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How to Translate an Epic Text Metrically
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A Few Remarks on Difficulties in Translating
Book 9 (Salyaparvan) of the Mahabharata

Abstract This article offers a series of reflections on the author’s experience translating extensive
portions of the Mahabharata into Polish, with particular attention to metrical challenges encountered
in rendering Book 9 (Salyaparvan). The discussion explores the impossibility of reproducing the
quantity-based Sanskrit metres—such as sloka, tristubh, and jagati—within the Polish stress-based
prosodic system, and proposes rhythmical equivalents drawn from Polish poetic traditions. These
include trochaic octosyllabic lines, three-footed dactylic metres, and the eleven- and twelve-syllable
verse patterns characteristic of Polish Romantic and children’s poetry. By tracing metrical corre-
spondences between classical Sanskrit verse and Polish literary rhythms, the author reveals how the
act of translation becomes both a linguistic experiment and a cultural rediscovery, bridging ancient
Indian poetics with deeply familiar patterns of Polish verse.
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1 Introduction

This article constitutes a series of reflections on my relatively brief and limited
experience with translating the Mahabharata (MBh) into Polish rather than a formal
research study on the subject. It could even be described as a form of a research
anecdote or a philological jest, particularly when considering certain Polish literary
texts to which I will refer. Nevertheless, these texts have proven valuable in my efforts
to produce a metrical translation of three books of the great ancient Indian epic, the
Mahabharata (around 4th Century BC—around 4th Century AD).
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As part of a collaborative project focused on preparing a Polish annotated trans-
lation of the so-called battle books of the Mahabharata, also known as the Kuruksetra
books (MBh, Books 6-11), my specific responsibility was to translate approximately
two-thirds of Book 9 (Salyaparvan), encompassing chapters 1-32 and 54-64 (with
the middle section, chapters 33-53, translated by Andrzej Babkiewicz). Addition-
ally, I translated shorter Books 10 (Sauptikaparvan; 18 chapters) and 11 (Striparvan;
27 chapters).

I initially began my work with a prose translation of Book 11. However, upon
learning that Andrzej Babkiewicz had embarked on a metrical translation of his
assigned sections of Books 6, 7, and 9, I found this approach both intriguing and
intellectually stimulating. Recognizing the challenge it presented, I decided it was
a worthwhile endeavour. Consequently, after some time, I abandoned my prose trans-
lation and restarted my work from the beginning, this time attempting to render the
Sanskrit text metrically. This decision was made in a largely intuitive manner, despite
my limited prior experience with translation.

It is worth noting that the initial inspiration for both Babkiewicz and, to some
extent, for myself was Maria Krzysztof Byrski (1985), who rendered his Polish trans-
lation of the Manusmrti (an ancient Indian legal and moral code) in eight-syllable
lines, aiming to replicate the Sanskrit $loka of the original text.

2 Polish metrical translations of Sanskrit literature

In the course of the reflections presented in this text, it is worth noting that among
Polish translations of Sanskrit literature, there already exists a number of metrical
renditions. The authors of these translations—undoubtedly aware of the inherent
difficulties arising from the impossibility of rendering the original metres of a quan-
tity-based language into Polish—have made deliberate efforts to base their transla-
tions on rhythmic equivalents suited to the Polish language. This has primarily been
achieved by ensuring a consistent number of syllables in each line of the translation,
while also drawing on Polish accentual patterns. A few examples may serve to illus-
trate this point.!

In the early 20th century, Antoni Lange employed a paired line of eight and nine
syllables (i.e. 84+ 9 syllables x 2) as a Polish equivalent of the Sanskrit eight-syllable
Sloka metre (anustubh; i.e. 4 X 8 syllables or 2 X 16 syllables) in his rhymed transla-
tion of the famous poem about Nala and Damayanti (Nalopakhyana), which formally
constitutes an episode of the Mahabhdrata (MBh 3.50-78) (Lange 1906).2

Using a 9-syllable, 11-syllable, and (in the case of one canto) 12-syllable metre,
characterised by a simple yet elevated language that preserves the melody and

1 A survey of Polish translations of Sanskrit literature is available on the website Antologia literatury sanskryckiej.
Accessed 8 October 2025. http://www.indika.pl.
2 See also Mejor (2007: 231-290).
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reflective tone of the originals, Andrzej Gawronski translated substantial portions
of two classical Sanskrit mahakavyas (i.e. great epic poems) by AsSvaghosa: Bud-
dhacarita (‘The Life of the Buddha’) and Saundarananda (‘The Handsome Nanda’)
(Gawronski 1926). In the Polish translation, these metrical forms replace either the
$loka (anustubh)—the most commonly employed metre in the Sanskrit originals—or,
less frequently, the 11-syllable upajdti, or else 12-syllable jagati metre.*

Selected excerpts from pre-war educational materials, such as Stanistaw Schay-
er’s Indian Literature (1936), also contain Polish translations from Sanskrit literature
that illustrate discussions of particular literary works; among these, a number are
likewise metrical translations.®

In his translation of seventy selected hymns from the Rgveda, Franciszek Michal-
ski (1972) sought to convey the character of the original Vedic metres—such as
gayatri, anustubh, tristubh, and jagati—by employing Polish metrical equivalents. To
this end, he drew upon familiar patterns from the Polish literary tradition, using
well-established syllabo-tonic verse forms, most notably lines of eight, eleven, and
thirteen syllables.

Among the more than ten Polish translations of the Bhagavadgita—most of which
are rendered in prose or rhythmised prose—the translations by Anna Ruciiiska (2002),
Babkiewicz (2011), and part of the translation by Byrski (songs 1-3; 2011) have been
composed in metrical form.® In these, the original eight-syllable §loka is rendered
using the Polish octosyllabic line, while the eleven-syllable tristubh is translated with
an eleven-syllable Polish verse, with careful attention paid to rhythm and regular
syllabification. Joanna Sachse (2020), in her second translation of the Bhagavadgita,
consistently rendered the eight-syllable $loka in Polish nine-syllable lines, and the
eleven-syllable tristubh in thirteen-syllable lines, all while preserving the original
four-pada structure of each stanza.”

