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Rahul Sankrityayan:
Meri jivan-yatra (1951)

Rahul Sankrityayan (1893-1963) was a prolific polymath, whose output of
well over a hundred books covers biography, travelogue, literature,
religion, history, politics and lexicography, in addition to an impressive
amount of prose fiction: unsurprisingly, he is dubbed mahapandit. He
travelled widely; visits to communist countries converted his Congress
socialism into fully-fledged communism in the late 1930s, and an extended
stay in Ceylon led him to adopt the Buddhist faith in preference to the
orthodox and Arya Samajist Hinduism to which he had adhered earlier.

Sankrityayan’s autobiography, Meri jivan-yatra, fills five lengthy
volumes. It is largely informally written, with vocabulary taken
unselfconsciously from whichever register suits the subject-matter. Interest
is sustained by a skilful weaving together of description and narrative, and
although the casual admission ‘I don’t remember much about..." is a stock
formula, the autobiography makes a fascinating and sensitive record of
childhood in a village near Benares at the turn of the century. The reader is
constantly reminded, as at the beginning of this passage, of the
precariousness of life before the availability of modern medicine; and also
of the great dynamism and complexity of tradition which underlies every
aspect of a child’s upbringing in Indian society.

The passage given here is from early in the first volume, and describes
events of 1902, when the author was nine years old. Like most boys of his
generation and social class, Rahul was given a broad educational
grounding which included the study of Urdu as well as Saaskrit; this
passage describes his tuition in Sanskrit at the hands of his uncle. The use
of Sanskrit texts in the home is described alongside other details of
domestic circumstances, and the first two paragraphs give a clear
impression of the young boy’s sense of reverential awe at his uncle’s
scholarly prowess: so great a pandit was he that he once went mad for a
whole year with the weight of his learning. But Rahul was thrilled to be
allowed to go with his uncle to enrol in his village pathsala, where teaching
centred on the traditional study of Sanskrit grammatical texts. In the last
two paragraphs Sankrityayan describes the school and recalls his desire to
dedicate himself full-time to the study of Sanskrit, while noting the
difficulties his uncle had in keeping students when the attractions of
Benares were so close at hand.

The text is taken from Meri jivan-yatra, vol.I (Calcutta: Adhunik Pustak Bhavan, 1951),
pp-20-21. Sankrityayan’s fiction-writing is discussed briefly in Peter Gaeffke, Hindi literature
in the twentieth century (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1978), pp. 53-54. The Benares life-
style which proved so tempting to the parhs§ala students is vividly described in Nita Kumar,
The artisans of Banaras: popular culture and identity, 1880-1986 (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1988).
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Rahul Sankrityayan 20

1 kanaileke: in this passage, ppn. are regularly attached directly to nouns as well as
pronouns, though hereafter are shown separately in the notes. Kanaila is in the Ajamgarh
district of U.P., to the North-East of Benares.

1 yah kah aye hain: ‘this we (= ‘I’) have already said’.

2 aji: the nickname for Sankrityayan’s dadi (paternal grandmother). Other relations referred

to in the passage are 3 phiipha ‘husband of paternal aunt’; 3 mausera bhal ‘maternal aunt’s
son’; 10 caci/kaki ‘paternal uncle’s wife’; 11 bud ‘father’s sister’; 11 damad ‘son-in-law,
bridegroom’; and cf. 11 do-tin caci-bua ‘a few miscellaneous aunts’.

2 Satcandi...ka path mana tha: ‘had sanctioned a recitation of the Satcandi’ — a S text
eulogizing the goddess Candi (Durga), here recited as a protection against the cholera
epidemic. A path often extends over several days or weeks (cf. 21 ek mas laga), with a
succession of readers.

4 tatol-tatolkar parh rahe the: ‘was groping his way along the text’: the emphasis of the
repeated verb stem is further underlined by use of the continuous tense, here in contrast with
the modal imperfective of phitpha pharphar parh jate the, ‘Uncle would race through it’.

5 bic-bic men ve nas lete ja rahe the: ‘from time to time he was taking snuff’: lete ja stresses
the repetitiveness of the action.

5 nas se bhari ramal: not as unpleasant as it sounds, since a ramal (823e) is not used for
actually blowing the nose!

