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PREFACE


A child lingers in an adult, and for that child the adult seeks to return to their childhood again and again. They know that such a return is impossible; therefore, they try to recreate it in their literature, religion, imagination and memory. The more powerful this tension is in a person, the wider is their consciousness. This tension makes the mundaneness of life more meaningful.


All art is a quest for this greater meaningfulness. Probably, for this reason there is a deep affinity between art and the point of view of a child. A child’s worldview is an invitation and a challenge to transcend the ordinary and the quotidian that defines our outward-bound life.




INTRODUCTION


Himansu S. Mohapatra


A New Leaf Quietly Turned


Sometime around the turn of the twentieth century a short story named “Jatrara Dinalipi” (literally “The Diary of a Trip”, translated in this book as ‘The Account of a Pilgrimage’), published in the prestigious Odia literary monthly Jhankara, made readers and lovers of the modern Odia short story sit up and take notice.


The story set out to describe a day’s outing to the temple and seaside town of Puri undertaken by a sixteen-year-old in the company of his friend. The trip started amid much fanfare and anticipation for the boy because it promised some precious hours of freedom from the confines of a spartan home. But it ended excruciatingly frustratingly for him upon his realising that his friend had his own personal agenda in going to Puri and had tricked the boy into tagging along. The trip was an object lesson in self-awareness for the boy besides giving him a much-needed reality check.


The story was narrated in a leisurely fashion and with close attention to the banal minutiae of everyday life in a semi-provincial town that the characters seek to escape, albeit on a small scale, partly with the aid of adventure stories (like Tom Sawyer, Huckleberry Finn and Treasure Island) and partly with the help of the trip itself. With the constant self-questioning of the experiencing, analysing mind of a growing boy thrown in for good measure, the story became easily recognisable as a resonant metaphor of adolescent angst and rebellion. A new boy character had been spawned in Odia fiction in the new millennium, Banka Harichandan. A fresh new page in Odia literature, centred on the child and the young adult, was about to unfold.


A Coming-of-age Narrative is Born


The writer of the short story, Dipti Ranjan Pattanaik, had been writing in Jhankara for more than a decade and by 2001 he had published two volumes of short stories. He was beginning to be recognised as an emerging voice in Odia short fiction. Six years before this, in 1995, he had won the national Katha Award for the best short story of the year. With the short story alluded to above, however, Pattanaik seemed to have turned a new leaf in his career as a writer. He had produced a realistic as well as a psychologically compelling story written from the point of view of an adolescent. And it was not a one-off either. He had published two stories featuring Banka in Jhankara before. Perhaps he was quietly embarked on a series of Banka stories. The impact made by this third story must have firmed up his determination to go ahead. The result was that about a decade later, in 2010, a landmark volume called Sandigdha Shaishaba (An Angst-ridden Childhood), comprising eight stories, saw the light of day.


The Banka stories have been a game changer for the author as well as for Odia literature which has always been deficient in sustained narration of childhood and growing up. The book Sandigdha Shaishaba won the writer the Odisha Sahitya Akademi award in 2013. Pattanaik has eight volumes of short stories to his credit today. He has continued to write prolifically and on diverse subjects and themes, but the thread of realistic and psychological exploration of childhood sensations and experiences has continued to run through his writing. Recent years have seen the publication of four more significant Banka stories, making the Banka corpus stand at a respectable dozen.


