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So what do I mean here? ‘Translation/transportation of the difficulties of one language to another?’ Or: ‘Difficulties of translation’? I most certainly mean both, but there is no way that I can frame a similar phrase in Urdu or Hindi. The trick of using a participle as a noun (Gerund) is peculiar to some Latinate languages, and is not available to us.

Writing is easy; translating is difficult.

The matter becomes more complicated when the verb from which the gerund is made has two meanings, as in the famous example of Chomsky’s:

Flying planes can be dangerous.

There is no special empowerment of language here: It’s just a difficulty which the translator cannot overcome.

2.
A friend of mine recently asked me: ‘Is there a Persian word for ﻕﻔﺸ (shafaq)?’

It’s an Arabic word, and it means: evening glow, twilight, dusk. Its root is ﺵ-ﻑ-ﻖ, (sh-f-q) which originally means ‘compassion, kindness’. How it also came to mean ‘evening glow, twilight, dusk’, I am unable to say.

I said, ‘No. They also use the same Arabic word.’

He said, ‘I can’t believe that an ancient and rich language like Persian shouldn’t have a native word for such a common and beautiful phenomenon of nature.’

I said, Farhang-e Mu’in, the most authoritative modern Dictionary of the language gives the definition of ‘shafaq’  ﻕﻔﺸ as: ‘The rednes of the sky after sunset.’ It also says, ‘Those who use it also  in the sense of ﻖﻟﻔ ( falaq), which is the redness of the sky just before sunrise, are wrong.’

My friend is not persuaded. I tell him, ‘In Urdu, we say ﻕﻔﺸ to mean both the rednesses, in the evening or the morning.’ He was shocked to know that in Arabic and Persian ﻕﻔﺸ means just one redness, but Urdu uses it in two senses.

Thus Urdu is richer than Arabic or Persian in this example. It is richer than English too. For in English, ‘dusk’ refers only to ‘the state or period of partial twilight between day and night’. There’s no mention of ‘redness’ here, in the evening or the morning. ‘Dusk’ primarily means, ‘the dark part of twilight’. So a ‘dusky’ complexion is what we would call ﻻﻮﻧﺍﺴ (san’ola). No mention of ‘light’ here.

You ask, ‘Okay, what about ‘twilight’?’

Good question. ‘Twilight’ in English means: ‘The soft, diffuse light from the sky, when the sun is below the horizon, from daybreak to sunrise, or, more commonly, from sunset to nightfall; The period in the morning or, more commonly, in the evening, during which this light prevails.’

Here are some examples from Modern English:

It was hard to see him clearly in the thickening twilight.

These animals are most active during the hours of twilight around dawn and dusk.

We went for a walk along the beach at twilight.

The first one clearly refers to the light at the evening hour. The 2nd one refers to a time, and not the light.
The 3rd one refers to a time, with no reference to morning or evening, but the burden of meaning is on the evening.

In Urdu, we have     ﺎﻧﻠﻭﮬﭜ ﻕﻓﺷ , ﺎﻧﻠﮬﮐ  ﻕﻓﺷ,    

ﺎﻧﮣﻭﻫﭝ ﻕﻓﺷ (shafaq phulna; shafaq khilna; shafaq phutna) and many more. These refer to both morning and evening light, not the time. None of the languages we are discussing here has these or equivalents of these.

Then we have  ﺎﻧﻠﻭﮬﭝ  ﮪﺠﻧﺍﺴ (sanjh phulna)  in Urdu and modern Hindi, which is specifically evening light.

So what do you do about translating ﻕﻓﺷ into English, or Persian or Arabic, where none of the meanings of the Urdu apply to the morning light? And in Urdu, the word has both the senses: a time; a quality of light. Forget about the idiomatic phrases like sanjh phulna, etc. which are not possible in a language other than Urdu [or Hindi, deriving from Urdu].

