

[image: Cover Image]




SUKUMAR RAY

THE CRAZY
TALES OF PAGLA
DASHU AND CO.

Translated by

Jadavpur University Translators’ Collective

Illustrated by

Satyajit Ray and Sukumar Ray

Introduction by

Nabaneeta Dev Sen

[image: image]

[image: image]


First published as Pagla Dashu in Bengali by M.C. Sarkar & Sons in 1940

This translation published in 2012 by Hachette India

(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd)

An Hachette UK company

www.hachetteindia.com

[image: image]

This ebook published in 2012

Translation copyright © 2012 Jadavpur University Translators’ Collective

Introduction copyright © Nabaneeta Dev Sen

Illustrations copyright © Satyajit Ray

This edition copyright © Hachette India

All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be copied, reproduced, downloaded, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover or digital format other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

Print edition ISBN 978-93-5009-541-6

Ebook edition ISBN 978-93-5009-619-2

Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd

4th/5th Floors, Corporate Centre

Plot No. 94, Sector 44, Gurgaon 122009, India

Originally typeset in Goudy Old Style by Eleven Arts, New Delhi


Pagla Dashu and Co. appears in English!

‘Ore baba! If I had been asked to translate Pagla Dashu for my schoolkids, I would have just taught them Bangla instead,’ said my cousin, a primary schoolteacher in Kolkata. ‘Pagla Dashu is too Bangla and too pagla to be translated.’

Presenting this Sukumar Ray classic in English is clearly a daunting task. But the brave members of the translation workshops held by the Centre for Advanced Studies, in Jadavpur University’s Department of English, have gone ahead and done it. It is wonderful to read this Bengali children’s classic in its new English avatar, which represents the collective confidence and combined effort of students present and past, and their teachers.

It is not easy to present a Bengali village boy conceived in 1916 to the modern English readership, in a manner that his crazy acts and silly tricks with teachers and classmates remain credible and enjoyable. But these cross-cultural translations are efficient, the jokes still work and the book is fun to read. Both for kids and for us, grown-ups who never really grew up.

Translating humour is famously problematic because humour is culture-specific. The traits of a culture are woven into its language, and the weave gets especially intricate in matters of wit and humour, which are complex designs knitted out of social values, cultural connotations and contemporary taste, which change with time. To transfer humour to another language in its full power is extremely difficult, as every language is a different cultural vehicle, accustomed to different linguistic performances. Translating wit and humour calls for a great deal of control and finesse, with complete command over both the source and target languages. Further, it demands a certain intimacy with the target language.

Translating children’s stories is equally hard because our attitudes to children and adults and their inter-relationships, in school and at home, differ across socio-cultural milieus. The sense of fun derives from a breach of the rules. Hence, a lot depends on what rules you are expected to follow, what your regular behavioural pattern is, and how much irreverence is socially acceptable. A literary masterpiece that plays with the absurd teases the boundaries of these norms.

The crazy fun in the stories of Pagla Dashu may not always be fully transferable to the Western readership—just as it is not easy to make a Bengali child fully appreciate Tweedledum and Tweedledee, or the Mad Hatter and his tea party, because of our unfamiliarity with the cultural references involved. But kids are kids everywhere and their flavour of logic crosses the cultural boundaries that restrict us grown-ups. The power of the imagination makes children freer than us. Dashu’s madness is something they would understand. His madness is a positive force, challenging adult logic with the logic of the imagination which children follow readily, and find acceptable everywhere.

Pagla Dashu (as Dasharathi is called) is not really pagla—he is no madcap. He can say and do what he wants not because he is crazy but because he is a free spirit. Always a naughty little village boy, sometimes a mischievous imp, a great storyteller who makes up tall tales, Dashu refuses to be bound by school rules and social norms. He challenges them and breaks them at will. Therein lies his madness. Children quite like him for his courage. Adults acquire a special tenderness for him. We miss his crazy acts when the book is finished, though all the mad stories in this book are not necessarily traced back to Dasharathi’s singular credit. Many tales have other heroes, equally, if not more arrestingly, naughty (even nasty, at times) than Dashu, who is a charmingly clever little guy, not harmful in any way.

Expressions from Pagla Dashu have become part of our everyday speech. The name itself now signifies a harmless madcap. Chaliyat Chandar (Sir Show-off), Sabjanta dada (Mr Know-it-all), lines like, ‘Abaar se eseche phiriya,’ (‘He’s back again!’) referring to one who has irritatingly reappeared after taking his final bow, Joggidaser mama (‘Joggidas’s uncle’, a non-existent character), or holde sabuj orangutan (‘yellow-green orangutan’), meaning something absurd, have become integral parts of everyday speech, both in West Bengal and Bangladesh.

