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Smokestack

i,

Three sugar mill smokestacks stand sentry in Central Ma-ao.
Like the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, watching over
people from Elga up to La Plata, from Kawilihan down to Guba
reminders of a time past when in the lands of the Araneta clan,
‘Money can be picked and shoveled from the ground’.

2.

The smokestacks are giant cigars made of rolled brick
wrapped with iron sheets. But the foundation

that sucks and puffs out has long run out of breath.

Thus, as clouds are widowed by smoke,

the towers are being married by rust.

And in the lands of the Araneta clan it has long been accepted

that, ‘For money, even the pick and the shovel must be pawned'.
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BIRENDRA CHATTOPADHYAY
Translated by Sayandeb Chowdhury from Bengali

Bengali poetry has been sporadically translated into English,
ensuring that some like Rabindranath Tagore and Jibananda Das
have been frequently de-anchored from their native language, while
some, like Birendra Chattopadhyay, rarely so. This is the first

English translation of one of his key poems. The poem is about the
abominable misery of hunger and the despondency for ‘daily meal’
(or the lack of it), uttered as it is, in the voice of the poorest of
citizens. Ironically, in this poem the poignancy of desperation
assumes the tone of delirious hyperbole bordering on a bizarre sense
of humour. Like most modern Bengali writing of that time, this too
treats poetry as a site of encounter between a participatory planetary
present and a more personal belonging in the complex realities of the
Global South. In this case there is an unambiguous socialist cry
against the perpetuity of hunger and an explicit revolt against the
prevalence of romanticism in poetry. This poem is from the collection

Ulukhor, and was published in 1954.
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— Give me bread

It may turn out to be bogus, burnt or smelly
But it still tames the hunger in my belly.

Our sermon is ‘Give me bread’; ‘Bread’, we say!
In return, friend, take whatever you may.
Samarkhand, Bukhara are but ration paltry

I can expend the liberty of my country.

For two meals of burnt bread a day

I can wake up before the sun makes hay,

I can catch the stormy sea by its mop,

Or uproot the Karakoram from its top.

Hurt, grief, conscience are but matters faded,

For bread, I can squander the eyes of my beloved.

1 The Bengali word roti used in the original commonly means the handmade
flat cake made from fresh wheat dough, which is a staple across the
Subcontinent. But I have used bread to give it the wider connotation of being
a basic meal; and also because bread — the baked breakfast item of most of
Europe, which travelled with it to South Asia and is widely available —is

also called roti in several languages, including Bengali.
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ZAFIR SETU
Translated by Mohammad Shafiqul Islam from Bengali

Zafir Setu (b. 1971) is well-known as a poet of soil and soul, light
and love, and sound and sight. His poetry leads readers to intensely
mull over myth, history, philosophy, tradition, and civilisation.
Deeply rooted in his own land and culture, Setu is on a par with the
distinguished transnational poetic voices, who demonstrate world
consciousness in his poetry. The two poems titled ‘My Family by the
Haor’ and “This Condensed Colostrum’ are from the poet’s latest
collection, Ami Karachgaach (I Am a Karach Tree). The collection,
engaging with myth and metaphor, paints the portraits of the
people of the haor, the low-lying land in the north-eastern region of
Bangladesh. The karach tree, which is a special kind of tree growing
in the haor, has a great and long-lasting bond with the haor people.
Almost everywhere in Bangladesh, villages are disappearing with
the aggression of urbanisation. As a result, clothes, food, and culture
are going through transformation, and people are distancing from
tradition and roots, losing self-identity too. The poem ‘My Family by
the Haor’ shows how a farmer feels while eating steaming rice mixed
with ghee. It touches readers for its candid rendering of the simplicity
of haor people. Similarly, “This Condensed Colostrum’ exhibits
myth, folk, and tradition through symbols and metaphors. Village
people believe that the condensed colostrum of cows is very useful for
both people and calves — it is propitious to pour some colostrum onto
water for the wellbeing of river and fish. Consequently, the cows give
more milk and give birth to lots of calves as fish breed innumerable
eggs. In the poem, the poet invites his beloved to go back to
childhood so that they can take colostrum together in order to keep
hale and hearty. The mood, image, and implications of the two
poems invoke deep thoughts about life and nature, and the poet’s
love for life and nature is eternal.
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