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Introduction
Let us begin with two quotes. The first is George Steiner’s well-known statement near the beginning of his pathbreaking book, After Babel, first published in 1972:  "To understand is to decipher. To hear significance is to translate" (Steiner 1998: xii, 3rd. ed.). The second is by Sheldon Pollock, who has spent much of his life translating and thinking about translation, who suggested twenty-four years later that translation is an intellectually barren exercise: “No one addressing translation ever has anything new to say that will improve translation as a practical activity” (Pollock 1996: 111).[footnoteRef:1] The crux of the problem can be succinctly stated: How can thinking about translation or theorizing it encourage us to move beyond simply creating a more perfect philological and literary product?  [1:  This could be countered by many observations from Bailey (2001), who begins his fine-grained discussion by noting correctly (an observation still valid more than twenty years after its publication): “It is safe to assume that most Indologists are not well acquainted with translation as a sub-discipline of Applied Linguistics. The situation is scarcely surprising given the disciplinary conservatism of Indology” (Bailey 2001: 187). By 2024, “translation studies” has advanced far beyond the realm of Applied Linguistics.] 

Similarly, how can a visual image, fleeting and ephemeral, be reproduced and refashioned over time, setting a terminus ad quem at the advent of digital cameras and computerized enhancement programs in the 1990s? Is a modern photograph, in spite of technological advances, superior to a nineteenth century photograph of the same image? How, in other words, is photography, as a snapshot of a visual field, equivalent to translation as a multitiered snapshot of a text that is viewed through evolving cultural lenses? In this respect, photography is similar to translation, and, indeed, is translation; it translates a visual field into a realm of significance. For this reason, juxtaposing photography and, especially, literary translation are parallel pathways. 
The earliest photographic processes were developed in the 1820s and 1830s by William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877) in England, and Nicéphore Niépce (1765-1833) and (principally) Louis Daguerre (1787-1851) in France, the latter of whom burst through the most trying technical barriers in 1839 with what came to be known as daguerreotypes. Because long exposures, up to several minutes, were necessary in the early decades of large format box cameras, the images, especially of animate objects, appear stiff, and lacked the idiomatic quality of more recent photographs. With more rapid exposure times, the qualities of movement became more readily evident. But does this mean that, as photographs, they were not as “good” as those taken a hundred and fifty years later? How close is this comparison with the modern art of translation, based on more diverse methodologies and a steady accumulation of earlier models? 
Translation, which theorist Douglas Robinson defines in its bare bones as “a process for achieving the best possible semantic equivalence between two texts in different languages” (Robinson 1997: 3), was not a normal scholarly or literary practice in the ancient world. Rather, it was a highly selective intellectual exercise almost entirely limited to texts with religious bearing and diasporic standing.[footnoteRef:2] The Hebrew Bible was translated into Old Greek in the third century BCE, and the Bible into Syriac in the second century CE. Biblical translation occurred periodically after that,[footnoteRef:3] but it remained an exception to the rule. Around the same time, the mid-second century CE, “dozens (quite possibly hundreds) of Indian Buddhist scriptures were translated into Chinese for the first time” (Nattier 2008: 3; cf. Boucher 1998). Beyond Texts on Buddhism, the earliest translations into Chinese and Japanese were by Jesuits. In China, major sections of Euclid’s Elements of Geometry were translated from Latin to Chinese in 1607, after a lengthy gestation period, by Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) and Xu Guangqi (1562-1633) (Spence 1984), while Francis Xavier (1506-1552) had his own works translated into Japanese in the mid-sixteenth century, but were published only around the turn of the seventeenth century (Clements: 2015: 141ff.). Conversely,  the first Western translation of a Chinese text was a Latin partial rendering of the Confucian classic, Dàxué 大學 “The Great Learning,” by the Italian Jesuit Michele Ruggieri (1543-1607).[footnoteRef:4] It was during this premodern period, under the influence of European colonialism, which was not without its interests in the cultures of its proposed subject peoples, that early efforts at translation across continental divisions commenced.  [2:  Rundle (2021) contains a great deal of reflection on this.]  [3:  For a succinct listing of Biblical translations, see: https://www.bibleblender.com/2019/biblical-lessons/biblical-history/ancient-texts/the-complete-history-of-bible-translations-how-the-word-was-delivered-from-god-to-our-modern-day-bibles.]  [4:  I am grateful to my learned long-time colleague at Iowa, W. South Coblin, for this information (personal communication 17 August 2024).] 

Within India, translation from Sanskrit, Pali, or other Middle Indic languages did not appear until much later.[footnoteRef:5] The earliest translation of a text written in an Indic language into a non-Indic language is, to the best of our present knowledge, the Amṛtakuṇḍa (the Well of the Elixir of Life), translated from Sanskrit or Old Hindi into Persian and Arabic in about the year 1210 (Ernst 2003, cited by Lutgendorf 2022: 473). The closest we have to a recognizable translation from one Indian language into another is Jñāneśvara’s early Marathi commentary on the Sanskrit Bhagavad-Gītā dating to the late thirteenth century. In the late sixteenth century, the emperor Akbar undertook a project to translate the Mahābhārata and Rāmāyaṇa from Sanskrit into Persian, which had by then, along with its derived language, Urdu, become an Indian language.[footnoteRef:6] But it was only in the late eighteenth century, due to European expansionism and consequent interest in Indian poetic and religious texts, that translation from Indian languages into non-Indian languages became a regular literary practice. [5:  See Lutgendorf 2022: 470ff., who asks why there was so little translation in early India in spite of widespread multilingualism. He suggests that the reasons include the limitation of Vedic and other sacred knowledge to specific hieratic communities, the primacy of oral rather than written transmission, and a noted absence of a widely distributed book culture. Nevertheless, one can argue that the translation of different Prakrits into Sanskrit within multilingual but largely Sanskrit dramas (chāyā or shadow) was very early, and should count even if they were of selected passages rather than complete texts.]  [6:  It is not important for our purposes here to describe how Persian amalgamated with forms of idle Indic to evolve into Urdu. ] 

Translations (or retranslations) and photographs (or rephotography) both offer snapshots that reflect time, circumstance, individual and cultural aesthetics, moral and environmental positioning, and views of visual, literary, and political history. Theorizing photography begins shortly after its inception, from “the splenetic description of Baudelaire” in 1859 (Sontag 1977: 54) to the present day, in which theorizing has advanced exponentially and the scope of aesthetics has broadened. Early photography in India particularly featured architecture and portraiture in attempts to recapture the artistic efforts of colonialist forebears.[footnoteRef:7] Christopher Pinney describes two photographic idioms in mid- to late nineteenth century India, the “salvage paradigm” and the “detective paradigm” (Pinney 1997: 45ff.)., both of which can be applied to translation. The salvage paradigm was more curatorial, which attempts to capture an objective artefact before its extinction. Most early translations work under the same premises, that at whatever cost, no matter the imperfections of the philology or the cultural understanding, a scene, a tribal community, a monument, must be preserved photographically. The detective paradigm, on the other hand, examined the object with greater attention to anthropological  detail, even if the search for detail – the “detective” aspect of it – is, by today’s standards, equally weighted down by primitivism  and orientalist assumptions. [7:  See Hardgrave (2004) for the drawings of François Balthazar Solvyns produced between 1791 and 1803 in Calcutta. These are drawn with great attentiveness to detail, injecting life into them, and may be considered exemplars of what became, in the hands of early photographers in India, comparatively lifeless. This is not to criticize the early photographers in India, who were dealing with an entirely new medium that was under rapid development at the time. Among the best known British photographers in India during the early decades of photography in India were Dr John Murray (1809-1898), who photographed in North India, particularly around Agra in the 1850s and 1860s; Linnaeus Tripe (1822-1902), who photographed in South India, Burma, and Southeast Asia beginning in the mid-1850s; and Lala (or Raja) Deen Dayal (1844-1905), who photographed in Indore and Hyderabad beginning in 1876.] 