Dashu’s friends have affection and admiration for him, like his little readers. They are a bit in awe of him, too, because he is so unpredictable and fearless. Characters like Chaliyat Chandar or Sabjanta are altogether different. They are basically stupid fellows full of themselves who torture the weak to show off their power, talk big, take pride in lying, are ultimately caught, and suffer for their improper acts. Children like those non-heroic tales as well, because they are stories where evil loses and good wins. Pagla Dashu’s power lies in his goodness and cleverness. The fact that he teases his school friends and teachers by making use of their own weaknesses endears him to us.

This translation allows Pagla Dashu, a cult figure of Bangla literature, to reach those who do not read Bengali. Just as we need to know more about the literatures of different regions of India outside West Bengal, others too need to know more about Bengali literature and culture. Besides, there is the global Bengali diaspora, who need to know their own literature. Bengali children born abroad in the last fifty years grow up learning authentic music and dance from home, but not literature. They are not exposed to the Bengali script and do not read our children’s literature because it is not available in English. Through this continued neglect, they are slowly losing their mother tongue and its cultural wealth. Now this happens within India too. Our kids are familiar with Western nursery rhymes and fairy tales but have no knowledge of their own literary heritage. There is an imbalance of power in our education system, which encourages children to neglect their mother tongue and effectively lose touch with their most intimate realities and their rich past.

I have been writing about this great danger for over twenty years, reminding ourselves that translation is the only way to keep our children in touch with our literary past and present. For our regional Indian literatures to survive the pressure of the forceful globalisation of Indian culture through Indian literature in English, we need good English translations of regional literatures right away. Translation projects should become a major part of our country’s educational and cultural programmes, practised in all universities and seriously supported by government subsidies, to retain our various, rich cultural identities.

Secretly, I have always wanted our children, and their children, and children all over the world to get to know and enjoy Sukumar Ray’s work. Thanks to some earlier translations of Ray’s other works by capable translators and this spirited translation of Pagla Dashu from the Department of English, Jadavpur University, that wish is coming true. I am very pleased indeed to be able to present to you in English a bunch of my favourite Sukumar Ray stories. These are tales of simple fun that free us for a while from complex stories of human suffering. But they are also stories of survival, of adjustment and discovery.

I hope these stories will reach young readers all over India and beyond, and that they will find Pagla Dashu a heart-warming experience.

Nabaneeta Dev Sen

Kolkata

August 2012


A Note on the Translation

This translation was carried out in two workshops in March-April 2011, held under the auspices of the Centre of Advanced Study Programme of the Department of English, Jadavpur University, Kolkata. The workshops were led by translator Arunava Sinha and attended by current students, faculty and alumni of the English department. Most of the translations in this volume were generated during the workshop, and were later revised by an editorial team comprising Aparna Chaudhuri, Pradipta Sarkar and Abhijit Gupta.

Ever since Sukumar Ray went out of copyright in 1973, there have been innumerable editions of Pagla Dashu. For the translation, we have followed the first-ever edition of Pagla Dashu, published by M.C. Sarkar & Sons in 1940, and reprinted in facsimile in 2006 by Subarnarekha. We have largely adhered to the table of contents of the rare 1940 edition, with minor changes. Of the 25 stories in the first edition, three stories—‘Hingshuti, ‘Haashir Golpo’ and ‘Bhul Golpo’—have been dropped from the current translation, but three have been added—‘Bishnubahoner Digbijoy’, ‘Palowan’, and ‘Nidhiram Patkel’. In the case of ‘Baaje Golpo’, only one of the two stories in it has been translated.

The more familiar Signet Press edition of 1946 had 20 stories.

The 1940 M.C. Sarkar edition had 25 illustrations, 15 of which were by Sukumar Ray and 10 by Hitendramohan Basu. We have retained 11 of Sukumar’s illustrations. The Signet Press edition was almost entirely illustrated by Sukumar’s son, acclaimed filmmaker Satyajit Ray. We have used all of Satyajit’s illustrations, making this translated edition a unique collaboration between father and son.
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Pagla Dashu

There was no one in our school who did not know Pagla or Madcap Dashu. Even those who did not know anyone else were easily able to spot Pagla Dashu. Once the school hired a new durwan who was absolutely fresh from the sticks. But even he had no trouble figuring out who Pagla Dashu was from just the mention of his name. From the way he looked, talked and walked, it was clear that Dashu was slightly ‘touched’ in the head.

A pair of round eyes, unnecessarily large ears, and head piled with unruly hair—that was Dashu. The very sight of him would bring to mind this couplet:

A meagre frame topped by head of large size,

Like the koi fish of Jessore in human guise.

