Publisher: Vogue India
Author: Avantika Bhuyan
Date: September 07, 2018

This literary prize is recognising books translated
from local languages
The inaugural JCB Prize for Literature celebrates diversity in contemporary Indian fiction

Whether it is Madhorubagan (One Part Woman) by Perumal Murugan in
Tamil, Ghachar Ghochar by Vivek Shanbhag in Kannada or Aarachaar (Hangwoman:
Everyone Loves a Good Hanging) by KR Meera and Goat Days by Benyamin in
Malayalam—each of these seminal books would have been virtually inaccessible to a
large chunk of readers had it not been for their translations. Translators such as
Aniruddhan Vasudevan and Srinath Perur have helped these novels transcend boundaries.
And this clearly explains why it is impossible to view the various facets of Indian
literature without including the various thriving strains of vernacular literature.
That’s exactly why it is heartening to finally see a literary prize that recognises and
encourages translations. The inaugural JCB Prize for Literature has included two

translations as part of its recently announced longlist of ten books—Poonachi or The
Story of a Black Goat, originally written in Tamil and translated by N Kalyan Raman,
who has been relentlessly trying to make contemporary Tamil poetry and fiction
accessible in English; and Jasmine Days, written in Malayalam by Benyamin and
translated by US-based poet-writer Shahnaz Habib. These were chosen among entries
from nineteen states, with 22 per cent being translations into English from seven Indian
languages—Hindi, Kannada, Malayalam, Oriya, Tamil and Telugu. Publishers were
allowed four entries, with two solely being works of translation.
“In a multilingual country like India, where there are many distinct literary traditions, no
one can say they know ‘Indian literature’,” Rana Dasgupta, literary director of the prize,
had said in a previous interview. “Ultimately, we want a far more dynamic translation
environment in general between any languages, so that we can actually speak about an
‘Indian’ reader and ‘Indian’ literature.” Instituted by JCB India, a leading manufacturer
of earthmoving and construction equipment, the prize seeks to celebrate the diversity and
scope of contemporary fiction by Indian writers. The longlist features a mix of
established and new authors, and includes two powerful debut novels, incidentally by
women writers, Shubhangi Swarup (Latitudes of Longing) and Devi Yeshodharan
(Empire). In an increasingly tired literary landscape that is dominated by big ticket and
bestselling writers, first time writers rarely get their due. Hence, the inclusion of first
novels by Indian writers, published in India, becomes significant.
With Rs 25 lakhs to be presented to the writer of the winning novel, and an additional Rs
5 lakh to the translator, in case the winning work is a translation, this is India’s richest
literary prize yet. However, the jury urges one to look beyond the numbers. The idea is to
wake people up to the sensibility and context that Indian writers bring to a cultural and
political discourse—their significant role in shaping and articulating these ideas.
Each of the ten books is remarkable, not just for their unique storytelling but also for their
wonderful take on history, mythology and current issues of land, water and ecology.
Moreover, these books are not likely to disappear from public memory after the initial
buzz, but will continue to touch a chord with readers for many years to come. The
longlist has been chosen by a panel of eminent personalities such as author-translator
Arshia Sattar, novelist Vivek Shanbhag, filmmaker Deepa Mehta (chair), entrepreneurscholar Rohan Murthy and astrophysicist-writer Priyamvada Natarajan. The jury is now
working on a shortlist, which is going to be announced on October 3, 2018, with the final
prize to be declared in the last week of October. In the meantime, take a look at what the
jury had to say about the longlisted titles.

Half the Night is Gone by Amitabha Bagchi (Juggernaut Books)

“Amitabha Bagchi’s novel explores the inner and outer lives of the men in two families,
one rich, one working class… [The book] demonstrates a deep understanding of
masculinity and will surely be read for decades to come.”

Latitudes of Longing by Shubangi Swarup (HarperCollins India)

“Lyrical, original and heart-breaking, Latitudes of Longing is a vast novel. In order to
write in such detail about so many locations, the author obviously had to do a great
amount of research, and yet it has the ring of total authenticity.”

Poonachi by Perumal Murugan (Westland)

“Perumal Murugan is a master storyteller who reflects profoundly on our transactional
society and its inequities and struggles. Through the character of the lonely goat, he has
written a powerful modern fable.”

When the Moon Shines by Day by Nayantara Sahgal (Speaking Tiger)

“[The book] describes the all-too-easy slip from the familiar and apparently harmless into
the terrifying. This is a true novel of our time: India, 2018.”

Jasoda by Kiran Nagarkar (HarperCollins India)

“This is a moving account of the epic journey of a woman through many wrenching
obstacles: patriarchy, poverty and feudalism.”

The Book of Chocolate Saints by Jeet Thayil (Aleph Book Company)

“Through the travels of its fascinating protagonist, Newton Francis Xavier, The Book of
Chocolate Saints opens a vast world of poetry and politics. Ambitious in scope and
uninhibited in its prose, Thayil’s novel takes a vivid journey through several different
milieus: 1950s Soho, 1970s Mumbai and modern Delhi.”

Empire by Devi Yesodharan (Juggernaut Books)

“This intriguing tale of the capture and assimilation of a young Greek woman into the
court of the Cholas in the 11th century is striking for its amazing narrative power.”

Clouds by Chandrahas Choudhury (Simon & Schuster India)

“These extremely inventive, enmeshed stories explore the multiples realities lived by so
many Indians today. The myth-making surrounding the Cloud people of rural Odisha, and
their clash with the mining establishment, is particularly memorable.”

Jasmine Days by Benyamin/Benny Daniel (Juggernaut Books)

“Through the life of a young protagonist, Jasmine Days describes the lives of foreign
workers in a Middle East country on the brink of a revolution.”

All the Lives We Never Lives by Anuradha Roy (Hachette)

“This beautiful novel, set in southeast Asia of the 1930s, evokes beautiful imagery of
places and landscapes. It does its work quietly and with great subtlety, but it is a novel of
big ideas.”