Using a consistent eight-syllable metre with a regular distribution of stresses,
Rucinska (2014) translated Book 1 of the Ramayana (known as the Balakanda),
thereby rendering the original $loka form.

Mariola Pigoniowa, in turn, rendered Canto I of Kalidasa’s Kumarasambhava
into rhythmic Polish hendecasyllables, echoing the dominant metrical form of the
original—upajati, which consists primarily of eleven-syllable lines. Notably, the final

3 See also Mejor (2007: 435-476).

4 In Saundarananda, ASvaghosa also makes use of other metrical patterns such as vasantatilaka, mandakranta, and
other more ornate lyrical metres.

5 See, for instance, the translation of selected hymns from the Rgveda (2,12; 5,85; 6,64; 3,33; 10,129) and from
the Atharvaveda (6,136; 6,131), with certain variations in syllabic structure.

6 See also Bhagavadgitd. Analiza gramatyczna i syntaktyczna, ttumaczenia, komentarze. Accessed 8 October 2025.
http://www.bhagavadgita.eu.

7 Szuwalska (2005) rendered the entirety of the Bhagavadgita into Polish using a thirteen-syllable metrical line.
This approach resulted in a systematic reduction of the original four padas (metrical quarters) of the Sanskrit
stanza—whether composed in the sloka or tristubh metre—to predominantly three lines in the Polish rendition.
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verse (stanza 60) was translated using a fifteen-syllable line, reflecting the Sanskrit
original’s use of the malini metre, which likewise comprises fifteen syllables (Pigo-
niowa 2021: 30-46).8

These and other instances of Polish translations of Sanskrit literature may serve
as sources of inspiration for future translators.® In my own experience, however,
I have encountered them (not only through deliberate research but also—perhaps
more frequently—through the subconscious recognition of their echoes) in other
works of Polish literature, i.e. in works that are now considered classics of Polish
literature, as I shall examine below.

3 Metrical structures of the Mahabharata’s Book 9

In Book 9 of the Mahabharata, which serves as an illustration of my metrical chal-
lenges, the text is composed in three distinct metrical forms:

1. The most prevalent epic metre, the sloka, a thirty-two-syllable stanza consisting
of four padas (quarters), each containing eight syllables.

2. The less frequently used tristubh stanza, composed of forty-four syllables, with
four padas of eleven syllables each.

8 Among Polish scholarly works, there exist research studies addressing issues related to the translation of Sanskrit
literary texts into Polish—both of a general (theoretical) and specific nature—although their number remains
relatively limited. Translational reflections occasionally appear in the introductions to individual translations
of Sanskrit works. Marlewicz (2002) presents personal reflections on the challenges faced by the Sanskrit
translator. She notes that translating from Sanskrit is not merely a linguistic operation but rather an attempt to
reconstruct a distant and often incomprehensible world. The translator must strike a balance between fidelity
to the source text and the need to produce a communicative work in the target language—frequently without
theoretical support or the possibility of consultation (and often without formal training in translation within
the framework of Oriental studies). Using examples from three types of texts—hymns from the Atharvaveda,
a philosophical treatise, and the love poetry of Amaru—she observes that translating Sanskrit requires not only
linguistic competence but also intuition, imagination, and cultural awareness. The Sanskrit translator—often
working in isolation—must independently shape their approach to the text, becoming both its interpreter and
the author of a new version in the target language. See also Czekalska and Marlewicz (2005). Borowski’s article
(2022) offers an attempt to present alternative, non-European concepts of translation, using India as a case
study. The author analyzes the differences between the understanding of translation in the Indian cultural
context and in Western, Eurocentric models. He highlights the need to ‘provincialize’ translation studies—that
is, to take into account other traditions of thinking about translation without imposing Western conceptual
frameworks on them. Heszen (2024) provides an insightful analysis of the translation of ancient Greek and
Latin metre into Polish, a language that lacks quantity-based prosody. The author proposes the concept of
‘metrical transposition’—the translation of rhythm through its functional equivalents in the target system—and
outlines a typology of translational strategies: generic, isometric, mimetic, and adaptive. Although the article
focuses on classical metrical patterns, the issues and strategies discussed are analogous to those encountered in
Sanskrit. Sanskrit metres are also highly rhythmical and difficult to reproduce directly in Polish. The article
offers useful tools for reflecting on rhythm, musicality, and types of translation, thus supporting conscious
translational choices between fidelity and idiomatic expression.

9 See Mejor (2007).
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3. The rarely occurring stanza jagati, which consists of forty-eight syllables, struc-
tured in four padas of twelve syllables each.

Each of these metrical stanzas consisting of four padas has its origins in Vedic pros-
ody. The §loka, the dominant stanza in the epic, is derived from the Vedic anustubh,
while tristubh and jagati retain their Vedic names and general structures. Typically, the
length of a given stanza dictates the length of a sentence or statement. Each complete
metrical unit is divided into two halves, with each half further subdivided into two
padas. In simplified terms, the sloka follows an eight-syllable pattern, the tristubh an
eleven-syllable pattern, and the jagati a twelve-syllable pattern.

Since Sanskrit is a quantitative language in which vowel length plays a crucial
role, its metrical system—similarly to that of ancient Greek and Latin poetry—is based
on syllable length. However, the prosodic structure of the epic sloka is relatively
flexible. The first four syllables of each pada are metrically free, meaning they may
be either long or short. The most commonly occurring metrical pattern follows this
scheme:!°

IC

vy v

The opening two stanzas of Book 9 serve as an illustrative example of the sloka metre.

(janamejaya uvdca:)

evam nipdtite karne samare savyasacind /

alpavasistah kuravah kim akurvata vai dvija //

udiryamanam ca balam drstva raja suyodhanah /

pandavaih praptakalam ca kim prapadyata kauravah // (MBh 9,1.1-2)

It can be observed that the epic §loka is a highly flexible metrical form, to the extent
that it does not always strictly conform to its own loose structural pattern. The only
consistent element is the adherence of the final four syllables of each hemistich, or
of the even padas, to the expected scheme. However, a detailed analysis of Sanskrit
metrics falls beyond the scope of this paper.

