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AMRITA PRITAM

Amrita Pritam, the most eminent Punjabi poet and fiction-
writer on whom Sahitya Akademi is conferring its Fellowship
today, is perhaps the only writer in modern Punjabi literature
who has kept up an unmatched record of prolific output and
artistic excellence. Living through the turbulent times in
Punjab before and after Partition, and then through the fast-
changing social and cultural milieu, she has responded
honestly to her times and produced astounding results by
way of her poems, novels and short stories. She can rightly
be termed the high-priestess of Modernism in Punjabi
literature. Having begun to write only in Punjabi, she later
wrote in Hindi as well, after moving to Delhi following
Partition.

Born on 31% August 1919 in Gujranwala (now in
Pakistan), Amrita grew up writing poetry under the careful
guidance of her scholarly father. She was associated with
All India Radio (now Radio Lahore) and later, with AIR,
Delhi in 1948.

Her early poems, especially those of her first two
collections Thandiyaan Kirna (1935) and Amrit Lehran
(1936) clearly show the patterns of a traditional. well-defined
and ethical approach to life. The humanistic appeal of Marxian
ideology led her to a new, open poetic space. Looking at life
and its experiences from the woman’s point of view in the
context of strong currents of change gave a definite direction
to her writings. Feminism developed as an indigenous theme
in her hands, tempered as she became by setbacks in her
personal and emotional life. She wrote:

There was a grief I smoked

in silence, like a cigaretie

only a few poems fell

out of the ash I flicked from it.

With the poems of Partthar Geete,(1946) strong accents
of protest emerged in her poetry.

The traumatic events leading up to Partition and
continuing thereafter, stamped her creative life with a sense
of hard realism. Though she blamed religious fanaticism and
mass hysteria for the communal riots, the deep impressions
the catastrophic turn in our national history left on her
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consciousness came out in the form of several memorable
poems. “To Warish Shah™, composed during a train journey
from Delhi to Dehra Dun in those riot-torn days, invokes the
legendary 18™ century poet of Kissa Heer-Ranjha, exhorting
him to arise and write about the millions of Heers abducted,
raped, forsaken, dying and dead. This poem, with its raw
energy, proved to be one of her early works that served to
immortalise Amrita Pritam. The woman’s cry against her
existential fate and societal abuse breaks out in different
forms in her poems of rare charm and vitality.

Sunehure marks a departure from her earlier poems, with
the advent of a joyous season in the author’s creative
experience and a complexity of thought and expression. These
poems, mostly sensuous outpourings on love, radiate “an
unearthly glory without losing contact with the earth.” Life
blossoms into “a full-grown fruit ready to fall in its own
ripeness” and beauty, unable to bear its own wealth, “aches
to be consumed.” The delicate and tender experience of love
overtakes the mundane and the arid and whatever socio-
political significances written into the poems pulsate with
creative motifs and metaphors. Those were some of the best
poems, and the least translatable, Amrita ever wrote.

In her poems in later collections like Kastwri (1959) and
Nagmani(1964), her strivings for “the higher possibilities of
life” are detected. The poems in Kagaz Te Kanvas acquire a
transcendental worldview and vision in the face of “a fast-
dehumanising epoch.” Poems like “Garbhavati” exquisitely
blend mellowed emotions with equally mellowed modes of
writing. With 18 collections, Amrita Pritam’s stature as a
poet, is incomparable. A renowned critic writes in a tribute
to Amrita: “No poet has perhaps as many images of stars,
moon, sun and the sky as Amrita has woven into the
embroidery of her poetry, dreams and vision. No wonder
then, that in one of her exquisite poems she casts herself in
the role of a woman embroidering a phulkari, a phulkari of
light™:

Who will ever stitch a torn phulkari of light?

In the niche of the sky the sun lights a lamp.

Bui who will ever light a lamp

on the parapet of my heart?

