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Translating Cities

Literary representations of cities and detailed portrayals of urban locations are vital to
all fiction and travel writing. Descriptions of cities, their various sites, roads, parks, malls,
hawkers, museums, restaurants, modes of travel, and so on provide settings for the plot and
narrate their characters and peculiarities. The "Literary Staging" (Rauscher 2014) of cities
with specific attributes allows us to investigate city discourses as translations. The linguistic
constructions about cities could be traveller experiences, explorer reports, tourist accounts,
or diaspora narratives. A traveller is distinct from an explorer or a tourist. Paul Fussel, in his
book Abroad, identified three types of visitors: explorers, travellers and tourists:

If the explorer moves toward the risks of the formless and the unknown, the tourist
moves toward the security of pure cliché. It is between these two poles that the
traveler mediates, retaining all he can of the excitement of the unpredictable attaching
to exploration and fusing that with the pleasure of knowing where one is," belonging to
tourism. (Fussel 1982, 39)

Fictional descriptions construct a city and its diverse locations to provide suitable
settings for characters and events. In travel-writing, a city appears according to the traveller's
experiences, seen by her eyes, and in comparison, with a place and space of her living. In
this sense, both fiction and travel-writings translate and represent not a 'real city' as readers
would love to believe, but a fictional city or an imagined city appearing in a discourse. Like
a translator, the fiction-/travel-writer too ‘reads’ a city and narrates it. As writing writes the
author, it is in the very narration that a city is born. Hence, we may safely say that the cities
embedded in writing signify ‘ways of seeing' (Berger 2008) in a text. The meanings thus
produced are relational, marking the relationship of the writing subject with a city. Hence,
we call them translations. John Berger rightly points out,
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Seeing comes before words. The child looks and recognizes before it can speak. But
there is also another sense in which seeing comes before words. It is 'seeing’, which
establishes our place in the surrounding world; we explain that world with words, but
words can never undo the fact that we are surrounded by it. The relation between
what we see and what we know is never settled. Each evening we see the sunset.
We know that the earth is turning away from it. Yet the knowledge, the explanation,
never quite fits the sight. (Berger 2008, 1)

Writers translate cities according to specific rules of enunciation and articulation and
produce a tentative translation, their readers, while reading texts, speculatively translate
them. Texts create conditions of visibility within which readers see it and experience it.
Hence, a city in narration is a discursive place or space. The manifold literary representations
of urban life, space, language, and culture are potentially fertile grounds for theorizing the
city. (Rauscher 2014, 68-69) However, most city studies are in urban sociology and are rare
in literary studies. Anthropological literature mainly focuses on political economy,
architecture, town planning, cultural geography, gender, race, class, gender, etc. The lived
experience of the city has not received ample attention in these studies. That apart, as
Michael Cronin &Sherry Simon_rightly point out:

Questions of public space — and in particular their visual aspects — have been central to
debates over public engagement and belonging, but the city's audible spaces have not
received the same attention. What is surprising is that language, itself an essential
instrument and domain of the public, the medium through which public discussion
takes place, is simply taken for granted. Despite the sensory evidence of
multilingualism in today's cities, there has been little sustained discussion of language
as a vehicle of urban cultural memory and identity, or as a key in the creation of
meaningful spaces of contact and civic participation. (Cronin & Simon 2014, 119)

However, the above scenario is changing. In recent years City studies is gathering
momentum as "'post-structural and postmodern epistemologies have resulted in a recasting of
the questions and modes of inquiry used to study the city." (Low 1996, 409) In recent years
representation of cities is seen as part of specific discourses. In literary studies, it is
productive to consider the historical, social, cultural, and symbolic production of cities
through various signifying practices.

Indian fiction generally depicts the city as a place devoid of natural human emotions.
In a hurry after livelihood and money, it is always on the run that reduces men to working
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animals, lacking personal touch and human relationships and mechanical. Meanwhile, a city
is a place of the unknown and, therefore, dangerous. The age-old cultural and civilizational
values are mostly absent in city life.

True, the city represents new avenues, opportunities, and exposure, and it is also a
symbol of modernity. But in comparison with the idyllic, simple, natural, close to heart,
honest, lively, humane, clean, and unpolluted life in the village, a city is not desirable. If the
renaissance writers from various modern Indian languages produced city life from their
humanist point of view as a place bereft of humanist values, the modernist writers depicted it
as a place of loneliness and alienation. However, in Dalit texts and women's writing, the city
represents a place of relative but limited liberation and freedom, thus opening up a new
perspective on city life seen through the eyes of largely invisible and under-represented
social groups in literature.