My Polish metrical translation is, of course, merely an attempt—successful to
varying degrees—at imitation, aiming to encourage the reader to perceive the rhythm
of Sanskrit epic poetry in an approximate and highly conventional manner. Unlike
Sanskrit, Polish is no longer a language in which vowel length serves as a fundamental
phonetic feature. Instead, its accentuation is based on the stronger pronunciation of
stressed syllables, achieved through a pressive or expiratory approach, which involves
increasing the force of exhalation when articulating a syllable within a word or

10 See, e.g., van Buitenen (1973: XXXVIII) and Sellmer (2015: 28-31).
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sentence. Consequently, it is not possible to precisely replicate the rhythm of Sanskrit
metre, despite its relative flexibility in the epic. A Polish stanza must, by necessity, be
structured according to the metrical conventions of the Polish language, and Polish
metric verses are classified as syllabotonic ones.

4 Searching for Polish rhythmic equivalents: trochaic pattern

While searching for a Polish equivalent of the octosyllabic metre, I was surprised to
discover it most prominently in a vast number of children’s poems, particularly those
by renowned Polish poets such as Aleksander Fredro (1793-1876), Maria Konopnicka
(1842-1910), Julian Tuwim (1894-1953), and Jan Brzechwa (1898-1966), and more-
over in the works of Poland’s national bards, Adam Mickiewicz (1798-1855) and
Juliusz Stowacki (1809-1849). The recollection of childhood memories and repeated
readings of these widely popular poems surfaced almost involuntarily. Large portions
of these texts are not only familiar to me but are also deeply embedded in the col-
lective memory of many Polish adults of my generation and beyond, passed down
through successive generations. Many individuals likely still recall these poems quite
well, with some even remembering entire passages by heart.

Recognizing in adulthood that a significant portion of these beloved poems were
composed in octosyllabic verse was as astonishing to me as the revelation experienced
by Monsieur Jourdain, the protagonist of Moliere’s comedy The Bourgeois Gentleman
(Le Bourgeois gentilhomme), upon realizing that he had been speaking prose for over
forty years of his life without knowing it. As I further examined this metrical pat-
tern, I found that the majority of Polish octosyllabic lines in children’s poetry are
structured according to the Polish equivalent of the ancient Greek and Latin metrical
foot known as the trochee (Gr. trochaios, Lat. trochaeus). In classical Greek and Latin
metrics, the trochee consists of two syllables: a long (heavy) syllable followed by
a short (light) one (T ). In Polish prosody, this metrical foot is realized as a stressed
syllable followed by an unstressed one (< — / Ss). A sequence of four such trochees
forms an octosyllabic line.

It is likely due to the inherent simplicity of this trochaic-based metre that it
has become so prevalent in Polish rhyming and rhythmic poetry for children. Among
the numerous inspirations I drew from children’s poetry for my translation, I will
highlight a few of the most well-known examples.

Rada matpa, ze sie $mieli,

Kiedy mogta udaé czleka,

Widzac pania raz w kapieli,

Wilazta pod stét — cicho czeka. [...]*!

11 Aleksander Fredro, ‘Matpa w kapieli’ [‘Monkey in the Bath’], vv. 1-4. https://wolnelektury.pl/. See also
‘Osiotkowi w zloby dano’, ‘Dwa koguty’, ‘Wieczerza z gwozdzia (Cygan i baba)’.
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O wiegkszego trudno zucha,

Jak byt Stefek Burczymucha.

- Ja nikogo sie nie boje!

Choéby niedzwied? ... to dostoje! [...]*2

»Zeby kézka nie skakata,
Toby nézki nie ztamata”
Prawdal!

Ale gdyby nie skakata,
Toby smutne zycie miata.
Prawda?!3

Biega, krzyczy pan Hilary:

,Gdzie sa moje okulary?”

Szuka w spodniach i w surducie,

W prawym bucie, w lewym bucie. [...]**
Samochwala w kacie stala

I wciaz tak opowiadata:

— Zdolna jestem niestychanie,
Najpiekniejsze mam ubranie,

Moja buzia tryska zdrowiem,

Jak co$ powiem, to juz powiem, [...]'°
Na straganie w dzienl targowy

Takie styszy sie rozmowy:

— Moze pan sie o mnie oprze,

Pan tak wiednie, panie Koprze.

- Co6z sie dziwié, méj Szczypiorku,
Leze tutaj juz od wtorku! [...]°

12

1
1

A W

15
16

‘Stefek Burczymucha’ (Konopnicka 2018). See also ‘Podréz na bocianie’, ‘Pranie’, ‘Krasnoludki sa na swiecie’,
‘Parasol’, ‘Staszek w lesie’, ‘Skrucha Jézi’, ‘Zamiary Staszka’, ‘Pan Zielonka’, ‘Sposéb na laleczke’, ‘O Janku
wedrowniczku’.

‘Skakanka’ [‘Jumping Rope’] (Tuwim 2024).

‘Okulary’ [‘Spectacles’] (Tuwim 2024). See also ‘Taniec’, ‘O panu Tralalifiskim’, ‘Warszawa’, ‘Ptasie plotki’.
Also, some fables (treated as a literary genre) by the prominent 18th-century Polish poet Ignacy Krasicki
(1735-1801) are composed in eigth-syllable metre. Among them is a fable titled ‘Czapla, ryby i rak’ [‘Heron,
fish and Crayfish’], which has its origin in an Indian tale included in the Sanskrit fable collection Paricatantra
(see Urbariska 2016: 284-292).

‘Samochwata’ [‘A Braggart’] (Brzechwa 2022).

‘Na straganie’ [‘At a market stall’] (Brzechwa 2022). See also ‘Skarzypyta’, ‘Ktamczucha’, ‘Kwoka’, ‘Kozioteczek’,
‘Opowiedziat dzieciot sowie’, ‘Chrzaszcz’, ‘Hipopotam’, ‘Sum’, ‘Grzebien i szczotka’, ‘Taiicowata igla z nitka’,
‘Wielblad’, ‘Malpy’, ‘Ki6tnia rzek’, ‘Atrament’, ‘Szelmostwa Lisa Witalisa’. See also Juliusz Stowacki, ‘O Janku,
co psom szyl buty’.
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The eight-syllable metre based on the trochee, occasionally featuring single rhythmic
variations, is not exclusively found in children’s poetry. It is also employed in poetry
intended for adults. Several notable examples serve as compelling illustrations of this
phenomenon and are particularly significant for Polish reader, for example: Mikotaj
Rej, Krotka rozprawa miedzy trzemi osobami, Panem, Wéjtem a Plebanem; Fredro, Zem-
sta; Mickiewicz, ‘Pani Twardowska’, or Adam Asnyk, ‘Miedzy nami nic nie byto’.

