
                                          Toru Dutt as a Poet 

Blossoms of language have their roots in the soil of culture. Hence the identity in 

terms of language! To house one’s sensibility in a language one has acquired and to which 

one is not exposed round the clock is a real challenge. Genuine poetry is born out of a 

delicate balance between the potency of the language exploited and the richness of the 

operative sensibility. People across the globe have seen the potency of English language to 

cohabit with varied sensibilities. Language and the artist are reciprocating partners associated 

in a kind of wedlock, clashing, coalescing and creating. The difference between one writer 

and the other and particularly between writers belonging to two different countries arises 

from “overlapping morphology of language and experience. The sub verbal structure of 

experience relates the artist to his culture. His word-order is the camera eye of his world-

order. Language is the verbal behaviour of the artist, a response to the stimuli of life’s 

experience. This brings the writer to the orbit of social racial, national and cultural 

consciousness. The idioms, images, metaphors, symbols, allusions and the tissues of 

experiences that constitute the world of the writer’s work come both from his conscious and 

unconscious self. In the context of Toru Dutt it may be noted that she is intensely conscious 

of language qua language and an effective use of English is one of her major achievements. 

English is a difficult language and one has to struggle hard with sentence and constructions 

but to Toru it comes as naturally as leaves come to tree and she uses its rhythm and diction 

with perfect skill and control. C. D. Narasimhaiah points out that Toru Dutt shows “a rare 

feeling for words coupled with a reliance on speech rhythm.” 

The total literary output of Toru Dutt includes two books of poetry and two novels. A 

Sheaf Gleaned in French Fields contains poems translated from French into English while 

Ancient Ballads and Legends of Hindustan gives poetic translations from Sanskrit into 

English, along with some original pieces of her own. Le Journal de Mademoiselle d’ Arvers 



is her attempt at writing a novel in French, whereas Bianca or The Young Spanish Maiden is 

her unfinished novel in English. The short poetic career of Toru Dutt may be interpreted as 

the process of development from a translator into a poet. The poems from her two volumes 

fall into convenient groups that mark the stages of the evolution. She is a faithful translator of 

the original text at the first stage of her poetic career. All translations from A Sheaf Gleaned 

in French Fields and the two pieces –“ Dhruva” and “The Royal Ascetic and the Hind” from 

Ancient Ballads belong to the first stage. The translator grows into a transcreator in poems 

like “Lakshman”, “Sindhu”, “Buttoo”, “Prahlad”and “Savitri” from Ancient Ballads. The 

transcreator matures into an original poet in “Jogadhya Uma” and “Sita”in the same volume. 

As a faithful translator at the first stage of her poetic development, Toru Dutt endeavours to 

manipulate English for the purpose of translation, in the pieces from A Sheaf Gleaned in 

French Fields. The translator struggles to convey the spirit of the original by sticking to the 

original metrical pattern in spite of occasional failures. In “Dhruva” and “The Royal Ascetic 

and the Hind” from Ancient Ballads, she is almost exclusively concerned with finding the 

literal equivalents for the original Sanskrit expressions. For instance, The Royal Ascetic and 

the Hind retells the story from the Thirteenth canto of the second section of Vishnu Purana. 

As a beginner in the field of translation her anxiety to provide a literal equivalent for the 

original often leads her to awkward expressions. Toru Dutt reaches the second stage of her 

poetic growth when she learns to submit her translative impulse to the guidance of her 

creative impulse. The creative impulse ushers itself in the form of her tendency to select, omit 

or elaborate the particular passage from the original texts, in order to accomplish the desired 

artistic effect.  

But Toru Dutt omits these remarks in order to chisel out a psychologically consistent 

portrait of noble hero. The conversational structure of the piece is however, the result of her 

attempt to imitate the original conversational pattern although critics like Harihar Das, P.C. 



Kotoky and Dwivedi seem to regard it as one of the welcome discoveries of Toru Dutt. 

Savitri is the most significant expression of Toru Dutt’s transcreative impulse. The 

awareness of the difference between the translated legend and its original has encouraged 

critics like Lotika Basu, Amarnath Jha, Alokranjan Das Gupta, Padmini Sen Gupta, P. C. 

