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Translating Bhakti: Versions of Kabir in Colonial/ Early Nationalist 
Period 

Rig~t r~·om pre-indepen d e nt 
n auo na],,t per iod to tl . tc pos t-
nauom~l g ~obal it. ecl e ra, Ka bir 's 
poctr~· In l·.ng lish tra n sla tion has 
a ppeat eel with ~uc ll 311 . uncannv 
r<'gulant\' that t oe!~, tile 1_ 1 • 

. • . . • u . 1 ans atecl 
kablrllva \swi th i!"not' >lll _ 1 ' ' g1 ows Lle 
<;o-ralkd ·origi1nl' ' in 1 . ' .. . · ' c rm s o! 1ts 
cltscoursc value. The n 1·1 1 . ' 1 -poet seems 
10 SUl"V!Ve 11\0re in the , \" . a 1e n Longue 
th_an pnhaps 111 his 'original o ne' as 
With eac h new Lra 11,. 1 .. ' a u o n h e 
hounn·s back as a ]JOet _ . · t esurrected 
a ll 0\<'1 ag-am. Mu ltiplet. I . . , . rans a uons 
o f Kahn have not o nlv tak h . en t e poe t 
IH'' ond th e rrontiers c I I . . . • > 11s n a uve 
dolll<lll1 to the global . ·k · ma1 · et, bu 1 

'"" c .d'>o t·nsul eel him .1 , 1. • II ater-life '~ 

tll<tl hold <'~"'• on i1nmc 1,. 1· , 
. l ul ll\'. '"hat 

; II e the cultural1mperaliv. 1 . es t latlend 
~11flt ,\ tl( hand ll'SOlllldi! . . . 1g postent' 
10 f.,,,tl>ll 111 h i'> L'.11gli sh inC" . . : . ' a1 naUOII ' 
\\'h<~l I'> 11 th at com l)e l · 1 · . ~s 11<' 

11 ,tllslators. l11cl1an as well a·f· _ . . . s 01 e tgn, 

10 1 t' ''I Jlc· h.ab1r 111 0 1 ag·1-11 . 1 ' 1St I l C 

sl1 ilt1111.\ c 1tl1111 .tl c ontcxts:.' l' ll• . · . .. ,· pape1 

1 c•'>IIIC I S lhC'II \0 the COillpa. · 1 a un• 
-.,\IICh of lllllltiple tr<IIIS!al!ons or 
K,1hi1 111 l·n !,t li-.h tllclt took place' 
chulll).( tIll' c olon1;d c•t~rh 1 ~<lllonali s l 

l
)t'JIIICI \\ 111J '>)H 'I t<tl l'lll l >lll~ l<· ' ' on 

t · xp\CJtlll).( llw c llllt 11 al j)llllll<., ttncl 
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poetics that each tra n s lation is 

ine\'itabl)' in tp licated in . 
Before Kabir was translated into 

E.nglish, he was transla ted into Italian 

outside th e orficial O rie ntal project
04 

b y m i ·s ionaries who fou nd hi s 
popula ri ty parti c u la rl y in the 
northern par ts o f' In dia tOO 
conspicuous 10 be Jertunadcl rcssed. 
\.Vhal pr01 npted th c 111 a ll the nto rc 
was t h e ir asse ssme n t that his 
teachin gs we re close r to Christia ni ty 
in ter m S o r th e ir rerormaLO r y 

rhetoric. Thus, th ough the rlesi Ka bir 

was not th e chose n official subject of 
th e margi Orien tali s ts, yet hi s 

tra nsla tion into European languages 
begins as early as the latter hair or 
eightt·cnlh century-a period hardlv 
ex plore d in the m aki ng or nt oclcn~ 
Hinduism '•-when an Ita lian Cap­
uchi n friar Marco Del la Tomba~> 
unde rtoo k the transla t ion or LWU 
important te xts- the Mulapcmji and 
th e Jn a n lagrtr - at t ri b ut e d to 
Kabirpa nthi s. Dav id Lorenze n 
obse t vcs , t hough Ma rc o 's tra n s­
lations are 'acc11 raLe ', ye t he set"ms 
LO lend a ' dcr icledly Ch ristian twist 
to 1he transla tion '.7 For instance, as 
Lot Cllll'll t ilc s, mnllli a high\ )' 
< ullllll'-S )Jt'l i!i c IC'IIII S h as been 
lranslatl·cl e~s Klmw j JI'I IIlfllll' n/t'- an 
c·x pression . pa tc·nll} C:hristia 11. 

II 

The earl y English tra nslatio n s of 
Ka bir, in a way, begin by d efault. 

\Nh il e introduc in g th e credo of 

Kab irpa nthi s , HH . Wilson cites 
hundred sahhis, Lwo mmainis (n o. I 
an d 6) and two slwbrufs (n o.56 a nd 
fi9) or Kabir in h is A Silt•lrlt of lhP 

Religious St•rl.\ of llw //indus 11 in 186 1. 
The o bvious inten t is to illustrate and 
c;em p lil)•. H e writes, 'The Sakhis of 

Kab11· dese r ve perhaps a more 
copio us exe111 p lificaLi o n .' (82), and 
that 'one hundre d will be suffic ie nt 

as a specimen o r the whole ' (83) . T he 

tra nsla ted sa/this are p resented m ore 

as prose-sa yin gs th a n rh ythmi c 
poet ica l u t tera n ces. A pa ten tl y 
mattt'r-o f~fac l LOtH' knocks out the 
illh crC' nl lliUSical stre n g ths of the 
sayings of the wande ring b/wh/isaint. 
f or instance in the transla ted sahhi _ 
'Th e ol'ls pring of th e live e lements 
is ca lle d m a n ; if one e le m e nt be 

with drawn , th e whole co mpou nd is 
c!es troyed ' (22, 83) - 1Nilson reduces 

the !Jhakti - wisdom into a m echanical 
sta tement with scant regard fo r the 
aesth e tics o r bhahti iconoc lasm. At 

t~m~s. th e p<~radoxical lCX Litality of 
h.a l)ll s \rtilhu is rendere d in tf' rms 
wllic h <ttl' plainlv lllo ralistic: ' Pu t a 
ch ec k upon the Lo ngue ; speak not 

'l \1\II·Ritll t II"~ IU\ II\\ + II + \Ill XI '" I 21111'• 



muc h ; a ss o c ia t e with th e w ise; 
investigate th e words of th e teacher'. 
(7f'>, 88) . The expression is no t o nly 
ronna l but rath e 1· c ir cum locu to i y 

to o. In s tead oi'' Pu ta ch ec k upon th e 
ton g ue ' a b lunt a nd co ll o qui a l 
ex p r ess i 0 11 s·u ch as 'Shut yo ur 
mou th ' o r qu ite s im p ly ' H o ld you r 
ton g u e' wou ld h ave le nt a more 
fo rthrig h t openi ng to th e tra n slaLed 
sakhis. Th e dramati c vio le n ce bu il t in 
t h e f'ar-Cetched ye t h o m espun 
a nd str ikin g co n ce its o r Kab i r 
is art ic ulate d in a co ld -b lo o ded 
tensio n-l ess exp ression such as this : 
' In th e: con cavit)' of the mirro r the 
image is f'n rm e d: the clog see ing th is 
lik e ness bar ks at it ti ll h e dies' (83, 
89) . Th e C'xpress ion is n o doubt 
!llO der n and has tha n kfu ll y 11 0 
h angovers o r th e m edieva l a rc hai­
sms. bt JL it is no t inf'o nnal and direct. 
If' one 1\T JT to in,·oke f'< t•n ous Fn· •tch 
s u ·tJCltJJ·;tfist Ro l<u •d Barthes, the 
trans late d e :xpressio n of' vVi lso n is 
m ore 'attthorl)·' th <1 11 'wri te r ly', it is 
n !OrC <Ill e xpressio n ()('' re present­
a ti On ' th a n 'cn fig urati o n ' .!1 'vV il son 
fails to registe r th e cl ialog·ic d ynam ics 
of' Kabir 's utterances. 

