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Bridging Gap Between Languages
O Justice K.G. Balakrishnan*

anguage is the medium by which people communicate

heir thoughts. India has several languages based
mainly on geographic or ethnic groupings. Independent
India tried to have federal units on the basis of major
languages through the reorganization of the country into
linguistic states. This helped people speaking a particular
language have better affinity and deeper fraternity. Also it
promoted the growth of the particular language literature-
wise and culturally and helped the state to have a better
identity than the provinces of British days.

However, linguistic reorganization of India had its
negative fallouts too. Pride in one’s mother tongue gave
rise to sub-nationalism often at the cost of national
cohesiveness. The need for a national language was felt.
However, the proposal to accept Hindi as national langu-
age, the single language spoken by the largest segment of
the population, was not very welcome. As the Hindi
speaking population was limited to North India, making
Hindi the national and official language of the country was
resented by the South whose languages had a distinct
Dravidian identity. The opposition to making Hindi as the
national language became intense and violent especially
in Tamil Nadu — the land of Tamil, a classical Dravidian
language rich in literature that goes, back to antiquity.

The open agitation by Tamil people and the lingering
resentment of segments speaking Telugu, Kannada and
Malayalam could be sensed by the then Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru as a danger that widened the North-South
divide which promoted separatism. Much to the displeasure
of the North’s majority, Nehru with his broader vision
decided that all major regional languages would have the
status of ‘national’ and Hindi would be India’s official
language, with the condition English would continue
alongside, till the people speaking other than Hindi accept
it as the sole official language. The status quo was to
continue and more or less continues today even after 60
years of independence.

The reason for not making Hindi the sole official
language, as envisaged, is of course the unwillingness of
people speaking other Languages to accept it as such. It
will be too much to go into the reasons for this but one
of the causes is what Nehru had in his mind when he threw
the challenge to a group of young men in 1962 as to how
many of them were willing to study a South Indian
language. It was only Sudhanshu Chaturvedi, a Post-
graduate almost in his teens, who took up the challenge
and asked Nehru which language he should study. And

Nehru promptly replied “Malayalam”. Since that day, there
was no looking back to young Sudhanshu; he made it his
life’s mission.

After studying the rudiments of Malayalam from Delhi
University, he moved to Kerala to take up his mission. The
rest is history. Suffice to say, he took up teaching in a major
college in Kerala to retire as its Principal after 33 years. He
mastered Malayalam as any other scholar could in the
language , so much so he wrote 60 books in the language,
translated several Hindi books to Malayalam and vice versa.

Some of the best classics in Malayalam were translated in
Hindi. Malayalam became very popular in North India: some
of the best known novels were translated into Hindi using
very simple language. Kayar (Coir), Ayalkar (Neighbour),
Agnisakshi, Enippadikal (ladder) etc. are some of them and
he was rightly awarded by Kerala Sahitya Academy for his
invaluable contribution to Malayalam literature. He has also
translated various Hindi books into Malayalam . His most
famous books translated from Sanskrit into Malayalam are
Kalidasa Sahitya Sarvaswom, Bhasa Natak Sarvaswom,
Shreemad Valmiki Ramayanam (4 volumes) etc.
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With Justice K.G. Balakrishnan, Dr. Akavoor Narayanan,

Prof. Omchery at Malayalam Literary Award function organised
by Kerala Government

How successful is Chaturvedi in keeping his word to
Nehru and how the momentous task he undertook has been
accomplished are all narrated in this special issue of
Rashtrasetu being published on the occasion of the
completion of his 60 years career as a writer, especially to
the cause of Malayalam. Sixty years is a long time, but it is
not the end of his career. I wish him all success in his
continued literary endeavour to bridge the gap between
languages in service to the society by authoring valuable
works in multiple languages in the coming years and
contribute further for national integration. o

* Former Chief Justice of India and Chairperson of National Human Rights Commission
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Diamond Jubilee of Literary career of Dr. Sudhanshu Chaturvedi

Litterateur Extraordinaire*

Q Rita Joseph

A chance meeting with the then Prime Minister
awaharlal Nehru and his challenge to learn
Malayalam saw young Sudhanshu Chaturvedi resolve to
master the language and popularise it in the Hindi belt.
He not only mastered it but went on to earn the
sobriquet of Malayalattinte Maanasaputran (a fond son of
Malayalam’s sensibilities). He has authored several books
in Malayalam, Hindi, Sanskrit and English and also
translated several Malayalam books into Hindi, Sanskrit
and English and vice versa.

This year marks the diamond jubilee year of his career
-writing and translating and bridging the linguistic gap
between the north and the south. He has written over 118
books, including 39 in Malayalam and five in Sanskrit.

It all began after Nehru threw him the gauntlet of
learning a South Indian language when Chaturvedi made a
strong pitch for Hindi to be made compulsory in the south.
Recalling the moment about 50 years ago, he says, “When
I made the proposition, Nehru was furious. He said ‘do
you know what you are talking. You are only a child. How
can I ask the southern states to take up Hindi. Why don’t
you learn a south Indian language.’ I asked which langu-
age from the south he wanted me to take up, and Panditji
replied - ‘Malayalam, it is the toughest language’.”

