Translating the Poetry of Narayan Surve
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Narayan Surve (1926-2010) was a Marathi poet from the city of Mumbai. Initially abandoned as
a child, he was brought up by a millworker, spending most of his youth drifting between the
factories, streets, and mills of an ever-growing city. “I had no home, nor relatives,” he says in
his poem Hrs?rﬁ—c;zrm (‘My University’), “but as much of land as | could walk on, and shop
sheds; the municipal footpaths were for free.”
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The two faces of Mumbai. From the Kochi-Muziris Biennale.

Surve’s poetry had found its way to a burgeoning worker’s movement long before it found
literary prominence in the fifties and sixties. When it did, however, it shook the Marathi literary
middle class to its core. Surve’s radicalism, unsettling imagery and unending compassion for
the downtrodden created a space in the canon that would ultimately be filled by Dalit poetry.

Here, | will translate six poems from Surve’s debut collection TS ﬁa‘q'lﬂ’lﬁ (‘My University’). |
have selected the poems to be representative of Surve’s poetic range—these poems span love,
loss, existentialism and urbanity, while demonstrating the poet’s unmatched (and unnerving)
image-making talents. These poems are:

Mumbai (HS)

Truth ()

It's Getting Harder (10T gid 3117)
Solace (¢R)

Songs (30T -)

This Allotted Life (SeeT feielel 3mgsar —)



My translational approach to Surve draws from a variety of theorists. From the outset, | knew
that preserving Surve’s politics would be a central concern. Here, | drew from Spivak’s ‘The
Politics of Translation’, which counsels never blunting, misrepresenting or homogenizing the
politics of the author. | use solidarity, not togetherness, in my translations, a conscious choice
that other translators have eschewed.

It is not just that Surve’s politics are innovative —they are reified in his poetry in a peculiar way.
His poetry combines the vernaculars of low-brow Marathi ‘street talk’ with high-brow ‘poetic’
language. At times (such as in Mumbai) he sharply contrasts these ‘talks’ to mirror the division
of capital and labor, while at other times he uses them fluidly and interchangeably. Translating
this rich texture into English is a difficult task. Here, | was guided by Riffaterre’s “Transposing
Presuppositions’. Where | can (particularly in Mumbai) | try to translate this vernacular on a
lexical level, but in other places | ‘transpose presuppositions’ by attempting to use the
syntactical level (sentence length) to accomplish the same effect.

My overarching theory of translation was of, as Schleiermacher puts it, the only appropriate
way to translate—bringing the reader to the writer. | wanted the translations to feel foreign yet
familiar: to impress upon the reader the breath of fresh air that Surve was even to his native
Marathi audience. As such, | do not translate images (see the ‘stuffed cow’ in It’s Getting
Harder), or provide footnotes unless absolutely necessary to understanding the narrative of the
poem. A critic might argue that this approach leads to clunky, un-English, schoolboyish
translations. But | feel assured that, in making a series of conscious choices, | have adopted an
“attitude towards language that is not trivial,”' and have done my utmost to create an “alien
likeness” for the reader.

This reader-to-writer choice is not merely an aesthetic one. Particularly where postcolonial texts
like Surve’s collections are concerned, the reader-to-writer choice (which Venuti calls the
‘foreignization’ strategy) takes on an ideological dimension. Venuti argues that ‘foreignization,’
by rejecting the dominant ‘domestication’ strategy, “could become a strategic intervention that
would challenge the hegemony of English.”? Although | do not necessarily think foreignization
can challenge hegemony, it can certainly shake the notion of one ‘English’, displacing it in favor
of many ‘Englishes’. This is a political function | hope my translations perform—broadening the
scope of English ‘poetic’ language via their foreignness-yet-familiarity.

| hope you enjoy these translations. | was moved, in part, to translate Surve by my experience
of watching the documentary Saacha (The Loom) at the Kochi-Muziris Biennale of 2018. The
film remains an invaluable snapshot of the cultural world of Mumbai’s mills, and | thank Anjali

' Schleiermacher, 46.
2 Quoted in Bassnett, 48.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nuAnFjnKEfc

Monteiro and KP Jayasankar for bringing it into being.® I'd also like to thank my aunt Anjali
Patwardhan and my friend Tanisha Tekriwal for their comments on these translations.
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reading his own poems.


http://millmumbai.tiss.edu/poetry-and-songs/
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Mumbai

My father came down the Sahyadris, a quilt over his shoulder
And stood at your doorstep with nothing but his labor.

Only my mother knew when he came and went
From the decrepit, hunchbacked shack where | was born one night.

On pay-day he’d storm the house in a drunken frenzy.
My mother would huddle in a corner, cowering with fear.

He’d pull me near, swing me high, and laugh as he ruffled my hair
On occasion, my cheeks would burn with the mark of his five fingers.

He loved us, but could never stop working for a single day.
O City! In your service, he never forgot that thirty shifts means pay.

Since | can remember, | carried a lunchbox to the mill.
| was cast in the way
a blacksmith molds a hammer.

| learned to lay wires, to pass a thread through a dhoti
And when the time came, | learned to go on strike for my rights.


https://soundcloud.com/smcs-tiss-mumbai/mumbai?utm_source=millmumbai.tiss.edu&utm_campaign=wtshare&utm_medium=widget&utm_content=https%253A%252F%252Fsoundcloud.com%252Fsmcs-tiss-mumbai%252Fmumbai

Here, by the sea, my father died,
Struggling to his last breath.
| was hired to his old loom by a wheezing foreman.

