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5 if e did not want his
[‘\ reputation as an actor
and director to cloud an
objective  assessment ol
his writing, Sombhu Mitra
published his early plays,
articles, and theatre-based
storics as Botuk, Suranjan
Chattopadhyay. Kshanesh
Prasad Dutta, Atanu Lahiri,
or Nayvananjan Ray. With
only ten printed plays—ol
them one a (ragment, an-
other an adaptation, yet
another a translation—and
two volumes of cssavs,
besides  occaslonal  arti-
cles, Sombhu Mitra has left
a decp impress on the
Bengali literature and influ.
enced the theatre move-
ment all over the country.

There is a rare philoso-
phic unity in all his writings.
an attempt to explore the
decpest levels of human
consciousncss and experl:
ence. His first published
play, Ulukhagro, written al
the age of twenty-seven,
echoes the irony of circum-
stances, the awareness of
time., of ripeness, readi-
ness and defiance  that
Mitra's epochmaking Chand
Baniker  Pala exprosses
through a  tauter assemn-

Blago of symbaols and meia:
phors,

His earliest writings have
a cynical irony. But one
discovers, as the sivle
matures, the intricate, inter-
locking contradictions that
make up lite and the indi-
vidual and leave him with
little by way of choice. And
vel choice is his only and
ultimate frecdorn. The mer-
chant in Chand Baniker
Pala, surrounded by the
ruin of his life, is left with
one defiant pride @ his act
of individual choice,

In much of Mitra's writing
there runs a deep sensc of
history as an amoral objec-
tive force. I the innocent
suffers  and  the wicked
prospoers, can moral dis-
tinctions have any mean-
ing? But neither the myth of
progress nor the consola-
tion of afterlife offors any
readyvmade answers, Truth
itself is impermanent and
rclative, In Ghurni, three
characters have their own
views of fruth and real-
ity, each valid inits peculiar
conlext, In such a situation
all the thinking porson can
do is choose his path: an
actof intellect. an assertion
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of his humanity, although
the human intellect itself is
a cruel burden.

Thistangle of cxpericnoes
and idcas is cxpressed in
a wide siylistic range. There
is alwavys a sharp, searing,
searching mind al work : an
intclicct that doesnt slide
into ritual ideas. This gives
his plays and stories their
linehv-balanced.  dialectical
core : the calm, examining
eve distils human nature to
its very essence and shows
it being reinvented by the
numerous, eiusive brushes
it has with the objective
world, which again has innu-
merable complex natures
being similarly moulded all
the time. It dissects motive,
action, speech and weighs,
from a distance, opposing
points of view,

But the trimmings round
this core are varied, A racy,
irreverent  wit  (Kanchor-
ranga, Liukhagre, Act ) or
a dry, wry hiumour (Adularricgo
Sambad and  Garbhauoeti
Bartarniaani or oa  cutiing
irony (UNukhagro,  Acts 1l
and ., Sangkraman)  or
cven the romantic's vision
of women and nalure, Ine-
deed, in some of his works

the terrible, fatal beaury of
women (Ghurni, Aranney,
Kadalidaha, Chand Baniker
Palay comes from a poct,
although he has never pub-
lished poetry.

Much of the sivle is, of
course, ihe result of exper-
imont with torm and lan-
suage, bedginning as early
as 1942 Ulukhagra, and
| S, Sangkramean. By the
time  of Ghurrh, 19850, a4
complex structure is achie
vied - short scencs, Sy
baolic cameos, the lelescop-
ing of time and space, the
imagery of darkness and
decay,

An o allogether  differenr
timbre is effccted in the two
plays written as Suranjan
Chattopadhyay. Their sivliz:
ed speech, comic gestures
and lorse human models
add up 1o a quite un-indian
black farce.

The most arresing t:xptzr-'
iments with language are
lound first in the essavs of
Suranjan Chattopadhyay. 1
i= a language totally differ-
ent from what Mitra writes
at the same time under his
OWN name. It is prose bt
has the majestic cadence of
epic pociry and  words



seem (0 have been picked
and put rogether with great
care towards an  internal
thythm with often uneven
MEasures,

The syntaciical path-find-
ing is continued in Chand
Baniker Pala with groater
complexity : he  makes &
mix of Sanskrit, dialec and
his ovvn original deviations,
o create a language that is
both romantic and robust,
capable of street-wit, poetry
and debaie.

