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PREFAGE

It gives me immense pleasure 10 think that my doctoral
dissertation on Monoj Das, the fruition of some hard labour is
st last metamorphosed into a book of literary criticism and for
that the whole credit goes to Jagdish Khandai, the generous and
llon-hearted publisher and proprietor of Kitab Mahal, Cuttack.

Manoj Das is one of the finest story-tellers we havg in the
world today. His stories are either realistic or fantastic; comic
or satiric, sad or humorous but they glow with an unmistakable
sore of human essencs and significance. They are distinguished
by a rare sense of pathos. tenderness, subtlety, irony, mystery
and poignancy. They give us an original and autochthonous
image of India, the mythical rural or changing sub-urban. Most
importantly, his stories are a kind of succinet comment on
human psyche and nature and his basic plight and dilemma in
the universe.

The stories of Manoj Das are refrashingly free fram harrar,
gex. violence and crudities of life. Inone word, they are
sublime. His world isnot bleak or grim like that of Kafka's
harrowing unredeeming picture of human loss, estrangement,
guilt and anxiety. On the contrary, it is a seli-poised, self
possessed and satisfied world of harmony and symbiosis.

So far as the craft of story-telling is concerned, Manoj Das is
a master story-teller. The old stories are charmingly retold with
frash insight into contemporary situation. His forte lies In artless
narration and the way he spins the yarn, his language is lucid and
clear, tales candid and fresh but the most important thing is
his humour. Each story is a carnival of ample mirth and humour,
while aesthetically wrought into a perfect fabric of art. His
stories contain certain message which our afling civilization can
listen to over and over again with much profit ano pleasure.

S. SAMAL
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Introduetion

The genesis of the short story reveals that it lurked in
the groves of Eden long before Adam and Eve treated
themselvas to the forbidden fruit. In fact, it sprang up with

human life. Men have alweys told and listened to stories and
storytelling is a primal human instinct.

Somerset Maugham says :

The desire to, listen to storias appesrs lo be as
deeply rooted in the human animal as the sense of
property. From the beginning of history men have
gathered round the camp-fire, or in a group inthe
marknt place, to listen to the telling of a story.!

The great teachers of the world like the Buddha and the
Christ told stories to expound thair teachings and cast a spell an
their hearers in the process. Their excellent stories intended to’
illustrate @ moral or just to entertain,

Vary highly effective stories are found in The ofd Testament,
Jataka Tales, The Panchstantra (5th Century A.D.), Aesop’s
Fables, The Kathasaritsagara (11th Century A. D.), Chaucer’s
Canterbury Tales (14 Century), Boccacio’s Decameran (14th
Century), and a host of other collections of stories.

Such collections are fourd in most of the major languages
of the world. But the short story as a distinct literary genre is of
vecent origin. It's history is not vast but very brisf, The anecdo-
tes and stories found in the old books had germs and sparks of
art but these ‘gateway ancestors’ could not lay claim to baing
called short stories in the modern sense of the term.

The modern short story is fairly a product of the 19ih
century impressionism or asa young art; it is a child of this
. century,
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However, the modern short story which differs widely from
the older tales in conception, form, technique and style, has
never been adequately defined.

It has something of the infinite and indefinitely variable
nature of a cloud. It has become all sorts of things; situation,
episode, characterisation or narrative ... in effect, a vehicle for
everyman's talent. While Maupassant regarded the short story as
the finished product of art, Chekhov thought of it as only ‘a
slice of life’ to be presented suggestively. Frank O’ Connor, on
the other hand, points out, “But the short story like the novel,
is a modern art form; that is to say, it represents better than

poetry and drama our own attitude to life.”’*

Sean O Faolain remarkably observes, “The truth about a
good short story is poetical, it lies in the pointed vision, a sort
of ecclaircissment of an inward eye-flick of an unforgettable
thing seen.”’® It is like Rossetti’s sonnet; ‘a moment’s monu-
ment, a memarial to a dead deathless hour,”

In a similar vein, Elizabeth Bowen points out :

The short story is at an advantage over the novel
and can claim ite nearer kinship to poetry because it
must be more conceénirated, can be more visionary...
Fewer characters, fewer scenes and above all, fewer
happenings &re necessary... essentially at no polntin
the story, must the electrical-imaginative current be
found to fail...But the short story revolves round one
crisis only—one might call it, almost a crisis in itself.
There (ideaily) ought to be nothing in such a story which
can weaken, detract from or blur the central single

effect.

Equally worthenoting are the views of Nancy Hale. “The
short story is like making a decision. It comes upon the reader
like what the French call, the coup de foudre—a thunderclap,
fike In the meaning of the idiom falling In love. It is remarkably

falling in |ove, rather rashly.’",

e

Y
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But on the other hand, quite signifinantlv Robert Geller
maintains, “The short story, an indigenous American form like
the movie has been called an ‘‘artful audacity’’” because of its

marvellous compression and its abillty to heighten feelings and
evoks human .responses,’'®

However, whatever it is, the short story primarily contains,
as Richard Summers says, ‘‘the interpratation of the writer's

conception of life either by direct statement or by implica-
tion.’'”

Short story. may subsume any form. As Manijeri Iswaran
says, ‘A short story can be a fable or parable, real or fantasy. a

true presentation or a parody, sentimental or satirical, serious in
intent or light-hearted diversion,,,''®

A story is like a horsa race. It is the start and finish that
count most. It has to seize, as H.G.Wells points out, “the
attention at the outset, and never relaxing, gather it together
more and mare until the climax is reached.''®

Every short story must contain ‘“the element of suspense
so that the reader wonders and continues to wonder throughout
the story what is going to happen,.. '\

The characters in a short story are like figures projected
on a screen by magic lantern. They are caught in a8 moment of
time and show only the turning point or the crisis in their being
or temperament. The modern short story views life from within,

As such, the actionis more inward and psychelogical than
external.

So far asthe style of short story is concemed, it s
essentially an art of concentration and crystallisation,

It does not move from one point off in the direct-
ion of another point; it is happening all on one point. The
events and characters are being viewed, as O’ Cﬂnnu'r.
puts it, ‘from some  glowing center ofaction’,.. The
short story while it may invoive many events or personal
destinies must tie them all in one knot, explode them in
one crisis, combine them in a gestal.' v
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Thus the aim of short story is to produce a single narrative
effect with the greatest economy of means. Its method is of
suggestion and stimulation rather than of exhausation. What it
aims ot is a totality of impression through simplicity of design
and directness of utterance.

The craft of the short story looks deceptively simple but
nothing could be farther from the truth. It draws heavily on
literary devices that depend upon condensation and verbal
economy. Some of the modern short stories are an exercise in
pregnant metaphor; almost all of them have a degree of high
suggestiveness which sparkles through many a well-known
symbolist poem. It has been described as a ‘modest art’ butin
jte subtlety and depth, improvisation and gnterprise, it has
nothing to feel modest about it.

The wariety of approach found in short story today Is
amazing. It ranges from suspense stoties by E.A.Poe 10 science
fiction by H.G.Wells, from stories where plot dominates
(Alexander Dumas : ““Zodomirsky’s Duel’’) to stories which
study a character from within (Anton Chekhov ; The Kiss'"),
from a serious study of a significent theme (Joseph Conrad :
ryguth’*) to @ humorous of en emotional approach to the sama
{H. H. Munro : “Tha Schartz-Metterciume Method’’, and William
Faulkner : “That Evening Sun’’), and form those interpreting
life through symbolism and irony (Albert Camus: “The Guest™),.
to those which look at life through the meadium of ahﬁﬂ
fantasy (D. H. Lawrence: “The Door in the wall’’).

The art of short story owes its origin primarily to two great
pioneers, N.V, Gogol {1808-52) and Edgar Allan Poe (1809-49).
El'-nm_Gngal‘s #0Oyer Coat’” sprang al| the Russian writers like
Tolstoy, Turgenev and Chekhov who was master of this
craft.

Poe’s great followers in America were Herman Melville,
“ret Harte, Ambrose Bierce, Stephen Crane and O° Henry who
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s a great name in the field of short story. Washington Irving,
William Faulkner, Hemingway, Sherwood Anderson, Katherine
Ann Porter, John Updike and Salingar are some of the modern
wtiters who have substantislly enriched the repertoire of
American short story.

France has produced one of the greatest short story
writers of the world in Guy de Maupassant.

Rudyard Kipling was the frist man in Engfand to cultivate
this art and was followed by a galaxy of writers like Wells,
Doyle, Maugham, Lawrence, Katherine Mansfield, A.E.
Coppard, Saki, H. E, Bates, Frank O’ Connor, V.S. Prichett,
Alan Sillitae, T. F. Powys and Elizabeth Bowen.

Indians. too are not far behind in their contribution to
short story. In  fact, India is the cradle and nursery of short
story. In this vast sub-continant with ts panaramic landscape,
lovely fauna and flora and strange baliefs and living, thate is
always something to allure and Inspire one 1o write a stary.
In India, short story has a hoary sncaztry. It begins with the
V~das, the esrliest extant literature, as narrative tales in
classical Sanskrit. The ancient Indian tale broadly took two
forms : the fahle and the folk tale or the popular tale. :

The fable formis best exemplified in the tales of the
Panchatantra and the ancient Indian populal tale is an example
of typical Oriental tale as 1y'piiﬂad in the well-known the
Kathasaritsagara (Ocean of Tales).

Dr. C. V. Venugopal writes :

The Indlan short story writer in English has tried a
synthesiz of the salient features of both the fable and
tale while svoiding the over-didacticism of the fable

and _the pure description of the popular tale in his

attempt to arrive at a deeper and more analytical inter-
pretation of life.**

It Wwis In the year 1898 thata collgction of short steries

by ah Indian writer in English was first published In our
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country—"Storfes from Indian Christian [life by Kamala
Sathianadan and introduced thon by a Madras Publisher to a
comparatively small reading publig,”*13 Since then Indian
shiort story in English has seldom looked back.

Notable among our pioneers are K. 8. Venkatramani and
K. Nagarajan. The major writers who have earned distinction
and approbation in the field are Mulk Raj Anand, Raja Rao,
R. K. Narayan, K. A. Abbas, Bhabani Bhattacharya and
Khushwant Singh, Besides, writers |ike Tagore, Prern Chand,
Sarat Chandra, Krishan Chander and Fakir Mohan Senapati have
written beautiful stories in their mother tongues. Among our
contempaorarics, one who has successfully handled this form
and exploited fully the possibilities of  this genre, is
Maroj Das.

Manoj Das is one of the foremost writers of modern
India better known for his delightful exquisite stories. In a
lueid and simple language, he gives us an authentic picture
of Indian life and atmosphere; one of the few gifted writers
of India who can weild the pen both in Oriya, his mother
tongue and in English with egual sase and dexterity. He has
to his credit, more than thirty books both in Oriya and in
English.

Born in 1934, Manoj Das hails from a village called
‘Sankhari® full of idyllic charm and natural beauty in Balasore
district of Orissa, the land of Lord Jagannath and a peaceful
agrarian province of Fastern India.

Right from hiz schasl days, he was a Marxist, arebel
and a fiery student leader. When he was barely fourteen, he
made his literary debut with a collection of Oriya poems. His
first story, “'Samudrara Kshyudha® (*'The Hungry Sea’’ ) bears
a distinct mark of mareism.

He was teaching in a college at Cuttack and editing
‘Diganta’, a Journal of progressive writing, when suddenly
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leaving his job and press behind, he joined Sri  Aurobindo
Ashram at Pondicherry in 1963.

Thie sudden change in his attitude to life came as a shock
and surprise to many. But there was nothing sudden, He was
always sure of what he was doing. As he said, he was not at
all happy with the ususl run of life. The process of life should
be something elsa. Ha was always haunted by something
Inexplicable and unintelligible and his quest for a better and
significant life was born out of this. His marxist god died young
and he found an answer to all his queries and problems in the
visionary philosophy of Sti Aurobindo, his view of manasa
transitional being immensely capable of self-development and
in the divine love of The Mothaer. Thus he became a pilgrim in
the sternal path of Sadhana; a life of consecration and spiritual
dedication.

This marxist turned spiritualist now lives in 51l Aurobindo
Ashram and teaches English Literature to the students of
sgveral nations at Sri Aurobinde International Centre of
Education, Pondicherry.

While introducing Manoj Das to a Singapore audience,
Minu Tharoor comments that Manoj Das is a '‘man of consider-
aple importance and influence in India’s literary and journalistic
warld, a winner of India‘s most prestigious honour, The Sahitya
Akademi Award’’\4

He is an author published many times over, He writes for
newspapers and magazines. He iz essentially a creative writer.
#And it Is his short stories for children, fables to some, fairy
tales to others that capture the imagination.™!®

M.V.Kamath, the former editor of The [lustrated Weakly
and a distinguished critic says @

Manoj Das has been compared as a short story
writer to Hardy. Sakiand O’ Henry. The comparison is
unfair. Not that Manoj Das does not _know how to give
his short stories surprising ending..,one has only 10
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read the lead story itself or any of the cthers to realise
that here is a master of the art an authentic 22 carat
gold Indian writer.1®

Dr. Harekrushna Mahtab, the vetéran statésman and litera-
tteur of Orissa, while full of praise and appreciation for Manoj
Das, reminisces with joy :

It is a pride to note that Manoj has earned interna-
tional reputation in the field of literature. His stories
and articles give an indication of spiritual feeling and
experience. Manoj does not view things as we use to do
from & gross and ordinary point of view. He views
incidents and events from a very subtle point of view,
This is the speciality and unique feature of his stories.1”

K.R.Srinivasa Iyengar, the noted critic and atthority on
Indo-Anglian Literature while evaluating Mano] Das's The
Submerged Valley and Other Stories writes, "'In our times,
masters like Tagore, Prem Chand, Masti, Mulk Raj Anand and
Vaikkhom Muhammad Basheer have made their mark as examp-
lars of the art. And Manoj Dag is of the same Class.’" "

Crowning &ll these, there is Graham Greene, the renowned
novelist of this century, who in his letter to Batstone, the
publisher of Manoj Das’s The Submerged Vafley and Other
Stories wrote !