llf 

Fo•· <)t lil c a lo ••g p <· •·iod dtJr ing the 
c;-trl ~· c o lo nia l pe ri o d , Ka bi1· is 
I rall slatcd I liOn· as one or th e poets 
of' S ikh ho i ~· tex t / \ rli C:mnth, rather 
th a t! as <t 11 inde p e•tdc nl pon in l!i'i 
o,,·n 1·igh1. Dr Ernst T n n npp ( 1R28-
l (')8:-i) tra n sl<ltcs SO II IC of' th e so ngs 
of' l( ;lbi r as p;trl of' his translaLiUI I or 
. \ rli Cmnth i11 1877 . Trutnpp-a 
(;Crl ll<il l 111 prof'cssor or Or icn tal 
(.<tltg·ll<ig'('S <II lh <' l 1ni \'CI'Sil\' of' 
l\ l l llti< h- lllldt·J takes !Ill · ll '<I IISI<;Iion 
i•• , 1 ' lit t' Jal g J·: IJtJJJJctlica l ,,.,11 ' 11 11 sing 
1 ·~J! I l''>o;iun wllicll is <tdntilte dl)· 
't lltidi<Hll <t tic' in the hope that s ttch 
;tJI l'Jtdl' a \ottl ll'ould li<'lrl a 
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' transla tio n whi ch should be of an y 
sc ie nti f ic va lue' (vii ). Th e ve r y 
purpose of th e be in g sc ie ntifi c in 
tra nsla tio n itse lf in a way forbids the 
tran slato r from be ing c reati ve a nd 
inve nti ve e n oug h with in th e 
th e matic an d structura l g rids or the 
o rig in a l text. No won d e r, th e h o ly 
tex t is tra n s la te d with the leas t 
e mpathy of a be liever. 

Kabir is transla ted q u ite lite ra lly 
and mechan ically, to the exten t th at 
' t h e orig in a l syntax' with a ll its 
pun c tu a t io n s, coord in ates and 
se que n ce is r e ta in e d ra th er 
fas tid io usly. The tra nsla to r does n ot 
ev i n ce confid e n ce to doveta il 
prop os itions th a t a re conditional, 
co n t rad ictory or complementa r y; 
in stead h e sepa ra tes th em halfway b y 
the s trong caesura. For ins tance he 
wo uld write, 'Kab ir is the ba1·kin g 
d og, h e runs after a carcass' (683, 

, 209) ins tead of' 'Kabir is a barking 
clog that runs after carcass'. Similarly 
in th is u tte ran ce, 'sow such a seed, 
that is bear ing rruit during the whole 
year! • (684, 229), a sing le comple x 
sente nce wo uld have bee n laconic: 
'sow a seed th at bea r s fruit 
throug h out' . Sometim es thi 
incapability of the u·an slator to club 
cl a uses ca u ses confus io n: ' Kabir 
(says): a! ,vhi ch gate th e comers and 
goers nobody stops:/ I low should 
that gate , whi ch is such a gate, be 

g i,·en up?' 
The freque nt u se or th e 

conjunction 'and ' in contexts tha t 
arf'. so cotlCO Jll it a nt tmncccssarih· 
prolong-s the linal message. The us~· 
or 'and' . ror in s tance in thi s 
exp ression-· Like as ripe fruiL<; ur a 
tree 1 ~1 11 to the g-round a nd do nnt 
s tick b;1ck to tltc branch' ((i7~. :~D)­
cou ld bcc•• tolill l) clispl'ltscd <twa, 
with ill ra,·o ur or <I muc h 11101'(• 

continuous and cohesive Slrt tctttrc 
lik e this: ·Likf' as ripe l'ntih !':tl lt·ll. 

~~ \J\11· Rill I I II\.., RF\ IHI + I • + \Ill '\I '\, I. ,,01,-, 

n ever re tu rn to the i r branch .' 
Trumpp em p loys parenthesis quite 
o ft e n t o comp le t e th e syntax, 
othenvise left incomplete in original 
Kab ir's su·uctures . 'B )' co n1i ng in 
contact wilh it (people) have become 
m ost excell ent, (l ike ), the scentless 
iron (and) wood ( is made fragrant 
by contact with sandal wood)' (675, 
77). There is an anxiety to use full 
grammatical structu res, pro,·iding 
even u n e rly dispe nsable connec Li ves 
wh ich are otherwise so we ll-anti­
cipated or unde rs tood. 

R athe r rarel y d oes Trumpp 
replace the literal with Lhe idi o ma lic . 
H e wou ld retain ' ido ls of clay' (674 , 
64), instead or the idiomati c 
' puppet of clay' (2R8, 64); 'bon es 
wrapt in a skin ' (672, 37) instead of 
the colloquia l 'bone in a bag or 
sk in ' ; juice of the name ' instead or 
th e •no re bhallli-spcc i (ic tt.sage 'the 
necta1· of His n ame' ; a litei·aJ 
exp ression like ' I rema in in the wa\'(• 
of the lotus-foo t at the end a nd at 
th e beginn ing'(677, 120) could h ave 
bee n translated idiomatically thus: 'l 
bask for ever in th e joy o f Cod's lotus 
fee t ' (29 7, 120) . 

Instead of th e acti,·e, Trumpp 
prefers to u e the passive voice, 
LOllin g down in the process th e 
imme diacy a nd the activist te nor or 
th e saint-poetry. Ins tead oC'sai nts eat 
the buller', the translated expression 
is ' By tlw saints th e butter is eaten · 
(672. 19); instead o f' 'boncs burn like' 
wood, and ha ir li ke grass·, we ha,·e 
'bones an· burnt like' "·ood. the hair 
is burnt like g rass' (76~. ~6): instead 
or 'k eep in mille!', t he chosen 
expression is 'th is is to be kept in 
mine!' (67:~ . . JJ ); 'f ishcrnla JI castes 
h is n c l· is passi' i;('(l thus: ·a llt' l is 
la id 0111 b' the fisi!C l ln<ul· ({J7:~. l!J ) . 

T he purpose or Trumpp's 
translation was n o t to 'H't.ln t'xampk 
of' tTC<Itivc IJ'<ll1:'i<ltinll hut to tn,\Kl' 
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Adi Oranth known 12- to make a text 

known was indeed one o f the major 

concerns of nine teenth century 

translators13. The enterprise is purely 

intellectual as the translator does not 

evince the requisite empathy with the 

sayings or the holy text. Ostensibly 

he wo ul d ridicu le Sikh Gurus and 

their sayings to denigrate Hinduism 

as a whole or wh ich, h e be lieved , 

Sikh ism was an offshoot. Max Muller 

described Trumpp ' by no means a 

trustwonhy translator' .1"' Thoug h 

Kabir was not a part of the orricial 

orienta l project, ye t, s ig nificant 

aspect o fTrumpp's project was that 

it was supported by 'Her Majesty's 

Government for India which in due 

consideratio n of the importance o f 

the work planned its execution and 

defrayed its expenses' (viii ) . 

Gurus and bhakti saints, Macauliffe 

wou ld ra ther. app ropriate Sikhism 

and native wisdom in terms which 

a re over tly appreciative. Trumpp's 

e ffo rt was to underl ine tha t Sikhism 

(i n c lu din g Ka bir) was a part 

uf H induism ; wh e reas Macau liffe 

champio ned the cause o f Sikhism as 

separa te fro m H indu ism and he nce 

sought the support of mllive Sikh 

remove the cultural specific bar r ie rs 

and if i t is not easily ach ieva bl e 

thro ugh easy o n e- to-one t ra n s­

fe renc e of sec ular lex icon, the 

translator wou ld go for exte nd e d 

per iphrasis. 'The who le wor ld is 

dead ' wou ld be extended to 'T he 

who le wo rl d is dead in sjJiTitual 

ignora nce' (288, 69). At times such 

a n exte ns io n beco m es ra th e r 

explicatory and banal, 'I have seen 

and exam ined everyth ing, a nd I find 

no one ha th a fr iend' (295, 11 3). 

