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Kazi Nazrul Islam, who was born into a very poor, rural family in now West Bengal, India, emerged in the literary domain of Bangla language almost like both an explosion and lightening based on his rhapsody, Bidrohi. The poem not only made him famous overnight, a rare feat, but also the label “Rebel Poet” got stuck with his name, even though it captures only one aspect of his panoramic personality and legacy.

During the period from his birth in 1999 to emergence as the “Rebel” in 1921, India as a nation under colonial occupation was going through some major transition and tumult. Some of the key events of this period that also had impact on Nazrul’s life and thought are as following:

· 1905- First Partition of Bengal for administrative purposes. Gives the Muslims a majority in that state; an important development in the context of Hindu-Muslim rivalry under the British rule, where Muslims who ruled India under Mughal empire were reduced to a disadvantaged community under the British occupation.
· 1906- All India Muslim League founded to promote Muslim political interests. 
· 1909-Revocation of Partition of Bengal. Creates anti-British and anti-Hindu sentiments among Muslims as they lose their majority in East Bengal

· 1916-Lucknow Pact. The Congress and the League unite in demand for greater self-government. It is denied by the British. 

· 1919- Amritsar Massacre. General Dyer opens fire on 20,000 unarmed Indian civilians at a political demonstration Congress and the League lose faith in the British. 
· 1920-Gandhi launches a non-violent, non-cooperation movement, or Satyagraha, against the British for a free India. 
Gandhi and other prominent leaders of India were seeking some form of autonomy, which they viewed as a transitional phase toward the end of the British colony and the resulting independence of India. The burden of the prolonged colonial experience was so overwhelming that most people felt terminally subdued and cowered to the extent that, let along talking about freedom and independence, even thinking about freedom from the yoke of colonialism and subjugation wasn’t easy. Within this context, Muslims, who once ruled India, were further disadvantaged both due to their own policies as well as the confluence of the “divide-and-rule” policy of India and the Hindu interest. Nazrul’s emergence as the Rebel merely at the age of 22 not only touched the literary arena, but it also shook up the entire British colony, the like of which is quite unparalleled. 

Unlike anyone else in Bangla language and literature, and maybe in any other language of the world, Nazrul roared:

A Hero am I-
With my head ever-high – 


See how I cut through space,
How I crack the curves of earth and heaven, race 
Split moon, sun, planets, stars,
SpIitting the throne of Allah as I rise,
Perpetually surprising my Cosmic Mother!

It was such an infusion of power, strength and courage that this young man of only early 20s soon drew the attention of the British rule and some of his fiery writings (poems, editorials, essays, anthologies, etc.) were banned. It wasn’t very long before which he was in jail as a political prisoner. At the trial, he himself addressed the judge and his defiant and artistic deposition once again became a treasured event and document.

Today, India is subjugated. It's people are slaves. This is the absolute truth. In this kingdom, to call a slave a slave, injustice an injustice, is sedition. This cannot be the rule of Justice. This forcible twisting of a truth into a lie, injustice into justice, night into day-can the Truth go on tolerating this? Can such rule last forever? It's been possible this long, maybe because the Truth was oblivious. But today the Truth is awakened-any awakened soul with eyes can see that for sure. Am I a rebel because I voiced the distressed cry of the Truth stricken by this unjust rule? Is it only my own crying? Or, is it the united, loud voice of the entire oppressed, Heaven and Earth? I know, the cataclysmic roar of my voice is not mine alone-it's the cry of the suffering of the entire world. This cry cannot be silenced simply by intimidating me, even by killing me. Suddenly, in someone else's voice, this lost message will be heard thunderously! 
 

While he was in prison and on a hunger strike, merely at 24, his fame rose to a new height of prominence, as Rabindranath Tagore, a Nobel Laureate in literature, dedicated one of his novels, bashanta (spring), to Nazrul and sent a telegram: “Give up hunger strike, our literature claims you.” In the prison, he was composing songs and poetry that became a new source of displeasure and fear of the establishment. 

Destroy those iron gates of prison,

demolisth the blood-stained stony altars

of chain worshipping! ...

Let's see

you shake up the foundation

of that terrible prison.

Kick - break the locks!

All those prisons—

set them on fire,

burn them down, uproot them forever!

Soon Nazrul emerged as the first in India to call for complete independence from the colonial rule. As the persecution of the British rule against him continued, he defiantly and creatively, as in his own words, - In the Ecstasy of Creation
 - kept assuming multiple roles and wearing many hats: poet, lyricist, soldier, journalist, editor, etc. This was before his late 20s and before 1929, when a prominent convention of Muslim and Hindu leaders, including from the literary arena, honored him as a national figure on behalf of the Bengal. Notably, he was a Muslim and much of his thoughts were grounded in the universalism and egalitarianism of Islam. He was against all kinds of fanaticism and extremism, and also deeply and empathically respectful of other religions. Going beyond many non-communal icons of his time, he was for the unity of everyone (Hindu-Muslim unity in the Indian context in particular) for good common causes. Imbued with the same spirit, in the domain of literature and music, he did not hesitate to draw on both Islam and Hinduism, without at all detaching himself from his own anchor.
 Of course, for this broad-based perspective and approach, he also earned the wrath of the parochial minds among both Muslims and Hindus. 