[...]

Mily wéjcie, céz sie dzieje,
Abo¢ sie ten ksiadz z nas $Smieje!
Matlo $piewa, wszytko dzwoni,
Msza nie byta jako toni. [...]'7

Miedzy nami nic nie byto!

Zadnych zwierzen, wyznan zadnych!

Nic nas z soba nie taczyto —

Précz wiosennych marzer zdradnych; [...]'8

Polish eight-syllable poetry is structured around both rhythm and rhyme. In con-
trast, poetic texts from ancient India, including Sanskrit epics, do not rely on rhyme.
Consequently, when approximating the mood of an epic stanza in translation, the
primary challenge lies in preserving its rhythmic qualities. In my translation of the
Mahabharata, specifically Books 11, 10, and parts of Book 9 (translated in this order),
the eight-syllable structure was primarily rendered using four Polish trochaic equiv-
alents, although occasional rhythmic variations occur within this framework. These
variations may arise due to the necessity of selecting appropriate vocabulary or may
stem from the translator’s own limitations in experience and poetic skill. For instance,
in a smaller number of cases, the Polish equivalent of a spondee (originally: — — )
appears instead of the expected trochaic pattern (Pol. * — / Ss), resulting in two
consecutive stressed syllables (Polish equivalent: -~ = SS). The following example
is taken from the beginning of my translation of Book 9.

janamejaya uvaca

evam nipdtite karne samare savyasacinda /

alpavasistah kuravah kim akurvata vai dvija //
udiryamanam ca balam drstva raja suyodhanah /
pandavaih praptakalam ca kim prapadyata kauravah //
etad icchamy aham Srotum tad dcaksva dvijottama /

na hi trpyami piirvesam srnvanas caritam mahat //

17 Mikotaj Rej, Krdtka rogprawa miedzy trzemi osobami, Panem, Wojtem a Plebanem [A Short Discourse between Three
Persons, the Lord, the Village Head, and the Parish Priest], vv. 31-34. https://wolnelektury.pl/.
18 Adam Asnyk, ‘Miedzy nami nic nie byto’ [‘There Was Nothing between Us’], vv. 1-4. https://wolnelektury.pl/.
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vaisampdyana uvaca

tatah karne hate rajan dhartardstrah suyodhanah /

bhrsam sokarnave magno nirasah sarvato ’bhavat //

ha karna ha karna iti Socamanah punah punah /

krcchrat svasibiram prayad dhatasesair nrpaih saha //

sa samasvasyamano ’pi hetubhih $astraniscitaih /

rdjabhir nalabhac charma siitaputravadham smaran // (MBh 9,1.1-6)

DzZanamedzaja rzekt:
1: Kiedy Karne w taki spos6b Leworeczny zabit w starciu,
c6z, braminie, uczynila niewielka Kaurawéw resztka?
2: Gdy zobaczy? Sujodhana krél, ze armie swa zbieraja
Pandawowie, c6z przedsiewzial Kaurawa w stosownej chwili?
3: Przedstaw mi to, pragne wiedzieé, o najlepszy wsréd braminéw,
nie mam bowiem do$¢, gdy stysze o mych przodkéw wielkich czynach.
Waisampajana rzekt:
4: Po zabéjstwie Karny, krélu, Sujodhana, Dhrytarasztry
syn wpadt w wielkie morze smutku, nadziei nie majac znikad.
5: Lamentujac w taki sposéb stale: ,Karno, och, ach, Karno!”,
z trudem dotart do obozu z wladcami ocalatymi.
6: Cho¢ koili go krélowie opiniami z ksiag prawosci,
nie znalazl pociechy myslac o woznicy syna mordzie.

5 Dactylic inspirations

During my work on the translation—specifically, after completing the translations of
Books 10 and 11 but before beginning Book 9—I recalled a poem from my childhood
that I believe was widely known among children of my generation. This poem, ‘Pan
Maluskiewicz’ [‘Mr. Maluskiewicz’] by Tuwim, frequently employs a distinct rhythmic
pattern. In this structure, two equivalents of the ancient Greek dactyl (Gr. ddktylos;
Lat. dactylus; ~ — ) appear consecutively, followed by a single equivalent of a tro-
chee. In metrical theory, this form is classified as three-footed dactylic catalectic
verse (in Polish: tréjstopowiec daktyliczny katalektyczny), in which the first, fourth,
and seventh syllables are stressed (*——-~——-~—/ SssSssSs). As illustrated by ‘Pan
Maluskiewicz’, it is not always necessary to adhere rigidly to this pattern when
selecting words to maintain the poem’s rhythm; however, this structure predominates.

Byt sobie pan Maluskiewicz
Najmniejszy na §wiecie chyba.
Wszystko juz poznat i widziat
Z wyjatkiem wieloryba.

Pan Maluskiewicz byt - tyci,
Tyciuski jak ziarnko kawy,
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A oprécz tego podréznik,
A oprécz tego ciekawy. [...]%°

A highly significant work in Polish literature—though often underestimated by high
school students—is one of the most renowned masterpieces of Polish Romanticism:
Konrad Wallenrod, a poetic novel by Adam Mickiewicz (first published in 1828).
A section of this work, titled ‘Powies¢ Wajdeloty’ [‘Wajdelota’s Story’], served as an
important source of rhythmic inspiration for me. ‘Powie$¢ Wajdeloty’ follows the
structure of three-footed dactylic catalectic verse in the second part of each line,
while the first part is composed in a seven-syllable metre followed by a caesura.

