i

NEW WORLD LITERATURE SERIES = T1

MANY \gl\__IORLDS
MANOJ DAS




NEW WORLD LITERATURE SERIES: 71

Many Worlds
of
Manoj Das

P. RAJA

®

B.R. PUBLISHING CORPORATION
[A Division of D.K. Publishers Distributors (') Ltd.]
DELHI - 110007

¥ ¥ w & -



P.Raja (b.1952, Pondicherry) teaches English
Language and Literature at the Tagore
Government Arts College, Pondicherry. He has
published short stories, poems, plays translations,
features and book-reviews in more than 100
newspapers, magazines and journals both in India
and abroad. He was many times on AIR,
Pondicherry and has wrilten scripts for Delhi
Doordarshan Kendra,

He is the author of 8 books :

The Stupid Guru and His Foolish Disciples (1981)
The Sun and the Stars (1982)

From Zero to Infinity (1887)

A Concise History of Pondicherry (1987)

Folktales of Pondicherry (1987)

Tales of Mulla Nasruddin (1989)

The Blood and Other Stories (1991)

M.P. Pandit : A Peep into His Past (1993)

Pondicherry University has honoured him pﬂﬂl a
Literary Award for the year 1987,

International Eminent Poet Award (1988) from
International Poets Academy, Madras.

Recipient of Michael Madhusudan Academy
Award (Calcutta) for the year 1991,



Sales Office:

D.K. Publishers Distributors (") Lid.
1, Ansari Road, Darya Ganj,

New Delhi-110002.

Fhone: 3261465, 3278368

Fax: 091-011-3264368

@ 1993 P.RAJA (b. 1952— )
ISBN 81-7018-761-3

All rights including the right to translate or to reproduce this book or
parts thereof except for brief quolations are reserved.

Published by: B.R. Publishing Corporation
[Division of D.K. Publishers Distributors (P) Ltd.]
Regd. Office: 29/9, Nangia Park,

Shakti Nagar, Delhi-110007.

Phone: 7120113,

Laser Typesetting by: Electronic Media,
Delhi-110091.

Printed at: D.K. Fine Art Press, Delhi-110052
Phone; 7116929,

PRINTED IN INDIA



Gratefully
Dedicated to my Teachers

Prof. N. Santhalingam
&
Prof. K. Venugopalan Nair

Under whom [ had the privilege of studying
English language and Literature



Preface

As an avid reader of Indian writing in English I love to read
fiction whether it comes in the garb of a storyette or a novel!
There was a time when | spent much of my leisure hours in
reading the works of the celebrated trio — LK. Narayan, Mulk
Raj Anand and Raja Rao. The works of Manchar Malgonkar,
Nayantara Sahgal, Kamala Markandeya and Arun Joshi also
attracted me. But what appealed to me more than all other forms
of fiction was the short story and the various techniques adapted
by these writers in telling the stories. My craving for reading
more short stories by Indo-Anglian writers was on the rise, Hence
the search for more short story writers began in various libraries.
On one occasion | came across a first volume of short stories by
one whoat that time was yet to become pupular.

The title of the book was "A Song for Sunday® and Other
Stories, Manej Das was its author. At first | read the stories for the
sheer enjoyment they provided. But soon I realized that they
carried something more than they showed on the surface. The
second reading unravelled to me the fact that the short stories of
Manoj Das apart trom entertaining the readers with a lot of comic
situations also showed how thin is the line that divides life and
death, sanity and insanity, love and hatred, and above all the
human and the inhuman.

Search for Manoj Das's other volumes of short stories in
English began. His short stories appealed to me more than the
works of the other Indo-Anglian fictionists primarily for their
psychological profundities.

As 1 wanted to sound’ the skill with which Manoj Das
handles his wide variely of themes in order to portray the multi-
faceted life and quite confidently brings out the thin differences
between the incongruent abstract subjects an attempt was made
to trace the secondary sources on Manoj Das’s English short
stories. But the material available was next to nothing. A sort of
disappointment in this regard led me to take up the present study
which 1 hope, would be considered a pioneering work in the
evaluation of a significant writer of our time.

This search involved several fields of study. Although the
range of perspective widened, | found that there are certain
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prominent fields under which the short stories of Manoj Das can
be classified and studied. But all such classifications have a
common base - the dominant element in Manoj Das’s stories
which is probing the human psyche

There are many whp have helped in the process of
completing this study. Foremost among them is Dr. M5,
Nagarajan, Professar and Head of the Department of English,
University of Madras, who has been my guide in the pursuit of
this study. He has helped me with an intimate involvement,
abiding interest and understanding of the many problems that |
faced, in bringing this research to fruition. | thank him most
sincerely for all his help.

[ am indebted to Dr. P. Marudanayagam, Professor and
Head of the Department of English, Pondicherry University, for
his constant encouragement and support that he so willingly and
spontaneously gave at every stage to enable me to pursuc this
research.

I am thankful to Mr. Debranjan, Chief Librarian of the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram General Library, Pondicherry for
unhesitatingly lending me all the books and even some of the
rare magazines I needed. | am thankful also to my Cousin
K. Palani Raja for all his timely help. I would remain ungrateful if
[ fail to acknowledge the help rendered by my bosom friend
R. Mafimouthou who was always ready to withdraw for me from
his bank balance.

Finally to my affectionate wife Periyanayaki — partner,
helpmate, companion, guardian of my study and staunch
supporter, without whose help... I thank you.

74, Poincare St., F. Raja
Olandai-Keerapalayam,

Pondicherry-605004,

INDIA
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1934

1942

1948
1949

1950
1951
1952-54
1953
1954
1955

1956

1957

Chronology

Manoj Das born on Feb. 27 in the seashore village,
Sankhari in the Northern part of district Balasore of
Orissa.

A devastating cyclone followed by a terrible famine
woke the seven year old Manoj to questions like: "What
is it that sustains man through travails and torments of
life? Is it the dream of happiness? Can man ever be
happy in the true sense of the term?"

Begins contributing to periodicals.

Publication of the first volume of poems in Oriya
Satabdira Arfamada, followed by a second Biplavi
Fakirmohan (both by N.U, Press, Orissa) when Manoj
was in class IX.

Edits Diganta, a cultural periodical devoted to creative
writing.

Matriculates from Balasore Zilla School. Samudra
Kshudha (N.U. Press) the first collection of short stories
in Oriya published.

Student leader: President of Balasore College Union;
Vice-President of the State Students Federation; goes
aver to Puri College.

Jibanara Swada a collection of Oriya short stories
published by Nabayug Granthalaya.

Begins contributing to English periodicals. Bishakanyara
Kahani, a collection of short stories and Padadhwani a
collection of poems both in Oriya published by Puri
Publishers and Nabayug Granthalaya, respectively.
Graduates from Puri college, admitted to L.L.I. course
at Cuttack, jailed for political inflammatory speeches.
Participates in Afro-Asian Students Conference at
Bandung, Indonesia; President of Law College Union,
Utkal University.

Admission to M.A. in Ravenshaw College; General
Secretary of the Stafe Students Federation. Publication
of Indonesic Anubhuti, a travelogue, (Janasakthi
Pusthakalaya) and Nandavatrr Majhi, a collection of
poems (Dasarathi Pusthakalaya) both in Oriya.




1955

1961

1963

1965

1966

1967

1967-68
1968-70
1969
1970

1971

1972

1973

1974

Mary Worlds of Marnoj Das

Lecturer in English, Christ College, Cuttack. Marries
Pratijna Devi of the erstwhile Raj family of Kujang,
whose parents were well-known freedom fighters.
Revives Diganta as a regular monthly.

Aranyaka (Friends Publishers) fourth collection of short
stories in Oriya published.

Joins Sri Aurobindo Ashram at Pondicherry. Teaches
English Literature at Sri Aurobindo International
Centre of Education.

Receives Orissa Sahitya Akademi Award for short
stories. "

Publication of Sesha Vasantara Chithi (collection of short
stories) and Upanibesha (collection of poems) both in
Oriya published by Vidyapuri and Jagannath Rath
respectively.

Publication of the first collection of short stories in
English - A Song for Sunday and Other Stories
(Higginbothams).

Edits World Umion.

Weekly column in Thought.
Publication of Short Stories of Mangj Das (Triveni
Publishers).

Temples of India (India Book House) and Stories of Lignt .

!

« and Delight (National Book Trust) both for children

published.

Prajatantra Visuv Milan Award for short stories. Visits
UK; research in the archives in London and
Edinburgh. Publication of short stories in Oriya Manoj
Dasanka Katha O Kahani (Friends Publishers).

Sahitya Akademi Award for short stories. Sri Aurobindo
in the Firs! Decade of the Century (Sri Aurobindo Ashram
Trust), the result of Manoj's research in England, and
Sri Aurobindo (Sahitya Akademi) under the "Makers of
Indian Literature’ series published.

Publication of Dwra Durmtar (Grantha Mandir), a
travelogue in Oriya, and Books Forever (National Book
Trust).

Lakshmir Ablisara, short “stories in Oriya published by
Grantha Mandir.
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1975

1977
1978
1979
1980

1781

1981-85

1983

1983-89

1985

1985-89

1986

1987

1989

The Crocodile's Lady and Other Stories (Sterling), Rivers of
India (India Book House) and Abu Purusha (Grantha
Mandir) published.

Diumroars Diganta (Grantha Mandir) short stories in
Oriya published.

