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IMMORTALITY OF PASTORAL PATTERNS:
POET JASIM UDDIN'S CREATIVE WORLD

JE VOUDRAIS PEINDRE DE FACON SI SIMPLES
QU' A LA RIGUEUR TOUT LE MONDE QUI A DES
YEUX PUISSE Y VOIR CLAIR

Van Gogh'

Has he been only a village poet, a Pallikavi and left merely
pastorals for posterity? Answering the question might be found
useful not only to assess a celebrated poet but also to study the
reasons for a certain gap in the development of modern Bengali
literature of the mid-twentieth century. Indeed Jasim Uddin
(1903-1976)'* was one of the few most distinguished literary
figures marked by his distinct lyrical personality. In the Bengali
poets' pantheon, he would certainly be placed after Rabindranath
Tagore (1861-1941) and Kazi Nazrul Islam (1899-1976). Like his
simple name without a family title such as is so common to his
countrymen'”, Jasim Uddin's poetry is simple, unpretentious and
devoid of unnecessary conventions or imageries. For nearly five
decades he wrote pastoral poems, narrative kavyas, songs and
dramas on folk themes. But these creations are fresh innovations
or recreations of a modern mind and not just the blind imitations
of the timeless folk style. Hence, Jasim Uddin instilled in the
minds of modern Bengali intelligentsia a sense of value which
emanates from the village, thus allowing everyone to feel the
importance of the tradition and the heritage of rural civilization.
And unlike his peers, he could retain a relationship with the
illiterate and half-literate masses, no mean achievement in itself.

With the publication of his early poem. "Kabar" ("The
Graves"), he instantly became famous and known to the
furthermost corner of Bengal during the early thirties. This was
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particularly due to the acceptance of this poem in the school final
text book of the University of Calcutta, besides the fact that it
was published in a renowned journal of the avant-garde writers,
kallol. A close examination, however, reveals that at the time and
even later, his success in literary quarters was rather limited.
Dinesh Chandra Sen, Rabindranath Tagore, Abanindranath
Tagore, Kazi Nazrul Islam--all had encouraged him but they had
some doubt about the success of the genre which Jasim was
introducing. Gradually, however, he was able to create a world of
his own during the thirties while a sturm and drang continued in
Bengali literary history with the later writings of Tagore on the
one hand and of the so-called anti-Tagore modernists on the
other. In 1939, Jasim's Naksi Kathar Math was translated into
English and was received very well. This brought special kudos
to his poetic career.
11

The geographical entity now known as Bangladesh is, to some
extent, a cluster of villages. It was more so during the first half of
this century when Jasim Uddin lived there and enjoyed so much
his living that he collected folk songs and composed poems and
songs to immortalize the eternal flow of life in Bengal. E. M.
Milford, his translator, justly observes:

The villages of East Bengal have had a vigour
and vitality of their own. Folk art and craft and
dance have flourished there. Both Jasim Uddin,
the poet, and Jamini Roy, the artist, have found
inspirationfrom them. The rivers and canals of
East Bengal have reared a manly people
accustomed to swimming and boating and
fishing. On the other hand, there is an emotional
strain in Bengalis which the sufferings of
extreme poverty and a tragic history have
developed in them. They are tender and
imaginative: given to tears and laughter, their
stories end with tears unlimited.
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But with World War 11 already at hand the village folk no longer
found before them the idyllic "Golden Bengal." Nor did the city
dwellers, having left parents and sometimes wives in the villages
and feeling themselves uprooted. All suffered from an incurable
nostalgia. All could receive a kind of solace in the pastorals or
village ballads of Jasim Uddin. The forces and the weaknesses,
the hopes and the despairs of the people of the delta had not been
really written before. particularly not in the way Jasim Uddin
did. Another English Lady, Miss A. G. Stock, who came to teach
at the University of Dhaka just after the British had left, had
some interesting comments in her Memoirs. She writes about
Jasim Uddin:

He is that rare phenomenon, a good poet whose
University education has not cut him off from
the country tradition; illiterate villagers would
accept his songs and ballads in the same spirit as
those they learnt from their grand parents. |
should think his standing among them was
analogous to Douglas Hyde's among the native
Irish speakers at the turn of the century . . .?