The blue sea is like an inkpot
Knocked over by a naughty child
The one in me cries as | think of those old memories.

At the dock, I'd hear the rhythm of foot-falls in the water
Where dark, muscled legs unloaded the goods.

I’d get gooseflesh hearing the muezzin’s azaan,

Run from fakirs and maulvis, thinking of beatings back home.

It is me, it is us, builders of your grand edifice,
Who add to your beauty day after day, O City!

We, who live in hell-like slums and clean up your streets
Awoken by baton-twirling cops as they kick out the poor

| pack up my world, set it up again on the other side of the pond,
Living, always living, in this society’s rotting inheritance!

This is what us millions do till the day is done—
Laboring and lessening as life’s candle snuffs out.

| wander through your streets, your alleys and your roundabouts
As a citizen, as a human, sometimes as unemployed

On this road, garlands of streetlamps announce celebrations till moonset
And on either side stands the wealth of your two worlds.

Here go the throngs of people—from where, and to where?
I’m a traveller among them—from where does my road go, and to where?

| only know of two roads. One, the road to the factory,
and the second: ‘Pick up his coffin! This bird has flown to the heavens!’

In this moment my fellow travelers have assembled under the roof of my mind.
‘Write about us!’ they say, standing at the door to my heart

Friends! You are the immortal inscription on Mumbai’s making.
In every moment, you leave your mark on me and this city.

How can | describe you, you noble folk? You are steel, you are tender—
Flowers drop softly; wounding my heart.



In their desolation these people support each other in solidarity
The way the lights on your shore intertwine with the stars.

At festival-time | carry my children on my shoulders through the crowd
The streets swell with blooms, and my own four flowers giggle

As | fly balloons, my own childhood comes wandering back to me.
My father would walk ahead, my mother would stumble through the crowd behind

| laugh to myself; and in that moment my children ask a question:
‘Baba—why do the police make their rounds at these stone walls?’

Scalded by this question, a thousand hammers fall on my chest
| feel a lump in my throat, my mind splitting like an atom

My feet tread gingerly; like a fisherman who’s seen a tiger.
| find myself mute. Carefully bringing home my life’s earnings.

Tonight | can’t close my eyes. In this dark wasteland my spirit burns
and my soul fumes like a crackling stove.

My father wore out like sandalwood; so did |, are these to be my conclusions?
On a sad night like this one, with only the cold winds for company.

| watch my heart’s vessel overflow; tell me, where should | empty it?

My father departed, having constructed a poem worthy of you.
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Truth

The night when your

Warm lips rested on mine

Was much like this one: shrouded.

Across the road, rattling factories

Crumpled bedding in every quarter

The muezzin’s last call to Allah

Hands, crossing hour after hour

Mother pulled her children into the corner as

Father sullenly took his bedding to the pavement.

The night when your

Warm lips dissolved into sugar cubes
Was much like this one: compelling.

| longed for a home.

Resting, exhausted, on your banks,
On your shoulder—

You, abdomen stretched,

Body blooming brilliantly.
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A joy thundered in; filling the house.
The structure shook with bells and song.
You bent under loads of coconut and cloth.*

The night when your

Warm lips blazed dangerously

Then too a night much like this came, carrying negation
You sat, four whelps under your wings.

The corner groaned —anguished:

‘Narayana’--it uttered.

‘Take the loaf from the countertop’--it muttered.
“Tomorrow, look for a job for her too, boy.’

| felt dizzy, faint, then still.

Rested my lips on hers and

Stumbled out with my bedding. That night

Her lips felt fuller than ever. Than ever . . .
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It’s Getting Harder

To offer solace to oneself everyday

Is getting harder

How much can | help myself? Everyday,
It’s getting harder

| caress to sleep this mind

That’s been reduced to tears

4 Coconuts and cloth are traditional presents to brides and new mothers.



Having seeing the stuffed calf®,
To stop is getting harder.

One must live in compromise.

| do, yet everyday it’s getting harder
To know of one’s existence and to still reject it

Everyday is getting harder

| know this, | tell myself this, but even then | don’t believe—
Guaranteeing a match won’t go off in this ammunition dump

Is getting harder.

Solace
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5 If a calf dies at birth, the milching cow often dries up. To keep her milching, the hide of the dead calf is

stuffed and held in the cow’s sight.



Wait!

It’s not dawn yet

How can we afford to put out the lamps?
If you are tired

Light the wick of my body

In this smoke-colored, foggy world
We stood hand in hand

And you said ‘when | stumble,

put your hand on my heart!’

Come closer, and—

Tell me, tell me everything
Tell it to that heart where

the locks of your hair dangle.

We are powerless, like a sinking ship,
But don’t let it get you down—

Unload your weariness onto me

The way porters unload onto the shore!
This is how we must live in the world,
Supporting one another

And when I’'m tossing in my torment
Hold my soul within your body!
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—A charming house stands under the guimohar tree.
Only bangles could ever tremble there

Every night the moon would’ve stood in the window, and
There’d have been a world beyond constellations

Had | looked at the moon on a full stomach—
Perhaps I’d have reminisced about someone too.

This Allotted Life

This life was allotted to me; when | was born—

Even the light was allotted.

| only spoke the allotted words. Grumbling,

| only walked the allotted roads; returning

To my allotted room; where | lived only my allotted amount
They say! If you follow your allotted path

You'll find heaven. Within these allotted four pillars,

Pfft!
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