From Odia to English: 
The Life and Times of Banka Harichandan


It is this corpus that is presented here in an English translation titled The Life and Times of Banka Harichandan. The reason for the translation, if one discounts the obvious reason of staging a significant regional-language work on a pan-Indian, or even international platform, is twofold: one, Banka is an unforgettable child character like Oliver or David or Tom or Huck or Jim or Holden Caulfield or Apu or Rusty or Phatik Chand or Kabi or Sasank1, but with a distinct Odishan touch, and, two, the Banka stories, in the way they unfold chronologically and thematically, add up to a remarkable coming-of-age narrative in Odia and Indian literature. One may add a third reason. The volume made up of the twelve short stories about Banka Harichandan is one of the most delicate exemplars of a ‘composite novel’ that one can encounter in the whole gamut of modern Indian literature. In the preface to Sandigdha Shaishaba, Pattanaik said that with its sustained spotlight on Banka from story to story, the series makes itself amenable to be read as a composite novel, adding further that he got the cue to compose such a work from the enigmatic American author J.D. Salinger’s own work in this genre, namely Nine Stories (1953) and “Seymour: An Introduction” (1959), featuring the Glass children. No doubt, this unique blend of the stand-aloneness of each story and the connectedness of stories across borders is the hallmark of the composite novel.


There is, in fact, more in common between Pattanaik’s Banka and Salinger’s Holden Caulfield in The Catcher in the Rye, his Glass children, especially Teddy (short for Theodore McArdle), than meets the eye. As will be revealed later in the course of this writing, a two-way traffic exists between the boy from Odisha and India and the boy from America.


There is also the inevitable connection through literary genealogy, to the Irish writer James Joyce, nudging this history of Banka in the direction of a portrait of a writer in the Odishan and Indian context. Not only are two of the twelve short stories in the book explicitly about writing, its meaning and mechanics as well as the mysterious process of the emergence of this “divinity in words” (“Initiation”), the entire volume is in a subtle way about the gradual awakening of Banka to his dimly perceived destiny as a writer, especially the kind of writer whom we can call, following Jhumpa Lahiri, “the interpreter of maladies”.2 This aspect of writing can be presumed to be autobiographical in that something of Pattanaik’s writing philosophy can be said to have percolated down to his creation, Banka.


A Tribute to and a Record of Childhood


But first things first: The Life and Times of Banka Harichandan is a coming-of-age narrative of a boy named Banka Harichandan. The narrative covers a period of ten to twelve years in the life of the young hero, starting from age ten when he is in class five to age seventeen when he is a first-year college student. The first seven stories take place in Cuttack of the late nineteen-sixties and mid nineteen-seventies, and then we veer away to the neighbouring town of Choudwar for the next four stories before returning to Cuttack in the last one. The years are arguably the author’s upper primary, high school and college years. In the second story, the setting is a nondescript village not far from Cuttack. And in the penultimate story the scene shifts to Puri, the abode of Lord Jagannath. But the action always either starts off from or returns to Cuttack in the end. Thus the entire action of the composite novel is confined within the narrow compass of a small town and its knowable community, satisfying thereby a psychological craving for a unity of place, a craving we all have while reading fiction. Banka’s upbringing takes place in an ordinary lower middle-class household that consists of not only Banka’s Yama or Nimrod-like father, and his tender-hearted but overworked, and, hence prone-to-occasional-outbursts, mother, his siblings, the dependent grandparents, and of course, Banka’s dependent paternal uncle, the infamous Chacha. It is anything but the modern nuclear family that is the norm today.


A qualification also needs to be made about the place. Although it is Cuttack, the most prominent town of Odisha of that time statistically as well as in public perception, as underscored by many telling Odia anecdotes and proverbs, it is nothing like Calcutta. Besides, the delights and attractions of the town—like cinemas, eateries and sporting events and arenas, tailoring houses—being largely out of reach of the young population in ordinary lower middle-class homes, are either non-existent or are objects of frantic and feverish fantasies. Cuttack appears like a limited provincial town in terms of the amenities it offers to its younger crowd, the school and the neighbourhood fields, gullies and paan shops clearly dominating the stage. For all that, Cuttack is still a dream city, covered in the romantic haze of childhood. The second town to feature in the book is Choudwar, on the fringes of Cuttack. It is a further stripped down semi-provincial locale, with its younger population’s horizon shrinking to the measure of school and studies only. There is admittedly an Officer’s Club here to which Banka goes to watch a movie once in a while, but as a guest of the son of his father’s superior officer. He is never allowed to forget the pecking order of society even in the more democratic space of entertainment. The ambience of the semi-provincial set up sees to that.


