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Worldviews/Metanarratives

• Paradigms	(Kuhn)	or	larger	frameworks	that	Narain	seems	to	evoke,	
as	one	moves	through	more	and	more	of	his	work.	Like	poetry,	they	
can	be	fluid,	layered,	paradoxical,	tentative… evoking	multiplicities	
and	evolving	with	a	reader

• Can’t	‘define’	these—they	encompass	orientations;	fundamental,	
existential	and	normative	postulates;	themes,	values,	emotions	and	
ethics—can	only	hint	at	how	some	poems	evoke	or	add	up	to	more…

• As	a	translator,	I’d	like	to	be	aware	that	there	can	be	
undercurrents	to	a	poem	beyond	it—the	poem	can	be	a	medium	of	
discovery,	a	comment,	a	memory,	a	vision	of	the	self	and	the	world



Every	poem	is	a	poem	within	a	
poem;	the	poem	of	the	idea	and	
the	poem	of	words

– Wallace	Stevens

In	one	poem
many	poems

like	in	one	life
many	lives

Of	many	small	entireties
an	incomplete	collection the	
complete	life

The	Poems	Within	a	Poem

Now	leave		my	hands
in	deep	water

They	will	not	drown
the	sea	will	fill	in	them

There	can	be	the	‘poetry	of	a	whole’,	
beyond	the	‘poetry	of	a	single’	poem.	
In	a	translation,	both	poetries	need	
attention,	both	need	‘heightening’	by	
evoking	a	poem’s	latent	insinuations,	
verbal	or	visual	rhythms…

– Kunwar	Narain



References

Walter	Benjamin,	‘The	Task	of	the	Translator:	An	Introduction	to	the	Translation	of	Baudelaire’s	
Tableaux	Parisiens’,	in	Illuminations,	trans.	Harry	Zohn,	ed.	Hannah	Arendt,	Fontana,	1973	

Vinay	Dharwadker,	“A.	K.	Ramanujan’s	Theory	and	Practice	of	Translation”, Post-Colonial	
Translation:	Theory	and	Practice.	Eds.	Susan	Bassnett	&	Harish	Trivedi.	Routledge,	London,	1999

Paul	Ricouer,	‘Translation	as	Challenge	and	Source	of	Happiness’,	in	On	Translation,	trans.	Eileen	
Brennan,	introduction	by	Richard	Kearney,	Routledge,	London–New	York,	2006

Lawrence	Venuti,	The	Translator's	Invisibility:	A	History	of	Translation,	Routledge,	London,	1995

Jean	Boase-Beier,	Stylistic	Approaches	to	Translation,	St	Jerome,	Manchester,	2006

Paul	St-Pierre	&	Prafulla	C	Kar,	eds.	In	Translation—Reflections,	Refractions,	Transformations,	John	
Benjamins	Publishing,	2007

Fernando	Pessoa,	A	Centenary	Pessoa,	eds.	Eugénio	Lisboa	&	LC	Taylor,	Carcanet,	1995

English	Translations



The	Aim	of	Translation

Translation	is	not	just	about	changing	the	
linguistic	costume	of	a	poem,	but	about	reaching	
its	inner	being.	The	world	of	poetry	is	gigantic...	so	
there	are	multiple	ways	of	reaching	its	inner	
being… to	touch	a	poem’s	distinctive	experience	
that	makes	it	a	distinctive	poem…

– Kunwar	Narain,	in	an	interview

Translation	is	a	mode.	To	comprehend	it	as	mode	
one	must	go	back	to	the	original,	for	that	contains	
the	law	governing	the	translation…

– Walter	Benjamin,	‘The	Task	of	the	Translator’

Where	does	beauty	and	magic	in	a	particular	poem	reside?
A	certain	magic	works	in	life,	in	poetry,	maybe	translation	too.	
The	contact	between	a	poem	and	its	reader	sets	off	the	magic…

From	‘MEDIUM’

