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“Jabberwocky” in Indian
LLanguages: Bangla, Odia, Hindi,
Marathi and Sanskrit

Sumanyu Satpathy

In the multi-lingual context of India, the reception of modern, western literary
nonsense in general and Lewis Carroll in particular has had an uneven history.
Whereas some languages like Bangla have taken the opportunity to enrich their
repertoire of nonsense, in many other languages the genre is considered either
inferior or is at best restricted to the domain of children’s literature. Similarly,
while Alice in Wonderland has seen translations in almost all major Indian languages,
including multiple translations in Bangla and Hindi — to name just two — 7 krough
the Looking-Glass has not been as fortunate.' Even in the case of Alice in Wonderland,
the verses, especially the parodies and the passages of genuine nonsense, have
been left out perhaps because of the difficulties involved. On the other hand, those
who have translated “Jabberwocky” have not gone on to translate the full text of
T hrough the Looking-Glass. Thus, the instances I shall discuss here are stand-alone
translations, one each from Bangla, Odia, Hindi, Marathi and Sanskrit. However,
these may not the only languages into which “Jabberwocky” has been translated.
Out of the ones I discuss below, one is available in audio form (Sanskrit) and two
others only in blog sites (Marathi and Hindi). What follows is an integrated and
fairly comprehensive analysis involving multiple languages of India.

Sukumar Ray was the first Indian to experiment with modern literary
nonsense by fusing features of traditional Indian (Bangla) verses and folk tales with
those of the English pioneers such as Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll. Before
him, Trailokyanath Mukhopadhya’s (1847- 1919) and Rabindranath Tagore
(1861-1941) too were familiar with the works of Carroll and wrote some of their

! See Jon Lindseth and entries against Indian languages Alice in @ World of Wonderlands Delaware: Oak
Knoll Press, 2015.
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early works under his influence. In fact, one of the earliest adaptations of AW
appeared in Bangla in the form of Trailokyanath’s fantasy Kankabatr (1892). It
was almost immediately, followed by Tagore’s “Ekti Ashadhe Galpa” [An Absurd
Tale]. In the context of ‘“Jabberwocky,” one can notice certain techniques that
Sukumar Ray had imbibed and deployed in his own work, especially, the prose
narrative, “Ha-ja-ba-ra-la.” A recent translation of this work hints at Sukumar
Ray’s indebtedness by entitling it, Habber-fabber- Law, a pathetic attempt on
the part of the translator to relate it to Carroll’s masterpiece. However, it
was his son, Satyajit Ray (1921-1992) who wrote the first Indian translation of
“Jabberwocky.”

Many Indian translators, including Satyajit Ray, do not notice that
Carroll calls his poem, “Jabberwocky” based on the character, Jabberwock,
and they call the creature and the poem by the same name in their translations.
The Marathi translation by Jaydeep Chipalkatti i3 an exception as the title
is “Javarivyankasthhi” and the monster is “Jabarivyanku”, capitalizing on
the trans-linguistic common epithet, javar or jabar. Both the Hindi and Odia
translators use names that remind readers of the well-known, mythical Hindu
demon, Bakasur. The Bangla translator, Satyajit Ray was quick to seize the
opportunity of turning the recognisable first part of Jabberwocky, “Jabar”
(“jobor” in Bangla and, “Jabar” in many other Indian languages, means forceful,
strong, grand, big etc as a recognizable Indian adjective,) with “khaki”, the
ubiquitous colour of the policeman’s uniform, evokes the figure of aterrifying
enemy: ‘“‘Joborkhaki”. However, this transformation into a Khaki avatar loses out
to the original’s terror quotient. The Odia translator, JP Das’s understanding of
the rules of nonsense can be gauged by the fact that he had already directly
drawn on or translated many nonsense English verses. His successful translation
of “Jabberwocky as “Jabarbak or “Jabarbaka” is a masterclass in the way difficult
nonsense can be translated.” He uses the same sense of jabar, but juxtaposes it
with the bird, baka or crane, and thus evokes the mythical Bakasur, the crane-
headed monster supposedly killed by Bhim in different Hindu scriptures. After
ensuring that the attention of the reader is drawn through this vaguely terrifying,
demonic creature, the rest of the poem follows all the ingredients of Carroll’s
original: nonsense words nof sounding quite non-sense because of their clever
syntactic positioning and aural overtones. The Sanskrit translator goes to great
lengths to invent his Sanskrit monster, Jarbarvaki, again from an ancient Sanskrit
source, the Rig Veda. The Hindi translator uses the same mythical character
from the Mahabharata as does JP Das, and calls the antagonist, Bakarsuri, a thinly
disguised variation of Bakasur.