6 ghar ke khusbadar dhan ka cura: ‘fragrant home-grown rice-flour’. dhan ‘rice in the husk’ is
distinguished from caval ‘husked rice’ and bhat ‘cooked rice’.

8 candipath ka bhasa meh arth nahin kiya jata: ‘the Candl recitation was not translated into
the vernacular’; the ritual function of the path depends upon the untranslatable power of the S
verses themselves.

9 ghar meh: ‘into the [private inner part of] the house’.

11 damad ke svagat meh aisi gosthi rakhne ki pratha hai: ‘it is the custom to arrange such a
session to welcome a bridegroom’ — implying that the path, though seriously undertaken, has
a relaxed and festive mood. \

12 varttalap ka visay . . .: ellipsis of the verb generalizes the context, no tense being stated.
12 hal-cal: ‘condition and manner’, i.e. ‘how things were going’.
14 savan ka pani: ‘the [monsoon] rain of the month Savan’ (July-August).

14 tal-talaiyoh, tatha dabroh (palvalon) men: talaiya is a diminutive of tal ‘pond’; S palval
glosses HU dabra ‘pool, puddle’.

16 Sauc-snan: lit. ‘purification by evacuation, and washing’, a euphemism similar to
‘ablutions’ (though more concerned with ritual purity).

17  kitni hi batei: the sense is rhetorical, ‘so many things’; cf. 30 kitne hi ‘many [people]’.

18 itne bhari, jitne ki aspas das-bis kos meh koi nahin: ‘so prodigious that there was no-one
like him for many a league around’.

18 bahut vidya parh jane ke karan hi: ‘simply as a result of wading through so much
learning’.

21 sanskrt parhnevaloh ko hi: ‘only in the case of S scholars’.
22 bachval jane lage: ‘set out for Bachwal’ — phiipha’s village.
22 mujhe bhi lete gae: ‘went taking me with him’, i.e. ‘took me along’.

24 mangai nadi: ‘the river Mangai’; in such a tatpurusa compound (625b), the specific name
precedes the class noun: cf. hindi bhasa etc.

26 mahabhasyant: the Mahabhasya is the ‘Great Commentary’ of Patanjali (second century
B.C.) on the grammatical exegesis of Panini (fourth century B.C.); suff. ant (622), here in
sandhi (611), means ‘the whole of, the entire work’.

27 kanthasth: learning by heart is the time-honoured method by which the continuance of
Hindu textual tradition is maintained.

163



20 Rahul Sankrityayan

27 ann-dhan: ‘grain and wealth’, i.e. general prosperity (524).

28 apni vidya ka aur kol upyog avaSyak na tha: ‘no other utilization of his knowledge was
necessary’, i.e. he was not dependent upon the usual ceremonial functions of the pandit for a
regular income.

28 apne dvar par: ‘at his house’ (lit. ‘doorway’).
29 sarasvatacandrika, muhirtacintamani: the titles of S texts.
30 siddhantakaumudi: a seventeenth century exegesis of Paninian grammar.

31 muthiya: apparently a variety of grain, though (as the inverted commas suggest) this is not
a widely known term.

31 jahan adhi cauthai siddhantakaumudi samapt hui, ki vidyarthi bandras daur jate: ‘no sooner
had a half or quarter of the Siddhantakaumudi been completed than all the students would run
off to Benares’. The cj. ki stands in correlation to jahan ‘at the point (that)’.

33 banaras ka najdik rahna...bhari badhd thi: as the subject is nominal m. rahna, verbal
agreement with the predicate f. badha is irregular.

34 saptah: a S synonym for its P cognate hafta, ‘7 days, week’.

34 nattva sarasvatim devim: a S dedicatory invocation to Sarasvati, goddess of learning, of
the kind typically found at the beginning of a Hindu text.

35 age ka panna bhi mainne kanthasth kar dala: modal dalna gives the throw-away sense of
an impulsive action — ‘for good measure I learnt the next page by heart too’.

35 smaransakti meri: the inversion implies the sense ‘As for my memory’.

36 phipha cahte the ki main sanskrt parhun: i.e. full-time, or formally.
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