… O	unknown,
if	my	fervour	reaches	you,
accept	this	turmoil	fully	
into	your	skies;
you	will	be	surprised	to	know
that	you	are	the	poet…
and	I	only	a	new	collection	
of	some	detached	elements,
hovering	near	about	
your	imagination
a	hint	of	life’s	possibilities…



Translation	Strategy

Translate	a	poem’s	‘inner	embrace’,	its	higher	intent,	its	subliminal	or	
subconscious	intent...in	a	sense,	even	sublimate	its	intent

Wary	of	a	priori	or	extreme	positions...	Nabokov’s	fidelity	or	Frost’s	‘poetry	is	
what	gets	lost	in	translation’,	deny	a	translation	of	the	‘magic’	… and	as	this	
magic	is	most	embedded	in	poetry,	poetry	is	also	most	difficult	to	translate

A	general	strategy	is	not	to	have	a	‘general’	strategy	at	all

What	is	the	‘semantic	dominant’	of	the	poem?	(Barańczak)

How	must	a	translation	expand	or	renew	the	source	text?	(Paul	St-Pierre)

Domestication	and	foreignization	can	both	be	valid	strategies	(Venuti)



Read	science	and	English	literature;	wrote	in	Hindi	and	
English;	knew	Urdu,	Sanskrit,	French…

Blended	a	modern	international	sensibility	with	a	
grounding	in	India’s	cultural	and	intellectual	history	

Wrote	poetry,	epics,	stories,	essays,	criticism,	diaries,	
translation,	writings	on	world	cinema	and	the	arts…
Reclusive;	wary	of	orthodoxies	and	movements

Translations	from	Whitman,	Strindberg,	Cavafy,		Hulme,	
Pound,	Lawrence,	Aragon,	Brecht,	Borges,	Neruda,	Attila	
Jozsef,	Günter	Eich,	Ritsos,	Anna	Świr,	Różewicz,	Popa,	
Herbert,	Jaccottet,	Grass,	Günter	Kunert,	Walcott…

Diverse	inspirations:	Indian	epics,	French	symbolism,	
Buddha,	Marx,	Kabir,	Nirala,	Borges,	Kafka,	Cavafy,	Mir,	
Ghalib,	Gandhi,	Akhmatova,	Eliot,	Woolf,	Tarkovsky,	Ray

Cinema,	music,	philosophy,	art,	science,	history,	
mythology,	psychology,	politics,	economics

Inspirations	are	like	seasons,	in	the	best	sense	of	the	word—
the	relation	with	them	keeps	changing	but	never	breaks…

Eclecticism	is	key	to	the	larger	worldviews	in	Narain



Differing	elements	of	larger	visions	
can	invite	differing	styles,	registers	

and	emphases	in	translation

ü Non-dualisms/unisons/inter-
being/harmonies/continuums

ü The	problem	of	transactional	
progress;	and	the	evolution	of	
the	humanesque

ü Parallel and	circular	time;	
bridging	place,	culture,	history

• The	symbiosis	between	
gentleness	and	truth

• The	moral	as	an	evolutionary	
counterpoise	to	the	physical	



non-dualisms,	continuums,	unisons	
‘and’	rather	than	‘or’

(Upanishadic	advaita,	Buddhist	inter-being,	Sufi	thought,	Western	non-
dualism)	historically,	~500	BCE,	that	again	finds	an	echo	in	later	centuries