The debate Baudelaire set in motion with his contentious views on photography continued for several generations. These views can also be extended to the art of translation. Baudelaire wrote: “It is useless and tedious to represent what exists because nothing that exists satisfies me. Nature is ugly, and I prefer the monsters of my fantasy to what is positively trivial” (Blood 1986).  In other words, the creative process can never be replaced by mechanical reproduction; photography blunts the creative process in an attempt to duplicate nature. Directly analogous to this, we can add, if we position ourselves with Baudelaire, translation (or retranslation) can never replace or equal creative literary production.[footnoteRef:8] Blood critiques Walter Benjamin’s rebuttal (whose views she prefers), written more than seventy years after Baudelaire (1932), of Baudelaire’s reactionary assessment of the new medium. The debate extended for a century before it petered out. Sontag regards Benjamin as “photography’s most original and important critic” (Sontag 1973: 60), even if he rejected the possibility that photographs possess a measure of “presence” (and therefore authenticity), qualities that Sontag argues have become prominent since then (Sontag 1973: 109), and, indeed, qualities that a successful translation must possess.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  This attitude is still found in academia. In the late 1990s a position was open in one of my academic departments. Perhaps the most highly rated candidate was an accomplished translator of East Asian religious literature. One of the senior respected members of the department stood up with his book in his hand, waved it several times in front of the entire department, and belted out, “This is not a book, it’s a translation.” Heated argument ensued.]  [9:    Also see Kenaan (2021a: 69-70, 2021b) on Baudelaire’s views that photography, as a mechanical reproduction, is a direct assault on the imagination. For a clear critique of Benjamin, see the comments of Heinz Puppe, who observes that “(t)he fight between painting and photography during the course of the 19th century over the artistic value of their products seems today misguided and confused,” even if it was symptomatic of a culture war raging at the time over the value and aesthetics of mechanical reproduction (Puppe 1979: 277). We can obviously update this and consider the current condition of translation by computer program or artificial intelligence. À propos of this, I was recently asked to evaluate a section of the Mahābhārata translated by an artificial intelligence program. In spite of its fastidious textbook grammar and general readability, as one would find in a student paper wholly written by ChatGPT or a similar program, this did not “feel” like a Mahābhārata.] 


Translation and retranslation
Turning now to the Mahābhārata, the focus of the present analysis of translation and retranslation, we will continue to address the issues that arose in our brief inquiry into the methodology and history of photography. What began in 1970 as a translation of the newly completed Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute (BORI) critical edition of the Mahābhārata by Professor J. A. B. van Buitenen of the University of Chicago (van Buitenen 1973, 1975, 1978), was left unfinished after his untimely death at age 51 in 1979. Van Buitenen’s student James Fitzgerald has added one volume (Fitzgerald 2004) to his mentor’s earlier volumes, with one more (the Mokṣadharma section of the Śāntiparvan) forthcoming shortly from the University of Chicago Press in 2025. But the annotated translation of the rest of the critical edition remains unfinished. It has now been taken over by a group of scholars, to be published by Primus Books in Delhi rather than by Chicago. The reason for this, although not strictly relevant to the present essay (even if it is remotely relevant), is because pressure on academic publishers to turn a profit has become so overwhelming that many long running series’ have been cancelled, including this one. At this point, with broad advances in Mahābhārata scholarship, in keeping with virtually every field of Indology and Indic studies, we are justified in recognizing this as a retranslation project.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  It is of interest that the present project is not the only retranslation of the Mahābhārata. See Willis (ed.) 2022, for a reappraisal of the Persian translation of the Mahābhārata made in Akbar’s court in the 1580s, which he dubbed the Razmnāmah and the translation therein of its preface by Hajnalka Kovacs (Willis 2022: 67-122). For a general treatment of translation issues in the Mughal court, see Truschke (2016: 24, 101-141), for an extended description of the attempted translations of the Mahābhārata into Persian during the reign of the Emperor Akbar in the late sixteenth century.] 

To this end, I have examined both translation and retranslation theory within literary studies to more fully grasp our present undertaking. Retranslation theory is a recent development, emerging in the late 1980s and 1990s (see references below), augmenting the wealth of sources we have on translation theory. It largely addresses theories and practices of retranslation of eighteenth and nineteenth century continental European literature, and to a lesser extent classical Greek and Latin literature. It has not been employed to examine recent translations of South Asian (or any Asian) classical literature. More specifically, retranslation of a classical Sanskrit text (or a Sanskrit text of any period and genre) must at his point be more than an attempt to produce a more perfect philological product, essential as this is. It must also consider the weight of both a broader spectrum of translated texts and theoretical approaches that nuance rather than redefine what translation means and can bear in the twenty-first century. 	
In the final analysis, for a retranslation to be successful it must embrace and reveal a greater sense of communication between the source language and the language of translation than is found in earlier translations. Every language (and stages in the development of a language) embeds deep cultural, aesthetic, and historical structures, and every translator, consciously or otherwise, attempts to forge a connection with them. Translators from Indian languages, for example of the Sanskrit Mahābhārata, must perforce address multivalent words such as dharma, karma, or brahman, to name just a few, that together communicate unique and complex cultural memories embedded in the epic in a more nuanced manner. Yet a translation of them must be undertaken with a light touch, lighter in its rectitude than the work of previous translators.[footnoteRef:11] I have thought about this while undertaking my translation of the last five parvans or books of the Mahābhārata and the translations of the other parvans not represented in the Chicago series. I largely agree with Pollock that the practical work of most translators will not be affected by translation theory or studying the art of translating, even if I will shortly issue a caveat to full acceptance of his statement. One can certainly argue that the final product is entirely—or almost entirely—based on the literary and philological skills of the translator and to a vanishingly small extent on the willingness to advance the language based on developments in contemporary literary and popular culture or sociological and anthropological theory. Good examples of lucid translations from Sanskrit that readily come to mind are John D. Smith’s excellent but partial Mahābhārata translation (2009), the Princeton Rāmāyaṇa translation (1980-2016) under the general editorship of Robert P. Goldman, and Stephanie Jamison and Joel Brereton’s Ṛgveda translation (2014). As good and learned as they are, they are retranslations.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  On the topic of (re)translation and cultural memory, see Brownlie 2016. The lightness of translational touch necessary for the Mahābhārata should not be generalized to all Sanskrit translations. Many translations from the Sanskrit are difficult reading – including many translations of the Yogasūtras of Patañjali, the Nyāyabhāṣya, formal Buddhist philosophical texts, and esoteric poetry – buried by the translator in a contrived idiom that makes satisfactory sense to the translator even if making head or tails of it is endlessly perplexing to the reader.]  [12:  Doniger (2022) addresses some of the issues that confronted her typically luxuriant translation of most of the last four parvans of the Mahābhārata, including the vexing issue of the large number of adjectives that stand in for personal names, and a few words in which, rightly, the Sanskrit must be retained. She admits that she takes liberties in her translation. In any case, here we will be dealing with efforts in the last century and a half to translate a complete or unabridged version of the Mahābhārata.] 