For translations  and
adaptations, Mitra's appro-
ach is that of boih a critic
and a creator as he resha-
pes the original malerial.

His study of Jocasta (Pra-
sanga Narya) helps us to
understand this approach.
He tries 1o unravel the
dynamics of a play in thc
context of the authors lite
and times. Insights  andd
interpretations  are woven
in subltly @it may beo the
way a word or dialogue is
rranslated (Oidipous, Putul
Khelay, a movement of the
body [(as at the end of
Oidipous  which  tells us
that the truth, howewver
cruel, has dgiven the man
new dimensions), or the
way a play is edited and
rearranged (Royjon.

In doing the Bengali of
Oedipus, Mitra achicves a
rich, flowing rhythm that is
an aural treat and cvokes
the old world charm of the
Greck play. But his re-work-
ing of Tagore's Reaja is the
more startling, The sweep-
ing liberties he has taken
leave one breathless. The
ediling and music show a
master craftsman at work
Tagore's text is turned into a
moving, otal theaire experi-
ence, a theatre that's Indian
In structure, ethos  and
meaning.

Early in life Sombhu Mitra

had developed an irresistible
attraction for acting and was
guided by the celebrated
actor  Manoranjan Bhatta-
charva.  Afler  trving  the
amateur theatre, he took w
the professional stage at the
aige of twenty-four and work-
ed with actors like Sisir
Kumar Bhadur and Ahindra
Chowiddhury,

aitra tried his hand at the
cinema: he acted and work-
ed as  Associale  Direcior
with KA. Abbas in Dharti ke
Lal:and  in collaboration
withy Amit Moitra, he wrote
and directed Jogre Raho,
which won the Grand Prix
Award in the RKarlovy Vary
Film FFestival. But the cel
luloid did not hold hirm for
long and he soon returmied (o
his first love, the theatre.

In his wenties, Sombhu
Mitra had created a sensation
by reciting Jyotirindra
Maitra's poem on the Bengal
famine, ‘Madhu  Bangshir
Galce’ Thousands of peoplc
would gather and listen to
his recitation, which ook
about filteen minues, Over-
nighl quoucs soon became
a COMmmon OCCurrence o
witness nis  performances.
Even  in his  seventies,
queucs would starn forming
as early as forty hours betore
the counters opened, and
many spent two consecutive
nights under the sky for
lickets, 1o see Dasachokra,
his adaptation of Ibsen’s An
Enermyg of the People.

Sambig Mitra has become
a living legend,
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A Seleot Bibliography

PLAYS

ARTA Diusyva An incomploie  play
written sormetime in 1944-45. later
published in BoruRuPEE Madazine
in June 1979,

ATuLase:  Samisan, Published  in
Bonureeee under the pseudonym
Suranjan Chatopadhyay in Sep-
rember 19965,

Fipsan Published  in Bosoeoeek,
B2 15TeN

Crann BaMiKeR Pals. Published serni-
ally froim 1965 N BOHURLIPEE
under the pseudonym Boiik, and
latesr in his o narme, published in
book fomm in 1975, Calcutta: M.C
Sarkar and Sons, .o 154, 22 cm.
2nd impression 1985,

CraranavaT BarTasaasy. Published in
Borururee under the pscuadonym
Suranjan Chatopadivay in Jan
Lary 195,

Cil s Written in 1950, published in
SAHITYAFRATRA, later in BoHURUPEE
in September 1965, printed  in
bk form in 18966, Caloutia
Granthapectn, po 102, 22'Cm.

FLamtHANRAMGA. N Collatoration with
Amil Moitra, Calcutta. Grantha
peeth, 1961, 4th  IMpression
1976, p. 95, 22 Gm.

LiuumHacra, Wrilten  In 1942; pukb-
lished in Bonureese in Seplember
1970, . 68,

TRANSLATIONS AND
ADAPTATIONS

Purur Kreva, Adapted from Henrik
Ihsens A Dows Houss, Satvab-
rata Library, 1958, p. 140, 18 cm.

