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Shrimati Ashapurna Devi

Shrimati Ashapurna Devi on whom the Sahitya Akademi
is conferring its highest honour of Fellowhip today, and thus
honouring itself, is one of the most eminent litterateurs of
Bengali today.

Born on 8 January 1909 at Calcutta, Ashapurna Devi spent
her childhood in a large family of about fifty members in the
northern part of the city. The family being highly conserva-
tive, did not encourage formal education for girls. Ashapurna
Devi in her early childhood frequently sat in front of her
brothers and watched them reading primers at the top of their
voices. She tried to relate the linguistic symbols of the books
with the articulations of her brothers and this helped her to
acquaint herself with the Bengali alphabet before she reached
the age of three. But it created an intriguing situation. She
could read books fluently from the opposite but the front
visual of the letters left her mum. In the absence of her broth-
ers, the little child sat with the books and thus taught herself
the visuals of the letters. As a result, before she reached the
age of three, she could read books fluently.

While Ashapurna was still a child, her father Harendranath
Gupta shifted to a rented house with his wife Saralasundari
Debi, three sons and three daughters. And one of the reasons
that necessitated the change of residence was Saralasundari
Debi’s love of books and journals. In the joint family she
could hardly find enough time to read. To quench her thirst
for literature, she purchased almost every book of the
Basumati Sahitya Mandir, borrowed books from three leading
libraries of the time and collected almost all leading literary
journals. It was Saralasundari Debi who, through her own
life. transmitted the love for literature to the tender heart of
Ashapurna.

At the age of thirteen, Ashapurna wrote her first creative
piece, a poem, entitled *Bairer Dak’ (The Call from the
Outside) and sent it to Sishusarhi for publication. It was
immediately published. Rajkumar Chakraborty, to whom she
acknowledges a debt of gratitude appreciated the poem and
encouraged her to write stories, too, if she could.

This marked the beginning of the odyssey of one of the
most prolific creative personalities, who has so far authored
176 novels. 30 collections of short stories, 47 books for
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children and 25 other collections. In her first poem. she gave
a call to escape from the narrow individual identity in the
dark chamber of the house and come out into the new light of
the day. This desire to reach others, it seems. made her write
poems and short stories. one after another. in almost all the
leading Bengali journals for children.

In the year 1924. at the age of fifteen, she was married to
Sri Kalidas Nag. She spent three years at Krishnanagar in
Nadia district in West Bengal with her husband and in-laws.
The family was deeply religious and the books which she
found around her were mostly scriptures. After three years
she returned to Calcutta with her husband.

At the age of twenty-eight, she wrote the first story for
adults, captioned "Patni O Preyasi’ and sent it to
Anandabazar Patrika. It was published in the Saradiya issue;
that was the last writing she sent for publishing on her own.

Her first collection of short stories for children entitled
Chhot Thakurdar Kashi Yatra (The Departure of Younger
Grandfather to Kashi) was published in in 1938 and her first
collection of short stories for adults was published in 1940.
And since then she has never looked back in her creative
sojourn. One book, be it a novel or a short collection, fol-
lowed another. Her scores of novels and short-story collec-
tions include notable works such as Sagar Sukhaya Jay (The
Sea Dries Up, 1946), Mittirbari (The House of the Mittirs,
1947), Kalyani (1954), Nirjan Prithibi (The Lonely Earth,
1956), Shashibabur Sansar (The Household of Shashibabu.
1956), Unmochan (The Unveiling, 1957), Nepathya Nayika
(The Back Stage Heroine, 1958), Chhayasurya (The Shadow
Sun, 1962), Dolna (The Cradle, 1963), Pratham Pratishruti
(The First Promise, 1964), Subarnalata (1967), Bakul-katha
(The Story of Bakul, 1974), etc.

In her novels and short stories, the domestic life of the
middle class people with their joys and sorrows dominates the
scene. She seldom goes beyond her experiences in her writ-
ings. The characters she has presented in her novels and short
stories appear to be true to life. As one reads her fiction, one
feels as if the incidents have been culled from his or her own
life. The truthfulness to life and honesty to human experi-
ences have endeared her to the Bengali and Indian readers.

In Ashapurna Devi’s novels and stories the pain and agony
of women find their articulation. Most of her writing marks a
spirited protest against the inequality and injustice stemming
from the gender-based discrimination ingrained in our social
psyche. Addressing issues which are of vital concern to mod-
ern Indian women, she makes a fervent appeal demanding a
new social order based on sound logic. And Ashapurna Devi
does not subscribe to the Western mode of theoretical femni-
nism either. She, in fact, dreams of an ideal Indian domestic
scene where women will enjoy the same rights and privileges
as the men in affirmation of human values.
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Prathkam Pratishruti, Subarnalata and Bakul-Katha form a
trilogy, the magnum opus of Ashapurna Devi’s fiction. In its
vast canvas. the trilogy presents the life of three genera-
nons/mother, daughter and grand daughter/ of a typical
Bengali middle class family. All the three end their life tragi-
cally. Ashapurna Devi’s works show how a social system
apathetic to the new independent women mauls them both
physically and mentally. Sometimes they are left alone, no
one bothers to understand them. As it has been with
Subarnalata. She ends up as an outsider, rejected by all
including her parents, husband, sons and daughter.

Ashapurna Devi has been widely honoured with a number
of prizes and awards. She received the Lila Prize from the
University of Calcutta in 1954, the Bhuban Mohini Dasi Gold
Medal from the same university in 1966, the Rabindra
Memorial Prize from the Government of West Bengal in
1966, the Jnanpith Award in 1976, the Haranath Ghosh
Medal from the Bangiya Sahitya Parishad in 1988 and the
Jagattarini Gold Medal from the University of Calcutta in
1993. She was awarded Padmashree by the Government of
India in 1976. She has been conferred the D.Litt (honoris
causa) by the Universities of Jabalpur, Rabindra Bharati,
Burdwan and Jadavpur in 1983, 1987, 1988 and 1990 respec-
tively. Visva Bharati University honoured her with
Desikottam in 1989.

For her eminence as a novelist and short story writer, the
Sahitya Akademi confers its highest honour the Fellowship.
on Shrimati Ashapurna Devi.
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