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Foreword

The seventh volume of Symposium is now a reality. The thrust area for this issue 
is reading the ‘city as text’. The urban jungle is such a familiarity with most of 
us that we seldom look at our surroundings with a critical eye. Nevertheless, 

our urban environment is so much a part of us that it almost always is an unconscious 
and subconscious part of our thoughts, our movements and our aesthetic sensibilities. 
Hence we draw, write and duplicate our consciousness of the city in various modes of 
expressions. This volume of the journal is dedicated to such expressions.

The Peer Review Committee of the journal has seen a few changes, this year. We are 
happy and proud to announce the arrival of Dr. Jolly Das and Dr. Rudrashis Datta among 
our reviewers this year. Both are well known scholars in their respective fields, and have 
many publications to their credit. The senior most members of the previous committee 
have been given some rest, but we are always dependant on their good counsel. The 
number of articles, this time, is not much compared to the last issue, but that should not 
belie its quality or depth. The essays are both thought provoking and various in their foci. 
Once again, the journal has a   contribution from beyond Bengal, which is something to 
be really happy about. This time it is from Varanasi. 

We hope the journal brings in newer ideas and a few happy hours of reading. 

Dr. Anasuya Bhar
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Editorial 

The ‘city’, often always, enjoys a romantic presence in our minds and in our 
hearts. The city automatically translates as ‘text’ in our apprehension of things, 
as it were. A ‘text’ is a ‘discourse’ of a kind and may find manifestation in 

the verbal, the literary, the visual, or even in the cinematographic. Hence, the question of 
translating the city as ‘text’: our thrust area for this edition of Symposium.

A city, the urban sector, is almost always pitted against the country, so much so that 
they are almost like binaries, the poles on which the saga of human civilization needs to be 
told. The city has, what Raymond Williams would call an ‘achieved centre’ in comparison 
to the ‘country’ which is, by contrast, a natural and pristine habitat seldom mitigated by 
the rigorous exigencies of industrial or technological needs. The country grows, the city 
becomes. A city becomes an index of civilization by being not only a political centre, as 
in a royal (in former times) or state capital, but by also being the social and cultural centre 
where fashion and behavioural norms originate and develop, and are, in turn, emulated in 
other habitat sectors. The city almost always becomes an exemplar, in so many ways.   

The city also accommodates contraries: while being an exemplar, the city at the same 
time becomes the familiar, banal, mundane, ordinary, and the commonplace, especially 
to the insiders. But, nevertheless, the city becomes the extraordinary through the pen, the 
paintbrush or even the camera lens, when it becomes the subject of the objective eye, the 
text, out of the context. It is the thinking mind which builds the city through its narratives, 
its languages, its sketches, its photographs and its people, the countless, numerous, and 
faceless people, who even while being anonymous, in many ways, determine the fabric 
and the quality of life that the city sports. Hence, New York is vibrant, Paris intellectual, 
Mumbai lively and Kolkata vociferous. 

To the interested, the city never fails to woo the flaneur with its tantalizing whiffs and 
provocative smells, not merely of gustatory delicacies but of its own evolving sensuous 
histories, its mud and slush, creating, as it were, its own myths of survival. One cannot, for 
instance, think of London without thinking about Dickens and Hogarth, or Paris without 
Baudelaire and Picasso, or Kolkata without Jibanananda and Satyajit. The paramours of 
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the city are many, and while the city nurtures, they in turn construct, deconstruct or even 
reconstruct the city in their unique ways. To the commoner too, the city holds its magic, for 
instance, it becomes the fairy tale for the child who would be content to hear of wonders 
and dream of pleasures only her mother can weave for her. 

The papers in this volume of the journal deal with the city in its various avatars, but 
never failing to engross the inquisitive mind. Dr. Arpa Ghosh’s paper on Salman Rushdie’s 
treatment of Bombay correctly captures the essence of the city as text, as the maestro 
explores in some of his works. The paper echoes the same incisive wit and tone that Rushdie 
is famous for, and adds substantial value to this volume of the journal. It is worthwhile to 
mention that Dr. Ghosh has been kind enough to be a frequent contributor to Symposium 
over the years.

Debolina Ghosh’s study of the ‘exile’s’ view of the city concentrates on Bharati 
Mukherjee’s depiction of Calcutta as seen through some of the latter’s works. The focus is 
an interesting one as any study of the city must also bring in questions of the home. In fact 
this paper, along with the previous one, speaks of the related concepts of homeland and 
alienation as well as the exile vis-a-vis the depictions of life at the city. It brings to mind a 
fleeting observation that a city’s population is also an indefinite and a floating one, for at any 
time, a certain number of people keep leaving it as well as a certain number of people keep 
coming to it, although they are perhaps not domiciled there, but are intricately connected 
with it. The relationship may be umbilical with means of subsistence or education being the 
mainstream of involvement.

The dichotomy between the country and the city, the home and exile, is vividly portrayed 
through the eyes of Phatikchand in Rabindranath’s short story ‘Chhuti’. Anindya Sen, in his 
paper on the subject, analyses two translations of the story in English, to study ‘the nuances 
of cultural transference that invariably accompany any act of inter-lingual translation’. 
The paper, apart from analysing the nuances of literary translation, also comments on how 
the local idioms can attain a global perspective. The paper also illustrates how the city, 
combined with certain other factors, becomes the maker of Phatik’s destiny.  