Sirn ila rly, instead o f saying ' kh ich ri 

is good lood, in which th ere is nectar 

like-salt' (681, 188), he would usc an 

ex te nded expressio n 'an exce ll ent 

d inn er is kh ich a r i season ed with 

sufficien t salt to make it pa la table' 

(307, 188). Ins tead o f leaving th e 

expression open-ended as ' th e name 

of God a wa ter', he would add ' to 

t1xlinp,1tish it (lire)' ( 143, Cauri , 1) . 

What i s a t tim es s upp lc ll te nt c d 

through th e usc o r pa re nth esis in 

T ru mpp' s trans lat ion , is s up p le­

mented through the use of ita li cized 

expressio n in Macaull ifc 's. 

rv 

Max r\nhu r Macaulirre did ano ther 

transla tio n or tlrli Grant/~ in 1909 in 

wh ich Kabir's verses were transla ted 

in a rliiTerent vein altogether. There 

is an intentional ' political' shift as 

unlike Trumpp, he docs n ot intend 

to portray Sikhism as a dwind ling 

religion; rather his effo rt is to bring 

out the ' d ist inct' wisdom of Sikh 

Cun1s and blw flli sai n Ls. ll c> refers to 

the ·novel p lan' of his tra nsl a tion 

according lO which unl ike most of 

the tra n slat ions undertaken a nd 

accolllplishcclunder the Orientalis t 

project, the present work is thrown 

open lO na ti ve cr iti c ism a nd its 

possible appro,·a l. fI e goes on to 

enlist the supp01tlle received on the 

authenticit\ of his translation fro m 

Sikh clcq.," . 
Macau] illc ·., plan sugg<'SL~ a subtle 

.;hilt ill< olcllli<ll \\d\S of negotiating/ 

appr opr iati11g the l·.a-,t. VVh<'reas 

lrurnpp wo11lrl not 111iss an oppor­

lllllit\ to run down o r ridicuk Sikh 

clergy. Though both the tra nslatOrs 

were sponsored b)' British colon ial 

adm inistra to rs, yet the shift in thei r 

stance marks the shirt in th e stance 

o r colonia l cultura l po licy. Wh en 

Trumpp was co mmiss io n e d to. 

transla te Adi Granth and to loo k at 

Sikh scrip tu res, h e was g ive n the 

spec ifi c task o f proving tha t Sik h 

theology an d cos m o logy were 

different fro m those of the Vedas 

and th e Upa n ishads. But he found 

noth ing in them to support this ,·icw. 

li e ro u n d N a I I a k a • t I I 0 I () u g h 

Hindu', h is re lig io n 'a pantheism, 

de ri ved direc t ly from Il in du 

sources.' Unsatisfi ed wi th Trutnpp's 

ass imila tive pro-Hindu find ings, 

Macau li ffe, a minister of cul tu re 

himse lf, undertook the charge of re­

translating Adi Granth in te rms of its 

disti nctness from canon ical I Ii nd u 

tex ts. !l is effort was to create a 

cu lll ll'a l wedge between l l inclu ism 

and Sikhism. 

Whereas in Trumpp's transla tion, 

there is no one 'God', in Macaulilfe's 

tran s lation, more o ft e n th a n not 

'God ' (or 'Lord ') is the general term 

used for H ari , Vishnu , Rama a nd 

even Om. 'Maya' is translated vario us 

as 'world ly love' (279, sloka 8), ' the 

body' (28 1, 18), illusion etc. T h is is 

an obvious s tra tegy or appropria tion 

and ass imil a tion .''' The llindu 

sig niliers an· translated in sec u la r 

ternrs so that the llindu forbearing 

of .Sikhism could be played down or 

ca nl tHrl'lagc-d . The a lle mpt is to 

~~ ~ ~ ~ II· RIIII.I liN• I<FVIEW + IIi + \ '01 X I i':u I ~~~~~.-, 

Macaul iffc te nds to be ex plicit in 

his tran slation the reby pre-crllpting 

o r m inim iz ing th e n eed s of 

exege tica l s upp o rt fr o m H in du 

so urces, a nd making h is transla tion 

se lf-ev id e n t a nd a u to tc. li c . Th e 

au th o ria l ex te nsio ns arc m ad e in 

the ita l ics, po inting towa rds th e 

tra ns la tor 's conscious atte mpt of 

be ing ex pl icit and interpretative a t 

t h e sa m e time. o t o nl y thi s 

te nd e n cy to ex tend th e ph rase 

rorecloscs the seman tic possi b ilities, 

i t te nds to ge n e ra te ' unw ie ld y 

per iph ras is' (xxx i) of the pith y 

say ings. Th e e ni g m a of th e 

expl-cssion 'One d ay thou sha ll sleep 

s tn •tc hecl o11t a t fu ll le n g th ' is 

undone by the pe riphrastic addition 

or 'in th" gravp' (298, l 27) . The 

li11 C<LIIllY SliCC ill CllleSS of' /J/w/i/i-poctl'}' 



has always bee n a challenge often 

unsuccessfully met by the English 
tra n s la tor-foreign as much as 
native. To overcome th e proble m, he 
takes recourse to e ither lo n g 
parenthesis or ex tension s through 
italics. 
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empathy for th e text be ing trans­
lated; Macauliffe translation is not as 
em piri ca l as th e a n xiety of native 
approval a lways bothers him. 

v 
A ve ry s ign ifi ca nt aspect o f Meanwhile Westocu 's book Kabirand 

Macauliffe's explanatory addiLions is the KabiT ? a nth 16 had come in 1907. 
th a t th ey a r e se lective ly don e as From the pointof viewof translation, 
th e tra n slation targets th e Sikh the book may not be very important 
consti tu e ncy m a inl y. Where ve r as the writer quotes the saint-poet 
lo nger explanations are required , mostly through translations already 
Macaul iffe wou ld leave th e m un - avail able (Trumpp 's tran slation o f 
ex p la ined o r half-ex pl a ined. For Ka bir in Adi Granth, primarily), and 
insta n ce in hymn XVII (266), Kabir occasionally through hi s own 
refers ' to twenty fi ve categories' translations, ye t being the first in de­
as wor ldl y e ntr e n chmen ts, th e pendent book in English on Kabir, 
trans la to r wou ld provid e the it genera ted qui te an inte rest in him , 

can o nical source n a mely Sankhya a nd could be taken as firs t important 
philosophy in the footnotes and then venture towards the inter-natio na l­
would hastily add,_'An e nurnera lion izatio n of the saint-poet. The Orient­
of th e ca tego r ies h e re wo uld n o t alis t ha ngove r is clea rly visibl e in 
assis t th e Sikh student' (226) . • Wes tco tt' s ente rprise for Kabir is 

Though Macauliffe's transla tio n see n as Indi a n cou nterpart of 
in its effort to combine the lite ra l Euro pean Martin Luther. In fact the 
wi th th e su gges ted t e nds to b e book b eg in s with a tab le th a t 
expla natory and prosaic, ye t a t places chronicles the rise of saint-reformers 
it reveals his idiomatic a n d poetical bo th in Hindu ism a nd Christianity 

p rowess in de finite m easure: instead in cl ose co rresponde nc e.
17 

T h e 
o r ordin ary expressio n ' th e blow of syncretic character of Kabirpanth is 
s pear is easy'' h e would r a th er ackn owledged, but the. underlying 
e mploy more a lli te ra tive ex pressio n impu lse is C hri s ti a n. T h e very 
lik e t h is 's li g ht is the s tro ke of rhe toric of th e qu estion asked in the 
a la n ce' (306 , 183). Though prefacepointstowardslheChristi an 
Ma caul iffe avoids archaism s, ye t h e bias of the write r: ' I f Christ had bee n 
wou ld ofte n use th e outda te d a n Indian , would not his Gospel have 
subjunctive mood (xxx ) to re ta in th e been welcomed by many who now, 
peculiai- characte r of bhakli poe try. re fuse to listen ?' (not pagina ted). 
In bhakti poe ll)' subjun ctive mood is Westco tt' s transla tions are prosaic 
ofte n used to e nge nd er some kind and at best can be described as of 
or literar>' d eviance throug h th e wo rking nature on ly. Mo re tha n 
cl ever play or incompatibl e ten ses in the poe try, th e em phasis is on its 
a s in g le utte rance. subject ma tter in te rms of the secular 