Politics impinges on the lives of Banka and other boys and girls, be it in Cuttack or Choudwar, but it is rarely obtrusive. And the only “headline” event the narrative refers to—that too incidentally because its main purpose is to provide a context for an eye infection epidemic called “Jai Bangla”—is the Indo-Pak war of 1971. But the narrative doesn’t need to be loudly and overtly political or historical. It doesn’t have to be, for the work of political indoctrination of young minds to “grow them up”3 as docile, opportunistic, conformist, and money, success, and job-pursuing future citizens is done by religion and family. The volume is worth reading especially to gain a keener perception of how religion, politics and economics are absorbed into the textures of daily life.


Religion saturates the details of lower middle-class family life in a typical Odishan town in the form of morning prayer at school and evening prayer at home and the constant invocation of the simian god, Hanuman, of the Hindu pantheon. This is the zeitgeist of the time that seeps, nay floods, into the pages of The Life and Times of Banka Harichandan. It is the singular achievement of the author to have secreted a questing and self-questioning boy at the book’s centre with the result that the lower middle-class domesticity and religious fervour that seeks to naturalise ideology as truth and reason is rendered explicit and is in the process deconstructed. The innocence that is ascribed to childhood in conventional perception is revealed in Banka’s case to be subversive. But it does not cease to remain “innocence” for all that.


Banka is a child, and very much of the Wordsworthian kind whose “heart leaps up” at the sight of a rainbow or at the call of the cuckoo or the golden oriole, and, who is the “father of man”. He is not a “miniature adult” of the pre-Wordsworthian rationalist discourse. His story filters out the debased currency of experience, guile, cunning, manipulation and abrasion from the unclouded vision of childhood and its corresponding language of hieroglyphic suggestion. The book is thus a tribute to childhood and a record of the full panoply of its manifestations.


All-of-a-Twist: Guilt and Fear as Keynote


It is true that the predominant emotions of Banka in the book are fear, guilt, shame, anger, and despair and these are consistent with his being a victim. The opening scene of the opening story “An Inauspicious Day in the Life of Banka Harichandan” strikes the keynote to the entire book, showing how the life of this boy in an average lower middle-class Odia family is all-of-a-twist.4


Banka wakes up in the dead of the night “with a start”. His throat is parched and he has to quench his thirst. But how will he navigate the passage from the cot to the water pitcher in the cook room? There are insurmountable obstacles on the way. He is sleeping in one extremity of the cot close to the wall, and, has to cross carefully over the sleeping bodies of his Nani (elder sister), Chhotu (younger brother) and Chacha (father’s younger brother) before he can risk climbing down from the cot on the other side. But he must be mindful of his Jejema (paternal grandmother) lying sprawled on a mattress on the floor. If he wakes anyone of them while crossing over them, and, especially if he makes Jejema howl in pain by inadvertently stepping on her in the darkness, then he will be in a soup, as Chacha would “dig rivers of blood on his back”. This picture of the sleeping bodies of siblings huddled together in one bed as well as of physical punishment of the “erring” child—erring from whose point of view?—might seem incredible to present-day Indian readers. But it was a fairly common and widespread practice in the time and place that the book is speaking of.


The point, however, is that this was real and it was accepted as a part of family life in another time and place, without of course being covered in glory for the acceptance. It probably is still prevalent in the poorer pockets of Indian society even today. The father of such a family, especially if he was the breadwinning head, had the supreme authority to discipline and punish his child. Other close relations, living in the house, also had a share in the disciplining process if they were adults.


