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CULTURE VULTURE
Vietnam News, 25-08-2005

Cham poet Inrasara will travel to Thailand this October to receive the Southeast Asia Writing Award 2005. His poetry collection Lễ Tẩy trần tháng Tư (The Purification Festival in April won the Việt Nam Literature Association’s Prize in 2003.
Inrasara is widely known in Việt Nam both as a poet and as a researcher of Cham culture. He has received several national and international awards, including the Indochina History Centre’s Prize from Sorbonne University, France, for his work Văn học Cham, tập I (Cham Literature, Volume I). He is currently the editor-in-chief of Tagalau, a literary and cultural journal on Cham studies.

– Your poetry collection Lễ Tẩy trần tháng Tư remains unfinished, as you said you were not satisfied with seven unpublished chapters. Yet it has been highly acclaimed and has won prizes. Do you think prizes are largely a matter of luck?
– Not only national and regional prizes, but all awards involve a certain element of luck. Even the Nobel Prize for Literature is partly a matter of chance, and its choices often provoke controversy. But for me, this is secondary. Scientists or artists do not create for awards. If you dedicate yourself fully, recognition will come naturally. Authors should focus on professionalism and free themselves from fear or feelings of inferiority.

– Do you expect the Southeast Asia Writing Award will enhance the reputation of your poetry?
– I see both small and large prizes as pistons that help accelerate the journey of poetry to readers. But they are not the measure of its true value.

– Will you consider reprinting Lễ Tẩy trần tháng Tư, since many readers may want to revisit it after this award?
– I’m happy to receive this recognition, but it won’t affect my decisions. I’ve never been overly concerned with publishing or reprinting my works. For instance, I’ve received requests to reprint Văn học Cham (Cham Literature) and Tháp nắng (Sunny Tower), but I’m quite indifferent either way. What excites me most are new projects.

– You are scheduled to give a lecture in Bangkok. How do you feel about speaking abroad?
– I’ve delivered lectures overseas several times before, so it doesn’t make me nervous. Standing in front of an audience is always brief. I feel confident speaking about Cham literature, linguistics, or contemporary Vietnamese poetry. What makes this occasion different is that it will be my first lecture delivered in English.

– You are also collaborating with translators to render Cham poetry into English. Are you concerned that the essence of the poetry may be lost in translation?
– Lễ Tẩy trần tháng Tư was written in both Vietnamese and Cham. Sometimes I composed in Cham and translated into Vietnamese, and sometimes the reverse. Even when I translate my own drafts, they are not always exact. I admit my poetry is difficult to translate. Some pieces have already been translated into English by others, and the outcome depends largely on the translator’s talent - and a bit of luck.

– What message do you most want to convey at the awards ceremony?
– I want to emphasize that I am the first Vietnamese ethnic minority poet to receive this award. It represents an important recognition of the contribution of minority writers to literature in a multi-ethnic country like Việt Nam. It also highlights the spirit of integration among Southeast Asian nations.

– What’s next for Inrasara?
– I have just completed Đất khát (Thirsty Land), a collection of short stories, and Đi tìm chân dung Cham (In Quest of Cham Portrait), a novel. I believe a writer does not simply represent a nationality; he represents himself, while at the same time reflecting changes within his community. At present, the fifth issue of Tagalau has been released, and I hope the magazine will continue to contribute to the development of Cham literature.

[Bản tiếng Việt]
Nhà thơ Cham Inrasara sẽ sang Thái Lan vào tháng 10 tới để nhận Giải thưởng Văn học Đông Nam Á 2005. Tập thơ Lễ Tẩy trần tháng Tư của ông từng đoạt Giải thưởng của Hội Nhà văn Việt Nam năm 2003.
Inrasara được biết đến rộng rãi ở Việt Nam không chỉ với tư cách là một nhà thơ, mà còn là một nhà nghiên cứu văn hóa Cham. Ông đã nhận nhiều giải thưởng trong nước và quốc tế, trong đó có Giải thưởng của Trung tâm Lịch sử Đông Dương, Đại học Sorbonne (Pháp) cho công trình Văn học Cham, tập I. Hiện nay, ông là chủ biên Tagalau, một đặc san hàng năm về văn hóa và văn học Cham.

– Ông từng nói tập thơ Lễ Tẩy trần tháng Tư vẫn chưa hoàn chỉnh vì bảy chương chưa công bố, nhưng tác phẩm này đã được đánh giá cao và đoạt giải. Theo ông, giải thưởng có phải phần lớn là do may mắn?
– Không chỉ giải thưởng quốc gia hay khu vực, mà mọi giải thưởng đều ít nhiều có yếu tố may mắn. Ngay cả giải Nobel Văn học cũng vậy, và sự lựa chọn thường gây tranh luận. Nhưng với tôi, đó chỉ là chuyện ngoài lề. Các nhà khoa học hay nghệ sĩ không sáng tạo nhắm đến giải thưởng. Khi bạn làm hết sức mình, mọi sự ghi nhận sẽ đến tự nhiên. Người viết cần hướng tới sự chuyên nghiệp, vượt qua mặc cảm hay nỗi sợ hãi.

