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VIJAYDAN DETHA

Vijaydan Detha, on whom Sahitya Akademi is today
conferring its highest honour of Fellowship, is an original
and unmatched signature of Indian fiction, in many aspects.
Beginning with writings based on the oral tradition of folktale-
telling, he has by now created perhaps a rare, unparallelled
epoch in the history of narrative art. Like the cooing of a
cuckoo, the dance of a peacock or the wing-beats of a
butterfly, his writing is seemingly effortless but at the same
time, his stories abound in muiti-layered meanings and
significations. The stories, fascinating as they are, never fail
to astound the reader. In the infinite firmament of folktales,
his writerly flight would remains nonpareil, not only in the
present, but certainly for a long time to come. The writers of
this country affectionately call him ‘Bijji’.

Bijji was born on 1 September 1926 in the Borunda
village of Jodhpur district. His grandfather, Jugatidan Detha
was a famous poet in the Dingal poetic tradition in Rajasthani.
His father Sabaldan Detha was also an accomplished poet.
Bijji’s formal education began in Jaitaran township in what
is now the Pali district. He went to Barmer for his middle
school education. Here he began his life as a writer, with a
poem he wrote when he was studying in Class VI. The
headmaster of this school, Mr. Prahlad Rai, who was a very
affectionate person, got a firm impression of the child’s talent.
After this, Bijji was admitted to the then Durbar High School
of Jodhpur. While studying in this school, his creativity
exploded in the form of various pranks amongst his
schoolfellows. Ultimately what happened was that he was
rusticated, as he ran away from the school when the
headmaster, Gajendra Narayan Singhal caught hold of him
one day to inflict corporal punishment. Later, his cousin
Kuberdan Detha inspired him and supported him to take the
Matriculation examination from the Punjab Board. Finishing
his school final, he joined Jaswant College, Jodhpur, for his
higher education. As he was studying in this college, his first
book Usha, a poetry-collection in Hindi, was published.
This book too was another form of a creative prank—he
named the book after a classmate of his, Usha Pathak. The
sub-title of the book explains it all: 4 Depiction of Sunrise
and Sunset.
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Bijji began his literary journey, thus, in Hindi. In a weekly
coming out of Jodhpur, Jwala, he wrote three regular columns,
Dojakh ki Sair, Ghansyam Purdhah Girao and Hum Sabhee
Manav Hain for a long stint, under different pseudonyms.
From 1949 to 1952, he wrote voluminously in journals like
Jwala, Aag, Angare and Riyasati Weekly. Thus, while editing
many publications and writing, all of a sudden a critical turn
in his life came about. In 1959, he left Hindi behind and
resolved that he would write in his mother tongue Rajasthani,
and returned to his village, Borunda. Here began the journey
of his Batan Ri Phulwari, the legendary re-creation of
folktales. Bijji describes the process of the writing of these
tales: “I never thought before writing, neither did I read later
what 1 wrote. There was no need for any correction.” The
printing press was there, and there was Bijji’s pen as well.
His mind was at a kind of competition with the machine.
This way, 14 volumes of Batan Ri Phulwari came out.
The10th among these won the first Sahitya Akademi Award
in Rajasthani for Bijji.

The renowned film-maker Mani Kaul made a film out of
his short-story “Duvidha” in Hindi, in1973. After this, Bijji’s
short stories reached several major Indian literatures through
translation and the author got ready recognition. Building
upon this good will, two of his collections in Hindi, Duvidha
Va Anya Kahanian and Uljhan, did extremely well. Hindi
welcomed him warmly and the newspapers and magazines
of the language published his stories prominently. Kailash
Kabir, Bijji’s translator, made it possible that the musicality
of the Rajasthani language could be experienced as a new
flavour by the Hindi readers. One prominent critic in Hindi
wrote: “If there could be just one Vijaydan Detha in Hindi,
the short story in this language would be rid of the block it
experiences now.” :

Bijji is ever grateful to the Hindi readers, writers and
publishers for their warm acceptance of him. He admits that.
in a writer's life, good publication plays a big role. He
illustrates this point mentioning that after Duvidha Va Anya
Kahanian was published by Rajkamal Prakashn in 1979, the
readers’ response so inspired him that he was able to launch
himself again and again with renewed vigour.