Publication of Fables and Famtasies for Adulls by Orient
paperbacks.

Publication of Man Who Lifted the Mountain and Other
Staries by Spectre Press, En gland.

Sarala Award The Vengeamce and Ofher Stories,
published by Sterling,

A Bride Inside the Cusket and Other Stories, a collection of
stories for children published by Times Dooks
International, Singapore. Writes an occasional column
"On the Tides of Time" in Times of India.
Author-Consultant to the Ministry of Education, Govt,
of Singapore. Visits the Republic twice a year for taking
classes to the teachers under Ethical Studies
Programme.

Publication of the tenth collection of short stories in
Oriya Manoj Panchavimsati (Grantha Mandir).

Weekly column "The Banyan Tree® in The Himdustan
Times, a largely circulated daily from Delhi:

‘The Hindu Reader, an introductory volume to Hinduism,
published by Federal Publications, Singapore. NCERT,
Delhi publishes, Brawe Boys of fhe Fas, a graded
supplementary reader in English.

An international editién of A Bride Inside the Casket and
Other Stories published by W.H. Allen, London.

Edits The Heritage, a cultural monthly from
Chandamama Group of Publications, Madras.
Publication of The Submerged Valley and Other Stopies
(Batstone Books), and Kete Diganta, volumes land Il, a

‘collection of essays (Grantha Mandir). Visuv Grand

Award.

Simultaneous Publication of Cyclonzs Manoj's first
novel, by Sterling (Delhi), O.UP. fLK) and Facet
(U5.A), Vinna Manisha a collection of short stories in
Oriya published by Friends Publishers.

Receives for a second time Orissa Sahitya Akademi
Award, a rare case, for Kete Diganta. TPublication of The
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1950

1991

1992

Marty Worlds of Manoj Das

Dusky Horizon and Other Stories, the eighth collection of
short stories in English (B.R. Publishing Corparation)
and Bullduzers, short storfes in Oxya (Chaturanga
Prakashani),

Publication of Bulldozers and Fables and Fantasies for
Addis, the ninth collection of short stories in English
(B.R. Publishing Corporation).

A Tiger at Twilight, the second novel, published by
Penguin India. Begins a fortnightly column in The
Hindu.

Made a Trustec of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram,

Pondicherry.
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List of Abbreviations

Bulldozers and Fables & Fantasies tor Adults
Cyclones

The Crocodile’s Cady

The Dusky Horizon and Other Stories
Fables and Fantasies for Adults

Man Who Lifted the Mountain and Other
Fantasies

Shert Stories of Manoj Das

A Song for Sunday and Other Stories

The Submerged Valley and Other Stories
A Tiger at Twilight

The Vengeance and Other Stories



1
Manoj Das: An Introduction

Ever since the cansolidation of British power at the end of
the lamous Sepoy Mutiny of 1857 English education took rapid
strides and the climate was very conducive for a new Hlowering of
the creative Indian genius, although Indians had, in a small way,
begun already to learn English under a few institutions
sponsared by the East India Company. The spread of English
education had resulted in the importation of Western ideas and
techniques. Needless to say that it made Indians familiar with the
Western short story. Before the 19th century came to an end, the
short story captivated the attention of Indian readers, and there
was a [usion of the best in our past with the best in Europe's
present.

The short story has been one of the most popular forms of
literature produced in India during the last hundred years. The
earliest short story collections by Indian writers in English
appeared in London in 1885: Realities of Indian Life: Stories Collected
From the Criminal Reports of India by Soshee Chunder Dutt and
Sourindra Mohan Tagore (Naik: The budian English Short Story: A
Representative Anthology, 13). Following the introduction of
printing and the gradual extension of literacy in the land, a
considerable number of periodicals arose and thereby paved the
way for the growth of the short stpry.

The short story farm seems to be peculiarly suited to the
mirroring of Indian life since the writer of it can choose any one
part of life and deal with it with the attention, care and mastery
which it requires, The brevity of the short story, the
comparatively less taxing demand it makes on the time of the
reader and the possibility of its including all aspects of life and
society have made the short story popular among our readers of
fiction.

The Indian English short story is a successfylly established
art by now which is fast developing with justifiable confidence
and pride. As a matter of fact, the Indian English short story is in
no way inferior to the short story of any other country. That the
Indian English short stories can stand comparison with the best
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continental short stories is enough evidence not only of their
thematic and technical maturity but alsa of the confidence with
which the English language is being handlcd.

It was only during the mid-sixties, to be exact in 1967, Manoj
Uas’s first collection of short stories A Song for Sunday and Other
Stories appeared. Many were the writers who had read and
encouraged him. One among them was the doyen of letters, Shri
KPS, Menan. "Praising my stories,” acknowledged Manoj Das in
an interview given o the magazine (1975-76) brought out by the
Jawaharlal Nehru Institute of Postgraduate Medical Education
and Research (J[IPMER), Pondicherry, "Mr. Menon commented,
‘My cld collector, ].C. Molony, used to say that even the best of
Indians writing in English reminds him of a man who plays the
piano with a stick instead of with his fingers. But no one will
think so about yolir stories™ (79).

since then Manoj Das has eight collections of short stories
and bwo novels. And that led him to the rank of established Indo-
Anglian writers.

Familiar to the readers of Oriya and Indo-Anglian
literatures, Manoj Das is one among the few gifted writers of
India who can wield the pen both in his mother tongue and in
English with equal ease. Years ago, Dr K.R. Srinivasa Iyengar in
his Indian Writing in English described him as the first writer from
Orissa to publish a collection of short stories in English. His
status in Oriya literature is high. In 1960, when the premier Oriya
monthly Dagura conducted an opinion poll to decide who had
made Lhe greatest contribution to post-Independence Oriya
literature, among the veterans voted — like Gopinath Mohanty,
Surendra Mohanty and Sochi Routray — was Manoj Das, then in
his mid-twenties,

Manoj Das's short stories are internationally acclaimed,
published in noted magazines and anthologies in the West and
praised by distinguished writers like Graham Greene, H.R.F,
Keating and A. Russell. Newsart of New York applauded Mangj
Das as one of the foremost of the new generation of Indian
writers. Iimprint of India put it in this way: "There are only a few
good storytellers left in the world today. One of them is Manoj
Dras” (Jan. 1976: n.p..). =

A zealous Marxist and a fiery student-leader in his college
days, Manoj Das made his audience spell-bound by his oratorical
skill. He ook a keen part in the Afro-Asian Students Conference
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at Bandung in 1956. He was a rebel who courted jail with a smile.
But first and foremost he was a writer. While his first book in his
mother-tongue, Oriya, saw publication when he was barely 14,
when 15 he launched Digants (a journal of Progressive
revolutionary writing) which grew in course of years to be a
leading magazine of culture and ideas in Oriya.

After teaching in a college at Cuttack for four years, this
Marxist turned Spiritualist joined Sri Aurobindo Ashram in 1963,
where he serves 5ri Aurobindo International Centre of Education
as a Professor of English literature. Apart from his basic creative
writing, which is fiction, Manoj Das's contribution to children’s
literature is considerable. One of his books belonging to this
genre, Staries of Light and Delight {National Book Trust, India), is a
best-geller in all its editions in all the major languages of India. It
is one of his stories that represents India in UNESCO's Asian
Folktales. ) €

Manoj Das’s non-fiction works include Sri Aurobindo, a
literary monograph in Sahitya Akademi’s ‘Makers of Indian
Literature’ series and Sri Aurobindo in the First Decade of the
Century, an account of some of the little known episodes in
India’s Freedom Movement, culled by the author from the
archives of London and Edinburgh, published by Sri Aurobindo
Ashram Trust, Pondicherry (1972).

Creative writing apart, his contribution to India’s major
journals are much appreciated. His regular column in The
Hindustan Times, called "The Banyan Tree" (now discontinued),
was a highly popular feature. He edited The Herilage (1985-89)
which has been acknowledged as India’s most prestigious
English monthly.

Manoj Das i recognised as an able interpreter of Indian
literature and culture, He was invited by the Government of the
Republic of Singapore to help them in their Moral and Fthical *
Studies Project. He visited the lsland-nation several times during
19832-1985, delivering series of systematic lectures to their teachers
and writing two text books for their school system which is
supervised by the Cambridge University, His work was
appreciated by the Deputy Prime Minister of Singapore in their
Parliament. =

He is an optimist who believes in a transformed future of
mankind and his writings and talks exude his faith. Manoj Das
has published about 20 books in Oriya and nearly the same
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number of books in English. Through his creative writing he has
brought about a new awareness about the sweetness and serenity
that pervades life in general and the rural Indian life in pnrtnmlar

Manoj Das has been a crusader against the invasion of
India’s intellectual climate by decadent values. He has not only
been a "social critic of the frst order”, but also, what 15 more
impaortant, he has stressed the divinity and psychic splendour
inherent in man, through his creative writings. There may be
many sodal critics, whose voices, may be thunderous, but lzaving
any lasting impact is a different matter. We believe that Manoj
Das achieves this purpose because he drives home his point
through his literary art.

There are some Indian writers writing in English whose
works sell well in the West, so far as the popular market is
concerned. But when the serious academic world in the West
1ooks for a fine specimen of Indian short stories from the present
generation of Indian writers in English, nat unoften its choice
falls on the writings of Manoj Das.