Tmn1pp 's English is lea ·t poetical approach of the san1L~poet to issues 
or litc ra1·y; b )' way of" curnpa riso n p ertai ning to mor~ li t~ -~ ncl m cta­
Macau liffe has a g reater control over physics. Also very Siglllficantly, h e 
di Ciion. T rumpp's e ffort is a t best a divides di fferent sayin gs of Kabir 
p r oj ec t o f tran sla ti on with no a lon g thematic lin es suc h as "The 

Sl'~ IMERIII I.I .: ll t\S RF:Vlf.\1" + li + VUl. :\1 . ~., I. 2(11)5 

World a nd Re ligion ', 'Re ligio n in 

L ife ' , 'Th e Way to God' etc. - a 
prac tice which was later on foll owed 
by Vaudville in h er translations of the 
sa int-poet. The re is n o attempt 
a t versi fi catio n , for th e translated 
sayi ngs are used for m ere 
' illustra tions'. Unlike Trumpp and 
Maca uli ffe who s ti c k to Kabir 
compiled in Adi Gmnth, Westcott 
goes beyond the pri;-~ ted Kabir, and 
collects 'oral' sayings from the field. 
H e is ac tu a ll y ' g uided by t h e 
judgem ent ofKabir Panthis' (45) as 
much as of his own in th e selection 
of sakhis included in the book. 

In terms of its special attributes as 
a text of t ran s lation, Wes tcott's 
e ndeavo ur has two distinct features 
-first, the cultural-specific terms are 
left untransla ted, second, he gives a n 
ex tended g lossary of such terms 
towards th e end of his book. The desi 
express ions are given extended 
t rea tm e nt and their semantic 
nuances are explained in terms of 
their philosophical import. Kabir was 
past-master in e mpl oy ing words 
which have more than one meaning. 
Wh ile translating Kabir, Westcott 
does refer to the in tended 
ambivalence of his couplets. Allother 
peculiar feature of Westcott's book 
is th a t a t time he would lift an 
equivalen t Ch rislian source or even 
a Sufi source, and would place itjust 
after Kabir's sakhi to buttress his 
th esis that Kabir was as much an 
original thinker as a translator of 'old 
thoughts'. 

V1 

Tagore's tran s lalion 1
$ of Kabir's 

poems is the ' first m~jor u·anslation ' 
or 1 he sa in L-poeL exclusively- a work 
which he accomplishes just three 
vears after his world famous book o f 
~crses named Gitanj ali appears in 



England in 1912. It is major because 

it is the first exclusive endeavour of 

translating Kabir, more as a poet, 

than a mere religious reformer. It is 

also major in terms of its reception . 

Coming close on heels of Tagore's 

Nobe l Prize fame it rece ived an 

immediate international limelight. It 

has been reprinted many times over 

and by different publishers, both in 

Indi a and abroad. No subsequent 

transla tion of Kabir has received so 

much attention. The purpose of 

Tagore's translations in general was 

to internationalize Kabir as well his 

own writin gs. Sukanta Chaudhuri, 

a we ll-known Tagore-scholar 

observes: 'Their surface [Tagore's 

translations] intent is to disseminate 

and institutionalize the poet's work 

abroad. "~9 

Enamoured as he was by Indian 

mysticism, Tagore asked his friend 

Kshitimohan Sen to compile Kabir's 

songs as they are actually sung by 

itinerant sadhus all over Northe rn 

India (especially in Bengal). Out of 

the four volumes compiled, Tagore 

eventually selects hundred songs of 

Kabir for his translation purposes. 

Unlike many later translations, 

Tagore uses the plain term ·poem· 

for any Kabir's verse, be it a shabarl, 

a mmnim or a ~akhi. Sin ce the latter 

translators ~sed written or printed 

texts as therr source text(s), they 

naturally tend to be more fastidious 

about maintaining distinction of 

form; f01 Tagore, it is the unlettered 

'oral' that constitutes the original. 

All subsequent translations rely 

singularly on the printed and the 

written. Tagore's fascination for the 

·oral' over and above the written or 

the printed is very much evident as 

)H' quarn•Js with the pubJisJrpr of a 

book of ~ongs rn Bangia thus: 'What 

we want<'d was simple song-s of 

gcnuint' untutored hearts.·~" 01 
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course these remarks are made with 

reference to his love for Saul songs, 

but they hold true for h is fascination 

for the 'oral Kabir' too. 

No wonder, late r resea r che rs 

and translators question the ve ry 

au then Licit)' of so-called Kabir 's so ng 

transla ted by Tagore. Rev. Ahmad 

Shah who had just compil ed Kabir' s 

Bijak in 19 J 1, and was in the process 

of completing its English transla tion 

when Tagore's translation came ou r, 

in his observations ques tioned the 

authorship o f the songs translated by 

Tagore, right then. According to 

Shah, ou t of the hundred poems 

translated byTagore, the re are 'only 

fi\·e which in a muti la ted form can 

be safe ly at tr ibuted to Kab ir. ·~ 1 

Winand M Callewaert, a well-known 

Kabir scho lar writes thus: 'H aving 

now prepared a cri tical edition of the 

songs of Kabir, based on the earl iest 

avai lable manusc ript material, it is 

my guess that hard ly any of th e 

Tagore so ngs was com posed by 

Kabir.'22 Further he writes: ' I can 

understand that a translator of Kabir 

may look fo r a ni ce song without 

bothering about its authen ticity. But 

let us not start writing commentaries 

o n Kabi r a nd fifteenth century 

Banaras quot ing those so ngs. ·~·1 

Vaudeville, ano th e r Kabir o;cho lar 

and translator has this to say o n the 

authenti c ity o f Kabir 's songs in 

Tagore's collection: 'It was Tagore 

who suggested Lo his fri e nd Kshit 

Mohan Sen the collec tion of the 

poems att ribut ed to Kabir and sung 

by itinerant sacl hus all over Northern 

India (especially in Bengal) and 

their transla tion into Bengali. The 

authenticity of these poems is very 

questio11ahle; it appears that most of 

thcrn wer c probabl}' 1101 composed 

by Kabir. ·~1 As a translator, <'vcn of 

his own works, Tagore sf:'ems to have 

less regard forth<: origina l. In at least 
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26 cases of h is tran sla ti ons of his 

own works, as Su kanta Chaudhuri 

informs us, 'no orig ina l has bee n 

found, though a lin e or phrase here 

and there migh t recall so me Be ngali 

poem. '2
" 

In h is se lec tion of Kabi r so ngs, 

Tagore reveals a conspicuous urge 

to choose th ose songs which a re 

m o re m ys ti cal in con te nt an d 

message; the social side of Kabir is 

u nderplayed. What one encoun ters 

in the translations is an eso te ri c 

wo r ld whe re 'flame burns without 

lamp'; 'The lo tus b lossoms without 

a root' (LIII ,58) ; 'a strange tree, 

which stands withou t roots and bears 

frui ts wi th ou t blossom ing' (X LVII , 

53) . Tagore's Kab ir is more or less a 

vedantin, his lofl -d lumni aspect is 

underp layed if not knocked aut 

altoge th e r . H ere Lin.da H ess's 

observation is very pertin e nt: 'Th is 

Ka bir is less ca us t ic and more 

constan tly ecstatic than the sha rp­

eyed observer of socie ty who appears 

in o lder co ll ect ions. ' 2 '; T agore 's 

p ropensity for the mys tical Kabir is 

unde rstandable, both in terms of his 

own s trong personal inclinatio ns for 

the metaphysical, and in terms of the 

cultural irnperati\'es of age in which 

he was wri ting. 