– Ông có nghĩ Giải thưởng Văn học Đông Nam Á sẽ làm thơ của mình được chú ý hơn?
– Tôi cho rằng, dù lớn hay nhỏ, giải thưởng chỉ là chiếc piston giúp đưa thơ đến gần bạn đọc nhanh hơn. Nó không làm tăng hay giảm giá trị đích thực của thơ ca.

– Vậy ông có dự định tái bản Lễ Tẩy trần tháng Tư, vì nhiều độc giả sẽ quan tâm hơn sau giải thưởng này?
– Tôi vui khi nhận giải thưởng, nhưng nó không chi phối tôi. Tôi vốn không đặt nặng việc in hay tái bản tác phẩm. Ví dụ, Văn học Cham hay Tháp nắng từng được đề nghị tái bản, nhưng tôi cũng không quá bận tâm. Điều khiến tôi hứng thú hơn chính là những dự án mới.

– Trong dịp sang Bangkok, ông sẽ có một buổi thuyết trình. Ông cảm thấy thế nào khi diễn thuyết ở nước ngoài?
– Tôi đã nhiều lần thuyết trình ở nước ngoài nên không có gì lo lắng. Đứng trước thính giả chỉ là khoảnh khắc ngắn thôi. Tôi tự tin khi nói về văn học Cham, ngôn ngữ học, hay thơ Việt đương đại. Điểm khác biệt lần này là đây là buổi thuyết trình đầu tiên của tôi bằng tiếng Anh.

– Ông đang cùng dịch giả chuyển ngữ thơ Cham sang tiếng Anh. Ông có lo ngại “hồn thơ” sẽ bị mất đi qua dịch thuật?
– Lễ Tẩy trần tháng Tư được viết bằng cả tiếng Việt và tiếng Cham. Có khi tôi viết bằng Cham rồi dịch sang Việt, hoặc ngược lại. Ngay chính tôi dịch bản thảo của mình cũng không phải lúc nào cũng thật sát nghĩa. Tôi nghĩ thơ tôi khá khó dịch. Một số bài đã được người khác dịch sang tiếng Anh, và kết quả phụ thuộc nhiều vào tài năng của dịch giả – và một chút may mắn.

– Thông điệp quan trọng nhất mà ông muốn gửi gắm tại lễ trao giải là gì?
– Tôi muốn nhấn mạnh rằng tôi là nhà thơ dân tộc thiểu số Việt Nam đầu tiên nhận giải thưởng này. Đây là sự ghi nhận ý nghĩa đối với đóng góp của các nhà văn dân tộc thiểu số cho văn học trong một quốc gia đa tộc người như Việt Nam. Nó cũng thể hiện tinh thần hội nhập lớn lao của các quốc gia Đông Nam Á.

– Dự định sắp tới của Inrasara là gì?
– Tôi vừa hoàn thành tập truyện ngắn Đất khát và tiểu thuyết Đi tìm chân dung Cham. Tôi nghĩ nhà văn trước khi đại diện cho một dân tộc, trước hết hắn đại diện cho chính mình, đồng thời phản ánh sự biến chuyển của dân tộc. Hiện nay, số 5 của Tagalau đã ra mắt, và tôi hy vọng đặc san này sẽ tiếp tục góp phần phát triển văn học Cham.


A WANDER OVER TO CHAKLENG FROM A SAIGON CAFE
Vĩnh Hải thực hiện
Vietnam Logistics Review, No 02, 12-2007.

Inrasara, whose Vietnamese name is Phu Tram, was born in 1957 in Chakleng, a Cham village in My Nghiep, Ninh Phuoc, Ninh Thuan province. He has taken the utmost pains to study the culture and society of the Cham people. His great research works comprise of 10 volumes of Champa literature (5000 pages), three dictionaries of which he is a co-author (Cham - Vietnamese, Vietnamese - Cham, Cham - Vietnamese and Cham for school) and an essay: Cham culture and society, studies and dialogues. He is also editor-in-chief of Tagalau, a Cham magazine (specializing in Cham language creative works, compilations and research).
In 1996, at the age of 40, he published The Sunlight Tower, his first anthology of poems. It won an award from the Vietnamese Writer’s Association in 1997. Next he published The Birthday of Cactus (winning an award from the Vietnamese Ethnic Association of Literature and Performance Arts in 1998), Pilgrimage to you, The Purification Festival in April (winning the Asian Literature Award in 2005 ) and Inrasara – Poems for Children in 2006… He also works as a novelist and a literary critic.

Winter had just started in Saigon with a mildly cold dawn. Without knowing the other was doing the same, both Inrasara and I ordered hot drinks in Dau An Café at the end of Co Bac Street, district 1, Saigon. This is one of Saigon’s rendezvous for coffee. It has an atmosphere similar to the name of the cafe, “the Imprint” (Dau An). Within its calm and peaceful space right in the heart of a bustling city, Inrasara and I became wanderers in heart and soul in the direction of a rural village, 300 kilometers away, that is a Cham village filled with spirituality, mystery and beauty like the beauty imbued in Inrasara’s poetry.
- Let’s start, poet Inrasara!
- “I haven’t got anything really urgent.” Just call me Sara, please.
- Ok! Sara means “salt”, doesn’t it?