The child bore the brunt of a brutal disciplinary regime at home, as a result. He—yes, more often than not it was a male child—was assailed by fear, guilt, anger, shame and despair. In the same measure he felt the stirring of craving and desire as an inevitable part of the process of growing up physically and the socialisation process at school and the street. His mind was a veritable battleground of the forces of thanatos and eros. He was constantly tossed on the stormy sea of moral life, torn between the dos of desire and don’ts of ethics, and thereby forced into a life of subterfuge. One quick example of this double life is Banka’s hiding of a detective novel of Kanduri Charan Das inside his history book (“Resolution”). Like any child caught in the act of reading a “bajebahi” (bad book), as the detective novel was labelled in those days, Banka is punished by his father. But a few days after this he makes the shocking discovery about his Chacha—and he doesn’t escape a thrashing by Banka’s father either—reading even more salacious and sexually explicit books by Mastram on the sly, being thus confirmed about the double standards of seemingly good and responsible adults he has interactions with.


So the only way out of such an oppressive regime was for the child to quickly become an adult. This would also be in sync with the shastras. They recommended affectionate, even pampered, rearing until the age of five, the use of the rod until he was fifteen, and, friendly treatment on his attaining the age of sixteen.5 The irony was, shastras were cited only to be violated or given short shrift in the way the upbringing of children was actually done in middle-class homes. No wonder Banka is seized with an inordinate longing to grow up fast. It is in the book’s final chapter that he enters this coveted age of sixteen. But he must ask for what should have been given to him suo motu. He must assert himself and demand dignified treatment if he must free himself from the cycle of repression, as Banka does in the closing sequence of the book’s final story, “On the Edge”. Banka’s, ‘Non serviam’, though much subdued compared to Stephen Dedalus’s, has the same subversive force.


Reveries, Desires, Dreams: 
First Steps towards Freedom


But what must Banka do until he arrives on this golden threshold? As the stories leading up to “On the Edge” show, he must desire much against the counsel not to desire. And he must create his rich inner world through dreaming and desire, if only to perfect his tools of imaginative subversion of the goings on in the adult world which has laid down the rules of engagement. Unsurprisingly, the whole narrative is permeated by Banka’s oneiric state, which is of two kinds, reveries and dreams.


In the first, namely reveries, the alphabet of success that comes to him via the mediation of family, school and society is at first rehearsed thoughtlessly and then pondered over so as to be revised and re-phrased. This is a recurrent pattern in the stories. The story in which it receives a classic representation is “Resolution”, being ostensibly focused on prayer, the prime cultural vehicle for transmission of societal values. At first the famous Odia prayer (Oh Compassionate Lord, Wanderer of the Universe) is rehearsed blindly. Then as the story unfolds, the confrontation of the prayer’s ideality with reality is staged. The terms of the prayer are then rewritten. This second phase of staging, the deconstructive stage, is the most crucial, as can be seen in the quote below.


All of them must have sung this prayer in their childhood, “Teach me only this O Lord, I need nothing else, neither men nor money.” One was taught to always tell the truth. Then, one was also told to shun riches. Why, then, was everybody running like mad to offices, courts, and other places of work? Why was there so much pressure to study well? Why were people getting married? They were praying one way and acting in another? Were they all telling the truth always, his father, mother, chacha and others? Faka was far better than them. Although a rascal himself, his prayers and his deeds matched. Everybody else was a hypocrite. This prayer was false. So was this the omnipresent, omnipotent and omniscient God? Chacha, Nani, Father, Mother all were liars. Was Mother a liar also? It was not easy to believe that.


The story goes on to not only tell us about Faka’s blasphemous parody, but cites it as well. And not just in this story, but in the story “Initiation” too, which is woven around Banka wrestling with the writing of an article for the school magazine. It would be interesting to look at Faka’s parody of the sacred lines of the famous prayer that Banka will take his cue from in order to perform his own parodic inversion of it in both the stories.


O Compassionate Lord, the wanderer of the Universe


Accept my pleadings to your heart


Take care of the patch of green in your backyard


And eat it by cutting it.


…


Teach me only this O Lord,


Not to want a buxom young lass in my bed.


And then, in “Initiation”, the most scandalous parody of all, this time of the lines of the Bhagabata by Jagannath Das, the text sacred to all Odias.


The good and bad sides of a living being


Can be known at the time of their shagging.


Reveries, then, have this important deconstructive function in the coming-of-age narrative of Banka.


