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Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.
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Foreword

The Starved is a powerful book. Having spent my tenure in Gangadhar Meher College, Sambalpur, as a lecturer in physics from 1958 to 1965, and married to Jyotsna Rani Dash, who is from Sambalpur, I could very well relate to and feel the heart-rending story of the Bajnias (folk musicians) portrayed in this play. The dramatis personae are, in fact, representative of real-life characters that I encountered in my days at Sambalpur. It is devastating to see such talented people experience anguish, pain and suffering. The play is highly intricate with many layers of complex themes such as hunger, dying art and artists, the decline of folk music and musicians, depression, melancholy, exclusion, untouchability, caste discrimination and the status of women in the lower classes of society.

The nation had a remarkable journey of growth in the last few decades towards the advancement of society’s backward sections. This play, however, subtly hints at many paradoxes and issues that the country is still facing after decades of the play’s conception and 75 years of Independence. It envisions and alludes to a perfect world in which caste and class are irrelevant, and depicts the struggle between tradition and modernization.

Tradition is the foundation or root of our modern world. This book advocates for the progress towards modernity along with the revival of our dwindling culture, tradition and folk music to strengthen our roots. It also depicts the struggles, joys, togetherness and daily existence of such folk musicians in rural places. The play discusses traditional folk instruments, folk songs, folk music, plays, pastorale, traditional ballads, melodies, warbles, religious songs, tunes and lyrics.

By translating Bhukha into English, the translator, Dr Nirjharini Tripathy, has successfully introduced the Sambalpuri language and culture to a national and international readership. Here, there is an ineffable and perennial belief in life in these challenging times, coming from a sensitive and knowing soul. Her choice of words screams unrelenting hope and repeated emphasis on the importance of humanity, and the choice of breaking man-made barriers and uniting humanity in peace and harmony. The precious insights gained by reading Dr Tripathy’s words are powerful enough to be a surrogate of the human experience itself – the same embodied processes that make the human experience meaningful by hankering to break the walls that divide mankind and build bridges. The philosophical nature of her words, choice of language and intention of reaching out to the world by translating this profound play contributes to the rich tapestry of English literature. It has a humane touch of gathered and personal knowledge of human experience with real moral and social value. It engages a meaning-making process that underpins our understanding of the world more broadly and is simultaneously questioning and investigating our limiting beliefs. Dr Tripathy has successfully captured the essence of the play and the energy of what Dr Mangalu Charan Biswal is trying to convey. It illustrates her indelible grasp of the English language as well as her native Sambalpuri language.

Jayanta Mahapatra

Fellow, Sahitya Akademi
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