The late Martha Foley, who edited the annual collection of
the best American short stories for many years, included, in
perhaps what was her last catalogues of outstanding stories
selected by her, five short stories by an Indian author, The list
was for the year 1975 and all the five stories which were
, published during the year in some of the most prestigious
magazines and anthologies of the US.A. were by Manoj Das. To
cite a few more examples Confrontation, a volume brought out by
the Long [sland University (1983), is an anthology of the
representative writings of Brooklyn, vis-a-vis the representative
writings of the current world. The only story from Asia to find a
place in the compilation is Manoj Das’s "Lakshmi’s Adventure”, a
typical Indian story with a mystic touch. Similarly, the
international Number of New Orleans Review (Loyola University
1579) chooses only one story from Asia and that is Manoj Das’s "A
Bridge in the Moonlit Night". A third example is Hensphere
Annual (1962-83), published by the Australian Government
Publishing Service for the Commonwealth Department of
Education presents only one piece of short story and that is
Manoj Das’s "The Submegged Valley”,

Manoj Das is one of those few writers who can express in
simple language issues of considerable importance while
entertaining us: while making us laugh or cry, happy or sad. His
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targets are often the pompous politicians and pretentious
pundits. As a social critic he uses the short story form to depict
the passions and foibles of man as they surface in different
circumstances, As one who understands human psychology
Maro] Das makes some very observant comments, achieving this
in a sympathetic way. The reader also develops insights into
several typical Indian situations, a process in which the author
helps him unobtrusively and unprejudiciously.

The short stories of Mangj Das, mostly in humerous frames,
comment on varied aspects of life. He has stories with hardcore
realism, stories of psychological jmport, satires in the garb of
folktales as well as man's encounter with supra or infra human
elements,

A poet at heart Manoj Das combines the old art of story-
telling with modern ideas and techniques. A Manoj Das story
might contain fantasy, humour, nostalgia, satire and irony all at
once. The method he adapts goes back to the oral tradition, It
would be more appropriate to call Manoj Das a teller of stories
than a writer of stories. Young and old are charmed by his style,
for, besides an extensive knowledge of adult human nature h=
shows a convincing study of the psychology of children and
adolescents.

Many found in him a significant story teller who while
giving an authentic portrayal of the Indian scene, presents his
characters in an entirely credible frame, His ability to stimulate in
his readers the age-old urge to enjoy a story, is a major factor in
his popularity. These are tributés of quality which merit
recognition. Dr. K.K. Srinivasa lyengar, the doyen of Indo-
Anglian literary criticism, brackets Manoj Das as a writer of short
stories with Tagore and Fremchand. A British poct and crific, A.
Russell, while reviewing The Vengeance and Other Stories, admits,
"There is litlle doubt that Manoj Das is a great story-teller of the
sub-continent and he has too few peers, no matter what yardstick
is applied to measure his ability as an artist.. He shows how
powerfully all artifices of story telling can be used to write a story
in realist genre without any attempt at being faithful to the
photographic details of facts. His world has the fullness of human
psyche, with its dreems and fantasies, its awe and wonder, the
height of sublimity can be courted by the depth of the fictive. He
proves that the reality is richer than what realists conceived it to
be” (Poetry Times 12.2., 1987:135).
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From Realism to Sublime

kl

A. Indian Sensibility

"l thought born in a village, born just before independence and
hence living through the transition at an impressionable age, |
could present through English a chunk of genuine India. Well,
right or wrong, one is entitled to one’s faith in oneself,” said
Manoj Das id an interview given to The Times of India (May 18,
1980).

India, of course, is like the proverbial elephant experienced
by half a dozen blind seekers, one feeling its tail and describing it
as a rope, another passing his hand on its flank and describing it
as a solt mountain and yet another hugging one of its legs and
giving it out as a pillar, Manoj Das admits. But like the elephant
who has certain characteristics that are different from those of a
tiger or of a monkey he believes that India has her specific
characteristics too and an Indian writer, when guided by his
spontaneous inspiration, is bound to breathe the Indian spirit
+ into his writing.

Mangj is an admirer of T.S. Eliot's theory on ‘Tradition and
Individual Talent’. According to him the meeting point of these
two elements is as subtle and submerged as the meeting point of
the horizon at the ocean’s blue with the sky’s. He says in the
same interview cited above, "when an Indian writer is naturally
Indian, his Indianness is hardly pronounced, but what becomes
grotesquely proncunced is when an Indian writer makes a
conscious effort. to highlight his Indianness or does the
opposite— tries to consciously cultivate a stance that should
appear dazzlingly different from the traditional writing”,

In the earlier stories of Manoj Das one can observe an
undertone of typical Indian mysticism pervading the theme, but
never showing in the contours of the plot, invariably allowing
the reader a range of pdssibilities from which to formulate his
impression and conclusion. An example is 'Sita's Marriage".
Through an amusing but totally credible chain of events a little
girl named Sita leads herself to believe that she had been married
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¢ Rama Her loving parents laugh at her hallucination.
Juxtaposed with her silent drama of dreams is a drum-beating
drama of real marriage — that ol a wealthy neighbour’s daughter,
Vasanti, When the news of Vasanti's suicide reaches them, 5ita’s
stare seems to put this challenging question to her parents: which
marriage was real — hers or Vasanti's?

But the story ends a few lines thereafter = in what seems 10
be a matter-of-fact reporting by an unsuspecting narrator = to the
effect that he had just recetved the news of Sita’s death after a
few days of suffering from fever at a time when her parents were
teying to marry her off.

Any day can be the day of death for any one and no exira-
ardinary disease or situation is necessary for that. But Sita’s quiet
death assumes a significance in the context of the mystic faith
that certain souls dedicated to the Divine would decide to depart
when their inner life is threatened by external circumstances.

Another example of Mangj Das's earlier staries where
mysticism and plain mystery urged in a twilight zone is "Farewell
to a Ghost".

But mystery and mysticism do not exhaust the scope of
Indian sensibility in Mangj Das’s stories, a different aspect of
which is revealed by "Mystery of the Missing Cap". The early
post-Independence India ic the setting, An honourable minister
on his visit to a village loses his cap. His host announces in a
public meeting that the cap had been stolen by an ardent devotee
of the minister who desired to treasure it as a momento, All are
happy. "The way the things are moving, ha, ha! I'm afraid, ha, ha!
people would start snatching away my clothes, ha, ha! and ha, ha!
| may have to goabout, 1ia, ha! naked. I don't mind, ha, hal That's
the price of Iove, ha, ha!" (CL 31) muses the minister in ccstasy.

But the climax comes when the thief, who is none other than
a half-tamed monkey, springs up before the minister and in a
show of affability returns the cap. h

While the climax itself was stunning enough, again the last
few lines of the story leave the reader in a reflection: the minister
and his ambitious host bath soen drifted away from palitics. "I
strongly feel that it was this epitode of the cap that changed the
course of their lives,” (CL 33) says the narrator,

The reasons for this have been strewn Over the story
unobtrusively. The host, an honest villager who had perhaps
never spoken a lie, was obliged to speak one before thousands.
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He had nursed an ambition to become a legislator, but his
ambition did not survive the shock. Similarly the shock of
disillusionment proved too much for the minister.

The story is a socio-psychological comment on the clash
between the traditional values and the demands of the franchise-
based politics, in the lives of some people. It reminds us of "The
Only American From Our Village" by Arun Joshi, a contemporary
of Manoj Das. In Arun Joshi's short story, Dr. Khanna who has
become a celebrity as a professor at an American University, has
ignored his father, an "old fool" dreaming of receiving an air
ticket from his worthy son for a trip to the States. But the ticket
never comes. He dies a frustrated man. Years later the professor
visits his native place along with his American wife and learns all
about his father's last days from an old man. Back in the States he
shows signs of slight mental derangement. His father, in a bit of
anguish over his son's behaviour, had discarded his shoes and
had his feet scorched by hot sands, Dr. Khanna begins to stare at
his own feet and keeps doing so for hours at a stretch,

There is nothing common between the two plots, yet a
subtle knowledge links them. Prof. Khanna's Swadharma and
Samskara have not died down despite his Westernisation, just as
in the "Mystery of the Missing Cap" the demands of a new
pattern of politics have not been able to alter the inner mind of
Moharana. In an interview given to the Sun Times (April 4, 1989)
Manoj Das said, "Our liberation from the prevailing gloom does
not depend on any alternative ‘system’, but in exercising our
potential capacity to rise above our propensity for hypocrisy and
tear of our own conscience which makes us cowards before
ourselves”. A story like "Mystery of the Missing Cap” portrays on
one hand a funny, farcical situation that can arise when a good
man forgets, his swadharma and takes recourse to a lie. In his tears
and the tears of the Minister (whose ego had been temporarily
inflated) and in the fact that both the characters were soon
forgotten politically, we see the signs of their redemptior.

Very few stories in Modern Indo-Anglian fiction have so
successfully tackled this subtle theme as these two stories of
Manoj Das and Arun Joshi respectively. The penance of Khanna
in Arun Joshi’s story goes like this: "To a psychiatrist Dr. Khanna
has confided that he has periods of great buming in his feet, He
has further indicated that he thinks he has been cursed. Dr.
Khanna's output of research since he came back has been zero.
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He has generally come to be known as the man who does
nothing but stare at his feet”.