Desire too is an intimate part of growing up and is connected with a new sexual awareness focused on the body. In its manifestation as erotic desire it urges one towards body-based interactions with others outside of the family fold. Accordingly, Banka has his fantasies ignited by a succession of pretty faces, starting from the unnamed girl of chapter four through the named ones (Nibedita, Sangita, Preeti, Pramila and so on) in the chapters that follow. Though they go by different names, they are the embodiment of the stereotypical image of the female as temptress. Thus erotic desire in the narrative so often reinforces the societal values of money, success, marriage and of course straightness. The narrative does, however, fail to give agency to any of the girls or credit them with a modicum of intelligence or self-respect, let alone imagining her as transgressive. The narrative imagination of the author also seems to falter in another area: its portrayal of homoerotic love as deviant and dangerous sexual behaviour is in keeping with the ethos of the times and has the effect of undermining same-sex love.


Dreams, however, are more revealing in their close connection with trauma. In the narrative they have their traditional, Freudian function of opening the ‘royal road’ to the subconscious. The abuses, the beatings and the humiliation that Banka is subjected to at home and school, but that he cannot process, are condensed into dreams. “Timetable” and “Initiation” feature famous dream sequences, set in the Choudwar days of Banka’s schooling where he studied the higher classes of ten and eleven.


The first one from “Timetable” ominously shows Banka as a prisoner in the cage of a zoo minutes before the school finals. The criss-crossing bars of the cage resemble the criss-crossing horizontal and vertical pencil lines of the timetable drawn by him. There couldn’t have been a more graphic instance of the depth of social conditioning of the human mind. Likewise, in “Initiation”, the subversive potential of the act of writing occurs to Banka in an epiphanic dream sequence which takes him back to that milestone moment in his childhood when, following his ear piercing, he was initiated into the “ethos of letters” and drew with a piece of chalk three circles or zeros which stand for the Hindu trinity of Brahma, Vishnu and Maheswar, the symbols respectively of the Creator, the Preserver and the Destroyer.


Epiphanies: Soul Freedom


Dreams are of course vitally connected with another kind of unconscious showing forth which comes to us as a flash, as an inner vision, as a moment of discovery, and which goes by the name that Joyce gave to his literary technique, namely epiphany. It is epiphanies that liberally intersperse the narrative of Banka Harichandan. And they don’t have to come upon him as a visitation, as in dreams, but may occur quietly in the course of a matter-of-fact day, as in Joyce’s Dubliners stories. These epiphanies feature either children or childlike adults as Banka’s mentors. Since Banka’s creator has talked about Banka’s dream and desire for escape from the four oppressive “Houses of Stewardship”, namely family, school, society, and religion, it is quite possible to imagine him as having thought of a grander plan for Banka to truly transform his consciousness.


Interestingly, it is not Art that is offered as the final House of Stewardship. The pattern with Joyce is broken here to introduce the Yogic principle of meditation and detachment. Two of the finest stories in the volume, namely “A Stint in Hell” and “Alone”, show Banka receiving his early training in being weary of the world of surface appearances and senses which are the source of all delusions and illusions. Both the stories are also structured in a similar way, with an early descent into hell—gluttony in case of the first, and a possible blindness in case of the second—and a glimpse of the road less travelled at the end through a transforming journey or insight.


It is significant that Banka’s mentors are very much outside of the rulebook. The first mentor is the childlike middle Mama (maternal uncle) of “A Stint in Hell” who teaches him to value manual work and to not despise menial labour, even of the scavenging kind. The second mentor is the blind boy philosopher in “Alone”, Ainthu, who reminds him of the “sins” that eyes can commit.


Do you know my grandma always said one thing when I was a child? “This Ainthu is a blessed soul. Sin will not touch him. Ninety-nine percent of our sins are committed by this accursed pair of eyes.”


Banka is made sharply aware here of the “visual rape” he committed the night before.


