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Why Compile a Mahratta Dictionary

Why Compile a 
Mahratta 

Dictionary?

William Carey's Mahratta Dictionary comprises a word-list occupying 
nearly seven hundred generously-spaced pages.  It emerged from the 
teaching demands made of Carey at Fort William College, Calcutta, where 
as professor he taught East India Company officials several of the 
languages of India. 

It was primarily, however, part of the process by which Carey and his 
colleagues, Joshua Marshman, William Ward and a cadre of Indian 
pundits, translated the Bible into Indian languages.
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Who are the Mahrattas

Who are the 
Mahrattas?

The people who spoke Mahratta (nowadays usually called Marathi) were a 
Hindu tribal confederation.  The identity of this confederation emerged 
first in opposition to Mughal rule in India, but later posed a threat to 
British ambitions.

The Mahratta capital was Poona, located 75 miles southeast of Bombay.  
The fierce devotion of the Mahrattas to Hinduism resulted in a warlike 
response to British presence in India.

The appearance of Carey's work in Mahratta was opportune.  It coincided 
with the British triumph over the Mahrattas in a series of three wars that 
lasted from 1776 to 1782, from 1803 to 1806, and from 1817 to 1819. 
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Dictionaries On Fire

Dictionaries on Fire

Eight copies of the Mahratta dictionary burned in the fire at Serampore 
that occurred on March 11, 1812.  

Like many Serampore imprints, the Mahratta dictionary is a rare book.  
Of institutions reporting their library holdings, only the School of Oriental 
and African Studies at the University of London, the British Library, and 
the Carey Center appear to own a copy.
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Carey the Linguist

Carey: Missionary 
as Linguist

Carey's study of Indian languages began on board the Kron Princess Maria 
in 1793 as he travelled from Dover, England to Calcutta, India.  By 1801, 
he had produced a Bengali grammar "with the help of native assistants."  
He subsequently recognized, along with other students of the subject, that 
Sanskrit provided the key to understanding other Indian languages, all of 
them being more or less derived from it.  His Sanskrit grammar appeared 
in 1806, to be followed by a Mahratta grammar and then, four years later 
in 1810, by the Mahratta dictionary.

The Mahratta (Marathi) language derives most of its words from Sanskrit.

Two issues remain uncertain with regard to Carey's Mahratta dictionary.  
As always in translation work at Serampore, the question of the extent of 
involvement by pundits is a difficult one.  Carey's work acknowledged two 
concerns that contrast sharply with those faced by modern scholars of the 
languages in which he worked.  First, Carey assimilated information in 
order to publish Indian translation of the scriptures as rapidly as resources 
and prudence would permit.  Second, Carey clearly tailored his grammars 
and dictionaries to needs of British students who wished to acquire a ready 
working knowledge of the Indian languages.  Those who assess Carey's 
work must keep these aims in mind.
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Definitions

Definitions: 

Evangelical

One of Carey's concerns in compiling the Mahratta dictionary was to 
include words of significance for Bible translation and evangelism.  His 
greatest challenge was to promote understanding of Christian beliefs 
within an appropriate cultural context.  As with all languages, many 
Mahratta words carried more than one meaning.   

One Mahratta word employed for "The Lord" or "God," also meant "the 
staff or beam of a plough."  But "giving whatever anyone thinks on" was 
also an "epithet applied to" God.   

Words for "grace" and "repentance" assumed multiple meanings that 
might or might not be worthy of Christian acceptation.  "Amen," however, 
seems to have been relatively straightforward.  Notions of "heaven" and 
"providence," meanwhile, likely required explanation.

Despite the challenges involved, Carey's Mahratta dictionary included an 
essential vocabulary of the Christian faith.  Hearers of a "preacher" at a 
mission station might ponder the path from "wickedness" to "holiness" 
through "repentance."  Words of vital importance to Carey's evangelical 
aims, finally, included "saviour" and "resurrection."  
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Definitions

Definitions: 

Cultural

The Mahratta dictionary reveals the extent of the cultural challenge that 
faced missionaries like Carey.  It also reveals nuances of Mahratta culture 
as tentatively read by a Western observer. 

Some definitions reflect the nuances of culture and defy Western 
assumptions about avoidance of logical contradiction.  For example, 
according to Carey, in Mahratta the same word referred to a plant called 
"(Leea Macrophylla?)," "a man with large ears," and "a ringworm." 

Several words in the Mahratta dictionary display cultural or points of 
reference, such as "the name of the seventeenth lunar mansion." One can 
also detect Mahratta notions regarding disease, information on Brahmin 
purification rites, and the Hindu practice of rubbing ore of lead around 
their eyes.  The Mahratta dictionary also contains a figurative use of the 
term "head-ache," a slur on funeral attendants, and mention of a term for 
a "sour belch like rotten eggs."  Certain terms, such as Venetian blinds, 
seem to have universal application.

Sometimes it was necessary to use many English words to define with 
precision an evocative Mahratta word.  One example is "a piece of cloth 
held by proper assistants between two persons who are going to be 
married, till the moment deemed auspicious is announced by the 
astronomer."

Some of Carey's concerns were technical and yet formed essential 
ingredients of human experience. Carey's longstanding concern with 
plants and botanical terminology emerges often in his provision of precise 
definitions for plant names. He defined one plant as the "leaves of hibiscus 
Surrattensis, which are used as an esculent vegetable."
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Sample Pages

Sample Pages

Click on the links below to sample pages of William Carey's Mahratta 
Dictionary:

18   20   22   30   49   63   69   103   104   107   114   169   172    

213    293    319    322     324    333     392     409    411    523    620
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