Raymond Williams analyses the images of the country and the City in English
literature in his notable book, The Country and the City (1975). Williams debunks the notion
of the simplicity of rural life and argues that it is "a myth functioning as memory." He says,

On the country has gathered the idea of a natural way of life: of peace, innocence, and
simple virtue. On the city has gathered the idea of an achieved centre of learning,
communication, light. Powerful hostile associations have also developed: on the city
as a place of noise, worldliness and ambition; on the country as a place of
backwardness, ignorance, limitation. A contrast between country and city, as
fundamental ways of life, reaches back into classical times. (Williams 1975, 1)

Williams further argues that the English novels' rural-urban divide reproduces and
justifies the established social order by dissimulating class conflict, animosity, and hostility
present in the English countryside. He ably demonstrates how the country is depicted as an
ideal place of peace and the city the "dark mirror," a quintessential place of loneliness.
(Williams 1975)

As for the perception and depiction of Bengal/Kolkata in Kannada literature, it is
interesting to note that, despite the distance, Bengal has always been part and parcel of
Kannada public memory in the modern period. The partition of Bengal in 1905 by the then
Viceroy of India, Lord Curzon, deeply wounded the elite Kannada psyche and created a
furore among the English-educated class evoking an angry response from the Kannada
public resulting in anti-colonial and nationalist sentiments.

ToTvE3-08, DoWE—20-21-22 (BR=[O—-RF02T:2020)
25




W 07 33 SRobY sh HomaEnY RodetEs B3 ISSN: 2321-001X

However, to the best of our knowledge, novels staging Bengal or Kolkata (or
erstwhile Calcutta) are yet to be written in Kannada. But during the colonial era, the cultural
elites, writers, and the reading public of the Kannada-speaking areas of present-day
Karnataka always considered the achievements of Bengal, Bengali language, and literature
worthy of emulation.

The Arunodaya and the Navodaya writers in Kannada and their readers were
attracted by the Bengali language, literature, and culture during the colonial era. In the
Kannada psyche, Bengal and Calcutta are synonymous, as Calcutta is the iconic city in the
literary and popular memory of the Kannada language. They are associated with Raja
Rammohun Roy, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay, Rabindranath
Tagore, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, Girish Chandra Ghosh, Sister Nivedita, Ramakrishna
Paramahamsa, Swamy Vivekananda, Sri Aurobindo, Nandalal Bose, and later on, ace film
director Satyajit Ray, eminent writer Mahasweta Devi, and economists Amartya Sen and
Kaushik Basu. The impact of these stalwarts' lives and works can be seen in various spheres
in Karnataka and Kannada.

Translations of Bankim Chandra's and Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay's novels were
immensely popular among the educated class. The names of characters in Bankim Chandra
Chatterjee and Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay's novels were trendy until the 1960s. Parents
would consider them as modern names while naming their loved ones. For example, the
names like Aravinda, Viveka, Narendra, Ravindra, Srikantha, Parinitha, Mrinalini, Mrinmoy,
Sharath, and the likes became part of Kannada culture because of literary contact with
Bengali literature. The literary works and philosophy of Rabindranath Tagore and Aurobindo
Ghosh have had a profound influence on Kannada writers. Most of the Navodaya writers in
their autobiographies acknowledge how translations of Bengali literary works fashioned their
literary sensibilities. That apart, Shantiniketan, the iconic University founded by
Rabindranath Tagore, is admired by Kannadigas as an enduring symbol of education
endorsing indigenous teaching methods and learning emphasizing music and fine arts.