Skad Litwini wracali? [’ 7] Z nocnej wracali wycieczki [8],
Wiezli tupy bogate, [’] w zamkach i cerkwiach zdobyte.
Thumy braficéw niemieckich z powiazanemi rekami,

Ze stryczkami na szyjach, biegna przy koniach zwyciezcow:
Pogladaja ku Prusom - i zalewaja sie tzami,

Pogladaja na Kowno - i polecaja sie Bogu. [...]*°

When composing ‘Powiesé Wajdeloty’, Mickiewicz deliberately sought to evoke the
epic metre of ancient Greek and later Roman/Latin literature—namely, dactylic
hexametre—thus drawing inspiration from such literary masterpieces as the Iliad,
the Odyssey, and the Aeneid. In doing so, he became the first poet to introduce the
so-called Polish hexametre into Polish poetry. This same metre was later employed
by another distinguished 19th-century poet, Cyprian Kamil Norwid (1821-1883), in
his renowned work Bema pamieci Zatobny-rapsod [A Funeral Rhapsody in Memory of
General Bem]. Bearing this literary tradition in mind while translating Book 9 of the
Mahabharata, and wishing—however symbolically and imperfectly—to pay homage
to both the great poets of antiquity and the masters of 19th-century Polish literature
in my metrical rendering of the epic sloka, I chose to translate a significant portion
of Book 9 using octosyllabic, three-footed dactylic catalectic verse. However, as
was also the case in earlier instances, various constraints—most often the demands
of vocabulary selection and my own limited experience as a translator—prevented
me from adhering strictly to this metre, leading to occasional rhythmic variations.

samjaya uvaca

tatah sainyas tava vibho madrarajapuraskrtah /
punar abhyadravan parthan vegena mahata rane //
piditas tavakah sarve pradhdvanto ranotkatah /
ksanenaiva ca parthams te bahutvat samalodayan //
te vadhyamanah kurubhih pandava navatasthire /

19 Julian Tuwim, ‘Pan Maluskiewicz’, vv. 1-8. https://wolnelektury.pl/.
20 Adam Mickiewicz, ‘Powies¢ Wajdeloty’. In Konrad Wallenrod. https://wolnelektury.pl/.
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nivaryamana bhimena pasyatoh krsnaparthayoh //
tato dhanamjayah kruddhah krpam saha padanugaih /
avakirac charaughena krtavarmanam eva ca //
Sakunim sahadevas tu sahasainyam avarayat /
nakulah parsvatah sthitva madrardjam avaiksata //
[...]

tatah samabhavad yuddham samsaktam tatra tatra ha /
tavakanam paresam ca samgramesv anivartinam //
tatra pasyamahe karma salyasyatimahad rane /

yad ekah sarvasainyani pandavanam ayudhyata //
vyadrsyata tada Salyo yudhisthirasamipatah /

rane candramaso ’bhyase sanaiscara iva grahah // (MBh 9,15.1-5, 8-10)

Sandzaja rzekt:

1. Armia twa wéwczas, o mezny,[’] z dowddca swym, krélem Madréw,
znéw popedzita na Parthéw [’] z wielkim zapatem bitewnym.

2. Cho¢ naciskane, twe wojska pijane bitwa pedzity
i Parthéw w mig rozbijaly dzieki przewadze liczebne;.

3. Przez Kuréw dziesigtkowane nie mogly trwaé wojska Pandéw,

cho¢ Bhima ich powstrzymywatl na oczach Kryszny i Parthy.
4. W gniewie wiec Skarbé6w Zdobywca Krype i Krytawarmana,
a takze ich sprzymierzencéw zasypat strzal cata chmara.

5. Wraz z wojskiem swym Sahadewa naprzeciw szedt Sakuniemu,

na flance stojac Nakula na kréla Madréw spogladat.

[...]

8. Wszedzie toczyta sie walka wojsk twoich i wojsk ich wrogéw,
i nikt z nich w poblizu wroga stojac, nie stchérzyt w tych starciach.

9. Ogladalismy w tej walce Salji nadludzkie wyczyny,

gdy walczyt sam jeden przeciw wszystkim zolnierzom Pandawoéw.

10. Salja wygladat w tej chwili — gdy blisko byt Judhiszthiry —
jakby to Saturn przyémiewat ksiezyc, znajdujac sie przy nim.

77

As a brief aside, it is worth mentioning that the oldest Polish religious song—and
simultaneously the earliest known Polish poetic work—‘Bogurodzica’ [‘God's Mother’],
dating from approximately the 13th century, holds particular interest in this context.
‘Bogurodzica’ served as Poland’s earliest national anthem for several centuries. With-
out delving into a detailed analysis of this foundational work of Polish literature, it
is noteworthy that the first two lines (excluding the first quarter of the second line)
along with several subsequent lines, are composed in eight-syllable verse. Furthermore,
in its recited form—given that the poem was frequently sung—the first two lines fol-
low a metrical pattern of two dactyls and one trochee, while a few other octosyllabic
lines consist of four trochees. Thus, this religious poem or song exhibits two distinct
rhythmic patterns, both of which I reference in my translation of the Mahabharata.
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Bogurodzica dziewica, Bogiem stawiena Maryja.

U twego syna, Gospodzina, Matko zwolena, Maryja!
[...]

A na $wiecie zbozny pobyt,

Po zywocie rajski przebyt.

Kyrieleison.?!

6 Translating the tristubh and the jagati

For both content-related and stylistic reasons, more complex verse structures occa-
sionally appear in Book 9. One such structure is the tristubh, a stanza consisting
of 44 syllables divided into four quarters (padas) of eleven syllables each. In the
Mahabharata, the tristubh (the most prevalent and significant metre of the Rgvedic
hymns, particularly those dedicated to Indra) most commonly follows the pattern
outlined below:??

e A RV,

S -V mmV Y=y =u

See, for example:

samdrdavyamanam tu balam paresam
paritakalpam vibabhau samantat /
naivavatasthe samare bhrsam bhayad
vimardamanam tu parasparam tada //
tatah prabhagna sahasa mahacamiih

sa pandavi tena nardadhipena /

disas catasrah sahasa pradhavita
gajendravegam tam aparayanti //
drstva ca tam vegavata prabhagnam
sarve tvadiyd yudhi yodhamukhyah /
apiijayams tatra naradhipam tam
dadhmus ca Sarikhan $asisamnikasan //
Srutva ninadam tv atha kauravanam
harsad vimuktam saha $arikhasabdaih /
senapatih pandavasrfijayanam
paficalaputro na mamarsa rosat // (MBh 9,19.7-10)

21 ‘Bogurodzica’, vv. 1-2, 9-11. https://wolnelektury.pl/.
22 See van Buitenen (1973: XXXVIII-XXXIX).
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As observed, tristubh verses in the Mahabharata, similar to §loka, do not always adhere
strictly to the aforementioned ‘theoretical’ pattern, as metric variations can occur
within individual padas.

