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Narayan Surve is among the
few conternporary Marathi po-
ets whose works have been un-
reservedly acclaimed by people
from various walks of life. His
poetry has struck responsive
chords in the hearts of workers
as well as university academics
and pavement-dwellers as also
intellectual critics, When Surve's
poems started being published
in prestigious journals in the
late fifties, it was a revelation to
the world of Marathi literature
that a man who actually lived
on pavements and warked in
textile mills could produce such
profoundly sensitive poetry. But
long before Surve was acknowl-
edged by the Marathi middle-
class literary elite as a poet of
exceptional merit, his songs had
already been on the lips of agi-
tating workers and volunteers
in social movements. Many of
his poems today have passed
into legends as folksongs and
Surve cannot claim them any
maore as his personal creation.
Those were verses inspired by
history, people, the environ-
ment and the creative upsurge
of the people. The titles of his
first three collections of poerms
appropriately indicate the can-
fidence and fighting spirit of the
oppressed in symbols that tran-

scended the then prevailing jar-
gon of middle class poetry.

Inmodern Marathi poetry, Surve
can truly be regarded as a pio-
neer of a rebellious school that
created space for Dalit poetry.
Dalit here is being used as a
broader term inclusive of all the
downtrodden and the op-
pressed irrespective of caste,
creed and sex. Surve has never
hidden his attachment to Marx-
ism. In fact, he is among the
very few poets in Maharashtra
who boldly acknowledges that
acquaintance with Marxism has
helped him understand life and
society better and has lent
depth, breadth and a compas-
sionate vision to his poetry. And
that is why his poetry easily
leaves behind the Marxist cli-
ches and directly touches the
hearts of prostitutes, middle-
class mothers, shop-floor work-
ers and drawing-room intellec-
tuals alike.

In Marathi, there is a long subal-
tern tradition of songs and po-
erns that expressesthe agonies
and anguish of the oppressed
castes and classes. But they
were mostly bound by stoic fa-
talisrn and even defeatism that
was the hallmark of the social
structure then. In Surve’s voice,
the oppressed found a new note
of spirited determination, a
readiness to fight for human
rights and even the confidence
that the future was theirs. It
symbolised the post-industrial
awakening of the masses in this
land.

Surve's was the first distinct
voice of the appressed in mod-
ern Marathi poetry much be-
fore the emergence of the now



conventional Dalit poetry,
which finds itself trapped in the
cliches of castes and looped
itself into an imagery of vio-
lence which has lost its impact
because of overuse.

Surve's poetry has originated
from the red-hot crucible of a
factory-shop finding its suste-
nance on Bombay’s disjointed
pavernents and drawing its in-
spiration from the metropolitan
slums where humanity is the
only capital that people have.
However, it has refused to con-
fine itself to the congested
milieu of its origin and has
soared high in the sky to relate
itself to the universal concerns
of humanity. It reveals to us the
human creative spirit which sur-
vives against all odds of life,
sorrows, troubles, sapping ex-
ploitation and disastrous ca-
lamities. And indeed, his poetry
itselfis a melting pot of modern,
post-industrial imagery and
traditional symbols. It shocked
and rendered speechless many
sophisticated readers who
discovered that the characters
in Surve's poetry more often
than not identify the half moon
with a piece of coarse chapati
rather than associate it with

some conventional romantic
sCcene.

It is not that love, romance and
tenderness have no place in
Surve's poetry. Onthe contrary,
they are all there in abundance.
But in Surve's poems, we con-
front these emotions from a
totally different perspective. In
two of his masterpieces of con-
versational poetry, a form which
he handles with astounding lu-
cidity and beauty, Surve hurls
at us with all primoerdial turbu-
lence the touching turmoeil of a
woman's heart. The poems are
Money-order and Tumchach
MNaauv Liva... In both these po-
ems, the woman happens to be
a prostitute. In the first she dic-
tates a letter to the near and
dear ones back at home, a let-
ter accompanying the money-
order, And in the second, she is
enrolling her child in a school
when she asks the teacherin all
innocence to write the latter's
name in place of the child's
father's, Most often Surve sees
the woman as the mother ar
woman as the primordial fe-
male power. But she figures
also as a romantic lover, The
romance in his poetry always
has the background note of a
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factory’s rhythm or of the clut-
ter of trams and trains, the ca-
cophony ofthe slum orthe battle
cries of an explasive social or
political agitation.