Wandering 1
Tempted by a rally classic view, I walked behind
The young woman has the walking posture of a desert bird
For twenty years I cannot stop my sleep-walking.
		(The foreword for the anthology Pilgrimage to you)
- After reading this verse, I suddenly become doubtful. ‘The young woman’ I can understand, but she ‘has the walking posture of a desert bird’, which sounds mysterious and exotic. Please help me interpret it!
Inrasara: Why does poetry have to lean on the bare reality? There might or might not be a type of desert bird. Similar is the case of “The howl of a sea cobra” in The Purification Festival in April; a literary critic has rejoined that there was not such a creature. Many a time, it is in the non-being place the poetry exists. It exists right in the heart and soul of the poet. There used to be an artist who specialized in painting creatures which exist only in literature. That is a good thing to do. “The young woman has the walking posture of a desert bird” is an image embodying the beautifulness that has not ever existed. I have pursued it and “For twenty years I cannot stop my sleep-walking.”

Wandering 2
“Oh tower! Twenty years away from homeland
At the back of the poem page of me there has been
A staggering human destiny.”
- What about the destiny of the tower?
Inrasara: The tower carries in itself the destiny of history. Cham people are intoxicated with playing, “keen to play even in suffering”, then when they started becoming rich, they built towers; they really did that. All their wealth and intellectual strength were stacked into the tower. But the tower does not exist forever, it also swirled in the whirlwind of inconstancy. This is the ephemerality of all human-made constructions. Though Cham civilization was so great, it was still ephemeral. During the upheaval of history, Cham civilization was one among hundreds of civilizations of which there are now only tiny fragments, easily forgotten.

- Here and there in your poems, your tower is now the sunshine tower, now the isolated tower and now the coldness tower. You often use the metaphor of tower, such as “You/Darling come back in the posture skinny like an ancient tower”. Is it a form of obsession?
Inrasara: My tower is the Cham multi-faced tower. The tower reflects the depth of my heart. The term “obsession” cannot be used here. The tower has formed the memory and brought forward the destined life of my literary work, so it could be said that the tower “everlastingly exists” in my heart. That is why “at the back of the poem page of me there has been a staggering human destiny”.

Wandering with the Lu River
Rivers and bamboo clusters abound in Cham villages. That is the strongest impression of my home village. The Lu River embraces my village from West towards North and then flows eastward. As for South, it is mountain. “In the South there are mountains, in the North there are rivers” is the ideal standard for a Cham village. In the Lu River of former years, villagers set up small and big dams for irrigation. The Lu River, with its many swimming beaches, was the main river where the cleansing rituals were held. “Lu River with the field in my home village/ is like Shiva with the world/ Shiva creates and destroys/ Lu River floods and also brings alluvium”. Since the irrigation projects it can be said that the river of my hometown stopped existing. “When Lu River was driven into planned currents/ it stopped causing floods/ and at the same time it stopped increasing alluvium.” Now Lu River is a straight-flowing river in which the resources of fish and prawn are not as bountiful as before. There is no more alluvium, gone are the hundreds of bamboo clusters of poetic childhood. That makes me frustrated, expressed in the sentiment of “shaky skinny arm of the hollow statue of Shiva/ the half of the gouged smiling mouth of Apsara/ with the collapsible leaning shape of Yang Pakran tower…”

Three wandering seasons
“Dry April the hedge green with green cacti
Rainy July wild tagalau in purple blossom
Cold December sunny plum hills
Three seasons in our homeland are all three seasons of wandering.”
Tagalau – the Cham language magazine – means “Thao Lao” in Vietnamese, that is the “Bang Lang” tree. Tagalau and cacti are symbols of the land of all year round sunshine and sand; they are ready to blossom in spite of suffering and loneliness.

- Suffering and loneliness?
Inrasara: It is because they grow on arid land and sand hills. Have you seen the sand hills in Ninh Thuan? When it is windy, sand will cover the cacti and tagalau, and when the wind and sand change their direction, they will be revealed. If there is a big storm, the whole bush may disappear. That is the uncertainty of the destiny of fauna in the semi-desert land. It is the sand that divides and disconnects them. Isn’t that suffering and loneliness? “Separation sends people far away from one another and into loneliness,” Huy Can writes. My verse reads, “The cactus is like a food-begging monk who wandered, following the steps of unseasoned wind/ going astray into the hillside of my homeland and being imprisoned in sand”.

With the legend Glang Anak
“Mother breastfed me with the breast of sad folk songs
Father brought me up with the moon covered in foggy legend
Grandpa brought me up with the moon covered in foggy legend
Village brought me up with the shadows of kites, the soul of crickets and the sound of the wooden bell calling buffaloes.”
		(“The child of Earth”)
Glang Anak is a Cham historical poetic saga that echoes with heroic tragedies, mysteries and legends, I have known it by heart since I was a little child. It was a world of everyday stories of wars, loss, endurance and progress… but they have all been made into the form of legends.