The primary inspiration for employing the rhythm of eleven-syllable metre in
my Polish translation stemmed from a poem by the 19th-century master of comedy,
Aleksander Fredro, titled ‘Pawel i Gawel’ [‘Pawet and Gawel’]. This poem was widely
popular during my childhood and was included in the primary school curriculum as
a required reading. A further association soon emerged—namely, a poem that extended
beyond primary school education: ‘Niepewno$¢’ [‘Uncertainty’] by Mickiewicz, which
gained popularity in Polish culture through a popular musical adaptation by Marek
Grechuta.

Moreover, it became evident that the eleven-syllable verse was highly favoured
by Polish poets, particularly in the 19th century, as exemplified by two major works
of Polish literature: Konrad Wallenrod (for the most part) by Mickiewicz and Beniowski
by Juliusz Stowacki (1809-1849).2% The structural arrangement of Polish poems in this
metre typically features a caesura after the fifth syllable, followed by six additional
syllables.

Pawetl i Gawel ['] w jednym stali domu,
Pawel na goérze, ['] a Gawel na dole;

Pawet spokojny, nie wadzit nikomu,

Gawet najdziksze wymysélat swawole. [...]%*

Gdy cie nie widze, [’] nie wzdycham, nie placze,
Nie trace zmystéw, [’] kiedy cie zobacze;
Jednakze gdy cie dtugo nie ogladam,

Czego$ mi braknie, kogo$ widzie¢ zadam,;

I teskniac sobie zadaje pytanie:

Czy to jest przyjazn? czy to jest kochanie? [...]*

Za panowania kréla Stanistawa

Mieszkatl ubogi szlachcic na Podolu,

Wysoko potem go wyniosta stawa;

Szcze$cia miat mato w zyciu, wiecej bolu; [...]%°

In Book 9 of the Mahabharata, passages composed in tristubh stand out from other
battle descriptions, serving as a formal distinction at the climax of significant battle
narratives. One such instance is the final confrontation between Yudhisthira and

23 See also Stowacki, ‘O jezyku’.

24 Fredro, ‘Pawet i Gawel’, vv. 1-4. https://wolnelektury.pl/.

25 Adam Mickiewicz, ‘Niepewnos$¢’, vv. 1-6. https://wolnelektury.pl/.
26 Juliusz Stowacki, ‘Beniowski’, vv. 1-4. https://wolnelektury.pl/.
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Salya—the commander-in-chief of the Kaurava army on the eighteenth and final
day of the great battle—which culminates in Salya’s death (MBh 9,16.7-51, 86-87).
The use of this metre, distinct from the more commonly employed $loka, imbues the
description of the final battle with a sense of uniqueness and solemnity.

Shortly thereafter, another passage in tristubh describes the heroic struggle of
Salva, the commander of the mlecchas (non-Aryan or barbarian warriors), who fought
atop a massive elephant, wreaking havoc upon the Pandava forces. However, he
was ultimately struck down, along with his elephant, by Dhrstadyumna (the com-
mander-in-chief of the Pandava army) wielding his club, after which Yuyudhana
Satyaki immediately decapitated the mleccha commander (MBh 9,19.3-26). Likewise,
the final moments of another struggle of great warriors, i.e., Sahadeva’s battle with
Sakuni, culminating in Sakuni’s fall, are also rendered in tristubh (MBh 9,27.55-63).
Furthermore, this metre is employed in the depiction of the barbaric act of kicking
Duryodhana in the head after he had been felled in an unchivalrous manner by Bhima
during their club duel (MBh 9,58.9-13), with the metrical choice accentuating the
gravity of the moment.

See, for example:

tatas tu Saktim rucirogradandam; manipravalojjvalitam pradiptam /
ciksepa vegat subhrsam mahatma; madradhipdya pravarah kuriindm //
[...]

tam sarvasaktyd prahitam sa Saktim; yudhisthirenaprativaryaviryam /
pratigrahdyabhinanarda Salyah; samyag ghutam agnir ivajyadharam //
sa tasya marmani vidarya Subhram; uro visalam ca tathaiva varma /
vivesa gam toyam ivaprasaktd; yaso visalam nrpater dahanti //
nasaksikarnasyavinihsrtena; prasyandata ca vranasambhavena /
samsiktagatro rudhirena so ’bhit; kraufico yatha skandahato mahadrih //
prasarya bahii sa rathad gato gam; samchinnavarmd kurunandanena /
mahendravahapratimo mahdtmda; vajrahatam srrigam ivdcalasya // (MBh
9,16.40, 48-51 [the fall of Salya)

40. I wéwczas wtbcznie [’] z jasnym, mocnym drzewcem,
zdobna w klejnoty [] i koral, btyszczaca,
cisnal z impetem, mocno wielki duchem
w przywodce Madrow najwspanialszy z Kuréw.
[...]

48. Salja te wiécznie poteznie rzucona
przez Judhiszthire z niewstrzymana sita
chcac chwycic¢ i odrzucié¢ glosno syknat,
jak ogien masto ofiarne przyjmujac.

49. Ta przebijajac pancerz jego I$niacy,
jego wnetrzno$ci oraz pier§ szeroka,
przeszyta ziemie gltadko jakby wode,
niszczac potezna chwale pana ludéw.
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50. Krwig zlane bylo cale jego ciato,
cieknaca z nosa, oczu, ust i uszu,

z ran sie saczaca, jakby wielka géra
Krauni¢a przez Skande byla poraniona.