The In fi nit e is so ubiqu itous ly 

present in Tagore's translati ons that 

one wonders if Kabir a t a ll had any 

grasp or the tangib le and the 

concrete: 

Th e infinite dw e lling o f the 

Infin ite be ing is everywhere; in earth , 

water, sky, and air: 

Firm as th e thunderbolt, the sea t 

of th e seeker is established, above the 

vo id. 

lie who is withi n is without I sec 

llirn and none else. (LVI, 62) 

The fin ite as the locus o r blwhti 

stands thoroughly curnpr omiscd. if' 

not <-rased a ltoge ther. Consequently 



T ago r e's Ka bir in tr a n s la ti o n , 
a pp e ars m o r e as a r efin e d a nd 
sophisticated Sh a nkara, tha n a desi 
p oe t o f th e d o m a in o f th e p eople . 
These a re translatio n s in wh a t could 
b e te r me d as ' pseudo-o ri e nta l '~7 

m o uld. 
T ago re ' s o wn foregr o unding in 

th e a rt o f ve rsifi cati o n , his contro l 
ove r En g lish di c tio n <!nd cad e n ces 
present b e fo re us a n image o f Ka bir 
as o n e wh o is a poe t of impeccable 
classical make-up . The direc tne ss of 
speech, its ro ug h a nd blunt ed ges­
th e q ua liti es tha t s ta nd o ut as typ ical 
Ka bire sq u e h a rdly e m erge in th e 
tran sla tio n. A r eade r of Ro m an tic 
a nd E d wa rdi a n Eng li s h poe tr)' 
as T ago t·e \~as , h e e n g e nde r s a 
r a r e lite rary to u c h to o th e r wis e 
earthy utte ra n ces o f Kabir , a lmost 
com pro mis ing in th e p rocess th e 
LO n e a n d tcn o t· o f h is p ro tes t poetry . 
Vinay Dha rwadkar wo u ld te t·m it as· 
'o pacity' 28 in sty le. 

Th e r e m a rkab le as p e c t o f 
Tagore's tra nsla tio n h oweve r is th a t 
it r e dee m s Ka b ir fr o m th e a li e n 
b ibli ca l m o uld ; it a pproac h es 
him m o re as a p oe t o f th e class ical 
s tyle a n d s ta tu re tha n jus t a socia l 
r e fo r m e r . Ag a in by wa y of com­
p a ri so n , th e t ransla ti o n s o f b o th 
Trum pp a n d Macau li ffe we re m o re 
in th e nature o f sc h o la rly exerc ises; 
T ago re's e n d eavour is m o re poe tic 
because it is a p oe t wh o tra nsla te s 
a n o th e r p oe t. Also un like Trumpp 
a n d M a c a u li ffe , T ago r e is n o t 
a tte mpting a n e n cyclo paedia; he is 
o nl y prese nting those ch ose n ve rses 
of th e sa in t-poe t wh ich e na m our h im 
mos t. An o th e r d is tinc t a d van tage 
th a t rests with Tagore 's e ff o rt is th a t 
it com es fro m a sahridya insid e r , a nd 
n o l fr 01 n th e so -ca ll e d 'objec tive' 
ou ts id e r. Tagore's Ka b ir is n o t a 
Marl in Lu lhe r , but a wande rin g bau l. 

W hi le re a d in g T ago r e's trans-
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latio n , it b ecomes difficult to m ake 
o ut a s to wh e r e Ka bir e nds a n d 
T agore the poe t, takes over . One can 
r ead a ve r se o f Gita njali a n d a 
t r a n s la ted so n g of Kab ir s imul­
ta n e ously as n a LUra l ex te n sio ns of 
each o th e r , withou t any sens e of 
rupture o r d evian ce o f m ood . Look 
a t th e fi rs t poe m in Gita nja li29

; in 
image ry, T"?essage a n d p a rad ox ical 
s tra in , it is n o di ffe rent from a sakhi 
of Ka bir: 

Tho u h as t m ade me e n d less, su ch 
is th y p leasure . T his fra il vesse l th o u 
emptiest again a nd again , a n d fill es t 
it eve r with fresh life. 

T his little flute of a reed th o u has t 
carrie d over hills an d d a les, an d hast 
bre a t h ed th rou g h it m e lo d ies 

e te rn a lly new . . . 
The image ry of vesse l being fill e d 

a n d e mpti e d is con s p i c u o u s ly 
Ka b it·esq ue. Sim ila rly a few so n gs of 
Ka b ir , panicu la rly th e o n es u·a ns­
lated by T ago re, can easily be read 
as a p o e tic u tte ra n ces o f th e p oe t 
Tagore him self. Fo r ins ta n ce poem 
n o. XXX is so Tagore-li ke: 

O n this tree is a bird: it d an ces in 

th e j oy o f life . 
Non e kn ows wh e re it is: a n d who 

kn ows wha t th e burde n o f i ts music 

m ay be ? 
It is t hi s poe ti c 'ec h o' ~111 whi c h 

t h e t ra n s la t io n s of T rum p p a n d 
Maca ul ifTe fa il to invoke . Kabir truly 
b ecom es t h e s ubj e c t of poe t ic 
in spira tion in case of T agore, a n d 
n o t a n o bj ec t o f sch o la rly de ba tes. 

Inspi re d tra nsla tio ns run th e r isk 
of d ev ia t in g f r o m th e so-ca lle d 
sacrosan c t o r igina l. T ag o re 's own 
p o e t ica l pro p e n s iti es, it c a n b e 
a rg u e d , tam per with th e or ig in a l 
tex t, bu t th ey n evenhel ~ss enric h 
a nd e n h a n ce t h e o p e n -e nd ed 
d ynam is m o f Ka bir. Ka b ir wo ul d 
con tinue to b e tra n s la te d fo r th e 
sim p le reaso n th at his verses p rovide 
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e n oug h r o om to th e c r eative 
trans lator fo r improvizations. T h e 
open-en d e d n ess a nd th e ete r n a l 
fl e x ibili ty o f Kabir 's verses p ose a 
m aj o r c h a ll e n ge to sch o lar- tra n s­
lalOrs wh o want to con tain th e saint­
poet in sch o las ti c o r re form a tory 
f ram es; fo r th e poe t- tra n sla to'r s 
they however co ns ti tute th e right 
stuff for on to logical tra nsform a tio ns. 
T ago re's Kabir , as p o in ted out early, 
may be inau th entic b u t h e is at his 
poetica l best. 

VII 

Two years after Tago re' s mu ch­
c e leb rate d t ra n s latio n , a n o th er 
tran sla tio n ofKabi r 31 by Rev. Ah mad 
Shah ofHa m irpur (UP) appear ed in 
1917.The transla tio n re m a in ed m ore 
o r less obscure, excep t th at s u b­
seque nt tra n slat01··, wh ile m a king a 
c la im fo r th e ir respec ti ve tra n s­
la tions, referred to its ' poo r ' 32 quali ty 
of t r a n sla tio n . The com p lex su b­
jectivity o f th e translator of being an 
In d ia n M u sli m co n ve rted to 
C h ri s ti a n i ty, howeve r adds a n 
in trig ui ng d imensio n to h is very 
e n terp r ise o f t ranslation . I t is 
in triguing because Kabir fo r h is a n ti­
sanskri tic stan ce an d t·aw nativi ty was 
neve r o n the offi c ial age nda of pro­
bra hmini ca l Orien ta lists - both 
n a tive an d th e colo nia lis t. It is well­
known th at th e o ffic ial Oriental ists 
were o nl y co n cerned with the 
can o nica l and the class ical. Rev. 
Ahm ad Sh ah 's translation , however, 
is no t o nly fi nancia lly supported by 
th e n colonial government in UP, he 
is amply ass isted by two English 
C h r is tian m issionaries - Rev. E. W. 
O r me rod a n d Rev. Canon B.H.P. 
Fisher- of the Cnwnpon.' Brotht•r­
hood as we ll. Should i t be seen as an 
auempt o f appropriation of Kabir in 
C h ristianit\ in the wake or his 



marginalization in margi Hinduism? 
Also should it be seen as the 
beginn ing of Orientalization o f the 
native and the folk, alo ng side that 
of the classical? 