Interestingly enough, she narrated Jasim Uddin's country, the East
Pakistan of the time (and Bengal of eternity) as "a natural
landscape of greenness and wide waters, a human landscape
compounded of poetry. politics and poverty."*

Now Faridpur, the native district of Jasim Uddin, is perhaps
especially compeunded with poetry, politics and poverty. The
place has produced a good number of illustrious sons of Bengal.
Among these we may note Alaol, an outstanding poet in the
middle ages, Nawab Abdul Latif, promoter of Muslim modernism
in the nineteenth century Bengal, to Shaikh Mujibur Rahman,
Father of the Nation of Bangladesh, and the two giant littérateurs
Kazi Abdul Wadud and Humayun Kabir. Besides, Faridpur had
perhaps more zamindars and other powerful people than did other
districts in modern times, But there was at the time of Jasim
Uddin, and there is yet. poverty--indescribable human misery

11




mainly due to natural calamities, particularly because of the
change of the course of rivers which destroy human habitats and
rice and jute fields. Most of these uprooted people today swarm
in Dhaka, Ask the rickshaw pullers or maid servants in the houses
of the Bangladesh capital and you will learn that they often have
come from Faridpur.

Jasim Uddin himself came from a poor family; once
solvent, the family developed taste in cultural pursuits. His father
was a teacher. Jasim, for his days, appears to have been a rare
example of someone able to complete university education while
busying himself all the time in literary activities. This education
did not, however, alienate him from his people. The more he
advanced in age and experience, the more he remained attached
to the people. This attachment, a life-long affair, moulded his
whole intellectual existence. In this matter he behaved very
differently from his fellow writers and intellectuals, who found
themselves developing split personalities. Barbara Painter rightly
points out:

Jasim Uddin knows every facet of village life in
Bengal and is partial to rural people. The heroes
of his poems and stories are farmers, fishermen,
ferrymen, boatmen, weavers, cowherds, even
roadside barbers. wandering gipsies, palmists -
and astrologers. For years he has listened to
folksong and folktales and in his own poetry has
tried to capture the rural manner of speech and
thought.’
11

Jasim Uddin's creative world is quite impressive. Equally
impressive are the reviews and critical studies on him.* A
cautious reviewer, however, might feel that only a small number
of his pastoral poems would reach any height of artistic
excellence even though his early poems, such as "Kabar" ("The
Graves"), "Palli-Janani" ("The Village Mother"), "Pratidan"
("Reciprocity") and the narrative kavyas like Naksi Kathar Math
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(The Field of the Embroidered Quilt) and Sojan Badivar Ghat
(Gipsy Wharf) are considered as immortal pieces and loved by
all. But there are many more remarkable poems on a wide variety
of subjects and moods, and they are generally centered around the
rural scene. He composed hundreds of songs initiating a new
genre of palli-sangit (village song), and several dramas which are
full of songs and dance tableaux and hence contribute not only to
the area of literature but also to that of the performing arts of
modern Bengal. In this category, Beder Meye attracts attention
for its widespread popularity.

Prose writings of great poets are apt to be ignored. This is
the case with Jasim Uddin. Yet there are a few critics, including
the present writer, who would like to consider his prose as of
special value not only for its readability but also for its
extraordinary artistic qualities.” In fact, what Roman Jakobson
writes on the prose of Pasternak can also be said about the prose
of Jasim Uddin:

Que sa démarche soit d'une touchante
maladresse ou qu'elle atteste une habileté
consommée, on sent qu' elle ne lui est pas
naturelle; elle ressemble trop aux pas d'un
danseur, 1'effort y est apparent.’

Like his great mentor, D. C. Sen, the literary and cultural
historian, Jasim created a prose which may be named "rhapsodic
prose." The creations in this form are ideal for describing his
nostalgia, his passion for the folk sense of drama and the subtle
but simple feeling of the age-old experiences of life. Even the
unusual, formal (sadhu) style of his prose keeps us completely
absorbed in reading him.