In the "Mystery of the Missing Cap”: "Shui Moharana's
political endeavour i5 not known to have gone any farther. And it
is strange that the Hon'ble Minister, Babu Virkishere, who was
willing to be robbed of his clothes was soon forgotten in politics. '
| have a strong feeling that it was this episode of the cap that
changed the courses of their lives" (SVOS577).

While these few examples give us a clue to our appreciation
of Manoj Das's later fiction, we find his canvas suddenly
enlarging to embrace a number of forces at play in a setting of
transition, again typically Indian, in A Tiger at Twilight.

The physical backdrop this time is not an average village,
but a valley. "With an extensive forest 10 its west and a river to its
east, its location was enchanting. A rocky road meandered
through a myriad barren rocks and tribal villages for fifty
kilometres or so, linking our valley, Nijanpur, with the
headquarters of the district, Samargarh” (TT 2).

The place had been the summer resart of the Faja of
Samargarh. Their attraction for the place was chiefly duc to the
situaticn of an ancient deity in a corner of the valley to whom
generations of their ancestors eacrificed a son each, and later, at
least a commoner’s son adopted for the purpose. The last Raja of
Samargarh left for some unknown destination after the merger of
feudatory states within the union of India

The story opens after a storm: "For three long days and
nights our lonely little valley was tossed by a violent gale that
seemed to threaten its very existence, The frequent claps of
thunder that echoed in the surrounding hills, seemed to be
playing hide and seex; sometimes they made such a terrible noise
that 1 plugged my ears and shut my eyes and imagined myself
trapped in a desolate and dreary wasteland, its last blade ol grass
licked away by thunderbolts. At relatively sober times, the
rumbling of the thunder was like the anxious cries of a brood of
lion-cubs lost in the hills, yearning for its mother” (TT 1).

At last when sunlight breaks out late afternoon, the sun
looking "so weak as if one could just blow it out’, the narrator
discovers two important things having taken place during thuse
uncanny days. A man-eater had dared into the valley and the
Raja of Samargarh was back there after twenty years.




10 Many Worlds of Manoj Das

An absorbing and event-packed drama develops on these
two intertwined events. The Raja is out to kill the tiger = which is
found to be a tigress — but in the process he demolishes the

“political career of 2 gentleman who had been in the days of the
Raj, vociferous against the system. But the Raja’s reappearance
brings a lot of strange developments in its trail. He has with him
Heera who, "was the subject of many a rumour, some | uicy and
some fearfully weird” (TT 3)

Who was she?

"Our Raja’s father, on a visit abroad, had dcquired a mistress
who had just ceased to be 3 European nobleman’s consort. The
Raja, if he was in 2 good mood, said that he had married her. The
truth remained/a mystery. However, she remained in the Raja’s
bungalow in a distant city and was never seen at Samargarh.
Heera, born to her in undue haste, was declared to be the old
Raja’s daughter, though nobody took her official genesis
seriously.

"Alter the old Raja passed away, it became evident that
Heera was exercising an ever greater influence on his son and
heir, older than her by ten years" (TT 3).

Heera is an enigmatic influence on the prince {now Raja)
even now and what is more, she keeps the Raja’s only child, a
daughter (the Rani is no more) under her spell, convincing her
that she would live but to her care.

S00n to be drawn into the circle of her spell is an orthodox
pundit who undergoes a metamorphosis under the delusion that
she loves him. It is a pathetic situation and at last jolted off his
delusion, he tarries behind the Raja’s old villa to return her gifts
to Heera when the man-eater grabs him.

The narrator, the scion of a bankrupt feudal family, has
many reasons to fear and hate Heera, But he could not have
anticipated the situation into which she — and himself too - were
thrown. He had just dimbed to examine a machan on which the
Raja and himself were to wait at night for the man-eater, Heera
happens to come to the spat:

I do not know how long I sat sealed in a state of vacuity, |
woke up with a terrific jolt. It must have taken me a second
or two to realise that what disturbed my peace was a shri]!
human cry, But I could not trace its origin instantly. Perhaps
my sudden shock, together with the dusk, blinded me for
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another second. Then I discerned the figure of Heera,
standing alone, petrified and staring at something in a dazed
manner.

| followed her gaze and saw a giant beast facing her =
perhaps it was the tigress we awaited, They seemed
transfixed by each other.

I forced my gun into position. The man-cater roared and
Heera gave a blood-curdling shriek = simultaneously. The
shuddering impact of the sound shook me and | was sucked
into a state that will ever defy my attempt at describing it. It
must have been a combination of utter bafflement and
stupefaction = though it could not have lasted more than a
lightning movement = and in that time [ could not
distinguish between Heera and the beast, Looking at Heeral
wondered if she was not the tigress and looking at the
tigress | wondered if she was not Heera.

[t was dreadful; the sensation was simply maddening, |
felt like dashing my head against the tree. I thought 1 wept
hlood. But I could not know the human from the beast.

| do not trust the accuracy of my vision OF my memory of
that moment, but I think I saw them springing on cach other
with equal frenzy and fury, At once my power of
discrimination was restored. [ shot, aiming at the beast,
before 1 fell into a dead faint (TT 119).

The Raja who believes that he had discovered a buried
treasure in a steel trunk finds it to contain a human skeleton. "It
could have been the remains of a rebel punished by an ancestor
of the Raja, or the remains of a country lass who had inspired the

ssions of a prince but had endangered his honour... The victim
ad wreaked its vengeance on the last of the Rajas” (TT 125),

The story may be the only document in Indian English
fiction of an aspect of Indian life in transition. Hailing from
Orissa which had more than twenty feudal states of an exclusive
kind, some of them marked by the sort of places described in the
work, the author evidently had an‘intimate knowledge of them.
He says in the introductory note to the novel which appeared in
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a slightly abridged version in the inaugural issue of The Heritage
(Jan. 1985), a cultural monthly he edited:

There are times and times. Sometimes even a cen tury
appears to have meant so little in terms of change.
Sometimes a decade might change a tradition or a habit or
an attitude that had prevailed for centuries,

The typical Indian feudal world has vanished. The
wwntours of their settings too have rapidly changed. Many
readers may find the characters, situations and the settings
of "A Tiger at Twilight' strange.

But they are not fictitious.

Of course, in no work of fiction, the factual realism is the
sole realism,

It will be obvious to any reader that the author has
transcended factual realism. One feels in the narration the
author's deeper understandings of, or faith in, different levels of
karma, the play of oceult forces in human life and the knowledge
or unpredictable developments confronting and baffling us. But
all this will perhaps not fall into line but for the author’s faith in
the role of a transcendent element in life The novelette ends on a
subtle and sweet note of hope, on a touch of grace as if, when the
Raja's daughtar, Balika, the silent character in the work, believed
10 be a paralytic, walks into a sunny meadow. “Balika was in a
light blue sari. In my heart, frozen by the recent events, her image
shone like a bluish flame. [ felt a delightful thaw set in" (TT 132)
says the narrator,

Manoj Das may be a prolific writer when it comes to his
features (his weekly column "The Banyan Tree", now
discontinued, was a fayourite with the academic section of the
readership of the Hindustan Times) and his editorials and articles
in the Heritage, but now he does not write more than two or three
stories in a year, A Tiger at Twilight is undoubtedly his most
important contribution during the period in focus. But we will be
doing injustice to his short stories of the period unless we make
mention of at least one of them, "The Submerged Valley”.

The story is a good example of character portrayal. We meet
an assortment of people visiting a rock and a temple. Once the
centre of a village, but since submerged in a dam and temporarily

-
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visible a8 the water level goes down in cummer. Among them is
Abolkara (literally, disobedient), a half crazy egotist who claims
that he had been always there, in a mysterious way. Soon all the
visitors leave in their boats as the water-level begins to rise, The
narrator’s father, an engineer, had 2 tough time in persuading
Abolkara to leave. He fails and returns with his family in his
motorboat to the bungalow an the bank and goes over to attend &
meeting.

The narrator, his younger sister (both children) and their
mather are pensive when, al midnight, the engineer comes home
with a guest, none other than Abolkara. At midnight he had
sailed ail alone to fetch the lone visitor on the rock, only the tip of
which still remained above the water.

While in Abolkara we meet an unfurgettable crackpot
pampered by loving villagers, in the engineer we see a stern man
on the surface revealing his tender inner self, at the end, through
2 subdued dialogue between his two children: "Father is
wonderful, isn't he?” she whispered to me. "Fool, how long you
take to realise things that are cbvious!' 1 quipped and, imitating
father's stern style, said ‘Little one, will you now go to bed?™
(SVOS 11},

The mother too, throughout silent, has 2 sweet impact on
the reader. Brief descriptions at the right place achieve this. For
example, on their way to the rock, the narrator observes: "And
mother = she sat absorbed in her thoughts, her cheek resting on
her hand. The clouds, the sombre lake, and her deep eyes meant
one serene experience for me’ (SVOS 6).