My friend is utterly frustrated. Such an ancient language like Persian has no native word for  ﻕﻓﺷ, let alone two meanings in the same word! Arabic, at least, has two words:

‘Falaq’ﻖﻟﻔ for the morning, and ‘Shafaq’  ﻕﻓﺷ for the evening.

3.
Then there is the huge problem of so called synonyms. In Urdu, some words that we have for ‘love’ are:

‘Ishq; Muhabbat; Ulfat; Pyar; Lagao; Lagan; Uns; Chahat; Prem; Neh; Sneh; Moh; Prit; Lag; Hub; Shauq; Lau; Mihr and so on, not mentioning  any of the countless idioms to express the state of loving or being in love.

So what do the English have for ‘love’? Here are some words from a standard Dictionary of Synonyms:

Affection; Fondness; Adoration; Devotion; Lust; Desire, and so on.

You can see that some of the above are inaccurate for many of the Urdu words I gave above. Some of them, like ‘adore’ are derived meanings, the primary meaning being ‘Worship’, not ‘Love’. Some, like ‘Affection’ are useless for erotic love, let alone expressing the intensity of words like ‘Ishq; Prit’; etc.

Now look at the reverse: What are the words for ‘Hatred’ in Urdu? Here are some:

Nafrat, and… Well, I can’t think of any others, off hand. 

Here are some English words for ‘Hate’ that come to mind immediately:

Abominate; Abhor; Loathe; Detest; Execrate; Despise.

‘Hatred’ has many more synonyms in English. And there are many other words which cover the sense of ‘Hate’ or ‘Hatred’ but have other shades too:

Decry; Detract; Demean; Vituperate; Disfavour, etc.

Urdu cannot compete with English in this area. The difficulty is insurmountable. 

Another  dificulty related to this is that Urdu and Hindi, Urdu much more than Hindi, have a clear sense of  ‘Literary’ language. In Urdu/Hindi, ‘Literary’ words can be used freely in writing, especially creative writing, and even in literate or learned speech.

English dictionaries do describe some words or usages as ‘Literary’ or ‘Formal’. But there are very few of these; and the word ‘Literary’ or ‘Formal’ is  a warning signal: Don’t use this word, or this sense, if you can help it. Such words or usages are disappearing from standard, colloquial English. For example, the following words are described as ‘Literary’ and/or ‘Formal’ synonyms of ‘Hate’:

Abhor; Dislike; Detest; 

‘I dislike’ is more formal than ‘I don’t like.’

Then, of course, there are colloquial phrases which would be avoided in ‘Literay’ or ‘Formal’ writing or speech:

‘Can’t bear…’; ‘Can’t stand…’; (The former is slightly stronger and more formal than the latter.)

‘Loath’ is stronger than almost all others, but can be used informally to talk about less mportant things, meaning ‘Really don’t like’.  Example: ‘You may love him or loath him, but you can’t deny his force.’ Here ‘Love’ and ‘Loath’ are weaker than ‘Like’ and ‘Hate’.

So it’s a jungle out there. It’s impossible to find so many words and phrases for ‘Hate’ with such a variety of shades of meaning in Urdu/Persian. Arabic, maybe. But I am not sure.

One reason for this is that unlike English, Urdu is not spoken in such variety of environments and by so many people who are literate, truly literate in the language. 

Unless we strengthen our Urdu by using the available words with greater frequency, new meanings for them will not develop.