Kotoky and C. D. Narasimhaiah to define its nature in various ways. The two pieces differ 

extensively mainly because of Toru Dutt’s creative activity relates to her condensation of the 

original story through a mission of the events and details. Although she accepts the fivefold 

structure of the original, she achieves organic unity of the theme of Savitri’s struggle against 

Death by omitting events like Savitri’s birth, her journey in search of a suitable partner, the 

meeting between the fathers of Satyavan and Savitri and the actual marriage ceremony in the 

forest. The creative impulse of Toru Dutt participates further in translative activity in the 

form of the poet’s invention of certain characters and events. She not only adds the characters 

of the mother of Satyavan and Savitri but even gives them independent roles in the story. She 

is also bold enough to invent the whole scene of the court of God of Death in heaven in the 

third section of her narrative. Perhaps it is based on her acquaintance with Milton’s Paradise 

lost. In Buttoo she analyses elaborately Buttoo’s reaction to the bitter experience of 

humiliation at the hands of his teacher while narrating the event of his departure to the forest 

whereas the original winds it up in a single couplet. Technically the poem is “one of the 

happiest and least affected of Toru’s compositions.” The most remarkable feature of this 

poem in connection with the development of Toru’s genius is the growth of conciseness, as in 

the moment of Buttoo’s sacrifice where it would have been easy to succumb to the temptation 

to linger, and draw out sentiment:  

Glanced the sharp knife one moment high,  

The severed thumb was on the sod. (Ancient Ballads)  



In Prahlad, the technique of the poem is far in advance of that of the earlier poems. 

Scarcely do we meet the false rhyme (as in the heart and thwart) or a line, which mars the 

poetic effect by its colloquialism (e.g. “or there will come a fearful crash”). The poem reveals 

too a growing talent in selection on the poetess’s part. “Jogadhya Uma” marks the final stage 

of Toru Dutt’s maturity as a poet. Though she succeeds in evoking the supernatural element 

in the narrative, her intellectual sensibility seems to be reluctant to come to terms with it. 

Hence, the poet is compelled to state in the concluding stanza:  

Absurd may be the tale I tell,  

Ill- suited to the marching times,  

I loved the lips from which it fell,  

So let it stand among my rhymes. (Ancient Ballads)  

The sentimental plea for the justification of the story however weakens its artistic 

effect. “Sita”, the last of the legends from Toru Dutt’s Ancient Ballads and legends of 

Hindustan can be safely regarded as an original poem. The poem is also one of the earliest 

instances of the effective use of memory in Indian poetry in English.  

These lines transform the objective translator into a subjective poet. Toru’s simplicity, 

vividness, pathos and felicity of idiom that characterize her style may be seen in the closing 

lines of “Sita”:  

When shall ah me! as erst at eventide? (Ancient Ballads)  

Beauty of form in poetry depends on the style and diction of a poet. Toru’s command 

of English language and the richness and variety of her poetic idiom are amazing. In her 

poetic volume A Sheaf Gleaned in French Fields besides displaying a profound knowledge of 

English and French, Toru shows rare ability and promise of great achievements. The 



translator has furnished in this volume to lovers of literature some of the brightest gifts of the 

French muse in a neat, elegant and charming English dress. The vigour and naturalness of the 

following stanza from Victor Hugo’s lines for instance is remarkable:  

Ha!  

There’s the sea gull.  

See it springs Pearls scattering from its tawny wings  

Then plunges in the gulf’s once more  

Tis last in caverns of the main!  

No! No!  

It upward soars again  

As souls from trails upwards soar. (A Sheaf Gleaned in French Fields)  

The genuineness and spontaneity of Toru’s rendering of Gautier’s “What the Swallows Say” 

is simply marvellous:  

Leaves not green, but red and gold,  

Fall and dot the yellow grass,  

More and even, the wind is cold,  

Sunny days are gone, alas! (A Sheaf Gleaned in French Fields)  

Toru’s diction is usually simple, clear and sweet though this is not literally true in 

case of some of her translations. Here is an example of her sweet diction:  

What was the meaning – was it love?  

Love at first sight, as poets sing,  



Is then no fiction? (A Sheaf Gleaned in French Fields)  

And this is an illustration of her imperceptive diction to be found in some of her translations:  

Dante, Old Gibelin!  

When I see only in passing  

The plaster white and dull of this mask so puissant T 

hat art has bequeathed us of thy features majestic  

I cannot help feeling a slight shudder  

O poet;  

So strongly the bond of genius and that of misfortune  

Have imprinted upon them the dark seal of sorrow. (A Sheaf Gleaned in French 

Fields)  