In	Narain’s	work,	harmonies	rather	than	dichotomies…

oHuman	and	Nature:	Several	Tree	Poems,	Sunlight	in	the	Room,	Here	Wind
oLife	and	Death:	Ātmajayī	&	Vājaśravā
oMind	and	Reality	/	Dream	and	Reality:	‘As	if	the	World	Were	Real’	poems
oAnimate	and	Inanimate:	The	Beings	of	Stones,	The	Door,	Stairways
oSelf	and	Other:	Before	Turning	Him	Away	Empty-Handed,	Un-distances
oSpoken-Unspoken/Language-Silence:	Near	and	Around	Shapes,	Invitation
oPast-Present-Future:	Kumārajīva,	Golconda,	In	the	Lanes	and	Bylanes	of	the	Past
oBody	and	Soul	/	Physical	and	Abstract:	Marisha,	First	Light
oTime	and	Space:	Historic	Separations,	Some	Days	in	Another	Time	Another	Place
oPoet	and	Reader:	Medium,	conversations	with	readers	in	several	poems
oIntellect	and	Emotion,	Language	and	Love,	Modernity	and	Tradition,	etc.



Flowers	of	Neem,	My	Intimate	Neighbour,	In	the	Land	of	Butterflies at	once	evoke	the	
personal	and	universal,	spoken	and	unspoken,	pathos	and	detachment,	joy	and		
melancholy… poems	can	personify	nature	(tree,	leaf,	flower,	river,	wind,	sky,	sun,	
water),	animals	(elephant,	butterfly,	bird,	fish),	even	objects	(door,	stone,	stairs)...

the	human-nature	interconnectedness

An	ecological	view	of	nature	rather	than	
an	environmental	view…
‘I	do	not	imitate	nature,	I	am	nature’

– Narain,	in	Pariveś:	Ham-Tum

I	also	don’t	segregate	feeling	and	thought	
in	my	poems.	We’ve	begun	thinking	in	a	
bipolar	way… this	or that;	whereas	even	
science	talks	of	this	and that…

– Narain,	in	a	forthcoming	book	of	interviews



Often	a	calm,	intimate	register	where	intellect	and	emotion	overlap	

Imperatives	for	Translation
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These	Days,	2002 Witness	in	the	Margin,	2009 All	So	Unfinished,	2018

Thus,	loosening/indenting	the	visual	structure	of	Invitation,	keeping	the	
tight	construct	of	Post-Mortem	of	a	Phoenix,	enlarging	the	scope	of	Marisha

What	to	heighten,	tweak,	stress,	transcreate,	expand,	render	faithfully…
involving	conscious	and	instinctive	choices,	a	precision	with	words,		
use	of	rhyme,	alliteration,	enjambment,	verbal	and	visual	rhythm…





3	stanzas	of	6	lines	each
ABCDCA	rhyme	scheme	

15	syllables	in	1st &	6th lines	of	each	stanza
8	syllables	in	the	2nd,	3rd,	4th and	5th lines



sages	saw	me	for	the	first	time
in	a	rigvedic forest,	
so	soulful so	seraphic	
that	there	wasn’t	even

any	body	
at	all

मुझे पहली बार ऋिषय1 न े
एक ऋ5वन म7 दखेा था 
इतनी आि>मक 
?क एक दहे तक नह@ 

Marisha

Enlarging	the	location	of	beauty	
from	the	body-spirit	continuum	to	
the	being-nothingness	continuum		

Near	and	Around	Shapes	

‘… But	she	who	beats	her	head	
outside	in	pain,	she	is	only	the	
wind—she	won’t	understand	
what	I’m	saying.	Yet,	I	exist	
because	of	her—somewhat	so,	
that	I	will	have	to	understand	
what	she’s	saying…	Rising	
quietly,	I	open	the	shuttered	
doors,	and	embrace	that	primal,	
rugged	tempest	to	my	breast.’

Like	‘Invitation’	the	
moral	onus	here	is	also	
on	us	to	understand,	to	
hear,	the	unspoken	
language	of	the	‘silent’	



… A	last	twilight	still	remains,
witness	to	those	days	which	he
had	somehow	kept	alive
always	nurturing	them	with	the	soul's	blood.
In	the	sacrifice,	the	glimmering	rapiers	of	rays
cut	him	into	hundreds	of	helpless	pieces
and	offer	him	in	oblation...
But	he	does	not	die,
he	is	accepted
and	in	the	long	blazing	evening	of	deep	waters
turns	into	countless	fish—
and	the	slain	sun	sinks
to	rise	again	
in	his	very	world.