Banka was immediately reminded of the dirty pictures and descriptions in the books on Chacha’s shelf which he had spied upon last evening.


It is the lesson of the Gita that quietly reverberates in the background as the blind Ainthu delivers his words of wisdom nonchalantly. Banka most closely resembles Salinger’s Teddy in these epiphanic moments. He becomes Teddy, re-imagined and resurrected in the Odishan context.


The traffic of influence is, of course, never one-way, meaning from American or Western culture towards Odia or Indian or Eastern culture. As anyone who has read Salinger’s “Teddy” is aware, the realisation of the failure to lead a truly moral and spiritual life in America, the bastion of consumerism, has made Teddy lean more and more towards a notion of bhakti-based spirituality, harboured in ancient Indian culture, rather than through reason, argument and analysis. Teddy’s vision of the reform of the American education system with its stress on meditation and on the unity of life grasped at a supra-sensory level, rather than on sense objects and on surface forms, shows this influence of Indian thought clearly. In a sense Banka in these two stories pays back to Teddy. But Teddy is already a debtor of Indian culture. The debt is thus two-way, reciprocal.


Conclusion


Banka is not on a higher moral ground than the children, the boys and the adolescents with whom he shares his existential space within the world of literature. This is in contrast to how Teddy is imagined, as several cuts above the American characters he circulates among. This is because of Teddy’s mystical access to an alternative philosophy—read Indian—of life, while Banka, frustrated by a scheme of things too narrow and oppressive—small-towny, utilitarian, financially straitened, colonial and hierarchical—is seen struggling throughout for self-actualisation.


Banka can have a clear-eyed perception of his condition as a victim or scapegoat most of the time and can only sporadically rise towards fragmented flashes of illumination about his own swadharma, his true self or calling. It’s only in the last story of the series, “On the Edge”, that he has a conscious life-altering moment of clarity.


Would Bajrangbali, his companion during all his lonely and frightful moments, be able to deliver him from this hell of aloneness? Perhaps not. But he still felt a strong wave of resolution welling up inside him. If this hell was his fate, his ultimate destiny, then he would delve deep into its bottomless pit, fully conscious. An endless fall into that hell was far better than the deceptions involved in keeping up appearances.


It becomes crystal clear to him that he must fall and fall alone and embrace both his failing and aloneness, much like Stephen in Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, if he must write the rules of engagement anew.


It is time to draw the curtain on this rather long introduction by saying Banka Harichandan is not an extraordinary boy; he is one of us. The Life and Times of Banka Harichandan is an extraordinary tale of an ordinary boy, told in a touchingly light vein.6 And in this lies its lasting value.


Coda: A Note on Translation


“The Account of a Pilgrimage” was published to much readerly attention in 2001. As a colleague of the author at the English department of Utkal University at that point of time, I was hit by the ripple effects of the splash more than most. The desire to translate the story was spawned in me almost immediately. It was a mere flicker of a desire, as it turned out, for the translation never got off the ground. Looking back, I realise that the temptation to be a part of the newly unfolding translation activism in Odisha’s academic and cultural life had something to do with the desire. Many like me jumped or wanted to jump onto the translation bandwagon. I personally failed then because I lacked the conviction that translation was a worthy enterprise as well as the skill required for moving between Odia and English. It would take close to twenty years before the interrupted translational journey would be resumed. But first, a few quick words about the status of Odia Literature in English translation as it developed in the meantime.


Since the start of the twenty-first century, globalisation quickened its inroads into Odia culture, as it did in other non-metro and less heavily industrialised societies of India, in a big way. One of its effects was a renewed investment of energy in translating into English. This was because Odisha keenly felt the need for international exposure made possible by globalisation. Interestingly, however, the translations during this period did not take the form of an “ethno-centric” practice of “Englishing”, as had been the case with the minuscule, random and sporadic English language translation efforts seen in the last three decades of the twentieth century. On the contrary, spurred by globalisation’s unintended consequence of local cultural reawakening, an “ethno-deviant” practice of translating took hold, a practice that could paradoxically create a place for Odia literature and culture at the global table but on its own terms, that is, by showcasing the culture’s unique flavour and identity.