Thus began his tryst with Malayalam. Sudhanshu
enrolled himself for postgraduate studies in the language.
“Mastering Malayalam wasn’t all that difficult as I was
proficient in Sanskrit,” says the writer par excellence.

He had the distinction of not only translating a
Malayalam classic Odayil Ninnu (from the gutter) into
Hindi (Naali Se) while still doing his postgraduate studies
from Delhi University but also finding his own books being
prescribed for graduate and M.A. studies in Sanskrit.

The litterateur, who has many firsts to his credit, also
achieved the rare feat of being the first North Indian to
complete his doctorate in Hindi and Malayalam from Kerala
University. After doing his masters in Hindi and Malayalam
from DU, he was offered a job in Sree Kerala Varma
College, Thrissur, in Kerala, from where he retired as the
Principal of the college.

After migrating to Kerala in 1964, he rendered several
works of prominent authors into Hindi while acquainting
important Hindi works into Malayalam. Brushing shoulders
with Kerala’s literary greats like K. P. Keshava Menon,
G. Shankara Kurup, Thakazhi Shivashankara Pillai, he not
only got to learn from them but also translated most of
their works into Hindi.

* By the Assistant editor, The Statesman, published on 26th February 2009
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He was feted by the Kerala Sahitya Academy for his
book Bharatam Vedakalangalil which was based on studies
about the ancient Indian achievements in the Vedic age.

With renowned writers at the reception organised by
Dr: Kalyanmal Lodha of Bharatiya Bhasha Parishad, Calcutta

Sudhanshu has translated modern classics like Kumaran
Asan’s Chintaavishtayaya Sita (Sita lost in thoughts) and
Sandhya, written by G. Sankara Kurup, the first Malayalam
Jnanpith award winner. The introduction of this translation
was written by Dr. Harivansh Rai Bachchan. He has
translated four volumes of Shreemad Valmiki Ramayanam
into Malayalam. His translation of Thakazhi Shivashankara
Pillai’s magnum opus Kayar (rope) got him the Sahitya
Akademi Award.

“It was the most challenging as the language used
existed some 150 years ago. Many of the words don’t exist.
Four authors before me had tried their hand at translat-
ing the book but without success. I took 10 months to
complete the 1200-page book,” says Sudhanshu.

He has also published 23 children’s books in Malayalam
and Hindi which fetched him the Indian Council for Child
Education Award. Born in Uttar Pradesh’s Kanauj district
to Pandit Prabhu Dayal Chaturvedi and Janakidevi, a family
with a long literary tradition, Sudhanshu took to writing at
an early age.

“My first poem titled Hay Pareeksha was written when
I was just eight years old. I also wrote a short story based
on my mother’s struggles in life titled Meri Maa.”

Sudhanshu, who has translated 33 Malayalam works
into Hindi, says, “It is not easy. One should have deep
knowledge of the language of the original work and also
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the language in which the translation has to be done... I took
to translation in my college days to finance my studies.”

On whether translating poetry and prose was the same,
he admitted it was not. “One cannot do full justice to trans-
lation of poetry. For it is difficult for a translator to enter
into the mind and soul of a poet and reproduce it in the
same spirit.”

Adjustment for him was not much a problem though
the cultures of U.P. and Kerala are poles apart. Problems
encountered were limited to translations alone, he says. “In
the case of many usages in Kerala, I had to look for similar
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ones in Rajasthani, Brij or Kanauji slang. Sometimes I had
to look into Sanskrit usages. Such difficulties arose in the
case of idioms and phrases also. I had to get to the soul of
both the languages."

Many authors have written in their mother tongue and
English but rarely has an author been able to write in a
totally different language. The U.P.ite’s fluency in the
language could stump any Malayalee. Sudhanshu has
stamped his class on Malayalam, scripting five novels all
of which have seen two editions.

Surely, Nehru must be rolling in his grave with delight
for this wonderful example of national integration. e
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The north-south bridge

It has been Chaturvedi’s singular mission to popularise Malayalam literature in the Hindi heartland, and
Hindi literature to Malayalam readers, writes M.S. Unnikrishnan

The comparative anony mity of Dr Sudhanshu Chaturvedi, who has authored
over 108 books, including 40 original works in Malayalam, is a classic case of a
man of amazing literary achievements not getting the attention he deserves.

For over four decades, Chaturvedi born in February 1943 at Madhonagar in
Kanauj district near Kanpur, has been a solid bridge between Hindi and
Malayalam literatures. His works include original writings in Hindi and
Malayalam as well as difficult translations from Hindi to Malayalam and vice
versa.

1.\ b A
Sudhanshu Chaturvedi

He was once dubbed as a "Hindi zealot" and had the gall to tell Pandit Jawaharlal
Nehru that Hindi must be imposed on non-Hindi speaking people whether they
were ready to accept it or not. The votary of Hindi imposition became a convert
and how he made it his life’s mission to learn the "most difficult South Indian language, excel in it and
become famous."