But when he walked quickly or spoke in a hurry, his flailing arms and legs would remind us of a lobster more than anything else.
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It was not as if he was dim-witted. He was very clever at maths, especially in solving long divisions and multiplications.

Then again, he would devise such ingenious tricks to make fools of us that we could only marvel at his brains.

When Dasharathi—that was Dashu’s real name—took admission in our school, Jagabandhu was regarded as the ‘good boy’ of our class. But though he was good at his lessons, he was the meanest sly puss that we had ever met. One day Dashu went to ask him the meaning of an English word. But Jagabandhu gave him an earful and said, ‘Do you think I’ve nothing else to do? English meanings today, arithmetic tomorrow, next day someone will turn up with some new problem—I don’t have time for all this!’ At this Dashu flew into a terrible rage and said, ‘You are a pathetic low-life, that’s what you are.’ Jagabandhu went up to the Pandit-Moshai and complained, ‘The new boy is calling me names.’ The Pandit-Moshai gave Dashu such a scolding that the poor boy was quite put out.

Jagabandhu was the favourite student of Bishtu-Babu, our English teacher. Whenever he needed a book in class, it was Jagabandhu’s he would ask for. One day he asked for a grammar book and Jagabandhu promptly proffered his copy covered in green cloth. Master-Moshai opened the book and suddenly became grim-faced. He asked, ‘Whose book is this?’ Jagabandhu, his chest swelling in pride, said, ‘Mine, sir’. Master-Moshai said, ‘Hmph. New edition, is it? Seems to have changed completely’. Then he began to read, ‘Police inspector Jashobanta—a spine-chilling crime thriller’. Jagabandhu couldn’t figure out what was going on and stared dumbly. ‘Getting too big for your boots, aren’t you?’ said Master-Moshai, glaring menacingly. Jagabandhu began to stammer an explanation, but Master-Moshai cut him short. ‘That’s enough,’ Master-Moshai scolded, ‘There’s no need to pretend that you are innocent.’ Jagabandhu turned red with shame and anger; we were all quite pleased. Later, we learnt that this was another of our Dashu’s tricks. He had substituted the grammar book for a book with the same cover for a joke.

We would always make fun of Dashu, and sometimes make unkind comments to his face about his looks and his mental faculties. But he never took offence. In fact, at times he would add colour to our comments and relate bizarre stories about himself.

‘When any of our neighbours make amsattwo or mango wafers, they send for me,’ he told us one day. ‘Guess why.’

‘You are a great eater of amsattwo?’ we asked.

‘No. When they put the amsattwo to dry, I go to the terrace once or twice and make sure the crows get a good look at me. After that, there’s not a crow to be seen within miles and no one has to guard the stuff.’ he explained.

Then came the time when he began coming to school in pantaloons. He knew very well that he cut a comic figure in the loose trousers—which were like pyjama bottoms really—and a coat that was cut more like a pillowcase, but he enjoyed the sensation he created.

‘Why are you wearing pants?’ we asked him.

‘To learn good English,’ he said, with a broad grin.

Another time, he shaved his head for no rhyme or reason, and started coming to class wearing a bandana. He revelled in the fact that he was the butt of much ridicule and laughter.

Dashu could not sing to save his life—he had no sense of melody or rhythm and he knew this very well. Yet, when the school inspector came to visit the school, Dashu tried to amuse us by singing at the top of his voice. If any of us had done that, we would certainly have been punished, but Dashu got away with it because he was ‘mad’.
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Once, Dashu came back to school after the holidays with a strange box under his arm.

‘Dashu, what’s there in that box?’ asked Master-Moshai.

‘My things, sir,’ replied Dashu.

We got into an argument about the contents of Dashu’s box. Dashu already had his books, note books, pencils, and penknife, so what else could he possibly have? When we asked Dashu, he offered no straight answer, but clutched the box tightly to himself and said ‘Don’t you dare meddle with my box.’

Then he unlocked the box with a key, peered in through a small crack, said ‘alright’, nodded sagely and began to mutter under his breath. I tried to steal a peek, but he turned the key with a great show of secrecy and quickly locked the case.

This led to frenzied discussions amongst us. ‘It’s his lunch box,’ someone said. ‘He’s carrying food.’ However, no one had ever seen him take any food out of the box during lunch break. ‘That’s where he keeps his money,’ said someone else, ‘that’s why he never lets go of it.’ ‘But why does he need such a large box for money?’ asked some one. ‘Is he planning to set himself up as the school moneylender?’

