Assam Valley Literary Award acceptance speech, 1995

Mr. President, Dr. Anantamurthy,

Ladies and Gentlemen!

With your kind indulgence I would like to start with a couple of snippets from my young days. Long years ago, at the corner of the road in Panbazar in which we lived there stood a small Assam-type house with a handwritten plaque saying “Elite Mess”. It was a mess of a few college students, mostly cottonians (at that time Cotton College and Law College were about the only colleges in town). On our way to school (or may be we had then just entered college) we saw now and then a stoutish young student, somewhat short-statured, entering the house or striding briskly away. One of us would point and say, “That’s Syed Abdul Malik”. One day one of us stopped in front of a window and said , “Look, Look, Abdul Malik is shaving himself “. The room was in semi-darkness, in the sunny patch near the window someone was lathering himself in front of a small mirror slung from the window-frame. We stood there for about half a minute drinking in the scene, and then went our way.

Indeed, Syed Abdul Malik was something for us callow youngsters to gape at. It was not awe, though-just admiration. He was already famous as a short-story writer; some of us had read his stories. In those days there were very few Assamese journals-‘Ramdhenu’, ‘Jayanti’, ‘Surabhi’, an occasional ‘Awahon’, Madhab Bezbarua’s ‘Bhanti’, a couple of weeklies and bi-weeklies, an annual called ‘Bardoichila’ – and we took in most of them, so I could read almost everything he wrote. It was easy to keep track of a writer’s work, there being no bewildering surfeit of magazines and journals that we have today.

Another young writer I was introduced to at about the same time also lived in a mess , this one opposite the Latasil field, near the late film-maker brothers’ – Brajen and Nip Barua’s – house. This young writer was of average build, very mild-mannered and soft-spoken and with a gentle smile. Very avidly we read his short stories also, over the years (like in the case of Malik) I have lost track of his stories and novels, but I meet him occasionally for brief periods, and he is still the same affable and gentle soul, with the same gentle smile- the universally respected Mr. Jogesh Das. To be with him for even a very short while meant that one was in good company. Nations come to us by association, and one felt that writing short stories was a good thing.

The reason I bring up these two names is that both of them are my predecessors as Brahmaputra Valley Literary Awardees with them and with the other distinguished Awardees, surely I am in good company.

But I have my misgivings, I feel like an interloper. For, I have never wanted  to be a literary person, I was not at all interested in literary theories and concepts.(I would perhaps have liked to be a scientist, a competent physicist may be, but things did not turn out that way, and I remain to this day only a student of science- but of that later). I read what comes my way or what gets me interested; I write things when I feel the year to put down some ideas on paper, but mostly for money and to meet magazine and radio deadlines. My literacy tastes are rather lowbrow and perhaps these show in my writings. Indeed, one very perceptive Assamese critic once accused me of trying to make faces at great literature, and he said that a lot of my stories were only slightly above the level of toddy-shop tattle. This tickled me pink, because I never been inside a toddy-shop, but I have wondered how could I possibly make faces at great literature when I do not have the temerity even to look great literature in the face. For, I know that I am what might be termed a literary illiterate, and so I avoid literary discussions like the plague. Foe example, I have not yet read the full text of Tolstoy’s ‘War and Peace’, though I have seen several screen versions and read extracts here and there and been very much moved, but have always postponed reading the thick volume from cover to cover, may be because of some kind of intellectual sloth. Not that I always quail before voluminous books (I could never leave any Dickens half-read, for instance), but it might be one of the factors. A couple of years ago a friend of mine went into ecstasies over a comparatively recent literary rage, namely Milan Kundera’s “The Unbearable Lightness of Being”, and his fervour made me want to read it, but what has deterred me so far is the Unwieldy Heaviness of the Binding – may be, again, it is the philistine in me. Another reason is that some rather odd things have been said about my stories, esoteric stuff like ‘Stream of consciousness’, ‘alienation’, ‘Social commitment’ and what have you, and these have left me somewhat bemused and sometimes put me off books I have heard about and wished to read. Thus, reading that I have been influenced by James Joyee’s “Ulysses” even before I have read that novel, I did not feel like reading it when it came to hand, although I still yearn to read it(along with “Finnegan’s Wake”) one of these days. These critics now insist that if it was not James Joyee, it must have been Virginia Woolf, again not bothering to find out if I have read Virginia Woolf or not. The trouble, I think, arises from my habit of literary name… dropping- just as some people in their conversation let drop names of VIP’s and celebrities, so do I drop names of books in my stories, and the critics take it that I must have read them. I feel that too heavy a diet of World Literature is not good for a fiction-writer and that too much concern with literary trends and tenets are rather a hindrance, one cannot really express oneself with all these ponderous deadweight hanging around one’s neck. To me at any rate, literary theories are above my head, and I ignore them. All in all, I remain a very ill-read person, not at all fit to be called a litterateur.

