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Hemanta Bala Devi : An Emancipated
Woman in 20" Century Bengal.

Ph.D research scholar Centre for women’s studies, Visva-Bharati

Hemanta Bala Debi is no stranger to the readers’ of Bengali literature. After
the publication of Ninth volume of letters in 1964, the curiosity about the
recipient of the letter was awakened by many. The words of Rabindra-
nath’s heart are profound beliefs, philosophy of life, and discussion of
castetism of Hindu- Muslim relations. Politics, even the intimate thoughts
of particular moments of his mind, have long been published in the pages
of the longest letters. The letter of the ideology wasthirty-seven years old,
mother of two, the husband, the mother- in-law, the father-in-law, the bride
of one of the noble enlightened families.
Early life : Hemanta Bala Devi was born in the year 1894 at 26-Bechu
Chatterjee Street, Kolkata. Her father, Brajendra Kishore Roy Chowdhury a
land lord of Gouripur at Maymonsingha, and mother Ananta Bala Devi were
liberal and admirer of poet Rabindranath Tagore. As a first child, she was
developing very well and independently. The way the daughters of that
times were celebrated in the conservative surroundings, the neighbourhood,
Hemanta Bala’s fact was much more than that. Seeing Hemanta Bala’s
written ‘Nijerkatha’ (Owns words), she went to Bhagalpur with her father
and went on to ‘dholoke’. Even, she used to taking flower in the garden
with her father. Like the boys, chalking in her hand is the day of Saraswati
Puja. While travelling to Madhupur with her father, gave him the bat,
wicket and leg-pad to Hema. She used to play cricket with boys. At oné
time Bengalarir’s vow, cookh:gspeﬂlikeherﬁ'eamovemmnwasasfalseﬂ
she was. She used o lie in the form of *babu’, acting master etc. She eared
the character of modern “Tom Boy’.
»bv

Advocacy in Hemanta Bala was a special part of her special love affuir
ghe liked the beauty of girls in Brahma household. She used to cry bitterly
10 her mother, especially in the energetic spots. Natural beauty attracts her
il Grandiose Durgapuja create more question in her mind. She never
cealized that, how can see accept the idol as Maa Durga? So, she asked
several types of questions and her mother reduke her, She used to ride
palanquin at the time of Vijaya Dashami and this marginal behaviour
compelled her to think as equal as her father.

From very childhood she wrote several types of poetry, songs etc. She
wrote several types of essays on different idols. After a very movement
when she initiated in Vaisnava Dharma, she wrote many songs of God
Radhakrishna, ordered by her Srithakur and Sreema. She wrote versatile
notes and journals about her religious concept, named as ‘Satyabani Devi’.
She wrote ‘Urbashi’, ‘Mohila’, ‘“Mohilamahal’, *Ghoroya’, ‘Golpobharati’ etc.
She also wrote essays, short stories with her own. It is unfortunate that,
her works were in vain because more remain in rough sketch.

Before marriage she heard that Rabindranath set-up a school named
‘Brahmacharya’, where the wicked children became good. She started her
study in Gouripur but at that time she was seven only. Her teacher was
Gurudas Chakravarty. Her tyrammous work revealed her childhood and her
works “Nijer Katha” (Owns voices) established her words. She wrote,—*3
e sTPeicar 10 SRGaI  qb! fefioTa e 4R oIts S io NS
75 9t oifb Fof sifaca a1 | vita s sirgfo-fmfea o ot wem sy
Rt 1% 1 o1t et =1 St oicam e, i sTop( ficem e siiY, Te i,
AR O AT (0% (M, 99 TS FA0S N oA Tl g 4w
S FETST (BTN BLA (510% | 8 20vs (uib! H1064 conienngpfs b sarewioit |
O S8 @, 1, gt AN 306 5 vy e 9 2 1

This is not only girlhood character but also her curiosity of that time
phrase,

Married Life . Hemanta Bala got married at the age of ten with
B’ajEﬂdrakarlla, son of the land lord of Rongpur and nephew of
Yagadindranath Roy, king of Nator. From her in-laws she had a distant
"elation with Tagore family. The relationship between Hemanta bala Devi
and Rabindranath Tagore was grandfather and granddaughter. Hemanta

N



Bala had a troubled married life, starting from age of ten to end of her life.
Married in a traditional zamindar family, her movement was restricted in the
andar mahal only. The born rebel Hemanta Bala could not adjust with her
husband.

