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Syed Abdul Malik

he Sahitya Akademi is privileged to confer its

highest honour of Fellowship today on Syed Abdul
Malik, one of the most significant Indian novelists writing
in Assamese. His fifty odd novels evoke the minutiae of
common living and assert the simple truths of life that
almost studiously sidestep metaphysical speculation.
Teacher, scholar and creator that he is, his priorities are
clear and unequivocal.

Syed Abdul Malik was born in 1919 in village Naharani,
near Golaghat in Assam. After majoring in English he did
his Master's in Assamese from the Calcutta University.
At school he had excelled in Persian and taught Persian
at Jorhat college for a time. Before joining the ].B. College
as lecturer in Assamese in 1951, Abdul Malik had served
the Excise Department, was associated with the All India
Radio, Guwahati-Shillong and had a stint as a civil censor
with the Army during World War II. He retired as
Professor of Assamese in J.B. College in 1976. He was
nominated to the Rajya Sabha that year. '

Abdul Malik's novels exploit creative documentation
and they aspire to the level of historical tropes without
being circumscribed by mere, impersonal facts. It is
primarily this which has always kept him 'contemporary’
for the sixty odd years of his creative life. This in itself is
no mean achievement. We discover him in what he has
written and not really in what has been written on him.
After all, he responds to the contemporary situation as an
insider and never attempts a frozen, atemporal
encapsulation of ideas. In Rupaboreer Palas (The Silt of the
Rupaboree), for instance, he presents the fact and fate of
immigration, while in Sile Saar Pai (The Stone Awakens),
the personal pros and cons of his involvement with
Marxism are explored. It is in his insider's viewpoint that
one may try and situate his message, as he himself says,
and not in any overriding ideological commitment. His
short story 'Eghantar Itihas' (Annals of an Hour) addresses
socio-economic issues directly and is more of an exception.
Irony is dominant in such creations. ‘Beebhatsa Bedana'
(Monstrous Pain) recreates the sorrows and agonies of
Partition from individual vantages. Whether in his first
novel Omala Gharar Dhuli (Dust of the Playroom) originally
called L.M.C. cryptically, or in the later Rathor Chokori
Ghure (The Chariot Rolls) his socialist ideals and
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subscriptions are subsumed under a liberal humanism.

Not for him, therefore, is an idiom of desperation. The
fashionable alone cannot lure him. He does not feel
alienated even though he accepts, in his dignified stride,
the essential loneliness of the gifted. He is at one with his
environs, with his society. T like people’, he says, 'who
have a profound involvement in life, those who can
respond to the sorrows of living.' He is at one with nature
and finds a simple delight in the obvious attractiveness of
the river and the river and the rains figure significantly
and prominently in his fiction as do floods and the
occasional dry spell.

What keeps him alive, he says, is the reassurance of
the soul. He is the supreme critical realist in Assamese
fiction who is equally at home in — to him — the cognate
worlds of the town and the village, of the Muslims and
the Hindus. His 'romantic’ tales perhaps express the truth
of history and society better than the so-called politically
committed writing or the dreary abstractions of reports.
He affords strife-torn people an ease and an assurance
which are far from, and even alien to, escapism. His
historical sense and a mastery of tradition are implicit in
his idiom and vocabulary which are only at one remove
from the folk. All the mores and customs of his times and
people matter to him and he avidly follows them. The
conflict and togetherness in society inform his writings
and his characters are moulded by them.

Abdul Malik, however, never feels superior to his
characters. Consequently, nothing becomes ridiculous,
neither the old, niggardly Safiat or the eccentric do-gooder
Chandra in Surujmukhir Swapna, Deka Gosain in Nal-
Birina-Khagori (Sedge and Reed), Kamran in Rupaboreer
Palas and the host of other characters that people his fictive
world. There are no type characters though. Abdul Malik
is never overtly experimental, he is happy to tell his tales
simply, relying on linear narrative movement. The locales
change and the characters, with the locales. One may see
some family resemblance here and there but they are all
different like their stories.

His novels and stories, while responding to
contemporary reality, override the dictates of time and
remain as contemporary classics. Abdul Malik is the most
popular Assamese novelist and all his books continue to
attract readers of all ages and dispensations. He has
written a novel on the life and works of Sankaradeva, the
great fifteenth century saint-poet of Assam who had
preached Vaishnavism in this area. The book exploits the
genre of the creative biography and takes complete but
not unwarranted advantage of the creator's freedom. His
Dhanya Nara Tonu Bhaal (Blessed is the Flesh) has made
Sankaradeva available to the modern man and may be, to
some of us, his Sankaradeva is the real one and can
supersede the hallowed presence of legend and history.