The history of literary production reveals that major works are constantly being retranslated. This suggests at the very least that translations age out, or supposedly age out, for various reasons. Piet van Poucke addresses this question forcefully, recognizing that the “aging character of translations includes not only linguistic and idiomatic aspects, but also translational and cultural ones” (van Poucke 2017: 92). This suggests that retranslation, including of classics such as the Mahābhārata, can be at least partially addressed through study of the evolution of culture and idiom, which inevitably contribute to the need for retranslation. The cultural issues are important, because it has proven to be especially difficult for translators to set aside their biases regarding what a culture looked like, or should have looked like, or what (if anything) from the original text should be excised, altered or whitewashed. Van Poucke, after examining more than seventy retranslations, concludes that the supposition that later translations are closer to the source text than the early ones does not hold (contra Deane-Cox 2014 and others).[footnoteRef:13] This is not true for the Sanskrit epics, which occupy a category, namely classical epics from anywhere in the world, that van Poucke did not examine. Nevertheless, Van Poucke’s study is sufficient cause for wariness in our enterprise. [13:  This inevitably led to “retranslation theory,’ a term coined in 2006 by Siobhan Brownlie. It is most thoroughly addressed in Albachten & Gürçağlar (2019). It is not part of our present project to further theorize retranslation theory, even if it is important to know its formulation and recent history.] 

One of my guideposts for thinking about retranslation in the light of the history of photography, is the work of the noted photographer Mark Klett, who has generated a subfield called rephotography, which involves both revisiting old sites and superimposing sections of old images onto new images of the same site taken with much more advanced photographic and scientific techniques. What from the new is superimposed over the old? Is this even justified? How are old photographs or, in our case, old translations repurposed or recontextualized in composing new ones? Are in fact the more recent photographs superior to the older ones in spite of modern technological advances? Or, to state this from the opposite perspective, are the more recent translations superior to the older ones in spite of advances in scholarship? The parallels are striking.
What, we must also ask, are the politics of translation and retranslation, and how have they changed? Is translation in the third decade of the twenty-first century decolonized? Sheldon Pollock, in his review of Dorothy Figueira’s 1991 book on the history of early translations of Kālidāsa’s drama Abhijñānaśakuntala, views this process as “the complex intercultural transaction of translation” (1992: 419).[footnoteRef:14] More germane, however, with respect to the Mahābhārata, is to look to the English translations themselves, from Ganguli (1883-1896) and Dutt (1895-1905) to Lal’s transcreation (1970-2008) to van Buitenen (and Fitzgerald), then to Bibek Debroy’s recent translation (2010-2014). It is also important to look at Simon Brodbeck’s translation of the Harivaṃśa (Brodbeck 2019a) and his separately published notes (Brodbeck 2019b). None of them have addressed the colonial legacy of translation or, with the exception of Brodbeck, spoken much at all of their methodologies.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Figueira begins her study with William Jones’s immediately acclaimed 1789 translation, which shortly reached the desk of Goethe. Then followed translations into German by Georg Forster in 1793, Bernhard Hirzel in 1833, and several others. Figueira examines these particularly from the perspective of Orientalism, and of the aesthetic currents of artistic inspiration and intellectual pessimism, the borrowing of Indian metaphysical ideas into European romanticism, and so on. Chittiphalangsri (2007, 2014), utilizing some of the same sources as Figueroa, presents more sophisticated and nuanced remarks on them, including on “virtuality” as a translational methodology. She also discusses how colonialist images have been complemented, if not supplanted, by revivalist and nationalist translational strategies. Chittiphalangsri explains virtuality as “the link between Said’s concept of translation, which involves the Orientalists’ paradoxical inside/outside positioning, and the interplay of translation’s virtue, power and potentiality” (2014: 64).]  [15:  It is not important here to divert our efforts into the academic discussions of the philological or historical value of the BORI critical edition of the Mahābhārata. Substantially, I agree with the views of Grünendahl (2010), who rejects postcolonial politicization (in the guise of depoliticization) of translation in favor of the hard work of philology. Brodbeck (2019b: 110-112) critiques other full and partial translations of the Harivaṃśa, while providing countless specifics on why he translated certain words and grammatical forms as he did. Brodbeck does not attempt to date the Harivaṃśa except to state, conservatively, that Vaidya’s text from the BORI critical edition could date from the first to third centuries CE, and the less exacting or critically edited text from the first to fifth centuries CE (Couture 1992, 2015: 67-87). On his translation, Brodbeck states that he tries to be conversational. As such, “[t]he whole translation is intended to be read out loud, and so measures have been taken to encourage the correct pronunciation of the Sanskrit names” (Brodbeck 2019a: xxxiv).] 

The examples to be discussed here are the two versions of the Uttaṅka story, from the Ādiparvan (1.3. 85-195, a subsection called the Pauṣyaparvan) and the Āśvamedhika-parvan (14.52-57). We shall look at Ganguli for both and van Buitenen for the Ādiparvan rendition. Ganguli translated in the 1880s and 90s, van Buitenen nearly ninety years later. Now we are half a century beyond that. Pollock notes that in general “second- and third-generation translations are treated just like translations from the original, with no methodological nuance” (Pollock 1992: 420). True as this might be in general, it should perhaps be not so simply stated. This should provide a few insights into second- and third- and even fifth-generation translations of classical Indian texts.[footnoteRef:16] Good philology must remain the highest priority, but advances in cultural understanding, theoretical approaches, and translation practice can give greater focus to the meaning, intent, and comprehensibility of a received text, like superimposing a current high-resolution photograph over a vintage photo from the 1870s. [16:  See Smith 2023 for how a stagnant translational problem has played out in most of the approximately one hundred and fifty translations of the Yogasūtras in the last 172 years. See also Slaje (2022, 2024) for a lengthy examination of the Ṛgvedic vájra, Indra’s weapon, which has been consistently translated as “mace,” following Geldner (1951), including by Jamison. & Brereton (2014). Slaje argues there is no philological reason for this translation, and there never was. In fact, Slaje argues, supported by considerable internal and comparative evidence, it should be a stone or a stone-sling.] 

What is it that is lost in translation, at least among non-scientific works? As Pollock aptly notes, it is the “aesthetic dimension” (1996: 111-12). Thus, translation (or retranslation) of the Rāmāyaṇa or Mahābhārata, both with at least mildly aesthetic pretensions and many passages of startling aesthetic accomplishment, must differ from translation (or retranslation) of a subcommentary on Śaṅkara’s Brahmasūtrabhāṣya or Patañjali’s Yogasūtras, not to mention the Bhagavad-Gītā, a subsection of the Bhīṣma-parvan of the Mahābhārata that has taken on a life of its own and undergone approximately five hundred English translations.[footnoteRef:17] This “aesthetic dimension” is of course more pronounced in kāvya or poetic and theatrical works such as translations of Bāṇabhatṭa’s Kādambari or Kālidāsa’s Meghadūta, where the understanding and expression of rasa or aesthetic mood is or should be a requirement of the translator.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  See Callewaert & Hemraj (1983), which attempted to count and list the extant translations of the Bhagavad-Gītā at that time, in every language they could locate. The number in English was approximately 273 (Callewaert & Hemraj 1983: 234). No one since has continued this project, but it would not be an exaggeration to speculate that the number must have increased by one or two hundred. It is the one Indian classic that publishers believe they can market profitably.]  [18:  An excellent demonstration of the virtues of retranslations, see Bronner, et al. (2022)] 