Another problem is translators from Urdu do not command a ready vocabulary for many actions. Take for example phrases formed with ﻥﻣﺍﺩ  meaning ‘hem or edge of the upper garment’. These can be used in a variety of situations to express ‘Avoid’; ‘Ignore’; ‘Overlook’; ‘Stay away from’; ‘Evade’; ‘Get away from sb. or sth.’ Here are some examples:

ﻥﻣﺍﺩ 
ﺎﻧﺎﭽﺑ Daman bachana

ﻥﻣﺍﺩ
ﺎﻧﺍﮌﮬﭼ Chhurana

ﻥﻣﺍﺩ
ﺎﻧﮌﺍﮬﺠ Jharna

ﻥﻣﺍﺩ
ﺎﻧﻛﮢﮪﺟ Jhatakna

ﻥﻣﺍﺩ
ﺎﻧﭨﻳﻣﺴ
Sametna

ﻥﻣﺍﺩ
ﺎﻧﭨﻳﭙﻟ
Lapetna

ﻥﻣﺍﺩ
ﺎﻧﺭﻜ ﮦﺗ
Tah karna

Our great advantage is that these are perfectly colloquial and also literary. Note that while ﻥﻣﺍﺩ ‘Daman’ is from Persian, all the phrasal forms owe their existence to native Prakritic linguistic practice. 

4.
Language is the expression of culture. Things and deeds that are not liked in a culture should normally have lesser number of expressions for them. There is no distinction between poetry and prose here. Isaiah Berlin was perfectly bilingual in Russian and English. He had admirable command over German and French, maybe Spanish too. But he was being naïve when he said:

I should like to assert, perhaps a little too rashly, that no man has ever truly experienced the presence of genius in a translation of a piece of lyrical poetry.

This, of course immediately raises another question: What is lyrical poetry? Even if we suppose that in the western canon, there is something like an agreed definition of lyrical poetry, we are still far from resolving questions like: Is a ghazal a lyric? Are the poems of Muktibodh lyrical poems? Are Japanese haikos to be classified as lyrics?

Well, Berlin was certainly being rash here. But it must be remembered that while cultures are unique in many ways, they are also alike in many ways. The translator has to approach the commonalities. I freely grant that some of my most favourite passages of English poetry, or even Persian poetry cannot come across satisfactorily in Urdu. But it is not impossible to discover the commanlities. I will give an example shortly, but I want to stress another point, this time in reference to Premchand. My first assertion is that no translation of Premchand can succeed in English unless the translator can approach, with equal felicity, both his Urdu and Hindi where the extant versions were both prepared by Premchand, or one of them was prepared  in his immediate supervision. 

An example is Godan. Masud Husain Khan asserted many years ago, to great controversy and consternation, that Godan was not an Urdu work, because the Urdu is very different from the Hindi, and the former was prepared most probably after Premchand’s death. Yet Amrit Rai said that he remembered seeing, as a child, a thick manuscript volume on his father’s desk which had Godan written on its title page in clear Urdu script.

A more troublesome example is Premchand’s Urdu novel Bazar-e Husn (1921) which he wrote first in Urdu. Ja’far Raza claims that the novel’s Hindi version Seva Sadan is not an original Hindi novel; it’s just a translation, by Premchand himself, of his Bazar-e Husn. I will not go into his reasons. He does show that the Urdu and the Hindi are much different, but also claims that Premchand himself made the translation, or transportation from Urdu to Hindi. 

But there are strangenesses in the Hindi text quoted by Ja’far Raza which show that Premchand wasn’t perhaps particular about standard Hindi, and didn’t give much regard to the Hindi idiom. For example: the well known Urdu idiom khun khaulna appears as rakt khaulna in the Hindi version. I am not sure if rakt khaulna is in Hindi at all.

Premchand’s register is wide and various. Because his characters mainly came from Bhojpuri speaking areas, he was constantly translating their dialogues from Bhojpuri into Urdu/Hindi, taking care not to sound too stilted. 

I therefore assert that no translation of Premchand can hope to succeed unless the translator is familiar with the rhythms of Bhojpuri.

My point is that bilingual or trilingual authors must be seen in the perspective of the languages which must have affected them, and those in which they actualﻠly produced their work. Oscar Wilde’s Salomé was first written and produced in French. It would be doing injustice to him to ignore the French version while translating from the English into Urdu or Hindi. Majnun Gorakhpuri didn’t know French; his translation of Salomé into Urdu was made from the English. This caused much distortion of Oscar Wilde’s meaning.

