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SITAKANT MAHAPATRA

Dr. Sitakant Mahapatra, on whom Sahitya Akademi
is conferring its Fellowship, is a prolific and outstanding
Indian poet and literary critic in Odia and English.

Born in 1937, Dr. Mahapatra was educated in Utkal,
Allahabad and Cambridge Universities. He holds a
Doctorate in Social Anthropology. After two years of
University teaching, he joined the Indian Administrative
Service in 1961. In that capacity, he held several
important posts, with the State Government as well
as the Government of India, such as Secretary, Culture,
Govt. of India; Secretary, Official Languages &
Chairman, National Book Trust, India. He has been
a fellow in Cambridge and Harvard, two premier
universities in the world. He has also been a Homi
Bhaba Fellow for 4 years.

Dr. Mahapatra has published 21 anthologies of
poems, 9 collections of essays on literature and culture
and 4 travelogues. His third collection of poetry, Sabdara
Akash (Sky of Words) won the Sahitya Akademi Award
for Odia in 1974. A prominent social anthropologist,
Dr. Mahapatra has translated and edited 10 anthologies
of Oral Poetry of Indian Tribes. The UNESCO, in its
collection of Representative Works, has published one
such anthology, They Sing Life (2002). OUP has published
his two major works on the transformation of tribal
societies of India, Modernization and Ritual and Realm
of the Sacred.

Remarkable for imageries and insights, sometimes
gleaned from the mythologies, both Indian and the
world, his poems bear another striking aspect: fund
of scholarship. This, the amount of scholarship that
Dr. Mahapatra brought into his poetry, makes him very
unique among the modern Indian poets. Yet another
telling feature of his poems is that even when borrowed
from the mythologies, the insights and imageries do
not drown the phenomena in the noumena. The man,
time, death and the attempts to transcend them are
often the lifelines of his celebrated poems. It would
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be no exaggeration to say that all searches, attempts
to transcend mundane limitations, nay, elan vital itself,
found new and vigorous voice and expressions in Dr.
Mahapatra’s poems. Dr. Mahapatra’s poems also
espouse lofty metaphysical principles and truths in
a simple, plain language that even a common man
can connect to, as in the following few lines from his
poem, ‘Reflection’.

The Reality and image

The two sides of a mirror

The light of one brings tears,

And the shadow of the other brings pain.

Equally seminal are his contributions in the field
of tribal poetry. Dr. Sitakant Mahapatra was the first
Indian thinker to realize the literary value of tribal
literature. His collection and translation of these poems
are invaluable and monumental. His works on the
tribal societies also focus on the relationship between
primitive, ritual based societies and the efforts of
modern state to initiate development programmes in
them, but most importantly throw light on plausible
reasons for failure of such initiatives.

He has received several Honours and Awards for
his poetry including Sahitya Akademi Award, Bharatiya
Jnanpith Award, Sarala Award, Gangadhar Meher National
Award, Joshua Sahitya Samman, Kabir Samman, Sahitya
Bharatt Samman, Soviet Land Nehru Award & Kumaran
Asan Poetry Award. The President of India conferred
on him Padma Bhusan in 2003 and Padma Vibhusan in
2010. Three Indian Universities have honoured him
with honorary D.Litt. degrees. Soka University, Tokyo
has conferred its Highest Honour in a Special
Convocation.

Dr. Mahapatra’s poem-anthologies in translation
have been published in most of the Indian languages.
There are eleven such anthologies in Hindi, four in
Punjabi, three in Malayalam and four each in Bengali
and Urdu. Five of those translators have received the
Sahitya Akademi Award for Translation. Dr. Mahapatra
is one of the few Indian poets, the translations of whose
poetry have earned Sahitya Akademi’s Translation
Prizes to five eminent translators.

Anthologies of his poems have been published in
14 non-Indian languages. In addition to the major
European languages, they have also been translated
into Arabic, Hebrew, Chinese and Japanese. Among
the translators are eminent scholars and poets like
Tan Chung, Aurel Covaci, Erik Stinus and Jojo
Boskovoski.
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Seven book-length studies of Dr. Mahapatra’s poetry
are available in Odia. Of those seven, two studies have
earned the authors D.Litt. degrees, three others doctoral
degrees for the authors. There have been two critical
works in Hindi, both by Dr. R.N. Srivastava and one
in Kannada by Dr. Rajasekhar Neeramanvi. A major
work titled Sitakant Mahapatra: The Mythographer of
Time edited by Sura P. Rath has also been published.
Two other scholars have worked for their Ph.D. - one
on the comparative study of Mythology in the Poetry
of Dr. Mahapatra and Sri Agneya; the second on the
theme “The Voice of Prayer in the Poetry of Rabindranath
Tagore and Sitakant Mahapatra’.

Three of his poems on Jara, Kubja and Yashoda have
been performed in Odissi dance style by Sonal Mansingh.
A Jugalbandi of the poem on Yashoda has been rendered
in both Kathak and Bharatnatyam styles by Shovana
Narayan and Prativa Prahalad. Dr. Kanak Rele has
danced the song on Kubja in Mohiniattam style.