Suddenly, at lunchtime one day, Dashu hurried up to me and handed me the key of the box. ‘Keep this with you now and make sure you don’t lose it,’ he said. ‘In case I’m a bit late, please give it to the durwan before going to class.’ Saying this, he left the box in the durwan’s custody and went out.

We were in a frenzy of excitement! Finally, we had our chance. We just needed the durwan out of the way.

After some time, the durwan lit the iron stove on which he made rotis, gathered some pots and pans and went towards the water taps. We’d been waiting for this moment. As soon as the durwan was out of sight, we rushed towards his room and gathered around the box. I inserted the key into the lock and opened it. Inside, there was a fairly heavy paper parcel securely bound with several strips of cloth. We undid the fastenings and found a cardboard box with another small parcel in it. Inside the parcel there was a card which said ‘Go suck your thumb’, and on the other side, it said ‘Curiosity killed the cat’.

We looked at each other’s faces in confusion. ‘The fellow’s really tricked us,’ said someone finally, breaking the silence. ‘Put it back as it was,’ advised another, ‘so that he doesn’t find out that we’d opened it. That’ll teach him a lesson.’ ‘Good idea!’ said I. ‘When he comes back, you can all act innocent and beg to see what’s in the box.’

So we got working and redid the parcels and put them back in the box.

As we were about to turn the key in the lock, we heard loud laughter and found Pagla Dashu sitting on the school wall, laughing his head off. The rascal had been quietly watching the fun, and listening to us! And I realized that leaving the key with me, entrusting the durwan with the box and pretending to leave school for a while were all part of his impish plan. He had been carrying the box around all these days for no reason other than to make fools out of us.

Is it any wonder we call him Pagla Dashu?

(Translated by Anchita Ghatak; original title: Pagla Dashu)


The Amazing Poem

A new student joined our class. On his very first day, he announced to everyone, ‘I can write poetry.’ Many of the students were amazed by this; a few were jealous and declared: ‘We too wrote a lot of poetry when we were children.’ The new student had probably thought that the news of his poetic leanings would cause great uproar in the class and everyone would be clamouring to hear his poems. When nothing of the sort happened, the poor chap, as if he were talking to himself, began to recite a poem in a theatrical singsong:

‘O dear fowl, on what hopeful quest

Do you perch so high in your beautiful nest?

How high you soar in the vast blue sky,

What bliss must you feel as you twirl and fly!

If I were be-winged and be-tailed like you,

I’d fly away too, bidding all adieu—’

No sooner had he finished his poem than Bhabesh, one of the boys in our class, imitating his tone, started to speak:

‘If you had wings

To go with your tail,

You’d fly away far—

Your riddance we’d hail!’

The new student got angry and said, ‘Listen here, it’s easy enough to make fun of what you can’t yourself do. Haven’t you heard the story of the fox and the grapes?’ Another boy, with an expression of great innocence on his face, said, ‘The fox and the grapes! What story is that?’ Instantly, the new student recited:

‘Grapes from the tree, the fox wished to eat,
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So it slunk into the orchard on gluttonous feet.

But alas, those grapes, they hung up yonder—

How would it get them, the fox did ponder.

It tried very hard, but failure was keen—

“Sour grapes!” it cried, and fled from the scene.’

Ever since that incident, our Hareram became his disciple. We heard from Hareram that the boy’s name was Shyamlal. He had apparently written so many poems that they had nearly filled up an entire exercise book—another eight or ten, and he would complete a hundred, and then he would publish a book of poems.

In the middle of all this, something happened. A boy named Gopal was about to leave the school; Shyamlal composed a vast epic for the occasion. The poem contained many repetitions of ‘Farewell, farewell’ and ‘rivers of tears’ and ‘grief and sorrow’ and such other things. Gopal flew into a rage on hearing only half the poem. He said to Shyamlal, ‘If you ever write poetry about me again, I will slap you!’ Hareram tried to mollify him by saying, ‘Oho! Don’t you understand? You are leaving the school, that’s why he has written the poem.’ But Gopal said, ‘I am leaving school—what is it to you? If you try to act smart again, I will rip your poetry notebook to pieces.’

Soon enough, word about Shyamlal had spread through the school. Not to be outdone, many other students too took to writing poetry. Gradually, the habit of writing poetry turned contagious and had half the students of the junior classes in its clutches. Little notebooks of poems began to appear in the pockets of the younger boys. And there were rumours that there were a few students in the senior classes who wrote even better poetry than Shyamlal. On the walls of the school, on the pages of textbooks, on examinations sheet—poems began to sprout everywhere.
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When Pandey-ji’s old goat broke free of its tether and swung its horned head madly and galloped around the courtyard—and then chased Shyamlal into the sewage drain—the day after, we found printed in large letters on the map of India:
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