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Girish Chandra’s Bengali translation of the play was not published
until 1900 but it had premiered at the Minerva on 28th January, 1893.
The Englishman wrote about the production: ‘A Bengali Thane of
Cawdor is a living suggestion of incongruity but the reality is an as-
tonishing reproduction of the standard convention of the English
Stage’(quoted in Lal and Chaudhuri, 99). The hybridity thus pointed
out in the review was in fact flaunted by the translation. The
Shakespearean inheritance of nineteenth-century Bengali plays con-
sists mostly in a liberal adaptation of narrative elements accompanied
by indigenization of setting and character. Hurro Chunder Ghose’s
Bhanumatichittavilas Natak (published in 1853 and based on The
Merchant of Venice) may be seen as initiating this phenomenon. In
the English preface to the play Hurro Chunder clarifies that his ‘con-
siderable additions and alterations’ are meant ‘to suit the native
taste’(77). In the preface to his translation of Romeo and Juliet
(1894) published four decades later, Hemchandra Bandyopadhyay
appeals to the same rationale of ‘native taste’ in order to defend his
deviations from the original. But intriguingly, he adds that a more
faithful translation may be warranted in future when the audiences
are maturer (Das 2001: 80). This helps contextualize the box-office
failure of Girish’s Macbeth and adjudge its pioneering role. Girish’s
Macbeth is unique for it is the only nineteenth-century Bengali trans-
lation of the Bard that was custom-made for the commercial stage,
that retains the original location and dramatis personae, and that pur-
sues the original action and locution almost to the level of individual
sentences. In the essay ‘Shakespeare’s Translations in Indian Lan-
guages’ (2001), Sisir Kumar Das sees Girish’s Macbeth as instantiat-
ing ‘a compromise between the policy of Indianization propounded
by Hemchandra and that of a faithful translation advocated by the
twentieth century translators’(81). However, it may be possible to
argue that the balance here is tipped in favour of a defamiliarization
that is designed to replicate the translator’s perception of the original
play.

Sisir Kumar Das further observes, ‘Girish Chandra added five
songs in his Bengali version, omitted several, if not all allusions,
avoided place names as far as possible’(2001: 81). However, one may
locate in the translation a far more learned and meticulous strategy at
work. It is true that Girish not only added five songs, assigning four
to the witches and one to Malcolm’s army in Act 5 scene 4, but he
also introduced a troupe of singing and dancing witches to supple-
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In an article of 1895, Purnachandra Basu, disturbed by the rising
popularity of Shakespeare in Bengal, complained: ‘Loke Shakespearer
pratibhasampanna kavitwer swarnamay nal diya vishpan
karitechhe’(quoted in Das Gupta, 56). His message was intended at
the likes of Hemchandra Bandyopadhyay who three decades earlier
had hailed the Bard as, ‘Bharater Kalidas, Jagater tumi’(quoted in Das
1991, 56). Both of these comments stem from a location of cultur-
ally defined subordination, and they invoke a body of work whose
canonical eminence was clinched under the aegis of the Empire.
Shakespeare constituted a key catalyst in the cultural imaginary of the
nineteenth-century Bengali intelligentsia, and the reactions to him en-
act several of the tendencies central to colonial modernity. On the
one hand, Hemchandra’s remark shows a celebratory acceptance of
the broader noetic and aesthetic possibilities inaugurated by the colo-
nial encounter. On the other, Purnachandra’s comment betrays a sus-
picion of alien encroachment and an anxiety about the erosion of in-
herited systems. Girish Chandra Ghose’s Bengali translation of
Macbeth obviously embodies a forward-looking negotiation with
Western influence, rather than a traditionalist disquiet – but it can
hardly avoid the tangle of tradition and modernity. Translation as a
process entails the comparison and confrontation of two separate
languages having different associative fields and signifying practices,
and thus it affords a space where cultural aspirations and anxieties
can be rehearsed and played out – often with surprising results. My
paper will try to examine how Girish Chandra Ghose’s translation of
Macbeth potentially engages with the colonial hegemony of late nine-
teenth-century Bengal while of necessity being a product of it. The
paper will proceed by analyzing the interactions between the source
language and target language texts, and then briefly conjecture about
the cultural poetics informing the translation.
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forming the observation would hardly be accessible to Girish’s audi-
ence, but he does not dispense with this remark. Such stumbling
blocks imply that Girish’s is a poetics of comparison and juxtaposi-
tion, not one of integration and conformity.

