise for perhaps an English literature MA project. It is clearly beyond the
scope of the present article to go further with this investigation.

Evident in much of Prem's poetry is the covert hope or positive expectation that humans
may get better, may become more full men - this in certain verses seems as though it is
coming direct from Prem's subconscious, not modified or pre-empted by

conscious manipulation, another close similarity to Surrealist works. Incidentally | think |
am reading Prem correctly in understanding that when he uses the term man or men this
is an all inclusive generic term for humans, not a sexist statement. He

does not exclude females from the problems of the world, as they of course are equally
faced with the responsibility and personal task of becoming a less fractured self and
improving the world we must all inhabit.

Prem’s poetry is characterised by (1) a unique staccato free-verse style; (2) is rich in
imagery; (3) contains subtle metaphors; (4) has deep, serious philosophical underpinnings:
(5) has powerful emotional content, and is; (6) very much situated in the present. | will now
take a look at each of these qualities in turn.

Prem’s staccato style | believe is partly because he writes in Indian-English. | find this a
common characteristic of much Indian-English poetry however Prem's style is unique, and
as mentioned, is similar to Péet's. Fortunately, Prem is a mature,

accomplished poet and writer who does not try to write 'forced' ‘contrived’ rhyming poetry.
This is something that poets whose first and main language is not English should avoid or
at least be very careful of trying to do. It is difficult enough to write subtle, sophisticated,
convincing rhyming verse in English when one’s first language is English let alone trying to
force words to rhyme by searching for such a word which may rhyme but appears infantile.

The imagery Prem uses is rich in texture and quite evocative, for example in Eyes
(poem16) we feel we are almost in the village itself, the first verse below.

| left long back an old village
zigzag pebbled paths, muddy ways
in paddy fields,

busy gradients while in the village,
and witnessing fresh love sessions
under a tree.

Further on in the same poem;

And night songs of legends flowed

like a swamped river

with hissing sounds weaving affections,
around Red fort and minarets of Lahore
left years back.

Eyes is quite a long and very powerful poem, which has the rich imagery already
mentioned, the nostalgic remembering of the past, and deep emotional impact as shown in
this verse;

| read eyes, intensely vacant
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with frozen tears

puny translucent drops of water,

a bursting river it was

a dense forest with not a breezy soothing air,
closest to gentle voices but cliff cult to grasp
the nuances the old lady whispered.

Another example of Prem's rich emotional content is evident in The Known (poem 17),
below the fourth verse. We can almost feel the air on our faces with, "caresses of

breathings,/and sighs of words";

Deep sentiments crystallize,
and profile vibrant paintings
caresses of breathings,

and sighs of words,

as smiles voiceless look chirpy,
crowding the mind,

and pushing a man to long past
forgetting the wonder,

but fails to evoke time bygone.

As | have written many times elsewhere one of my favourite Western poets Charles Simic
has said, "What they forget is that a poem is den instant of lucidity in which the entire
organism participates. It may not make shopkeeper's sense. This is what haunts a world
where magic is possible, where chance reigns, where metaphors have their supreme logic,
where imagination is free and truthful." (Simic, 1985) This quote aptly describes the poetry
of PCK Prem, there is an illusive mystical quality to his poems and overt spiritual and
humanistic concepts are quite clear. His short poem Relation (p. 287) in The Dance of the

Peacock anthology (Jha, 201,3) illustrates this perfectly.

It will do justice

at a time in estranged relations
to vocalize feelings

with the tinkling of coins,

that live with hanging hands

on feeble bloodless palms

of thoughtless heads always desiring
to connive anal concoct

another relation on equal terms
with no balance to distribute

in this crude age of devaluation
where computers evaluate Gods
and forget men.

Metaphors have "their supreme logic" in many of Prem's poems and he uses metaphor
both in subtle and direct ways. Some verses from A Sad Day (poem 12) illustrate this use

of metaphor well.

White rose feels dewdrops
and conveys serenity,
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somewhere a thorn pierces
as blood drips to reiterate transience
while a crush verifies fate.

Specks of hanging clouds
sparrows on dry twigs,
flick forlornly and indolent.

