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This cruel river

The predominant feature in Arun
Mitra's poetry is his decisive rever-
sal from the prevalent feeling ond
form. His poems read like solilo-
quies and in reading them, one
identifies a voice no other than his
own. This is achieved In two ways
The climate of ideas in his poems
identifies itself with the contermpor-
ary social milieu, Thus his readers
find their agony and aspiration
expressed in his poems. The ather
thing that makes his poems unigue
is his diction. It seems as if his words
can laugh and cry. While com-
menting on this, Subhas Mukho-
padhyay observed, “Arun Mitrg
does not excavate words from the
grave of books. The mouthy man is
his dictionary™.

Bom In-1909, Arun Mitra passed
his childhood days in the semmi-rural
mofussil town of Jessore, Af the
age of five. he was brought fo
Caleutta for schooling but the city
could not make him a loyal citizen.
At every opporunity, even in his
college days, he would wisit his
kbirth ploce ot the cajoling call of its
natural surrcundings. He reposited
this pastaral kigs in his memeory for
a long fime and gradually it grew
on him and formed the basic
fabric of his literary self. The days of
Jessore gave his lifie ancther direc-
tion too. His maternal uncle’s house
at Jassore where people of diffe-
rent ideclogical faiths used to visit,
infroduced him with the world out-
side. He came in contact with both
the moderates and the radicals of
the freedom movernant and some
leading literary talents of the
period,

After graduating from Ripon Col-
lege, Arun Mitra enralled himself in
the depariment of English of the
Calcutta University but he could
not complete the course for cer-
tain domestic problems. He had
developad, on the other hand, g
kind of oversion to  formal

Hisses like a snake,
Iron-breath piles up dark clouds all day long,
Forest-fear seffles down on the banks,
The teeth of viclence gnaw atf the sweet roots,
& Our hands join and becorne a challenging dam,
i The furious expanse reverberates with vows of death,

(The Dam)

academic pursuits too. He would
rather follow the tune of Bhish-
madek  Chattopadhyay  and
Sachin Deb Barman from one col-
lege sccial to another,

Arun Mitra joined the Ananda
Bazar Patrika in 1931 at the inst-
ance of Sotyendranath Majurmdar,
the then editor of the poper, who
was like a menter fo the young
poet. The residence of Satyendra-
nath Majumdar was a centre of
throbbing literary activities of such
young writers as  Swarnakamal
Bhattacharya, Bijan Bhattacharyag,
Binay Ghosh, Sulodh Ghosh and
others. Arun Mitra too joined the
group and gradually came closer
to the progressive literary move-
ment of the thiries in Bengal,

In 1942, Arun Mitra left the Anan-
da Bazar Patrika and joined Aran,
a fornightly. In the same year he
was included in the working com-
mittee of the Artl-Fascist Writers'
and Artists” Association. His first col-
lection of poems enfiled Fran-
tarekha (Border Line), was pub-
lished next year. Since then clmost
fitty years have elapsed but peo-
ple still remember the spell of such
poems as ‘Lal Istahar’ [Red Man-
itesto) and "Kasaker Dak: 1942" [The
Call of the Kasak : 1942) as recited
by the legendary actor Sambhu
Mitra in -public gotherings. Prob-
ably Arun Mitra acquired this pas-
sionate poetfic voice and the glow-
ing mood from his elemental
cynarmism of youth and ungual-
ified and unflinching cllegionce to
his faith.

The poems of his next collection
Utser Dike [Towards the Source],
were written between 1943-48 and
1951-53. The famine, acute crisis in
employment resulting from  the
world war, the rise of religious
fanaticism, communal rots, parti-
tion of India, the revelt and repres-
slon in Tebhaga and Telengana
constituted the backdrog of these



Receiving the Akademi award from Dr 8. K, Bhattachanqya,

poems. Intially the poet tied to
ignore the bleak present as o
passing phase of history and even
attermnpted to counter it with an
imaginative bright future. But scon
he realised that such an exercise
fantamounts to escapism. So he
faced the reality as such and
came o terms with it with o bumn-
ing soul.