Kolkata is a colonial city developed by the East India Company and the British
Empire until the capital was shifted to Delhi in 1911. Colonialism has left "a distinct spatial
imprint on urban topography, in the divisions between 'European’ and 'native' sections of
town. Such divisions give rise to interzones, 'grey' areas, which become home to mixed and
polyglot communities, the focus of mediation across divides."” For this reason, Michael
Cronin and Sherry Simon call it a ‘translation zone.' (Cronin & Simon 2014, 119) Even
otherwise, cities are diverse and plurilingual. Hence, looking at a city from the viewpoint of
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how it is inscribed should become the primary focus of studies on representations of cities.
Analyzing how a city is constructed and produced in a language is an interesting study and
an exploration worth pursuing for a student of literature and the city. Ideally, we need to
read a city as well as its representations as texts. Janneke Rauscher, in her paper, "Grasping
Cities through Literary Representations,”" proposes both 'close reading' and 'distant reading'
of literary representations to theorize them; a ‘close reading' pays "close attention to textual
details with respect to elements such as setting, characterization, point of view, figuration,
diction, rhetorical style, tone, rhythm, plot, and allusion.” (Rauscher 2014, 69) Whereas the
concept of 'distant reading' as developed by Franco Moretti is "a process of deliberate
reduction and abstraction," where "you reduce the text to a few elements and abstract them
from the narrative flow" It allows the researcher to "focus on units that are much smaller or
much larger than the text: devices, themes, tropes — or genres and systems." (Rauscher 2014,
89)

However, in the next section, we attempt to explain how the Bengal, Bangla
language and Calcutta figured in the Kannada language and its literary space.

Image of Bengal in the Kannada Mirror

While there is a need for more research to ascertain whether there existed any
literary/ intellectual/spiritual relationship between the Kannada speaking areas in the
southern part of India and the land of Bengal in the east during the pre-modern days, it is
clear that in the modern era, from the 19" century onwards, this relationship has opened up
and thrived.

In more ways than one, in Karnataka, the areas of politics, social reform, spirituality,
administration, among other spheres, and more importantly, literature, have always been
influenced by Bengal. In this context, it is worth mentioning that the second Vice-
Chancellor of Mysore University (1920) was the esteemed scholar-philosopher from Bengal,
Acharya Brajendra Nath Seal.

If looked at from the perspective of literature and language, we can notice the
influence of Bengali literature on Kannada from the 19" century itself.
BindiganavileVenkatacharya (1845-1914) was the first Kannada writer to translate Bengali
novels into Kannada to establish the Novel as a new genre in Kannada literature. The story
of how Venkatacharya learnt Bengali had become a legend in Kannada literature.
Venkatacharya came in contact with the Bengali language by a curious chance. He learned
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the Bengali language out of curiosity. The Bengali script initially attracted Venkatacharya's
attention, and then listened to the musicality of language and understood meanings, he
developed a love for the Bengali language. For example, in an essay on Venkatacharya,
VenkateshaSangli says, "Venkatacharya had arranged for some medicines to be sent from
Calcutta and they came wrapped in an old Bengali newspaper. The Bengali script attracted
his attention, and the desire to learn Bengali was awakened in him." (Sangli 1969)

Similarly, in another essay, B. Garudacharya adds to this story and says that when
Venkatacharya was a Head Munshi in Shimoga during 1874-75, a colleague noticed
Venkatacharya's interest in Bengali and procured some Bengali books for him
Venkatacharya subsequently wrote to Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, who began to teach him
Bengali. (Garudacharya 1953, 398-400) This 'correspondence course' through postcards
helped Venkatacharya to learn Bengali in a short period of six months. Subsequently,
Vidyasagar sent him a copy of his Novel Bhrantivilas, which Venkatacharya translated into
Kannada in 1876, his first Kannada translation of a Bengali novel. Venkatacharya translated
40 novels from Bengali to Kannada, a staggering number. Apart from Vidyasagar's three
novels, he has translated most of Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay's novels and other
contemporary  Bengali authors like Damodar Mukhopadhyay Yogeendranath
Bandyopadhyay, Nanilal Bandyopadhyay, Swarnakumari  Devi, = Nagendranath
Chattopadhyay, Panchkori De, among others. For sheer variety and number of works,
Venkatacharya's contribution is astounding. Venkatacharya was thus also instrumental in
popularising and establishing the English' novel' form in Kannada literature through Bengali.
Venkatacharya was a contemporary of Swami Vivekananda. He loved the Bengali language
so much so that he taught Bengali not only to all his family members but also to his
neighbours. (Ganesh and Ravikumar 2017)

There are different dimensions to the relationship between the lands of Karnataka
and Bengal. Among them are spiritual movements, struggle for national independence,
leftist struggles, struggle for Adivasi rights, social-reform movements, politics, literature,
cinema, theatre and fine arts.