Early translations strove hard for both literalism and echoing Euro-American poetic or “sacred” style. The English translations of H. H. Wilson and R. T. H. Griffiths eminently demonstrate this, even as they leave out altogether or place in Latin at the ends of their volumes passages they deem too risqué for their contemporary readership. Fortunately, Stephanie Jamison (1996) and others have challenged and rectified these cultural biases. Modern translations largely eschew the impulse for clunky metrical imitation, an impulse that became a disease in the case of Griffiths, who rendered his translations of the Vedic saṃhitās and the Rāmāyaṇa as unreadable as Ganguli’s reminiscence of the Mahābhārata as the analogue to the King James Bible (1611). These are easy criticisms to offer, however; any beginning level student can see this. What’s more noteworthy is that translators either went overboard in their sense of rasa and dhvani, mood and evocative poetic suggestion (e.g., P. Lal), or sacrificed it entirely for attempts at more philologically rigorous literal translation that fall flat in the ear, which often results in rigor of the mortis variety.
On the attempt by readers or listeners to realize the mood and sentiments expressed in a text, one cannot do better than to turn to the recent volume edited by Yigal Bronner & Charles Hallisey (2022) on South Indian literature, with priceless translations by David Shulman and commentaries on each selection by an assortment of noted scholars and readers. It is sufficient for our purposes here to cite two very different readers in their views, which, as it turns out, are not particularly distant from each other. T. M. Krishna, the well-known Carnatic musician and public intellectual, comments on his own experience as a vocalist singing the poems of Muthuswami Dikshitar (1775-1835), one of the three best-known eighteenth-century composers of Carnatic music: “Those who inherit oral traditions can feel an organic flow of thought that is intrinsically interpretive. This means that a composition never remains ‘as it actually is’ in a positivist sense” (Krishna 2022: 138).  The Mahābhārata was, of course, initially an oral text that spawned both an ever-expanding Sanskrit epic and countless oral traditions throughout India (Hiltebeitel 2001, Hawley & Pillai 2021, Sax 2002). Just as T. M. Krishna experiences an “organic flow” with little concern for the veracity of a fixed interpretation, Sheldon Pollock comments on a Tamil text of the second half of the sixteenth century, Ativirarama Pandyan’s Tamil Life of Naidatha: “My basic argument is that none of these meanings, those of its origin or reception or now, is a truer meaning—more closely corresponding with, or a better representation of, the essence of the text—than any other, for the simple reason that a text has no essence” (2022: 45, emphasis his). Regardless, then, of how intimate the experience of a text happens to be, including a deep reading or listening to the classical Sanskrit Mahābhārata or any of its countless episodes, translational interpretations, as we see below, may be readable or unreadable, may be based on certain cultural ideas of how a classical or sacred text ought to look or sound, or upon poetic ideas that may or may not be close to traditions of Sanskrit poetry. Regardless, we must agree that meaning is established in the ear or voice of the hearer or reader no matter what methods and translational insights lie within the mind and eye of the translator.
It is appropriate at this point to note some of the issues in the discipline of translation studies, most of which roll over into retranslation studies. Lawrence Venuti, one of the key figures in the field of translation studies, examines equivalence, retranslation, and reader reception; sociological topics such as the impact of translations in the academy and the global cultural economy; and philosophical problems such as the translator’s unconscious biases and translation ethics. Some translations of Indic literature, notably of the Bhagavad-Gītā, aim, at least by publisher’s design, to be primarily pecuniary rather than literary or scholarly, even if the translator, confronted with the text, has more noble ambitions in mind.

Rephotography
Beaumont Newhall (1908-1993), the preeminent historian of photography, described in detail over five editions, four of them revised and updated, of his pathbreaking and indispensable volume on the history of photography, how both technical innovations and aesthetic change affected the art of photography (Newhall 19371, 19643, 19825). I have taken a personal interest in the history of photography for several decades and have previously brought certain theories from that field into my Indological writing (Smith 2011). So, this is not an entirely new approach for me. Now that I am engaged fully in translating and thinking about the Mahābhārata, I ruminate regularly on the history of translation, and see parallels in this field, among others, that can also be regarded as technical, variable, and inconsistent.
Mark Klett (b. 1952), Regents’ Professor of Art at Arizona State University, attempts to extend photographic methods “both technically and conceptually. In his Rephotographic Survey Project, ‘re-photography’ meant accurately repeating the original image’s camera position, the visual composition, framing, time of year, and time of day of the original photograph while also acknowledging the participation of the photographer in making choices about other details that influence the ways photographs may be interpreted.”[footnoteRef:19] Navjotika Kumar, who has studied Klett’s project, speaks of it as “a productive remembrance of the past in light of the present” (Kumar 2014: 160).[footnoteRef:20] This already resonates with the realm of retranslation, our primary endeavor here. Klett assesses two important factors: environmental change and the effects of commodity culture. “While these various ways of relating diverse images are deemed a form of collaboration with past image-makers, they are also a means of engaging in an ongoing conversation about landscape, and in particular its textual character. This conversation, where landscape is reconfigured by a perpetual process of reconstructing, re-evaluating and rearranging imagery, renders its experience associable with an extended temporality akin to that of language, memory and narration” (Kumar 2014: 159). Klett attempts to communicate the object photographed with the experience of that object, to shed light on nuances captured a century earlier with his own vision, without commenting on the superiority of one or the other, allowing the virtues and values of each one to arise through the artistic function of superimposition. Parallels with our (re)translation project should be evident. [19:  https://www.markklett.com/projects/rephotographic-survey-project.]  [20:  It is perhaps unnecessary to note that I will not be moving in the direction of Roland Barthes (1981), even if what I present here cannot separate either photography or translation from the realms of codes of language or culture, which is Barthes’s primary project. That is not the discursive turn I am forging here.] 


[image: ]
Plate 1. Grand Canyon, 2009, 1872.

Plate 1 depicts a patchwork of the Grand Canyon, in which Klett has superimposed sections of an old photograph from 1872 onto a new one of 2009 (rather than the opposite, which it might appear to viewers). This may be regarded as a visual cognate in our methodological undertaking to several of the modern (re)translations, especially those that perpetuate demonstrably antiquated language, in this case from Ganguli. It is not to my intention to criticize Ganguli, who was a true pioneer even if he was working from within a Victorian model of how a sacred text ought to look and sound. Certain translators, however, borrow from Ganguli without considering the nuances of the Sanskrit or the cultural contexts of either Ganguli’s or their own projected readership, while in other places they are decidedly more careful. One example that leaps off the page to all modern readers is Ganguli’s frequent use of the word “puissant” for “powerful” when the Sanskrit uses an array of words for which this is the translation.[footnoteRef:21] Such flattening of the translation in peculiar and inelegant deference to what already had an antediluvian flavor to it in the late nineteenth century misrepresents the vibrancy and variegated vocabulary of the Sanskrit.  [21:  E.g., Ganguli’s “exceedingly puissant” for mahāvīryaḥ in 14.3.10, “highly-puissant” for mahātejās in 14.11.1, “O puissant one” for vibho in 14.21.9, “[t]he puissant Prajāpati” for prajāpatir … prabhuḥ in 14.50.14, and so on.] 

