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Mahavir Prasad Dwivedi:
Kavi kartavya (1921/22)

The ‘Dwivedi era’ of Hindi poetry constituted the watershed between the
declining tradition of rhetorical-cum-devotional verse, written mostly in
Braj Bhasa, and new genres of Khari Boli poetry showing the literary
influence of the English Romantics and the political influence of a new
social awareness and Indian nationalism. The era takes its name from M.P.
Dwivedi (1864-1938), who came to literature through an unorthodox route
including clerical work in the Telegraph Department and the railways; as a
result of moving with his employment from place to place he picked up a
fluency in Gujarati, Marathi and Bengali as well as Sanskrit and English.
From 1903 to 1920 he was editor of the Hindi literary magazine Sarasvati,
and during his reign in the editor’s chair his pronouncements regarding
linguistic and literary conventions were regarded as authoritative.

Dwivedi was anxious to broaden the reference of modern literature by
making it more relevant to everyday life; in his editorials he sought to
persuade fellow-writers to bridge the gulf between literary and colloquial
styles, though this ideal was not always achieved even in his own writings.
The essay Kavi kartavya or ‘A Poet’s Duty’, first published in 1921/22, deals
primarily with choice of language, vocabulary, semantics, and theme, and
represents a distillation of the topics regularly covered at greater length in
the editorial columns of Sarasvati. The extract given here is from sections
entitled ‘language’ (bhasa) and ‘subject’ (visay). \

The first paragraph argues for an end to the distinction between prose
and verse styles, pointing out the fact that prose is a relatively new
development in Hindi and underlining the need for a literary register which
reflects the language use of ‘civilized society’. He notes with approval the
increasing use of metaphor and idiom in modern poetry, and looks forward
to the confidently predicted day when Khari Boli will assume the status
held by Braj Bhasa as the natural style for poetic composition.

The second paragraph makes scornful reference to the ivory-towered
world of traditional Hindi verse, showing by contrast to its narrow range
the infinite possibilities of theme open to the modern poet. His
controversial views challenged long-established traditional values with
important religio-cultural overtones; and Dwivedi buttresses his radical
argument with an ironic voice. He maintains that the author must not
depend upon the grace of his muse, the goddess Sarasvati, as an automatic
reward for the blind pursual of literary rhetoric.

The text is taken from Rasajiia-rafijan (8th ed.) (Agra: Sahitya Press, 1949) pp.19-20 and
23-24.

The background is discussed in P. Gaeffke, Hindi literature in the twentieth century
(Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1978), chapters 2-3; and more fully in Karine Schomer,
Mahadevi Varma and the Chhayavad age of modern Hindi poetry (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1983), chapters 1 and 2.
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The literary nature of Dwivedi’s subject naturally calls for a Sanskritized register; but the use
of mostly very short sentences ensures the clarity of expression which Dwivedi was so
concerned to maintain in his and others’ writing.

3 tadvisayak ajiianta ka sucak: ‘an indication of ignorance in that subject’. S tadvisayak
comprises tat ‘that’, visay ‘subject’ + ext. -k for adj. sense.

4 kavijan: ‘poets’, jan being used as a pluralizing suf. (cf. HU log).

7 prthak-prthak: this reduplication of the S adjective for ‘separate, distinct’ reflects the H
usage alag-alag — a classic example of a loan translation comprising borrowed vocabulary
grafted onto H syntax. (Cf. also Indian E ‘different-different’.)

7 hindi hi ek aisi bhasa hai, jiske...: ‘H is the only language whose...’. The statement is
manifestly untrue, a distinct poetic register being a stylistic feature of many languages — not
least U. Cf. 21, where the distinction is described as being ‘against the laws of nature’.

8 sabhya-samaj. ‘civilised [i.e. H-speaking Hindu!] society’; the hyphen buttresses the
postulation that such an institution is readily identifiable.

9 gadya-padyatmak: a compound in which the adj. suf. -Gtmak ‘of the nature of’ relates to
both the preceding nouns.

11 sarvadeSik: the elements of this adj. are the vrddhi form of sarva ‘all’ + des$ ‘place’; and
usage of the H term to some extent reflects the currency of E ‘universal’. Dwivedi’s statement
is rather sweeping: not all pre-modern H verse was in Braj Bhasa.

14 vasibhut: ‘subject, brought under control’: vasi- (a form of vas ‘power, control’ used in
compounds) + bhiit ‘become’.

