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SRI ARAVINDA
SARIT SAGARA

- Dr. Prema Nandakumar,
& Srirangam.
11. Bankim Chandra Chatterji

The third volume of SABCL also
brings the first sustained critical study
of an author by Sri Aurobindo. Towards
the conclusion of his stay in England,
Sri Aurobinbdo was preparing for his
Indian Civil Service examinations. He
had begun learning his mother tongue
Bengali as part of his studies. However,
he decided not to enter the civil service
and instead took up the post of an
assistant in the court of the legendary
Sayaji Rao, the Gaekwad of Baroda. He
was also invited to teach in the
Maharajah’s College. From the time he returned to India, he was quite anxious
to learn his mother tongue, Sanskrit and of course Gujarati which was the
native tongue in Baroda.

He progressed quickly with his studies as he had a tutor at home to
teach Bengali. Since reading is the best way to improve one’s diction, he took
up the novels of Bankim Chandra Chatterji, the highly acclaimed author of
Ananda Math and Devi Chaudhurani at that time. Soon, he proceeded to
study the novels with a critical eye. His early essays in the Indu Prakash had
ruffled some Congress feathers, and he had been requested to tone down his
articles. Well, he would walk another path now. As an Indian trying to learn
about his motherland, Sri Aurobindo had come across the prefect teacher. At
the same time, now he had also found the right subject for his future articles in
Indu Praksh in Bankim Chandra Chatterji. It was also a timely look=back to the
great novelist for the famous Bengali novelist had passed away on 8™ April
1894. Sri Aurobindo’s articles on Bankim appeared in Indu Prakash from July
16 to August 27, 1894. It is interesting to note that these articles were simply
signed “Zero” Which was perhaps appropriate for Sri Aurobindo contains
infinity!

Brief articles, but a complete picture of Bankim the patriot, the officer,
the novelist, the philosopher, the guide. The opening is to the point:

“Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyaya, the creator and king of Bengali
prose, was a high-caste Brahman and the son of a distinguished official in
Lower Bengal. Born at Kantalpara on the 27th June 1838, dead at Calcutta on
the 8th April 1894, his fifty-six years of laborious life were a parcel of the most
splendid epoch in Bengali history; yet among its many noble names, his is the
noblest. His life shows us three faces, his academical career, his official labours
and his literary greatness; it will be here my endeavour to give some description
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of each and all.”

Bankim’s genius was recognized and appreciated quite early in his
life. How many children can master the alphabet by reading it just once, asks
Sri Aurobindo. He is all admiration at the quick learner who studied Sanskrit to
get “a feeling for its literary secrets”. Bankim was no pedant but a close study
of the ancient language had revealed to him the way he could handle Bengali
prose in a fresh manner. He was a brilliant student and a voracious reader
who became the first B.A. of the Calcutta University. At the age of twenty
Bankim had become the Deputy Magistrate of Jessore. Sri Aurobindo hastens
to add that these studies did not make Bankim but it was his keen intellect
that was alert all the time.

“Not what a man learns, but what he observes for himself in life and
literature is the formative agency in his existence, and the actual shape it will
take is much determined by the sort of social air he happens to breathe at that
critical moment when the mind is choosing its road. All else is mere dead
material useless without the breath of a vivifying culture.”

Sri Aurobindo proceeds to describe the “social air” of Bankim’s Bengal.
Bankim was born i 1838 when the society was “the theatre of a great intellectual
awakening”. Sri Aurobindo was a universal man but it did not preclude him
from having pardonable pride in the Bengali nation.

“An ardent and imaginative race, long bound down in the fetters of a
single tradition, had had suddenly put into its hand the key to a new world
thronged with the beautiful or profound creations of Art and Learning. From
this meeting of a foreign Art and civilisation with a temperament differing
from the temperament which created them, there issued, as there usually does
issue from such meetings, an original Art and an original civilisation. Originality
does not lie in rejecting outside influences but in accepting them as a new
mould into which our own individuality may run. This is what happened and
may yet happen in Bengal. The first impulse was gigantic in its proportions
and produced men of an almost gigantic originality.”