Unfortunately, it is the fiery and revolutionary side that got stuck with his name and fame. He is still primarily identified and known as the Rebel Poet. However, his universal rebellion against all sorts of injustice, tyranny and oppression – regardless of who is the perpetrator and who is the victim - was just one dimension of his thoughts, works and legacy. That’s where the contrasting aspects of his thoughts and works become especially relevant.

Nazrul was an unparallelled master of rhyme and rhythm, a fact that would not be easy to appreciate without knowing Bangla language. The metrics of his poetic rhythm were captivating and often made people feel like moving and dancing. He was also a master of word-plays. Before I deal with one of the most pivotal contrasting aspects of his works, let me first present some of those contrasting and juxtaposed ideas from the world of Nazrul.

Illustration I:
Illustration I:
Hul and ful
(Bee) sting and flower
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Hul and Ful (Hul o Ful, i.e., bee-sting and flower) is the title of one of his poems,
 in which he tried to make the case that in an environment of tyranny, hypocrisy and inhumanity, there is a parallel need for both flower (bouquet) and sting.
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Illustration II:
Illustration II:
Baansh and Baanshi
Bamboo (stick) and flute
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In Bangla, baansh (bamboo or bamboo stick) indicates a crude weapon for inflicting pain, while baanshi (also from bamboo) is flute, an instrument to glorify love and beauty. In an essay, Nazrul masterfully juxtaposed baansh and baanshi to offer some commentaries on some contemporary issues.

Those who have been expressing disgust at politics, I myself was taken aback by their sudden attraction to those bamboos (baansh) of Benu-bon
, let alone what might the outsiders be thinking. … Of course, you can try to make a few holes in a bamboo (baansh) to make it play like a flute (baanshi). Yet, its roughness and the hurt it inflicts tell you that it is a bamboo (baansh), not a flute (baanshi). … When you see someone more deserving of playing flute (baanshi) are now swirling bamboo sticks (baansh), it makes one feel sad, but also makes feel like laughing.

[image: image6.jpg]



Illustration III:

Illustration III:
Fair and Foul (fowl)
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Nazrul’s masterful composition of essays, letters and poems are often a sheer delight to read. In one of his speeches, he mentioned:

One day I observed a person returning from the market while holding a hen in one hand and some Tuberose (Rojonigondha) flowers in the other. I complimented him saying, "I have never seen such a combination of Fair and Foul (fowl) together!


In the same speech, he shares his views about living the life fully. In his life, full of hardship and struggle since his childhood, one of the joys he had was his infant son, who passed away at a very early age. Nazrul’s world was further shattered. But at every encounter with hardship and calamities, he had his unique ways to embrace it. This is how he dealt with the sorrow of the loss of his beloved son.

... I vividly remember my great feeling and realization of this one day in life. My son passed away. My heart was broken by the deep sadness at this loss. Right then Hasna-Hena (a flower) bloomed in my house. I smelled the fragrance of those Hasna-Hena to my heart’s delight. That’s the way to enjoy life – that’s living a full life. I have cherished the experience of this very kind of life. My poetry and music have emanated from my life experience. I sang with the rhythm of life – these are the expressions of that rhythm. Whether my poetry and music are great or mediocre, I don’t know. But I want to state emphatically – I have lived my life fully. I have never dreaded pain or suffering. I have dived into the ocean waves of life. ...
 

Illustration IV:
Ronoturju and Baanshori
Bugle and Flute


Illustration IV:
Baansher baanshori and Ronoturjo

Bugle and flute

In one hand of mine is the tender flute 
While in the other I hold the war bugle!
	
	


The most profound of Nazrul’s contrasting juxtaposition of ideas was in the above statement, where he claims to carry war-bugle in one hand and love-flute in the other. Nazrul at the age of 18, joined the military to gain some experience, which during his early years, he thought might be of relevance and use from the revolutionary perspective. However, his revolutionary fervor or perspective stayed clear of any violence or extremism. Nazrul’s literary career began to unfold while he was in the military for couple of years. Even though his voice remained active in most boisterous protest against colonialism, he never had any further involvement in the military, nor did he ever join any revolutionary group.  Nazrul explained this juxtaposition in another context in the following words.