An	excerpt	from	Ātmajayī

Self-conqueror
1965 On	Vajashrava’s

Pretext, 2008

Dialogues	between	father	
and	son,	life	and	death,	the	
self	and	world,	reason	and	
ritual,	dream	and	reality,	
existential	and	utilitarian,
metaphysics	and	spirituality	



Its	diction	should	not	make	it	
unrecognizable	as	a	modern	text—
Upaniṣad,	Yama,	Naciketā,	Ātmā,	
Mrityu,	Brahma… (p.11)	
mythology	and	modernity

!"#$%&'(#%)*+'%!,-%!./%,0%&'%+*1$%23
4the	search	for	eternity	‘within’	life,	not	
after	life)	(p.6)
life	and	death

…he	doesn't	actually	die,	he	is	taken	out	
of	the	water	before	he	dies,	but	
unconscious.	In	this	state,	he	dreams—of	
a	dialogue	with	Yama	(p.9)
dream	and	reality

(only	a	point	of	view… not	a	
definite	philosophical,	moral,	
spiritual	or	social	value)	(p.8)

Buddha’s	dejection	is	not	very	
different	from	Naciketā’s (p.8)
Upanishadic	and	Buddhist

A	transition	from	Vājaśravā’s	
vedic,	materialist	worldview	
to	Naciketā’s	Upanishadic,	
spiritual	side	(p.9):	a	shift	
from	dualist	to	non-dualist

From	Ātmajayī’s	Introduction



The	transactional	basis	of	human	progress
hierarchy,	exchange,	exploitation

Many	works	rebel	against	the	worldly	traps	we	ourselves	create	through	the	
fabricated	edifices	of	technology,	business,	law,	office,	nation,	identity,	etc…
ironically,	in	the	course	of	our	evolution—stories	like	Dubious	Moves,	The	Shirt or	
poems	like	Groundwork,	A	Shop	That	Sells	Peace,	A	Little	Late	in	This	World…

The	allied	absurdity	of	ambition,	competition,	war;	success,	speed...	City	of	Gold,	
In	the	Queue	of	People,	A	World	Under	My	Feet—also	linked	to	a	cyclical	notion	of	
time,	where	ups/downs,	gain/loss,	praise/scorn	is	a	‘roz	kī	līlā’	(The	Prize)

The	simple/sahaj is	not	antithetical	to	the	urbane/cosmopolitan/	sophisticated;	
Narain	is	himself	a	picture	of	both	(and	not	cosmetically	so).	Some	poems	long	
for	this	‘un-worlded’	world—Wild	Rose,	Next	to	a	Paved	Road,	Sudama…



The	Early	Poems

Influence	of	French	
symbolism;	complex		
constructs;	bridge	
between	New and	
Chāyāvād	poetry

Surroundings:	Us-You,	1961
Circular	Siege,	1956

The	Third	Heptad,	1959

Made	up	of	markets,	shops,	offices	
and	factories,	and	driven	by	self-
interest,	this	transactional	world	
besieges	our	life… It	is	no	surprise	
then	that	a	sensitive,	scrupulous	
poet	like	Kunwar	Narain	finds	

himself	alone...	

What	is	remarkable	is	that	while	
most	writers	usually	remain	busy	

in	making	themselves	more	
efficient	to	succeed	within	this	
transactional	field,	and	often	get	
sold	to	it,	Narain	reacts	against	it…

– Muktibodh, ‘The	Troubled	Conscience	of	an	
Afflicted	Soul’,	Indian	Literature,	305,	Sahitya	

Akademi,	2018,	trans.	Alka	Tyagi,	from	‘Antarātmā	Kī	
Pīṛit	Vivék-Chetnā’,	an	essay	on	Pariveś:	Ham-Tum,