- In real life, what is love like for Cham people?
Inrasara: When I was young , my junior paternal uncle was about 18 or 20. He was a tiller. Each afternoon, after tilling the land, he walked over 15 kilometers to see his love. In the Cham language, it is called “mu-in saung dara” that means to go courting a girl. He was away all night and only came home at dawn. Consequently, all day he had to try to help his eyes wide-open when following the plough. His father scolded and threatened him severely and made him promise not to do it again. But only three or four days later, he again absconded. Just read an old verse:

“The buffalo pulled the plough over the edge
He did not care to call it to stop
The buffalo pulled the plough across the spring
He did not utter even a sound to call it to stop”.

He was supposed to call, to make the buffalo stop, but he could not, because he was too busy missing his love.

- When it came to your love time with “and I love You, Darling/ I look at you deeply with the eyes of tower at night/ I kissed you fervently with the lips like ocean waves/ I hugged you intoxicatingly with the embracing arms of hot sand’ Singing the traveller’s wintry song”, the love seemed to be modern and much more feverish. Perhaps the love by your junior paternal uncle cannot be comparable?
Inrasara: They are just similar! The difference is only through literary expressions that are different according to times and generations.
- Briefly, one who is sitting at a place can still wander leisurely to another place, I have the feeling that I have already been to Chakleng, please give my hello to Lu River, to Cham towers and many varieties of desert flowers.



I AM STILL CHAM
Award-winning scholar and poet Inrasara devotes his life to poetry and Cham literature.
Thanhnien daily, November 21, 2007

I could not choose to be a child of the President of France or a grandchild in direct line of the King of Brunei
I could not choose my birthplace in Thailand or America
I am a Cham since the first cry in life
(more than that: nine months and ten days before the first cry)
Either when I am rooted here
Or when I wander to the last horizon
I am still a Cham, even when I burn up with the pyre at the end of life.
(Translated by Nguyễn Tiến Văn)

Inrasara, the pen name of Phu Tram, was born in 1957 in the Cham village of Chakleng in the Central province of Ninh Thuan. He is an award-winning poet, critic, fiction writer and researcher of Cham and Vietnamese culture and literature.
Affecting language and solid scholarship has been a hallmark of his work, earning him many awards. These emotive lines of poetry above are found in The Purification Festival in April, the poetry collection for which the highly-acclaimed poet won the ASEAN Writers’ Award in 2005.
In addition, he also won the Indochina History and Civilisation Center Award (CHCPI) from the Sorbonne University in France in 1995 for Cham Literature 1, his first foray into documenting and collecting Cham culture and literature. He has won many other awards for his numerous collections of Cham literature.
Inrasara also serves as editor-in-chief of Tagalau, an annual periodical which presents a selection of Cham fiction and cutural research which has issued eight volumes to date, starting in 2000.
“Tagalau is the name of a purple flower growing in Binh Thuan and Ninh Thuan provinces. Tagalau was chosen as the title because it is a symbol of sacrifice, modesty and dedication. Tagalau flowers always come in bloom even in impoverished lands”, he said.
Tagalau aims to help Cham people understand their own language and culture, and to introduce Cham literary culture to the wider community.
His Cham Literature series, which began with Cham Literature 1, is planned for ten volumes. He plans to finish this magnum opus within the next ten years. The third volume, entitled Truong ca Cham (Cam Epics) was prepared and published with the financial support from the Toyota Foundation in 2006. In the series, all works are printed in the original Cham script, alongside a romanization and a translation into Vietnamese.
In addition to his main employment as a critic of contemporary Vietnamese literature, he is also opening the Inra Library and Showroom of Cham culture in his home province of Ninh Thuan.
Talking about his literary career, he said: “One must have a passion for something to be able to do it well. My research of Cham language and literature is very simple, but it is my passion, my love. It’s not different from writing poems”.
“To me, writing is not a job. I write just because I love life, especially love language”, added Inrasara.
I am sad hence I am living
I am still writing means I still love
When I stop loving I am dead.



MEET INRASARA, THE POET KEEPING CHAM CULTURE ALIVE
Written by Zelda Rudzitsky. Photos by Lee Starnes
Saigoneer, Published on Tuesday, 09 August 2016 15:12