This is not an exception to a general practice; it has not been uncommon in the history of Sanskrit translation to employ different if analogous Sanskrit words with a single English word, often for the sake of simplicity. Some of this grandiose language continues to be repeated today despite a trend towards greater attentiveness to the Sanskrit and more carefully considered translation choices. This is not to say that better lexical choices always yield a better translation. There’s a lot more to it, including translational coherence, writing style, and the translator’s general level of erudition, which will always be evident. In addition, the appraisal of a translation as “better” is in part subjective, because certain audiences prefer archaism and are not particularly concerned with philological exactitude when their primary interest is plot outline in its bare bones and vaguely characterized philosophical concepts. Yet even the latter are more sharply focused in today’s translations. An example is Fitzgerald’s representation of the Mahābhārata’s Sāṁkhya, which has been a special area of his research for several decades.[footnoteRef:22] In this way, retranslation of Sanskrit epics as a patchwork of old and new is giving way to more invigorating productions. This is exemplified in the recent translation of the other Sanskrit epic, the Rāmāyaṇa published by Princeton University Press, under the general editorship of Robert Goldman. Presently, this is the gold standard for Sanskrit epic translations. [22:  Fitzgerald 2002, 2012, 2017, with much more to come in the annotations to his forthcoming Mokṣadharma translation. It is relevant that in Larson and Bhattacharya’s 1987 volume on Sāṁkhya in the Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophy series, not a word is mentioned about Sāṁkhya in the Mahābhārata. Larson & Bhattacharya explicitly limit their treatment to “classical Sāṁkhya,” which unfortunately (and arguably arbitrarily) excludes epic Sāṁkhya.] 

The next three plates provide better depictions of the value of Klett’s method in drawing out the value of rephotography, determining the extent to which the earlier photograph is helpful in assembling and contextualizing the more recent one. Plate 2 reproduces Klett & Gordon Bush’s rephotography of the great William Henry Jackson’s photograph of Devil’s Slide, Utah. In addition to two lines of railway track rather than one and an interstate highway (I-84) where no road was present in 1871, the 1979 photograph shows a different pattern of trees, due to both natural growth and the changed environment, the Interstate highway. These environmental changes to the landscape, however, are less to the point than the details of the two parallel limestone strata that lie on the hillside and the stones that are off to either side. Even if Jackson’s 1871 photograph appears more spectacular because of its contrast, Klett & Bush’s photograph shows with greater detail the striations in the limestone and the clarity of the stones. On the surface it appears less noteworthy than Jackson’s original, to some extent because the contrast has been reduced. After a century, we might ask, which is a better photograph? Does a century of technological development and improvement in photographic processes yield a better photograph? Technically, quite likely yes if one is looking for finely grained depth of field or subtle contrast, but when you add in other factors including historical and environmental information, changing aesthetic preferences and compositional styles, the answer is not so easy to determine. In the same way, is a retranslation of the Mahābhārata based on a century and a half of scholarly progress better than an early translation?
 

[image: ]
Plate 2. Devil’s Slide, Utah – 1871, 1979.

On the other hand, Klett’s photograph of Inscription Rock in El Morro, New Mexico, not far from Zuñi Pueblo (a site with hundreds of early Native American and colonial period inscriptions that the present author has visited many times), has greater clarity in every way, even if the environment has changed significantly in the century since Timothy Snyder’s original in 1871 (Plate 3)  and Klett’s rephotograph in 1978 (Plate 4). Other than a study in the limits of early photography and the layout of the community adjoining it, exhibited in Snyder’s photograph, Klett’s is arguably a better photograph, in large measure because of the advances in photographic technique. It should be clear, then, that the advances in technology in this case argue that the more recent photograph is in fact a better product even if its inspiration is the earlier one.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  It should be of interest to examine Roychourhuri] 
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Plate 3. Inscription Rock 1871.
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Plate 4. Inscription Rock, 1978. 

Translations and retranslations
Without further comment on Klett’s ingenious artistic study, let us now turn to the text of the Mahābhārata and look at a couple of examples of how perspectives on its imagery and landscape have shifted over the years. These are from Mahābhārata 14.54 (crit. ed.):

Ganguli:
"Utanka said, 'I must accomplish that, O lord, which thou thinkest should be done. I desire to have water wherever my wish for it may arise. Water is scarce in such deserts.' Withdrawing that energy, the Supreme Lord then said unto Utanka—Whenever thou wilt require water, think of me! Having said so, he proceeded towards Dwaraka. Subsequently, one day, the illustrious Utanka, solicitous of water and exceedingly thirsty, wandered over the desert. In course of his wanderings he thought of Krishna of unfading glory. The intelligent Rishi then beheld in that desert a naked hunter (of the Chandala class), all besmeared with dirt, surrounded by a pack of dogs. Extremely fierce-looking, he carried a sword and was armed with bow and arrows. That foremost of regenerate ones beheld copious streams of water issuing from the urinary organs of that hunter. As soon as Utanka had thought of Krishna, that hunter smilingly addressed him, saying,—'O Utanka, O thou of Bhrigu's race, do thou accept this water from me. Beholding thee afflicted by thirst I have felt great compassion for thee.' Thus addressed by the hunter, the ascetic showed no inclination to accept that water. The intelligent Utanka even began to censure Krishna of unfading glory. The hunter, how ever, repeatedly addressed the Rishi, saying,—'Drink!' The ascetic refused to drink the water thus offered.”

Dutt 14.55.13-21b (1905: 65, underlining mine)
   13.  'I must accomplish that, O lord, which you think should be done. I wish to have water wherever my wish for it may arise. Water is scarce in such deserts! 
   14.  Withdrawing that energy, the Supreme Lord then said unto Utanka—Whenever you will require water, think of me! Having said so, he proceeded towards Dwaraka. 
   15.  Subsequently, one day, the illustrious Utanka, solicitous of water and exceedingly thirsty, wandered over the desert. In course of his wanderings he thought of Krishna of unfading glory. 
   16.  The intelligent Rishi then saw in that desert a naked hunter (of the Chandala class), all besmeared with dirt, surrounded by a pack of dogs. 
   17.  Extremely fierce-looking, he carried a sword and was armed with bow and arrows. That foremost of twice-born ones saw copious streams of water issuing from the urinary organs of that hunter. 
   18.  As soon as Utanka had thought of Krishna, that hunter smilingly addressed him, saying,—'O Utanka, O you of Bhrigu's race, do you accept this water from me. 
   19.  Seeing you afflicted by thirst I have felt great mercy for you.' Thus addressed by the hunter, the ascetic showed no inclination to accept that water. 
   20.  The intelligent Utanka even began to censure Krishna of unfading glory. The hunter, however, again and again addressed the Rishi, saying,—'Drink!' 
   21.  The ascetic refused to drink the water thus given.

Debroy (epub version, Vol 10, p. 560 [pages on epub are never exact]:
“Utanka replied, “O lord! If you think this is needed, then it must be done. In the desert, it is extremely difficult to get water and I desire that there should be water, whenever I wish for it.” At this, the lord withdrew his energy and spoke to Utanka. “Whenever you desire water, think of me.” Having said this, he proceeded towards Dvaraka. ‘On one occasion, the illustrious Utanka desired water. Wandering around in the desert, he was thirsty. Therefore, he remembered Achyuta. At this, the intelligent one saw a hunter in the desert. He was naked and was covered in mud. He was surrounded by a pack of dogs. He was fierce. A sword was girded to his waist and he wielded bow and arrows. O supreme among brahmanas! He saw large quantities of water issuing from his genitals. When he remembered Krishna, the hunter smiled at him and said, “O Utanka! O extender of the Bhrigu lineage! Accept this water from me. On seeing that you have been overcome by thirst, I have been overcome with great compassion for you.” Having been thus addressed, the sage did not wish to accept this water. The intelligent and eloquent one started to reprimand Achyuta. The hunter repeatedly urged him to drink.”

Lal 14.55.19-26a (pp. 246-247):
Inpulling his tejas-energy, 
ỉśvara-lord Krishna said to Uttaṅka: 
“Think of me, whenever you need water.” 
Saying this, he sped towards Dvārakā. 