Interes tingly enough, Ahmad 
Shah shows immense awareness of 
the body-snatch ing-game that was 
being p layed around th e persona 
a nd poetry of Kabir. He wo uld 
dismiss al l attempts of his 
predecessors and con tem poraries in 
projecting 'Kabir as Martin Luther ' 
o f Hindu is m, or Kabir as a 
'protestan t' bhakli sain t. In fact he 
does not approve of appropriation 
of Kabir in any canonical religion. 
His introductory remarks a re very 
informative indeed: 
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voice. Even in the in trod uctio n to 
Tagore's translatio n wh a t is hig h­
lig h ted is not Kabir's individuality, 
but his capacity to 'fuse'31 vario us 
strands of mysticism th at run across 
var ious religions. Ahmad Shah, on 
the other hand , would underline th e 
'enormo u s infl uence ( th a t ) h e 
[Kabir] exercised upon subsequen t 
religious th inking' (37) and no t the 
other way roun d . T h e age n cy is 
granted to Kabir instead to th e 
various re li gio ns th a t supp osed ly 
shaped h im. 

Having advocated o r asser ted the 
'originality' or 'agency' of Kab ir, 
do es Shah tra n slate Kab ir 
differently~ In other words do Kabir's 
verses in English tran sla tion look 
different from, say, th e m essages 
of Bible o r a n y other re lig io u s 
te xt? D'espite the fac t th a t Sh ah 
p resumab ly tran sla tes Kabir n o t 
under any appropriating agenda, yet 
his translation has biblical to nes in 
terms of its syntax, dictio n , to ne and 
tenor. F.E. Keay, in his Kabir and His 
Followers quotes many passages from 
Kabir wh ich bear simi la rity with 
bibl ical messages. And inte resti ngly 
he deplo ys some o f the verses 
translated by Ahmad Sh ah and a lso 

an ywh ere . T he Bible h appe ns to be 
his only m odel. 

As against Tagore's re liance o n 
th e ' o ra l ' songs o f Kabir , Sha h 's 
sources are writte n a nd printed . Also 
in com pari so n to T ago re's ve ry 
sophisti ca te d and p oe ti cal t_ra n s­
la tio n s, Ah mad Sh ah 's transla tion 
n ever intended to be literary, for its 
purposes were mo re or less religious. 
It ten ds to be p rosaic and m essage­
o ri ented. There is n o a uempt a t 
precisio n as structures are retained 
literally witho u t even exp erime nting 
with th e g iven p unc tu a ti o n :­
' Ren ounce self and recite the nam e 
o f H ari: e fface defects from h ead to 
toe. / H ave n o fear o f any c reature: 
this is th e essen ce of sadhu's fa ith' 
(197, 138). 

U nl ike any o the r tran sla tio n o f 
Kabir, besides the customary preface, 
Shah 's transla tion con tains full five 
ch a pte rs d eali ng with life o f K.abir in 
legend , the desig n a nd layout of 
o riginal Bijak, the teaching o f Bijak, 
th e cosmolo gy of Bijak an d th e 
princip les of the Kabir Pan th. T h ese 
five chapters run in to as many as 45 
pages. T he extraordinary space given 
to prose essays in the book amply 
p roves th e fac t t h at Sh a h 's 

' In modern India, organized 
attempts, such as that of the Brahma 
Samaj, to correct the abuses in 
Hinduism tend to be branded as 
disguised Christianity. It may 
be noted that a n interesting , if 
unconvincing attempt to connect the 
Kabir Panth wi th the teaching of the 
Jesuits h as been made by Pt. Walj i 
Bhai of the Irish Presbyterian 
Church . It see ms probable that a 
simila r tendency caused Kabir in his 
own day to be called a Moslem; whil e 
the Moslems on the whole welcome 
his efforts, as a help in com bating the 
idol worship of lndia, and acknow­
ledged him as a Pir for hi s self­
denying and pious life .'33 (40) 

His app r oach towa rds Kabi r 
is refreshingly n ew a nd un­
precedented. He would treat Kabir 
as an ' original' preacher-poet-a 
stance wh ich till date any or th e 
scholars of Kabir have fai led to 
accept and acknowle dge. From 
present d~y Dali_t c_ritic ~harmveer 
to Christian m tsstonanes o f th e 
colonial period, Kabir has been 
placed in one religious d iscourse or 
the other, denying h im autonomy o f 

by Westcott for this purpose. While 
he does so, he makes a very pertinent 
comment on th e limi tations o f 
transla ti on, especia ll y when the 
translator himself is foregrounded in 
the Bible, thus: 'With regard to such 
passages as these, it may be remarked 
that in tran slating them into English, 
a translator who is acquainted with 
th e Bib le te nds to assimila te his 
language to the words of the Bible, 
and this often makes the connection 
seem closer than it really is . '35 Unlike 
Tagore, ne ithe r Ahmad Sh ah is not 
a poet in h is own right; nor does he 
revea l any understanding of 
conte mpo r a ry Eng lish poe t ry 

e ndeavour was not j ust contain ed to 
the transla tio n o f the sain t-poet, it 
was to in troduce K.abir and Kabir­
panth to the Western a udience in a 
compreh ensive way. Sh ah's book is 
the refore as much a tran slation o f 
Bijak, as it is a cri tical account of 
Kabir and Kabir Panth. 

Very much like Westcott, Ahmad 
Sh ah s t icks to cu l ture-s pec ific 
vocabulary as native words like ghat, 
mahavat, arnril, sadhu, pandit, ghi e tc. 
are retained in italics. There is no 
ex te nsive footnoting a lso . There is 
no suc h a n xie ty to forge an 
assimila tionalis t idiom-an idiom 
which Macau liffe a imed at. Eve n 
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Tagore fails to show as much 
confide n ce in re ta ining th e native 
words in his transla tion o fKabir. The 
unique feature of Sh ah 's translatic;; 
is that towards th e e nd it contains a 
r a th e t- unusua l g lossary o f proper 
n ames m e ntion ed in th e Bijak. Of 
co urse m os t of th e en tri es in th e 
g lossary h ave bee n li fted f r o m 
Dawson 's ClassicalDictionmy of Hindu 
M ythology, ye t what s ta nds o ut is 
Shah's con ce rn for th e sp ec ifi c 
detai l. 

Vlll 

T ra ns la tin g bhakti thus re m ains an 
e ndeavour that n ever rece ives th e 
o ffi cial support o f th e Orientalists. 
I t n eve rth e less fl ourish es o n the 
margins of th e prqjec t o f O rie nta l 
Studies with no d iffere nt m o tives. It 
rathe r ex te nds a nd en larges ilS scope 
a n d reac h by way of appropt-ia ting 
th e co unte r-can o nical and n a tive 
discourse of bhakti in te rms which are 
e ith e r paten tl y Chri s ti a n o r 
brahminical. No t onl y the disco urse 
o f bltakti is de n ie d its a uto nomo us 
c h arac te r; it is a lso transla ted as a desi 
d er iva ti Ye o f' th e lofty cl ass ica l 
r e li g io n s . Kab ir is reduced to a 
cou n trys iclc ve r s ion o f e i th e r a 
Ma rt in Luthe r or a San ka ra, and if 
at a ll h e is g ran te d orig ina lity, it is 
tra nsla ted in terms, wh ich a re overtly 
so cl assical a nd scriptura l tha t th e 
peop le-centri c di scourse o f bhakti 
rema in s unde r-expressed. It is so 
rnuch los t in 'evangelical e ntang le­
tn c nts' :lti an d Orie nta l impera tives 
tha t t he e n ti re e nte rprise of tran s­
la ti ng Kab ir amounts to fo rg in g a 
ver n acu la r form o f' C hristiani ty. 

