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Kazi Nazrul Islam (1899-1976) has been 
customarily characterized as a rebel 
poet, particularly, if not exclusively, 
because of his 1922 poem called “Bidrohi” 
(the Rebel)—a poem that fiercely 
stages his political, linguistic, even 
metrical rebellion all at once. But, in his 
subsequent works, Nazrul emerges as 
more than a rebel poet as such. In fact, 
he is a revolutionary by his own, even 
repeated admissions. And the famous 
triad of the Turkish Revolution, the Irish 
Revolution, and, above all, the Russian 
Revolution variously inspired, informed, 
and inflected Nazrul’s work. Regarded as 
one of the greatest Bangla poets, Nazrul 
was also a musician, short story writer, 
novelist, playwright, essayist, editor, 
journalist, drummer, film-maker, actor, 
political activist. And he was even a 
creative “theorist” in his own right—one 
who offers intriguing, even provocative, 
formulations and crucial conceptual 
coordinates concerning different figures 
in what has come to be known as “world 
literature.”

Indeed, contemporary Nazrul 
criticism—while identifying him as a 
“versatile genius”—has not paid much 
attention to his creative engagement 

with some global literary figures, 
exemplified as it is in his quite-ignored 
essay called “Bartoman Bishshya 
Shahittyo” (Contemporary World 
Literature), published in 1939. I myself 
wrote—more than once— about different 
aspects of Nazrul’s work for this page, 
underlining his staggering range while 
also emphasizing the need for engaging 
his essay on world literature. But I could 
not dwell on Nazrul’s ideas and concerns 
broached in that essay. In this very short 
piece, then, I intend to touch upon a few 
crucial dimensions of that work in order 
to make a start on an extended discussion 
in the future.

I think it might prove useful to have 
at least a quick idea of Nazrul’s range of 
readings and his languages. One who had 
no formal education after class 10, Nazrul 
knew—in addition to his native Bangla—as 

many as six languages: English, Arabic, 
Persian, Urdu, Hindi, and Sanskrit. 
He even wrote “bhajans” in Hindi and 
“ghazals” in Urdu, marking new moments 
of multi-lingual creative interventions in 
colonial Bengal. And, of course, Nazrul 
translated exemplarily from Urdu, Hindi, 
Persian, and Arabic, remaining arguably 
the best translators of such great Persian 
poets as Hafiz and Omar Khayyam while 
his translations of as many as 38 suras 
from the Quran are nothing short of 
exceptional. 

Nazrul read widely on literary, cultural, 
and religious texts across the world. And 
some of his favorites include the ancient 
Indian epics such as the Ramayana 
and the Mahabharata while religious 
texts such as the Quran and Hadith, 
the Bible, and the Gita attracted him 
early on in his life. Then, for him, there 
was quite a constellation of literary 
figures from the Middle-East: Imrul 
Qayes, Sheikh Saadi, Omar Khayyam, 
Hafiz, Jami, Rumi, among others. As 
for the ones within South Asia, one 
can readily mention Kalidasa, Kabir, 
Nanak, Chaitanya, Tukaram, Chandidas, 
and Lalon, among numerous others. 
It’s telling that the  center of Nazrul’s 
literary internationalism was by no 
means Europe—unlike the Eurocentric 
metropolitanism of his contemporaries 
known as the modernists of the 1930s—
but, then, Nazrul was certainly interested 
in the works of Shakespeare, Milton, 
the English Romantics, Whitman, 
especially in  some Russian writers, and 
in even some contemporary Polish and 
Norwegian writers.          

Now, in his essay on world literature, 
Nazrul does not immediately deal 
with the conceptual incoherence of 
what has come to be known as “world 
literature” as such—a nebulous term that 
continues to be rethought today. But 
Nazrul—as a revolutionary—is quick to 
politicize the notion of “world literature” 
by noting polarities and mobilizing 
certain interpretive metaphors while 
calling attention to both converging 
and conflictual constellations and 
configurations of creative writers across 
linguistic and geographical borders and 
boundaries. For instance, he begins his 
essay by deploying the metaphors of 
“earth” and “heaven” to identify certain 
conflictual trends and tendencies in 
literature, and thus maintains that there 
are those writers who are earth-bound, 
rooted, in love with the mother-earth; 
while, according to him, there are also 
those who wing heavenward—Nazrul 
alludes to P.B. Shelley’s “skylark” and 
John Milton’s “birds of paradise” to 
characterize those writers—ones who are 
primarily dreamers, who even aim at some 
kind of idealist transcendence.  