I have now read the stories of Manoj Das, with
very greatpleasure. He will certainly take a place on
my shelves beside the stories of Narayan. | imagine
Orissa is far from Malgudi but there is the same quality
in his stories with perhaps an added mystery,1-

All these cluster of compliments and appreciations from
various quarters prove that he is an artist par excellence and
probably the finest of the short story writers living in the
world today.

He has earned an international audience adequately for
nimself. His stories have fascinated the Ssophisticated reader-
ship through the publications such as The Ascent (Deptt.,
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English, University of Illions), The Carlton Magszine (Carlton
College, Minnesota), The Malahat Review (Victoria University,
British Colunibla, Caneda), and the Avant-garde Journal, The
New York Smith.

. He has also been published in the fiction anthology of
Macmillan, London and St, Martin Press, New York.

When Martha Foley prepared her annual list of best
stories published  in the U. S. A., and Canada in 1975, she
included five short stories by Manoj Das and the five storles
were all that Mano] Das had published during that year in some
of the prestigious magsazines and anthologies of the U. 5, A....
No wonder one of his storles was included in Vol.XVIIi of
Winter's Tales.

Manoj Das’s first collection of short srories in English
A song for Sundasy and other Stories (Higginbothams) appeared
in 1965. Since then he has published seven more collections
of short stories : Short Steries by Manoj Das (Triveni
‘Publishers, 1969), The Crocodile’s Lady (Steriing Publishers,
1975) Fables snd Fantasies for Adults (Orient Pagérbacks,
1978), Man Who Lifted the Mountain and Other Fantasies
(Spectrs Press, England, 1979), The Vengeance and other
Stories (Steriing Publishers, 1980), The Submerged Valley and
Other Stories (United Kingdom : Batstone Books, 1986), and
recently The Dusky Horizon and Othst Stories (New Delhi :
‘8. R. Publishing Corporation, 1989).

Apart from these story collections, he has.got a nave-
lette captioned *'A Tiger st Twilight’* (published in The
Heritage-January 1985, pp. §7-105) and his maiden apprecia-
ted novel, Cyclones (Sterling Publishers, 1887).

He is the Winner of Orissa Sahitya Akademy Award (1985),
the receipient of the Central Sahitya Akademy Award (1972),
the Sarala Das Award (1981) and the Visuv Grand Award
o). |

Awards are not the yardstick fo measure fthe worth or
talent of a writer, Manoj Das Isan ever growing and maturing
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writer and each time he js adding new feathers and territories
to his crown, ' .

So far as the art of hig story-telling is concerned. he is a
master story-teller and perfect craftsman. He is unique and
outstanding in styls and theme, original in its conception and
exeoution. His stories are distinguished by depth and sensiti-
Vity, vividness and signiticance. They are marked by & rare
delicate beauty and subtiety.

He combines Tagore‘s tragic awareness and Fakir Mohan’s
(Father of Oriya short story and fiction) satiric stance and
camic perception. He combines Maupassant’s sense of plot and
direct dramatic presentation, Chekhov's sense of sympathy
and mystery and O Henry's tricks and understanding of human
psyche.

His stories are a happy blend of fantasy and realism and a

subtle comment on human life and situation, He creates myth
and legend out of social realism,

Humour permeates his stories and we laugh heartily with
him and his characters, His satire is mild and irony, poignant.

His stories are highly absorbing and enjoyable like falling
in love or losing one’'s’ near and dear ones or an unforgettable
thing seen,

NOTES

'. Quoted R.J.Rees, English Literature : An Introduction
for foreign Readers (London : Macmillan Education Ltd.,
1973) p. 109,

2. Frank O Connor, The Lonely Voice (Landon : Macmillan,
1865), p.13.

3. Quoted K.R. Srinivasa lyengar & Prems MNandakumar,
Introduction to the study of English Literature (New Dealhj :
Sterling Pul_:gllshers, 1966), p. 188,

4. Quoted “Intraduction'’, Engiish Short Stories of My Time
chosen and introduced by Lord David Cecl|l (London :
Oxford University Press, 18970), p. xli.
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“Foreword.” The American Short Story Vaol. 1, Ed. and
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Q. Quoted Walter Allen, “Fiction : Introduction’’, The

Reader’s Guide, Ed. Sir Williams Emyrs Williams
(Harmondsworth : Penguin Books, 1961), p.149.

10, Summers, p.27.
11, Hale, pp. 138-139,

12. Venugopal, p.2.

13. Venugopal, p.1.
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16. Quoted Prajatantra Saptahiki, (April-12, 1987), p.8.
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19. Quoted “’Manoj Das interviewed by P. Raja, ‘/Literature
Alive, Vol.2, No.1, (June, 1988), p.26.




Theme And Vision
|

Though technique counts a lot in decoding the idea of &
writer, a story or any work of fiction or drama is primarily
remembered for its theme and the vision of the writer it
embodies,

The theme of a piece of fiction is not to be thought of as
merely the topic with which tha story may be concerned. For
Instance, the topic of growing up, the initiation into manhood
has been trested in Sherwood Anderson’s ‘| want to know
why'* and Hemingway’s *“The Killers'’. But " in these stories the
meaning of initiation is different. Betwean Maupassant’s “Love’
and “Love’’ by Jessie Stuart, even though the titles proclaim
the same toplc and the treatment is similar, we find a signifi-
cant difference in meaning and the very feel of the story. The
theme is not just whatis made of the topic, but rathera
comment on the topic.

_ ., On the other hand, the theme is not to be confused with
any idoa or bits of information however interesting. For instance,
Herman Melville's Moby Dick gives a full and fascinating
dccount of whaling but whaling represents the = world—the
background against which the human exparience works itself
out meaningfully.

Thus Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penin Warren point out :

The theme is what 8 piece of fiction stacks upto.
It is the ides, the significance, the interpretation of
persons and events, the ‘pervasive and unifying view of
life which is embadied in the total narrative. It is.. what
we are to make of the human experience rendered in the
story.?
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Theme is nothing more than the total meaning of the

story, it is, as Richard Summers says, ‘‘the purpose of the
story,'’2

It is a structural necessity and the theme creates what the
critics call the ‘Unity of impression’.

The short* stories of Manaj Das cover a wide range. He
has stories with hard-core realism, plausible and enjoyable
fantasies, stories of psychological import, satires in the garb of

folkstales, fables and stories of man's encounter with supra and
infra human elemants.

Manoj Das does not write like a foreigner imagining and
picturing India to himself; he writes like an Indian with g wholly
Indian view of things and from an Indian background.

His themes are essentially Indian, evoking the Indian scena
and atmosphera,

Mystery, mysticism and occultism permeate his work.
Mysticism is a pan Indian theme. In the stories of Manoj Das,
it is traated sevarally. Sometimes it is plain mystery, sometimes
it Is pure occultism. and in some cases, mystery . is'mixed and
shuffled with mysticism and occultism.

"The last | heard of Them™ shows, on the one hand, what
the temptation and horror, miracle spells for its believers,
On the other hand, it reveals that men of miracles are not

necessarily men of God 'nor is oececultism g path way to
God-realisation,

““The Sage of Tarungiri and seven old Seekers”  deals
with the seven old friends of Merry Guy Club wha were utterly
bored and felt a void in life. Thay got suddenly intrigued with

Tukan Baba who weeps .or twenty-four houss,

But strangely enough when they ‘met him, he smiled

instead of weeping. This not only disappointed but irritated
them.

Thus whether Baba wept or smiled was none of their
business for they were too poor to decipher the meaning of

ki
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Baba's weeping or smiling. Baba simply marvelled at the mystery
of God’s creation and his love and compassion for the same
averwhelmed him. So here is mystery, mysticism and
occultism,, all mixed and shuffled in a nice manner.

In “Sita’s Marriage™, the writer describes how Sita, a
lovely little girl had once a peculiar dream that “‘Ramachandra,
as a beautiful boy with his mighty bow and his crown of burning
pold had appeared before her as her bridegroom with so much

of heavenly music and child-gods as companions around
him 1772

Poor Sita came so much under the enchantment that she
belisved thae droam to be trus. When Sita grew up, her father,
Dev arranged for her marriage though she would decline, But
as ill-luck would have it, the sweet little Sita passed away
aiter a slight attack of fever,

The question arises : what mysterious link is there between
her death and her dream ¢

Of course, it is a study in child psychology: yet it is a case
of mystery also, at least the way Sita died suddenly just on the
eve of her marriage.

There seams to be an element of mysticism hete in that
her soul no longer felt it necessary to stay in the world for it
was mystically marriad to her dream-spouse, Ramachandra.
Thus it fled and departed for its destination.

The story, ‘“Mystery of the Missing Cap’’ gives an account
of a minister'e visit to an Indian village. When the minister,
after being warmly received and hosted with a sumptuous
dinner, was sleeping, his cap was stolen by a half-dome-
sticated monkey. This not only engendered an unpleasant
feeling between Moharana, the host and the Honourable
Ministar but also led to a minor political crisis. Subsequently,
poth Moharana, an aspirant for a seat.in the State Legislature
and the: minister, quite complacent of his popularity were
forgotten and ignored in politics. But the narrator somehow
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- feels that the monkey episode hed a link with the eclipse of
their political career,

Whether the monkey played such a crucial role or it was
due to some other thing is shrouded in mystery.

“Tha Murderer’” is at once a compiex and intriguing
story. Whether Binu murdered the much dreaded Dabu Sahukar
or Dabu Sahukar, undergolng a spiritual transformation, tumed
an ascetic is shrouded in mystery. The story alsa throws certain
mystic hints on the fact that some people completely forge-
tting their past life indulge in a kind of living quite contrary to
their self or the nature of their souls. But when they are
exposed to a strange extraordinary situation that throws wide
aopen the long shut doors of their memeory and perception they
awaka to their former self and consciousness.

Some of Manoj Das’s stories deal with strange and
fantastic phenomena like hallucination, dream, reverie and
occult experiences like the tryst with some Baba or coming
across a ghost or an apparition.

In “Friends and Strangers’’, Tirthankar and Shivabrata
were a kind of strange friends. Both were moon=struck and
suffered from hallucination. They imagined all sorts af impro-
bable and inconceivable things. Although Mrs. Wilson was dead
since two months, they thought that they had seen Pramath,

their friend, going to meet Mrs. Wilson and present her a
shawl.

Mext when they learnt from Pramath’s house that he died
in an accident that noon, they immediately realised that they
must have seen Pramath’s ghost. After that they parted

‘hurriedly without exchanging a syllable. They doubted gravely
whether each one of them was alive or dead.

The seeing of a ghost is again presentsd in “The Bridge
in the Moonlit Night”, What Mahindra saw was not the living
Ashok Babu but his apparition. But the most surprising thing
is that Ashok Babu had not gone out that evening at all, Ha '
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was very much physically there dozing in the sofa. When
Mahindra and Sudhir tried to wake him up from his usual
habit of falling asleep, they found that their friend and old
professor, Ashok Babu had passed away silently without giving
any indication to them.

Besides, the three hundred year old, Languly Baba who
walks stark naked and talks only to invisibles around him and
the half-crazy disobedient Abolkara who claims that he was
always there all these years when the rock and the temple
were submerged in water, are strange and baffling characters,

Thus instances galore can be cited inexhaustibly to show,
the rich tapestry of Manuj Das's atories woven out of the theme
of Indian mystery and mysticism.

His stories present beautiful village vignettes. They are
ctories of rural India. With vivid realistic details and, minute
obisarvation, they depict simple human situations and dilemmas,
The stories of Manoj Das cajole even a biased readsr fora
brief trip inta & veritable waonderland.

The majority of his stories are set in soma remote villages
of provincial towns where the most learned parson is the village
school master (one is oftgn reminded of Goldsmith’s “Village
School Master’ as portrayed in The Deserted Village) and the
most pressing problems are posed by the encroachments of the
modern world, These stories are mostly the recollection of the
narrator’s childhood events.

Manoj Das not only evokes the village scene and atmosph-
ete in stories like ‘'Farewell to.a Ghost". “The Bull of Babulpur’’,
Mystery ot the Missing Cap'/, “The Submerged Valley”. "The
Tree', “'The Owl, and “Tha Crogodile’s Lady” but he draws
the portrait of the village with rare authenticity, clarity and

luminous precision.

'Hbmﬂ;ntiﬂ themes are tackled with aplomb in ‘'The Bridge in
the Moonlit Night'*, “The Dusky Hour" and “The Crocodile’s
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Lady’". All these tales depict not only the profundity of love but

also the various ways in ‘which love inevitably engenders lies
and deceit,

““The Bridge in the Moonlit Night' is a superb love story.

Ashok Babu, now an octogenerian, had professed love for
Meena, his student, whil2 he was a  professor in youth. He
eagerly waited for a respanse from Meena and was pretty sure
that some day Maena would writa ta him, But it never happened
so and Ashok Babu thought Meena crusl and unkind s a stone.
Since then he never married and suffered an unuttarable woe in
silence. In order to kill somehow time and forget the drudgery
of life, he used to stroll about the bridge in the campany of his
student friend, Sudhir who is also old and happen to be the
acquaintance of Meena. But since the bridae was demolished,
there was no place for them to stroll about. Mostly they lounged
in a sofa and gossiped.

Once Sudhir, troubled by his gulity conscience, confessed
before Ashok Babu that it was he who played the treachery
with him for  Meena had written a letterto  Ashok Babu and
asked him 1o mest her at the bridge. Since he was the bearer of

the letter, he read it and tesring it to pieces threw it to tha
river.