2 “Jabar” in most Indian languages is derived from the Urdu “Jabar” meaning forceful, great and mighty.



JP Das uses the original stanza form, but since most Indian languages base
verse metre on lettering rather than syllables, the lines can be nine or fourteen or
sixteen letters, and so on. JP Das chooses the unusual line length of 15 letters per
line, and the rhyme scheme of the original (AB, AB) in the first and last stanza;
the other lines have 14 letters, but have to be so read as to constitute 15 letters or
syllables. It is a variation of the more usual payara meter. Instead of 4+4+6, he
uses 4+4+7 syllable- meter. But not all the rhymes are complete rhymes; some
are half-rhymes too. They all contribute to the effect of creating the atmosphere
in the first and last stanzas. The words of the father figure in the two stanzas too
are rendered dramatic with the choice and length of the words. Satyajit Ray
replicates the stanzaic pattern, with a different meter. The Hindi translators use
irregular meters. But, overall, the translators allow the narrative to guide the
metrical rhythm. The translations seem to subscribe to the Indian rasa aesthetics,
that 1is, a specific emotion or feeling evoked in the audience. The first and last
stanza, evoke the shaant rasa; the second stanza evokes the rasa of fear or terror.
The third, fourth and fifth stanzas of veera rasa, that is, the rasa of valour; and the
fifth of Aasya or mirth. The Odia and Bangla versions have willy-nilly conformed
to this Indian aesthetics.

The rhyme pattern of ABAB is retained in almost all the translations. But
Carroll himself does not stick to ABAB (stanza three: “hand”, “tree”; stanza five:
“through”, “head”; stanza six: “‘Jabberwock”, “callay”); and JP Das uses half
rhymes in two places: stanza one: salathi and mimast; stanza two: panjha and sancha.
The Hindi translators have not paid much attention to the rhyme scheme, even
while maintaining the stanzaic form of semi-rhyming and non-rhyming quatrains.

Asin the case of all stand-alone translations of “‘Jabberwocky,” the translators
do not get a chance to offer some explanation of the nonsense words in the poem
through Humpty Dumpty. The translators too have taken the queue by attempting
something similar. 7/ile (were there) in Odia, repeated three times in the first
stanza of JP Das’s version, koriche (had done), dhore (catching or caught/holding
or held) in Bangla; thha (was there) and thhe (were there) in Hindi translation, all
indicating, exactly as in the original, that some things were there or were done, or
were happening.

In English, the first stanza can be broken into the following pattern in terms
of nonsense/portmanteau words and known English words: The four lines
carry, respectively, 3- 4-3-2 (12) conventional words; and 3-3-2-3 (11) nonsense/
portmanteau words, 23 words in all. In Odia the pattern is like this: 4-2-3-3 (12)
meaningful, and 2-3-2-2 (9) nonsense words, 21 in all; in Bangla, 3-2-2-2 (9)
meaningful and 2-2-2-1 (7) nonsense words, 16 in all; in Hindi, 2-1-2-4 (9)
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meaningful and 3-3-2-3 (11) nonsense words, 20 words in all. Thus, the total
number of words and the ratio between sense and nonsense terms in the first
stanza are almost exactly replicated in all the translations, except in Ray’s Bangla,
in which the total number of words is less; but the number of nonsense words in
this stanza is noticeably lower. This shows that, in the first stanza, Ray perhaps
wanted to hold the interest of the reader and not put them oft by too many
nonsense words. In the second stanza he uses more nonsense words (five) than
there are in the original (three), and has three polysyllabic words. But in the case
of Hindi, the number of meaningful words in the first stanza is lower, with a
large number of nonsense terms. The rest of the poem, however, 1s relatively
free from nonsense words. The Bangla version ends up being racier than the
others. JP Das’s rhythm is more leisurely. In any standard rendering, the original
“Jabberwocky” takes about one minute and twenty-eight seconds to recite.
Recited at an acceptable pace, the Odia version takes one minute and thirty- five
seconds; and the Hindi version takes one minute and fifty seconds. When read by
the famous Bengali actor Soumitra Chatterjee, the Bangla version takes only one
minute and fifteen seconds, the shortest of the lot; whereas, the Sanskrit version
takes two minutes and thirty seconds when read by the author himself; by far the
longest time taken of the readings in five different languages.