In 1972, Abdul Malik's Aghari Atmar Kahini (The Story
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of a Migrant Soul), won the Sahitya Akademi Award. He
became the President of the Assam Sahitya Sabha in 1977
and was honoured with a Padmashree in 1984. In 1992
the Padmabhushana was conferred on him. His travelogue
on Russia Majot Matho Himalay (Only the Himalayas Stand
Between) won the Soviet Land Nehru Award in 1965. The
Dibrugarh University honoured him with a D. Litt. in 1988
and the Information and Broadcasting Department and
the Government of West Bengal conferred on him the
Eastern India Cutlural Integration Award in 1981. He won
the Assam Valley Literary Award in 1994 and the Azan
Fakir Award in 1995. The Harmony Award and the Assam
Express Award came his way in 1992 and 1993
respectively. He got the Moonlight Media Award in 1996.
The Assam Sahitya Sabha conferred on him Sahitya
Charya in 1997 and he won the Sankaradeva Award in
1999.

Abdul Malik celebrates man, not in his possibilities
alone, but in his realities, however mundane and
insignificant they may be. His immersion in the ordinary
makes crucial demands on his style and he has fashioned
a prose which is often heightened which in turn helps him
eschew the banal. It is a rooted and accommodating style
that responds alike to contending concerns. He heightens
it by romanticising — and he romanticises by easily
making love inform all facets of living. He calls himself
'a teller of tales’ and his tales, his novels and short stories,
address love in its giddy intensity, in its guiles and
frustrations, in its quiet sadnesses. His forte is the easy
graduation of the sad into the tragic. His heroes do not
have the words equal to their passion; they speak a
clipped, functional tongue but the reader is constantly
aware of the unspoken depths of their feelings. They are
often simple, unlettered souls like Gulas in Surujmukhir
Swapna (Longing for Sunshine) and they do not really
venture out except to clear-fell the jungle for new farmland
but they manage to traverse a whole range of human
concerns that begin and end with love and care.

Abdul Malik invests quotidian concerns with poetry.
True to the abiding Assamese ethos where all communities
share the same language and mores, he presents his
characters against this background of commonality; but
in his poetry urban realities dominate, with the inevitable
irony which entails his awareness of the complexities of
urban living. His mastery of the idiom of modern poetry
makes his three anthologies more than historically
significant. His concerns, however, seem to demand the
medium of prose. He is no prophet of incommunicability,
and while everything he writes is replete with genial
humour and wit, he wants to hold his ironic awareness in
abeyance.
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Abdul Malik responds to ideas creatively and his vast
repertory of titbits on diverse topics and areas make him a
formidable Renaissance personality. However, he accepts
ideas only when they are diffusible in the masses or else,
he suspects, he will end up denouncing his inheritance —
the masses, the peasantry that he comes from. He avoids
merely cerebratory forays, and encounters ideas only in
situations in the manner of our classical literature and his
characters are flesh and blood people who are all too
fallibly human. This affords him the complete human
landscape where blood, imagination and intellect run
together.

It is on this versatile genius, Syed Abdul Malik, that
the Sahitya Akademi confers its highest honour, its
Fellowship, today.




Acceptance Speech

Syed Abdul Malik

ahitya Akademi is a well established and well known

literary organization of India. I have been associated
with this organization for so many years. The various plans
and programmes of the Akademi have contributed
valuable literary works—original works, translations,
compilations etc. At the bahest of the Akademi, 1 translated
some important books from Bengali, Hindi, Urdu etc.,
into the Assamese language. I have also written books in
Assamese for the Akademi.

I am thankful to the Akademi for conferring on me

the prestigious Fellowship of the Akademi this year. I am
sure this conferment of Fellowship will enable me to
render some useful assistance to the materialisation of the
programmes of the Akademi, and also to contribute my
own share in building up the great literary organization.
I express my gratitude to the Akademi for its generous
decision in the matter of offering the Fellowship to me
and providing me with an opportunity to render my
service to the growth and development of Indian literature.
With thanks to all.
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