He would not have dared to undertake this "difficult mission" but for the tongue-lashing he got from Pandit
Nehru. "One can touch the hearts of the people only when one talks in their language." Chaturvedi was
barely 19 when he was ushered into the presence of Prime Minister Nehru by his uncle, famous Hindi writer
Banarsi Das Chaturvedi, in 1962. He had been turned away by Delhi University when he sought admission for
Sanskrit MA two years earlier, because he was only 17, went back to Bareilly College under Agra University to
complete his Masters in Sanskrit.

Nehru mentioned that Hindi, the official language, will not be forced on anyone till the non-Hindi speaking
people were fully prepared to accept it. He has insisted that Hindi must be implemented as the national
language by the deadline (1965). This enraged Nehru so much that he said, "You are only a child and | have to
satisfy all the people of India." Nehru also noted that "North Indians are fanatics and will not study a South
Indian language."

"He challenged me to study a South Indian language. | accepted the challenge and requested him to suggest
the toughest South Indian language. Nehru told me to study Malayalam and become a famous writer in the
language," Chaturvedi, recently in Delhi, recollected. He was in Delhi for a week-long discourse on Valmiki
Ramayanam, at the Ayyappa Temple in R.K. Puram. Though Kerala had always kept itself abreast of
happenings beyond the Western Ghats and the Vindhyas, the converse was not true.

Chaturvedi had earned a name for himself as a Hindi writer when he was an undergraduate. His thorough
grounding in Sanskrit gave him the confidence to learn Malayalam "which has 80 per cent Sanskrit words."



After his meeting with Nehru, Chaturvedi took admission in the Department of Modern Indian Language
(Malayalam) in Delhi University. There were ten students, nine of them girls, in the class on the first day.
From the second day, the girls bolted from the scene, leaving Chaturvedi as the lone student in the class. But
he had the company of two outstanding teachers — O.M. Anujan and Evoor Parameshwaran. "Once | got the
feel of the language, it was easy going, thanks to the efforts and encouragement of my revered teachers,"
recalled Chaturvedi. Even while learning the language, Chaturvedi translated P. Keshava DeV’s classic
Malayalam novel Odayil Ninnu (From the Gutter) and critic Kuttikrishna Marar’s travel book Bharata
Pariyadanam (An Indian Journey) into Hindi. His own books were taught to Sanskrit BA and BA Honours and
MA students in Delhi University while he was studying there.

After his Masters in both Malayalam and Hindi from Delhi University in 1964, Chaturvedi enrolled with the
Kerala University for a doctorate, following his appointment as Principal of the Hindi Training College at
Paravoor (near Quilon).When it was time for him to submit his doctoral thesis on "comparative studies of
problem plays" in 1971, the university authorities insisted that he write it in English. Chaturvedi would have
none of it and insisted on submitting his thesis either in Hindi or in Malayalam.

Eventually, he was allowed to submit his thesis in Hindi, and became the first doctorate awardee from Kerala
University. He also completed his doctorate in Malayalam—the first North Indian to achieve the feat—to
prove his proficiency in the language. For the next 40 years till he retired as the principal of the prestigious
Keralavarma College in Trichur, it was Chaturvedi’s singular mission to popularise Malayalam literature in the
Hindi heartland, and Hindi literature to Malayalam readers. It was rather easy for Chaturvedi to break into
the elite company of Malayalam literary giants like K P Kesha Menon (freedom fighter and the revered
founder-editor of Mathrubhoomi), G Shankara Kurup (the first Jnanpith Award winner in Malayalam), M.T.
Vasudevan Nair, Thakazhi Shivashankara Pillai, Uroob, short story writer T.Padmanabhan etc. due to his own
eminence as a litterateur.

He got the Sahitya Akademi Award for the translation of Thakazhi’s magnum opus Kayar (yarn).

His prodigious works in Malayalam include four volumes of Valmiki Ramayanam, one volume of Kalidasa
Sahitya Sam Sarvaswam, translation of Narayaneeyam by Melpathur Narayana Bhattathiri, collections of five
novels in one volume, and 23 childrens’ books, published in three volumes. His Hindi translation of Swami
Tapovana’s Himagiri Viharam, named Himalaya Darshan went into five editions. His Malayalam translations
of acclaimed Hindi classics like Amrit or Vish (Nectar and Poison) by Amrit Lal Nagar, Bhoole Bisare Chitre by
Bhagwati Charan Verma

And Bara Ghante by Yashpal earned him much acclaim and many awards.

When asked who was his favourite Malayalam author, Chaturvedi said without a pause: M.T.Vasudevan Nair.
According to Chaturvedi, the Hindi Vidyalaya movement in the South flopped when the Union Government
tried to institutionalise it. "Through this exercise, some officials benefited, but the people lost interest in
learning the language as the officials milked the project dry", lamented the scholar. He said in the 1960s, the
South, particularly Kerala, popularised Hindi willingly, and giant national leaders like Chakravarti
Rajagopalachari, contrary to popular perception, encouraged the teaching of Hindi in the South. Now, not
only the Hindi movement in the South has died down due to official apathy, but the Malayalam department
in Delhi University has closed shop too, causing immense hurt to Chaturvedi. Is anyone listening?
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