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DETAILS 

Description of the Event 

 

The guest lecture was organized by English Studies cluster, School of Business studies and 

Social Sciences, BGR Campus. It was attended by the students of MA English with Cultural 

Studies and final year BA English honours program. The speaker was Prof. B.N. Patnaik (Retired 

faculty, Indian Institute of Technology Kanpur). He started by discussing the various versions of 

Ramayana. He ended by giving a very detailed description of Sarala Mahabharata and Vyasa 

Mahabharata and the importance of Oral traditions.  

 

Bio- note of the Speaker  

 

Prof. B.N Patnaik completed his M.A in English Language and Literature from Utkal 

University, 1964. He got his Ph.D. from Central Institute of English and Foreign Languages for 

which his thesis was: Completion in Oriya and English (The first study of Oriya grammar in the 

generative linguistics framework). He has numerous professional experience to his credit such as 

being the lecturer at Government Colleges of Orissa, Associate Professor at JNU (Imphal Center), 

Reader at NCERT, and (retd.) Professor at IIT Kanpur. Dr.Patnaik’s academic interest includes 

Generative Syntax, History of Ideas in Generative Linguistics, Computational Linguistics, 

Communication, and Oriya Folklore.  

  

  

  



  

The Objective of the Lecture 

  

The objective of this guest lecture was to introduce the students to multiple narratives that 

exist in relation to the Mahabharata. Dr.Patnaik’s primarily analyzed the multiple narratives that 

arose from Hindu mythology and epics like Mahabharata and Ramayana. For this, he compared 

two versions of Mahabharata (Sarala and Vyasa). One of his main points was to show how 

sometimes a text is adjusted to cater to a certain audience. Through his comparison, he was able 

to explain how ideologies of particular authors impact how they construct their characters and 

stories. He also brought to light the questions revolving authenticity in translation and oral 

cultures/traditions.  

  

Basic Ideas Presented 

  

Dr.Patnaik started his lecture by discussing the different versions of Mahabharata. Some 

episodes are different in Sarala Mahabharata when compared to Vyasa Mahabharata. Unlike 

other versions, this version is written entirely by a single poet called Sarala Dasa. He brings in an 

important point of examining how in translation, local poets take the liberty to change how the 

epic is narrated; as he states, “they keep the skeleton and alter the other substance.” Thus, the 

dilemma of translation and retelling is touched upon.  To elaborate this point further, Dr.Patnaik 

states how in Sarala Mahabharata Arjun is very reluctant to kill people and states that he will only 

attack if he’s attacked first. Also, Karna’s birth is not kept a secret in this retelling of the 

epic. Dr.Patnaik thus showed how alternative renderings of the same story is possible. Sarala 

Mahabharata focuses more on the moral aspect of Mahabharata such as the problems associated 

with killing innocent people, ethics of war, etc. Some other topics that Dr.Patnaik deliberated were 

about notions of dharma, moral dilemma, and different characteristics for the same people across 

the epics. 

  

Trajectory of Argument 

            

Dr.Patnaik lecture was well structured. He began by giving a brief introduction of how he 

will conduct his argument/lecture. To make things easier for his audience to understand, he chose 

a topic everyone would be familiar with (the epic battle scene from the Mahabharata). His points 

were clear since he drew a comparison from popular narratives. He illustrated how different stories 

arise because of different audiences and authors. The dilemmas posed in retelling a story often 

reflect upon the characteristics and moral of the author/society. His lecture ended by giving 

students an insight into the complexities of translation, oral storytelling, and narrating mythologies.  

  

 

Learning Outcomes 

  

·        Critical understanding of the retellings of Mahabharata 

·        Learning about the freedom and restriction tied to translation 

·        Understanding how retellings change based on the author and audience 

·        Awareness about the various narratives surrounding Hindu mythology 

·        Ethical questions relevant to translation and oral traditions 



·        The scope of researching this field (translation and mythology)  

  

Student Response and Reception 

 

           The students found this seminar to be very useful. Dr.Patnaik not only narrated the numerous 

ways in which narratives are formed, but he also gave valid examples to support his point. The 

students were able to grasp his arguments clearly from the manner in which he critically analyzed 

the texts. The audience benefited by gaining new knowledge about translation, and oral traditions 

from someone who is well-experienced in the field. Dr.Patnaik has definitely helped students in 

understanding the numerous possibilities that are open in the field of Oral Culture and Translation. 
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