Then follows the golden list: Raja Rammohum Roy, Rajnarain Bose,
Devedranath Tagore, the two Dutts, Okhay Kumar, Michael Madhusudan,
Vidyasagar, Rajendra Lal Mitra. The second essay goes on giving more names
and it is astonishing how much Sri Auroibindo had gathered about Bengal
within a few months of his coming to India. Sri Aurobindo feels that the Maya
theory which had lain on the Hindu was now drawn aside and the Bengali
now “felt vividly its joy, warmth and sensuousness”. The intellectuals were
not satisfied with Bengali, English and Sanskrit but studied Greek, Laitn, French.
Admiration is tinted with humour too: “They (the Bengalis) were giants and
did everything gigantically. They read hugely, wrote hugely, thought hugely,
and drank hugely.”

Though Bankim did not move with these giant intellects, his circle
was rich too containing Hemachandra Banerji, Rabindranath Tagore and
Keshab Chandra Sen, among others. The urge to criticise the view-points of
persons like Ranade and Bhandarkar slips through, but gets curbed
immediately, for Bankim is the subject. The third essay is about Bankim'’s official
career. Bankim suffered but his head remained unbowed as he piled up several
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achievements like bringing the Indigo planters to book. Indeed Bankim was
effective in putting an end to “government by organized ruffiandom”. The
outlaws who terrorized the Sunderbans area were crushed. District after district,
Baruipur, Berhampur, Maldeh, Hughly. For a successful Indian officer like him,
the crisis could not be far away. So he was shunted around too often because
of the ill-will of his British Superiors. This was the last stage of his drudgery
and after his retirement he did not live for long. Bankim passed away in 1894.

Sri Aurobindo proceeds to describe the facets of Bankim’s versatile
genius.

“Bankim, the greatest of novelists, had the versatility developed to its
highest expression. Scholar, poet, essayist, novelist, philosopher, lawyer, critic,
official, philologian and religious innovator, — the whole world seemed to be
shut up in his single brain. At first sight he looks like a bundle of
contradictions. He had a genius for language and a gift for law; he could write
good official papers and he could write a matchless prose; he could pass
examinations and he could root out an organised tyranny; he could concern
himself with the largest problems of metaphysics and with the smallest details
of word-formation: he had a feeling for the sensuous facts of life and a feeling
for the delicate spiritualities of religion: he could learn grammar and he could
write poetry.”

It is amazing what a thorough study of Bankjim’s life and works have
gone into these seven journalistic essays by the young Sri Aurobindo. He finds
that though talented to take up so many activities, Bankim himself remained
focused upon his literary creations written in prose. Again, though he knew
English very well and wrote his first novel, Rajmohan’s Wife, in English, he
turned to Bengali for good.

“The body of work he gave us in nearly forty years of intellectual
activity amounts to ten novels, two critical works on religion and some scattered
literature. Small in quantity, it is pure gold in quality. And it may be that in no
case would he have written much. Nature gives us quartz profusely and mixed
alloy in abundance, but pure gold only in rare parcels and infinitesimal
portions.”

How very true and what a perfect image! Sri Aurobindo then gives
us the literary history of Bankim who began writing for two magazines,
Sangbad Prabhakar and Sudhiranjan published by Iswar Chandra Gupta, a
poet. Himself a stranger to his mother-tongue till his late teens, Sri Aurobindo
points out the advantages of writing in one’s own mother tongue. Like
Madhusudan Dutt, Bankim began writing in English but switched over to
Bengali. Sri Aurobindo’s three cheers for one’s mother-tongue must be imbibed
by us all:

“The language which a man speaks and which he has never learned,
is the language of which he has the nearest sense and in which he expresses
himself with the greatest fulness, subtlety and power. He may neglect, he may
forget it, but he will always retain for it a hereditary aptitude, and it will always
continue for him the language in which he has the safest chance of writing
with originality and ease. To be original in an acquired tongue is hardly
feasible. The mind, conscious of a secret disability with which it ought not to
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have handicapped itself, instinctively takes refuge in imitation, or else in bathos
and the work turned out is ordinarily very mediocre stuff. It has something
unnatural and spurious about it like speaking with a stone in the mouth or
walking upon stilts. Bankim and Madhusudan, with their overflowing
originality, must have very acutely felt the tameness of their English work. The
one wrote no second English poem after the Captive Lady, the other no second
English novel after Rammohan’s Wife.”