Born in the oldest Cham village in Vietnam, poet and literary critic Inrasara has been keeping Cham literature alive for over 30 years. From textbooks to poetry, literary criticism to publishing, the accomplished literary jack-of-all-trades discusses the preservation of his culture, the challenge that launched his impressive career and the state of contemporary Vietnamese poetry today.
Within the world of Vietnamese literature, poets from ethnic minorities occupy a special place. While their work is certainly not mainstream, their status as minority citizens affords them a certain freedom: these poets are less compelled to fit in or even follow the standard poetic styles and tropes of Vietnam’s rich and ancient pantheon of national poetry. On the contrary, such poets are often encouraged to talk about their own distinct cultures and languages in an attempt to bridge the economic and cultural gaps between different communities within Vietnam.
It is this space which Cham poet Inrasara has dominated for over three decades. Born in Ninh Thuan province’s Caklaing hamlet, the country’s oldest Cham village, Phu Tram – better known as Inrasara – began writing at age 15. Shortly thereafter, he was selected to assist the provincial government in creating educational books on Cham language.
“At that time, among young Cham people, I was very famous for [my work on] Cham language,” he tells Saigoneer. “Because of this, I was invited by the Department of Cham Textbooks in Thuan Hai province [now separated into Binh Thuan and Ninh Thuan provinces] to work for them.”
A blend of literary criticism (Female Poets in the Journey to Cut the Suffix ‘Female’), prose (Nhung Cuoc Di Va Cai Nha /The Journeys and the House) and educational textbooks, including a Cham-Vietnamese dictionary, his later efforts have focused on the study and research of Cham culture as well as the composition of poetry steeped in Cham folklore, history and literary traditions.
In 1978, after leaving the University of Pedagogy in Ho Chi Minh City, Inrasara traveled to Cham villages to collect folk stories and immerse himself in philosophy, particularly the work of German philosophers such as Nietzsche and Heidegger. The bilingual Cham-Vietnamese poems written during this period of his life highlight Cham teachings and philosophy.

It all started as something of a challenge.
“When I was 15, I read something by [the] French author Paul Mus,” he explains. “He said that there is nothing in Cham literature and that he could summarize it in a few pages. I obviously disagreed with him so I went on to research about the history of Cham literature. This is one of the oldest languages in Southeast Asia, and it dates back to the fourth century. By 1995 and 1996, I had written three books – a total of 5,000 pages – related to Cham literature to disprove Mus. If Kazik was responsible for the restoration of the Cham sanctuary of My Son, then I am responsible for the restoration of Cham literature.”
Not a few friends have scolded me for wasting time on Cham poetry
is there even a trifling scarcity of readers? Will there be anyone to remember?
yet I want to squander my entire life on it
though there may only be around a quarter dozen people
though there may only be one person
or even if there’s not a single living soul!
(An excerpt from “Allegory of the Land”, translated by Alec G. Schachner).

“The alarming thing is that Vietnamese literature does not have space for Cham literature,” says the Saigon-based poet. By merging Cham and Vietnamese, Inrasara manages to recreate images from Cham folklore as well as balance the poetic sounds of both languages and their respective literary traditions. Although the two languages differ in structure, Inrasara’s thoughtful, measured use of both Cham and Vietnamese makes both “worlds” accessible and comprehensible to readers familiar with neither Cham nor Vietnamese poetry and culture. In his award-winning book The Purification Festival in April, he inserts Cham vocabulary, while in other poems he writes in Vietnamese and then translates the work into Cham or vice versa. This fluidity of language comes naturally to the poet.
“Most Cham minorities live in the south-central and Delta regions of Vietnam, and they are not as separated as other minorities,” Inrasara says. “We learn the Vietnamese language at a very young age so incorporating Vietnamese within the Cham language is not difficult.”
Still, though Inrasara and many of his fellow Cham are comfortable in the two languages, their differences are stark. Cham script comes from Sanskrit, while its vocabulary belongs to the Austronesian family of languages. Vietnamese, on the other hand, is known as an Austroasiatic language with Chinese derivations. Despite their drastic differences, Inrasara moves between the two seamlessly in an effort to retain the meaning of individual words in both languages.
“When writing poetry, the biggest difference is that Vietnamese has many monosyllabic words while Cham tends to have more multisyllabic ones,” he explains. “When I insert Cham words in a poem, I try to retain the imagery that they convey as well as the overall rhythm of the poem.”
The survivor does not have time for literature
an open sky to breathe
no dream of erecting renown
a house to reside.
•
From this house
I was born and brought up
I grew to know metaphysics, practiced writing literature
I will not forget you father, not forget myself
still enough time to contemplate metaphysics, to create literature
enough time to ponder carefully, write lengthily
ten times a hundred times a thousand times longer than Pauh Catwai, Glang Anak.
(An excerpt from “Allegory of the Land”, translated by Alec G. Schachner).