N o TEs AN D REFERENCEs 

1. The bina r-y of the 'or igina l' ve r·sus the 
'tran sla ted ' becomes qu ite contentio us 
a n d <'ve n unte nable in case of Kabir 
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because the so-ca lled o rig ina l Kabi r is 
itself elusive. Rev. G.H. Westcott p uts 
the en tire debate in p erspec tive thus: 
' We may safe ly c red it Kabir wit h a 
conside rable a mo unt of o rig inality and; 
even whe re o rig inality seems unlike ly, 
fee l g r·atefu l to him fo r· th e gen ius with 
which h f:! has g iven expressio n to o ld 
thoughts' (Knbir and the Kabir Panth, 
Munsh iram Manoha rl a l Publishers Pvt. 
Ltd., New Delhi , 2"'1 revised eel. 1986, 
p. 45). In o ther wo rds, the ' o rig in al" 
Ka bi r is a lways already p artly tran sla ted 
and th e refo r e in thi s se n se hi s 
subseque nt tra nslat.ions could be seen 
n o t as versions of Ka bir, they a re ra ther 
ex te nsions of Kabir in another· ton gut: . 
Vi11 ay Dh a rwadka r·. e mploying p os t­
mode rn termin ology, would approach 
Kabir 's cor p u s as ·coll ective expe ri­
ments in the aesth e ti cs of palimpsestic 
texwality' (' In trodu ction ' to Knbir: T he 
Weaver's Songs. Penguin Books, 2003, 
p .65) thus e nlarging Kabir beyond 
source-target duali sm. 

2. Wa l te r Be njamin dwell s o n h ow 
through m u ltiple translatio n s of a work. 
u·ansce nd its o rganic cor-po r-eali ty: · ... 
a tra nslation issues fro rn th e o •·ig ina l ­
uo t so muc h from its life as from its 
afte r-li fe . For a transla ti o n comes later 
than the orig ina l, and since important 
wor ks o f " 'cHid lite ra tu re never lin d 
the ir chose n tra nsla tors at the ti me of 
thei r orig in , the ir tran slatio n marks th e 
s tage of con t inue~! life . .. I n them 
I tra n sla tions l the h fe_ of the o n gm als 
auain s its la test , contmuall)' ren ewed, 
a nd most comple te unfold ing.' - 'Th e 
Task of the T ranslator' . Waller Benjamin: 
SPlr.cied WritingJ. Vol. I , 191 3-1926, Eds. 
Marc 1rs B11 llock and Mich ae l J e nnings, 
Th e Be lkn ap Press of H a r·va r d 
Unive rsity: Cambridge, Massachuse tts, 
Lo ndon. 1996, PP· 254-5. 

3. In th e ear ly ph ase of T h ir·d Wo rld 
natio na lism . First World natio nalism 
was perceived to_ b~ the rnociu lar form 
of nationa li sm. ull tt was c ha llenged or 
at leas t t heort:tica ll y quest io n ed b)' 
Ga nd h ian ideal of swnmj. ln the pape r. 
it would be maintained tha t nationa lism 
re main s vef)' mu c h the flip side ol 
colon ialism. 

4 _ In fact Willi a m J o nes was vc r·y muc h 
awa re of th e verses·of Kab ir . but d u e to 
their he retica l te no r . he c hose to ign o re 
the m . Peter Gaeffke informs , 'Whe n it 
was shown to Willia m Jones, he read it 
b ut suppressed it because o f the m a ny 
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h e re tical s tatements in it. In the times 
o fJ ones, it was not advisable to discuss 
Kabir in Muslim c ircles.'- ' Kabir in 
Li terature b}' and fo r Muslims', lmnge.< 
of Kabir, ed. Monika Horstmann, Delhi: 
Ma n oh a r, 2002, p. 158. 

5. David Lor·cnzen 's obse rvaLio ns in thi s 
context a re pe rtinent: 'The lives a nd 
wriLings of the European missionaries 
wh o worked in Ind ia in the seventeenth 
<1nd e ig h teenth cenLuries have still no t 
been adequa te ly s tu d ie d . T he b es t 
kn own of these m iss ionaries is the 
I tal ian J esuit Roberto de Nobili (1577-
1656) who lived for many years in South 
India. Some o f his works h ave b ee n 
publ is h ed and the moder·n J es ui t 
sch olar S. Rajam ar. ickarn has written 
a bou t him . The wriLings of four o the r 
early missionar-y inte llectuals have a lso 
been a t leas t parti ally publ ish ed: th e 
Po rtuguese J esuit, Goni\a lo Fernandes 
Trancoso ( 1541-1621). the British j esui t 
Thomas S te phen s (15-191619) . th e 
Lu th e ran Banh o lomOu s Z iegen b a lg 
( 1683-1719), and the Ita lia n Franciscan 
monk, Marco della T o m ba (1726-1803). 
Ou e impo rta n t un published tex t is a 
long rlialoguc between a Chrb tian a u d 
a H in d u wducn in Hindi and Italian by 
anothe r Italian Fr-ansciscan , G iuseppe 
Mar ia da Gargnan o , who was in North 
In d ia fro m 1749 to 17til . •· - 'Wh o 
In ve nte d H i nd u ism?' ComfJfl1'11llvP 
Studies in SoriPly and 1/i~tor)'. No.4 ! , 
Yol.-1, 1999, pp. 63~39. 

6. 'The Italian Cap11chlll friar tvlarco De lla 
T o m ba , born in 1726 as Pic>tro 
G irol a mo Ag res ti , a rri ved in 
Pondic h e rry in I 757. From the re he 
travelled to Cha ndcrnagor e and in 1758 
se t ou t f0r· Patna and th e "nail sta te of 
Beuiah o u the borde r of Nepal. Apart 
fro m two years spent in Ch atrapur an d 
several short s tavs in Patna, h e was 
mostly in Be ttiah t;ntil his retu rn to Italy 
in 1773. H e rt' lltrneci to north India . 
and died a t Bhagalpur on March I SO:~ . · 
- Dav id Lor<' II Le ll . 'Marco De ll a 
To mba a n d the Kabir-J>anth ·. l mngr.1 nj 

Knbu·. p. 33. 
7. Ibid. , p. ~9. 
8. H .H .Wilsnn. A Skt'lrh ofihl' Rl'bgwus SPcl~ 

of lltP HindtH, Delhi: Cosmo 
Publica u o n s. 1977, 1st published rn 
1861. All the quotes frorn the b~ok havt· 
not been gi,·en scp.u att' no~e~. 1 h~ pa~w 
no. a long with the snkht rll> ts menuonC'd 
in the parenthesis in tht' text of tht' 

paper itself. 
9 . Ro land Banhes tndkt:s aver\' pcrtrnt•nt 
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tsuncuon etween 'representa tion Understanding, p. 45. ' 

and 'enfigu ration' in his The Pleasure of 15. Ass im il a tion pre p a res c u l tural Linda Hess quoted in ' Introduction' to 

the TP 1 A d' h' ' fi · b ackgr ou n d fo r conve rsio n . J ohn 26. 
· x · ccor mg to lin. tgurauon ·r;,r. Millennium Kabir Vani, Winand M. 

·s th · 1 · 1 h b d Assman n describes the d yna mics of '· 
1 e way m w 11c 1 t e ero ti c o }' Call ewaert. p. 14. 

a ppea · 1 Ii i f' h assimilatio n thus: 'Assimil a tion . th e 
rs · · · m t1e pro 1 eo t e tex t. Sukan t Chaudhuri, Translation and 

rT]he text 1' ••elf 1· · d g ivi ng up of a tra d itio n a l cultura l 27. 
· ~' , a c tagramma uc an Understanding , p. 44. 

no t an imitative Hructure , ca n reveal identit}' in favour of a dominant culture, lk 'T I , 

itself · th r f b d I' · is necessarih,' accompanied by re ligious 28. Vinay Dharwac ·cr. rans ator's Note · 

m e •orm o a o }' sp tt mto Kabir: The Weaver's Songs, p. xi. 

fetish objects, in to erotic sites. . . co nversio n ' - 'Trans la ting Gods: 

R · Re 11'g1'on as a Fac to t· of Cu lt ttral 99 Tagore, Gitanjali, London; MacMi llan , 

epresenta uon, on the other hand, is - · 
Th T I b.l. 19!'i2 . The quotes from the book have 

embarrassed figuration, encumbered (Un) translatabil ity', e rans ata t tty 
F. · f 1 s not been given sepa rate no tes. 

with o ther meanings than that of desire: of Cultures: · tgu ra uous o t1e pace 
· d s [ d B d ' k d 30 It is s ig ni fican t to note that Wal te r 

a space of alibis (reali ty, likelihood , Between , e s. an o r u tC · an · 

I b 
r 1 S r 1 s r 1 U · Br nJ·amin uses the wo rd 'echo' also: 

reac a ili ty, trlllh etc.) • _ ThP Plmsure of Woltgong ser. tan tore: tan.orr m v. 