The impact created by Swami Vivekananda on the first generation of writers
belonging to the Navodaya school was profound. T. S. Venkannayya, A. R. Krishna Shastri,
D. V. Gundappa, and K.V. Puttappa, well-known by his pen-name Kuvempu were among
these writers. In fact, in his Novel MalegalalliMadumagalu, Kuvempu fashions the
character of Bettadayya and creates an indestructible bond with Vivekananda. (Puttappa
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2010) Kuvempu wrote the biographies of Ramakrishna Paramahamsa and Swami
Vivekananda in Kannada and subsequently wrote a biography of another spiritual guru from
Bengal, Swami Shivananda.

Like Vivekananda, another spiritual master from Bengal who profoundly impacted
Kannada thinkers was Aurobindo Ghosh. Madhurachenna, D. R. Bendre, Kuvempu and V.
K. Gokak were all influenced by Aurobindo Ghosh. Along with these writers, mention must
be made of K. Chennabasappa, who translated Aurobindo's Life Divine (Koche 2007) into
Kannada.

After Vivekananda and Aurobindo, it was Rabindranath Tagore who influenced
Kannada writers the most. Masti Venkatesha lyengar, T. S. Venkannayya, A. R. Krishna
Shastri, H. V. Savitramma and others brought Tagore closer to Kannadigas. Several of his
novels and plays are translated into Kannada apart from Gitanjali.

Several prominent writers have translated Gitanjali into Kannada, and more than 25
translations of Gitanjali exist in Kannada. ManjeshwaraGovinda Pai, who knew Bengali,
was the earliest among the well-known writers to translate Gitanjali into Kannada (1925).
Among all these translations, G. Ramanath Bhat's translation of Gitanjali is considered the
most comprehensive. This volume also contains Kannada translations of W. B. Yeats'
'foreword' to Gitanjali, Tagore's Nobel Prize acceptance speech, and Aurobindo's essay on
Gitanjali.

Bankimchandra is another prominent writer whose works are available in Kannada
and who continues to influence Kannada literature in various ways even to this day.
Similarly, Saratchandra is another illustrious writer whose works have created their own
sphere of influence in Kannada literature. For example, each Gurunatha Joshi and H.K.
Vedavyasacharya have translated thirteen novels of Sarat Babu. B. Venkatacharya, S.A.
Burli, AhobalaShankara, Mevundi Mallari, Veerabhadra, C. Krishna, H. V. Narayan, C.K.
Nagaraja Rao, and Ambujakshi are M.N. Kamath are other prominent translators who
rendered Sarat Chandra Chatterjee's novels. Most of his novels were cherished by the
Kannada reading public across age and gender. In Kannada, he has been a household name.
His novels redefined human relations and read dearly by Kannada readers. Along with these
writers, Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay's novels too have been translated into Kannada.
When celebrated movie director Satyajit Ray made the 'Apu Trilogy' based on
Bibhutibhushan's novels, it opened up a new world to Kannadigas.
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On the other side, we see the legendary Kannada poet and Jnanpith Laureate, D. R.
Bendre, bringing out a book of one hundred and one Bangla poems into Kannada. Another
essential writer, M. S. Krishnamurthy, wrote about Bengali Bhakti poets in Kannada and
translated the 15™ century Bengali Bhakti poet Chandidas' poems into Kannada. A. R.
Krishna Shastry wrote an extensively researched book on Bankimchandra and his novels.
(Krishnashastry 1960) This book won the 1961 Sahitya Akademi award.

Many Kannada literary figures were attracted to Bengal in the early decades of the
20" century and visited Bengal. Among them were A. N. Krishna Rao, who quarrelled with
Rabindranath Tagore and returned to Karnataka. Narayana Sangama, PrahladNaregal,
Krishna Kumar Kallur, and S. G. Kulkarni were the other writers who visited Bengal.
Subsequently, S. G. Kulkarni wrote a book titled Naanu Kanda GeleyaraGumpu(ln the
Company of Friends) (2012), where he has written at length about Rabindranath Tagore.
SumateendraNadiga has translated to Kannada Nirendranath Chakravarthi's Ulang Raja
(1996), Tagore's Tin Sangi (1998), and a collection of Bengali poems as Bangalada
Kavitegalu (Poems from Bengal (2002). H.S. Srimathi, a prolific feminist scholar and
translator, rendered several short stories and novels to Kannada.

In cinema, K. V. Subbanna, founder of Ninasam, a literary-cultural centre in
Heggodu, Karnataka, conducted Film Appreciation Workshops across Karnataka,
introducing Satyajit Ray's Pather Panchali to Kannada audiences, among other films. These
workshops acted as scholarly forums for presentation and extensive discussions on Bengali
films all over Karnataka.