Becket is another example. He wrote many of his works in both English and French. It would unwise to ignore his French text while translating a work of his from English alone when his own French is available for us to draw upon, or least see what he was doing in the French.

Any translator from Urdu, at least of an Urdu rext dating from the first half of the 20th c. and before, cannot succeed unless he appreciates that up to at least the first quarter of the 20th c. most Urdu writers were trilingual: They had a mother tongue, or I should say home tongue; then they had Urdu as their first language; then they had Persian as a very strong second language; many of them had a strong third language too.

Iqbal had: Panjabi (home tongue), Urdu (first language), Persian (second language) as his main languages. He was perfectly fluent and effective in English; he was fairly good in Arabic and Sanskrit. He had a reasonable proficiency in German. Now you can draw your own conclusions about how to translate him.

In the nineteenth c., Ghalib had: Persian (home and first language), Urdu (second language), Braj (third language), Ancient Persian (fourth language), Arabic (fifth language). He also had a brief smattering of Panjabi, as his Urdu letters reveal. Ghalib of course didn’t draw upon his other languages, namely, Arabic, etc. But he was well aware of the power and pull of Clasical Persian upon him, and the value of Arabic words in his poetry. His Persian letters are full of words from Classical Persian, many of which he in fact revived.

Let me say a word about my own critical work on Urdu literature originally done in English, or Urdu. I confess that I found that it was much easier to translate from my Urdu into my English, than translating my own English into Urdu. This was a problem, I think, also faced by other translators who translated, or tried to translate, my criticism from Urdu into English

I remember Levi Strauss on a paper that he wrote in English, and not in French which was his native language. He stated that what he wanted to say in that paper could be expressed better in English, so he chose English over French, his native language.

5.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
I spoke of commonalities. I will briefly mention two small, but I think significant ones before I conclude. 

There is an English idiom to give tongue. It is primarily used for the baying of the hounds when they scent the fox. Its meaning has now extended over the years as: to loudly voice a protest, or complaint; to express one’s opnion loudly; to raise a clamour.
Now in Urdu, there is an idiom: zaban dena which is the equivalent of the English to give one’s word of honour; to give parole. 

In rare cases, zaban dena in Urdu can also mean to give the gift or power of speaking, of expression.
Now it seems really far fetched to hope that in Urdu, zaban dena could also mean to express one’s opnion loudly; to raise a clamour; to give tongue. But here is a she’r from Mir Taqi Mir:

Jo jānūñ tujh meñ bubul tah nahīñ to kyūñ zabāñ detā ;
Zabāñ kar band sārĕ bāgh meñ mujh ko na  ruswā 
kar.
Bulbul, it seems to me that you are a shallow type,

For why else should you  give tongue?

Hold your tongue; don’t disgrace me through the garden.

My other example is from Ghalib. There’s an English phrase: a little bird tells us, or A little bird whispers. This phrase is used by Society columnists mostly, when talking about some pleasurable rumour, like the prospects of a marriage or romance between two well known persons.

The O.E.D. informs us that the phrase was first employed in 1833. At that time, its form was:

A litle bird has whispered its secret to me
Now there is a well known she’r from Ghalib, composed in 1851:

Āmad bahār ki ha’i kih bulbul ha’i naghma sanj;
Uřtī si ek khabar ha’i zabānī tuyūr kī.
The spring is on its way, for the bulbul

Is singing away joyfully.

It’s a flying sort of rumour

Flowing from the tongues of the birds.

There is no possibility that the English phrase reached Ghalib in the Delhi of early 1850’s. It is clearly a concordance, almost a divine concordance.

You can see the posibilities of congruence and concordance. I’ll take your leave just with the words that Ghalib made that sentimental, silly phrase sound like the bells of heaven. His she’r is complex, and delightful. It tells us how great poets use language.
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