In his translation Girish often simplifies the syntax or clarifies the
context of a line. For instance, Macbeth’s curt observation ‘To be
thus is nothing, but to be safely thus’ (3.1.47) is characteristic of the
elliptical and condensed mode of the late Shakespeare. This is help-
fully rendered as ‘nirapade simhasane na ho’le sthapan, / bidambana
matra shire mukut dharan.’ This expansion is for the benefit of the
theatre audience who did not have the opportunity to go over a single
line again and again like the reader. Similarly, it is to facilitate aural
reception that Girish renders Act 1, scenes 4 and 6, Act 2, scenes 1,
4 and 5 and half of scene 3, Act 3 scenes 1 and 6, Act 4 scene 2,
and Act 5 scene 4 in prose, whereas the original has them in verse.
Girish tries to replicate the original conceits, although he may trans-
form a metaphor into a simile and add an explanatory tag. In Act 3,
scene 2, Lady Macbeth says of Banquo and Fleance, ‘But in them
Nature’s copy’s not eterne,’ which is translated as ‘nahe to amar, /
dehasattva chirasthayi nahe to dohar.’ The word ‘copy’ in the source
belongs to a legal usage, where it denotes the occupancy of land.
The idea of possession and legality is cleverly reflected in the com-
pound word ‘dehasattva,’ although Girish adds the tag ‘nahe to
amar’ for the purpose of elucidation. Similarly, Lady Macbeth’s ad-
monition in Act 3, scene 4, ‘the feast is sold, / That is not often
vouch’d…’ is conveniently expanded as ‘adyopanta nimatritaganer
samadar na ho’le, panthanivase arthadane bhojaner sadrisha hoy.’
Girish’s staunch allegiance to Shakespeare’s original is further evi-
denced by his attempt to translate the following lines which the un-
nerved Macbeth speaks of Banquo’s ghost: ‘If charnel-houses and
our graves must send / Those that we bury, back, our monuments /
Shall be the maws of kites’ (3.4.70-3). Girish renders these as
‘Yadyapi shmashanbhumi, Samadhi-mandir, / udgiran kare punah
samadhistha jane, / tabe to kabar-bhumi, nahe to kabar / pakasthali
gridhrer kebal.’ The analogy worked out here hinges upon the ob-
scure tradition of early modern England that kites regurgitated undi-
gested matter, an idea that is not clear from the context and rendered
more abstruse by the cross-cultural transference. But Girish does
preserve this conceit with scholarly precision. It cannot be denied
that he took much liberty in the scenes featuring the witches, adding

ment the original three. But this may be easily traced to the contin-
gencies of popular expectation and need not overshadow the entire
play. As regards place names, the translation surprisingly eliminates
all the 12 mentions of Scotland, so that Macduff’s ‘O Scotland!
Scotland!’ in Act 4, scene 3, becomes ‘Ha janmabhumi – ha
janmabhumi.’ Some other place names absent from the translation are
St Colme’s Inch, Aleppo, Forres, Inverness, Scone and Colme Kill.
As against this, Girish’s text includes names like Norway, England,
Ireland, Glamis, Cawdor, Fife, Dunsinane and Birnam, all of which
were not unavoidable. This indicates that evasion of foreignness was
not high on his agenda. On the contrary, it is the original Proper
Nouns which advertise the status of Girish’s text as anuvad rather
than anukaran.