Although timeless in its orientation, Jasim Uddin's poetry
originates, no doubt, from the very core of the common people
and it represents the general mood of the rural folk. Living in the
village in his early youth, Jasim felt the futility of the nineteenth
century pseudo-classic tradition of Michael Madhusudhan Dutt or
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the Romantic lyricism of Rabindranath Tagore, created and
consumed essentially by the city people. As a young man, he also
observed the political movements directed against the foreign
rulers. These movements had so far been conducted from the city.
But Gandhi's noncooperation movement gave incentive to a
"back to the village" approach. At the time Jasim's Faridpur was
quite active with the revolutionaries of Anusilan group and the
Congress supporters. For some time the poet himself remained an
activist in the non-cooperation movement.” Hence, under the
socio-political order of the day, Jasim's all-out effort was to
recreate, with the available materials, an ideal and eternal
pastoralism which would immortalize him and his idea. He felt,
as if with a mission, that, even at the risk of going against the
current, he must explore the different states of consciousness, the
dreams or reveries of his people. And this he had to achieve
without ignoring the complex pattern and troubled coexistence of
the two equally important communities, the Hindus and the
Muslims.

But Jasim did not view the problem from a communal
angle. His ultimate intention was to reveal the beauties in a
suffering humanity, so he lovingly depicted the real internal
situation of the life around him. Thus, he explains the
background of his great ballad, Sojan Badivar Ghat (Gipsy
Wharf):

In our Faridpur district there live many poor
farmers. Muslim and Namasudra (Hindus).
Almost continuously there is a quarrel among
them over some insignificant incident. In all
these quarrels the wealthy Hindus and Moslems
encourage them and drive them down the path of
disaster. Among the rich and the landlords there
is no distinction of caste. In the world of the
exploiters all are of one class. If one could see
the condition these unfortunate Namasudras and
Moslems are left in by the oppression of these
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people, one could not hold back tears from one's
eyes. With just such incidents the plot of this
Book is constructed.”

From the beginning of his poet's career. Jasim could display
this quality of impartiality. While reviewing his very first book of
verses, Rakhali (pastoral poems), Kalidas Ray, a poet of similar
tendency and a critic of some distinction, compared him with
Kumud Ranjan Mallick, a well-known poet of West Bengal. But
Mallick in Ray's opinion "had scen the natural surroundings of
the village (palli-prakrti) as if with the eyes of a Hindu poet.”
But, he continued, "Jasim has observed with the eyes of a
Bengali, that is to say, he has observed with the eyes of both
Hindu and Muslim. Here is also the novelty of his poems." This
is indeed a great achievement for Jasim Uddin, and he could
attain this by following the tradition of the folk poets and singers
which existed then and still exists. To a large degree his
contemporaries had been victims of circumstances in this regard,
losing that quality of impartiality.

In pastoral poems and ballads Jasim Uddin expressed his
Weltanschawung more intensely than in other forms of his literary
creations. Consider, for example, the following lines of the Field
of the Embroidered Quilt:

What may we know of the secret sorrow
Of the shepherd in the field?

In vain we search in our joy and our pain
The secret of his to yield.

Our griefs are written in verse and book
That those who read may know.

But dumb are the griefs of the shepherd boy
Which only the flute can show.

Eternal the pain that is written only

On the tablets of the heart,

Unsung by the poets of our land

Who ignore the shepherd's dart.

Yet | may try to fathom this pain,
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To the earth if | press my ear

The voice of the soil speaks to me,

Its heart-beats 1 can hear.

The poets write of Brindaban

And tell of the play god:

The joys and pains of kings and emperors,
But not of the men of the sod.

Exiled in the heart of the village

Their speech but half understood

How shall we know these brothers and sisters,
How shall we feel their mood?

How shall we say what waves of pain,

In the heart of an exile beat?

How can words express the grief

Of the bird that does not weep?