Besides the 14 volumes of Batan Ri Phulwari in
Rajasthani, his important works published in Hindi are:
Duvidha Va Anya Kahanian, (1979), Ulihan(1982), Phulwari-
Volume 10 (1992), Chaudharayin Ki Chaturai(1997),
Sapanpriya, Antaraal, Mero Durd Na Jahe Koy, Priya
Mrinal(1998),Ujale Ke Musahib(2000), Lajwanti(2001),
Pratishodh(2002), Anokha Ped and Kabburani(children’s
writing). The Dilemma and Other Stories (translated by Ruth
Vanita), Dwandwa (Marathi translation by Vanita Sawant)
and translations of Batan Ri Phulwari in Gujarati, Marathi,
Oriya, Bengali and Urdu, served to spread Bijji’s fame far
and wide.

Besides stories, Bijji has done compilation and editing
of folktales and folksongs collected from all over Rajasthan.
His Rajasthani Hindi Kahavat Kosh in eight volumes is
deemed a monumental work. In 1987, he edited a book
Roonkh in which he presented to the readers a selection of
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the best of what he has read from other languages. Though
the Rajasthani Quarterly Parampara he edited lasted only
three special issues—Lokgeet, Gora Hat Ja, and Jethve Ra
Sortha—they were outstanding for the worth of their contents.
He also edited magazines like Prerna, Roopam, Vani and
Loksanskriti in Hindi and Rajasthani. In 1960 he founded.
along with the famous folk art connoisseur Komal Kothari,
Roopayan Sansthan, dedicated to folk culture, where
thousands of hours of recordings of folk music, musical
instruments, costumes, artefacts etc., have also been collected.
A lot of scholars from at home and abroad, visit this institution
for research purposes.

The magic of Bijji’s stories has fascinated countless
filmmakers, dramatists, and TV serial-makers. Besides Mani
Kaul, film personalities like Shyam Benegal and Prakash Jha
made films based on his stories. Amol Palekar signed up
with him for two films.

Noted Hindi writer and documentary filmmaker Uday
Prakash made a film on Bijji for Sahitya Akademi. He has
also made a series of ten telefilms titled Bijji Ka Khajana,
for Doordarshan, Jaipur, based on his stories. In several cities
all over the country, the dramatised versions of his stories
have been staged. Charandas Chor, directed by the celebrated
theatre director Habib Tanvir, attained legendary success
wherever it was staged, both within the country and abroad.

“Let alone writing, | am merely learning to read,” says
Bijji even after many awards have come in search of him;
besides Sahitya Akademi Award, Bharatiya Bhasha Parishad
Award, Kolkata, Bihari Puraskar of the K.K.Birla Foundation.
Nahar Puraskar, Mumbai, Rajasthanshree, Jaipur, Rajasthan
Ra Ratan, Ajmer, The Great Son of Rajasthan by All India
Conference of Intellectuals, Marudhara, Kolkata, Deep Chand
Jain Sahitya Puraskar, Delhi, are some of the important ones
he received. Doordarshan and Akaashvani have honoured
him with their Emeritus Fellowships. Bharatiya Jnanpith has
granted him a Special Fellowship for fiction-writing based
on “Love-stories of Rajasthan.”

Bijji has travelled abroad extensively, visiting
Amsterdam, Paris, Hamburg, Frankfurt, Heidelberg, Moscow,
Leningrad, and cities in Belgium and China.

Bijji has till now done no other work to earn a living.
Even at the age of 80, he runs about like a rebellious teenager,
with interest only in reading and writing. When he reads, he
doesn’t care whether the writer is big or small, young or
old—if he likes the work, he will praise it; if he doesn’t, he
will stop reading it immediately. Spontaneity is his virtue; he
is irrepressible, both in writing and reading. Says he: “I had
read Rabi Babu long ago. But, 1 could reach up to his great
lumenescense for the first time only in 1984 after reading his
short story “Streer Patra.”

Bijji keeps on going back to texts—whether his own or
by others. The text is dearest to him. One finds him saying
again and again: “One thing [ could learn by reading is only
this truth: that I am learning to read.”

Sahitya Akademi is honoured by conferring its Fellowship
today on Vijaydan Detha, the peerless Indian fiction writer
in Rajasthani.
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