Within his work, the poet’s own personal narratives echo back to his people’s ancient stories.
“[The poem] refers to the remaining survivors of the Champa,” explains Inrasara. “In 1832, Minh Mang suppressed the Cham people so they fled to the mountains or to Cambodia. In 1842, King Thieu Tri asked them to come back but by then the population had shrunk to around 5,000 individuals. That’s the environment I grew up in, since this is linked to my ancestors and it is my heritage. I always put my own personal narrative in my poems but one that resonates with others.”
Through his work as a magazine editor, researcher and literary critic, Inrasara has also challenged the clichés of accepted Vietnamese poetry and style, as he points out when we talk about the state of contemporary poetry, and in particular, about a controversial group of young Vietnamese writers known as Open Your Mouth. The quartet uses common slang, sexual innuendo and a plethora of swear words to challenge the notion of poetry as a sophisticated and cultured literary pursuit.
“What [Open Your Mouth] did comes from a non-mainstream form of writing. I’m very sympathetic with their intentions because their use of language is a very good way for people to approach poetry,” says Inrasara. “People think that poetry should be elegant, highbrow and sophisticated, but for me it’s more about connecting to common life. What they wrote could be given to… anyone and it would be understood.”
However poetry within Vietnam remains very traditional, following the form and function of previous generations of writers. The country’s more innovative poets tend to seek out audiences abroad.
“The media has been saying that Vietnamese poetry doesn’t have a big audience and that it is nonsensical because [the media’s response to Vietnamese poetry] lacks social and political commentary,” says Inrasara. “In my opinion, there are three main groups of poetry in the country but only two are accepted. The first one is the more traditional while the second group, innovative poetry, which is more recent, tries to renew poetry only in the form but not in the content…The third group is exploratory poetry, which includes post-modern poetry, feminist poetry, New Formalism poetry and performance poetry.”
Meanwhile, ethnic minority literature, which Inrasara says is far more accepted in Vietnam, tends to receive more support than some of the country’s less traditional schools of contemporary poetry. As these unconventional works and the poets behind them continue to inch their way toward recognition in Vietnam’s larger literary pantheon, Inrasara stays his own course, pulling Cham culture, history and literature into the present and disproving Mus’ claims time and again as he goes.

[Bản tiếng Việt]
GẶP GỠ INRASARA, NHÀ THƠ GIỮ HỒN VĂN HÓA CHAM
Bài: Zelda Rudzitsky | Ảnh: Lee Starnes
Saigoneer, ngày 9-8-2016

Sinh ra tại ngôi làng Cham cổ nhất Việt Nam, nhà thơ và nhà phê bình văn học Inrasara đã dành hơn 30 năm gìn giữ văn chương Cham. Từ sách giáo khoa đến thơ ca, từ phê bình đến xuất bản, cây bút đa tài này chia sẻ về công cuộc bảo tồn văn hóa, thách thức khởi đầu sự nghiệp, và diện mạo thơ Việt đương đại.
Trong đời sống văn học Việt Nam, các nhà thơ dân tộc thiểu số giữ một vị trí đặc biệt. Dù tác phẩm của họ hiếm khi bước vào dòng chính, nhưng chính thân phận thiểu số lại cho họ một sự tự do nhất định: ít bị ràng buộc bởi thi pháp truyền thống và thường được khuyến khích khai thác ngôn ngữ, văn hóa riêng, nhằm góp phần thu hẹp khoảng cách kinh tế – văn hóa giữa các cộng đồng.
Hơn ba thập niên qua, nhà thơ Cham Inrasara đã khẳng định tên tuổi trong không gian ấy. Ông sinh tại thôn Chakleng, tỉnh Ninh Thuận – ngôi làng Cham cổ nhất Việt Nam. Từ năm 15 tuổi, Phú Trạm, bút danh Inrasara, đã bắt đầu làm thơ. Không lâu sau, ông được mời tham gia biên soạn sách giáo khoa tiếng Cham cho tỉnh.
“Thời đó, trong giới trẻ Cham tôi khá nổi tiếng nhờ các công trình về ngôn ngữ Cham,” ông nhớ lại. “Vì vậy, Ban Biên soạn sách chữ Cham tỉnh Thuận Hải [nay tách thành Bình Thuận và Ninh Thuận] mời tôi về cộng tác.”
Kể từ đó, sự nghiệp của ông trải rộng từ phê bình (Thơ nữ trong hành trình cắt đuôi hậu tố ‘nữ’), văn xuôi (Những cuộc đi và cái nhà), đến giáo trình, trong đó có từ điển Cham–Việt. Về sau, ông tập trung nghiên cứu văn hóa Cham và sáng tác thơ gắn với folklore, lịch sử và truyền thống văn học Cham.
Năm 1978, rời bỏ Đại học Sư phạm TP. Hồ Chí Minh, Inrasara đi nhiều làng Cham sưu tầm truyện dân gian, đồng thời tìm hiểu triết học, nhất là Nietzsche và Heidegger. Thời kỳ này, ông sáng tác nhiều thơ song ngữ Cham–Việt, thấm đẫm tinh thần triết học và tư tưởng dân tộc.

Một thách thức khởi đầu cả đời sáng tác
“Khi 15 tuổi, tôi đọc tác giả Pháp Paul Mus. Ông ta cho rằng văn học Cham chẳng có gì, chỉ vài trang là tóm gọn. Tôi không đồng ý. Văn tự Cham là một trong những ngôn ngữ cổ nhất Đông Nam Á, có từ thế kỷ IV. Đến năm 1995–1996, tôi cho ra bộ Văn học Cham hàng ngàn trang, để bác bỏ Mus. Nếu Kazik được coi là người phục dựng thánh địa Mỹ Sơn, thì tôi là người phục dựng văn học Cham,” ông khẳng định.
Thơ ông thể hiện rõ sự dấn thân này:
[bookmark: _Hlk130786290]Không ít bạn trách tôi mất giờ cho thơ tiếng Cham
có bao lăm kẻ đọc? Rồi sẽ còn ai nhớ?
nhưng tôi muốn lãng phí cả đời mình cho nó
dù chỉ còn dăm ba người 
		dù chỉ còn một người 
				hay ngay cả chẳng còn ai.