Text, tr. Richard Miller. New York: Hit! Press, 1996, pp. 28-29. 'The task of the trans la tor consists in 

and Wang, 1976, p. 57. 16. Rev. G.J-l.Westcott, Kabir and the Kabir finding that in te nded effec t upon the 

10. The Ge rm an subjectivity of the Prmth, Mun shi ram Mano h arla l language into which he is tra nslati ng 

translatorissignificant. Dorothy Matilda Publ ishers Pvt. Ltd ., New De l hi,~"'' which produces in it the echo of the 

Figu ira in a study on the translations o f revised ed. 1986. All the subseq uent orig inal'- 'The Task of the Translator'. 

Kal idas's Sllflkuntala mentions, 'For the q uo tes from th e book have been ta ken p . 255. A translator th us produces the 

most part [during the 19'" cenwry) from this edition; the resptctive page ec h o of th e o rig in a l and not the 

German translations were charaCLerized number It as bee n g ive n in th e orig inality of the o rig ina l. 

by an accurate and literal rendering of paren thesis. The book was orig inal ly 31 . Ahmad Shah, trans., The Bijak of Knbir, 

the original'- T ranslating the Orient, published by Christ Church Miss ion De lhi: Asian Publication Se rvices. 1977. 

Albany: St.ate Univ. of New York Press. Press, Cawnpore, 1907. Shah fin ished the translation of /Jijak 

1991. p. '1.7. 17. Wes tco tt makes an inte resting in February, 19 16, whi ch was 

I I E. Trumpp explains his methodology chronological table in which he places subsequently revised and corrC'cted by 

way thus. 'As I wem on, I no ted down H indu and Chr is tian sain ts in Rev. f. .W. O rm e rod. It was f inal ly 

all grammatical forms and obsolete correspond ing time fra 11tcs. Ramanand pu blished in May. I 9 17. The quo tt·s 

words l met with, and thus 1 gradually ( 1300-1400) is see n to be a from the book have n o t been given 

drew up a grammar and a dictionary so con tern po rary of Wycl iffe ( 1324-84). separate notes. 

that I could refer to every passage again , Gorakh Nath (1420-85) is placed agai nst 32. This is how one late r transla tor refers 

whenever I found it necessary for the Erasm us ( 1467-1 536), Kabir ( 1440- to Shah's translatio n: 'Ahmad Shah's 

sake of comparison'- 'Pre face' to The l !'i l 8) is shown to be contemporary of English transla tio n o f the Bijflk was 

A til Granth or ThP Holy Scnptum of the Luth e r ( 1483- 1546). Nan ak ( 1469- hailed by Grierson with enthusiasm, no t 

S!ltlzs, Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal 1538) is placed against Cran mer ( 1489- so much for its literat)' ac hievemen t -

Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 1978, 3'd ed., vii . 1555) etc. no t pagina ted. which was ra the r poor - as for Kabir 's 

The quotes from the book have no t 18. Tagore, One lftmdrPd Poems of Kabir, ex traordinary personality. ·- Charlone 

been given separate notes, th e page London : Macmilla n , 196 1, Ist eel. 1915. Vaudeville. A WenvPr Namnl Kabir, OU P. 

numberalongwiththecoupletnumbcr 19. Sukant Chaudhu r i, Trrmslalion and 1993, 2nd Impress io n , ~001, 1:\5. 

quo t l·cl ~rom Kabir are g iven in Unden tmulmg, Delhi : OUP, 1999, p. 46. Wi n a n d M. Ca ll e\vaert whi le 

pat enthests at the end of each quote. 20. Tagorc wh ile reviewing a book enti tled acknowledging the non-selective nawre 

12. Trumpp explains: ·. · . though 1 can Sangit Sang7'(Jil(l; Brwle1· Catha, ta kes of Shah's trans lation o bserves, Re v 

hardly expect that the gran th will not exception to the inclusion of ' Brahmo Ahmad Sha h 's . The Bijrzk of Knbir, 

attract many readers, the less so as songs and songs of m odern English- H am irpur, Ind ia . 1917, wh ile a very 

Sikhism ts a waning religion ... The wallahs into the book' - 'Baul Songs: A poor t rans lat io n , remains the o nly 

Sikh Granth, which will always keep its Review of the Book Snngit Sangmha: comple te English ve rsion of the Bi]ak. 

place 111 the htstory of rel igion . lies now Bauler Catha·. in Rabindmnalh Tagore: 'Introduction ' to The M illemuum Knbir 

open before us, and we know SelutPd Writings on Literature anrl Vani, p. 4. Linda H ess and Shukdeo 

authentic~ lll' what t~eir Gurus taught.' Language, eds. Si sir Kuma r Das and Singh have this to say o n the qual ity of 

-'Preface to ThPAtb Grano,, pp. vii-vii i. Sukanta Chaud huri , Delhi : OUP, p. 47. Shah 's translation thus: 'Ahmad Shah's 

13. Susan Bassnett. Tmnslatzon StudiPr. 2 1. Ahmad Shah quo ted by F.E. Keay, Kabir 1917 translation of the Bijak is stiff and 

London and New York: and His Followers , De l hi : Mit tal farfromtheorigina l styleofKabir.and 

Routledge,J991. P 69 Publications, 1995. Re print,l"ed. l 93 l , la c ks n o tes o n du b io u s points of 

14 Max Mull(' r quol<'d in Macauliffc ThP 62 1 · · p r • 

. p. . trans a uon . - · re.ace to ThP Bijak of 

Sikh RPlt1f!rm Ill CrunJS, SanPr/ Writmg1 22. Winand M. Call t'Wa('rt, ' Pre face' to ThP Kabzr, Delhi: OUP. 2002, p. xii . 

and Authors, Oxford: Clarendon Press, Millenmum Kabzr Vmu, Delhi: Manohar, 33. Ahmad Shah , "The Teach ing of the 

1909. Vol I, P xv No separate no tes 2000, p. vii. Bija k ", The Bijnk of Kabir, p. 40. 

are gtvcn for the quotes taken ft·om 23. lb1d. 34. Evelyn Unde rhi ll introduces Tagore's 

M;u aul1fle's trans lat ion Th(' page 24. Charlolle Vaudeville, Kab11·. Vol 1., OnP Hmuired Poems of Kabir in terms of 

number and the verse number however Oxco,·d·. Clarendon Pres.•, 1974, p. 18. tl · · f · 
,, ,, lC'tr capaclly to use vanous cultures 
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thus; 'We may safely. assert, however, 
that in their teaching two - perhaps 
th ree - appare ntl y antagoni stic 
su·cams of intense spiritual culture meL. 

. . and it is one or the outstanding 
characte ristics of Kabir's genius that he 
was able in his poems to f11se them into 
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one. - pp. vii-viii. 
35. F.E. Keay, Kabir anrl His Followers, pp. 

169-170. 
36. Saurabh Dube's long essay 'Colonial 

Registers o( a Vernacular Christiani ty' 
(EPW, Vol. XXXIX, N0.2, Jan. 10-16, 

2004, 161-171) explicates a great deal 
on 'questions of vernacular translation 
that lie embedded within the processes 
of evangelical entanglements between 
missionat·ies and 'natives' . 
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