To bloom flowers is my religion. Sword may be a burden in my hand, but I have not discarded it. I play flute with the young cattle-herders during the dusk, I give Azan at dawn adding my voice to the Muazzin (the prayer caller), I also jump into the battlefield with my unsheathed sword during the bright noon. My flute then becomes the trumpet of battle.

My music is for the beauty, and the sword is for those monsters who endanger the beauty.

Long before he reached 30, Nazrul became an unrivalled symbol of freedom and conscience in India. His literary works were not merely for the sake of art or literature. Much of his works were motivated and touched by his own life experience at the personal as well as social level. He was uncompromising in raising his voice against exploitation and injustice. In this regard, he did not spare those leaders among the Indians, who Nazrul thought were either too meek or muted. His condemnation of those who thrive on misery of others, from within India or outside, was total. 

In a poem My Excuse (amar koifiyot) Nazrul wrote (excerpted):

My friends, I can't say any more; my mind feels so much agony and pain,
I have gone mad; now, I utter whatever my mouth throws out in disdain.
My own blood won't make much difference,
With blood-ink I keep writing, hence,
My head can't forbear robust ideas or big thought any more; 
so agonized is this mortal,
All those who are in peace and happiness, 
it's your privilege to write epics immortal.

I don't care any more, if I live or don't, 
when gone is this trendy sensation,
Rabi is shining above our head, 
and then there are you, the golden generation.
Those who usurp the morsel of three hundred thirty million people:
 let our prayer keep brewin',
In my blood-ink writing, 
may it be engraved and sealed their utter ruin.

But just as he kept his war-bugle ready with a universal message of rebellion against all tyranny and injustice, he also devoted his life to glorification of beauty and love through his other hand. Indeed, he was also successful in establishing a new legacy in music that is distinctively his. During his 30s in particular, he put on even more variaties of hats. He acted in and directed films, wrote film scripts, served as music director, but most importantly, he wrote and composed almost 3,000 songs, setting a world record for most lyrics. The varieties of songs he wrote and composed can’t be recounted here. However, he and his works were people-oriented, people from all walks of life. Just as he became unsurpassed as a voice of the oppressed and tyrannized, the other side of him shined as much or probably more in his glorification of beauty and love. One of his lyrics captures his tribute to Young Love:

O young lover! Present
           Your pain of love to your beloved's heart,
O triumphant! Now conquer the world
           With your mind's winning art.
Not equal to loving soul
           A thousand Ka'ba or thousand mosque,
Why do you even seek Ka'ba
          In lieu of your heart's kiosk.
To the heart that glows in rays of love -
          Equal are all the divine places in vogue,
God's mosque, statued-temple
          Christian church, or Jewish synagogue.
His name is immortal on the scroll of love;
          It is written there with divine ray,
From his mind Hell's fear is gone,
          In longing for Paradise, he doesn't spend the day.

Notably, the vibrancy and vigor in Nazrul’s works represented an uncommon glorification of and tribute to youth. His personality bubbled with the spirit of youth.

Nazrul’s rebellion with war-bugle in one hand and the flute of love in the other was not anarchistic, rather goal-oriented. His rhapsody The Rebel ends with a declaration:

Weary of battles, I, the Great Rebel,
            shall rest in peace only when 
            the anguished cry of the oppressed 
            shall no longer reverberate in the sky and the air,
            and the tyrant's bloody sword 
            will no longer rattle in battlefields.
            Only then shall I, the Rebel,
            rest in peace.  ...

            I'm the eternal Rebel,
            I have risen beyond this world, alone,
            with my head ever held high!

Nazrul was a messenger of liberating the human spirit, of universal brotherhood, of courage and dignity, of peace and harmony among all, of unity and cooperation, of what is right and just, of what is true and beautiful, of love and compassion, of non-dogmatism and non-fanaticism.

Even though Nazrul’s voice was of both rebellion and love-beauty, unfortunately, through the label The Rebel Poet, only one dimension of him became highlighted. It might not be easy to come up with another, more encompassing label to better represent his contribution and legacy. However, in one respect, the world can know him better. He was the voice and beacon of “global belonging.”  He drew on his local/regional experience, as many other outstanding icons of the twentieth century - Einstein in the context of Arab-Jewish conflict, Mahondas Gandhi in his struggle against British colonialism or Martin Luther King in the context of racism in America - did. These icons also had a humanity-orientation through which a spirit of global belonging was projected. However, to the best I have been able to gather so far, no one has been as explicit in his spirit of global belonging as was Nazrul. Indeed, once the humanity knows Nazrul as one her son, they might recognize him as the voice and beacon of global belonging.

At a major reception in his honor, given by prominent leaders (Hindus and Muslims) of Bengal, Nazrul categorically asserted: 

Even though I was born in this country (Bengal), in this society, I don't belong to just this country, this society. I belong to the world.
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