Durgesh Nandini was Bankim'’s first Bengali novel. Kapala Kundala
and Mrinalini followed in quick succession as also Visha Vriksha. Bankim
began editing a Bengali journal, Bangadarshan when he was working in
Berhampur. The other novels he wrote, termed “very ripe and exquisite work”
by Sri Aurobindo are: Chandrashekhar, Krishna Kanta’s Will, Debi
Chaudhurani, Anandamath, Sitaram, Indira and Kamala Kanta. Bankim’s
non-fiction works include Krishna Charitra and Dharmatattva (Principles of
Religion). Bankim left behind an unfinished book on Gita. He had also plans
for writing a book on the Vedas. Sri Aurobindo mourns that death snatched
him away before he could complete his targets, but feels grateful for what
has been given for posterity by the great writer. Of his style, for instance: “To
describe its beauty, terseness, strength and sweetness is too high a task for a
pen like mine. | will remark this only that what marks Bankim above all is his
unfailing sense of beauty.”

But Sri Aurobindo is not interested in mere literary criticism. What is
the significance of Bankim’s writing for the Bengali race? Well, he was no less
than the creator of the Bengali language. What had been a dialect was now
transformed into a majestic language. In the course of this essay which speaks
of Bankim’s work, Sri Aurobindo provides a brilliant comparison of Michael
Madhusudan Dutt and Bankim Chandra Chatterji which has also contrastive
elements:

“One was the king of prose, the other the king of poetry; and their
lives were of a piece with their writings. Madhusudan'’s is full of sound and
passion, violence of heart, extravagance, intemperance, self-will, a life passing
through grief, bitterness and anguish to a mournful and untimely doom. As
we read the passage of that Titanic personality over a world too small for it,
we seem to be listening again to the thunder-scene in Lear, or to some tragic
piece out of Thucydides or Gibbon narrating the fall of majestic nations or the
ruin of mighty kings. No sensitive man can read it without being shaken to
the very heart. Even after his death, Madhusudan'’s evil star followed
him. Though a great poet among the greatest, he is read nowhere outside
Bengal and the Punjab; and his name is not heard even in Bombay and Madras,
provinces of his own native land. How different was it with Bankim, the genius
of prose. His nature, with plenty of strength in it, was yet mild, calm and
equable, clear and joyous, but not intemperate. Fortune’s favourite to whom
every door opened without keys, his life had in it that sedate maturity and
august quiet, which, according to Epicurus, is the true attitude of the Gods,
and which the Gods only give to those mortals who, like themselves, have
seen life steadily and seen it whole.”

When Sri Aurobindo wrote the above, he did not know as yet how
popular Bankim would be all over India through translations into local
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languages. It was the Bande Mataram song of Bankim that was reverberating
in Bengal then and would soon overwhelm all of India when Lord Curzon
would partition Bengal. The phrase would lend itself to a Movement which
would unite all Indians against their oppressors. What Sri Aurobindo exults
here is how Bankim had made it the ‘in’ thing for a Bengali to speak in his
native tongue. Hadn't he, as his counterparts everywhere in India, taken to
speaking in English? Surely this had led to other results as well in Bengal:
“Visible on every side, in the waning influence of the Sadharan Brahmo Samaj,
in the triumph of the Bengali language, in the return to Hinduism, in the pride
of birth, the angry national feeling and the sensitiveness to insult, which are
growing more and more common among our young men”, though Bengalis
have to go a long way forward still. The Anglicised Bengali still has the upper
hand and often says “with a sort of triumph that the only people who read
Bengali books are the Bengali ladies.” Now comes yet another brilliant salvo
from Sri Aurobindo:

“All honour then to the women of Bengal, whose cultured
appreciation kept Bengali literature alivel And all honour to the noble few
who, with only the women of Bengal and a small class of cultured men to
appreciate their efforts, adhered to the language our forefathers spoke, and
did not sell themselves to the tongue of the foreigner! Their reward is the
heart-felt gratitude of a nation and an immortal renown. Yes, the women of
Bengal have always been lovers of literature and may they always remain so.”