In	Front	of	Us,	1979

No	One	the	Other,	1993

The	unfolding	of	the	‘humanesque’
no	one	is	the	‘other’,	there	is	‘no	other	world’

A	stylistic	change	in	
the	70s; layered,	
deceptive	simplicity	…
experimenting	and	
deepening	a	poem’s	
inner	recesses…

Sometimes	Narain	seems	to	be	
answering	in	poetry	what	he	
problematizes	in	prose—aware	
that	answers	can	only	be	
paradoxical	and	tentative

“The	redemptive	possibilities	
for	him,	however	distant	or	
infinite,	perhaps	lie	in	how	we	
constitute	the	self,	in	unison	
with	the	‘other’,	in	a	larger	
universal	construct…”

One	has	to	be	mindful	
of	the	complexities	of	
translating	the	simple	
–Narain	on	translating	Różewicz



Imperatives	for	Translation

Often	socio-political	themes,	brevity,	a	more	formal	register

The	balance	and	choice	of	words	are	key	to	some	of	these	poems

•the	title	‘Groundwork’	for	56718$,%9 Intizām

•‘in	the	most	modern	and	evolved	of	ways’	for	!:;61%7(*7+1%1-'<=%+>%in	
‘A	Little	Late	in	this	World’	

•the	unfaithful	translation	of	7#?"@1$ (impartiality)	as	‘stance	to	
remain	free’	in	‘In	the	Queue	of	People’	

These	are	meant	to	stress	the	fabricated	absurdity	of	human	progress	
and	‘intersubjective	realities’,	and	a	vision	of	freedom	from	it…



&A BC,' BC,' #2D -2 "$1$

! ! !"#$% &'( )*+,-. /01 )2
34 )5 6- 789 :6 3#;/8 -< 18=
&'9 >-9.# ?@A-8 4B +;-.# C#
D189 '9 '*8E# -< F8G
/= 6- HI '9 :6 3#;/8 -< 18=
JKIL/#8 =@ M$# C#N

When One Can’t Remain Human

. . .Perhaps in that same difficult time
when I, like a scared animal,
scurried to safety and left him alone,
he, like a snared animal,
turned bloody.

On	all	sides	dense	gigantic	jungles
of	iron	and	concrete	had	arisen
and	in	them	could	be	seen	some
people	preying	on	other	people	

in	the	most	modern	and	evolved	of	ways…	

I	reached	this	world	a	little	late		

चार$ तरफ़ लोह ेऔर कं/0ट के 
बड़-ेबड़ ेघने जंगल उग आये थे 
िजनम? @दखायी द ेरह ेथ े
आदमी का ही िशकार करते कुछ आदमी 
अHयIत िवकिसत तरीक़$ स…े 
 
मN ज़रा दरे स ेइस दिुनया म? पRचँा 
 

8-$%C>-%+>%5+%CE7#;$%,0% A	Little	Late	in	This	World



An	ekphrastic	‘Guernica’,	or	poems	on	Neruda/Hikmet,	bridge	time	
in	other	ways

Bridging	Time,	Place	and	Culture

Delving	into	the	past	not	to	glorify	it… but	to	bring	it	to	the	present	

Parallel/Counter/Circular	time
History,	Myth	and	Modernity

The	bridging	of	time,	place	and	culture	in	poems	like	Some	Days	in	
Another	Time,	Another	Place,	The	Qutab’s	Precinct,	Historic	Separations—
to	form	a	different	totality—like	travel

Every	piece	of	writing…	is	historical… words	do	not	have	just	meanings	
but	memories	too…

– Narain



Imperatives	for	Translation

Attention	to	the	contexts	and	memories	of	words… e.g.	Lucknow,	Wound

Translanguaging,	stealth-glossing	or	notes	as	foreignization	strategies	in
culturally-embedded	works,	e.g.	poems	like	Khajuraho or	The	Killing	of	
the	Heron,	or	stories	like	The	Mughal	Sultanate	and	the	Bhishti