One day, bhagavān Uttaṅka: 
parched, yearning for water, 
was wandering in the desert – 
and he remembered Acyuta-Krishna. 

Before percipient Uttaṅka appeared 
a sky-clad naked outcaste hunter, 
smeared with mire and muck, 
ringed by a pack of dogs. 

He looked horrendous. 
He was armed with a sword 
and bow and arrows. 
Finest-of-the-twice-born Uttaṅka 
saw jets of water 
streaming from his penis. 

The mātaṅga-hunter smiled; 
he seemed to recognise Uttaṅka. 
He said: “Uttaṅka! 
Enhancer-of-Bhrgu-honour! 
Come! 
Accept this water from me. 

I can see you are parched. 
I feel mahā-pity for you.” 
The muni listened, 
but refused the water.

Percipient Uttaṅka bitterly blamed 
Acyuta-Krishna. 
But the hunter kept repeating: 
“Drink! Drink!” 

Uttaṅka refused.


My translation (MBh 14.54.12-20)[footnoteRef:24]: [24:  14054012  uttaṅka uvāca
14054012a avaśyakaraṇīyaṁ vai yady etan manyase vibho
14054012c toyam icchāmi yatreṣṭaṁ maruṣv etad dhi durlabham
14054013  vaiśaṁpāyana uvāca
14054013a tataḥ saṁhr̥tya tat tejaḥ provācottaṅkam īśvaraḥ
14054013c eṣṭavye sati cintyo ’ham ity uktvā dvārakāṁ yayau
14054014a tataḥ kadā cid bhagavān uttaṅkas toyakāṅkṣayā
14054014c tr̥ṣitaḥ paricakrāma marau sasmāra cācyutam
14054015a tato digvāsasaṁ dhīmān mātaṅgaṁ malapaṅkinam
14054015c apaśyata marau tasmiñ śvayūthaparivāritam
14054016a bhīṣaṇaṁ baddhanistriṁśaṁ bāṇakārmukadhāriṇam
14054016c tasyādhaḥ srotaso ’paśyad vāri bhūri dvijottamaḥ
14054017a smarann eva ca taṁ prāha mātaṅgaḥ prahasann iva
14054017c ehy uttaṅka pratīcchasva matto vāri bhr̥gūdvaha
14054017e kr̥pā hi me sumahatī tvāṁ dr̥ṣṭvā tr̥ṭsamāhatam
14054018a ity uktas tena sa munis tat toyaṁ nābhyanandata
14054018c cikṣepa ca sa taṁ dhīmān vāgbhir ugrābhir acyutam
14054019a punaḥ punaś ca mātaṅgaḥ pibasveti tam abravīt
14054019c na cāpibat sa sakrodhaḥ kṣubhitenāntarātmanā
14054020a sa tathā niścayāt tena pratyākhyāto mahātmanā
14054020c śvabhiḥ saha mahārāja tatraivāntaradhīyata] 

Uttaṅka said:
	         Whatever you think is necessary, powerful lord, must be done. I wish that there would be       water wherever I desire it. In the deserts that is very difficult to obtain.(12)
Vaiśampāyana said:
	          Then, withdrawing that fiery energy, the lord said to Uttaṅka, “When it’s desired, think of me.” Then Uttaṅka left for Dvārakā.(13) One time as the illustrious Uttaṅka, thirsty, was wandering about in the desert, yearning for water, he remembered Acyuta, the immovable one.(14) Then that intelligent one saw in the desert a mātaṅga, with only the sky as his clothing and caked with filth and mud, surrounded by a pack of dogs.(15) He was frightening, his sword bound to his side and bearing bow and arrow. That best of the twice-born saw water copiously streaming downward.(16) 
	           He suddenly remembered, and the mātaṅga said to him, with a wry smile, “Come, Uttaṅka, accept this water from me, upholder of the Bhṛgus. This is my surprising act of grace upon seeing you distressed by thirst.”(17) After he said this, the intelligent sage refused the water, and abused him with nasty language.(18) The mātaṅga said to him over and over, “Drink!” But he did not drink, and, shaking on the inside, he became angry.(19) Resolutely rejected by that exalted one, the mātaṅga disappeared then and there, great king, along with his dogs.(20) 

Let us consider these translations briefly.[footnoteRef:25] First, let us look at Ganguli: On a personal. Note, I should say mention that I did not consult any of the three earlier translations while undertaking my own translation (indeed, Debroy’s translation did not appear until after I finished mine). To be sure, I did look at Ganguli on a second or third draft in a number of passages.[footnoteRef:26] True to the objectives of this project, I extensively studied the notes to the critical edition, often checked the Chitrasala Press, Pune, edition (upgraded from the “Bombay” edition)[footnoteRef:27] with Nīlakaṇṭha’s commentary, even if he did not have much to say on these parvans, less frequently the Kumbakonam edition, and rarely the Calcutta edition of 1836.[footnoteRef:28] Ganguli was obviously an excellent Sanskritist who instinctively understood the Mahābhārata and knew the commentaries available to him, especially Nīlakaṇṭha’s Bhāratabhāvadīpa.[footnoteRef:29] Often he guessed at or approximated the meaning if a passage was garbled, as happened often in the absence of a critical edition, as is evident very often, for example, in the highly corrupt final few chapters of the Anugīta (MBh 14.45-50). He elected to present his translation in the garb of a religious or sacred text, which partially it is, even if it only vaguely overlaps with modern considerations of what constitutes a “religious” text. He does this, as noted, through the use of anglicized biblical language and archaic vocabulary. He produces, in the words of Bailey, “a kind of petrified relic of a past age” (Bailey 2001: 209), with the consistency that a modern reader and translator can barely identify in the two thousand year old text of the Mahābhārata. The Mahābhārata was clearly composed in a contemporary idiom that contained very few ārṣa or Vedic words or terminology. And, as mentioned, Ganguli’s endlessly long paragraphs were tortuously tedious to nearly all future readers, even if some of the later translators, notably Debroy, followed him in this practice. [25:  Bailey (2001: 203ff.) examines four translations of a verse from Bhartṛhari’s Śatakatrayam (verse 97 from the Śṛṅgāraśataka) in greater linguistic detail than I have occasion to discuss here for these Mahābhārata verses.]  [26:  In considering Ganguli’s translation, it is relevant to state that later in life, upon reissuing the completed translation, Ganguli stated that he did not want his name on the translation because he felt that he would not live long enough to complete it. This is why the name of the publisher, Pratap Chandra Roy, was mistakenly assumed to be the translator, much to Roy’s embarrassment. In spite of Ganguli’s belated admission that he was the translator, only in the last thirty or forty years has Ganguli’s name been elevated to the status of the translator, including in scholarly bibliographies. A good place to begin thinking about this is through Harish Trivedi’s 2006 article on the nature and status of translation in India.]  [27:  Mahabharata with Bhavadipa commentary of Nilakantha; Bombay: Gopal Narayan and Co. 1901. Mahābhāratam with the Commentary of Nīlakaṇṭha; Poona: Chitrashala Press; 1929-1933. Both of these editions postdated Ganguli, who worked off of local texts of Nīlakaṇṭha published in Calcutta.]  [28:  In spite of the Calcutta numbering being referenced in the Chicago translation, neither van Buitenen nor Fitzgerald consulted it. Indeed, Ganguli had this to say about it: “I have derived very little aid from the three Bengali versions that are supposed to have been executed with care. Every one of these is full of inaccuracies and blunders of every description” (“Translator’s Preface” in https://www.gutenberg.org/files/15474/15474-h/15474-h.htm#link2H_4_0001).]  [29:  See Minkowski (2005), who has written extensively on Nīlakaṇṭha’s commentary, particularly his Advaita Vedānta perspective, from which Ganguli drew freely.] 