Krishnananda Kamath's Vangadarshana (1972) is a travelogue on his journey of
explorations in Bengal. H. Nagaveni's collection of stories, MeeyuvaAata (Bathing Game)
(2005), G. P. Basavaraju'sNeelachalagalaNaadinalli (In the Land of Blue Mountains)
(1990), Kuvempu'sNenapinaDoniyalli (In the Boat of Memories) (2012), and freedom
fighter K. K. Shetty's autobiography have extensive descriptions of Bengal and most
importantly, of Shantiniketan.

Krishnananda Kamath lived in Plassey for two years. His Vanga Darshana depicts
people, society, culture, art, theatre, folk performances of West Bengal vividly. Despite his
liking for people’s culture of Bengal, he seems to be baffled and disturbed by the poverty,
dirt, and chaos of Calcutta as experienced by him:
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When | was in Syracuse U.S.A.(1964), | had read an article in the New York Times
about the dirt and pollution of Calcutta and had exclaimed angrily -- "Why do the
western journalists only go after the poverty and the filth? Calcutta is a portal of
literature, arts and culture. But after my repeated visits to this gigantic city, | was
convinced that the American journalist was very kind to Calcutta.

Once, this great city had served as the capital of our great nation. Generations
of Bengali poets romanticized the city and sang in its glory. It still is a portal for
Bengali arts and culture. But the local administration was incapable of solving any
of people's problems.!

Among all the books in Kannada that discuss Bengal, the most comprehensive
exploration of Bengal in terms of its culture and literature can be seen in H. S. Raghavendra
Rao's travelogue, Jana Gana Mana (1998). Raghavendra Rao is an influential literary critic
and scholar in Kannada.

Jana Gana Mana is not just banter and diary entries but goes beyond these to give us
a creative literary work full of significant insights and lively descriptions. When it was rare
to find travelogues that are insightful, artistic and that provide immersive travel experiences
to the readers, this book comes across as a unique travelogue, said G. S. Shivarudrappa, the
then president of the Karnataka Sahitya Academy, in his preface to the book observes:

Though Jana Gana Mana is a travelogue, it gives us a comprehensive view of
Bengal. It is because the author had done extensive research and had collected
substantial information on Bengal's literature, art, and politics before embarking on
his travels. Therefore, this travelogue becomes a work of a serious scholar who has
attempted to present much more than he had observed and not just another light-
hearted travel book. Besides, the author has interviewed prominent thinkers of
Bengal and has gathered their insights on the literary and cultural philosophy of
Bengal in this book. Among the scholars he had interviewed are Sisir Kumar
Ghosh, Sanat Kar, Nabaneeta Dev Sen, Ashutosh Mukhopadhyay, Dhirendranath
Kar, Sunil Ganguly, and K. G. Subrahmanyan. (Rao 1998, Preface)

"This excerpt is a translation from Kamath’s Vanga Darshana as “Oh! Calcutta!” which was published
in his Website Kamat’sPotpurri in which a few short pieces on West Bengal are published.
http://www.kamat.com/kalranga/wb/calcutta.htm Accessed on 26-06-2021, 10:00 hours.
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Significant figures in Bengal's cultural firmament also find mention in this book,
displaying the author's profound knowledge of their work and achievements. Such
observations make the reader wonder whether the scholars of Bengal are aware of their
contemporaries working in similar fields in Karnataka; if such awareness is non-existent, the
reader is also made to think about the reasons for this lack.

Rao's book begins with a quote from the renowned economist, journalist, and politician
from Bengal, Ashok Mitra, taken from his 1969 article "Calcutta — Every Day":

Nothing adds up in Calcutta. Neither revolution nor revisionism. Neither Satyajit
Ray's alleged pretensions nor his acclaimed genius. Neither the poetry nor the
experimental plays. Neither the potholes nor the glorious oleander trees. Neither
the slum dweller's listlessness nor the reputation of the social butterflies. It is a
fearful, disturbing coexistence. Nobody can understand Calcutta, the incorrigible,
the impossible. (Rao 1998, 11-12)

Though Rao's book highlights these lines, what he subsequently says about Calcutta
is significant:

Behind the anarchy that Ashok Mitra depicts, there is a liveliness, there is an
enigmatic beauty. The villages that are the heartbeats of our nation have set
down roots in the lanes and by-lanes of this city. Leaving aside Park Street's
papayas that are found smeared here and there around the core of Indianness, this
is the one city that can be called an "authentic Indian city,’ the cultural centre of
our country. My intention in writing this book is to present proof of my
statements and to give a bird's eye view of this city and this state's people (jana),
society (gana), and intellect (mana). (Rao 1998, 12)

In saying this, Rao is not operating like a wide-eyed traveller; he is talking about
the need for the traveller not just to have eyes but also insights. These frames of
reference of Rao give us a fresh look at Bengal and how Bengal looks at the world.