As for allusions, Girish actually tries to retain most of them
through various strategies. At times he tries to supply references
from the indigenous culture which correspond to the original allu-
sions. For examples, he translates ‘Neptune’s multitudinous seas’
(2.2.59) as ‘Varuner adhikare achhe je sagar,’ Neptune and Varun
being the deities presiding over the seas in the Roman and Hindu
mythologies respectively. Elsewhere, he renders ‘Valour’s minion’
(1.2.19) as ‘Ranadev-varputra sama,’ and ‘Amen’ (2.2.26) as ‘shanti,
shanti.’ But on the whole he does not transpose the Shakespearean
imaginary to a Hindu field of signifiers. For most of the allusions, he
tries to find a middle ground where the associative horizons of both
the cultures may converge. Thus the devil (3.4.59, 5.7.8) becomes
‘danavpati’ or ‘pret-pati,’ ‘Angels’ (4.3.22) becomes ‘bivuchargan,’
and ‘damn’d’ (5.8.34) becomes ‘niraygami’ - although the cultural
correspondences cannot be perfect. In several cases Girish tries to
capture the referent of the allusion by replacing a Proper Noun with
a descriptive phrase. Thus ‘Golgotha’ (i.e. literally ‘the place of a
skull,’ the site of Christ’s crucifixion) becomes ‘asthi’r maidan,’ ‘a
new Gorgon’ becomes ‘prastarkarini navarakshasi,’ ‘Acheron’ be-
comes ‘naraker nadi,’ and ‘Tarquin’ in the phrase ‘Tarquin’s ravish-
ing strides’ (2.1.55) becomes ‘byavichari balatkari.’ Girish is so loyal
to the original that he is prepared to retain some of the allusions at
the cost of perspicuity and felicity. For example, he translates the
lines ‘-and my eternal jewel / Given to the common enemy of man’
(3.1.67-8) as ‘nara-ari pataker kare, / arpilam nitya atma mama...’
Macbeth here regrets that he has sold his soul to Satan and courted
eternal damnation for his political ambition. The Christian lore in-
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be more usefully absorbed by ‘the hardier and more original races of
Northern India’ (124). In his refusal of such an ‘acclimatising’
project, at least in his Macbeth, Girish seems to disrupt the
pedagogic process whereby the colonizing culture justifies itself as
the source and arbiter of knowledge. Girish’s insistence on replicat-
ing particulars of the original play ascertains that its foreignness is
acknowledged even by those who had no prior acquaintance with it,
and that it is not prescribed as a model for compulsory emulation.

We have in Girish a polyvalent and ambiguous artist three of
whose plays (Sirazdaulla, Mir Kasem, Chhatrapati Shivaji) were
banned by the colonial government for seditious tendencies and four
of whose play-lets (Mahapuja, Hirak Jubilee, Ashrudhara, Shanti)
feature shameless flattery of the British Raj. Girish as a dramatist
relentlessly critiqued the Anglicized middle class but was himself
steeped in English literature. Girish was an influential public figure in
a climate marked by the conflicting currents of colonial exploitation,
Western liberal education and empirical science, social reform,
middle-class nationalism, religious revivalism and traditionalist intro-
spection. If the political investments of Girish’s Macbeth cannot be
teased out with total success, it is because it participates in a vexed
web of collusion and confrontation that characterizes colonial moder-
nity in Bengal.
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much local colour and indulging in rhetorical excess. But these
scenes operate on a separate demotic or folkloric plane. Girish’s in-
puts are not contrary to the aesthetic function of Shakespeare’s origi-
nal, which Stephen Orgel calls a ‘full-scale grotesque ballet’ (167).