Ashok Babu was listening all the while with rapt attention
for he had not fallen asteep as he often used to do. Suddenly he

made an effort to get up with an inexplicable urgency and asked
Sudhir to go and look for those scraps of paper,

After sixty years when much water had Hown under the
bridge, the passion remained still young. Ashok Babu became
agonisingly conscious that Meena was not unkind as stones and
that a precious |ove rather life was simply wasted.

Such is the sadness, intensity and poignancy of a jove
that was at once romantic, lyrical and remained unregquited.
Even when Ashok Babu died, his apparition was seen to search

Tar those precious pieces of paper in the dry desolate bed of the
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river. Thus it is a classic of love and loss, regret and reminiscen-
¢e and a passion musing on the adolescent romance and the
-opportunity that slipped by.

#The Dusky Hour'’ presents the sad yet sizzling romance
of Aunty Roopwati. Though she appears as a daring, domineer-
ing, controversial and riddlesome lady, undoubtedly sha is
vivacious and uncannily charming for which others are drawn
towards her. But one thing clearly emerges from the intricacy of
facts and her character that Aunty Roopwati had been groping
for the man of her choice throughout her life and unfortunately
she was denied and deprived of the same. After rejecting several
suitors she had Jagdishji whom she gladly married but found
soon to be an apology for a husband. At last she found one such
in Chinmoy Babu, an artist in youth, a man with a stamp of
originality and the long gentleman in the politics of the State.

After being elected asthe mayor, when Chinmoy Babu
was accorded a grand reception in a mammoth public meeting,
Aunty Roopwati dashed to the dias uninvited, She was received
cordially by Chinmoy Babu. In her speech she praised him
profusely and blushed more than Chinmoy Babu did, On anothar
occasion, she dashed to the dias and occcpied a seat by the
side of Chinmoy Babu. Thus on some pretext or other at the
glightest opportunity available, she sought the proximity of
Chinmoy Babu.

When he was elzcted to the Rajya Sabha, Aunty regretted
that had she responded to his love earlier and let him marry her,
he would have become a greater man.

Rut the path of romence never did run smooth for Aunty
Roopweti. When Chinmoy Babu was to contest for state politics.
Aunty met him confidentially and offered herself to manage
the elaction campaign. Chinmoy Babu declined the proposal:
Aunty Roopwati was unhappy and soon she joined the opposi-
tion party and became its priza star, In sheer frustration and a
kind of masochistic pleasure, she publicised the scandal that it



Manoj Das : A Critical Study 19

was Chinmoy Babu who made an overture 10 her while sitting
close in a meeting.

However this debatable and colourful lady died suddenly
bringing, as it were, the jurid story of a generation 10 a
close.

One cloudy evening, when Chinmoy Babu was returning
irom the election campaign, he stopped eén route by the lake
and went to pay his homage to Aunty. He was seen to knee
down prayerfully at the place of har cremation and place his
bouquet on the pile of ashes and wipe his ‘eyas again and
again.

Thus ends a laong but engrossing story of love which
is sincere and poignant, though to some axtent bizarre and
baffling.

While Aunty Roopwati was vociferous, outspoken and
effusive in her love which, insoma way confoundad others,
Chinmoy Babu bore and treasured It silently in the core of his
heart as the most precious thing in the world.

#The Crocodile’s Lady’* is a moving saga of love and
sacrifice. It gives an account of the romance bstween the
human and the subhuman i.e., between the crocodile’s lady and
the crocodile.

It is the story of their courtship, the initial hesitancy and
the mystical rapture of wooing. Being unhappy with ‘her plight
of living in water, when the crocodile’s lady wept profusely,
the conscientious and kind-hearted crocodile gave  her & mantra
to recite in order to regain her human form. She was further
advised not to do so when in deep water butonly when close
to the bank. At the same time, the melanchalic grocodile shed
tears for he knew that he would not find her some day whan he
raturned.

Meanwhile, the crocodile’s lady forgot her parents and

merged completely in love-making. Day after day, together they
swam fram fiver to river and contluencs 1o conflugnce, J
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Finally, when the lady somehow managed to escape from
the crocodile’s clutch, the crocodile, the true lover as he was,
climbed the embankment and got killed.

Rarely does one come across such 2 story of love betwesn
the human and the subhuman in world literature.

Dne of the major themes of Manoj Das’s stories is the
crosion of traditional bucolic existence by modern life, ‘The
Submerged Valley'’ and “Farewell to @ Ghost' focus on this
theme. Particularly, **The Submerged Valley is a vivid account
of how the happy villagers are rendered homeless by the
construction of adam. It projects not only the dislocation but
also the sense of rootlessness and the lass of their sthos which
they desperately tried to cling to and praserve. :

Satire and humour are the dominant features of Manoj
Das's stories. Most of his stories are written in humorous and
gatiric vein.

“Mystery of the Missing Cap’’ is a delightful and amusing
story. It is a gentle satire on a minister's visit to a village. The
background is 1. early post-independence India.

#*Sharma and the Wondorful Lump’’ is a brilliant plece of
satire on how 8 society thrives on a pack of false values and
ideals. Sharma who had gone to the United States to liquidate
his Jump, the crown of flesh by surgery, is hugged and pampered
by Americans as a medical wonder.

**Operation Bride’’® in a highly humorous way ridicules the
funny and fantastic attitude of the surgeons and officials, their
pompasity and perversion of values and sensibility. Plastic
Surgery aiming at a perfect bride only distorts and reduces a
fairy to a scarecrow i.e.., a bride sans soul.

“‘He who rode the Tiger” is one of the most powerful nﬁd
moving stories, full of comedy and tragic irony, In a lighter vein,
it presents a serious theme. The story is a sheer display of
man’s pseudo vanity and arrogance, it presents how human ego
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and for that matter, pride and pretension lead to an unforeseen
disastrous consequence.

Allied to =atire and humour in his stories, one notices
that the pundit's pomposity and man’'s ego are punctured
inan interesting way.

When the agents of Domdaniel kidnap Shamma and thre-
aten him to  death, the point to which the parverted
decires and values of our civilization have dragged man, then
only Sharma‘s illusion and pretension are shattered and he
perfarce realises the charm and truth of the elemental values
of life that nourished his existence : */| have my mother in India.
None has a mother like that....”"®

The vanity of the mavor (A Night inthe lifeof the
Mavor’) pales into insignificance before the small girl's
innocent gesture of throwing her torn and soiled frock at his
naked body.

The egoistic and pretentious man is again made a helpless
butt of mockery in ‘‘Mystery of the Missing Cap™ when the
monkey is presented as the nobleman. The recognition of this
reality dashes all the illusion of the honourable minister, Babu
Virkishore, L)

Disillusionment is also one of the minor themes presented
in Manoj Das’s stories through which his characters grow.

in ““The Love Letter Goutam, the research scholar on
Gita tells a colourful lie that Gita who 'was a genius in the field
of art had |aft a love letter just before she died al the prime of
her youth, Since the letter is not addressed to anyone in
partictlar, there are many ‘claimants to it, their age and relation-
ship notwithstanding. These people—the vocalist, Prof. Dhar,
Pran Chowdhury, the friend of Gita’s father were all love-lorn
and lunatic. They suffered from illusion or self-deception,

The unusual eituation creatad by the assumption of Gita's
love letter is a fine expose of men's ego, perversion and
araziness, i Al '
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The themes of Manoj Dass stories are essentially huin_il'l
i» @, they are about human follies and frailties, misery and
suffering, pathetic helplessness and loneliness. They describe
how men are simply puppets in the hand of a cruel destiny
that scowls and crushes them pitilessly.

His storles are @ comment on human lifé and situation.
Through comedy and humoeur, he eanveys tha poignancy of the
human situation. Behind the facade of the comic, lies the
painful realization of men's loneliness and sense of loss.

This predicament is movingly illustrated in the a‘-tur'&r‘.
“The Princess and the Story-teller’”. Bhatta and Shawoo
whose finer feelings have been blunted during their eriminal
career, suddenly find themselves exposed to tender side of
human existence in the act of the story-teller’s sacrificing his
eyes for his beloved princess and the princess, in turn, offering
herseif to marry him. Later on, esven though the story-taller
confesses it to be only fiction both Bhatta snd Shawoo refuse
to accept it as they have been suddenly led to arealm of
tender values or the finer aspects of lile of which they were
deprived earlier. Their stubborn refusal to accept It as a figment
of imagination speaks of thelr yearning for life.

This pathetic sense of human Ioss is movingly presented
in “Farewell to a Ghost", one of his best stories recounted
with warmth and verve. The ‘Ghost’ represents the innocenca,
the traditional belief and sthos that sustained the community
life and existence. When the tree in which the ghost was
forced to dwell was struck with lightning, it marked not simply
the end of an innocent belief but the death of innocence.

All the belisfs and superstitions that have gone to make
the emotional being of the villagers sadly disintegrate. Such
death of innocence is again treated symbolically in “Lakehmi‘s
Adventure”.

‘Manoj Das presents the complex human situation with the
agony and ecstasy of life; the various faelings and emotions
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that give meaning to life. In most of his stories, a haunting
sansas of life's sadness contributes to intenss lyricism. The
‘still sad music of humanity’ is vibrant in his stories.

"He who rtode the Tiger'!, where the young innocent
prince dies on the cross of his king-father's ego and arrogance
and "“The Kite', where the grown up Kunja is hardly different
from the child Kunja who hike a jasmine withers in wildernaess
because of the cruel design of the mahajan and destiny, throb
with the cadence of pathos and tragedy.

+The Anatomy of Tragedy'”, /A Letter from the Last Spring”’
i#Lakshmi’s Adventure”, “'Sita’s Marriage” and ''So Many
Smiles” deal with the tender innocent world of the child. Manoj
Das has tremendous love for children, He is at his best when he
describes the delicate nuances of a child’s feeling.

«tp Lettar from the Last Spring’’ présents the psycholegy
ofa 1andar child, Rina who Is anxiously walting to receive 8
letter from her mother not knowing that she iz already dead.

1The Anatomy of Tragedy’’ recounts the sad story of the
crippled boy who was all along imprisoned in the cell of his
joneliness. When Sumi, the orphan girl, went 1o the balcony of
the upper floot, hoping to meet the other handsome dream-boy
whom this crippled boy resembled and asked him to give her
roses, sha met the crippled boy instead. She was S0 much
frightened that she ran hurriedly down the stairs as if she had
seen a ghost. Looking at the befuddled girl, the boy burst into
peals of laughter and fits of wailing. Finally he died of the
shock that made him acutely realise the terrible void and
limitation in life.

In all these stories, the writer shows the child as a creature
of loveliness and innocence juxtaposed with the warld of adults
with all its complexities and hypocrisy.

«il_akshmi’s Adventure’’ describes how Lakshmi, a lovely
little girl was pitilessly strangled by the so-called preservers of
propriety and righteousness in society represented by the
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priest and the peaple who joined him, At noon, when the entire
village was steeped iy siesta and desolation, Lakshmi would
steel out of her house. As the priest  was snoring, she would
like to talk and narrate ‘before the deity the whole story of
her parents’ privations, In her playful innocence, once she
took m couply of bananas offered to the daity, Just then the
priest woke up and shouted that she had stolen the bananas
from the fempla. Usined by ‘others, the priest hounded her
till she entered a pond in fear. Though she was rescued by her

father she died within three days after suffering an attack of
fever.

The short story projects, what Frank 0’ Connor says,
“an intense  awareness of human loneliness’*.™ Itis not ohly
the lonely voice but also a lonsly personal art. The charactars
of Manoj Das are lomely crusaders made 10 stand on the brink
of existential plight and dilemma. In his stories, there |s always

a painful realisation of man‘s alienation in a lonely and lost
waorld, g

'Lahshmi and Kunja represent a lone lyric cry against the
tyranny of society. _

Miss M'@herlr, Old ‘Basu. Rina, the crippled Hoy,
Roy Sahib and Hrishikesh Chowdhury are all trapped and
locked behind the barricade of loneliness.

Basu who sacrificed so much for the country living a dark,
black-listed and haunted life was utterly ignored and forgotten
after Independence whan flis gon. became s minister. He was
mostly confined to a epacious room which reminded him Itl:rifiﬂ'ln
prison in the Andamans. Thus “The Old Man and the Camel*’
focuses attention on mans alienation and disi llusionment in an
ungrateful and callous world,

Besides, the theme of snobbishness of the rich and
innocence of the poor as tepresented In Kathering Mansfield’s
*Doll's House'’, Manaj Das's “*Trespassers” deals with man’s

sense of isolation and disillusionment in the world.
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Roy Sahib’s two sons, Baboop and Saboo who were the
ideals and cynosure of suburban fathers and brought up with
the best cars and illustrious style of aristocracy, ultimately
became slaves to their wives and grew indifferent to their
Dﬂf_émts. Thus Roy Sahib, despite his glittering teeth is a lone
pathetic figure imptisoned in his lack-lustre mansion.

The story, “Of Man and Monkey" though a contrast
between the man and the animal, s a pathstic story of man’s
loneliness, rootlessncss and his struggle and suffering.

Latu, an arphan boy who used to perform clownery
jointly with a monkey ina circus once fell i1l and asked the
master, Nayak to provide him atenic ashe was 100 waak to
work, Mr. Nayak, ill-tempered, extiemely selfish and sxploiting
in nature, preferred the rola to be played by the monkey alone

“and Latu was asked to quit the party. Ultimately Latu left the
party and he was joined by the humane monkey when he was
drifting from place to place in search of his livelihood.

In “Miss Moberly's Targets”, the author has drswn a
pathetic and harrowing picture not only of Miss Moberly but
also of the other inmates of ‘Rest’. Thase people are mostly
lonely old people, bereft of relations, warmth of love and
-affection, only cared and |ooked after by paid attendants.