Giữa hai ngôn ngữ
“Điều đáng lo là Văn học sử Việt Nam không có chỗ cho văn học Cham,” ông nói. Bằng cách hòa trộn tiếng Cham và tiếng Việt, Inrasara vừa tái hiện hình ảnh từ folklore Cham, vừa giữ nhịp điệu của cả hai truyền thống. Trong tập Lễ Tẩy trần tháng Tư từng đoạt giải, ông đưa nhiều từ ngữ Cham; ở những tác phẩm khác, ông viết bằng tiếng Việt rồi dịch sang tiếng Cham, hoặc ngược lại.
“Người Cham sống rải rác ở Nam Trung Bộ và đồng bằng, không biệt lập như một số dân tộc khác. Chúng tôi học tiếng Việt từ rất sớm, nên việc đan xen ngôn ngữ là tự nhiên,” ông giải thích. Tuy vậy, hai ngôn ngữ khác nhau sâu sắc: chữ Cham bắt nguồn từ Sanskrit, tiếng thuộc ngữ hệ Nam Đảo; tiếng Việt thuộc ngữ hệ Nam Á, chịu ảnh hưởng Hán ngữ. Tiếng Cham thiên về đa âm tiết, còn tiếng Việt đa phần đơn âm. “Khi đưa từ Cham vào thơ, tôi cố giữ cả hình ảnh lẫn nhịp điệu vốn có.”

Lịch sử, ký ức và giọng nói
Thơ Inrasara thường gắn trải nghiệm cá nhân với ký ức cộng đồng Cham:
Kẻ sống sót không có giờ cho văn chương
một khoảng trời để thở
không mơ dựng tiếng tăm
một ngôi nhà cư trú

Ông lý giải: “Bài thơ nói về những người Cham sống sót sau biến cố. Năm 1832, Minh Mạng đàn áp người Cham, nhiều người chạy sang Campuchia hoặc lên núi. Đến 1842, vua Thiệu Trị kêu gọi họ trở về, dân số chỉ còn khoảng 5.000. Tôi lớn lên trong bối cảnh đó – gắn chặt với tổ tiên và di sản. Truyện riêng của tôi luôn hiện diện trong thơ, nhưng theo cách gợi vọng nơi người khác.”

Mở rộng biên giới thơ Việt
Trong vai trò biên tập viên, nhà nghiên cứu và phê bình, Inrasara cũng liên tục chất vấn những sáo mòn của thơ Việt. Ông bày tỏ cảm tình với nhóm Mở Miệng – một tập hợp gây tranh cãi của các tác giả trẻ, nổi bật với ngôn ngữ đời thường, bóng gió tình dục và nhiều từ chửi thề.
“Họ viết từ truyền thống phi chính thống. Tôi cảm thông với ý hướng của họ. Người ta cứ nghĩ thơ phải thanh nhã, cao siêu, nhưng với tôi, thơ cần kết nối đời sống. Thơ của họ ai đọc cũng hiểu,” ông nói.
Tuy nhiên, theo Inrasara, thơ Việt Nam nhìn chung vẫn bảo thủ. “Có ba khuynh hướng chính: truyền thống; đổi mới hình thức nhưng chưa đổi mới nội dung; và thơ thể nghiệm – gồm hậu hiện đại, thơ nữ quyền, tân hình thức, thơ trình diễn. Chỉ hai nhóm đầu được chấp nhận.” Ngược lại, văn học dân tộc thiểu số lại thường nhận được nhiều khích lệ hơn so với những trường phái thể nghiệm này.
Dù dòng chính nhìn nhận ra sao, Inrasara vẫn kiên định con đường riêng: kéo văn hóa, lịch sử và văn chương Cham vào hiện tại, hết lần này đến lần khác bác bỏ nhận định của Mus rằng “không có văn học Cham”.