Rao notices that the Bengali people have imprinted the culture of their state in every
railway station in Bengal. At these stations, he listens to the floating strains of Rabindra
Sangeet, the voices of Suchitra Mitra, Hemant Mukherjee, and others. On the walls on either
end of the long and wide railway platform, he sees reproductions of Tagore's paintings, his
poems in Bengali and English replicated in his own hand, and numerous photographs of the
poet, and feels that the entire railway station is like a memorial to the great poet. Every
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railway station is designed in this way, and each station is like a work of art. At the same
time, he wonders sadly if the railway station at Sadhanakeri in Karnataka, the hometown of
Kannada's eminent poet D. R. Bendre, has even one photograph, even if broken, of the poet.
Indirectly, he seems to suggest what Kannadigas need to learn from Bengalis in terms of
highlighting their literature and culture.

Rao visited Bengal and wrote this book towards the end of the 1980s when Jyoti Basu
was the chief minister of the state. One of the important reasons for his visit was seeing first-
hand and understanding how a communist government functioned. He notes self-critically
and agrees that in narratives of this kind, our preconceived notions come to the fore and we
observe only what we want to see. In this context, he says:

There is a kind of tension in Calcutta's air. There is intense anxiety that cannot be
captured in words, that only blooms in silences. Bengalis are a population of people who
have made politics an inevitability of life. In Bengal, politics is not a cohabitation between a
ruling party with a massive majority and a ragged opposition. It is a life-or-death struggle
between evenly matched rivals. It is difficult to say whether a particular statement has come
from a mask or a deeply felt statement. So, what we get to hear are 'for' and 'against'
arguments as in a debate contest and not objective truths. (Rao 1998, 24)

Along with Tagore, Rao makes references to Nandlal Bose, RamkinkarBaij, Binod
Behari Mukherjee, Jamini Roy, Somnath Hore and others. But above all, his interview with
Sisir Kumar Ghosh, the renowned thinker of Shantiniketan, merits attention.

Though Sisir Kumar Ghosh was an admirer of Aurobindo Ghosh, he was not an
adherent. In a way, he was a critical admirer of Aurobindo. He was also a severe critic of
Tagore. As a foremost scholar and thinker with remarkable insights and intellectual honesty,
his words assume importance: "Aurobindo lives on an island where nobody else can live. He
is admired without understanding and if | say that, others fail to understand me. | am a
devotee, but a devotee with a difference.” (Rao 1998, 85)

Karnataka's revered saint-poet Akka Mahadevi went to Bengal through Nabaneeta
Devi's works. Nabaneeta Devi is among the three most influential women writers of Bengal,
the other two being Ashapurna Devi and Mahasweta Devi. Nabaneeta Devi translated Akka
Mahadevi's vacanas into Bengali with the help of Prabhushankara.

The pre-eminence of Bengal in cultural research and scholarship is due to the
prescience of people like Ashutosh Mukherjee. It is indeed remarkable that one can find
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books on all topics under the sun in Bengal. Some descriptive catalogues of books are five
hundred pages long and run into five volumes. One can estimate the importance given to
antiquarian books here.

Rao's book introduces us to significant contemporary writers of Bengal and places
before us most of the vast literary tradition of Bengal. By citing prominent names and
describing the relationship between the peoples of Bengal and Karnataka, Rao is not pointing
out the enormous geographical distances or the massive cultural differences between Bengal
and Karnataka.

Regional language traditions perhaps exist in this humble belief that they nourish each
other without knowing it. Still, English had this arrogance during the colonial period that it
was a language of patronage, but not the humility to accept that it too has gained something
from other Indian languages.

So, in the Indian context, it is not in the interests of any language to consider itself as
absolute, but one in a vast web created out of various cultural strands. We feel that this is an
essential attribute of any society and makes the system democratic in the true sense of the
term.
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