More or less, all these characters are shipwrecked in ‘the
storm of life and stranded on the shore of loneliness and
helplessness.

The truth: that: Manoj Das seeks to explore in his stories
is the sssential helplessness of man in the face of the hostile
circumstances of life.

Each one of these people is caught in a peculiar plight and
predicament. - So. is the case of the little glirl, Rina who is
anxiously waiting for a lotter from  her mother who is alrgady
dead in A Letter from the Last Spring’’. Equally patheticis
the lotof the old professor who watches her from the apart-
ment of .his hotel.
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| More heart-rending is the rape scene in ‘"Samudrara

' Kshyudha'*® (*'The Hungry Sea'), his first story in Oriya. Subha,

| the fisherwoman’s youngst daughter-in-law comes at night to
the sea beach where she hopes to meet her long lost husband

' in one of the military camps there. Ironically, she was lured by
aflicker of light inside a hut which she recognises to be their
own, abandoned a few days ago. Sha is dragged inside and her
bsby son is snatched away and strangled to death. A huge
man rides on her unconscious (dead ?) body. The othaer two
eoldiers are too drunken to claim their share of Subha's
flesh.

Beneath the situation of this kind, lurks the terrible truths
of lite, the cruelty and misery of human existence.

“The Genoral” recounts brilliantly the most interesting
and baffling story of General Valla who was to laugh in the
tole of 8 commander in a dramatic performance. That General
Vallawho had blown off his enemies and had the |loudest
laughter in military history, should get stiff and nervous and
struggle hard for a mere laugh on the stage and ultimately pay
the price for it- is something strange and inconceivable. Yet
these are the terrible truths of life.

“Encountere’’, though brief, is a neat and beautiful story
on the predicament of human relationship. Both the chauffeur
and the primary school teacher never talk with each other.
They confide to the narrator in the cafe that though both of
them are classmates and known 1o each other from school
days, they cannot talk to each other lest the other would

mind.

Equally pathetic is the comp ulsion which made Hrishikesh
Chowdhury decide once again in old age to allow a free growth
| ‘of hair all over his face as he used to grow whiskers in youth
algh on a different ground.

fEverywhere, the sadness of life is prominent. Some of
Dan's stories deal with the theme of the |oss of freedom.
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The agonising sense of the loss of freedom, haunts Kunja in the
story, *'The Kite"'.

The message of the loss of freedom is communicated in
"Birds in the Twilight''. In Roy, there is a psychic growth and
he gropes for self-realisation, One evening, Tukan Roy i about
to press the trigger. The birds he asimed at, flew away. He kept
track of the flight of the birds, At night, he freed tha solitary
tiger in the zoo and giving him the lead both entered the forest.
Thus through making the tiger taste its Treedom. Roy 100 yaarned
to fly into a new horizon of joy and emancipation from the stale
stinking circumstances of life.

Such stirring of soul and flashes of conscience we often
come acioss in the stories of Manoj Das.

This is subtly worked out in Lakshmi’s Adventure’’. When
Lakshmi passed away feeling this world . too unworthy for her,
we notice the spark of penitence and conscience in the priest’s

mumbling a queer prayer : 'God : Next time let this sinner be
born without a tongue 1'**

A similar stirring of soul is faintly hinted in “'Sita’s
Marriage’’.

In “*A Letter from the Last spring’” Rina, another little
girl spares  the only letter from her mother 1o the old man
thinking that | he must be waiting in vain 10 receive a letter
from his mothar. Such sublime fesling can only spring from a
motherly heart welling up with the milk of love and sympathy
for a child.

A subtle communication between two souls is the theme
of “The Brothers’’. The elder brother, who fouaht for the country
and onge a vising starin politics, is now almost given up as &
mental Gase.

On the othar hand, the yaunger brother after pursuing i
successful career abroad has returned home. .
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~ There are stories where the natural and supernatural mingle.

This inter-mingling of the natural and supernatural is best
exemplified in “Farewell to a Ghost.”
!

The deserted villa once constructed by Feringhee Indigo
planters is beljaved to be the abode of a maiden’s spirit for
long. The villagers looked upon her as an unfortunate daughter
of theirs and offered her share of food on festive occasions,

Though the ghost Is seen nowhers, its presence |s falt
Bverywhere and what is more striking is an emotional affinity,
or the affection and sympathy of the villagers for the ghost,
Here the supernatural is not only naturalised but also humanised.

- This process of humanising the non-human even eoxtends to
nature, not in the pantheistic manner of VWordsworth but in

the folk way of believing and attributing life to aspect of
nature.

This theme is handled differently in ‘'The Crocodile’s
Lady”. A village girl is supposed to have been dragged by a
erocodile, After disappearing for a decade, she reappears
suddenly. Meanwhile, a erocodile is ssen climbing the embank-
ment and gets killed. From this tiny. shred of facts, a strange
story evalves : the missing girl is metamorphosed into '/Crocadi-
le's Lady"” because she had married her abductor-crocodile who
while coming to look for her, got killed. The focal point of the
story is the crocodile’s lady who is now extremely old and
sinceraly belisves that sha once lived with her lover crocodile
down seven palm-tree deep water.

Thus, itls asuperb story evoking the mysterious and
wonderful and here not only the human and subhuman mingle but
#lso the subhuman is humanised and raised to tho level of the
suparnatural as well,

~ On the other hand, there are stories like “‘The Tree’" and
““The Owl’* where the natural phenomena like the owl and the
tree have been ralsed to a supernatural leve! and given a mystical
touach,
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The true premises of a writer is the psyche—human psyche,
And Manoj Das  whom scholars often compare with 0" Henry,
Iﬁ\q explored the deepest recess of the human mind in his many
brilliant stories. Manoj Das not only delves deep into the indivi-

dual's consciousness but also explores “mass psychology'! or
~ “herd psychology.”’

“‘Tragedy’’, a represantative short stary ol Manoj Das,

. i5 a comical realistic treatment of the way ag
- particular situation.

A serious tragedy was being staged before an assem-
blage of sophisticated, blue-stocking ladies. These lady
~ Spectators had a queen bee among them who, seeing somathing
- ludicrous, started laughing when the drama was heading
- towards the catastropng. Following her gaon, the entire atdi-

torium exploded with one peal of uncontrollable laughter, thus
tolling the bell for the play.

roup reacts to a

The writer shows the curious way by which a fiction is
dcceptad by a whole mass of people as true and helieved for
decades, The stories are “Farewsl| 0 a Ghost’ and “The

Crocodile’s Lady’’. Here make-balieve plays an important role
in the lives of the village people,

“Farawell to a Ghost'* portrays a village folk who had
not only unshaken faith in the existence of a ghost but consi-
dered her as thair darling daughter, The ghost was a fiction
but they were moved by trua pathos in bidding her farewell,

“The Crocodile’s Lady' speaks of the fantasy-building capacity
of the villagers.

Allied to the portrayal of mass psychology is a study
of the interior landscape or the inscape of the human mind,
Most of his stories are psychological and a fine analysis of how
the mind of an individual behaves in a particular situation, His
chief concern was with psychic man and psychic reality.

“A Isnng for Sunday’’ is a case in point. It is a clinical
study of how Damoder Lenka, a perfectly normal man and
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stenographer to the District Collector of Cuttack became
slowly and steadily mentally deranged.

in “The Substitute for the Sitar’ the writer persents the
most dalicate workings of a ehlld’s mind.

It was an isolated hilly asrea. When the husband left for
the office, the wife remainedjalone and got mostly bored. At
the suggestion of the husband, asiter was brought home so
that the wife could revive her old practice and pass her time
with pleasure. But Mesna, the only child of the young couple,
stood in the way., Whenever her mother took up the instrument,
she would vault into her lap and try 1o separate her mother
from the instrumant and occupy her whole sttention. Thus
the melody died before it began, The  story shows how
children are exclusively possessive in nature and nothing can
stand between a mother and her child.

“'Miss Moberly’s Targets'' is a fine psychological portra-
yal of Miss Moberly, a pathetic human wreck. She was an
aged spinster residing in ‘Rest’—a shelter for the affluent old.
The story deals with her silent suffering, the bleeding scars
of her abortive affairs in youth, her repressed desires and her
desperate attempt to take vengeance on her Dbetrayers by
throwing tantalising crumbs of food to dogs named after her
suitors as Robinson, Patel and Dick and shooting them one by
one and thereby hitting her targets.

Vilas Singh in “The Vengeance'' is awfully obsessed
with a mania for vengeance. He gets trapped as it were in his
own web so much so that he pursues vengeanca baeyond the
death of his enemy. Bahadur.

in “So Many Smiles”’ the writer focuses attention on
the psychological basis of joy and fear. The child’s mind is
like a tabula rasa. It mirrors whatever it sees. Bapi, whose
eyes were always moist and whose face was as long as a
cocumber, was full of smiles when he was exposed to the sweet
\(ittle girt munching ripe round guavas in the fairy land of
IFﬁaﬁﬂCH Hill. !
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_ Mrs, Roopwati In ““The Dusky Hour is a pathetic wreck
ut a psychological triumph over her counterparts, She is highly
-centric, quite masculine, unpredictable and masochistic in

r attitude to life and people and more so in her obscure and

lurid affairs with Chinmoy Babu.

“‘Prithviraj’s Horse™* is another masterly story and a fine
psychological study of Mukund. Mukund was a teacher in the
school, Goswamy Academy. After the disclosure of the
Tantrik Astrologer, Pundit Purandar Sharme that he had been
Prithviraj Chauhan’s faithful horse in an earlier incarnation, he
‘underwent a strange transformation from a timid school teacher
‘into a fearless hero. Thus the story reveals how faith works and
influences cne's psyche drastically.

To miss the psychological import or implications in these
stories is to lose much of their meaning and charm. Almost all
of most of his stories are raised on  the basis of some subtle-
psychological fact.

His stories provide a profound insight into human nature
that is so engrossing, mysterious, lovable, and reprehensible,

“Encounters” is a succinct comment on human nature. Man
is primarily snobbish and suffers from complexes while denying
itl

"He who rode the Tiger” shows how men of words are
hardly men of action. People who unnecassarily boast of their
origin and pedigree are like an empty vessel sounding much.
Some people pose as superiors before their inferiors but shrink
* as interiors before their own superiors.

All the ‘Panchatantra stories for Adults’ throw ample light
on human natura. y

““The Tiger and the Traveller’” demonstrates that greed is
the guiding passion of life and the temptation of life is much
more powerful than the flimsy aberration of suicide. Such is the
lure and fascination of life that a man, hell-Dent on committing
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suicide fell in love head-long with the golden bangle, symboli-
sing greed, the deadliest of the deadly sins. Thus it shows that
m{i‘p is _qv;s_:s_nntla'llv gresdy: gresd breads sin  that ultimately
brings death.

“The Turtle from the Sky'’ allegorically speaks of those
people who are not contented with their lot and like the turtle
think that gresner must be the valley beyond the hills. Ultimately
they pay the penalty for thair inordinate desire.

Similarly in ““Man who lifted the Mountain’’, the writer
seems to say through Thieoufiu that man's nature hardly
changes. Even if he is showered with all the riches of the world,
he will stoop lower than his usual ugly self.

Moliarana in “Mystery of the Missing Cap”’ is the epitome
of all those people who try to twist and cloak & plain truth
thinking that it will avert or save the situation. But the truth
reveals itself and he finds himself clamped inan awkward
situations.

#The Sensitiva Plant’’ brings out all that is best and
\auable in human nature. The old retired headmaster who is
yery hard and  strict like a rock is  seen to tend a sensitive
plant. On meeting his old student Roy in police uniform after
long time, he asks him to _ recite from Waordsworth entirely
forgetting the context or situation. Roy too like a subdued
sensitive plant salutes his teacher and obeys his command
for.getting his present duty and assignment. Thus it tells that
atecher is essentially ateacher with a softand submerged
jmorior hidden beneath the hard exterior and a studentis a
student for all time irrespective of his age, status and
assignment.

Equally sweet and lovely is the bond of love and under-
gtanding shownin "The Time fora Style’’. Though baoth
d;j'uitqn {the old barber) and Hrishikesh Chowdhury (now old

.ﬁmind&r] are reduced to ancient fools, they undarstﬁnl_:l aach
other 'i better than anyone else. In their pathetic helplessness
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ey share a kind of silent sorrow and look like twins. Se, time
innot snap the old thread of their relationship. Thus Manoj
‘s stories show the various strands in human nature.

One of the recurrent themes in his stories is modern man‘s
ession with sensuality and his craze for nudity and sense-
pursuits.

] Baing caught in the sensual music, the modern man
ﬁnrgats traditional values and ethical significance. What he
ncessantly pursues is a perennial titillation, A possible
tonsequence of such an obsession is the subject matter of the
Story, “The Last | heard of Them"',

Here the writer speaks of seven aged people who are out
for a ‘Short cut to God’. A mystic vagabond leads them to

idamba Baba. Forgetting their original quest they press the
Baba to give them the magic water that will show them people
nude. Having obtained the water fromthe Baba, they enter a
posh hotal when a ball is about to bagin. As they treat their
eyes to magic water, they see the dancing couples in the nude.
But being greedy for a longer duration of the lurid sight, they
put mare water intheir eyes and see a spectacle of skeletons
pressing and pursuing them from all sides.

Similar is the theme of '"A Trip into the Jungle®. This is
astory of man's depravity and bestiality. Here again, the
writer portrays a group of epicures who in a strange picnic
trip into the forest could have devoured (remains: a mystery)
half-roasted human flesh instead of the flesh of a boar under
strong alcoholic influence,

This is man’s atavistic journey into the jungle of his
primitive or savage core.