At the age of fifteen years she became mother and the age of twenty
she took initiation in vaishnav dharma from a sadhu, name Kishorananda_
By then she was separated from her husband. For some period of time
she was familiar with Tagore’s writings but after her Guru’s death Hemanta
Bala became more closer to Tagore’s writings and took refuge in Tagore.
In her restless mental situation she read “Jogajog”, “Sheser Kobita”and
identified herself with the heroin Kumu of “Jogajog” (Tagore’s Novel).
Hemanta Bala could see a lot of resemblances with ‘Kumudini”. Not only
in literature but also in real life she would think of a lot of Kumudinis in
our society. Even, we come to know about Hemanta Bala’s liberated self in
educated in general sense of the term, she was educated in a special sense
and openness of her mind and love for literature finally made her 2 poet
and a writer.

Came under the influence of Rabindranath Tagore : “Puranodiner Katha™
(m'vdnudoﬂmdmnﬁ)nﬁﬁwmwm

m.ﬂmiﬁ,cﬂ-ﬂmmmmhﬁj_
MMWM-M&-&;_

MMﬁMMMMdH&W

mﬁm&mﬂu In the end of this chapter,
MWWW#MMwMﬁ
muﬁmﬂmmwhﬁﬂ

mahmMWﬁowofknmﬁmbﬂ:hmﬂ,Tm
wwmrwmnmmmm-uammd
wﬁmmMmTagmsznBahwmof&eﬁw

mmofTagxcshgcmbaofmmahtnnm
MMMM#WMR@MM):MR-
wmmofhnmmemmowfww
wmﬁmlmmlﬂlhhﬂmofﬁgmmm:m
“wmmo{&emymdmndadm

These letters were mostly on religious issoes. Hemanea Balz was 2
mﬂh@adcvmofwmwkwnﬂ%dd
kinds of rituals. On the other hand, Tagore was agamst all rituslism A lberal
man his religion was the religion of man. 2 tue lover of bumenity The
jetiers between two opposite characters are interesting Some lefiers are
humorous, and personal in nature, some letiers are relmed with the crisics
of Tagore. The first four letters of Hemanta Bala carry ber psecadosym
kept in “Pagla file’. Gradually, poet realized the potentiality of Hemans Baia
and the letters of ‘Pagla file™ were shifted 10 another file “Hemants Bale
and Rabindranath correspondence™.

Hemanta Bala was peither 2 family member of Tagore nor 2 devotes i
the strict sense of the term at the beginning. But, graduaily throush
exchange of letiers and meetings she came closer 10 Tagore Descriptions
u{humaumgswirhﬁgorcsbwwthcomdiﬁmofﬁethu}iﬁm
Her reminiscences of meeting with Tagore were really interesting and
M.Fromﬂ:ism\:spondmmerdiw idea of Tagore becomes
#mmmuhmnmmmym-ewi
Hindu worship are clearly expressed. Hemanta Bala’s debme with Tagore
W2 interesting. But more interesting is the transformation of 2 womsn
Under ‘Purdah’ 2nd her blooming into 2 flower. At the end of her Bt she
Bmed 10 be 2 non-believer of any ritualistic orthodox religion. In her lonely
md‘emhﬂdwhfcmM(Swmchd]hauﬂym“
L s ‘Geetabitan® and *Santiniketan’ We find in her leners and sppeal
,""“mbcha ‘Guru’, show her the path of realization. We know that
oy Devi (wife of Prince Dwarakanath Thakur) was 2 fully devonsd