But Nazrul—well before such 
revolutionary Latin American poets as 
Ernesto Cardenal and Roque Dalton—also 
ranges beyond any easy binarism between 
“earth” and “heaven” to encompass a third 
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space inhabited by those writers who 
believe in “the realization of Paradise on 
earth.” In any event, while talking about 
world literature—one which Nazrul reads 
not as an established canon of European 
masterpieces but “as a mode of circulation 
and reading,” to use David Damrosch’s 
formulation from his book What is World 
Literature? (2003)—Nazrul is among the 
first ones in colonial Bengal to suggest, 
at least implicitly, that the literary itself 
constitutes a loaded site of ideological 
battles and even class struggles in history, 
although Nazrul remains opposed to 
the instrumentalization of the literary 
as such while remaining attentive to the 
dialectical interplay between the aesthetic 
and the political.

And it is both interesting and 
instructive that in his essay, Nazrul brings 
together—among others—Rabindranath 
Tagore and W.B. Yeats on the one hand, 
and Maxim Gorky and Bernard Shaw on 
the other, to suggest certain conflicts and 
polarities predicated on both aesthetic 
and ideological orientations. But, in 
his essay, Nazrul speaks of not only 
resistance, rebellion, and rupture, but 
also what he himself calls “rokto-makha 
revolution” (blood-drenched revolution), 
as he deliberately pits the aestheticism 
of John Keats against the hard, modern 
materialism of Walt Whitman, suggesting 
thereby that the revolutionary move 
resides, among other things, in making 
the great ideas deeply material and 
pervasively sensuous across the world. 
Then Nazrul pays a short tribute to one 
of his most favorite poets—Alexander 

Pushkin—while he even enthusiastically 
mentions the great Russian novelist 
Fyodor Dostoevsky, quoting from chapter 
IV of part IV of his novel called Crime and 
Punishment: “I bow down not to thee but 
to suffering humanity in you.”

It is by no means pointless that Nazrul 
admires both Dostoevsky and Maxim 
Gorky—one whose work Nazrul ardently 
compares to tidal waves—making the 
point indirectly that contraries and 
contradictions within the domain of the 
literary are to be dialectically engaged to 
advance a revolutionary cause, while he 
also accentuates—in the Marxist tradition, 
so to speak—the need for reading 
Honoré de Balzac and Emily Zola by way 
of quoting the French writer Anatole 
France, for instance. Towards the end 
of his essay, Nazrul even calls attention 
to the Italian writer Grazia Deledda and 
the Polish writer Wladyslaw Reymont to 
suggest how the insignificant and the 
quotidian—having to do with the simple 
peasant lives—matter in so-called world 
literature. In other words, for Nazrul, what 
is called “world literature”—as a mode of 
reading—cannot remain divorced from 
the materiality of a cause he envisages as 
a poet who is also a revolutionary. 
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I said, “Hena, 
I am going to 
war again, to 
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Even if I live, 
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“Sohrab, my 
love! Yes, go 

wherever you 
will. Now is 

the time to tell 
you how much 

I love you. I 
won’t hide the 
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I won’t cause 

my love further 
pain.”

TRANSLATED BY SOHANA MANZOOR

France
A thick forest by Paris

I had to come to this dense forest 
yesterday. I have no clue why we had to 
fall back. This is the beauty of military 
life-- the order comes and you have to do 
it. You can never ask, “Why do I have to 
do it?” 

There is a strange beauty in accepting 
the rules, in this gambling of one’s life. A 
strange softness in thunder. If the entire 
world could conform to such a military 
regime, then the entire world would turn 
into a heaven on earth.

***
Well, well! What do I see here? A friend 

of mine is trying to take a nap on that 
tree. See, he has tied himself with his belt 
to a branch quite tightly. It will be quite a 
joke if he falls down into that waterbody 
down there. 

