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“How, lor example, can one not he
amazed at the apparenl good-
humoured ease with which
Mabaneeta Dev Sen, internationally
known schelar-critic, poet, novelist,
and short-story writer, has turned
the orderly Bengali patriarchal
family edifice lopsy-turvy? Through
her highly popular, acule, humorous
lravelogues, short stories, and
novellas, she brought her own
women-only and female-headed
household into the living-ronms of
Bengalis,”

Burnila Bagpchi

Here is, perhaps, an apt de-
scription of the genius of
Nabaneecta Dev Sen. Born in 1938
in Kolkala, o two celebrated
writers, Narendra Dev and
Radharani Devi, she could nol
but hecome a writer herself, Her
mother was a very famous poet
and a fine critic. Her father was
also a poet and an erudite scholar,
well-read in Persian, Irench and
German, In her own words: 1

was conceived in the womb of
one poet and sired by another,
Poetry, I suspect, was ruling my
stars from the verv first momenl
of my being; I had no way of
avoiding its grips. Even my name,
Nabaneeta, was a gift from
Rabindranath.”

Mabaneeta began writing verse
in early childhood: her first crop
of writing was published when
she was seven, in her school
magazine—lwa poems in English,
fwo in Bengali, and lwo prose
pieces, one in English and
another in Bengali. “So my debut
was as a poet and a prose-wriler
and a bilingual writer at that!”
she says.

She studied English litera-
ture al Presidency College, Kolkata
and took her Master's degres from
Jadavpur University in 1958. In
1959, her lirst collection of
poems Pratham Protyay came out,
She procecded to do doctoral
studies in Indiana University,
USA, but after a vear, returned
home for her marriage with
Amartva Sen, the Tulure Nobel
Laureate. Settling down with her
hughand in Massachusetls Insli-
lute of Technology where he
taught, Nabaneeta had her re-
search credits earned at Indiana,
translerred 1o Harvard Univer-
sity. When Amartva Sen moved
to Cambridge, she wenl along
with him; she managed to do her
viva there itself and got her Ph.1D.,
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in 1963, when she was 25. The
same year her eldest daughter
was horn,

The next decade was spent
in following her hushand wher-
ever his academic pursuil took
him—universities of Britain and
America, In the meanwhile, a
second daughter was born, But
somewhere on the way, differ-
ences grow and her marriage broke
up. The pain of the experience
was exprassed in her poems,
which she went on wriling
steadily. In 1974, her sccond
collection, Swaagata Debdut
[(Welcome, Angel) came oul, and
received much critical acclaim.
However, the flow of her poetry
was to be arrested, afler her

gol into this world of hers, and
they forgot to pity her. They
became a part of a pleasant
experience, so rare these days in
literature, and in life. Magic of
creativity started working won-
ders and Nabaneeta's output
bhecame prolilic. Author of 16
novels, 15 collections of short
storics, three volumes ol poetry,
nine volumes of children's litera-
ture, four travelogues, four val-
umes of belles lettres, and one
play, her creative genius can truly
be described as versatile.

Her first nowvel Ami Anupam
which came out during the
Emergency, in October 1976, was
a political novel, about the Naxalite
movement, questioning the role
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divorce in 1976. She explains:
“When my marriage broke, when
[ came back from England before
my divorce—during the period
of separation — my poems had
become very intense and sad.
They were strong, good poems,
certainly not lear-jerkers, but one
could see, here is a woman who
is poing through a lot .... I think
the poems were giving me away,
and making the readers feel sad
and worried aboul me. So I
stopped writing poelry lor a
while, just to protect my emo-
tional privacy, and [ think il
harmed me in some way, because
the low of my poetry decreased
as 1 started writing prose.”
She began to write about her
family...her mother, daughters,
dog, cat, car el al. The readers

of intellectuals in leading voung,
ideologically excilable people into
lerrorist activities and then not
taking the responsibility lor whal
happened Lo them when they
walked inlo death and disaster,

She wrote Sheel Sohasik
Hemuantalok, (1988) about an Old
Women's Home, with women rom
very dilferenl backgrounds. An
inmale here, an elderly writer
willhh a terminal disease is the
protagonist,

In Bama-hodhini, [1997] one
of her most important novels —
both for the subject matter and
for the experiment with form —
she has used several genres,
several forms of narration, thivd
person, first person, lellers,
memoirs, research notes, songs,
poetry elc. which has perhaps
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not been attempted before in
Bengali.

Her travel stories are really
transgressing and personal.
The first one Karuno Tomar
Kon Path Diye (1978) is “a
rather funny, irreverent account”
of her visil lo the Maha Kumbh
Mela, on a sudden inspiration,
lotally unprepared and all alone,
The second, Truckbahoney
Macmahoney (1983) is about a
hifch-hiking she did all by hersel,
to Tawang, on the then NEFA-
Tibet border. Both are wvery
popular, going straight to the
readers’ hearts.

Mabaneeta's academic life has
been very successful. Her stand-
ing as a comparatist is very high,
going solely by the number of
invited lectures she delivered,
papers presenled ininternalional
seminars, positions she held in
related academic associations and
the awards and recognition she
received for her professional
perflormance. However, she
once told Elisabeth Bumillar:

= R

“When 1 retire, should T say 1
am a retired professor of com-
parative literalure...? 1T don't
think so. 1 would probably say
I am a poet. [ would say I was
a poet before anything else.”
The awards and honours that
sought her oul for her creative
wriling bear testimony to her
accomplishments as a writer of
rare stature.

In the ultimate analysis what
Nabaneeta Dev Sen, the writer,
does ig, transmitling warmth, and
getting the same in return from
her readers. She said lo Rila
Menon in an interview: “Peaple
feel they can trust me, they feel
[ will understand. They feel I am
of some use to them when
they need human warmth, My
writing is obviously creating a
bridge between these individuals
and myselfl so that they feel I'm
part of their lives and in a way
they become a part ol mine,
loer. il's a blessing, .. what more
can I expect from life? Or from
arl?”
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