Pace,	atmosphere	and	‘word-music’	(Borges,	This	Craft	of	Verse)	in	
poems	like	An	Evening	in	Golconda,	The	Qutab’s	Precinct,	or	Amir	Khusro;	
visual	layout	in	a	poem	like	In	the	Lanes	and	Bylanes	of	the	Past

Balancing	the	history	‘outside’	and	the	poetry	‘inside’,	e.g.	Kumārajīva



In	the	Lanes	and	Bylanes	of	the	Past	

Away	from	splendorous	palaces
in	the	lanes	and	bylanes	of	the	past
wanders	a	wayward	whim

that	maybe	somewhere	here	
even	today
live	Ghalib	and	Mir,

maybe	the	half-clad	fakir
standing	mid-market	with	a	staff	in	hand

could	be	Kabir,
maybe	on	a	river	bank
away	from	mighty	Sikri
could	be	the	humble	abode

of	a	Sur	or	Tulsi…

Suddenly
above	imposing	high-rise	buildings
and	gleaming	done-up	cities
a	regiment	flies	past
fast	like	an	aircraft	…	

अतीत के गली कूच+ म- 

 
शाही महल+ से दरू 

इितहास के गली-कूच+ म- भटकती ह ै

एक आवारा सनक 

>क इ?ह@ म- कह@ रहते हA आज भी 

ग़ािलब और मीर, 

>क हाथ म- िलए लकुIटया 

बीच बज़ार म- खड़ा वह अधनंगा फ़क़Rर 

         हो सकता ह ैकबीर, 

>क सीकरी से दरू 

>कसी नदी के घाट पर 

      हो सकती ह ै>कसी  

      तुलसी या सूर कR कुIटया... 

 
ऊँची-ऊँची अYािलकाZ 

और लक़दक़ शहर+ के ऊपर से 

अचानक गुज़र जाता ह ै

एक ल[कर  

 हवाई जहाज कR तेज़ी से 

 



A	World	Hardly	Begun

… else,	how	would	there	be	in	him	
so	many	sacred	ruins,	
labyrinthine	twisted	lanes,	
haunted	abodes,	broken	roads,
dark	disquiet	desolations	without	trail	or	tail,	
or	that	dormant	abyss	of	a	volcano	deep	
just	a	peep	at	which	makes	dizzy,
how	would	there	be	the	many	people	in	his	world
who	came	– settled	– and	set	off	–
leaving	here	and	there	their	odds	and	ends	…

e.g.	Syntax,	internal	
rhymes	and	alliteration	
contribute	to	the	
rhythm	as	well	as	to	the	
layers	of	content	
here—very	different	
from	the	gentler,	
metaphor-ridden,	
nature	poems	

“Some	poems	are	so	culturally/linguistically	
embedded	that	translation	is	nearly	
impossible”… e.g.	‘Janmadin	Janmasthān’



Calmness,	pace	and	the	simultaneity	of	time

“Reality	based	solely	on	our	senses	won’t	take	us	far.	The	
interplay	of	light	and	darkness	we	think	is	outside,	is	in	fact	
inside	of	us”	(Page	65-66).

The	text	belies	its	inner	organisation	of	expanse,	serene	
pace,	empty	spaces	between	stanzas… its	recollection	of	
Kumarajiva’s	‘story’	from	a	history	‘outside’	and	its	
creation	of	a	‘poetic’	work	‘inside’	of	us,	on	a	canvas	
immense	like	the	universe	and	tiny	like	a	person	at	once

Maybe	this	is	how	Kumarajiva	balanced	the	immensity	of	
the	Buddhist	canon	with	the	intricacy	of	its	linguistic	
creation	in	his	translations,	and	how	we	could	balance	the	
embeddedness	of	Narain’s	work,	its	metaphysics,	and	the	
delicacy	of	its	sentiment,	in	our	own	translation.	

Kumārajīva,	2015

Counter	and	
parallel	time;	
history	and	
modernity;	time	
and	space