Should I shoot by his ear? Why? Poor 
thing! Let him sleep awhile. Nobody 
except me has such hapless eyes that they 
would not be able to sleep. Nobody has 
such a mind either that would think of all 
the silly things of the world. 

It’s late at night I believe. I guess I will 
have to stay in this position like a rooster 
till dawn. . . . Perhaps when I am old (if I 
live that long), these memories will turn 
into sweet ones.

The game of shadow and light!
What’s that bird calling out in the 

distance? The songs of the birds of this 
country elicit a strange sadness. I find it 
intoxicating. 

In this light and shadow, I can recall so 
much! But most of it is full of pain. I recall 
telling her, “I love you so much, Hena.” 

***
My cottage in Quetta
Near the grapevine garden

What happened? I was thinking while 
seated at this walnut and pear garden. All 
our Indian soldiers returned, and so did I. 
But how happily did those two years pass 
by!

After becoming an officer, I also 
received the title “Sardar Bahadur.” My 
boss would not let go of me. How can I 
make him understand that I am not here 
to purchase bonds. I did not go over to 
the land of the seven seas with any high 
ideals. I only went to purify myself- to 
bury myself too.

And I never thought I would return 
here of all places. But I had to-- it seems I 
am tied to this land.

I have no one and nothing. And yet I 

feel, everything is here. Who am I trying 
to pacify?

I have not hurt anybody; nobody hurt 
me. Still, I feel an inexpressible pain.

Hena! There’s nobody around and yet I 
feel the echo of “na” all around me. 

The brook through the hill is still 
flowing, but the girl Hena, whose 
footsteps are still discernible on the 
stone-steps, is gone. 

***
I have found her! She is --- here. Hena! 

My Hena! I just saw you here today, here 
in Peshawar! Why then did you hide such 
a big truth?

She watched me from a distance and 
cried. She did not utter one word; she 
only stared at me and shed tears.

In such meetings, tears are most 
expressive. And then she told me again 
that she is still not able to love me. 

That “no” was such a pitiful yearning 
that made even the air around us sad.

The biggest puzzle in this world is the 
mind of a woman.

Kabul
Dakka camp

When I heard that the great man Ameer 
Habibullah khan had been martyred, I felt 
that the top of the Hindukush must have 
fallen off. Suleiman mountain must have 
been torn out-- roots and all. 

And I wondered what I should do. For 
ten days I kept on thinking. 

Then I decided that I would fight for 
Ameer. Why? Well, there’s no answer to 
why. But let me say candidly that I do 
not consider the British as my enemy. I 
have always thought of them as friends. 
So, was my sacrifice a gesture to protect 
the weak? I do not know. Even I do not 

understand my own whims.
That morning, someone had set fire 

to the pomegranates. Perhaps, it was the 
blood of many like me. 

***
I said, “Hena, I am going to war again, 

to fight for the Ameer. I won’t come back. 
Even if I live, I won’t come back.”

Hena buried herself in my chest and 
cried, “Sohrab, my love! Yes, go wherever 
you will. Now is the time to tell you how 
much I love you. I won’t hide the truth 
anymore. I won’t cause my love further 
pain.”

I understood. She was a warrior-
woman, a daughter of the Afghans. 
Even though I have spent my entire life 
fighting, she had wanted me to fight for 
our country. She wanted me to sacrifice 
my life for our land.

***
My body has absorbed five bullets. Up 

until I lost consciousness, how I had held 
the enemy at bay!

O my Creator! If protecting my country 
with my blood makes me a martyr, so 
that’s what I am. I have done my duty with 
my last breath. 

***
The Ameer has given me a place in his 

room. I am one of the leaders of his army. 
And Hena? There is Hena, sleeping by 

my side, clinging to my chest. Her heart is 
still fluttering in some unknown fear. Her 
sighs are still pervading the winds with 
some dissatisfaction. 

Poor me! I have been badly wounded! 
Let me sleep. No, we’ll sleep together. O 
God, don’t trouble us by waking from this 
dreamless slumber.
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