Mano] Das cerebrates ‘the poignancy of memoties. Most
of his stories ars childhood memories or the reminiscences of
by-gone days distilled into living and moving legends. it is
not the “‘emotions recollected in tranquillity“but “‘the remem-
brance of things past’.
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He has an uncanny fascination for the past. Anything
belonging to the pastl.e., the village, its peopla, their super-
stition, belief in supernatural beings and the feudal order
fascinated him. Probably there is something elemental that
appeals to his imagination and his muse lustily pastures in
them.

In thiz, he is not an antiquarian or primitive but a tradi-
tionalist. His is not the historical past but the past thatis
undying and green with an eternal charm and a wholesome
integrating effect on mind.

If @ thing of beauty s & joy forever, Manoj Das
selebrates a beauty that is gone for ever. He creates myth out
of the beauty of the past. Most of hiz stories are recreatiens
or recapitulations of a lost world. He finds ample compensation
in terms of fictional recreation fot what he has lost in raality.
Such is the vision of a world Manoj Das presents in “The Time
for a Style', "A Tiger at Twilight’’, *The Submerged Valley*,
“Earewell toa Ghost', “Trespassers’’, *'The Evening at
Nijanpur’, etc.

Transition is another typical pan Indian theme. Most
of his stories recount changes wrought by the passage of
time,

Manoj Das has an squal fascination for the feudal order;
an order at once glittering and glamorous with its king, queen,
Raja, Rani, Prince, Ministers, Concubines and Landlords.

The feudal world is fast fading away and MManoj Das
is pained to see the ignable and uncermonious way this
order ls vanishing: the contours c¢f its setting are rapidly
changing.

vA Tiger at Twilight” is a document in Indo-Anglian
fiction of an aspect of indian lifa in transition.

in the introductory note to it Manoj Das writes, *'...Some-
times a decade might change @& tradition or a habit or an
prtitude that had prevailed for centuries.’**
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This is the principal idea in “The Submerged Valley"
dnd a dozen other stories. #/Time has licked them off, just
or the sake of change.''* Manoj Das is the minstrel of this
ange. The pitiless and whimsical time changes the green tush
valley to a submerged valley rendering its simple innocem
villagers homeless. '

In “‘Trespassers’’, we notice the kaleidoscopic face of

this change. once the narrator Wwas looked upon asa tres-

passar but now his son is seen scaling the parapet of Roy Sahib's
“building without any fear or husitation. Besides, he has become

a source of delight for Roy Sahib who enjoys his time playing

' the ball with him. Simply fantastic and incradible | But such are

' Ithe wondsrs and miracles wrought by the magic signatures of

'time.

Time too has made old Basu (“The Old Man and the
~ Camel’) a museum piece of fossil by throwing him outright {rom
the mainstraam of national fife and politice into a spacious
Andaman cell-like room.

Manoj Das is very much gensitive to the panoramic yet
pathetic changes wrought by time which are projected in “The
‘Time for a Style’’ and "‘The owl*. Like Maupassant, he not
only gives the picture of a faded nohility and dwindling aristo-
cracy but the pathos inv olved in it.

It is agaln Time's treacherous ice that has brought old age
amnesia, hallucination, the twilighted mingling of dream and
awakened state and the fond memory breeding lilacs of love
in “The Bridge in the Moonlit Night™, Thus tima and its
\egitimate and lurid child, change is the recurrent theme. In
many of his brilliant stories, time is the principal actor, the
chief wrecker and destroyer bringing in all the ruins and spoiis
in the process. '

The spantrﬁm of Manoj Das’s stories is so varied and
colourful that it includes many strands in its SCOpe,
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It focuses on the superstitious frame of mind of the
illiterate, naive, simple and credulous village folk. The
age-old superstition has entered their bone and marrow. It is
held as sacred and sacrosanct: the forte and nourighment of
their life and existence.

We have already seen how they have an unshaken faithin
the existence of ghosts in *'Farewesll to a Ghost'",

“The Owl" presents how the villagers are intrigued by the
ominous supernatural power of the owl. They strangely believed
it to have been killed by the young Zamindar which means
ultimately the latter's death.

“The Tree" on the other hand, shows the villagers’ pious
reverance and grave concern for the tree. The tree is supernatu-
ralised, deified and given a mystic touch as if possessed with
life and spirit.

The theme of generation gap finds its moving manifesta-
tion in “The Time for a Style’’, "“Tha Old Man and Camel’’, and
““Trespassers”’.

Hrishikesh Chowdhury, Chaitan, Old Basu and Roy Sahib
belong to the older generation whose views are radically
different from those of the younger generstion representad by
Chaitan’s son and his associates, Basu‘s minister-son and Roy
Sahib’s Baboo and Saboo respectively.

Considering the range of Mano] Das’s stories from the most
matter of fact happenings of every day life to events suggestive
of supernatural and metaphysical things, one recalls the words
of Henry James,

“'Experience |s never limited... Itis an immense
sensibility, a kind of hug: spider web of the finest
silken threads suspended in the Chambers of conscious-
ness and catching every air-borne in its tissue. It is the
very atmosphere of the mind.’'’*®
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. The short story is an imaginative work of art that introduces
he reader to a unigue and lovely world.
~ Such a unique and lovely world Mano] Das presents. Itisa
world of fable and fantasy, history and mythology, mystery and
mysticiem, fairytale-prince and princess, king, queen, minister
and courtlers, supernatural characters like ghosts and appaiiti-
‘ons and subhuman characters like the crocodile, tiger, turtle and
monkey, holy men like Baba and Sage, occultiste like tantrik-
ologer, exorcist and necromancer and a thousand other
sterious phenomena.

Manoj Das presents the picture of & traditional India or
(Otissa with her fabulous past, the many- -splendoured faudal
- system of Raja (king), Rani (queen), landlords and the poor
village folks, their age-old superstitions, simplicity and naivety.

~Infact, he is so much enamoured of it that he looks back on
It nostalgically, as it were, to draw solace and sustenance from
: it. For him, it is the real India, the India in her elements. He is
'not primitive or obscurantist, Like R. K. Narayan, he is partial to
radition and wants to preserve all that is lovable and memorable
it
Truly, he is a votary of the past, the past that is undying
and enchanting. He speaks, as Eliot says, not of the hoary
“pastness’ of the past but of ite presence’1; the unchanging
_ anternal India in the face of a changing world.

He sings of a beauty that is no more. Nevertheless, the
beauty lingers and: haunts his mind.

The India of Mano] Das has two faces,..one is mostly rural
India changeless in the midst of the changing world, the
quintessential India. It is so much embedded in' the mythic
lap of its slumberous past that it looks askance at' the civilized
world.

The other India that emerges from the stories of Manoj Das
is'the India in transition.the realistic India; the  socio-political,

| R N
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historical India, the early post-independence India with the rise
of patriots, politicians, ministers, mayors, city-fathers, profes-

sionals like doctors, lawyars, engineers, brigadiers, police
officers and headmasters, In other words, it is the urban ar the

quasi-urban India mostly a provincial town with the look of

modernity and an air of sophistication, pretension and
hypocrisy.

Unlike Nitad Chaudhury, he perceives India from the
vantage point of interiority. He operates from within his

society and like Narayan, he looks at his community from
within it.

The India of Manoj Das is not the Tourist's India. Uniike
E.M.Forster’s India, it is seen from inside. It is the axpression

of her inner soul and spirit. So Manoj Das presents essentially
an authentic and autochthonous image of India.

Manoj Das’s people are highly interesting and amusing
though they appear to be strange, egocentric, somewhat unusual
and abnormal. His {ictional personae can be divided into two
broad categories : (1) children and old people, (2) rural folk gnd
town or city dwellars.

The children represent a tender lovely world of innocence
ruined by the little ironies of life. The old too are caught in
their peculiar plight of old age and lonaliness. The village folks
are a fantastic variety of funny, peculiar, simple and supersti-
tious rustics. The city people are vulgar, sensual, snobbish,
shrewd, sophisticated, egoistic and hypocritical.

Be he a simple rustic or a city dweller, an innocent child or
a retired ganeral or headmaster, there is something strange
about tham and it is this gqueer quality about them that surprises,

“intrigues and amuses the reader.

The world of Manoj Dasisa universe in miniature. Like
Marayan‘s Malgudi, his fictional village is a global village. What
is true in his fictional town or valley is true in the world.
jtis an image of India and ametaphor of everywhere else.




Manoj Dés ¢ A Critical Study )

" Despite the Indian golouring of tfanoj Das’s storigs, we become

 aware of universal human nature.

The microcosm of Mano] Dasis 8 close and compact
world governad by its own laws and ragulations. It is an all-
inclusive and homogatous world basad on an intimate relation=
ship and understanding between man and animal, natural and
supernatural, the mysterious and the caalistic and the
axtraordinary and the commonplace. It is a self-poised, self-
possessed and self-s atistied world (A Tale of Northern valley',
“pld Folks of the Marthern Valley'', €tc.). Mors or less it isa
static world that refuses 10 change or changes very siowly from
its cosy euphoric state.

The underlying principle aof Manoj Das's cosmaology ls @
healthy symbiosis. Here not only the human and the subhuman,
the natural and the supernatural co-exist but also dualities exist
and contraries co-exist.

~ The comic has always a symbiotic relationship with the
serious, as humour has with pathos. satire with sympathy,
tendernass with irony and facts with fantasy. This impeccable
duality and harmony are the ultimate character and personality
of Mano] Das’s stories.

From theme and presantation of the waorld smerges the
yision of an artist.

The vision of an artist means how an artist views life and
visualises things. 1t refers to hie forasight and insight, his philo=
sophy and attitude to life and the world. Vision isbormn out of an
intense awarness of life and a profound perception and subtle
understanding of truth and reality.

The vision of Manoj Das is sssentially humanistie, It is the
sad story of humanity he presents. He communicates the vision
of a tender lovely world where innocence and aspiration are
petrayed by cruel ironies and the great drama of human existenci
is warped by anti-human forces,
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~ Benoath the gaioty of bubbl ing comedy and lilting laughter

lurk  the agony and eclipse of life, Heis pained to see this
wonderful dream of existence wither under various compulsions.
Yet bahind all these, there is an awareness of the sensitive
artist of the eternal 1hrob of life; the tender desire of man to
live, All is not lost and the world of Manoj Das is not that dark
and bleak. Behind all these ugly distortions, there is always a
ray of hope for mankind.

The little girl who throws her soiled and torn frock 8t the
naked body of the mayor, the motheriess child, Rina who
sacrifices the only letter from her mother in a noble gesture and
the priest in “‘Lakshmi‘s Adventure’ mumbling a saintly prayer-
hold promise for humanity.

Humanism permeates all his works. His tone is 8o soft and

“mellowed that he never offends while exposing. His satire does

not degenerste into cynicism and his pathos does not lead to
tragic catastrophe.

Thus subtlety is a unique feature and hallmark with Manoj
Das. He never views things as we often do from & gross
or superficial point of view: he views things from  a subtle point
of view.

So his humanstic vision need not be presumed or accapted
prima facie, it should rathet be: approached and understood in
the light of the various influences, the beliefs and background
and the vicissitude of his life.

Right from his young days, two distinct trends were, in
operation and developed simultansously within him.

As hinted earlier in this study he was never contented

with mere ideclogy or a handy solution. He always sought

. something  higher and nobler a philosophy. or goal in life. This

resulted.in the unfolding of a subtle conscipusness giving birth
to an artist as well as humanist.

~ Just as his journey from ‘‘Samudrara KEshyudha'* (“The
Hungry Sea’’), his first story in Oriya, to Cycolnes, his maiden
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novel in English marks am unbroken continuum of @ great creativa
activity, similarly; his journey from ““Sankhari’’, his childhood
Rastoral world, to, Pondicherry and his journey fram Marxism to
spitituality-is a graat Odyssey.

He was fully convinced of Sri Aurobindo‘s futuristic
vision of mankind that man as the epitome of present imperfec-

tion will travel  “'not from darkness to light but from light te
Hgm‘fﬂ*

Such a vision and ultimately his tryst with the Mother ("

have met the most remarkable personality in her’”)'s matlowsd
his life and art.

Thus hie humanistic vision and compassion faor the erring
and suffering humanity just found a steady poignant expression
in his socio-political stance of Marxism and later, his spiritual
anchorage in the philosophy of Sri Aurobindo and the divine

love of The Mother finally helped it find its full flowsring in his
wonderful stories.

NOTES
1. Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren; Understanding
Fiction (New' York : Appleton-Centary Crofts, 1871)
p. 273.
2, Summers, p.35.
-

“Sita’s Marriage” , Short Stories by Manoj Das (Madras :

Triveni Publishers, 1969); p. 122. ““Subsequent references
to this collection are cited in the text."’

4. ‘“Crocodile’s Lady,’”” The Crocodila's Lady (New Delhj :
Sterling Publishers, 1975), p.34. The story appears as “"The
Crocodile’s  Lady,’' in The Submerged Valley and Other
Stories (U.K. : Batstone Books, 19886), p. 17.

“’Operation Bride,” The Crocodile’s Lady {New Dalhi :
Sterling Publishers, 1978), p.168. The story appears as

"“The Perfect Bride’’ in Man Who Lifted the Mountain and
Other Fantasies (London : Spectre Press, 1979).
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Manoj Das, ‘“‘Sharma and the Wonderful Lump, “'Fables
and Fantasies for Adufts (New Delhi : Orient Paperbacks,

1978), p.57. ‘'Subsequent references to this gollection are
cited in the text.’’

O’ Connor, p.19.

Although “/Samudrara Kshyudha,’ (“The Hungry Sea”)isa
story written in Oriya, the mother tongue of the author, it
is included here because itis the first stary written by
Mano] Das. But more jmpartant is the fact that the story lg
significant both for its therme and technique. [t contains
the early signs of his talent and maturity. As such it deser-
ves study and analysis in order to trace the development of
the artist.