By the time one has finished reading the story, one is
reminded of Yudhisthira's statement pefore Dharma that mother
was greater than the-earth and father greater than heavens. And
this happens without word of a didactic nature uttered by the
author, /

With precision Manoj Das creates the authentic rural
atmosphere. In "The Submerged Valley", where the atmosphere
contributes to the effect of the story Lo the maximum, we find an
excellent fusion of the environment and the character in the
inaugural passage:

We became conscious of our village the day our
headmaster asked the students of dass three to write an
essay on the topic.
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A0 Iar we had taken the village tor granted — like our
Breathing or our mother's love. But there after the elements
that made the village = the trees, the pools, the Shiva temple
and the hillock adjacent to it - had begun to look
slgnifleant,

Qur village had several other aspects te it. A lame crow
perched on a crumbling stone-arch of the temple and it
cawed on in an abnormal and ominous tone. Nobody ever
dared to disturb it. A certain member of the Harijan
community looked all white because of congenital vitiligo,
His fond grand-paterits had christened him Sahib. From
some mysterious source he had secured a cork topee the
white men in India used, He visited the weekly market
sporting the topee and invoked in the throng something of
the awe that was due to the real Sahibs,

The trees that stood in front of our school were as human
to us as the wandering bull of Lord Shiva. One of the trees
looked as if it knelt down in meditation. Two more were
never tired of chattering between them. If the teacher had
scolded or thrashed us, they seemed to be sympathising
with us. At the approach of the vacation they seemed to be
tatking of the many sweet moments that were in store for us,

Last but not the least, there was an insane woman who
lived on the hillock behind the temple. She had for her pets
a mad dog and a mad cat. Whatever be the standard applied
to measure the states of mind of the woman and her dog, it
was intriguing how our people had become sa sure of the
lunacy of the cat. But before | was of age, all the three had
died. The woman had left behind a son, crazy and no less
arrogant. He chose a house a day and planted himself in its
courtyards, refusing to budge until fed to his content.
Somehow he had learnt to claim that jackals and ravens
talked to him. His incoherent speech and enigmatic hints
added a pinch of weirdness to his personality. And that was
to his profit (SVOS 1-2),

Only some aspects of the Midian sensibility in the fiction of
Manoj Das has been presented so far,
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While his technigue of handling the Indian idiom in English
can establish an immediate eapport with the Indian reader who
finds in it a certain familiarity, it gives an added favour for the
non-Indian reader. This observation is particularly applicable to
his stories, which, for their primary plot, is dependent on some ol
the ancient tales, but of course the author handles them with
different intention. Even in his non-satirical and realistic stories,
we find the statements concerning places and characters quite
non-involved and straight which perhaps is the result of the
influence of the popular Sanskrit classics = as the author himself
admits: "The heritage of Indian fiction — the great yarn-spinners
of yore like Vishnu Sarma and Somadeva — constitute the
influence of which 1 am conscious” (The Times of India, May 18,
1980). As the Statesman (June 2, 1989) observed, his stories leave a
refreshing impression on the mind of the reader because of the
"indisputable power Das has over the English language. It is,
indeed, his forte and instead of using the familiar, imported
phrases and idioms, he plays about with the language, picking
words and using them in fresh connotation to build imagery
suitable to the Indian background®.

Some of the stories of Manoj Das included in Febles and
Fantasies for Adults were continuation of the fables of the
Panchatantra in a satirical vein, to focus on the labyrinths of
human mind in the light of psychology and pulitics as they have
since grown. But the influence of the story-tellers of India has
spread into the fibres of his stories, occasionally perceptible but
generally imperceptible. L .

His collection "The Submerged Valley and Other Stories is
noted for a happy combination of two elements. The Indian
realism embracing the imagery and idiom through which the
situation or characters come out best and the appeal of the staries
which easily transcends any frame of geography or time.

The greatest gift he seems to have imbibed from the
tradition is the subtle and natural art of mingling natural with
supernatural and men with animals. Just as the supernatural
suggestions in his stories (like the ghost in "Farewell to a Ghost")
can always be explained away in physical terms, so also the
conduct of the animals appears realistic, except, of course, in
fantasies where he intends to be allegorical or didactic.

Let us examine the shortest story in the collection "Bhola
Grandpa and the Tiger” = the portrait of a rustic who has a knack



e ——

16 Mary Worlds of Manof Das

for forgetting things. One evening in the forests of Sundarbans
he finds himself face to face with a tiger. Grandpa swiftly climbs a
banyan tree and the tiger took position under it. The night
passed. Early in the morning grandpa climbed down the tree and
went to a nearby hamlet and asked a tribal for a little fire to light
his bidi,

*What is ynu;-' secret, Sir, that you walked past that hungry
beast and it just gasped at you and did nothing else?" (SVOS 16)
asked the bewildered tribal.

Only then did Grandpa realize that he had forgotien all
about the tiger. He looked and saw the beast "stretching its limbs
and yawning and preparing to leave” (SVOS5 16) in utter disgust.
Half a century later when grandpa died at ninety-five the most
original lament came from his wife: "The old man must have
forgotten to breathe" (SVOS 16).

The forgetful grandpa while calmly walking by the tiger,
must have proved too perplexing to the beast to let it act. But the
tiger here instantly becomes a descendant of tigers of Indian
folklore — never characteristically cruel or violent, always liable
to be outwitted. The charm in the situation in this story is,
grandpa has outwitted it unwittingly.

Manoj Das’s process of humanizing the non-human extends
to nature, not in the pantheistic sense, but again in keeping with
the, innocent folk way of taking the presence of life in the

* elements of nature for granted. Here is an example from his

“Friends and Strangers": "From the tree-taps a gust of absolutely
naughty breeze swooped down under Pramath’s head and
rumpled and rummaged his well-groomed hair. And there were
lesser flurries around to smuggle away into the bushes half of the
words from his answer (SVO5 110).

This attitude of an innate affection for aspects of nature
finds a different expression in another story entitled "The Love
Letter” when the setting is a town and the protagonist who views
the object has a sophisticated mind: "Over that cosy little town in
the Northern valley the moon looked like a municipal property -
as though all that was necessary to shift it to another place or
switch it off was a resolution passed by the city-fathers” (SVOS
153).

One of the techniues of the ancients that Manoj Das
employs is knilting a story into a story. In "The Tree" we thus
read the undying legend of a king who had tried to cut down the
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rimeval tree and consequently going to be destroyed himsell
The other good old technique concerns the beginning ol a story.
Each story has a direct beginning, related to the main thrust of
the story, almost like Asti Godavari teere visala shalmali taru of the
Panchaiantra. It is remarkable that not even one of his stories
begins on a note which betrays a conscious effort at creating
novelty. No story of his so far has opened with a dialogue, the
only exception being “Statue Breakers are Coming”. It seems he
avoids any deliberate effort to hook the reader’s attention with
some kind of dramatic beginning. Many of his stories begin with
a comment on space or time that matters. For example:
"Miles and miles of marshland and sandy tracks; but
nothing could disturb the calm quest of Dr. Batstone, the
distinguished sociologist from the West” (SVOS 17).

"Bhola grandpa and his wife lived at the Western end of
our village" (SVOS 12).

"That April a highly exaggerated spring had burst upon
our valley. In and around our small town most of the trees
had overdone themselves in burgeoning and, consequently,

looked dumbfounded” (SVOS 28).
"It was on moonlit nights that the deserted villa Jooked
particularly fascinating” (SVOS 78). \

"In a provincial town of the third decade of this century
dogs still barked at motor cars and spectators sat for hours
gaping at silent movies and signs of love were quite
different from what they became later” (SVOS 114).

Stories in which a_particular character is of supreme
importance, the beginnings refer to thoughts or actions of the
characters which establish their states of mind, "At times the
moon appeared so big and so close to Asnok’s balcony that he
thought he could hello it and even reach itin a few bounds and
shake hands with it* (§VOS 37). Here the mind of an old man
who spends his time between amnesia and nostalgia or innocent
day dreaming and dozing, finds a suitable introduction.

A similar introduction apparently amusing but helping the
reader a great deal in appreciating the developments that
follow, js:
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It had been a fond habit with Mukund, the teacher of
history and somelimes of geography, to offer his smiles to
the tall, the burly and the brawny, in the way of greeting
them. He did not do it just as a safety measure, weak and
lean though he was. “These stalwarts roaming up and down
the earth could cause a fat lot of trouble to the already
harassed humanity if they so pleased. But how innocently
they move about! Don’t they deserve a show of gratitude?"
This was his thought. In fact he thought on behalf of
humanity (5V0S 90).

Even though such beginnings steer clear of deliberate efforts
to arouse suspense, it cannot be said that they do not arouse
sufficient interest, In a very sublle way, the expectation or
curiosity is aroused in the reader and this the author achieves
while making the beginning an integral part of the theme,

A truly creative writer absorbs the influence of those for
whom he has loving respect = Shraddha = in such a way that the
influence does not become obvious, To the discering reader it
comes like a vast backdrop. The reader feels thay the author’s
credibility rests on a strong foundation. Often brief observations
by the author, made at the right place, build up this trust in the
reader. Numerous such observations remain scattered in the
short stories of Manaj Dias, convincing the reader of his thorough
comprehension of the situations and characters he is projecting.
Here is an example from "The Tree™:

Right from the time the season was on the brink of the
monsoon the village elders had begun to look grave. The
sinister cloud formation on the mountains several miles
away, and a wide ring of uncanny aura around the moon
had informed them that there were terrible days ahead
(SVOS 46).