Surve's conversational poetry
has an innate rhythm and his
verses and songs reveal his mas-
tery over language and metre,
There is hardly any sickly self-
indulgence in his poems, nor is
there a loud advertisement of
his social cornmitments. It has
the mellow mellifluence of a
romantic heart when it deals
with ordinary situations and av-
erage emotions. But it sears
and bursts with explosive fury
when it encounters oppression
and exploitation, particularly of
women, It hardly leaves a plea-
surable ambience behind, It
leaves in ils wake, a profound
cathartic socrrow, a turbulent
emotional disturbance and a
sorrowful heart wrenched with
unknown sadness, and yet full
of human pity, hope and deter-
mination.

Mot only has Surve pioneered a
new school in Marathi poetry,
he has also signalled the beqgin-
ning of a new era of modern
Dalit poetry. His niche in the
world of Marathi literature will
ever remain unassailable.

Surve's style of reciting poetry
has also endeared him to the
masses. He fetches crowds of
poetry-lovers wherever he goes
in Maharashtra. Surve does not
know who his genetic parents
were. For he was born an or-
phan, his unfortunate mother
having abandoned the infant
almost immediately after giv-
ing birth. But before the infant
fell prey to the canine predators

of Bornbay's garbage dumps, it
was taken to bosom by a
woman, a textile worker her-
self. Her husband too worked in
a mill. The couple gave love
and warmth to the child and
raised him as their own son.
The boy was named Narayan.
‘Surve’ comes from Gangaram
Surve, the father's name. Thus
brought up in a textile workers’
family, Surve has a profound
understanding of the labourer’s
mind. Being an ‘adopted’ child,
Marayan was showered with
love and attention by his
mother's women co-workers
and his father’s colleagues. He
knew the mill area like the palm
of his hand and worked in vari-
ous departrments of textile mills.

Surve grew with the working
class movements of Bombay,
imbibed their fighting spirit, has
had schooling only upto the
primary level and was naturally
drawn into the freedom mowve-
ment at an early age and then
towards Marxisrn. Alargely self-
taught person, Surve started
writing poetry and short stories
as a growing child, participated
in theatre and sang folksongs -
sometimes his own - in chorus
groups during freedom move-
ment and workers' agitations,
and later in the Samyukta
Maharashtra movermnent. As he
never forgets to emphasise,
Surve drew his creative inspira-
tion from the working class mi-
lieu, from the freedom move-
ment and from the people
around him. Some of his po-
ems such as Dongari Shet
Maaza (Ga... constructed as
improptue songs for the pur-
pose of workers’ movements,
portray with deep sensitivity and
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understanding the authentic
agonies and unending struggle
for livelihood of the working
class people, particularly work-
ing women.

Surve worked as a fourth class
employee in the Bombay
Muncipal Corporation and so

did his wife whom he calls his
friend, philosopher and guide.
He retired as a primary school
teacher. Lack of formal educa-
tion was never a handicap. To-
day he is on the boards of stud-
ies (Marathi} of Pune, Shivaji
and Marathwada universities
and is the chief editor of Lok
Vangmaya Griha of Bombay, a
reputed publishing house. His
poems have been translated
into many Indian and European
languages and he has earned
several honours for his creative
contribution. He also had the
honour of chairing the first work-
ers’ literary gathering at Punein
1992. For the young and aspir-
ing poets in Marathi, Narayan
Surve is already a legend.
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