Lakshmi’s Adventure,’’ The Craocodile’s Lady (New Delhi =
Sterling Publishers, 1975), p.B5, ‘“Subsaquent references 10
this collection are cited in the text."”

Quoted P.Raja, Indian Sensibility and the Fiction of Manoj
Das,’” Indian English Writing, Ed. R. K. Singh, (1887),
p.138.

(T he Submaiged Valley and Other Stories, p. ak

Quoted Sarat Chandra Parida, ‘‘Shofl Stories of Manoj
Das : A Brief Critical study,” Triveni, (Oct. Dec., 1873).
p. 70,

T. 5. Eliot, #Tradition and individual Talent,” Selected
Essays (London ! Faber and Faber Lid., 1980), p.14.

Tharoor, ‘Courtesy - Manoj Das’.

Mano] Das meantioned this during a conversation with me
at his residence in Pondicherry,
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Realism and Fantasy
]

““...Art is Lifeto that degree that there is absolutaly no
Life without it.._Art alone takes, and holds and preserves Life’,!
says Robert Liddell.

Cassirer makes it plain that art constitutes one of the
perspectives by which to view reality. Art is no mere entertain-
ment, no mere diversion, no mere act of play. Itis @ revelation
of our life. "“Such art it in no sensa mere counterieit or fascimile,
but a genuine manifestation of our inner life.'"2

Rene Wellek and Austin Warren in their monumental book,
Theory of Literature observe that literature

“must, of course, stand in recognisable relation to
life, but the relations are very varlous: the [ife canbe
heightened or burlesqued or antithesized: it isin any
case a selection, a specifically purposive sort, from
life.'™

So literature imitates life and, In a large measure, isa
social document and reality. The poet or artist is not simply 8
member of society; ha is the most conscious point of his age.
The artistic consciousness is nothing but a transmutation and
orystallisation of the social consciousness.

A writer is a product of his society and his art is a product
of his reaction to life and society. His impressions and
experiences directly or indirectly reveal itself and thus his work
biears a stamp of truth or a semblance to reality.

''Realism and Naturalism whether in the drama or navel
are literary or literary-philosophical movements, convaentions,
styles like romanticism or surrealism.’*

.
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According to Encyclopaedia Britannica,

““In Literature and Art realism again is opposed to
idealism in various senses. The realist is (i) he who
deliberately declines to selsct his subjects from the
beautiful and the harmonious and more especially
describes ugly things and brings out details of an
unsavoury sort, (i) he who deals with individuails not
types, (iii) most properly, he wha strives to represent the
facts axactly as thay are.”'®

M. H. Abrams points out, “Realism.is used. in two ways:
(1) to denote a literary movement of the 18th century’’
(especially in the prose fiction of Balzac, George Eliot and
William Dean Howslis and) (2) ‘o designate a recurrent. way of
representing life in literature.’"

Unlike romantic fiction that presents life as more plcture-
sque, heroic and adventurous than the actual, the realism
presents an exact picture of life as it is. The reslist sets outto
write a fietion which will give the illusion that it reflects life as
it seems to the common reader.

However the artist cen never transcribe things as they are:
it is always his sense of things, not an exact photographic
representation but an imaginative reconstruction of things. The
mission of Art is not to copy Nature but to express her. The
artist is not a vile copyist but a poet. He has to seize the
spirit, the soul, the expression of beings and things.

On the contrary, he cannot affard to shut himself upina
charmed bower of Ivory Tower. He must be teased by an
emotional consciousness of social reality and give gxpression
to it in his works.

Rene Wellek and Austin Warren referring to the reality of a
work of fiction observe that reality “is not necessarily or
primarily a reality of circumstance or detall of or common place

'wﬁm¥l‘l L]
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Manoj Das’s stories are a convincing reading of life and
Stories of hard core realism. All his stories including the
fantasies are realistic in base and substratum. He gives a faithiul
portrayal of Indlan life and scene. Readers accept his portraiture
of India because it resonates with the clarity of authenticity,
His characters behave in ways that are recognised as Indian by
every foreigner who has ever visited India. His books have the
ring of true India about them. The image of India he presents in
his stories is essentially original and autochthonous.

Besides, his stories deal with certain basic issues of human
life. So they are realistic in the sanse that they present the

joy and irony, the nobility, crudity and absurdity of man’s
axistence,

Manoj Das does not describe facts as simply facts nor does
he give only a historical or geographicel account of a place
but he adds his feelings unto it. The scenes and situations he
depicts are coloured and transfigurad by his feelings and
imagination, This is why his portraiture appeals and looks real
Just as a Dorset village described by Hardy appears like a real

village and the dinner party in Jane Austen appedrs like a real
dinner party.

His fictional village is also the reader's village. While
retaining its local colour and flavour, it evokes a larger context
“and dimension. He builds the village vianettes with such vivid,
realistic and slemental strokes that the reader instantly recog-
‘mises it to be hisfher own. Thus Manoj Das creates not only the
- paradigm of credibility but also an  illusion of actuality that
embrace s both the particular and universal In its scope and
purview. '
' Walter Allen observes,

“weeuverisimilitude Is essential...yet it is plain that
broad realism, verisimilitude is not a sufficlent descrip-
tion of all novels. In Wathering Heights, Emily Bronte
creates a completely convineing world as solid and as
satisfying as George Eliot's Middlemarch and yet ane
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that is certainly remote from the everyday world of
George Eliot. The reference, a8 it were, is to something
else, not to quotidian reality.’ ™

similarly the realism of Manoj Das iz not the surface of
factual realism, Along with the path of surface realism, he leads
the reader to a deeper plane of which he[she is hardly aware.
His is a subtle version of reality that impinges upon ths reader’s
gonsciausness.

He achieves realism, by saveral ways. Mainly he relies on
the village pictures. The rural peopla and rural scenes &re the
grist to the mill of his imagination, In a8 way, his village vigne-
ttes are more realistic and natural than his urban or suburban
pictures.

The setting and atmosphere he builds up, his character
portrayal and the sentiments and feelings he evokes through
the characters @re quite realistic and natural. Because he confines
nimself, as Eislding writes, " within the bounds of probability.

Realism is of two kinds : tangible realism dealing with the
circumstantial of social reality and psychological realism dealing
with the modality and behaviour of human mind.

Manoj Das projects social reality through the portrayal of
wraditional society s well as semi-urban society. Just a5
traditionalists tand to “look inward on their community.** Manoj
‘pDas presents 4 collective image or identity in his stories. He has
peautifully delineated the loss of community life and the erosion

aof bucolic existence in ““The Submerged Valley"'. “The Tree'"
and “Farewell to 2 Ghost".

As hinted earlier his stories are stories of rural India.
The rural scene and atmosphere are faithfully evoked in “‘The
Submerged Valley’', The Trea, *The Owl’® *The Bull of
Babulpur’’, Cyclones eto.

#The Submerged Valley' " isa realistic story in every respect :
in content, style, character-portrayal, and the description of
getting and aimosphere. |
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The story is remarkable for its portrayal of character. We
- meet an assortment of people visiting a rock and temple which

was once the pivot of the village and now submerged dueto
the construction of the dam but visible occasionally when the
water lavel recedes in summer,

With exemplary precision, Manoj Das crestes the authentic
rural atmosphers. He draws almost graphically the village
picture with its unique and typical features like the lame crow
perching, a member of 8 Harijan community looking whits,
meditating trees in fromt of the school and lastly the insane
woman and her son, Abolkara, the disobedient. With theea
physical details and particularity, he builds up the scene

and atmosphere. Here is a complete fusion of environment and
character.

“'Farewell to a Ghost”, though a story on the superstition
of people, equally presents a rural scens where the village folks,
_ their bellef in the ghost, endearing her as their darling daughter,

their sincerity of pathos in bidding her farewall while leading
her to her new dwelling place through drizzle and the narrator’s
and other children’s feelings are delineated so remarkably and

realistically that the invisible ghost is felt to be a tangible and
living reality.

““Mystery of the Missing Cap** is another brilliant comical,
historical and realistic story which deals with a minister's visit
to a village in Orissa. Here adistinct and unmistakable
Oriya flavour permeates the whole story. The rural scens js
vividly portrayed with a plethora of details.

Set in the backdrop of the early days of independent
- India, the story gives a glimpse of the socio-political picture
and atmosphere of the then India,

The story shows the village folk’s reverential attitude
towards the minister. Right from the way the reception was

accorded to him with the song, /O mighty minister,... How do
you nurture this long and broad universe :, Maoharana profusely
gerlanding him, the reaction of the rustic children including the
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nadrrator himself who thought the minister to be a demi-god of
a superman and their feeling when the elephantine minister
ploded through the street amid the &ir<rending slogans. ""We,
the half-naked pot-bellied uncivilized kids walked parallel to
the minister at a safe distance and could not help fealing
axtremely small and guilty’”'? to the ministerial repast of
sweetened ghee-baked rice and the ministerial repose ina
cabin with a window open onto a big pond and a grove-are
all so immaculately vivid and realistic that they immediately
conjure the sight and scene of a village in one‘s mind.

/The Tree'’ like “The Owl’, though predominantly @ story
on superstitions, is very much realistic so far as the 'description

of the setting, atmasphere, and particularly the feeling of the
people is concemed.

It gives an authentic picture of the villagers® grave concern
and pious reverence for the tree showing all tendency to tall.

As the flood came at little past midnignt, the villagers
gathered on the river bank and began to worry about the
imminent fall of the tree.

Thus the whole scene of flood and tree is held before the
reader’s eye. He sees in his imagination the entire situation
including the unforgettable village folk and their sa-called
Tree-god. r

#The Owl'’ which is set in the backdrop of post-
independence-india stands parallel to *'The Tree'' for baoth these
stories are more or less modelled on the same theme, techhigue
.and design.

Just as the tree is shown as a god possessing immartality,
the owl, a comman bird is presented as a supernatural
phenomenon. It can prove fatal and spell danger, if it is hurt,
killed or otherwise parodied.

Though primarily, the story dismigses the baselasness of
superstition, it also shows convincingly how superstition can
e pathetic and dangerous.
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Here the description of the setting and the attitude of thie
village folk are though funny but realistic.

Just as the bull, the tree and the ghost-girl were a part of
their environment and existence, the owl was considered the
oldest resident of Vishalpur.

“"The Bull of Babulpur® presents, on the one hand, the
most interesting bull of Babulpur, the central focus and character
of the story and on the other hand, the hypocrisy, shrewdness
and the opportunistic tendency of Mr. Boral.

It is a perfect story in all respects...theme, presentation
and characterisation.

Mr. Boral and the bull are set against each other as formi-
dable rivals as if the author had meant to say,~Let us see who

wins the duel, the bull or Mr. Boral for both are evenly placed
and poised’.

The story shows*how Mr. Boral, the noted criminal lawyer,
got suddenly overwhelmed with mefanchely and ‘decided to
spend the rest of his life in Babulpur, the village of his late
maternal grandfather.

But in the process of switching over to asceticism, he
had a crucial encounter with the bull of Babulpur. Being
nearly defeated and demoralised by the imposing personality
and immense popularity of the bull, he was clever enough to

explore the third avenue of politics, the last resort of
scoundrels.

Babulpur as a village is unique and unforgettable, Though

 a fictional name, it strikes a note of familiarity in the heart of

" “the reader as if all of us have seen or known it. It Is at once
real, romantic and the intimate village of one’s infaney.

Manoj Das is 2 keen observer of the delicate nuances of

the manners and mores of human society. Here he throws light
. on the social life and the ethos of the community.

After wandering for an hour orso, the bull returned
gxactly to the same place from which it had begun the joumey.
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People started their slogan, *Jaito the great Lord Babuleswar,
Jai I

Seeing this and sensing that there was an opportunity for
becoming 2 politician, Mr. Boral joined the people in their
slogan-shoutjng and with a new intonation of voice addressed
them, "My brothers and sisters |...This beautiful sacred bull is
the glory of our village. Let us unite under the shadow of this
bull and resolve to_,.""?

It is worthwhile to observe that these raiging of slogans is
a usual feature in Manoj Das’s India or Orissa and It expresses
not only the jubilant mood but also the religious fervour of the
paople. But at times, persons like Mr. Boral resort to It for their
political gains.

Manoj Das does not give us a banal and photographic
representation of things and life, rather he gives us, as
Maupéassant says, ““a vision of it (life) that is fuller, more vivid,
more compellingly truthful than even reality itself...'*

“Encounters’’ is a befitting comment on human nature and
relationship. It shows how the chauffeur and the primary school
teacher, though known to each other, are unable to revive their
old relationship because they suffer fram certain inexplicable
complexes.

#The Sensitive Plant” isa masterpieca of Manoj Das. It
throws light on some of the fundamental aspects of human
relationship,

That the retired headmaster who was hard like a rock and
strict a personality would tend and caress a sensitive plant and
be moved by the delicate dewy aye-lid like Izaves of the plant
is something surprising. But the headmaster found that the sens
sitive plant was like those tender hearts (students) he once
tended and groomed. This shows that he had a soft core beneath
the hard exterior that welled up with the milk of love and
father-like compassion for his students.
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; The feelings expressed here are wvery warm, profound,
sincere and intense. The writer here and in stories like “‘Encou=
nters'” and ‘'The Tima for a Style™ precents nat simply a bald
ordinary “'illusion of reality’ but he achieves, what Henry
f_:jliiimas calls, ““Intensity of illusion”'5, Mere illusory reality is not
enough, the intensity of illusion is the ultimate test.

“The Time fora Style'" portrays the panoramic decline
of the old order of faudaliem and the aristocratic walues and
v

ideals.

