Workshop on Hindi, Multi-Lingualism and Translation

Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi 
Friday January 9, 2009

Moderators: Baidik Bhattacharya and Neelam Srivastava 

Participants: 

Alok Rai, Professor of English, Delhi University

Geetanjali Shree, Hindi novelist

The participants had been asked to focus on the following questions: 

1) What would you say has been the importance of translations in Hindi

literature, especially in the 20th century? (Not just from English, but also from other languages, e.g. Nirmal Varma's Czech translations)

2) Could you identify the "hidden" hand of translations in certain

literary trends in Hindi literature (Freud, the great realist tradition,T.S.

Eliot, magical realism?)

3) Or, to put it differently, do you think that Hindi writers have been in

conversation with translated authors they have read?

4) How important have translations from Urdu been, and should they be

seen as translations at all? (Krishan Chandar, Rajinder Singh Bedi,

etc.)

5) What factors do you think have influenced the choice of Hindi texts

and authors translated into English, and what have been their

consequences?

6) Do you think that translations of Hindi into English have

contributed to making Hindi writers part of a national canon, or helped to bring

them to international attention?
These were some of the points that came out in the discussion with Professor Rai and Ms Shree:

Translations from Bangla were important for the development of the modern Hindi novel. Victorian melodrama also had a very powerful influence on the Hindi novel. 


In the early part of the twentieth century, there was lots of translation from English texts into Hindi, and in general huge amounts of European culture and literature were talked about and written about in 19th and 20th century periodicals. There were also many translations of these texts. 


As for the Hindi-Urdu link: it is interesting to look at an Urdu translation of a novel by Prem Chand. Which text has priority, Hindi or Urdu? There are divergents textual versions in Hindi and Urdu, and we are not able to assign priority to either. Sevasadan by Prem Chand also has two divergent texts, one in Hindi in Devanagari script, and one in Urdu script. The audiences for reading Hindi and Urdu were completely different: Urdu had a male readership, and Hindi had a female readership. 


Rai recently edited a book with 20 stories containing parallel editions of Urdu texts in Nagari and in Perso-Arabic script, and the two versions always differed. 

The matter of an adequate poetic idiom in Hindi has been hard, striving to come into its own against two strong poetic traditions, Braj and Urdu. This has been a major issue in Hindi literature of the 20th century. To build up this poetic tradition in Hindi, there was much recourse to Sanskrit, but Hindi is not Sanskrit. The question that emerges here is why has Hindi not managed to become equipped with a range of expressive resources? 


A case in point is that of the Hindi ghazal; this is a special case for developing an adequate poetic idiom. What is the specificity of the Hindi ghazals as opposed to the Urdu ghazal? 


Also, whether translation is always a good thing is open to question. Original and translation need to be understood as part of specific reading contexts. And the context of expectations into which translations from Hindi are read is one that is not, prima facie, geared to finding versions of European modernism, existentialism, etc. Fiction dealing, say, with existential anxieties, might risk sounding derivative in English translation, for precisely these reasons. Thus, and this perception might well be available only to bilingual readers, it might even seem that the writer in translation may read like the original of which the Hindi version may seem to be a “translation”. 

The dialectics of rootlessness and rootedness works better in Hindi than it does in English. Finally, it is worth noting that after 1947, there was a conscious effort on the part of the state to translate works in Hindi.  
