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H| O A writer, no one
is an outsider,” res

ponded Vishnu Prabhakar
when  the historian RaC.
Majumdar asked him why
he, a non-Bengali, should
=20 through  such  pain-
staking offort to write a bio-
draphy of Sarat Chandra.
Such is the assimilalive
capacily of this man whose
life and  writings  reflect
imvariably an empathy with
the other—most oflen, the
marginaliscd and the
volceloss of socicty. He is
tascinated by the  less-
trodiden path, (the neg
lecied landscape, whether
these are of the mind, of
society or the actual, physi-
cal, earth. His passion for

i

travel—be it trekking up
Gomukh, paddling a hoat
on Hiver  Irawaddy,  or
taking a slow train  to
Trivandrum—is a  direct
manifestation of his love of
exploration and his joy in
variety: an indirect mani
testation of this passion is
reflected in his choice of
hobbics—philately, numis-
matics and penfriendships.

Born in Mirapur in 1912,
and brought up in Hissar,
Vishnu Prabhakar was
deeply influenced by his
mather, the first educated
worman in the family, whao
had brought a bhox of books
a5 prart of her dowry . One of
his earlicst recollections is
of plaving not with toys, but
with books,

A8 a stripling of seven-
leen, he ook up amploy-
ment at the Government
Callle Farmin Hissar where
he was o work for the next
filleen yvears. Al tweniy-six,
he married Sushila Devi
whowasto havea life long
influence over him—guid-
ing him when dircclions
were unclear, sharing his
rinmphis arnd disappoint
ments. His  nationalistic
actvities led w his arrest
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twice, in 1940 and in 1942
and he had to leave
Punjak,

while in service he edu-
cated himselt further, pri
vately, and immersed hime-
self in books, reading
voraciousiy  of  the Holy
Curan and the Bible, and
the works of Tolstov, Gorky,
Dickens, Hardy, Shaw,
CrMNeil, orlenry, Ganadhi,
Premohand, Bankim Chane
dra, Saral Chandra and
Tagdore.

The magic worlds thrown
open by his reading, and
the consequent re-interpre-
tation of his own expe-
ricnces, influenced Vishnu
Prabhakar in rwo wavs.
First. he becamo increas
ingly dissatisfied with the
rouline nature of his job
and fortunately was asked
to resign by the Punjab
Covernment, He came 1o
Delhi and eventually took
to freelancing after briei
spells at the Akhil Bhartiva
Avurveda Mahamandaland
the All India Radio, And,
second, his increasing sen
sitization to the fragility and
sadness of the huwman
condition led him into an
intense,  but shortlived,

acceptance of instndtiona-
lised religion, Through the
ups and downs of this
jourmey of selfrealization,
his two constant compa-
nicns  were his  under
standing wite and his love
for literature.,

His first short story, "Divveali
Re DN, wrillen under the
nom  de  plume, CPrem
Bandhu' was published in
1931 by Fhindi Milap
iLahore). He now has over
seventy  books of plavs,
short stories, biographies,
novels, travelogues and
charactersketches, 1n this
vast literary finmarment, i
would be difficultindecd to
pick out any one work that
best  represents  Vishnu
Prabhakar; if, however,
such a choice had o be
made, then the credit would
undoubtedly S0 w0 Awara
Massifh, his biography  of
Sarat Chandra Chatierjce,

Awara Massiir was the
outcome of fourtcen yvears
of tireless research involy-
ing journevs in Bengal,
Bihar and Burnma and
intcrvicws  with a  large
number of Sarars con-
temporaries. vishinu  Pra-
bhakar even learnt Bendali



specifically  in order 1o
understand his  subject
better. The book is widely
regarded as a landmark in
biographical  writing  in
Hindi. not only because of
its aurhenticity and rich
detail but also because the
biographeruses facisin the
samcway that a sailor uses
his COMMPass—as a Imeans
of  arriving  at  the more
important reality 1o which
‘the needle poimnts. The
subtle textures of Sarat's
thoughts and feclings are
hrought vividly alive,

This delicacy of percep-
tion is a  characieristic
feature of  Vishnu o Pra-
bnakars writing, and, it
becomes a powerful mode
of social comment when it
is used, for instance. to
explore the hehaviour of a
child interpreting the cor-
rupt world through inno
cent eves, or represent the
mind of a woman wrongiy
accuscd of infidelity.

Vishnu Prabhakar's place
in the world of Hindi letiers
is unchallcngod: the ho
nours, national and inter
national that he has receiv-
ed are manv—the most
recent being  the  prest
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gious Murti Devi Award and
the Shalaka Award, His
cormmitment to  literature
has taken the form of very
active participaton in many
literary bodies throughout
the country. He is also a
member of the Executive
Board  of  the Sahitva
Akadomi.

Yer! such is his modesty,
that he has alwavs said that
if o1 choice had w be mace,
hewould much prefer to be
redgarded as a good perscn
than as a good writer. His
place as a wrilter is s0
assurcd, howesver, that this
choice, formunately. need
never be made.
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A Chronology

1912 Birth

1920 Matric; joined
Government Cattle
Farm, Hissar

1931 ‘Diwali Ke Din’, first
short siory;
founded the Rama
Dramatic Club

1938 Marriade: with Sushila
Dewvi

1940& Arrested for alleged

1942 nalionalistic activiiies

1944  Resigned from job
Ioined Avurnveda
Mahamandal;
»Mermbwer, National
COongress Pary

1945 Adll Aur A, first short
story collection

1946 Resigned from job:
hegan frec-lance
Witing

1947  Went to Kashmir as
journalist writer

o500  Left the National
Congress Party

Lo51 Navirabhat (Play)

1955 Joined AR

1957  Resigned from AIR
and resumed free-
lance writing

1960 Visit o Burmea

oGz WVisit 1o LSSH;
first rravelogue
Jamuna Gans Ke
MNafher Mein

1974  Awara Massih

1975 Received
International
Humanist Award

1976 Second visitto USSR
Soviel Land Nehiru
Aoward for Awara
Mearssifi

1980 Received Rashtriva
Ekta saward;
Sushila Devi passes
away

1987  LUinar Pradesh Hindi
Sansthan Samman

1990 Murli Devi Avward for
Saita Ke Aar Paan
Shalaka Samman
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