Onece again it is Time, the chief wrecker and destroyer that
. brings about changes in things and man’s attitude towards
' things. Manoj Das is very sensitiva to the changes wrought by
time and its traumatic effect on human mind.

Hrishikesh Chowdhury, the zamindar while young used to
~ have his haircut by Chaitan, the family barber on payment of
four annas. Mow Chaitan is old and manages a s$aloon with his
' son in the town. Hrishilkesh Chowdhury, also aged, doss not
mind going there for his haircut. But despite the changes, he
still, in holy sentimental eblivion, clings to the -old habit of

paying four annas for his haircut.

When one day in Chaitan’s absence, he offered a four anna

. piece to the young man after the haircut, not only was he
- puzzled by the way the young man stared at him but also he was
. totally nonplussed by those few words of Chaitan’s son.

Then si¥ months later, Chaitan appeared before him with

- his old little shaving box long out of use. Hrishikesh Chowdhury

. told him (the barber) that fifty years ago when ha had a great

‘fascination for growing novel hair styles, his late father

disallowsd it. So of late, when he had decided to have & free

~growth of hair all around his face, he (Chaitan) should not atnml
~in his way.

Thus the story is not only realistic but highly moving  and
human.
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We find his canvas suddenly enlarging to embrace a
numbér of forces at play, in a setting of transition again typi-
gally Indian in “A Tiger at Twilight'’, a novelette,

~ The physical backdrop this time is not an average village
but a valley, quite an enchanting place. The valley Nijanpur is
the summer resort of the Raja of Samargarh, The last Raja has
left for some unknown destination after the merger of the feuda-
tary states within the union af india.

The story opens after a storm that raged for three days,
The narrator discovers two important things which have taken
place during those beastly days. ;

A man-eater had dared into the valley and the Raja of
Samargarh was back there after twanty years.

An absorbing and event-packed drama ensues. Ths Raja is
out to kill the tiger which is found to be a tigress. There is Heera
with the Raja who was seen by few and an enigma 10 all.

it is a realistic portrayal of the typical Indian feudal world
that has vanished. Many readers may find the characters, situa-
tions and the setting here stranga but they are not fictitious.

Mana]j Das said in an interview :

| thought born in a village, born just before
independence and hence living through the transition at
an impressionable age, | could present through English a
shunk of genuine India. Well, right or wrong, one is
entitled to one's faith in oneselfi®,

India, of course, is like the proverbial elephant axperienced
by half a dozen blind seskers, one feeling its tail to be &rope,
another its flank as a soft mountain and another hugging one of
its legs and describing it as a pillar.

But like the elephant who has certain characteristics that.are
different from those of a tiger or a monkey, Manoj Das believes
that ‘“India has her specific characteristics too and an Indian
writer, when guided by his spontaneous inspiration, is bound to
breathe Indian spirit into his writing."™"
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Such spirit, sensibility and awareness of social life he
infuses into his maiden but ambitious novel, Cyclones. The
novel desperately tries to catch some of the forgotten innobcence
and joy of rural India. Independence is two years away. The
World War 1l has entered the last phase, The centuries ald calm
of Kusumpur lies shattered for the cluster of krishnachura trees
in the village has been felled down for building an emergency
air-strip. No more red krishnachura blossoms for decorating the
heir of the villaga girls nor the cuckoo to herald the advent of
spring.

The sea-side village, Kusumpur like Raja Rao's ‘Kanthapura’
is quintessential India. It is connotatively rich and trem-
blingiy poetic.

The novel is remarkable not only for the wanderful evoca-
tion of the Orissa countryside but also for the rich memaiies of
pre-independence India. It is a moving saga of social upheavals
and human suffering. The facts and events of Cyclonés have a
ring of truth and reality about them.

Manaj Das ruefully recalls,

it was the days of my boyhood when a devastating
cyclone focked the North Balasore of Orissa. Adter the
tornado, came the epidemics and battalions of cholera.
People tumbled down one after another. There was fedar
and gnawing silence and the phantoms of human skele-
tans were visibly moving in darkness.'”

All these heart-rending events and the gpoch of turmeils
have gone into Cyclones.

, Manoj Das's characters are real, not ficitious or frigid
abstractions. They ara sharply out-lined and highly individuali-
sed. They have a life in the round. They unfald and grow in
stature, They convince and surprise us for they are put in credible
frame-work. They resemble and represent “human beings In
gertain fundamental aspect. Aunty Roopwatl, Mr. Boral, Mr.
Moharana, Jameswar Gupta, Divyasimha, the mayor of Madhuvan
Hrishikesh Chowdhury, Damodar Lenks, Latu, Ashok Babu and
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children like Lakshml and Rina are sheer triumph of cheracterisa-
tion and specimens of human beings.

Even Bhola-grandpa who appears a bit queer and primitive
is'a plausible humsan charactar. Because there are people still in
the remote rural areas of Orissa who, in their simplicity and
primal innocence, are prone to forget things, and it is not
unlikely fhat they like Bholagrandpa confuse the day-dream
with stark reality.

Although many of Mano] Das’s stories appear to be
fantastic. realism permeates all of them. Despite the heavy

atmosphere and preponderance of fantasy, there iz a deep-rooted
realism in his works.

Even the stories in Fables and Fentesfes for Adults are
hased on certain basic human truths. They are & comment on or
a profound study of human life and nature.

Although the way Sharma moved and the extent to which
his wonderful lump carried him like the magic lamp of Alladin
is simply fantastic, his passion for money and craze for fame..,
are presented convincingly in the realistic backdrop of American
sogiety with its highly commercialised sttitudes, maddening
media and the vicious and intricate political system.

Manoj Das does not project only the social consciousness
or reality in his stories but also he presents the psychological
truth and realism. His primary concern, as most of his stories
reveal, is with the psychic man and psychic reality. He haa
shown beautifully the process of psychic growth, changes and
sberrations in ‘Birds in the Twilight'’, *‘A Song for Sunday™ and
**Miss Moberly's Targets' respectively.

'Sita's Marriage’’, **A Letter from the Last Spring’", 'The
Substitute for the Sitar' and “‘Lakshmi’'s Adventure” deal with

the delicate nuances of child's feeling and thinking. ‘It shows

how the mind of & child behaves in a particular situation. What

Rina broods in the solitude of Her mind &nd Lakshmi muses in
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the presence of a mute deity are not only moving and touching
but highly realistic.

Imagine the case of Genere! Valla who was to laugh on the
stage in the role of a commandsr. But could he do so 7 it was a
herculean task for him. Having the loudest laughter in military
history and numerous astounding martial exploits to his credit,
he struggled hard to laugh before the audience and when he

laughed, it was only a grimace and finally he paid the price
for it.

Who would believe this 7 Yet these are the truths and

truth is stranger than fiction and nobody for certain, knows
what the truth or reality is.

In *Prithviraj’s Horse™, Mukund is a strange paradox. On
the one hand, he isa nice teacher in the school of Goswami

Academy and on the other, he is & dengerous and diabolical
fallow.

Mukund, under a strange conviction that he was Prithviraj
Chauhan's horse in his previous birth, brutally sssaulted Ghotot-
coch, another youngman for nothing.

Such is the strange face of reality. In fact, strange are the
ways of the world and half the world does not know how the
other half lives. Thus reality is far from being what it is ordina-
rily construed. Thera are more things in Heaven and Earth than
are imagined.

Manoj Das has presented beautifully the various shades
and facades of reality In his stories.

1l
The story is a funtasy when,

Itis not presented as an accountof real people
meeting real problems, It s all based on an assumption
that certain conditions are true. It reports what might

happen it certain conditions existed.*
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It ¢hiefly depends on, what Coleridge calls, ‘the willing
suspension of disbelief”.

According to E. M. Forster, Fantasy implies,

The supernatural but need not express it. The
writers of a fantastic turn have used such as the introduc-
tion of a god, ghost, angel, monkey, monster, midget and
witch into ordinary life; or the introduction of ordinary
men into no man’s land the future, past, the interior of
the earth, the fourth dimension; the divings into and

dividing of personality or finally the device of parody
and adaptation. These devices nesd never grow stals.

They will occur naturally to writers of & certain
lemperament,..?”,

MNowvelists ““who do not write about the past but are never-
‘theless haunted by it, often ‘mingle the Marvelious’ by introdu-
cing elements of fantasy and the supernatural,..'*#1,

Henry Jafmes encourages his imagination 1o conjure up

ghosts and presences believing that ““these best serve the
story-teller's fundamental appeal to wonder, /22

In fantasy, there is the sense of mythology. It can invoke
all beings. ““The power of fantasy penetrates into every corner
of the universe.,. "8

Fantasy as a literary kind, is richer than realism. While
realism Is born out of an arid orthodox imagination, fantasy is
born out of the flamboyance of rich romantic imagination.

Some of the great writers of the waorld like Sterne,
Melville, Virginia Woolf, Cervantes, Dostoevsky, Dickens, James
Joyece, Ambrose Bierce and Gabriel Garcia Marquez belong to
this fantastic axis.

Norman Matson’s Flecker's Magic, Max Beerbohm's
Zuleikn Dubson, Lowes Dickinson’s The Magic Flute, Joyce's
Wlysses (all fiction) and Beerbohm's “Felix Argallo and Walter
Ladgett” (a supreme masterpiece of satiric fantasy), D. H,
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Lewrance's *“The Rocking Horse Winner’' and *‘The Door in the
Wall", Shirley Jackson’s ““The Lottery’ and “'Gne ordinary day
with Peanuts’ and Franz Kafka's ‘‘Metamorphosis™ and ‘‘Penal
Colony’’ are classics in the field of fantasy literature.

Manoj Das |s a great writer of fantasy. He can write fantasy
with as much ease as a story of realism. As every writer has an
interest in certain aspects of life and those aspects alone
intrigue and fascinate him, similarly Manoj Das is interested in
the strange, fantastic and wonderful aspacts of life. His musa
lustily revels intha carnival of fantasy. His is an enchanting
world of fable, faliy-tale, magic, mystery, wily jackals, wise
kings, sighing princes and wistful princesses and all unheard of
and unimaginable things like tiger offefing a golden bangle,
doves arguing human matters, a turtle fiying across the sky, a
mhan lifting the mountain, and people appearing not only without
clothes but also without flesh.

Manoj Das's |s an omnivorous sensibility that conceives
and devours anything and everything that comes in its way. It
is imagination of an enriching and life-enhancing kind.

Although he writes about common facts and people, he
always presents them in an extended and magnified form, so
that they appear unusual and uncommon. He not only super-
naturalises the natural but also naturalises (even humanises) the
supernatural. He elaborates and intensifies a simple situation
till It assumes & greater garb and significance.

His is essantially 8 mythopoeic imsgination. He mythicises
common fects and mythologises social reality and creates
legands about a particular place in the manner of Raja Rao's
‘Sthala Purana’. His Kusumpur or Mount Luvurva or the Northern
valley is fictional like Raja Rao’s ‘Kanthapura’ or R. K. Narayan's
‘Malgudi’.

Manoj Das is a happy blend of realist and romanticist.
He does not look at things as they are in their usual and

common aspect. He looks at things through a haze of awe and
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surprise like a tribal or primitive man wondering at the big
towers and buildings of a eity.

His people too appear strange and unreal. Sharma, with the
wonderful Tump trotting the new world, Thieffou, the man who
lifted the mountain, the mayor, who drifted naked on a canoe
under a starry night, Kunja, the man who flew over the waves
to catch the kite, Tirthanker and Shivabrata who suspected
themeelves dead while very much alive, Mukund, the paradoxi-
cal gentleman cum rogue and the people who thought tha tiger
swimming in the river and dreadead that it had entered the caolony
even after being shot, Bholagranda who was like a strange man
from the labyrinth of primeval time, Languly Baba who was born
in the burial-ground and hes lived three hundred years and walks
stark naked and the enigmatic Abolkara who claims that he has
always been there all these years when the rock and temple
were submerged under water—are the people from some other
world, the world of fantasy and incredible happenings. Some-
thing strange and transluscent, remote and unreal hang about
them. They appear to modern mind as odd relics from the limbo
of time.

Manoj Das invariably begins his stories with realism but at
the sarliest opportunity, he moves away from it, expands and
soars high with fantasy and finally comes back to realism, thus
completing the circle.

Time and again, he impresses that realism i.e. factual
realism is not enough. It has other planes or dimensions too,
the araas which are not covered by broad realism. Fantasy
enables man to transcend the logical baunds of perception end
peep into the hidden recesses of things.

According to Forster, the aim of fantasy “'is to degrada all
things and more particularly Civilisation and Art by turning
inside out and upside down.'"**

But for Dostoevsky, it is quite the reverse. Truth lies in
the ‘exceptional,’ not inthe ‘arid observation of ordinary
trivialities’. He says, “‘what most people regard as fantastic and
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l!pﬂniing in universality, | hold to be "the inmost essence of
.mh.,r“

Fantasy for Manoj Das does not simply evoke the ‘sense of
past’, the wonderful and ‘the love of the uncommon in human
- experience’, it provides greater clues to his design and meaning;
his motives and intentions. In this connection, the pbservation
~ of Brooks and Warren warrant our special attention:

The violation of our ordinary notions of probability
which is characteristic of fantasy. seems to promise an
imaginative escape from ordinary experience, but in
the end we discover that the intention of the creator of
the fantasy is not to provide us with an escape from out
ordinary exprience but to provide us with an interpreta=-
tion of our experience. In other words, fantasy asa type
of fiction differs from other types of fiction merely in
method and not in its basic intention,™

So in the case of Manoj Das, fantasy is not an escape from
reality but an escape Into reality. His fantasy is rolated to social
reality. When asked about his penchant for fable and fantasy,
Manoj Das said, ‘I make fantasy a medium of comment on
current problems and realistic issues. For example, in ‘“Sharma
and the Wonderful Lump” which is about a man who becomes a
celebrity because he has the largest growth in the world on his
head, my satire is directed through this fantastic situation at the
gensationalistic media.”¥"

Through fantasy, he expands and exaggerates a situation
like pumping a balloon to its maximum size or point. He strips
his characters like peeling an onion layer by layer end makes
them completely bare, thus exposing what they are in thajr
essential core or real self.