Further, on in this longish poem of three parts, the following verse really shows Prem at his
best, a master of metaphor and imagery,:

Tears flow to a wasteland
silvery dews turn skeletons,

emit wicked mirth,

bones walk and blister,

fire guzzles the whole lot

and descends on lean scientists.

Beings persist in dim locale

and confront beaten nature

awake to shatter dreams,

as a baffled man looks up for nectar

In Grief (poem 14), we witness a skilful combination of imagery, metaphor and emotional
impact used together, how haunting are the "needs of a hungry pen?"

Earth, trees and sky bestow kindness

and lot of black ink awaits for a possible write up,

in a life of caution as anguish inhabit cheerless time
and merge thoughts and needs of a hungry pen

in hands skinny and drooping.

Many of Prem's poems are driven by deep philosophical questions, which address the
perennial problems of existence, especially those of inequality and the spiritual quest. The
last verse of Life In Bits (poem 5) talks of such deep and perplexing notions. Even here,
Brahma "listens in anguish."

Fire from the Third eye of Shiva

burns Kama, blazes and blinds everything,
no refuge in situation abysmal is possible
As Brahma listens in anguish.

In the long poem Personal (poem 15), Prem struggles with the universal problem of joy
and evil and living a truthful, authentic life. He talks of both Christian and Buddhist
approaches. Below a short example from the poem which highlights the difficulty in finding
satisfactory answers to questions that all people are confronted with at different times.

Joy vies with anguish to offer meaning
to pain and grief and I learn hymns
of man and love, and shun violence,
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like Buddha and Mahatma
because inflated ego perpetuates a living false.

Praying with an inner twinge
and singing in despair is a habit now
and moaning with the dead like a saintly nap,
the way to find life it is
tuneful and romantic and at times,
it survives as a religion and prayer
lastly wasted in loneliness.

'‘One may see but not perceive
Listen but not understand'’

Then in Weird Trust (poem 9 part 1), we note how Prem seems to conclude that answers
to these questions are difficult if impossible to find. Here the last two verses:

In darkness of night and mayhem
a search goes on

of heavenly, starwar in azure world
howling croaky on hilltops.

There are many ways to get out

of a weird world of trust,

for living life in protracted times,

always constructs an edifice of mystery,
and the questions stand alive.

Here with "life in protracted times" we get a look at another important facet of Prem's
poetry which is that even though many of the problems his work discusses are perennial
ones they are absolutely relevant to our contemporary life and world situation. As Dr.
Mallikarjun Patil has noted, "A hallmark of these [Prem’s] poems is picturesqueness as we
remember of E.E. Cumming's poetry. This is how Prem's poetry is or our times and for
those profess any faith in human culture.” For example Slum (poem 1) Prem is not shy in
writing about this life that some people are forced to live in the most graphic terms, his
powerful graphic imagery is stunning. Here a verse will illustrate the point:

That a tale ten a metro slum widens and is woven around,
Skeletons, sunken eyes and tattered bodies,

as leafless carcasses relate tales of romance illusory

of icons black and memoirs pinky.

Still dealing with contemporary issues in Inquest (poem 4) Prem contemplates time and
how issues from the past influence the present, here two powerful verses;

Loitered in the dusk of fears
disordered relations
as longings hop about
and visualize Kangra valley and Palampur
the church, the ground green
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and ancient dak bungalow
stories in neat words, misty at time
| still resurrect.

Deodars, pines, rivulets, the grubby paths

music of silence in heavy rains and raucous rivers,
tales of partition, and lost years in blood

of snow and chill in musings are tales of past now,
times are changed | feel.

The times are changed indeed but still humans act inhumanely towards others in age-old
ways, religion and spirituality have been surpassed with extreme greed and disrespect for
nature and other living creatures. Prem's poetry addresses all these issues in his own
unique style. He is a master poet, a deep philosophical thinker,

and is trying through his visionary poetry to make a difference, to bring about change to
make the world a better place to live for all, and to reintroduce true spiritual qualities to our
lives. This essay is not in any way exhaustive of Prem's poetry, merely, an introduction to
whet the appetite of poetry lovers and serious thinkers the world over. The poetry in Tales
of Half Men and Other Poems is at times complex and enigmatic and requires a number of
close readings to reveal all its beauty and mystery. The rewards of such efforts will be
infinitely worthwhile.
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