As for the nonsense words, some in the original reappear with a slight
variation in Bangla and Odia. The trick behind their successful deployment of
nonsense terms lies in choosing words that sound similar to the original, but so
tweaked as to remind Bangla and Odia readers of recognizable words in their
respective languages. Brillig 1s supposed to be a certain time of the day; and JP
Das uses the Odia sounding nonsense word burilaga bele or at the time of birilaga.
“Borogoves” becomes Baragaba, fusing bara (tree) and gaga (a genus of shrub) or/
and baga (crane). A few of the originals words are cleverly reinstated: Jubju, Tumta
(Ray), Jubjub, Tomtom (JP Das and Mital and Paliwal) to create the illusion of
familiarity. As for the other nonsense words, Ray and JP Das have recreated a
few of their own in comic forms: such as Raamkhichuni, Raabonkaamor with the
mythical characters, Ram and Ravan in Ray’s version and, in JP Das’s Odia
version, ragarasa for ragarusha i.e., anger and banadarasangcha, which is a mix of
bana (forest), dara (fear) sancha (saver). It also reminds the Odia reader of bandar
(monkey). This, as well as Satyajit Ray’s Bandorchhencha remind one of Rudyard
Kipling’s “Bandar-log”, which is a term used in his_fungle Book (1894) to describe
the monkeys of the Seeonee jungle.

Ray has, similarly, done something very clever with galumgiri and galumphing.
He coins the first one out of gulamgiri (meaning servitude) by reversing the order.



In the case of galumhing, he retains the first part, galumh of Carroll’s galumphing,
and using it in the Bangla verb form, he gets galumphiye. The strategy is similar
to Carroll’s, who uses gallop and jump or triumph to create his nonsense word.
Satyajit Ray too makes use of the Bangla word, laphiye, thatis, jumping. Similarly,
JP Das uses kadamyjit — kadam (“stride”), and jit (“win”) — to “translate” galumhing, a
genuine portmanteau term. Likewise, Satyajit Ray turns Carroll’s mome raths into
momtarader, compounded of lara (“they”) tader (“their”). In Jp Das’s version, the two
mome and raths are used opportunistically to get momoraths as “rath” means a chariot
in Odia, so that the nonsense word sounds like a meaningful one. In Satyajit Ray,
“vorpal” becomes bhurpi that sounds like khurpr and khukri (both sharp weapons). In
JP Das’s version barapala closely resembles many Odia-place-names. In Marathi,
prabhala 1s technically a nonce-word, but it should evoke prabha (light), similar to
“brillig”. The choice of the Marathi name for the monster (Jabarivyanku) is based
on the phonetic similarity with the original, its evocation of fabar (formidable)
and byang (malformation).

Bangla is the richest treasure trove of Indian nonsense. Marathi, Odia
and other Indian languages are a poor second, and third onward. Much of the
nonsense and children’s literature is plain gibberish, jingles to amuse children.
The Carrollian and Learean forms of nonsense which are mature and meant both
for children and adults, young and old, are limited by and large to Bangla. Most
Bengalis are familiar with the best of world nonsense, and can reel off numerous
lines of Tagore, Sukumar Ray and Satyajit Ray in a jiffy. Ray’s translation of
“Jabberwocky”, “Joborkhaki” is on the tip of their tongue and several dramatic
readings and recitations of it can be found on YouTube. Hopefully, following the
sesquicentenary celebrations, more and more translations of “Jabberwocky” will
appear in Indian languages.
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