Documentary films on his life and poetry have
been produced by Sahitya Akademi, Films Division
of India and Jnanpith of India. Ramoji Films have
produced two documentaries on his poetry in Hindi
and Telugu in their series Margadarshi.

Dr. Mahapatra has lectured extensively on
Development Anthropology and Literature and read
his poems in several Universities in India and abroad
including Harvard, Chicago, Birmingham; Soka
University, Tokyo; International Poetry Conference at
Struga (1975 & 1983), Universities of Leningrad,
Bangkok, Moscow, Paris and Stockholm. He has also
presided over several International Conferences on Art
and Literature.

Sahitya Akademi is extremely proud to confer its
highest honor of Fellowship on Dr. Sitakant Mahapatra.
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Acceptance Speech

I am thankful to the Sahitya Akademi for the award
of its Fellowship to me. I am happy it has come to
my language which has a very rich ancestry. Its classical
status which had never been doubt was recognized
rather late in the day. The literary development has
been continuous for centuries producing many
stalwarts. Beneficiary of its hallowed tradition, 1
dedicate this Fellowship to my twin Kavya Gurus, the
Odia Bhagabatkar Jagannath Das, who combined
intense philosophical quest with rare lyricism and
Bhima Bhoi, the tribal Poet in whom anger against
the inequities of the world and the search for personal
redemption were fused with rare competence.

I share my happiness with the countless loving
readers of my works and my writer-friends of different
generations. I would have been happier if the fellowship
had gone earlier to the great creator of the novel
Hidamati, who passed away as a centenarian.

When 1 received the Jnanpith Award in 1993,
Namwar Singhji edited a fairly comprehensive selection
of my poetry in Hindi translation and named it Tees
Kavita Varsha. Today I realize half a century has passed
since I started dabbling in poetry and also tried my
hands in other genres of literature.

Meanwhile my poetic persona has changed, life
and society around has changed and generations have
passed. I feel one thing has remained constant for me.
I have written with perfect honesty as I have lived,
with my never-ceasing efforts to live in poetry and
make it a part of my Being.

Seamus Hiney once observed that we speak of life
after death, but we should be more fundamentally
concerned about life before death. I have been on a
ceaseless negotiation with life and all the joys and
sorrows it offers with the relentless passage of time.

Every sincere poet is ever on the search for the
purity of the language, a language that can partake
of the dual purpose of reaching out to the core of
one’s being and providing, at the same time, a meeting
ground with other selves. His honest prayer is to take
the language to the beginning of all questions and
answers so that:
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Each child gets his toy

time its legends

each old man his dream

each swallow its drop of rain

each errant bird

its song and the sky.
(Invocation)

No matter how lonely, the world lovingly offers
itself to our imagination. We did not weave its web
of life. We are merely a strand in it. It reminds me
that I am in a family not only of men, but all creations
of God. I ask all of them: “tell me your despairs, loves
and sufferings and I will honestly tell you mine’.
William Logan has reminded us in inimitable words:
“don’t think you are the only bastard who ever suffered
___ just write as if you were”.

Sometimes I feel in today’s poetry a lack of the
sense of the past and its memories. No doubt I look
at the present, where after all we live. I am deeply
aware of its turbulence, its frustrations, its anger and
its dreams. I have looked at the past seeking to find
in it some order. A Lemon tree meets my great-
grandfather’s bone-relics deep underneath the soil. My
grandmother’s memory is the shadow of a cloud
floating across this land of my ancestors in its long
journey through history.

Language has to be after all, a way of reconnecting
with the past and delicately piecing together a shattered
world view imposing some order on its turbulence.
But there is a risk of our losing ourselves in the luxury
of language forgetting that poetry’s ultimate power,
both to challenge the inequities of the present and to
console the unfortunates, lies in its quest for meaning,.
It is easy to mistake the luxury of language and its
confusion for some deeper meaning expressing our
concerns, anger and anguish.

I am deeply in love with life and know the myriad
ways my love for it has tried to express itself. | am
the flowing river, the meditating mountain and all men
who suffer. I have admired their courage in facing
suffering and not to turn back on life. I do not love
nature as a separate entity. I am nature and its rhythms
are within me.

I have also faced death and know it arrives in
several garbs. [ have encountered it as an enemy while
keeping watch on my dying father on the hospital bed.
I have realized that it is my co-brother born from my
mother’s womb together and all my life it is getting
me ready to finally part, holding its hand to its kingdom
of darkness. I am deeply aware, however, that perhaps
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my intense love for life is somehow connected to my
awareness of death. I feel they are woven together
as in a garland.

I have tried to spell out my relationship to words and

language as in the following stanza from my poem
Words:

My words are the confused nightingale’s
half-lost, half-dead song at spring’s end;

my language is the deaf-mute infant’s hands,
eternally outstretched toward the angels’
unknown quarters; its cry embossed

on the earth’s sun-baked face.

Once again I convey my gratitude to the Sahitya
Akademi for conferring its Fellowship on me. I thank
you all for your patient hearing.

Sitakant Mahapatra



