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Subhas Mukhopadhyay

RI Subhas Mukhopadhyay on whom the Sahitya Akademi

is conferring its highest honour of Fellowship today is
one of the most eminent poets in Bengali whose sustained
creativity has nourished Indian poetry for more than six fer-
tile decades.

Subhas Mukhopadhyay's very first collection of poems,
Padatik (1940) took the literary world by storm by its strident
tone, its infectious youthfulness, its supreme command over
the technique, its wit and its unconcealed commitment to
political radicalism. Even Buddhadeb Basu, despite his
apprehensions about its political rhetoric, was tremendously
impressed by the young poet’s sure hold on the resources
of poetic idiom.

Subhas was twenty-one at that time. Born in a middle class
family at Krishna Nagar, Nadia on 12 February 1919 as the
youngest son of Sri Kshitish Chandra and Smt. Jaminibala
Devi, he had spent his early years in Naogaon in Rajsahi and
moved over to Calcutta in 1930, during the days of the
Non-co-operation Movement. It was his zealous desire to
liberate the workers from capitalist exploitation that found
him organising dock-labourers under the Labour Party in
1939 by when he had also started writing poems that ex-
pressed the same concern in a charged language. His identi-
fication with the communist movement that he joined in
1941, stayed with him for more than four decades right upto
the early eighties. He became joint Secretary of the Anti-fas-
cist Writers’ and Artists’ Association in 1942, and toured all
over Bengal the following year to report for the Party journal.
1948 was an eventful year for the poet as it saw the publica-
tion of his second book of poems, Agnikon that reflected
his anger and protest at the outlawing of the Communist
Party of India, as it also saw him in jail twice for his associ-
ation with communist activities. First it was a three month
term, while the second lasted two years. Agnikon was bitterer
than Padatik; yet his command over the verse form that he
used with certain deliberate distortions was as strong as his
commitment to the proletarian cause. His marriage with Gita
Bandyopadhyay in 1951 did not in anyway dampen his com-
mitment, he now lived and worked among Budge Budge
jute workers. He had meanwhile published Chirkut, his third
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collection of poems some of which contained intense images
of the Bengal Famine. He had also become the editor of
Parichaya and published Amar Bangla, a collection of repor-
tage followed by Bhuter Begarbased on Marx’s Wage, Labour
and Capital. Phul Phutuk, Subhas’s next collection of poems,
(1957) was a definite turning point in his career. The poems
become more sober and the poet's sympathies become
deeper and broader. Loud militancy is replaced by a mellower
humanitarian tone as when he states, ‘Whether flowers
blossom or not. It's spring time.’ The influence of the Tur-
kish poet Nazim Hikmet whom he had translated profusely
is perhaps responsible for the transformation of poetic
technique we witness in this group of poems, especially
the change from verse to prose, the terseness of style,
greater economy of words, and greater emphasis on
metaphors. Poems become shorn of all verbosity and
include a silence in their very structure. The poet seems
to ask the thunderstorm to be quiet and appeal to his
comrades not to be vandals. He waits for the Sandhyamani
flower to bloom in the evening.

This new sensitivity and the foregrounding of the aesthe-
tic were to stay with him in the years to come. Jate Durei
Jai (1962) for which Subhas Mukhopadhyay received the
Sahitya Akademi award shows a remarkable maturity of
style and vision. Subhas’s next collection, Kal Madhumas
(1966) includes a long autobiographical poem that gives
the book its title. The poet here warns us not to measure
him in our time-scale since the changing time is always
individual and specific. His other major collections like Ei
Bhai (1971), Chhele Gechhe Bone (1972), Ektu Pa Chaliye
Bhai (1979) and Jal Saite (1981) reveal his profound
humanism and articulate the contradictory moods of hope
and despair, humour and pathos, pain and pleasure, pas-
sion for the future and nostalgia for the past. It is also
evident that Subhas’s poetry rises above all forms of dog-
matism and sectarianism to achieve that rare universal
human appeal of all great poetry.

Subhas Mukhopadhyay’s prose has all the lucidity and
beauty of his poetry as exemplified by his four novels, four
travelogues and other miscellaneous writings. He has also
been a passionate and brilliant translator of poetry from
all over the globe. The poets he has translated include
Hafiz, Nazim Hikmet, and Pablo Neruda. He has also trans-
lated several works of prose including the diaries of Anne
Frank and Che Guevara.

Subhas has been a great globe-trotter. Tashkent, Cairo,
Beirut, (erstwhile) G.D.R., Hungary, Czechoslovakia,
Romania, Vietnam and Kazakhistan are some of the places
his poetry took him to. The many awards and honours
Subhas received include Sahitya Akademi award,
Afro-Asian Lotus prize, Kumaran Asan award, Mirzo Tursun
Zade prize (USSR), Kabir Samman, Ananda Puraskar,
Desikottam (from Viswabharati) and Jnanpith.

For his rare excellence as a poet in Bengali, Sahitya
Akademi confers its highest honour, the Fellowship on
Subhas Mukhopadhyay. O
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