But may be one can immerse oneself in lowbrow stuff and still get some inkling of good literature. As I said, my tastes are rather ordinary; detective stories, some science-fiction, humorous tales, tittle-tattle. Science-fiction is still regarded as something apart from ‘mainstream’ literature, but surely H.G. Wells or Ray Bradbury are literary figures? Jerome K. Jerome, Mark Twain or P.G.Wodehouse are on the surface Nothing Serious (to borrow the title of one of Wodehouse’s books) but has not a leading British critic described Wodehouse as “indeed one of our greatest writers”? Detective fiction is not supposed to be ‘great’ literature, but surely Edgar Allan Poe, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle or G.K.Chesterton are literary names? Then there is Georges Simenon, the Belgian novelist of detective and other genres- after my first Simenon, I hungrily devoured all the Simenons I could lay my hands on, his realistic, rapid-flow, straightforward narration of criminal investigation, interspersed with surprising flashed of deep psychological insight, holding me in thrall. I knew he was not regarded as a great French literature and I could not have cared less, so imagine my delight when I read that giant of French literature, the Nobel-laureate Andre Gide thinks that Simenon is “the greatest novelist we have had this century”. Here Gide exaggerates a bit, perhaps, but the tribute has been pure joy to us Simenon-fans. Climbing down the lowbrow-ladder a few more rungs, we come to Agatha Christie, whose tales are very clever but also very artificial, and she is decidedly not a literary figure – but Dr. Amaresh Dutta, who was then Professor of English  at Gauhati University, surprised me one day saying that he was thinking of recommending Agatha Christie’s “The Man in Brown Suit” as collateral reading (or something) for M.A. Students- for the book’s elegant style, wonderful English and some other literary merits (which I did not quite catch because while he talked a jet plane overhead gave out a loud sonic bang, followed by a defeaning screech).

Thus we see that there might be something like ‘Literature’ in even the most ordinary kind of writing, and may be my selectors have sensed something like literature in my flippant and superficial stories as well.

All this apart, when one is given a literary award, one has to accept it, embarrassment and all. In such a situation I have the great scientist Lord Rutherford to guide me. There are very few persons whom I can respect or treat as an Ideal. As a student of science one gets to know something about the scientists as well, and among then we find a few, a rare few, whom one can truly respect, people like Marie Curie, Louis Pasteur, Michael Faraday, Ernest Rutherford. Rutherford thought of himself as a Physicist and he rather looked down on Chemistry and Chemists, and may be now and then even made fun of them. But his theories of atomic structure and radioactivity are also fundamental to chemistry and he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry. This greatly annoyed and displeased Rutherford because he did not wish to be called a Chemist, but a Nobel Prize is a Nobel Prize, and he accepted it. It says in Sanskrit that the path to follow is the path which great men have taken, and so, although I wouldn’t dream of calling myself a litterateur, The Brahmaputra Valley Literary Award and I should humbly accept it and join the society of my illustrious predecessors. I heartily thank the Major Education Trust and my selectors for conferring on me this honour and, at the personal level, I am grateful to Mr.Gautam Baruah, Mr. Parimal Barkakoty and Mr. Bhairae Bora for the courtesies extended to me. I am also grateful to you, ladies and gentlemen, for so kindly and so patiently listening to this my rambling discourse. As I said, I am happy to be in good company.
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