51. Rece rozlozyl, z wozu padl na ziemie,
pancerz rozciety miat przez chlube Kuréw,
6w wielki duchem jak wielki stof Indry,
byt jak szczyt goéry rozciety piorunem.

Relatively few short passages in Book 9 of the Mahabharata were composed in the
jagati metre, a verse form of Vedic origin that ranks third in frequency in the Rgveda.
This metre consists of 48 syllables, divided into four padas of 12 syllables each. The
general structure of a single pdada follows this pattern (Kiparsky 2018: 91-92):

% 1%

R Al A A ¢

As I sought to render the twelve-syllable Sanskrit metre into Polish twelve-syllable
verse, I once again discovered a suitable rhythmic pattern in Polish children’s poetry.

Entliczek-petliczek, czerwony stoliczek,

A na tym stoliczku pleciony koszyczek,

W koszyczku jabtuszko, w jabtuszku robaczek,
A na tym robaczku zielony kubraczek. [...]*

An even more effective distribution of accents—and thus a superior source of metrical
inspiration—can be found in the twelve-syllable metre employed by Julian Tuwim in
the final section of his well-known poem ‘Lokomotywa’ [‘Locomotive’, ‘Train engine’],
a staple of Polish children’s literature. While the poem’s initial and middle sections
are composed in a ten-syllable metre, the twelve-syllable verse is used to depict the
train first accelerating and then reaching full speed. Occasionally, an eleven-syllable
variant appears, where a pause replaces either the first or last of the twelve syllables.
The metrical scheme of this part of the poem follows a structure based on four dac-
tyls, with the final one catalectic. This results in a four-foot dactylic catalectic verse
(‘czterostopowiec daktyliczny katalektyczny’ in Polish), preceded by an additional
unstressed syllable that functions as a pre-tact:

(sSssSssSssSs).

27 Arnold (1905: 13) divides the three ‘members’ of one jagati pada as follows:
/X-X=/Xvu/—uv-uX
x — stands for either short or long syllable.

28 Jan Brzechwa, ‘Entliczek-pentliczek’. https://wolnelektury.pl/.
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The second, fifth, eighth and eleventh syllables are stressed (accented).

[...] Najpierw powoli jak z6tw ociezale, (11 syllables)
Ruszyla maszyna po szynach ospale, (12 syllables)
Szarpnela wagony i ciagnie z mozotem,

I kreci sie, kreci sie koto za kotem,

I biegu przyspiesza, i gna coraz predzej,

I dudni, i stuka, fomoce i pedzi,

[...]

Tak to to, tak to to, tak to to, tak to to! ...°

The twelve-syllable metre was also used in the composition of the beautiful Polish
poem ‘Deszcz jesienny’ [‘Autumn Rain’] by Leopold Staff (1878-1957). This poem
maintains a consistent accentual pattern, with stresses falling on the second, fifth,
eighth, and eleventh syllables.

O szyby deszcz dzwoni, deszcz dzwoni jesienny,

I pluszcze jednaki, miarowy, niezmienny,

Dzdzu krople padaja i ttuka w me okno...

Jek szklany... ptacz szklany... a szyby w mgle mokna
I Swiatla szarego blask saczy sie senny...

O szyby deszcz dzwoni, deszcz dzwoni jesienny... [...]%°

The metrical structure of the aforementioned poem is more accurately interpreted
as being based on a trisyllabic metrical foot known as the amphibrach
(Gr. amphibrachys, Lat. amphibrachus, literally ‘short on both sides’; “~ ). In classical
Greek and Latin metrics, this foot originally consisted of a long syllable between
two short ones, whereas in Polish, it comprises a stressed syllable positioned between
two unstressed syllables (—-—/sSs). Each line of the poem, therefore, consists of
four successive amphibrachs, forming what is known as an amphibrachic verse or
a four-foot amphibrachic metre (Pol. ‘wiersz amfibrachiczny’ or ‘czterostopowiec
amfibrachiczny’).%!

29 Julian Tuwim, ‘Lokomotywa’. https://wolnelektury.pl/.
30 Leopold Staff, ‘Deszcz jesienny’, vv. 1-6. https://wolnelektury.pl/.
31 Cf. also
Puch czarny, puch miekki pod gtowe podiézmy,
Spiewajmy, a cicho — nie trwézmy, nie trwézmy. [...] (Adam Mickiewicz, ‘Kotysanka duchéw nocnych’
[‘Lullaby of the Night Spirits’]. In Dziady, Czes¢ III, vv. 94-95. https://wolnelektury.pl/.
Po morzach wedrowal, byt kiedy$ Farysem,
Pod palma spoczywal, pod ciemnym cyprysem,
Z modlitwa Araba byt w gmachach Khaaba, [...] (Juliusz Stowacki, ‘Duma o Wactawie Rzewuskim’ [‘A Ballad
about Wactaw Rzewuski’], vv. 1-3. https://wolnelektury.pl/.
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In Book 9 of the Mahabhdrata, eight stanzas composed in the twelve-syllable
jagati metre conclude Chapter 56 (MBh 9,56.60-67).32 This passage occurs in the
midst of the depiction of the intense club duel between two formidable warriors
and adversaries, Bhima and Duryodhana. The narrative at this point approaches the
moment preceding Bhima’s act of unchivalrous and dishonorable conduct—striking
his opponent below the belt and crushing his thighs—an event that is recounted in
the following chapter (MBh 9,57).