As a fiction-writer too, Amrita is equally eminent. With
31 novels and about 20 collections of short stories, she
peerlessly spans the world of modern Punjabi fiction. In her
novels, she portrays her experiential world on a wider canvas,
with conflicting characters, situations, points of view,
structures and patterns of experience. They make delightful
and stimulating reading for generation and after generation.
These novels, made available in translation in almost all
major languages of India, played a crucial role in raising the
clarion call of high-modernism. Her Jala Vatan, the story of
a young man who is too mature for his age and finds himself
alienated among his own people and invariably drifts into
tragedy, can be seen as an allegory of the inescapable fate
idealism comes to, among the crass pragmatists of quotidian
life. Uninja Din powerfully portrays the resurrection of the
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spirit made possible through human faith and love, against a
fatalistic death-wish. Kore Kagaz, Hardat Da Zindaginama
etc. are some of her finest novels. She has also written novels
on the lives of the artists Harkrishan and Faiz.

Amrita’s short stories are marked by their unusual depth
and artistic finesse. Stories like “Ik Shehar De Maut,” “Teesari
Aurat” and “Panj Vareh Lambi Sarak™ are intense.
compressed and yet precise, and contain within themselves
an entire universe of pulsating emotions. A prolific short-
story writer, her stature as a poet and novelist has seemingly
overshadowed this side of her achievement.

Her other prose-writings come to nearly 40 volumes,
among which her three autobiographical works—Rasidi Ticket
(1976), Lal Dhage Da Rishta(1989) and Higre Di Mitti are
outstanding. Two books of her dreams, books on the works
of Osho, the life and poetry of Sara Shagufja, and on the
writing of Afzal Tanseef deserve special mention. She has
been editor of Nagmani, a monthly magazine in Punjabi

Her work have been translated into 34 languages of the
world. All her books are translated into Hindi and fourteen
of them into English. If one were to make a selection from
her works, Amrita Pritam.Ki Sareshath Rachanaeye, Chune
Hue Upnias,(8 novels), Chuni Hui Kahanian, Chuni Hui
Kavitaen, (all in Hindi, Bharatiya Jnanpith, New Delhi),
Kache Resham si Larki(selected stories in Hindi, Kitab Ghar,
Delhi), Yeh Kalam Yeh Kagaz Ye Akshar (selected works in
Hindi, Rajpal and Sons, Delhi) Selected Poems (in English,
Bharatiya Jnanpith), 4 Slice of Life (Vikas, Delhi), Chonven
Pattre (selected works in Punjabi, Sahitya Akademi), Mitti
Di Zaat (51 stories in Punjabi, Nigmani Publishrs, Delhi),
Amvrita Vishesh (selected works in Gujarati translation), Kagaz
Te Kanwaz(collected poetry in Punjabi) would come up in a
ready list,

Four films have been made on her life and works, and
ten films and TV serials, based on her novels and short
stories.

Amrita Pritam has travelled to Nepal, Yugoslavia,
Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, France, Norway, Russia and
several Republics of the erstwhile Soviet Union, on invitation
and as part of delegations and cultural exchange programmes.

After the Sahitya Akademi Award she received in 1956,
several more came in search of her some of which are:
International Vaptsarove Award, Cyril and Methodius Award
by Republic of Bulgaria, and Bharatiya Jnanpith Award.
Honoured with Padma Shri, D.Litt honoris causa by Delhi
University, Jabalpur University, Visva-Bharati, Shanti
Niketan, Punjab University, University of Bombay, Rabindra
Bharati University, Kolkatta, the title of “Officer dens/order
des arts et des letters” by the French Government, nomination
as M.P., Rajya Sabha for six years, and this year by Padma
Vibhushan, Amrita Pritam stands out as a unique literary
personality in Indian literature.

Sahitya Akademi is honoured by conferring its highest
honour, the Fellowship, on this charismatic writer, ‘The
Living Legend of Punjab’, Amrita Pritam.