Here is another from "Farewell to a Ghaost'. In a meeting of
the villagers on a painful topic a certain view expressed by an
elder has brought a spell of silence. "Then a lizard tick-ticked and
two or three people muttered, ‘True, true™ (SVOS 85). In yet
another story "The Crocodile’s Lady”, a sahib goes out with the
narrator to interview arold lady, at night. "I led the way with a
torch. The professor stumbled twice, first against the mildly
protesting dog and then aguinst a tortoise out for a nocturnal
meander” (CL 41). An hour or two (and a few pages in the story)
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later, they are returning to their lodge. Although many may nl
absorb the small change in the situation, it is an example of
faithfulness to realism on the author's part: "We walked silently
The professor stumbled against the same dog which did nol
protest any more and perhaps the same tortoise now on ils way
back to the river” {(CL 45). §

While native imagery ie a marked trait in his stories, he s
extremely cautious in using the Indian idiom, style of speech or
proverb in their translation. He uses it only in dialogues and only
if it is indispensable to reveal the character. Here is a typical
example from "The Crocodile’s Lady™:

‘Will you believe, Sahib, he was my cousin, my very own
father's own maternal uncle’s own son-in-law’s own
nephew? And hadn’t | done everything for him from
sharing my own pillow with him to doing half the shopping
for the marriage? Yet who does not know that when he diexd
— this treacherous brother-in-law — of all the millions and
billions of people of my village — his ghost chose to harass
me? Who does not know that for a whole year, till his
annual Shraddha fully satisfied him - and for your
information | was obliged to share half the expenses = |
never stepped out of my house at night even at the most
acute call of nature? Who does not know about all this?

‘No, Sahib, you are, after all, a foreigner. You are not
familiar with the ghosts of this land. You should not trust
them. If they get a chancg they twist the necks of even those
occultists who can tame them,

‘It cannot of course be said that there are no good
natured ghosts. As a boy [ saw the illustrious Mahatma
Languly Baba. Yes, | saw with these very eyes Will you
kindly, Baboo, explain to the Sahib that the Baba was stark
naked? 1 saw him when he was 300 years old.

Isn't the history of his birth and life most amazing? There
was once plague in the land and the Maltatma’s mother wan
believed to have died and so was thrown on the burial
ground as people had no patience to burn or bury with so
much dying everyday. And what happened? The Mahatma
was bom there and howled for one full day and one full
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night till he was picked up by a couple of vagrants. Tell me,
who protecred the Mahatma for Bwenty four hours? Jackals
and dogs and vultures and ravens, all were there, but all sat
twelve yards away, watching the Mahatma in silent awe.
They could not come near him. Tell me who threw an
invisible cordon around the infant Mahatma?”

One of our prominent villagers threw this question like a
challenge to the wide world while inching near the
professor, and promptly provided the answer himself,
‘Evidently a committee of enlightened ghosts. Did Languly
Baba ever care to talk to human beings or did he care to
wear clothes? No, never! If at all he talked, it was with the
invisiblgs around him.

‘And, Sahib, isn't the question of believing in God or not
quite absurd? Is God a money-lender or pawn-broker that
the question of trust could arise?.. * (CL 36-38).

In the same story, the narrator uses the phrase ‘seven seas’ -
& typical Indian fairytale idiom to denote remoteness only when
he is talking to the old lady: "Look, Granny, here is a sahib, not a
native baboo, mind you, but a genuine sahib who has come from
beyond the seven seas” (42).

We conclude with a few comments by Dick Batstone, the
editor and publisher of Manoj Das’s "The Submerged Valiey” and
Other Stories from his introduetion:

Manoj Das has been compared, as a short story wriler, to
Hardy, Saki and O. Henry. This is misteading; he is like no
one but Manoj Das. Indeed it would be a serious defect if he
wrote like an Englishman or an American,

As Srinivasa Iyengar, the historian of Indo-Anglian
writing has said, for an Indian writer to succeed in English:
"What is written has to be recognisably Indian to the Indian
reader, and recognisably English to the English reader”. One
of the delights of Manoj Das’s writing is that he has not
been trained to write like Charles Lamb or George Eliot, but
writes a spontaneous English quite free from imported
literary idioms. And he writes as an Indian indeed, with a
wholly Indian view of things, from an Indian background.
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...One of the intriguing qualities of his English writing is
the lack of cliches = the totally unexpected use of words and
their callocation, arising perhaps from the exact and fresh
description of his visual imagining of Indian situations and
agents, of a kind that an English writer would not have. See,
for example, what he says about the Sundarbans in "Bhola :
Grandpa and the Tiger".

Powerfully he moulds language and form to serve the
needs of his tale, for primarily Manoj Das is a storyteller, a .
yarn-spinner, and he knows, may be from his experience
with children, how to hold one's attention, never digressing,
and never tiring one with too much description = just
giving one enough to help one picture the scene of the
action, as, for example, in the vivid evocation of the villa in
“Farewell to a Ghost", or the hut lived in by the crocodile’s
lady (vii-viii).

B. Psychic Growth

India became free. It took to a Western pattern of democracy.
While there is no gainsaying the fact that it is a sound ideology, it
must also be admitted that the Indians were hardly ready to
adjust themselves to the pattern. -

Over the vast country thousands of leaders must emerge.
Each one of them must impress upon rht people that he and he
alone was eligible to lead them.

Perhaps in no other short story in Indo-Anglian literature
has this peculiar demand of the situation been so artistically and
convincingly portrayed as_in Manoj Das’s "Mystery of the
Missing Cap™:

As is well-known, the ancient land of India has had foun
major castes since time immemorial. But during the days
immediately preceding independence a new caste was
emerging all over the country = that of patriots. The 15th of
August 1947 gave a big boost to their growth, In almost
every village, besides the Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaisyas and
Sudras, a couple of patriots came into being (SVOS 66-67)

This was the climate in which Shri Moharana, a happy
villager was fired with the ambition to become an M.L.A. His
well-wishers planned to launch him to politics through a
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reception given to the Hon'ble Minister of Fishery and Fine Arts,
To putitin the words of the narrator:

In those days, a minister’s daily life was largely made up
OF speech-making at public receptions... Shri Moharana's
huge ancestral cane chair was laid with a linen caver, upon
which the best village seamstress had laced a pair of herons
with two big fish in their beaks, For a fortnight everyday the
children of the lower primary school devoted the afternoon
to the practice of the welcome song. Among the many
strange phenomena wrought by the great spirit of the time
was the composition of this song: for the composer, the
head-pundit of the school, had lived sixty-seven years
without’any poetic activity. The refrain of the song still
raises echoes in me. Its literal translations would be: 'O
mighty minister, tell us, do tel] us, How do you nurse this
long and broad universe! (5VOS 68-69),

Things seemed to go smoothly until it was found that the
visiting minister’s white cap was missing. A crisis dawned in that
remote village, "Mysterious, mysterious! repeated the Public
Relations Officer. ' fear, it may have devastating effects pn the
politics of our country,” (SVOS 72) he prophesied,

The child who knew the mystery of the missing cap passed it
on to Shri Moharana, in confidence. But Shri Moharana could not
divulge the bare fact. He told the agitated minister that a noble
soul, an ardent admirer of the minister, had taken the ca paway to
retain it as a sacred memento and, in return, had donated one
hundred and one rupees for the minister's charity fund. It was
announced in the mammoth public meeting to prolonged
applause. But just before the minister's departure, the crude truth
revealed. The cap had been stolen by a half domesticated
monkey, who most genially restored it to its owner.

Shri Moharana's political ambition did not go any farther.
The minister too was forgotten soon. " strongly feel th-t it was
the episode of the cap that changed the course of their lives”
(8VOS 77) concludes the narraior who, as a child, was a witness

Shri Moharana had never spoken a lie. But when, under a
compelling situation, he had to depart from his truthfulness, he
had to do so before several thousand people. His nature could
not stand this unexpected demand. The best he could do was to

———




Fron Realisir to Sublime 23

refrain from proceeding any farther in politics, if he were o
remain close to his Swadharma, Similar demands, no doubt, would
have obliged many others, the more ambitious ones, to smoothen
their Smadharma and continue in politics,

The minister, who for a while lived in the fool's paradise of
his growing popularity, received the shock of his life. But he too,
as a living soul, must have grown within through this episode of
disillusionment.

Disillusionment, indeed, is a cardinal force in the stories of
Manoj Das. But his handling of this element is original and
purposeful. Through disillusionment his characters grow. An
example is "A Night in the Life of a Mayor™.

The Mayor is quite proud of his achievement in life. He
laughs at his old professor, who (also a member of the
corporation council) is upset over a stray cow chewing up his
grand daughter’s psychology note-books.

The same evening the mayor was having a dip in the river at
a lonely spot leaving his trouser and his shirt on the bank. Invthe
water he was obliged to take off his underwear too and it slipped
off his hand. Imagine his predicament when, crawling ashore, he
finds the notorious cow moving away, his half-eaten clothes still
clinging to its mouth. ,

His open car on the bank soon rouses suspicion in some
passing officers. The police arrive. The naked mayor lets himself
be drifted away resting on a small cance. [le had not been alone
for a long time. Under the starry sky he has a dialogue with
himself. At dawn a little girl comes to his rescue by sacrificing her
soiled frock for him and then, upon learning that he was a ‘big
man’, by fetching a towel for him.

Back in his town, the first thing the mayor does is to
apologise to his professor. He had realized to what helplessness
one could be reduced any moment. "] believe, I earned my
adulthood last night,” (DHOS 62) he says.

Manoj Das evidently believes in the continuity of life. The
psychic growth one experiences in life can perhaps go with him
to his next incarnation, In some of his characters we see Lhis point
of growth arriving at the last moment. In "Birds at Twilight”
Kumar Tukan Roy, an illegitimate son of a Raja Sahib and a
bachelor, has been accustomed to leading a care-free life. Even
when times have changed with the fall of the feudal system, he
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has apparently not chan ged. He shoots down birds and there js a
friend to cook them for him.