Flaos  Omeous. Translkated  from
sophockes's Oemeos Rex; Caloutia.
Makshatra Frakash, 1969, p. 88,
I8 cm.

(The abone plays have Deen pul-
lished wogether in January 1988
with  the  title Choeous.oPUTUL
KHELA

SHORT STORIES

ArarsEy. Written under the pseu
donym kshanesh Prasacd Dol
pubdished  in Bosurope: 0
Crclobser 1963,

AsAakoryis Written uncher the pseaes
dorym Kshanesh Prasad Dutla;
published in BoduRuPEE 1N Sepr
temiser 1962,

Faslpans  Published  in Awssars
Mmadazine in 1975

Samirrasan Published I Aras
literary magazine in March 1944,

Tismals, Published in Aram 0 Soep-
termbwer-Ocrober 196,

ESSAYS

AHHINAY NAATAR  MancHa  Calouna,
Sarvabrata Library, 1957, o 142
22 Cm.

PraSAMGa NaTva, Calouta, Sanskrit
FPustak Bhandar, 1972, p. 245,
22 Cm.

Murmerous other essays on heatre
and  sociely  dealing with Indian
Iheatre, the crisis of Bengali theatre,
slagecrafl, recitation, profblems of
theatre groups, character  siudkes
from  different  plavs,  the  Other
Thesatrs Movemonl, poersonal expert
enees of foreign theatre and wirh life
and art In general have been pub-
lishicd in magazines like Bod riees,
Wisva Braram News, ERsSHAN, NaTun
Sarriva, ParicHay,  SaHMYA PATRA
CHATUILAMNG A, SIC.

Some English anicles like ‘Scense
and Nonsense of Theatre”, “hodem
Russian Theatre”, “The New Theatre
in Bengall®, “The Hoot of Indian
Theatre” were published in Lics
HLUSTRATED WeEkLy oF [Npia,  and
HiNDUSETAN TS WEERLY Fespeciively

A Lapour oF Lovi, broadcast by
Akashvani, and Face To Face an
interview published o the  looos
TRATED  WEEKLY oF Inoia give  his
observarions on theatre.

Soimbih Mitra had aken up sesw:
eral pseudonyms at different points
of time in writing his anicles, They -
are Atanu Lahiri  (Mancha-Sajjar
Bhumika), Nayvananjan Hay (Quoia.
liens from Stanislavsky), Suranjan
Chanopadhyay. 7

He: wrone articles titled Promiti
Prashakta”,  “Sanmarda  Saparya’,
“Mabonaiva Andolon®, E Naamor
Shesh Hok® and "Satvesh Gupta’
Mnsen Keno?”
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A Chronologsy

Birth

Onthe professional stage

Joined LPT. A

Ieibarn bancdi; Nabanna
Dharti ke Ll

Left LP.T.A and formed
Fis ovvn Hroup,

named it Bohurupes
twio vears later
Ulukhagra, Chhenra tar
Bikhab, Char Adhyay
Dasachakro

FRalkta Karcbi

Karlowvy Vary Film
Festival Grand Prix for
Jagte Raho;

Yisit 1o USSR,
Czechoslovakia,
yugosiavia and Poland
Putul Khela

Sangect Natak
Akademi Award
Kancharronoga, Visanan
Raja Oidipous

1965

1 966

1967

19770

1971

1972

| L3763
1977
1 980

1983
| 98-

[ 986

Raja;

Wisit o LsA ancd UK.
Fellow,

Sangect Nakak Akadoemi
Visit to Phillipines,
Japan, LISA, Canada.,
and  Germany
Fadmabhushan
Poggler Ghodia,

Chups Adlalar Chealche
Wisit 1o USSH,

East Germany and
Crechoslovakia
Magsaysay Award,
Yisit to Phillipines
Wisiling Fellow,
Visva-Bharati

Ciclifen

Falidas Samman

D Litt. from Rani
Drurgarvati University,
Jabalpur
Lo, Litt, from Rabindra
Bharati Lniversity.

Al the inauguration of the 125t Birth Anniversary Celebrations of
Rabindranath Tagore, MNew Delhi, May 1986
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