If Girish’s translation is thus identified as ‘loyal’ or ‘faithful,’ are
we right in assuming that the relationship between the source text
and the translation necessarily replicates and reinforces the colonial
hierarchy? Does a ‘loyal’ translation stem from a cultural submission
that Purnachandra Basu compared to sucking poison through a
golden pipe? Can we perhaps see Girish as gesturing towards a lib-
eral humanist paradigm of ‘world literature,’ oblivious of the colonial
apparatus that occasioned and instituted the rise of Shakespeare in
India? At least, Girish’s level-headed and comparatist approach to
Shakespeare deters the presupposition that he would succumb to
Bardolatry without any cultural premeditation of his own. For ex-
ample, in the essay ‘Pauranik Natak’ he refuses to place
Shakespeare’s tragedies above the Mahabharata as regards the
breadth and intensity of imagination. In essays like ‘Kavya o
Drishya,’ ‘Vartaman Rangabhumi,’ and ‘Abhinay o Abhineta’ he com-
pares the material parameters of his theatre with those of
Shakespeare’s.

Moreover, Girish’s refusal to indigenize Shakespeare’s text may
itself be thematized as a cultural poetics fraught with potentials of re-
sistance. Textbook models of mimicry and hybridization can hardly
do justice to this picture. Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay offers one
model of imitation as he observes in an essay entitled ‘Anukaran,’
‘Bangali dekhe, Ingrej savyatay, shikshay, bale, aishwarye, sukhe,
sarvamshe Bangali hoite sreshtha. Bangali keno na Ingrejer moto hote
chahibe? … Amra anukaran kori jatiya prabhur’ (202). For Bankim,
the utility of imitation is pedagogic and therefore provisional. Girish’s
translation signals a maturity beyond that stage of apprenticeship. It
does not imitate an English text, but through considerable imagina-
tive and scholarly mediation tries to project an English text in Bengali.
In an English essay entitled ‘Bengali Literature’ (1871) Bankim had
suggested that the mission of the Bengali intellectual lay in
‘acclimatising’ the ideas of the superior European nations in order to
bring about a renaissance in India based on the template of the Italian
one. Bankim actually has a fund of stereotypes to refer to as he calls
the Italians ‘supple and pliant,’ styles the Bengalis ‘the Italians of
Asia,’ and sees them as indigenizing European ideas so that they can
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SOCIO - POLITICAL PROFILE

THE EAST BENGAL REFUGEES
FROM CRISIS TO IDENTITY

Chittabrata Palit

SECTION -I : IDENTITY CRISIS

Following the Direct Action call (16th Aug 1946) by H.S. Suhrawardy
–the Chief Minister of undivided of Bengal, there were widespread
riots in Calcutta and Noakhal in particular. It led to the great exodus
of Hindus from East Bengal to West Bengal. As Prafulla Chakarborty
has estimated, by June 1948, their number reached 1.1 million. Of
these refugees 3,50,000 belonged to the urban middle class, and little
over 1,00,000 were agriculturists and little less then 1,00,000 arti-
sans. We can call the last two categories as Dalits proper, though all
refugees in the broader sense can be called Dalits. By 1951, there
were at least 3.5 millions refugees in West Bengal and in the third
phase, 1961-1965, one million more swelled their ranks.

Those who were real destitute came under the programme of
government rehabilitation and were quartered in the refugee camps
set up for the purpose, Dhubulia Camp had the highest number
reaching upto 70,000 followed by cooper’s Camp accommodating
around 40,000. They subsisted on beggarly doles and morsels of
food and lived in ‘Nissen Huts’ which were like hell-holes, con-
stantly threatened by hyenas and rats.

An expropriated and leaderless population drifted into Sealdah Sta-
tion mindlessly with nothing but a forlorn hope and a deep seated
nostalgia for the land they had left behind for good. Ananda Bazar
Patrika reported on this hapless millions of unhinged and disinherited
people suffering from identity crisis and a deep seated trauma ‘this
over, the families spread their beddings if they have any on the south
station platform and wait for their removal to a refugees camps of
the government of West Bengal. An area of 39* 36 square feet has
been carved out by rope fencing which the refugees are entitled to
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