14  tadvat: ‘similar(ly)’; S tat ‘that’ in sandhi with vat ‘like’. (611) Cf. 15 tatkal ‘at that time,
immediately’, and 38 radarth ‘with that object, for that end’.

15 mila kar dekhie: ‘bring together and look’, i.e. ‘compare’.

20 kaviyoh ko cahie ki ve...arambh kareh: ‘it behoves poets to begin...’. This impersonal
construction allows an elegant alternative to the blunter kaviyoh ko...arambh karna cahie
‘poets should begin...". \

21 kavita karna: ‘to compose verses, to versify’.
y

21 boina ek bhasa aur kavita meh prayog karna dusri bhasa: the word order picks out ek
bhasa and dusri bhasa for emphasis, with the sense ‘for one language to be used in speech, and
a different one in poetry’.

22 gadya-sahitya ki seva: the ‘service’ of H and its literature is a frequently aired concept; cf.
U xidmat-e urda.

23 braj ki bhasa ka adhipatya bahut dinoh tak nahin rah sakta: the history of twentieth
century H literature has of course proved Dwivedi right.

25 updes-janak: ‘bearing a message, edifying’, i.e. ‘morally improving’.

25 yamuna ke kinare keli-kautahal ka adbhut-adbhut varnan: ‘weird-and-wonderful
description of the sports and revels on the Yamuna’s bank’ — an allusion to the mythology of
Krishna which is so prominent in Braj poetry. The extravagant wording of the phrase is in
deliberate and effective contrast to the colloquial bahut ho cuka ‘we’ve had enough of that’.

26 parkiya... svakiya: these are the two principal categories of heroine in the rhetoric of
Indian poetics, categorizing the woman as being ‘the wife of another’ or ‘(the lover’s) own
wife’. In the context of Krishna and Radha, the distinction has theological implications and is
much discussed.

(1K)

27 ‘“‘gatagat” ki paheli bujhane: ‘to talk in riddles of the ‘“‘coming-and going”’, i.e. the
various romantic contexts which are the stock-in-trade of Braj Bhasa poetry. The ‘riddles’
referred to are the complex rhetorical word-plays which feature so commonly in early H verse.

27 cinti se lekar hathi paryyant pasu: ‘animals from the ant to the elephant’; formal
oppositions of this kind are a commonplace in rhetorical writing. Cf. 34 sajiv athva nirjiv.
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28 paryyant: the usual spelling is paryant, i.e. pari- + ant in sandhi combination (611). The
doubling of a consonant or semi-vowel in a conjunct with preceding r is a common tendency
in S, though its appearance in H is now somewhat archaic; cf. dharmmi, varmma etc. It
probably derives from a re-Sanskritization of the Prakrit form from which a dropped r had
been compensated for by doubling of the consonant (521), thus dharmi > dhammi > dharmmi
etc.

31 chor kar: the cj. pt. ‘abandoning’, rather than the ppn. ‘apart from’.

32 meghnad-vadh, yasvantrav mahakavya: ‘The Death of Meghnad’, a Bengali poem by
Madhusudan Datta (1861) translated into Hindi by Maithilisharan Gupta (1886-1964), the
leading poet of Dwivedi’s time; and ‘The Epic of Yashvantrao’, an epic poem of uncertain
composition.

35 kabhi, kisi samay: ‘ sometime, at some juncture’ — the tautology stresses (rather
unkindly) the remoteness of the possibility alluded to.

35 ve isse adhik yogyata dikhlane meh samarth hon: ‘they may be capable of showing greater
capacity than this’, i.e. than of restricting themselves to chofi choti kavitaen on narrowly
defined topics and themes.

36 dandi kavi: Dandin, a S poet of the seventh century. (The H - ending derives from the
nominative s. of the S -in declension). Dandin’s dictum from the Kavyadarsa, cited in a note
excised from this passage, maintains that Sarasvati (whose epithet Vagdevi means ‘goddess of
speech’) bestows her grace on all those who, even though untalented, persevere with their
attempts at poetry through devotion and through study of the $astras; Dwivedi may intend a
playful reference to his own journal Sarasvati, whose patronage was commonly sought by
aspiring writers of H.

38 rtadarth uski upasna na karna hi accha hai: ‘it is better not to worship her with that aim’
— a gentle warning, framed with the tactful diplomacy of an impersonal construction, that the
grace of the muse should not be relied upon as automatically to be bestowed.

132



