® Changing Tastes

Manoj Das:

AS

HE late Martha Foley,
who edited the annual
collection of the best Ameri-
can stories for many years,
included, in perhaps what was
her last catalogues of out-

standing stories, five short stories
by an Indian author. The list was
for the year 1975 and all the five
stories, which were published
during that vear in some of the
most prestigious magazines and
anthologies of the U.S.A., were
by Manoj Das.

It 1S not as if other Indian
writers do not get published in
the States; but when the editors
of exclusive academic circles look
for an Indian story — be it for
the inaugural issue of Ascent, of
the English Department of the
Ilinois University, or the magni-
ficently edited and produced in-
ternational  issue of The New
Orleans Review brought out by
the University of Loyola — their
choice 1s a story by Manoj Das.
Obviously theyv find in him a sig-
nificant storyteller who, while de-
picting an authentic portrayal of
the Indian scene, presents his
characters in an entirely credible
frame.

A critic wrote in 1976: “Once
a reader of Morley's Kitty Foyle
wrote to a Philadelphia news-
paper that he had lived on Gris-
com Sireet all his life but had
never Kknown a family named
‘Foyle. This complaint is inconse-
quential. For, what is important
about a novel or a story is not
its veracity but vividness, which
in the above case so carried away
the reader that he was left con-
fused about the actual and the real.
Similar  will be the experience
with Manoj Das’s stories in
which he conveys reality — the
facts plus his feelings — through
excellent designs, and that too in
a way that his schemes are never
explicit, his frameworks never
“show. The result has been almost
~a perfect assimilation of mean-
ing into form.”

Though realism is his forte —
even when it is strangely inter-
spersed with a dab or two of the

- supernatural like in A Farewell
to a Ghost (published here in

- The Illustrated Weekly and
~abroad first in one of Canada’s
distinctive publications, The

| Malahat Review, brought out by
the University of Victoria) — his
1§ creative world refuses to be limi-
,§ ted to any particular theory or
thought. He could write a fan-
(| tasy with as much ease as a story
p oF stark realism. sigdon
B Remmn}'*hﬁ:;l;ﬁfﬁbﬁ@h Man
| Who Lifted the Mountain, publi-
'} shed by the Spectre Press, U.K.,
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little  Arabian  Night
/4 quali ¥V to the stories, and all are
| Punctuated with flashes of very

| tasteful imagery. We are given a

| number sights into the Indian
t4 way of things which the author
delivers unobtrusively and unpre-

f ndidially. ‘Not only did I enjo
?he flavour of the stories, llau{
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“which are very real.”
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Manoj Das, who is known for his authen-
tic portrayal of the Indian scene, is inter-

viewed by P. RAJA.

characters
(Fantasy

also I enjoyed their

Media, Oct.-Nov., 1979).

In Das’s work, his characters,
actions, events and situations
effectively awaken in the reader
the response the author seeks to
without him having to state so.
He successfully employvs a variety
of techniques — derived {from
fantasy, folktale and fable — to

drive home his point.

. “Must a story have a point?”
I asked him.

He replied: “If by point is
meant a flat message definable in
the vocabulary of the Jogical
positivist, & modern story need
not have any. But I doubt if there

38 _any creative fiction which s
- without a subtle message. Hem-

ingway won't have to say — even
won't have to know, unless he
cared — what his message is in
The Old Man and the Sea. Never-
theless we get it: the raison d’etre

- of the human struggle cannot be

decided in terms of palpable re-
s?ti:f Struggle is the other name
of life.”

“You were a Marxist in your
vounger ‘days,” I said, “and went
through incarceration too. I un-
derstand that vour early siories
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reflected a Marxist slant. Would
you say they still do?” *“I -was
a Marxist by political convic-
tion,” he replied, *And the pro-
blem of human  suffering con-
cerned me then, as it does now.
People associated the depiction of
human  suffering In my stories
with my political conviction and
imagined that they had a Marxist
slant. For that matter, a well-
meaning Bengali critic described
me as an evistentialist. T believe
that life 1s far greater than any
theory. Literature  projects life
and strives to project what is
more than life.”

“What is more than life?”

“What I mean is, life, as we
experience it today, is not really
‘whele." Life is ameevolving spirit.
A rriter can derive inspiration
not only from a contemporary
situation but also from a hither-
to unmanifest spark hidden in
life. He might even foresee —
that is why he is a seer. He
might even prophesy — that is
why he is a prophet. For heaven’s
sake, do not imagine that I claim
these qualities for myself. I wish
I were anywhere near them. I
am Stating a principle in which
I believe.”

Manoj Das’s mother tongue is

i “

Oriya, Years ago, K. R. Srinivasa
Iyengar, in his Indian Writing in
English, described him as the first
writer fro Orissa to publish =
collection of stories in “English.
His status in Oriya literature is
high. In 1960, when the: premier
Oriya monthly, Dagora, conducted
an opinion poll to decide who
had made the greatest = contrie
butions to postsindependence
Oriya literature, among the vete-
rans voted — like Gepinath
Mohanty, Surendra Mohanty and
Sochi Routroy — was Manoj Das,
then in his mid-twenties.” Manoj
Das gratefully acknowledges the
encouragement he has received
from his home state: it gave him
the Orissa Sahitya  Akademi
Award in 1965;: the Visuv Milan

Awxard 1n- 1971, and hec.received
the national Sahitya Akademi
Award in 1972,
“Why did vou switch-to -writ-
ing in English?” Lo
“It 1s not that I switched from
writing in Oriya to writina in

Engclish. At one stage I felt in-
spired to-, rwrite in English be-
cause I was haunted by the fecl-
ing — if 1 do not sound: pre-
sumptuous — that much of the
Indo-Anglian fiction that claimed
to project the Indian life and
situation was not doing justice 10
its claim. I thoucht. born in a
village, born just before ‘Indepen-
dence and hence iiving through
the transition at an impression-
able age, I could present .throuch
English, a chunk of eenvLine Ind:a.
Well, right or wrong., one is en-
titled to one's faith in onesel(!”

What are the problems of =
bilingual writer?” ‘

“In poetry, many. In prose
there aren't really any. Some-
times I write a story first in Eng-
lish, sometimes first in Oriya. But
I do not translate one into an-
other. If the theme continues to
inspire me, I try a fresh' execus-
tion.”

“Has your writing been influ-
enced by anyone?” .

“The heritage of Indian “'ction
— the great yarn-spinners of yore
like Vishnu Sharma and Soma-
deva — constitute the influence
of which I am conscious, Fakir
Mohan, the father of the Oriva
short story, was also an' early
influence. Then there is Sri Auro-
bindo. He has given me ‘a new
vision of man. But I canget say
— it is 100.early to say — how
far that vision is manifest in my
creative writing. I do not think.
it is expressed much. It is not
really necessary. My faith .in his
futuristic vision sustains me. That
is enough.” :

“You believe in mysticism:
Won't this belief curb your
creativity?”

“It ought to be the other way
round. Mysticism is expected to
give you a touch of inper free-
dom, a touch that snaps many a
bond to taboos and limitations.
But do I bring mysticism into
my stories at the cost of the natu-
ral demands of fiction at its own

plane? Never.” 2
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