In the early thirfies Arun Mitra
hod starfed learning French 1o
read Victor Huge in original. His
pursuits of French language and
literature for nearly fwo decades
utimately led him to France in
1248, where his researches on the
White Literary Group earmead him a
Ph. D.from the Sorbonne in 1931
On coming back fo India in 1952,
he joined the Allahabad University
as a Professor of French. For exact-
y two decodes, Arun Mifra was
thus somewhat removed from the
main siream of Bengali poetry. But
he kept the fire burning and when
on retirement in 1972 he came
back and setiled in Calcutta, it was
like the return of the prodigal son.

lhe poems of the Ghanishiha
Top (ntirmate Warmith) were written
n the sixties, The national as well s
nternational scenario at this cru-
cigl juncture of time did not
appeor quite inviting to him, He
finds the situgtion suffocating, He
sees godlless processions going

out of sight. But he waits with his
hands on the sleeping seeds, he
collects pieces of charcoal tfo
ignite them in another winter, he
dreams of breaking the storny days,
In Mancher Baire Malite [On the
Floor beyond the Stage], he de-
clares that he remains awake, Not
on the stage, but beyond it on the
ground, sightless, inthe form of an
intense friendship. There is avery
attempt to keep the optimistic
stralns ringing, but the poet cannot
concadl his sighs either. His poems
of the seventies were collected in
Sudhu Rater Sabda Nay [Not Cnly
the Sound of the MNight] and
Fratham Paoill Sesh Pathar [First Silt
Last Stone). Arun Mifra received the
Akademi Award for his collection
of poems erntifled Khunjte Khunjfe
Efa Dur (Come Sc Far in Quest) in
1987,

At the age of 82, Arun Mitra is old
and emaciated, but still intense
and youthful. In one of his recent
poems, he can still tell the free to
“set up the sun on your broken
oranch” and the river 1o "make the
fairies donce on your dried bed”™, A
relentless fighter against all that is
ugly and untrue, Amun Mitra be-
lieves that “the fight began from
that very moment! when drops of
milk went down the tender throat/
the fight against nothingness.”

Arun Mitra believes that o poet



should not speak like the wise, but
like the blind, touching. With his
nerves and fissues and veins, he
must be on the same plane wheare
his recders are. A deep faith in
man and creation and an asto-
nishing sensuousness in reaching
out to communicate remain the
ulfimate essence of Arun Mitra’s
creafivity, In his own words, “Some-
times a few blades of grass bring
up from the depths a wonderful
possibility info the region of the
sense, | know for certain that in our
touches there is sunlight, there is
rain. If you do not see any flow, any
green, do not wait, but come near
me. Let us arrange our veins and
arteries over the dark fissures. Then
we'll find our outlet. We'll see our
words fransformed into fields of
com and flowers™,
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A Chronology

1209 Born in Jessore  [now  in
Banglodesh)

1930 Graduated frorm Ripon College,
Calcutta

1930 Involvament with political activi-
ties at Jessore

1921 Joined Ananda Bazar Palrika as
a sub-editor

1035 Served o5 a courer in the

-38  underground activities of the

Cormmunist Party

1938 Married fo Santi Bhaduri

1942 Membear, Anfi-Fascist  Writers’
and Arlsts Association

At Stuchy

1943 Pranfarekha, a collection of
poerms, published
Joined Arari as a full-fime assis-
tant editor

1248 Went to France for researches
an the White Literary Group
at the Sorbonne University

1951 Received Ph. D,

1952 Joined Allohabod University as
Professor of French

1966 Received the Ultorath prize

1972 Retfired from Allahabad Universi-
ty and settled at Calcutta

1979 Received Rabindra Smriti Puras-
kar of the Government of
West Bengal

1987 Recelved  Schitya  Akodemi
Award for Khunfle Khunite Efa
O

1988 Member of Advisory Board for
Bengali of Sahitye Akademi

1989 Member of General Council of
Poschim  Banga  Banglo
Acadery

19 Awarded D. Lift (Honoris Causa)
by the University of Rabindra
Bhcrarti