Within the twelve-syllable stanzas concluding Chapter 56 (MBh 9,56.60-67),
Bhima initially strikes Duryodhana with his club, causing him to collapse. However,
after a brief interval, Duryodhana regains his composure, rises, and retaliates, inflict-
ing injuries upon Bhima and shattering his armour. Bhima then falls to the ground,
eliciting terror among the Pandava warriors. Ultimately, Bhima too rises once more,
and both warriors stand poised for the decisive confrontation.

tato gadam virahanim ayasmayim; pragrhya vajrasanitulyanisvanam /
atadayac chatrum amitrakarsano; balena vikramya dhanamjayagrajah //

sa bhimasenabhihatas tavatmajah; papata samkampitadehabandhanah /
supuspito marutavegatadito; mahavane sala ivavaghiirnitah //

tatah pranedur jahrsus ca pandavah; samiksya putram patitam ksitau tava /
tatah sutas te pratilabhya cetanam; samutpapata dvirado yatha hradat //

sa parthivo nityam amarsitas tada; maharathah siksitavat paribhraman /
atadayat pandavam agratah sthitam; sa vihvalango jagatim upasprsat //

sa simhanddan vinanada kauravo; nipatya bhitmau yudhi bhimam ojasa /
bibheda caivasanitulyatejasa; gadanipatena sariraraksanam //

tato ’ntarikse ninado mahan abhiid; divaukasam apsarasam ca nedusam /
papata coccair amarapraveritam; vicitrapuspotkaravarsam uttamam //

tatah paran avisad uttamam bhayam; samiksya bhiimau patitam narottamam /
ahiyamanam ca balena kauravam; niSamya bhedam ca drdhasya varmanah //
tato muhiirtad upalabhya cetanam; pramrjya vaktram rudhirardram atmanah /
dhrtim samalambya vivrttalocano; balena samstabhya vrkodarah sthitah // (MBh
9,56.60-67)

60. A wtedy brat starszy Zdobywcy Bogactwa,
kat wrogéw, pochwycil maczuge zelazna,
mordercza dla wojéw i grzmiaca jak piorun,
i nia swego wroga zuchwale uderzyt.

32 In the central section of Book 9, translated by Babkiewicz (MBh 9.33-53), individual stanzas composed in the
twelve-syllable jagati metre also appear, serving to introduce and conclude selected descriptive passages (see
MBh 9.52.1-2, 20-21; 9.53.34-35; 9.40.35). These passages occur within a broader account dedicated to
numerous sacred pilgrimage sites (tirthas), which Balarama, the elder brother of Krsna, is said to have visited.
The translator rendered these sections into Polish using a twelve-syllable metre, employing various rhythmic
strategies to adapt the translated passages.
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61. Twdj syn uderzony tak przez Bhimasene
przewrdcit sie, miesnie na ciele mu drzaty
jak gdyby byt Sala z pieknymi kwiatami
trzesacym sie w lesie, gdy wiatr mocno wieje.

62. Krzyczeli, cieszyli sie Pandu synowie
spostrzeglszy, ze syn twdj upada na ziemie,
lecz on juz niebawem odzyskat swiadomosé
i powstat jak gdyby stoni powstat z jeziora.

63. Pan ziemi, ktéremu nieznany jest spokéj,
waleczny rydwannik, wspaniale kroczacy
uderzyt Pandawe, gdy stanatl tuz przed nim,

i ciezko go ranil, az padl 6w na ziemie.

64. I wydat Kaurawa jak lew ryk donosny,

gdy Bhime swa sita powalit na ziemie,
a gdy upadata maczuga tak I$niaca
jak piorun, roztrzaskat mu zbroje ochronna.

65. I z niebios donosne styszano wotania

krzyczacych apsaras i istot niebianskich,
a z goéry opadat zsytany przez bogéw
cudowny, rzesisty deszcz kwiatéw przeréznych.

66. A wéwczas twych wrogéw strach wielki ogarnat,
gdy Bhime widzieli, jak upadt na ziemie,
Kaurawe wsréd mezé6w najpotezniejszego,
choé¢ w zbroi masywnej rozcietej od ciosu.

67. Lecz zaraz, po chwili odzyskat swiadomos¢,
oczyscit swa twarz cata we krwi skapana,
znéw peten dziarskosci rozszerzyl swe oczy,
wrocita odwaga i trwal Wilczobrzuchy.

7 Conclusion

In this article, I have presented several reflections on the rhythmic inspirations that
emerged during my translation of extensive passages from the so-called Kuruksetra
books of the Mahabharata. A direct reproduction of Sanskrit metre—which is based on
syllabic quantity—is, of course, impossible in Polish, a language governed by dynamic
stress. Instead, a translational strategy grounded in rhythmic equivalents has been
proposed. The selection of Polish metres (such as the trochaic octosyllable, the three-
footed dactylic catalectic verse, the eleven-syllable line with a caesura after the fifth
syllable, the four-footed dactylic catalectic, or the four-footed amphibrachic metre)
does not precisely correspond to the Sanskrit forms (sloka, tristubh, jagati). Nevertheless,
it appears to allow for a reconstruction of their rhythmic effect within the framework
of Polish poetics. My approach was thus based on a search for rhythmic equivalents
within the Polish poetic tradition—among eight-, eleven-, and twelve-syllable lines.
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In my translation process, I sought to embed the Mahabharata passages within
the Polish literary tradition of rhythmic verses (tout proportions gardées). In my search
for rhythmic sources of inspiration, I frequently—often intuitively—drew upon the
Polish poetic tradition, particularly the poetry of Polish Romanticism. This literary
period is highly recognised both within the broader literary canon and the Polish
educational system, where a substantial portion of its works has been incorporated
into the mandatory reading curriculum for high school students.

However, an equally significant source of metrical inspiration came from Polish
children’s poetry composed by poets of the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries—works
that were widely familiar to my generation. Many of these poems have not only held
a special place in cultural memory for many decades but also exhibit considerable
poetic merit.

The final part of the conclusion—of a text that is, above all, a personal record of
a translator’s journey—the one delivered half in jest, half in earnest—seems almost
self-evident, no matter how trivial or banal it may appear. There is a well-known saying
that money is lying in the street—one simply has to bend down to pick it up. By analogy,
one might modify this adage: eight-syllable, eleven-syllable, and even twelve-syllable
verses are all around us, embedded in Polish children’s poetry as well as in rhythmic and
rhyming literature intended for slightly older audiences. Thus, one potential approach to
rendering the great Sanskrit epic metrically and rhythmically—particularly when you are
neither a poet nor a professional translator—is to revisit childhood memories, perhaps
even asking your parents and grandparents for research consultations (in case of the
latter it is, unfortunately, a relevant approach for younger generations of researchers and
translators). Additionally, it may require a reconciliation with certain school readings
that perhaps were once perceived as burdensome. Ultimately, the appropriate metre and
rhythm may be found within these recollections, discussions, and renewed engagements
with the masterpieces of Polish literature—and perhaps, in the end, within ourselves.
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