Only he knows that the hunter's arrow
Has pierced his breast.”

We do not know if there can be any better introduction or
Jjustification for the pastoral patterns than this at a time when
such attempts could easily be failures or at least considered as
démodé. 1t is strange to find that Bengali pastoralism has
parallels in English literature. For not only in the nineteenth
century did pastoral poetry flourish in England, but, as George
Orwell writes in one of his 1940 essays:

War poems apart, English verse of the 1910-25
period is mostly "country”. The reason no doubt
was that the rentier-professional class was
ceasing once and for all to have any real
relationship with the soil; but at any rate there
prevailed then. far more than now, a kind of
snobism of belonging to the country and
despising the town. England at that time was
hardly more an agricultural country than it is
now ...: Most middle-class boys grew up within
sight of a farm. and naturally it was the
picturesque side of farm life that appealed to
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them--the ploughing. harvesting, stack-thrashing
and so forth. Unless he has to do it himself a boy
is not likely to notice the horrible drudgery of
hoeing turnips, milking cows with chapped teats
at four o'clock in the morning, etc., etc. . . . Most
boys had in their minds a vision of an idealised
ploughman, gipsy, poacher, or gamekeeper,
always pictured as a wild, free, roving blade,
living a life of rabbit snaring, cockfighting,
horses, bear, and women."’

True, the situation described by Orwell may not be that of
Bengal in its entirety a few years later. However, there was a
vogue in Bengal of this literary trend for some time. Several poets
had attempted pastoral patterns in and around the years Jasim
himself was writing. Kalidas Roy, Kumud Ranjan Mallick,
Jatindra Mohan Bagchi, Bande Ali Mian, Gobinda Lal Das, and
Wahidul Alam are among the few admired ones. But the success
of Jasim Uddin was most remarkable and none could surpass
him. The reason perhaps lies in what Verrier Elwin has to say
about his Field of the Embroidered Quilt:

It is impossible to read this deeply-moving tale
and continue to feel superior or indifferent to the
villager who is capable of such passionate love
and such deep sorrow. The greatness of a man
depends on his power to experience deeply--love
or hate, joy or sorrow. Jasim Uddin's villagers
rejoice and suffer. desire and are desired, hate
and despair from the very depths of their souls;
there is nothing trivial about them, nothing
superficial: They are real."
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NOTES

Translation : | would like to paint in such a simple way that strictly
speaking, all who has eyes could see it clear.

. It seems that his date of birth cannot be ascertained exactly. Many

have mentioned this variously as January 1, 1902/1903/1904/1906.

. Recently we have learnt that his family title was *Molla’ but the

poet did not like to use it.

Memoirs of Dacca University: 1947-1957 (Dhaka: Green Book
House, 1973), pp. 29-34.

"Introduction,” to Jasim Uddin, Gipsy Wharf (Sojan Badiyar Ghat),
trans. Barbara Painter and Yann Lovelock (London: George Allen
and Unwin, for UNESCO, 1969), p. 11.

For a representative, though not definitive, list of secondary studies
on Jasim Uddin see the bibliography of this article.

See also a recent article by Abu Hena Mustafa Kamal, "Jasim
Uddiner Gadya Shaili," Uttaradhikar (a Bangla Academy Journal),
Vol. 12, No. 2, April-June 1984, which underlines the importance
of the poet's prose.

Roman Jakobson: "Notes marginales sur la prose du poete
Pasternak,” Huit Questions de Poétigue, Coll. points. Paris:
Editions de soleil, 1977, p. 51. Translation : Whether his step be of
a touching blunder or that it certifies a consummate skill, one feels
that it is not natural to him, it resembles more to the steps of a
dancer, the effort is apparent there.

Cf. Jivan-Katha.
As translated and quoted by Barbara Painter, op.cit., p. 15.
Ibid.

“Inside the Whale," 4 Collection of Essays by George Orwell (New
York: Harbrace Paperbound Library, 1953 [1945]), pp. 222-223.

. "Foreword," The Field, p. viii.
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