One evening, as he is about to pull his trigger, the bird
aimed at (Ties away, Instead of feeling disappointed, Roy runs
pacing with its flight along the valley, propelled by a queer sort
of joy. He soon finds it great fun to make covey after covey of
birds fly.

Afnight he frees the solitary tiger, the last member of a gmall
20, the late Raja Sahib has founded. In a bid to teach the
reluctant tiger how to run, he runs along with it, giving it a lead
till both enter the farest,

They are followed by a party of officials who think that Roy
was being chased by the tiger. The two found locked together
and the tigef is shot down, but Raoy too, is no more — though
without a scratch on his body.

The thrill Roy was experiencing at the flight of birds was
only a sign of his soul's readiness to fly into a new horizon;
through making the tiger lest its freedom. Such poignant
moments in life ~ and the changes they mean — are strictly
personal.  Others, however Sympathetic, are not likely to
understand them just as the officials fail to understand why Roy
died.

How one grows almost mad when this touch of freedom

. comes, is the theme of "The Kite”,

Kunja is a prisoner, but a most obedient one. A master kite-
flyer in his childhood, he grows nostalgic at the sight of a kite
hanging on a tree-top, while being led with the fellow-prisoners
from one place to another. In his mind the process of recollecting
the days gone by are gathering momentum when suddenly a gust
of wind releases the suspended kite and it is swept towards the
horizon.

Kunja reaches the sea. The kite perhaps has set over it, He
Jumps over the waves. "He was beginning to fly, he folt” (CL 119),

The palice jeep stopped at the brink of the . ater. Two
perplexed fishermen pointed their fingers showing the direction
the prisoner had gone,

There were clouds and lightnings in the horizon. The
narrator observes: "Sudderly the jailor and the sy perintendent of
police began to feel small for no reason whatever. As though the
lightning and the thunder and the laughter of the wind and the
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sea’s roar were the kith and kin of Kunja who gave them the
slip — they felt" (CL 119).

The community’s failure to appreciate the subtle workings of
an individual consciousness is shown most pointedly in an
unforgettable story “Lakshmi’s Adventure”. /

A little girl creeps into a shrine and pours out her problems ’
before the deity. The problems range from if God cannol hear
prayers properly unless they are sent up through microphones, to
her grappling with arithmetic. Engrossed, she feels as if the deity
toa is talking to her and asking her to take away a pair of bananas -
offered to him.

As the little one is leaving with the bananas, the priest who
was lying asleep wakes up. He gives her a chase taking her tobe a
thief, Others join in the chase, The terrified girl, in a daze, enters
a pond. Her father wades his way through the crowd and leads
her away, afterthe two bananas are recovered by the authorities.

Down with a fever, the girl dies. Her death is interpreted by
the people as the consequence of her stealing from their deity,
whereas the truth is quite different. Her soul has left.the I:Lnd:.r
becausc of too unworthy an environment.

But the priest is shown to be realizing his error at raising a
hasty scare. He mumbles: "God! Next time let this sinner be born
without a tongue!” (DHOS 77). 3

The flashes of soul are not always revealed through such
radical turns in the lives of the characters. There can be sublime
moments, gestures, and dreams that bear the stamp of something
more in man than the mind. In "A Letter From the Last Spring”,
we meet another little girl, who not knowing that her mother is
dead is awaiting her promijsed letter. As she keeps standing on
her balcony for hours on end everyday, looking for the postman,
a refired man regards her regularly. Thinking that the old man,
too was waiting in vain for a letter from his mother, the little one
sends as a gift the only letter she had ever received from her
mother, to the old man = a noble gesture that can come only from
a motherly sympathy welling out the child's innermost being,

A subtle communication between two souls Is the theme of
"The Brothers”. The elder brother had fought for the country’s
freedom, Once a rising star in politics, he finds himsell lost in the
whirlpool of corruption. The younger brother, under their 2
father's prudent advice, has pursued a career and has become a
success in life. Spending a number of years abroad the younger
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Brother returms home to find the elder brother almost given up
by all Lor an Impossible mental case,

Suddenly the younger brother receives a slap. When a boy
he had been threatened with this consequence if he smoked
Aguin = and the elder brother had found him smoking now. The
elder brother, of cburse, realizes the folly of his action and breaks
down. But the slap has worked. The younger brother has
forgotten all the subsequent developments. He sees the bare
loving soul of his helpless and hopelessly idealist brother. The
two brothers understand each other.

Manoj Das's stories have many aspects, as his range is very
wide. But the most noteworthy trait of his works is hjs powerful

C. Transcendence

A great trait of the heritage of Indian literature has been the
transcendent quality inherent in the characters. They may be
into a whirlpool of crises; they may be found to be
intricately involved in a mundane situation, but the triumph or
defeat on the surface is not the last word in their destiny. The
Pandavas do not “arrive’ at their destination with their victory in
the Mahabharata war, Their journey continues as they undertake
the arduous travel through the Himalayas. In llango Adigal's
Silapathigaram Kannaki does not rest satisfied with avenging her
husband’s death; she takes to the life of a mystic and finally
transcends not only her human qualities but also her human
limitations.

This truth of transcendence accounts for the spirit of several
short stories of Manoj Das - marking a progress from realism to
the sublime, reminding us of Longfellow’s "The Light of Stars";
"Know how sublime a thing it is/ To suffer and be strong”,

The touch of the sublime in the stories comes not in any set

habit; but he hag realized his folly. Such however are the
circumstances, that he can do precious little to undo the tragedy,
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He can only atone for it in his own silent sutfering and in his
resolve to be a better man when reborn. 2

It is a tragedy because Lakshmi does not survive the shock.
But her death when viewed in keeping with the writer’s concept
of death, is nothing but a doorway into a worthier environment,
"The material or physical causes of death are not its sole or its true
cause; its inmost reason is the spiritual necessity for the evolution
of a new being" ( The Life Divine 822) says 5ri Aurobindo, the
master in whose vision of reality Manoj Das reposes his faith
(Amrite Bazar Patrika, April 29, 19689).

Vilas Singh, the chief character in the short story "The
Vengeance" wants to put an end to the life of Bahadur who
snalched not only his Sumati but also his savings of a decade. But
Bahadur had given him the final slip, bringing his five-year-old
enterprise to a futile end. When he reaches home, he sees his
newborn son. He is aghast at discovering the child bearing the
delicate miniature of the wound he had once inflicted on
Bahadur. Hidamba Baba's words have come true. How radically
the values and passions change when our vision is not confined
to one life, but goes beyond it! Who is an enemy and who is a
friend? Vilas will now dote on the very ‘person’ on whom he
eagerly wanted to wreak vengeance. '

Roy Sahib, at the end of the story titled "Trespassers” has
learnt his lesson. There was a time when he drove away the
narrator (as a boy) and reprimanded him for trespassing iito his
mangion. But now he plays with the narrator's son. Sahib’s sons
who once took orders from their father now take them from their
wives, At his cld age, Roy Sahib needs company. This idea is well
expressed in the last two lines of the story: "Roy Sahib's glittering
denture rested on the table. And without that, he looked
beautiful” (VOS5 56). His is a sublime progress from rudeness to.
loving indulgence. Likewise, in "Miss Moberley’s Targets® , Miss
Moberley — a failure in her loves — remembers all her lovers by
naming her dogs after them. Disappointed in life, she finds
consolation with her aged friends. In the end she begins to see a
guardian in everyone. Sadhu Baba of "The Murderer" was once
known as Dabu Sahukar, the reputed moneylender and litigant.
Thirty years after his supposed death at the hands of Binu, an
orphan and an honest man in the service of Dabu who employed
him for realizing his dues from his debtors. It took little or no
time for the villagers to identity him. The news gpread at
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lightning speed. Sadlhu Baba's presence had spread a festive spirit
over the area. Hundreds came to have a look at him. And on the
day of Baba's departure, the much dreaded murderer Binu also
came. After releasing his feet from Binu’s clutch with great care,
Sadhu Baba said to the crowd: "Who says Binu had not killed
me?” (VOS 8) Of course, we know that the celebrated murderer
never did it. But the granny at the end of the story informs her
grandchildren thus: "Binu had of course beheaded Dabu
Sahukar. It was the grace of the ascetic that joined his body and
head together and gave him life - a new life" (VOS 8). Her words
give a meaning to the question asked by Sadhu Baba. It is: the
evil genius in him had been killed and he had been given a new
life, The reputation of a murderer attached to Binu only
symbaolized his death = which was a regeneration.

The capacity for transcendence, a moment which alone can
bring one the taste of the sublime, remains hidden in man. It may
come out to the surface sometimes through the destruction of the
very idea or object to which one is deeply attached. Man may
cling to his pet fancy, sure that he will suffer when deprived of it,
but his experience may be quite different when the thing is really
lost.

