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SANKHA GHOSH

Sankha Ghosh (b 06 February 1932; Chandpur, Tripura, now
in Bangladesh) is an institution by himself in Bengali literature
spanning nearly the last five decades. Always maintaining a
low profile yet firm convictions, equally deft in prose and
verse, he is decidedly the most considerable Bengali writer
of his times; considerable both for his assertive stand on
values concerning life and for the masterly delicate nuances
of his poetic idiom and prose style. An academician of high
repute, he has also helped to shape the literary expression of
poets as well as prose writers following him for nearly two
generations.

Son of the renowned Headmaster and Bengali
grammarian, late Manindrakumar and Amalabala Ghosh,
Sankha Ghosh had a brilliant academic career. He stood
sixth in the order of merit with Letters in six subjects out of
seven, in Calcutta University’s Matriculation examination
covering the whole of undivided Bengal (1947) and first in
Visva-Bharati’s Adyabharati conducted by the Lokasiksha
Samsad Examination Board (1946). A product of the
prestigious Presidency College, Kolkata, where he did his
[ntermediate Arts (1949), he won the coveted Bankimchandra
Medal for his accomplishment in Bachelor of Arts
examination with Honours in Bengali (1951) and topped the
list in the Master of Arts also in Bengali (1954).

After short stints at Bangabasi College, Kolkata (1955),
Jangipur College (1955-56) and Baharampur Girls® College
(1956-57), he settled at the City College, Kolkata (1957-65).
His reputation as an inspiring teacher spread from this
institution which ultimately took him to the Jadavpur
University in 1965 and from there he retired in 1992, firmly
setting aside all requests for extension beyond the age of
sixty. What now is a university of excellence owes much of
its academic fame to his legendary classroom teaching, a
feat now becoming increasingly a matter of the past. The
unquestionably greatest living authority on Tagore, he had
alSo served briefly as the Director of Rabindra-Bhavana, the
Tagore Memorial Research Institute at Visva-Bharati,
Santiniketan (1989-90), when his tenure was cut short by
illness.

Sankha Ghosh’s growing reputation got him invited from
far and near. The first of these came from the University of
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lowa’s (USA) International Creative Writing Program for
the year 1967-68. Several visiting assignments were extended
in honour of him: Professor at Delhi University (1974), Fellow
at Visva-Bharati, Santiniketan (1978) and a Writer-in-
Residence at the same University (1984), a Poet-in-
Translation programme at Bharat-Bhavan, Bhopal (1983), a
Poet-in-Residence at the Indian Institute of Advanced Study,
Shimla (1987-88) and finally an Emeritus Fellow of the
Ministry of Human Resource Development, Government of
India between 1993 and 1995. For nearly a decade (1994-
2004) he has edited and has seen through its completion, the
entire works of Tagore published by the Government of West
Bengal.

Though Sankha Ghosh has never cared for any prize,
these have come in showers on him. Even a select list might
run long: Nakshatra Puraskar (1976: specifically for the poem
“Sangini™), Narasingdas Bengali Prize (1977: for Murkha
bado, samajik nay), Sahitya Akademi Award (1977: for
Babarer prarthana), Asan Prize (1982; for Prahar joda trital),
Siromani Puraskar (1988; for Kavitar muhurta), Rabindra
Puraskar (1989; for Dhum legeche hrtkmale), Motilal Puraskar
for lifetime achievement (1990), the title of Rabindra-
tatvacarya from Tagore Research Institute (1992),
Kamalkumari Foundation Award for Culture (1992).
Svarnancal Puraskar from Bharativa Bhasha Parishad (1994:
for Gandharva kavitaguccha), Joshua Award for distinguished
literary career (1997), Desikottama. Visva-Bharati, 1997-98.
Saraswati Samman (1998; for Gandharva kavitaguccha).
Sahitya Akademi Translation Prize (1999; for Raktkalyan),
Gangadhar Meher Prize (2002) and so far the last,
Annadashankar Memorial Prize (2004) for literary
contributions.

Sankha Ghosh has not been a very prolific writer. He
shot into eminence with his poem “Yamunavati” inspired by
the death of a mofussil girl killed in police firing during the
Food Movement of 1951. The issue of social protest has
been a constant theme in his writings ever since. Extremely
conscious of quality and true to the genuine inner urge of
poetic inspiration, his poetic output has not perhaps been in
proportion with the stretch of his career. Besides Kavita-
Samgraha in two volumes and Gadya-Samagra in seven
volumes, both yet to be completed, the author has more than
twenty books of poems—including two volumes of poetry in
translation, twenty-five books of prose and ten juvenilia apart
from translations of Girish Karnad's Hayavadana and
Raktkalyan. He has more than a dozen of edited books to his
credit, besides the later volumes of Rabindra-racanavali
which he did almost single-handedly, in particular the two
volumes of hitherto uncollected writings of Tagore and the
final one, a monumental compendium of information related
to Tagore’s works.