It is a double-edged sword. Pesides giving a very good
antertaining and appetising story, it enables him to articulate
the nature of reality. It reveals what is shabby or sublime in
it.
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Thus fantasy neither falsities and fictionalises nor distorts
and degrades but defines and articulates the true nature of
reality. It is the other side or dimension of reality. It is like a
microscope that reveals the virus eluding the naked eye. Hence
it is not the polarity or reverse of realism but an aid, adjunct
and complement to it Thus fantasy is an ‘extention of reality’.

*The Tree'” is a case of fantasy woven out of the super-
stition of the people.

As the flood came, the village people were worried about
the fall of the tree.

The tres with Its branches spreading over acre, has become

an institution for the villagers. It is a symbol of protection for
generations.

The tree was thought immortal standing there from the Era
of Truth. It was seen as god possessing some spirit or super-
natural power and finally the ‘dying-undying tree’ expressed
itself through Bisu, ‘1 will be born a8 a thousand trees.. here,

there, everywhers.” Thus a perfect myth is built areund the
““i

“The OWI'* too like many other stories is a mixture of
realism and fantasy.

At Vishalpur, after all other noises like the ceremonial
howl of jackals, the sound of conch-shells at sunset diad down,
from the hollow in the tample, the hooting of the owl was heard.
The owl was considered to be the oldest resident of Vishalpur.

The villagers used to debate at due intervals whether it
was the same owl meditating on whose hooting certain wise
villagers could prophesy drought, eyclone, flood or death half
a century ago or it was a new one. Howeaver they sgreed that
the ow| was a supernatural presence and if it was hurt or killed,
the person concerned would die.

One day,a group of villagers raturning from the market
felt that the owl must have been killed by the young zamindar
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saen then with a gun in hand, for the hooting of the owl abrup-

tly stopped. They strongly believed that the young man must
die as a matter of consequance.

The young man had camped in the kachehari. Atnight the
villagers haunted and vexed him with their persistent visits.
Surprisingly enough it so happened that the young man broke
down and died, thus confirming their due expectation. But like
the volce of the dying-undying tree, they too were stunned to
hear the hooting of the dying and undying owl.

Thus one can imagine how much fantasy hes been blown
into the story of an intri guing owl.

/"The Crocodile’s Lady’’ is a highly enjoyable and delight-
ful fantasy. The tale is recounted with such supreme artistry
that it defies at once the question of fantasy or reality.

We have already seen how the strange story of ‘‘The
Crocodile's Lady'’ evolved out of the tiny shreds of facts,

Although the metamorphosis of the missing girl into
crocodile’s lady appearad fantastic and incredible to
Dr. Batstane, the sociologist, he was simply charmed when he
heard the story from the lady herself.

Thus it is @ masterpiece of fantasy woven out of the evo-
cation of the mysterious and wonderful, the intermingling of
human and subhuman and elements of make-believe.

“'Farewell to a Ghost'’, one of his best stories shows how
a maiden’s spirit was sustained by a romantic legend and begui-
led a band of village children merely through reputation.

The deserted villa where she was supposed to dwellis
described as eerie end fascinating as a falry-tale world or a
phantom castle floating on an unreal sea.

Here she lived weeping the whole night and sleeping most
of the day. A gallant lad of the village fell in love with her and
one summer noon, he crept into  her room and kissed her, Next
morning when a dozen brave men entered the villa they found
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the lad lying dead on the hundred years cotton mattress on the
cot.

The villagers looked upon her as one of thair unhappy
gitis and offered her share of food on festive occasions. They

believed the ghost girl o be a part and parcel of their life and
environment.

When the villa was threatened to be demolished, the
villagers led her gently to her new dwelling place with the help
of an exorcist and bade her a profound farewell, Everybody was
visibly sad for the invisible.

“"The Night the Tiger came’’ is a beautiful fantasy but it
has also elements of social realism,

A tiger was supposed to swim in the river. The way the
Chiof Engineer and his subordinates chased the image of the
tiger in the river is fantastic.

At sunset, a number of half naked kids while running
through the haze over the river bank shouted that a tiger was
swimming in the river.

Soon the news drew the Chief Engineer and his party and a
large gathering of men and women to the spot. The Chief,
otherwise a coward, shot at the tiger but it was not clear what
happened to the beast. While returning, the crowd felt to have
seen something moving inside the bushes.

At midnight, when the Chief was drinking and looking at
his sleeping wife in a gown with tiger stripe, he suddenly shrie-
ked that the tiger was moving outside the garden. Mrs. Chief
woke up and rang up the Deputy Chief drinking then, that
the tiger had entered their colony, He in turn rang Mr. Sampat,
the Security Officer, also drinking and the Security Officer
passed the naws of tha tiger on to Mr. Shawoa, the labour
|eader. Thus, all being drunk, suffered from a kind of hallugina-
\ion or an imaginary phobia from which they tried to run away
as quickly as possible.



Manoj Das : A Critical Study 63

Similarly we come across another fantastic and Interesting

situation in ‘'A Night in the Life of the Mayor’’ where the mayor
of Madhuvan was stranded naked.

The mayor, Divyasimha who was quite proud of his
achiavemants in lifa laughed at his old professor, Roy who was

greatly upset over a stray cow chewing up his grand daughter's
note-book.

The same evening, the mayor was having & dip in the river
at a lonely spot leaving his trousers and shirt on the bank. In the
water, he was obliged to take off his underwear and it slipped
off his hand. When he crawled ashore, he found tha notarious
cow moving away with his half eaten clothes still clinging to its
mauth. He was totally nonplussed and bewildered.

His open car on the bank aroused suspicion in some officers
who happened to pass by the way. The polica arrived on the
spot. The mayor, undone and ashamed let himself be drifted
away resting on a small canoe. He had not been alone for a long
time. Under the starry sky, he had an intimate dialogue with
himself. At dawn a little girl came to his rescue by sacrificing

her soiled frock and then on learning that he is a big man by
fetching a towe| for him.

‘iFriends and Strangers! is & wvery good fantasy onan
experimental basis like O Henry's ‘'A Strange Story’’ where
John Smothers one night had gone to bring some medicine for
his ailing daughter and returned after many vyears on a night
when his grand daughter suffered similarly from colic and the
little girl immediately racognised him as her grand father.

in “Friends and Strangers’”, we meet Tirthankar and
Shivabrata, the two strange friends who, being moon-struck,
suffered from hellucination and imagined all sorts of improbable
and inconceiveable things. For example, they thought that they
saw Pramath, their friend going to present a shawl to
Mrs. Wilson already dead for two months. Next when they
learnt of Pramath's death in an accident that noon, they
immediatelv realised that they must have seéen Pramath’s ghost,
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There after, they parted hurriedly without saying 'a word to each
other and further they suspected each other fo ha dead when
thay wera very much alive.

In Manoj Das's stories, we find two types of fantasies-
fantasy pure and unalloyed; where thera is no message but sheer
dalight and entartainment and mixed fantasy where thereis
message and realism.

The Crocodile’s Lady', ''The Princess and the Story-
taller”, **A Tale of the MNorthern Valley”, “Old Folks of the
MNorthern Valley” and “Friends and Strangers’” are pure
fantasies.

Manoj Das has written several storles on valloys. His
fictional valley does not have a topographical or geographical
identity. It has no local vestige or ragional colour. Its setting is

anywhere in the world. It is a miniature universe andits
characters are the people of the waorld.

The town in ““A Tale of the Northern Valley” is a love
place. Nestling on a hillock, it looks like a fairyland wl';%
there is cloud, mist, flowers of all colours and to crown ev
thing there are precious rumours to pass Into hoary Ia‘ganda.

Rumour is said to be one kind of mental masturbation.
Rightly the town hungered for it and it was the principal food
and diet of its people.

One such rumours was about young Davra and Miss Jolly

‘who sat close to each other on the parapet of a2 rulned h'l'aﬁﬁﬂr;

monument. Miss Jolly's sky-coloured shawl was flutteri
the wind. By noon, the rumour was spread by laaluus

Miss Jamila that Mr. Davra énd Miss Jolly had turned into

monkeys dangling their tails: This drew a vast crowd, the trus
connoisseurs of rumour but to its surprise they (Davea and
Jolly) went out as usual and tailless as aver.

The other really noteworthy rumour was that Miss Pinquea

would appear nude on the halcany of ‘Evening Star’. By

sundown the educationist and the retired judge and a dozen

Jother gentlemen gathered to view the rare spectacle adjusting
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their spectacles. The way Miss Pinquee opened her milk-white
minki and the buttons one after another was a sheer fantastic
‘8nd sizzling experience for all.

“Old Folks of the Northern Valley'” deals with a gay,
‘Wonderful and primitive brand of people. They would gather on
‘the small plateau to celebrate the annual festival beating drums
and singing the entire evening.

The festival commemorates the elopement of a frail and
‘beautiful princess with a man as old and haggard as a scarecrow.,
The princess fell headleng in love and she loved him for the
sheer elegance that was his age.

No one can questian the credibility of his story for Manoij
Das chooses such locale or setting which he can sasily invest
with an aura of fantasy. His settings are either a hill-top, &
meuntain, a river-bank, a valley or a hamlet, and his peopls are
gither simple superstitious rustics or primitive folks. Itis a land
far from the civilised world where he safely plies his narrative
on the plane of fantasy without running any risk of disbelief.

The stories which are included in Man who lifted the
Mauntam and Other Fantasies and Fables and Fantasies for
ults are also fantasies but lnmrparud with realism. Although
the scenes and characters they depict, are not real yet a deupm
plane of reality is not lacking in any of them. Reviewing Man
‘who Lifted the. Mountain and Other Fantasies, Adrian Cole,
himself a writer of fantasy says,

‘There is more than @ little Arabian Nights quality 1o

‘ the stories and all are punctuated with very tasteful
imagery and we are given a number of insights into the
indian way of things which the author delivers unobtrus;-
vely and unprejudicially. Not only did | enjoy the flayoyr

. of the stories but also | enjoyed their characters which
are very real®,

L, Setin the good old days of kings and queens, these tales
‘are embellishad. with original humour, sardonic unﬂmmng,
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and sparkling metaphors. Thess fantasies have conctete message
that are of great relevance to our time.

#The Princess and the Story-teller” recounts how &
naughty princess who found sadistic pleasure in" befooling her
suitors was ultimately tamed and out-witted by a clever and
diligent storyteller.

Here the storyteller is a school teacher who tells the story
to Bhatta and Shawoo, previously criminals, at the raquest of
his friend, Roy.

+‘Ha who rode the Tiger" is one of the highly amusing and
powerful stories. One day, a tiger was caught in the orchard of
a king. Right from the mali, the kotwal and the rotwal to the
minister and commandar—everybody boasted that they could
ride the tiger as their fora-fathers had already done guch things.
When the king arrived on the scene, everybody fall awfully
silent. The king, after being briefed with the matier, soom decla-
red that it was he who alone should ride it but since he was fat,
the young prince would ride it on his behall. The prince, being
yary calm and artistic in his bent of mind, was reluctant to claim
such glory. But his foolish  king-father farced him to do so.
Consequently the bored and opportunistic tiger carried him soon
to the mid-forest only to reduce him 1o a souveneir soaked

with blood.

Here the fantasy is created out of the fairy tale world of
king and his retinue and the bawdy and earthy fun and humour,

#Qperation Bride"’ is a2 marvellous fantasy woven out of
the iumpmaitiun of the romantic fairy tale world with the dull
distorting mechanistic world of sclance.

The setting is Mount Luvurva where the wandering prince
beheld a lovely girl jumping from rock to rock and singing 10
herself and fell headlong in love with her. But since the girl was
the daughter of a wood-cutter there was some difficulty In the
matter of her marriage with the prince. As such, a fantastic plan
was drawn up by the king and the minjsters so that she would
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be truly carved into a perfect rayal bride, Accordingly the girl

was thoroughly maimed and distorted by plastic surgery and
aquipped with the latest electronic devices.

When the prince saw her, he immediately collapsed, for

what he saw was not his dream-girl of the hill but a scarecrew
and her carcass.

““Man who lifted the Mountain’’ is a superb fantasy and
allegory. One needs a big heart and a highly imaginative mind
to enjoy such fantasies. Here the mountain speaks and is lifted
as a featier. One simply has to believe and silence all quaims
and stings of disbelisf.

A king had a daughter who ailed for a long time. At lasta
mendicant told the worried king that a handful of earth under the
mountain If smeared on the princess’s body would cure her. But
who would lift the mountain ? However. the king's herald

announced that ha who lifted the rnuuntam wuuld ba the richest
man in the kingdom.

Qn the other side of the mountain lived Thieffou, the
thief who wept and wished that he wera able to lift the mountain.
The kind mountal 1 told him that it would be lifted as light as a

feather provided he changed his nature. Thieffou promised to
do so.

Accordingly the king was informed and the next evening,
the expectant crowd along with the solemn royalty gathered
near the mountain. To everybody’s astonishment, the mountain
went up and rested like a toy-balloon on Thieffou's fingers. But
suddenly Thieffou began to behave wildly. He demanded that
the Income-Tax-Minister should come out of the crowd so that
he would place the mountain on him and also Rooplal to declare
him as his adopted son and finally the king to accept him as his
son-In-law. The queen and princess got panicky and fainted.

However the one hour time had passed and the mountain
was merciful enough to come down again and bury the uncons
trollable Thietfou under it,
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