V2. And considering this trail we can see the influence of Vaisnava
>
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religion on Rabindranath. On the other hand, Hemanta Bala Deyj s an
indoctrinated Valshnava m.mmmmmmm.,h
Devota® of Hemants Bala Devi, But she was highly influenced by his
Idealism. She established ‘Rabibortika’ (s Centre MM&'[!W‘
mmlc)wnpmdhmldulhmﬂwummmmﬁmw‘mmm
.mhmupommmmsmummmhmwh.mm
kinds soclalistic burden. She was Informing these own words 1o
Rabindranath. We can see her many lettors which are send 10 Rablndrsnagh,
One of these is,~*wrfA il s, aifit on 1810w fios 4, Srpupme
Ao, afast o o carm e wo Afa,-coma wea A Ry o, o oy
o it et s cavm 5w, coui e 1 o, i Y st sy
it ow feicu iR 16 o) o1 s oot wa woaoe | afages cspy
Favgan e ot vty o g 1
We also know that the crisis time of Hemanta Bala after death of
Rabindranath from their letters. She depicted the picture of her life which
was full of poverty, though she was daughter and daughter-in-law of rich
land lord. We came to know about her last days of life which was pathetic,
Through reading their letters, the prominent feature which we can stress
is the conflict of ideas of Tagore and the ideas of Hemanta Bala Devi, One
that is constructed by society and other which is self-judgment of Hemanta
Bala Devi that grew up within herself. We have a particular belief in an
ideology that is guided by the person. For this context, each woman has
an individual religious belief which is inherent in her. For this reason, she
can differ herself to other. But in the patriarchal system of our society, this
inherent quality of woman is considered as valueless. However, the main
focus of my argument s that the creative ideas of woman are cramped by

the rules and regulation that is created by patriarchy. So, we don't allow

thelr own thoughts rather we are imposing the rules and laws that already

created by our society. So, we can say that this kind of system is & very
obstructive (o woman's emancipation and mmm;m

focuses the point of paralysed condition of woman in society.

It is not true that the patriarchal system of our society is resp
for absence of all-round development and empowerment of
: : Sl

poe

so many countrios where development of woman had not heer
i:!;:.m opite of matelarchy of those country. The shinilar picture of
58

a's development doos not found stll in Indin where mateiarchy s

worni

e ho relevance of exchanging letters |
Here, | am talking about the relovance of exchanging letters between

wa::ﬂdmnnlh and Hemanta Bala, DBocause, Hemanta Bala is 0 woman who

i :

pelongs 1o the category of an ordinary woman. In this context like an

o, o, 1 will discuss about this lssue elaborately 6 my resenrch

ordinary woman of our soclety, sometimes she sccepts all the barrier and
rostriction of sovletal norms. Most of the times she rejocted 1o accept the
qles and restrictions imposed upon her. Those rules became obstruction
10 her, she can’t freely express her personal view. In this context we can
differ her from other woman. She was free minded and freely expressed her
opinion without any hesitation. But it is very interesting to point out that
she was not radical thinker or autocratic. She was self-guided and was not
orthodox free to accept the others’ view and opinion. We know that there
are three levels of power of women’s development. Firstly, in the stage of
maidenhood she acquires the potential accumulation of power. Then comes
womanhood where we noticed development of their power. At the last stage
they achieve the realization of motherhood and where they flourish their
power. From this perspective we can judge Hemanta Bala Devi explored her
through self-development among these three levels. It is very clear that
Hemanta Bala Devi (1894-1976) came at the ultimate level of women's
empowerment relating to societal norms and barrier religion literature. And
thus, she came 1o the very close proximity of Tagore.

In spite of being daughter-in-law and daughter of a land lord, she had
1o face many struggles in life and has to cross the hardship of life. So, as
per as she can be considered the pioneer of woman emancipation, Neither
she was confined within curtain system nor was she truly entrapped into
familial bonding. She became bride in early childhood, was devotee in
Womanhood and the Jast stage of her life, the religious curiosity made her
'f"fﬂ!‘ And she began to lead her life like a nun. We can portray the
F.Wﬂure of women's condition of the the then society through her way of
l'“" Side by side devotion in literature pursuit in music and love towards
birds are the subject matter which will be another important focal point of
MY rescarch, S0, the main point of my research is the empowerment,
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