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Sri Amritlal Nagar, on whom the Sahitya Akademi is
conferring its highest honour today, is one of the major writers in
Hindi—a novelist, a short story writer, a playwright and an
essayist.

Born on 17 August 1916 at Agra in a Gujarati family settled in
Uttar Pradesh for thirteen generations, the young Amritlal had to
struggle his way up in life. After a stint at the film industry and a
career at All India Radio, he decided to devote himself solely to
creative literature, and has, as a result, some sixty books to his
credit to date. ]

The boy Amrit, hardly thirteen, burst into a poem at
Government atrocities on non-violent demonstrators against the
Simon Commission. His sensibility awakened, he soon turned to
fiction, his real forte, and wrote his first story, ‘Prayaschitta’, at
the age of fifteen, and at nineteen published his first collection of
short stories, Vatika. The comic and the incongruous inspired
him to found Chakallas, a short-lived weekly; its sketches dipped
in vibrant wit or withering sarcasm shot him into fame. The man
and the genre seemed to suit each other, and he gave us such
scintillating works as Nawabi masnad, Seth Bankemal, Kripaya
dayen chaliye and Ham fida-ye-Lucknow.

Self-schooled, the young Nagar read the western masters
and translated some—Maupassant, Flaubert and Chekhov.

Self-schooled, the young Nagar read the western masters
and translated some—Maupassant, Flaubert and Chekhov.
Nearer home, he rendered Vishnu Bhatt Godse’s Majha pravas
and three plays of K. M. Munshi into Hindi. History, archaeology,
literature were his passion. Life, as he saw it around, moved him.
The terrible famine of Bengal stirred him, and he wrote Mahakal
(1947), his first sustained novel, a harrowing tale of hunger and
man’s debasement. His reputation was now well-established and
the twelve novels that followed reinforced it.

When Boond aur samudra (1956) came, it was acclaimed for
its grasp of social reality—in particular, its depiction of the
seething ferment of the middle classes. This social vision
enlarged further in Amrit aur vish (1966), described by the author
as ‘a seven-dimensional mirror of society’. For its sweep of
imagination, realistic portrayal of life, and narrative virility, it was
hailed as an outstanding contribution to Hindi fiction, and won
the Sahitya Akademi Award for 1967 and the Soviet Land Nehru
Award for 1970. One of his later novels, Nachyo bahut Gopal
(1976), the story of a brahman woman marrying a scavenger
approximates to naturalism, exposing the rot in our social
institutions.

Sri Nagar’s historical novels, interpreting history in terms of
its social relevance, are of a piece with his other fiction. Suhag ke
nupur, based on llango Adigal’s Silappadikaram and set two
thousand years ago, is a moving story of the conflicting claims of
conjugal fidelity and a courtesan’s tortured passion crying for
recognition. Bkada Naimisaranye, cast in the third century,
works out a pattern of culture to hold together seemingly
disruptive forces, social and religious. Manas ka hans and
Khanjan nayan apprehend imaginatively the lives of Tulsi and
Sur and recreate the sixteenth century ethos. Sat ghunghatwala

- mukhda, the story of Begam Samaru, half-history, half-legend,

reveals the tensions of the eightee;fth century, Shatranj ke.
mohare, set in the nineteenth century; brings out the decay of
Lucknow’s power and glory. And the most recent Karwat (1985)
covers life in its various facets in our own times. In all these

. novels, the writer’s imagination spans vast reaches of time and

space and seizes the essence of history and fiction both.

Sri Nagar’s short stories, published in several volumes,
display wit and variety, and present, with telling effect, aspects of
the middle class urban life. His plays and skits, some thirty in
number, have been successfully staged or broadcast, and the
Uttar Pradesh Sangeet Natak Akademi honoured him for his
contribution to the Hindi stage. Among his miscellaneous
writings, Gadar ke phool is a survey of the 1857 revolution; Ye
kothewalian, a revealing study of prostitutes; Jin ke sath jiva,
reminiscences of men of letters; Chaitanya Mahaprabhu, a
biography; Tukade tukade dastan, a volume of personal essays;
Sahitya aur sanskriti, essays onliterature and culture. Besides,
there is his impressive contribution to children’s literature.

A writer with a social consciénce and humanistic vision, an
experimenter with form and style, a master of language with'the
resources of many dialects at his command, an author translated
widely at home and abroad, recipient of several awards and
distinctions, and honoured by the President of India with ‘Padma-
bhushan’ (1981), Sri Nagar is, indeed, a writer of great merit.

For his eminence as a novelist and writer the Sahitya
Akademi confers its highest honour, the Fellowship, on Sri
Amritlal Nagar.
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