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Abstract 

This paper deals with Religious, Superstitious certainty and Indian ethos in Nissim Ezekie’s 
well-known poem “Night of the Scorpion”. This poem starts in a house at night where it is 
raining and a scorpion in order to take some shelter comes to the house and how the 
scorpion stung the poet’s mother and how he escaped and the mothers love for her children. 
A picture of a religious village is created by what the neighbours do (“buzz the name of 
God”). The incident which is happened to the mother, is can be related to religious, 
superstitious certainty and Indian ethos. The behaviour of the father, who is sceptic and a 
rationalist, is in direct contrast to the behavior of the religious and superstitious peasants. It 
also knits the wonderful presentation of Indian villagers and their customs.   

 

 

Nissim Ezekiel is much-admired as the father of post-independence Indian-English verse. He is a 

leading light who started modernity in Indian-English poetry. A horde of contemporary Indian-English poets 

follow the simple, conversational style of Ezekiel. Not only in the style but also in the selection of themes 

one finds the influence of Ezekiel in the contemporary Indian-English poets. Ezekiel became the pioneer of 

“New Poetry” by his greater variety and depth than any other poet of the Post-independence period. 
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 Superstition refers to any belief or practice which is explained by supernatural causality, and is in 

contradiction to modern science. Some beliefs and practices, which are considered superstitious by some, 

may not be considered so by others. Religious, Superstitious certainty and Indian ethos are common and 

familiar in this poem but the ideology of the poem gives mostly related to Indian customs and motherhood 

feelings. Ezekiel is known to be a detached observer of the Indian scenario and this stance often has the 

power of a double-edged sword that cuts both ways. On the one side his well known poem Night of the 

Scorpion presents an Indian village through the eyes of an outsider and finds the deep-rooted strains of 

superstition and blind faith which may seem foolish to the western eye. But on the other, the poem never 

fails to highlight the positive side of Indian village life. The poet does not turn a blind eye to the fellow-

feeling, sympathy and cooperation shown by the villagers. And in a poem that deals with the all-conquering 

power of love, the reader too should be well aware of it. 

This poem starts with a way that suggests reflection--the speaker (narrator) remembers the 

night his mother was stung by a scorpion that hid beneath a bag of rice to escape from the rain. The 

speaker manages to suggest that the scorpion is demonic with its “diabolic” tail. The scorpion then 

flees from there. This poem can be understood normally at two levels at one level, the poet 

describes how, on a rainy day the narrator's mother is bitten by a scorpion and what are the chain 

reactions to it. At another level, it depicts the India ethos and cultured richness through a simple 

incident and epitomizes the typical Indian motherhood which depicts sacrifice and affection. 

The peasant-folk of the village came like swarms of flies and expressed their sympathy. 

They believed that with every movement the scorpion made, the poison would move in mother’s 

blood. So, with lighted candles and lanterns they began to search for him, but in vain. To console 

the mother they opened the bundle of their superstitions. They told mother that the suffering and 

pain will burn away the sins of her previous birth. “May the suffering decrease the misfortunes of 

your next birth too”, they said. 

Mother twisted and groaned in mortifying pain. Her husband, who was sceptic and 

rationalist, tried every curse and blessing; powder, herb and hybrid. As a last resort he even poured 

a little paraffin on the bitten part and put a match to it. After twenty hours, the mother is fine and 
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says that she is glad she was stung and not her children, displaying her overwhelming love and 

motherly affection for them. It came from a religious background and Nissim wrote this poem 

trying to give the impression of anger. The poem thus brings out the mother's love and sacrificial 

thoughts - the maternal instinct, as well as beautifully describes the superstitions and ignorant 

practices followed by the villagers. The title of the poem thus is very deceptive, as it does not focus 

on the scorpion at all. 

The painful night was long and the holy man came and played his part. He performed his 

rites and tried to tame the poison with an incantation. After twenty hours the poison lost its sting. 

The ironic twist in the poem comes when in the end the mother who suffered in silence opens her 

mouth. She says, “Thank God the scorpion picked on me and spared my children.” 

  There is a contrast between the world of irrationality represented by the villagers and the 

world of rationalism represented by the father who tries all rational means to save his wife from 

suffering. Religion too plays its role with the holy man saying his prayers. But all three become 

futile. Or do they? One cannot totally ignore the underlying current of love and fellow-feeling in 

their endeavours. 

Attacks on obscurity in poetry are generally dismissed as anti-intellectualist. But there still 

remains a case against always giving obscurity and difficulty the benefit of the doubt on the ground 

that some profound truths can be expressed in no other way. Too many poets in the twentieth 

century offer only the difficulty and not the profundity, though it is not considered respectable in 

literary circles to say so. 

This is a strong yet simple statement on the power of self-effacing love. Full to the brim 

with Indianness, it captures a well-detached black and white snapshot of Indian village life with all 

its superstitious simplicity. The poet dramatizes a battle of ideas fought at night in lamplight 

between good and evil; between darkness and light; between rationalism and blind faith. And out of 

this confusion, there arises an unexpected winner – the selfless love of a mother. 
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The villagers uttered something on religious aspects towards the narrator’s mother and they 

informed her that her previous birth’s sin, is burnt away and it is clearly picture of Indian villagers’ belief. 

The poet knitted the idea of all these three beautifully. The villagers expressed their compassion and 

superstitious towards the mother, is a common in all aspects of life.  
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