Dutt has adopted Ganguli’s translation verbatim, without attribution, although that might not have meant much in turn of the 20th century Calcutta literary politics, especially after Ganguli’s early act of humility in attributing his translation to his publisher, Roy (see note 12).[footnoteRef:30] Dutt replaced Ganguli’s archaic pronouns “thou” for “you” and so on (e.g., “thou thinkest” with “you think” in verse 13) and certain other of Ganguli’s literary affectations with more user-friendly vocabulary, and he has eliminated Ganguli’s endlessly long paragraphs in favor of discrete verse lines and numbers.[footnoteRef:31] Both of these are valuable improvements, which contribute to Venuti’s goal of the invisibility of the translator. That said, he has also left out all of Ganguli’s helpful notes, which renders it useless to future translators who know the language and can read through Ganguli’s archaisms. One can only imagine what led Dutt, a highly regarded Sanskritist in his own right, to undertake this enormous and little referenced revision. It is more of a touchup of Ganguli than a retranslation, yet it must have required a massive amount of work. As it stands, the published version is almost impossible to place in one’s hands comfortably, if a hard copy can be found at all, and the electronic copy on archive.org is impossibly blurred.  [30:  See the Wikipedia article on Ganguli: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kisari_Mohan_Ganguli. He appears to have been working from a prototype by Max Müller written thirty years earlier.]  [31:  Another effort similar to Dutt’s, but a century later, is Menon’s Mahābhārata (2009), which he wrote together with together with “a group of Indian writers and editors.” Menon states explicitly that his twelve volume retelling is “based almost entirely on Ganguli’s text” (Menon, Vol 1. 2009: xi). This, in addition to other attributions, testifies to the staying power and influence of Ganguli’s translation.] 

Van Buitenen translated an approximate passage on Uttaṅka in the Ādiparvan (1.3.85-195). There is no mention of a mātaṅga, but Uṭanka “saw an oversized bull and mounted on it an
oversized man. The man addressed Utanka: "Utanka, eat the dung of my bull!" He refused. Once more the man spoke: "Eat it, Utanka, do not hesitate. Your teacher himself has eaten it in his time." Hereupon Utanka said. "Surely!" and partook of the bull's dung and urine. then departed for where the Baron sat.”[footnoteRef:32] Although technically correct, like nearly everything in his translations, it is filled with eccentricities, archaisms, and is notably effete in its diction. As great a Sanskritist as he surely was, the quality, readability, and formatting of the translations in the Princeton Rāmāyaṇa translation edited by Robert Goldman, which is the default comparison with van Buitenen, are on a much higher level.[footnoteRef:33]  [32:  01003101B sa pathi gacchann apaśyad r̥ṣabham atipramāṇaṁ tam adhirūḍhaṁ ca puruṣam atipramāṇam eva
01003102A sa puruṣa uttaṅkam abhyabhāṣata
01003102B uttaṅkaitat purīṣam asya r̥ṣabhasya bhakṣayasveti
01003103A sa evam ukto naicchat
01003104A tam āha puruṣo bhūyaḥ
01003104B bhakṣayasvottaṅka
01003104C mā vicāraya
01003104D upādhyāyenāpi te bhakṣitaṁ pūrvam iti
01003105A sa evam ukto bāḍham ity uktvā tadā tad r̥ṣabhasya purīṣaṁ mūtraṁ ca bhakṣayitvottaṅkaḥ pratasthe yatra sa kṣatriyaḥ pauṣyaḥ.
I will save further comments on the requests of the mātaṅga and the man on the bull for the annotations to the translation.]  [33:  Bailey’s impressions are the same, even as he recognizes that translations must differ due to genre sensitivity and context; not all texts should be translated the same way. On van Buitenen’s translation, Bailey notes, perhaps too harshly, that his lack of sensitivity to literary and cultural context results in a translation “where the richness of the text, linguistic and stylistic, is especially lost and not communicated to the reader” (Bailey 2001: 190-191). Bailey, working with a Puuāṇic passage rather than the Mahābhārata, even if his comments are equally appropriate to the latter, asks, rightly: “If we accept that this range of lexical, grammatical, and phonological repetitions has an influence on the semantics of the narrative, what implication does this have for our attention to translation problems?” (Bailey 2001: 202). This is practically unanswerable, and points to the limits of translation.] 

P. Lal’s “transcreation,” as he rightly calls it, can be looked at in two distinct ways. First, it may be viewed as burgeoning with translational affectations, with overripe and obsolete language, evident in terms like “mahā-pity” and “percipient Uttaṅka.” This is compounded by his zealously contemporary versification, all of which highlights one of Van Poucke’s warnings: too much modernization sets the retranslation further from the source text than is necessary or desirable (Van Poucke 2017: 96). Lal’s diction quite apart, his translation choices often share affinities with Ganguli and van Buitenen, especially with their “outdated lexicon” (Van Poucke 2017: 102) and with graduate school workshops rather than with an aesthetic that reaches out to a modern reader in search of an equivalent to the original cadence and simplicity of the epic in its own context. It is, nevertheless, and for these reasons. occasionally enjoyable to turn to Lal, a task made much easier now by its presence in electronic form, rather than in its hundreds of tiny, beautiful, and unmanageable fascicles in handmade paper and bindings published in Calcutta in Lal’s Writer’s Workshop, but available in very few libraries.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Lal did not translate the Mokṣadharma section of the Śānti-parvan or the Anuśāsana-parvan. It appears that he intended to do that, but he died in 2010 before he was able to complete his translation. These sections were completed by Pradip Bhattacharya (2016, 2023). Also, see Bhattacharya’s review of Debroy’s translation of the Karṇa-parvan (Bhattacharya 2017). It is important to note that India has always had its own ideas about translation. A succinct statement is Choudhuri (2010), who discusses the history of translation in India’s multilingual society, and recognizes, correctly, that the West “has always been obsessed by the anxiety of authenticity” (2010: 120).] 

A second way of viewing Lal’s transcreation is its appreciation of the Mahābhārata as a living text, one that can be playful and curiously performative, considering art as performance. The Mahābhārata was not only a written text accessible to pandits and other literati, but it has been the recipient of and the generator of countless vernacular and performative versions since, we must assume, well before it was committed to a Sanskrit version around two thousand years ago.[footnoteRef:35] Even the hymns of the Ṛgveda were performed and recited in various contexts, from poetic contests (Kuiper 1960) to various ritual applications (Renou 1961; Gonda 1977, etc.). Lal’s transcreation of the Mahābhārata, is, in the final analysis, intended to be instructive, creative, and entertaining, a rendering that hews closely to the Sanskrit but that introduces poetic and stylistic elements that nudge it closer to a twentieth century English vernacular Mahābhārata, albeit one that will never have a wide following. [35:  See Hawley & Pillai (2021), which shows that the Sanskrit Mahābhārata seeded a large number of Mahābhāratas than most readers, including scholars, knew. And there are many besides what are found in that seminal volume.] 