In the first half of the first decade of the twenty-first century, a multi-author English translation project7 focused on the first modern, realistic and satirical Odia novel, Chha Mana Atha Guntha (1902) by Fakir Mohan Senapati (1843–1918), was the sensational news from the frontlines of the Odisha translation scene. It was a symbol of Odia cultural resurgence in a globalised world, and, fittingly enough, it took as its object as well as inspiration, a novel that embodied a similar cultural resurgence of the Odia nation, trenchantly voiced by Senapati, at the turn of the nineteenth century. The English translation entitled Six Acres and a Third was published by the University of California Press in 2005. It became the trigger for a huge tidal wave of translations into English that continues to this day.


This is, of course, retrospective theorising on my part, for I understood the dynamics of the new translational activism in Odisha much later in the course of my academic and critical work. Anyway, this awareness brought with it a renewed desire to translate. So, in the intervening years, and especially since 2018, I was reborn as a translator. Of course, the return to Pattanaik’s story was delayed by other pressing projects that got my attention between 2019 and 2021. The delay, I thought was good, not only because I was convinced and ready to undertake the translation but also because Pattanaik had in the meantime built a sizeable and respectable body of work of short fiction, of which the corpus centred on his child protagonist Banka was unquestionably the most significant. As I have indicated earlier in this introduction, there was a book in Odia already in existence, containing eight such stories, with four new stories freshly generated. Banka Harichandan seemed poised to be reborn, and, this time through a vigorous translational mediation. The Life and Times of Banka Harichandan took shape in 2022 as my fifth translation project. The choice of the title, suggested by the author, was spot on. Whatever else I may have added to or subtracted from the book, I have kept faith with the name.


So how did I go about translating the original stories in Odia which aim at narrating the coming-of-age story of a hypersensitive and precocious boy, together with his perception, cognition and sensation in an “idiolect” all his own? The defining aspect of this idiolect is that it is a colloquial speech rhythm in which key information is often not stated because it is understood by members of a “high-context” (read Odia) culture. A very good example occurs in the first line of the opening story “An Inauspicious Morning in the Life of Banka Harichandan”: “In the dead of the night Banka woke up with a start.” The Odia original goes like this: “majhi ratire hatat nida bhangigala.” The literal rendering would be: “In the middle of the night sleep was suddenly broken.” The question “whose sleep?” will normally not tend to be asked of the Odia sentence as it would be of the literal English sentence if it is the opening line of a story. That is why, in my rendering the subject or the doer of the action needed to be specified through direct naming, as in the above instance, or through a controlled supply of contextual cues, as in the opening sentence of the ninth story “Rain Cycle” (“Banka was initiated into Bollywood lore through Chiku bhai, the neighbourhood gossip”). The original, as may be safely presumed, does not have the qualifier “the neighbourhood gossip”.


Another aspect of Banka’s idiolect concerns the use of the highly informal and indecorous home and street lingo. I will once again provide an example from the opening of the first story where Banka is thinking about his Chacha’s (Uncle’s) uncontrolled anger: “After failing the B.A. exam again this time Chacha was acting like a wild bull.” The Odia version is this: “eithara bie fail hela pare khali arana mainsi bhali hausunti.” The word “hausunti” is a colloquial word, used by illiterate and semi-literate folks. Its literal translation would be “behaving”, which, in English, completely neutralises the colloquial flavour. If we use English words which go with a wild bull, such as “stomp” or “rampage”, then the word exceeds its grasp if ever so slightly. Hence I have settled for an in between word, “act”. It is also notable that once again the subject of the action, “Chacha” is unstated.


So, my translation strategy was underpinned by the need to transfer language in this narrative—and, of course, feelings and ideas bound up with it—from a “high-context” source culture (one where things are understood without being made explicit) to a “low context” target culture (one where such detailing and explicit naming is necessary). This would make the first version, the one featured in this translation, appear more desirable.