GMA – PHILIPPINES & TÔI

Cuộc trò chuyện với Đài GMA Philippines chiều 28-5-2018 thú thì thú vị thật, kẹt nỗi tôi đã dọn sẵn bản tiếng Anh, trong khi “người của Bộ” cùng đoàn 7 sinh linh đến đính kèm thông dịch viên. Thế là cả ngày dượt cái thao tác “cúi xuống nhìn lên” bài bản phải biết, đành ngậm ngùi xếp lại. Bộ cứ sợ tôi “phản động”, để rốt cùng công bỏ ra thành công cóc! 
Mà dường tôi “phản động” thật. Thuyết đến đoạn, Cham không thể bị đồng hóa do “sức mạnh nội tại của văn hóa” [tôi chơi khó bạn trẻ này bằng dụng ngữ của Gilles Deleuze: In social terms, puissance is IMMANENT POWER, the power to act rather than power to dominate another]. Tôi đang nhắc vở người dịch mải kiếm chưa ra chữ, thì bị “trên” nói khéo. Tôi mới thêm đuôi: Dù xen cư và cộng cư với Việt, Cham vẫn giữ được bản sắc, để chính nó làm giàu sang văn hóa đa dân tộc Việt Nam. 
Sau đây, là nguyên văn bài soạn sẵn, dĩ nhiên khi thuyết, tôi đã linh động quang quảng…

*
1. About me and my works
My name is Sara, short for Inrasara. Currently, I live in Tân Phú district, Saigon, with my family, but I was originally from Ninh Thuận province, in Central Vietnam.
I was born on September 20, 1957, to a poor Cham farming family. 
In 1977, I entered the University of Pedagogy Ho Chi Minh City, but I didn’t finish my 4-year degree. Realizing that I had nothing to learn there, I left the university after my first year. Unlike others who ambitiously work hard to achieve a university degree, I instead wandered through Cham villages to collect documents, and research on Cham literature. 
Chakleng is a famous Cham weaving village in Vietnam. After 1975, the traditional trade was at risk of loss, so my wife and I made an important decision in 1990: We have to restore it.
We at first set up the company in my village, Mỹ Nghiệp or Chakeng in Cham, to produce and sell our own products, and later on, we expanded our business to the whole country.
 
2. My motivation to study Cham culture
To answer this question, please let me point out some significant historical events: 
The kingdom of Champa was formed at the end of the 2nd century including most of today’s Central Vietnam. 
At the beginning of the 11th century, Dai Viet’s dynasties, neighboring country from the north, began their ‘southward expansion’, and with each battle loss to the Dai Viet, the Kingdom of Champa boundary consequently shrank further toward the south. Indeed, the Kingdom of Champa was invaded little by little, until her complete extinction in the early 19th century.
Within those past 16 centuries of independence, the Cham people had built a brilliant civilization. However, many parts of that magnificent civilization were completely lost as the results of the wars and after the disappearance of the Kingdom. Those that survived the ordeals in the history including the Cham literature are now also at risk of disappearance. 
As a person, who always advocates for new ideas and new creations, faced with that situation I felt as if it were my responsibility to save it, the Cham literature.  I became a researcher from that time.

3. Characteristics of Cham culture
The Cham culture is one of the most beautiful parts of the world. However, much of its cultural history was not recorded [or lost?]. From its remnants, I can point out 3 important points: 
- First, Champa possessed the maritime history and sea culture which Vietnam didn’t.
- Second, the arts, for example, temples and statues, traditional music and dancing, literature, etc, help enrich Vietnamese culture.
- Finally, the Ahier - Awal religion, established in the 17th century, is the most distinctive creation of the Cham culture. 

4. How did I try to restore Cham culture?
Normally, when people think of the Cham, they often think of their temples or the Kate festival; however, to me the Cham literature is also as important.
Where is the Cham literature? As the Cham kingdom absorbed by today Vietnam and the Cham people now become Vietnamese should Cham literature be documented and preserved as part of the history of Vietnamese literature? 
Resolving above issue is really a difficult thing for someone like me because not that I have never written any research papers on the subject, but the lacks of reference sources. 
I overcame those obstacles by devoting almost my entire youth to the task of collecting Cham manuscripts, studied, and practiced writing them. 
Finally, after 24 years of work, I achieved my goal. In 1995, I published my first book “The literature of Champa: Outline and selections” with over 1,000 pages.
In addition, I and a small group of Cham intellectuals got together and created the Tagalau magazine in 2000 with a mission of recovering some of the knowledge on Cham literature and skills of the past.

5. Cham people and the Philippines
Trade exchanges between nations are common in today world and in the past. So does the interracial marriage.
By my assessment and others’ analysis, I assumed the Orang Dampun ethnic group living on the Sulu island of Philippines today originated from Champa. Which facts led to such assumptions?
The old Cham were very good at maritime of professions. They used to sail to India, Japan. In the 10th century, a large section of Cham population migrated to Hainan island. For many centuries, Champa had maintained exchanges with Java, Malaysia, etc. And they befriended with peoples in those parts of the world including the Philippines. Therefore, I think the Cham people came to the Philippines when Luu Ky Tong, a foreigner who lived in Champa kingdom overthrown the crowned Cham king and controlled Champa in the 10th century.
"The first civilized foreigners to establish a settlement in Sulu island were the Orang Dampuan. They built several towns and made other improvements, but were regarded with jealousy by the native inhabitants.”
... After the conflicts, “the Orang Dampuan burned their towns and withdrew from the island. 
Historians said “that the Orang Dampuan were mere "Men of Champa", and that their main purpose in Sulu was the establishment of a trading station.”

About the relationship between Cham and the Philippines, I just know that. In addition, Cham people no longer save other materials. 