Debroy is little more inspiring. Upon close examination after I completed my own translation, both because it was necessary for the sake of completeness and because of Debroy’s highly visible place in contemporary translation in India, I offer a few remarks. He appears to work with great speed, revealed by his overreliance on Ganguli and on breaking nearly every verse into quarter verses and considering them as separate syntactic units regardless of whether the syntax extends beyond that. This leads to many errors (also see Brodbeck 2019b: 111). If in fact he personally translated all the volumes that bear his name in mid-2024, including, at last count, the Mahābhārata, Harivaṃśa, Rāmāyaṇa, Bhāgavata Purāṇa,  Brahmāṇḍa Purāṇa, Mārkaṇḍeya Purāṇa, Skanda Purāṇa (!!!), Śiva Purāṇa, Viṣṇu Purāṇa, and Liṅga Purāṇa, or whether he employs “A Board of Scholars,” as did the Motilal Banarsidass Purāṇa project with the green covers fifty years ago under the supervision of J. L. Shastri, is something I do not know. His Mārkaṇḍeya Purāṇa (2019), which I checked, is little more than a rewording of the translations of M. N. Dutt (1896) and F. E. Pargiter (1904). That said, his method of chopping up every verse into quarters and dealing with each quarter-verse as an independent unit even when it is not, is not generally suitable for his texts, many of which contain long sections of deliberate literary style and vision.  
None of these earlier translators, neither Ganguli, Dutt, van Buitenen, Lal, or Debroy, attempted to deliver the Mahābhārata as a text that was readily comprehended by a general educated audience, with formatting that allows the presented text to breathe, as, we can speculate, was the early text when formatting carried far different requirements. Similarly, as Umberto Eco points out, “rewording is not translation” even as it engages interpretation, which is a necessary if often unwitting part of the translational enterprise (Eco 2003: 123ff.). The modern reader wants a printed text to have a sense of space (far different from most Sanskrit manuscripts, which were highly compressed) and thoughts to arise between carefully chosen words that are not changed compulsorily from a previous translation simply to avoid the charge of plagiarism; such changes must possess an interpretative point. These are some of the requirements for retranslation. Earlier, texts were memorized or read aloud, as was virtually always the case in antiquity,[footnoteRef:36] from densely packed manuscripts, as was necessary when paper was not readily available and when presentation on a page was less important than it is now (Graham 1987). Part of the project of retranslation is its presentation to a modern audience. This, then, is what our group is also considering. Goldman, et al., succeeded admirably in this, leaving aside the burden of a thousand pages of notes at the ends of the final two volumes, which makes the 1500 page plus books impossible to hold in the hand. The recent publication of the bare translation of the seven volumes in one large (943 pp.), although not unmanageable, volume supersedes previous presentations of the Sanskrit epics in English by dividing the entire text into segments that are easy to read and are well marked in their verse numbering (Goldman & Goldman 2021). This might sound trivial, but it is important when considering bridging the gap between a classical text and a modern educated reader. [36:  William Graham discusses the transition of reading with the lips or murmuring in antiquity and premodern times to reading quietly, noiselesely, without moving the lips in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The Vedic ritual texts distinguish between upāṃśu, muttering, and tūṣṇīm, soundless recitation. This suggests that silent reading might have been practiced in classical India, after manuscripts became relatively widespread.] 

A further note to consider in these translations is whether theory can influence translation. In this instance, as throughout the Mahābhārata in which many of the characters have multiple names, an understanding of key characters such as Arjuna and Kṛṣṇa as possessing complex agency rather than simply numerous catchy nicknames can cast a glimmer of coherence to the way Mahābhārata narrative and weltanschauung operate. To convey this, however, requires an introductory explanation, familiarity with the history of Mahābhārata performance, knowledge of the multiplicity of names, often in the vocative, and a sense of conveying this to the reader as part of a translation program.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Considerable innovative work on multiple agency in Indian ritual performance, including in Garhwali Pāṇḍav-Līlā, has been done by Sax (2002, 2024), and otherwise in Indian text and ritual by Inden (1990). I have developed an index of names and vocatives for the final parvans of the Mahābhārata. For example, Arjuna is addressed with twenty-one different names in the Āśvamedhika-parvan. What does this say about him, about his different facets, personality attributes, and his multiple agency? One can also legitimately ask if inanimate objects such as photographs, including “originals” such as that of Devil’s Slide, Utah, by Jackson in 1871 and the rephotography of it more than a century later by Klett & Bush possess visual or social agency in the same way, in the latter case in helping to determine aesthetic taste, following notions of actor-network theory as articulated by Latour (2005). Such as approach to translation, I argue, has the potential to modify Pollock’s statement cited at the beginning of this essay.] 

Finally, to further emphasize the latter point, two criteria increasingly necessary for any translation or retranslation in the twenty-first century are the formatting virtues of legibility and readability, including the typography. It appears that the usual formatting, excluding the Chicago volumes and Goldman’s edited volume of the complete Rāmāyaṇa, is to feature bracingly long paragraphs and fonts that are off-putting or, especially in the annotations, in font sizes that are difficult to read. For a retranslation to work in today’s world, increasingly dominated by electronic text and hundreds of fonts that are easy on the eyes, the formatting must be legible and readable. 

Conclusions
What, then, can we take away from this brief report that’s valuable for both the theory and practice of retranslation, especially when we think about the analogue of rephotography, in which the old is superimposed on the new or the new on the old, in which the new is both a commentary on and a translation of the original? First, leveling the language so that it is contemporary, readable and unforced, fits with the epic as a whole, which is not composed in an inaccessible hieratic idiom, rarely rises to the level of high poetry, and is much more straightforward and less effete than most translators would prefer (Fitzgerald is a welcome exception to this). When supported by manuscript evidence, which is most of the time, it is granular in its clarity. It is not overly “spiritual,” except if curses and boons, possession, and often inexplicable and dizzyingly miraculous acts of gods, semidivine beings, and heroes whose very identity overlaps in differently constituted ethereal realms, may be included under the category of spiritual. The long battle scenes read like thick descriptions of video games or quidditch matches from Harry Potter, reminiscent of nocturnal storytelling around a fire, which is surely what it has been for thousands of years. It is not necessary to deracinate the Mahābhārata; the biases are there for all to see and should be handled truthfully and with care. 
The long descriptions of dharma, Sāṃkhya, and devotional demonstrations and actions do not require western or anglophone analogues to provide them with the well-placed cultural ballast. As mentioned, it would be (and has been) a mistake to overspiritualize the Mahābhārata, to search for secret meanings and codes, or to set the record right with neologisms that inevitably lose the reader. In this way, straightforward, albeit elegant, translation choices are important. Retranslation requires understanding both the language and formatting choices of previous translators in order to present it in a context closer to a supposed original or ur-text, while also sharpening our own philology. To some extent, all scholarly retranslations are derivative, at least to some extent, although this is insufficient cause to devalue them. It would be wrong to say that all translators of the Mahābhārata after Ganguli were “merely” derivative; the right inquiries are into their cultural and linguistic biases, and their translational sensibilities and aesthetics. All post-Ganguli translators possess their unique aesthetic constitutions. For example, they were all forced to wrestle with the issue of translating a text that has been viewed as “religious” from both within the Indian śāstraic community and outside of it, but with slightly different backgrounding in what it means to be religious. This carries with it the onerous task of conveying an assumed but ill-defined religious perspective over aesthetic, historical, or purely philological perspectives. It is analogous to selecting Klett’s photos of Devil’s Slide or El Morro in the 1970s over Jackson’s and O’Sullivan’s in the 1870s, or vice versa, without backgrounding the selection in shifting environmental, technological, or aesthetic shifts. Increasingly the Mahābhārata is viewed as a secular text, in part because of widespread and tiring disagreement over what constitutes religion and a religious text, but also because mythology, narrative, story, history, and action caused by unseen forces fall within a broad span of sociocultural settings that better fit into a general rubric of secularism.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  See Inden, Walter, & Ali (2000), who address the question of how to interpret from secular perspectives texts that have been viewed as religious. ] 
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