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Niranjan Bhagat Memorial Award
Acceptance Speech

Tridip Suhrud

“The Poet”, said M K Gandhi, “has no equal.” He was not only speaking
of a particular poet, Rabindranath Tagore in this instance, but of all
poets. Poets he knew had the power and the calling to stir the souls
of people long suppressed, it was the Poet who become the medium
through which the Grace of the Divine came upon us “like a shower
of mercy” and most importantly the poet was no slave to anyone’s
creation. The poet, Gandhi said, lived in a “magnificent world of his
own creation—his world of ideas”. The poet as an inventor creates,
destroys and recreates.

I am NO Poet, I am at best a slave to somebody else’s creation.
And yet, here I am, recipient of an award instituted in the memory
of one of our foremost poets and receiving it at the hands of one who
has come to represent—to embody—the quest for the autonomy of
our aesthetic realm, realm of ideas, the domain of beauty and most
crucially the need for words to retain their capacity for meaning.

I know, have known it ever since Anna Akhmatova began to
emerge from the fluid, sensuous lines of Amedo Modigliani’s drawing
to whisper the calling of the poet. She says to me and to us that the
poet has to recognise and help likes of me recognise the faces of those
who wait, inconsolably outside or beneath the gates of prison and in
our case the courts. It was she, the poet who taught me:

How terror can escape

from lowered eyes;

How suffering can etch cruel pages

Of cuneiform-like marks upon cheeks.
It is the poet, always the poet, who teaches us to strain our ears and
hear:



The trembling fear inside a hollow laugh.
And it is for this reason, more than any else, that I am deeply touched
and moved to be called upon—however briefly and fleetingly—to
partake of this universe of poetry that Professor Bhagat both inhabited
and epitomised.

When I think of him, I am reminded of Rainer Maria Rilke’s
Requiem; no, not of the homesickness of the departed but, how
comfortable, how at ease in the world of the ancestors are those who
lived a good life.

I have my dead, and

I have let them go;

And was amazed to see

Them so contended:

So soon at home in being

Dead, so cheerful,

So unlike their reputation.
A little more than a decade ago, in May of 2007, when the plains
burnt with equal ferocity, when neither the flames of Gulmohar nor
the green, heady smell of mogra brought any respite I wrote an essay
on the melancholy, a spiritual cloud that hung above me and since
it weighed heavy on me, I believed that it hung heavy over the city.

That evening I received a call that I had least expected. From
Bhagat Saheb. He spoke of the beauty of the sparse prose, of the world
of books that I inhabited, we laughed about the fact that my maladies
were so very 19th Century and then most unexpectedly he asked me
about ‘fear’. And I replied as one when often does when one is cither
naive or young—and I was unfortunately both—with the lines from
Viktor Khlebnikov, lines that have been written for poets whose lives
have been haunted since the exile of Ovid.

What a great thing is a police station,

Where I have my rendezvous with the State.
And Bhagat Saheb laughed, not a hollow laughter but a careworn
laugh of an elder and he quoted—as one is expected to—one of my
favourite poets: “He toys with tributes of half men.” To which I could
only reply with Mandelstam’s opening line from that poem:;

At ten paces you can't hear our words.
Professor Bhagat was far too aware and jealous of the autonomy of
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words to surrender his creativity, to confine his imagination only to
the realm of the political, much less to the domain of everyday politics.

He was—and many of you who have come together to celebrate
him, known this—among those few in contemporary Gujarat to whom
the phrase—and it is not just a phrase, it is a mode of life, a state of
being, an act of living—*The Life of the Mind” can be applied without
any reservation.

“Life of the Mind” of course means being immersed in constant
and rigorous inquiry and reflection, subjecting everything, including
one’s own creativity to reason. But Life of the Mind is more than that
as Hannah Arendt reminds us, yes Arendt who told us about Banality
of Evil, it comprises of three aspects: thinking, wi]ling and judging. It
is thinking that contributes to our capacity to tell right from wrong,
it is willing that allows us to take responsibility for our freedom, thus
saving us and freedom from fatalism, and judgement is the capability
for aesthetic judgement; the most fundamental being the capacity to
recognise truth from a lie.

Bhagat Saheb represented the life of the mind in this
philosophical sense and not just in taking absolute delight in never-
ending conversations about literature, life and ideas.

As for me, I am a willing slave to someone else’s creation. The
role of a literary translator is that. It is also the role of the one who
annotates—granted that only those who are captivated by the immense
beauty and potential of this almost forgotten craft of writing footnotes
can annotate. The note maker’s craft is to be a footnote to someone
else’s creation.

But, having been trained in social science—and that too by the
likes of Ashis Nandy—I am far too aware that the meeting between
the State and the Poet is never innocent, or routine, like checking
veracity of the Aadhar Number. Words are always far too nimble,
far too amorphous and possessed of liquid polyphony to lose their
capacity for meaning. And for this reason I have always sought and
found comfort in words, in literature and philosophy. The hyper-real
travels in the imaginary lands give me solace. I rejoice in the world
explored through the holes in bed sheet as if it were a body of a
purdah-nasheen. 1 am inclined to believe that the monkey that came
and took away my bottle of ink and pipe cleaners in Simla came out
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of Borges’s story to warn me that I was becoming far too arrogant
and complacent in my craft. And poetry always agitates me. And
it is my belief in the fantastic beasts and imaginary lands that does
not allow me—has never done so—to be a social scientist. And my
lack of faith in numbers—especially numbers given by psepholgists—
to represent reality have caused enough suspicion about my methods
among my colleagues in social sciences for them to happily abdicate
any responsibility for my kind of scholarship. Because they know far
too well that I believe these lines more than I believe in data. “A
trickle of blood came out under the door, crossed the living room, went
out into the street, continued on in a straight line across the uneven
terraces, went down steps and climbed over curbs, passed along the
Street of the Turks, turned a corner to the right and another to the
left, made a right angle at the Buendia house, went in under the closed
door, crossed through the parlour, hugging the walls so as not to stain
the rugs ... and came out in the kitchen, where Ursula was getting
ready to crack 36 eggs to make bread.” I like to inhabit the imaginary
land between literature, politics and philosophy. It is an imaginary
land but not an illusionary land. And what saves me from this fate
where eventually lines between imagination and illusion are blurred
and obliterated is my apprenticeship to a man called M K Gandhi.
This apprenticeship has in some ways created a ground beneath my
feet, taught me great many things and given me more than what an
ordinary person—a non-poet—can and perhaps should aspire to; and
this award is a testament to what I have received.

But the greatest gift that this apprenticeship has given me is
the awareness of that timeless dialogue, dialogue between Jesus of
Nazareth and Pontius Pilate:

I was born for this, I came into the world for this:
to bear witness to Truth!
Truth? What is That?
We know, says Akhmatova that after this:
Magdalena smote herself and wept,
The favourite disciples turned to stone,
But where the Mother stood silent.
No one person dared to look.
We know that since the time of the prefect of Judea the State has
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been suspicious of truth, and it has never been more so as it has been
today; a world in which—a world that some call pose-truth—there is
no philosophical distinction between truth and lie.

Gandhi has taught me—taught us, dare I say—that we are part
of that timeless dialogue, that we have to place ourselves within that
moment, hearing the question echo within us.

I hope, I aspire to be able to hear this question echo within me.
If I am able to do that even in a small measure, and rejoice in it; |
would consider myself somewhat worthy of this honour and for that
I shall ever be in debt of this trust and its trustees.
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