Sri Aurobindo concludes that Posterity will acclaim Bankim as the first
among the Makers of India who did his work in silence for the love of his work
without clamouring for wealth or power or recognition, and thus silently
created “a language, a literature and a nation.” Sri Aurobindo was prophetic
in the conclusion of his essays on Bankim. He had meant the Bengali nation
but it turned out that within a decade, Bankim’s song in the novel Ananda
Math would be creating a Union of India itself with lightning speed. Sri
Aurobindo would translate Ananda Math into English in the future, prepare
two English translations of the famous poem and write about the glorious
Bande Mataram Movement that had risen to reject the Partition of Bengal. He
would call Bankim a rishi and a nation-builder, and write in the Bande Mataram
of 16 April, 1907: “The mantra had been given and in a single day a whole
people had been converted to the religion of patriotism. The Mother had
revealed herself. Once that vision has come to a people, there can be no rest,
no peace, no farther slumber till the temple has been made ready, the image
installed and the sacrifice offered. A great nation which has had that vision
can never again bend its neck in subjection to the yoke of a conqueror.”

A Mahayogi’s tribute to a great Rishi. +
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Tomato Products Bok Choy Raisins or Figs Brussels Sprouts
1 cup = 2,657 mg 1 cup = 631 mg 1 cup figs or ¥ cup 1 cup = 495 mg
raisins = 1,021 mg

Lower Blood Pressure

with

'-- Potassium-Packed Foods

" Aim for at least 4,700 mg of potassium each day

Source:; Yokoyama ¥, Nishimura K, Barnan haa:rmu'l.mhe . Sekikawa A, Dkamura T,
Miyamota Y. Vegetarian Diets and B\mPrmsureAMelz s, ikt dnternal Megicine in press).

Winter Squash Banana Sweet Potatoes
1 cup = 494 mg 1 Medium Banana 1 Medium Sweet 1 cup, chopped
=422 mg Potato= 438 mg =329 mg
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Forgive and accepf forgiveness. Forgive yourself
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Yogic action is three - fold : 1. Practice of austerities doing penance
(tapas); 2. Studying scriptures and the related books (Swaadhyaaya); and 3. in
toto dedication to God, aspiring after God, leaving the fruit of his work to God
Himself. The first one conserves energy and channels it towards the yogic goal,
purifying it from wastage of desires and emotions and passions. The second
one keeps the aspirant's attention on his target, unwavering and steady, re-
assuring his progress. The third is directly connected to the spiritual nature of
yoga as it surrenders the fruit of his work to God, leaving himself unencumbered.
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The first aphorism has spoken of 'Kriyaa-yoga' or 'the yoga of Action’
and defined its characteristics. This one now speaks of the aims and results of
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the yoga of action. Its goals and / or results are two-fold : 1. Spiritual absorption
or Samadhi, and 2. reducing or neutralising the agent of suffering or Klesa-
tanoo-karana. Penance, study and dedication to God described in the first
aphorism, are all reliable means to achieve spiritual absorption or samaadhi
which is possible only by weakening and neutralising the agents which cause
hardships. These agents, as they become weaker and weaker, become
unproductive and the obstacles to spiritual absorption diappear. Those agents
of obstacles are exposed in the third aphorism.
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| DIFFICULTIES ]

Difficulties are always there. They are part of life-

And it is good that they are there, otherwise there would be no growth.

Difficulties are challenges. They provoke you to work, to think, to find ways
to overcome them. The very effort is essential. So always take difficulties as blessings.

Without difficulties, we would be nowhere. Bigger difficulties come—that
means that existence is looking after you, it is giving you more challenges. And the
more you solve them, the greater challenges will be waiting for you. Only at the last
moment, difficulties disappear, but that last moment comes only because of difficulties.
So never take any difficulty negatively. Find something positive in it. The same rock
blocking the path can function as a stepping stone. If there were no rock on the path,
you would never rise up. And the very process of going above it, making it a stepping
stone, gives you a new altitude of being. So once you think about life creatively, then
everything is useful and everything has something to give you. Nothing is meaningless.
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