Our last paper, by the young scholar Partha Sarathi Nandi, talks about the imaginary city 
of Gotham, and offers an interesting take on how a fictional space actuates to the space of 
a real city, sometimes approximating to the space of a dystopia. The paper does a thorough 
study of the evolution of Batman, his apparent status of an antihero and his activities as a 
messiah to save the city from crime. The paper also illustrates the various parameters used 
by the genre of the comics in driving its point home. This, certainly, is a very interesting 
take on the study of the city as text and moves to and fro between the purview of children’s 
literature to the field of adult apprehension. 



Editorial      11    

This is our Symposium 2016. As an editor to this journal I have always tried to focus on 
the myriad aspects of its thrust areas. By going through the contents of this volume, I felt 
that one could certainly offer a few comments on Kolkata, the city of our dreams and the 
city of joy, the city which has seen so many centuries and been party to so much history: 
both its making as well as its unmaking. From her ceremonious journey of the colonial 
Calcutta to the nationalistic Kolkata, the city has witnessed much political and ideological 
changes, which find themselves etched out not only in her gigantic monuments, but also 
as graffiti on her walls, in her songs and in her paintings, in her poetry and in her films, in 
her coffee houses and in her adda sessions of endless camaraderie and banter. The texts 
of Kolkata are writ large on her vinyl signposts as well as on her processions, within the 
precincts of the academia as well as within the hollow of a sports stadium. Kolkata is too 
vociferous and energetic to be always translated wholly; all she offers by way of herself is 
the aura and enigma of her essences, her impressions, as it were. 

Nevertheless, there is perhaps one text that has stood the test of time and become a 
timeless classic of Kolkata before the dialogues of nationalism or imperialism etched 
themselves on the body of this metropolis, a text that deals with Kolkata in the making 
in all its rawness and imperfections, when satire was the genre of choice and lampoon an 
unobtrusive preoccupation. The text is, the very well known, Hutom Pyanchar Naksha 
(1862) by Kaliprasanna Sinha. This is the one text which treats of familiar sights and 
events, festivities and mayhem spanning the ‘Charak’ to the ‘Durga Pujo’, and lampoons 
the who’s who of the newly emergent metropolis and their means and ways of becoming 
so in the city’s map. The Naksha was, it is believed, inspired by yet another contemporarily 
popular text of the city, the Sketches by Boz (1836) by the eponymous Charles Dickens. 
The Sketches, as the name suggests, are paintings in words of contemporary London life 
and brings to life the views of John Forster about Dickens being a peregrinator and flaneur 
of the city even in the uncanny hours of the night. The city, as viewed, came to life even in 
the illustrations of George Cruikshank (1792-1878) who is now regarded as the ‘modern 
Hogarth’ after William Hogarth (1697-1764), the pictorial satirist and commentator of 
London life, who etched out the city in all her rawness, in his eighteenth century works. 

The related concepts of satire, sketches and criticism together make up the idea of 
translating the city as text and considering the city as protagonist per se. Interestingly 
enough, the sketches of London and the observant owl’s series of ‘naksha’ or designs 
(of subtleties and otherwise) are important testimonies of the city as they were in the 
contemporary periods. The proximity of London and Kolkata becomes extremely telling 
when one realizes that the latter city came into being as a civilisational hub for the non-
native, who built it for their own commercial purposes. The city grew and soon became the 
centre of the rich, aristocratic, ‘influential’ and the English-educated Bengalis, especially 
those who wanted to make it big in the urban sphere, alongside the firangis, as it were.  To the 
native, for a long time Calcutta was the ‘other’ to the more homely domicile in the country. 
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The Naksha is a formative text. The language and even the texts of Kolkata have 
changed, even so with her name. Keeping to her tradition Kolkata is still heterogenous 
to the core and cosmopolitan in essence, housing all religions and languages and finding 
unity amid differences. Interesting are her ‘paras’ sometimes named after communities, 
like Chinatown and such like. There are segregations, yet there is an essential spirit that 
unites all. The great equaliser is perhaps, the sports stadium or festivals, whether they be 
Durga Puja, Eid or Christmas. 

The reality of Kolkata gets comprised by several fragments, pockets or smaller realities 
that together give rise to the essence and conglomerate of life that is Calcutta. There is, 
perhaps, no one ethos or qualifying characteristic for Kolkata. Its variety is baffling and 
multitudinous where commerce co-exists with art, and the banal with the intellectual. 
Kolkata is home to many stalwarts: painters, writers and film makers who ‘picturise’ the 
city according to their receptive powers. Calcutta is typified by people, crowds particularise 
her and where the political and the historical co-exist to give it a social colour. The city 
is known for her vociferousness; uniquely voluble, Kolkata alone gives voice to many of 
her utterances, independent of her scribes. She is a woman who woos tantalisingly and 
sensuously, even before her scribes are ready to translate her. The same may be said of any 
other vibrant city, which tantalises more than can be expressed about them. 
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