We can look at another example of this from the story “Timetable”. In this the memory of the Mathematics teacher pressing the cheek of Banka’s adolescent flame, Preeti, in mock anger, flits through Banka’s mind for an instant when he is playing cricket, making his bowling go haywire. The original has this: “chhaka pare chhaka nadi deijiba Banka ta laya pheripaiba paryanta.” Rendered literally, it would be “would pile sixer after sixer till Banka gets back his concentration.” The same dropped subject (Kama bhai) and the same clipped and colloquial idiom here (“nadideijiba”), which would be inadequate for the reader from the “low context” culture, unless drawn out a little: “He would tear into the bowling, hitting a flurry of sixes till Banka got back his concentration.”


The question then is this: does it have to be the middle style, as in the above examples? Or will the low, racy style be more suitable? Here I have made the conscious choice to opt for the middle style. This is based on two considerations. One is that the middle style would guard against the “naturalising” of the text to which racy and idiomatic English will render it liable. The world being depicted in the Banka narrative is one saturated with a semi-provincial Odia landscape and ethos, with English constituting a superimposed aspirational language for the middle and lower middle class. We must not lose sight of this in the translation. The second consideration—and it is an important one—is that it would be relatively easier, perched on the middle style, to take those occasional flights into a slightly decorous, elevated language that the narrator sometimes uses to convey heightened feelings that Banka’s inward-bound trajectory necessarily evokes. One example of the leap will suffice. It is from “First Separation”.


Egged on by his street-loafing friends, Banka is wondering about the meaning of “masti” that laying with a woman is supposed to give. He looks up the word “masti” in a number of dictionaries that his father has on his shelf. To no avail, for “fun”, its most obvious sense, does not correspond to the “masti” of “romp”. Banka instinctively knows that there’s a hiatus between the meaning of a word in the dictionary and “the experience to which it beckoned”. And then one day, he catches sight of the young, nine or ten-year old girl living near his house. It is the sighting of her receding frock rather. The meaning of “masti”, couched in the following expression, suddenly bursts upon him.


But when Banka’s eyes met hers, the girl smiled at him and ran away inside, letting go of her mother’s pallu. The sight of her evanescing frock was almost like a scorpion sting that released a generous dose of venom into his blood stream. Although Mother had not opened up about this before, Banka realised that, apart from money corruptly earned, there were a thousand other things in this world, capable of making your heart race like mad, as though from a whiplash of venom.


This is only purportedly child-Banka’s language. Actually, it is the language of the adult narrator for a thirteen or fourteen-year old adolescent. Not only are the Odia expressions used to describe “evanescing frock” and “venom” from a higher register (“apasruyamana”, “jahara”), the entire drift of meaning in this sentence, as in the narrative as a whole, is towards a rarefied region where writing earns its keep not simply by referencing the world but by becoming finely wrought. Both the original Banka Harichandan and the copy, namely the translation, are agreed on this. Thus the translation exudes the flavour of the Odia story even in its non-identity and difference.


Another important strategy I have followed is to not burden the translation with a plethora of culture-specific words in transliteration, as is increasingly the practice in contemporary English-language translation from Indian languages. It was necessary, however, to retain a handful of culture-specific words (like “aarti” in “Resolution”, “abhada” in “The Account of a Pilgrimage”, not to mention Odia markers of exclamation such as “arrey” that the narrative is liberally spiced with) as well as some of the kinship terms such as Aai, Chacha, Nani, Bua, etc. What I did was to transliterate the term and follow it up with an immediate glossing of it in the text, which makes it clear that it is the translator’s insertion. There is also the literal translation strategy that I have used to convey the flavour of the original Odia expression. Examples of this include expressions like “digging rivers of blood in the back” (“An Inauspicious Morning…”) and “the water has risen to such heights” (“First Separation”) etc. On the whole, my attempt has been to present The Life and Times of Banka Harichandan in English with just a dash of the foreign in it, which inevitably gestures towards its Odia substratum.
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