He has reinterpreted the truth of poetry anew for the
post-Tagorean Bengali literature. His poems touch upon the
basic chords of human sensibility; his undertones are more
effective than hundred pronouncements. Once read, these
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pervade the readers’ consciousness so deeply that it becomes
almost impossible to escape their impact. Generally
recognized as a poet of the 50s, he does not belong to any
particular literary coterie or any trendy vogue of his times.
Rather, with his maturity and poise, he sets an example of
literary eclecticism. His is a vision and a voice that elevates
and enkindles readers’ emotions.

For some time now, the poet in him had been trying to
replace words by whispers and sculpt poems in silence. Words
became commonplace experiences everyday, vet from these
he could create an aesthetic, authentic total poetry where
individual components never showed up. Besides this
discovery of his personal voice and a style bearing his own
imprint, he remains assiduously engaged in interpreting the
times and the people he belongs to.

As it were, he has been scaling new heights and reaching
unfathomable depths of poetic sensibility with the publication
of any new volume of poems. Here, one can mention some
like Adim latagulmamay (1972), Babarer prarthana (1976),
Praharjoda trital (1982), Dhum legeche hrtkamale (1987),
Gandharva kavitaguccha (1994) and Chander bhitare aeto
andhakar (1999). Anger, sarcasm and its concomitant despair
have paved the way, as it were, for a realization of tragic
equilibrium. His latest book of poems, as of now, bears a
title which is symptomatic of this transformation: Jal-i pashan
haye ache (Water shapes to stone, 2004),

As a critic, Sankha Ghosh towers over the contemporary
Bengali literary scene. Perception and scholarship seldom
combine as inextricably as they have in him. Intricate textual
analyses backed up by meticulous factual findings provide
the basis for his sensitive critical explorations. Considered to
be the finest critique of Tagorean and post-Tagorean literature
with all its complexities, his prose writings highlight issues
and themes unravelling the inner meanings with creative
sensibility. Perhaps his has been the first successful endeavour
to understand Tagore as a comprehensive creative mind.

Yet one may feel that his reputation as a Tagore scholar
has unduly put to shade his true standing as a towering critical
faculty. As a poet it is quite expected of him that he would
be writing more on the art of poetry. But the benchmark of
his critical writings has perhaps been to problematize the
particular in the context of a wider movement of ideas. That
is how he moves freely in literatures of other languages
without any feeling of “othering,” ever. In fact, he earnestly
pleads for ‘broadening of tradition” which has lent the title
to one of his major book of essays, Aitihver vistar (1989). At
the same time he is fully aware of the problems emanating
from the interpellations of culture which he addresses on
multiple levels and in various areas of creative activity. In
the process we find him assuming an amazing and extremely
original theoretical position and giving them a logical
viability. While books like Nihsabder tarjani (1971), Sabda
ar satva (1982), Kalpanar hysteria (1984), Kavitalekha
kavitapada (1989), Kavir barma (1998), Isara avirata (1999)
were based on the experiences of reading literature in general,
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E amir avaran (1980), Nirman ar srsti (1982) and Kavir
abhipray (1994) were specifically founded on his
understanding of Tagore.

He has been no less successful with his personal essays
(Journal, 1985; Ghumiye pada album, 1986) and anecdotal
reminiscences (Baier ghar, 1996; Aekhan sab alik, 1997,
Samayer jalchabi, 1998). Even his children’s writings have
won the hearts of growing kids. He hardly treats the readers
of his limericks or fictional writings as mere children and
never dilutes issues to protect them. It does not mean that he
bares the adult world to them; but he can present it in a way
that may make them understand things with more feeling
and sympathy.

Gifted with an exquisitely sonorous voice and a sense of
drama in everyday life and literature, he has also set a model
— though rather high to attain — of script-writing for
Akashvani, Doordarshan and some very special musical
programmes. In the midst of such losses, it is heartening to
note that his CD recording of recitations from his own poems
(Mukher patharchabi, 2004) has been published early this
year.

[t is reported that Sankha Ghosh has remained among
the best sellers of the genres he writes in for more than a
decade now. But what seems to be noteworthy is that it has
not left any mark on his penchant for experimentation — be it
in his thought content or the form of presentation. But to cap
everything, all those who have known him for long and
intimately, attest that it is perhaps even more rewarding to
know the man who even after such social acclaim prefers to
remain as incognito as possible. _

Sahitya Akademi is honoured by conferring its highest
honour, the Fellowship, on Sankha Ghosh, the acclaimed
Indian poet and critic in Bengali.