"The Statue Breakers are Coming' seems to be a clear
example of this truth. Yameshwar Gupta, a retired politician, fears
that his own statue which he had got erected through his
admirers when in power, may be destrayed by some anarchists
who were out to demolish the memory of the old guard. Several
statues had been bombed by them. Gupta desperately tries to
alert the authorities, but nobody seems to take it seriously. One
night Gupta himself goes out to survey his statue. To his
excitement he finds some dubious characters maving about the
statue. He is sure that they intend to destroy it. A member of the
gang climbs the statue, obviously to survey something else.
Gupta is disillusioned when he secs the gang about to leave the
place without even making a seratch on his statue, He challenges
them to answer what right they had to use the statue as a mere
pedestal. The gang is nervous; while fleeing it hurls a bomb at the
statue, shattering it in the process,

We don't find Gupta a¥rustrated man as a result. Along with
the statue is gone his egoistic fondness for fame; the destruction
of the statue - a day realistic incident = suddenly becomes
symbolic of his transcendence and the sublime in him emerging
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to the forefront. And the narrator of the story comments: "The
next morning and the days that followed saw Guptaji unusually
bright. He breathes contentment. ‘Life without a statue is just
wonderful” He reminds himself at times. He spends his time
visiting old friends and laughs a lot” (DHOS 7},

Comic or tragic experiences at the physical plane often
produce some effect at another level Death of Lily in "Dusky
Horizon" does mot simply occur as a tragedy. The memory
inspires the sublime in all the three characters involved. One
becomes a writer, another a sage and the last one realizes with a
bang that the memory of Lily should have left an impact on his
life and he sheds tears under the impression that it had not. But
in his shedding tears we feel the touch of the sublime.

The experience of the sublime is a strictly inner process and
no external facility can earn it for anybody.

But the external factor came to add to the process. A Crack
of Thunder® demonstrates this fact. The Zamindar is bent upon
violating the modesty of a dumb girl wha is blissfully ignorant of
his motive, Suddenly the Zamindar’s motherless little ; son
appears on the scene. He finds in her a wonderful model for
Goddess Durga and he puts on a crown on her head and begins
drawing her picture. A moment comes when the Zamindar is
bewildered at looking at her, for she suddenly creates in his mind
the illusion of being a deity! Unconsciously he folds his hands. It
is a moment of revelation for him of the truth that there is the
mother hidden in every women, as well as of the truth that even
the villain has the capacity in him to recognise it.

While reading Manoj Das’s stories, one tends to agree with
Thomas Paine’s observation on the sublime and the ridiculous:
"The sublime and the ridiculous are often so nearly related that it
is difficult to class them separately. One step above the sublime
makes the fidiculous; and one step above the ridiculous makes
the sublime again® ( The Age of Reason, 273).

‘What the late KP.S. Menon wrote to Manoj Das way back in
1967, after reading A Song for Sunday and Other Stories, Manoj
Das's first collection of stories in English, was similar:
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Many Worlds of Manoy Das

August 27,1967 Palat House,

Ottapalam,
Kerala.

My Dear Manoj,

| read = and re-read - your stories and enjoyed them
immensely. [ do not know if "enjoyed" is the right word.
Beneath the bubbling gaicty of even the happier stories
there is an undertone of sadness, so characteristic of Indian
life. One reflects how thin is the partition between joy and
sorrow, sanity and madness, adolescence and adulthood,
dream and reality. But reflection is an aftermath; one simply
enjoys the stories and, so on re-reading them one feels that
there is more in them than meets the eye.

My old collector, ].C. Molony, used to say that even the
best of Indians writing in English reminds him of a man who
plays the piano with a stick instead of with his fingers. But

no one will think so about your stories, /
With kind regards,
Yours sincerely,
(5d.) !C.P& Menon.
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Relationships

A. Human Relationships

We are born into a sociefy, not into a vacuum. The moment
we are born, we immediately become one of a group of people
and we establish a kind of relationship with the others in the
society. This association with our fellow beings lasts for the rest
of our lives. It also determines our success or failure with them in
work or play.

A family has many angles. The birth of a child makes a
perfect triangle and marks a realignment of functions and duties.
The husband becomes a father, and the wife a mother. The
excitement with which parents view their newbom baby is of
course an expression of their love for her or him; but it also
chows their awareness, conscious or unconscious, that the future
of this small, helpless individual depends on their wisdom as well
as on her or his own endowment,

Marriage is not regarded as finally consummated unless and
until a child is born. "Historically and evolutionally,” observes Dr.
Joseph Tenenbaum, *motherhood precedes marriage. In the
whole kingdom of nature, procreation is the most outstanding
fact, the greatest mystery, the holiest sacrament. It is a basic
biological function, while marrifige is an institution based on
social convention” (The Ridile of Woman 270).

There are not many stories by Manoj Das in which the
family relationship among the characters is the theme or the plot.
However, one relationship that projects itself, though in flashes,
but with a sustained prominence, is the relationship between the'
mother and the child, or, to be more specific, the mother as seen
by the child.

"The Third Person’ is the story where the institution of
motherhood can be said to be the theme. Along a long road is
situated a solitary inn. One rainy night a couple take shelter
there. The innkeeper has fixed a certain amount as rent for the
two persons. But by the time the day breaks out, the two have
become three — the woman having given birth to a male child,
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The mean innkeeper is piqued at being deprived of the rent for
the third person. A funny situation suddenly assumes a different
character with the proud mother appearing in the scene. Her
change from an ordinary woman to a mother = the new status
and autherity she has acquired — changes the whole situation.
The new mother, with the child in her arms ready to board a
bullock-cart, steps in and asks her husband to pay for the third
person who, she claims, has his dignity as a man, "Give him the
full rent for the baby. Why should my child remain indebted to
such a fellow from his very birth? He has his own dignity!
(5SMD 65) she asserts, She gocs out triumphant, her husband
basking in her glory following her = reducing the innkeeper with
his profit to the state of the utterly vanquished. Motherhood is
deep concentpated love,

The next story, also belonging to an earlier stage to which
"The Third Person® belongs, is "The substitute for the Sitar” in
which the mother is prominent. Living with her husband in a
frontier town where the young mother begins to play the sitar for
some change in her monotonous life, she unexpectedly finds a
rival in her little daughter. About the reaction of the daughter to
the arrival of the sitar, the narrator comments: "Meena, who at
first had looked quite pleased with the novel look of the
instrument, developed a furious jealousy towards it for the
unexpected treatment it had received from her mother. Her

“mother’s attention and embrace were exclusively hers and to her
there was no scope for any compromise regarding this® (SSMD
106). The enfant-terrible would dive into her lap as soon as she
would take the musical instrument in her arms. Crisis comes one
day when the mother grows a little adamant and continues to
play the sitar despite the child's vehement claim to her attention
and the child disappears! Frantic search yields no result. The
desolate landscape, the steep rocky slopes give rise to many
misgivings, but the child is discovered lying inside the case
meant for the sitar, waiting to jump into her weeping mother's
anxious arms.

The events are recollected by the nostalgic father years later,
when he receives the news of his bright daughter receiving
laurels as a sitar-player. By then the young artiste’s mother is no
more, but it becomes obvious that the daughter’s talents have
flourished only on the mother's sacrifice of her own pleasure in
playing the sitar,
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Discussing love in his book The Riddle of Womuan, Dr. Joseph
Tenenbaum writes: "All love is based on the sadistic-masochistic,
pleasure-pain principle, and mother love, mare than anything
else, approaches this principle. The urge to punish a child for

tty infractions is said to be stronger in the mother than in the
father. Her holy patience with the child’s demands on her time
and physical strength, the intense pleasure of suffering for the
sake of the child, have an uncanny admixture of unholy
masochism” (275).

The sacrifices and silent absorption of shocks by the mother
lies as a backdrop in several other stories of Manoj Das. The
backdrop sometimes prominent and sometimes faint "but always
deep in its effect like the warbling of the sea, be it loud or mild,
which always speaks of vastness and a grandeur” as Manoj Das
wrote to this author in his letter dated May 20, 1988 conveying
the impression an Indian mother or the institution of
motherhood had indelibly left in his mind.

The story with the mother as a prominent backdrop = but
nothing more than a backdrop — is "Lakshmi’s Adventure”, Here

_the little Lakshmi who has sneaked into the deity’s presence
taking advantage of the priest's midday slumber, begins
narrating to the deity her experiences of men and mice, Once she
is tempted to buy a frock exhibited in a shop and both her
parents are about to set out in order to buy it for her, when the
money-lender arrives and obliges them to part with the amount
they were to spend on the frock. Lakshmi reports to the deity:

I told mummy, | had no desire really to buy a frock from
the bazaar. All that [ wanted was to make a frock out of a
tomn but beautiful saree which I had seen lying useless in her
trunk for a long time!

You can certainly guess, God, that | lied to mummy. | had
in fact seen a beauntiful frock displayed at the window of a
shop in a bazaar which | would have loved to put on.

Mummy sat down to make a frock out of her old sarce
that very evening. She tried her best to hide her tears from
me. Only once before had [ seen mummy weeping. That was
when papa was sick and the man with the lathi banged on
our door, Mummy opened the door and told him that papa
was away and would return after a week. After the money-
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lapcler left, 1 whispered my surprise to her: ‘Mummy, didn’t
you tell me that it was wrong to tell a lie? Mummy
andwered, ‘It is wrong. | am unfortunate that the
clreumstances compelled me to utter a lie.” She than took me
into her lap and said, ‘But you will grow up to a much better
woman. You will not tell a lie under any circumstances’,

But, God, I saw mummy, after a while, weeping secretly.
And I should tell you what I realized then? My mummy
might have uttered a lie, but she was never a liar. All the rest
in the world may be liars, but not my mummy. She is above
all (CL 51-52).

Lakshmi’s casual report perhaps says a lot more about the
author’s vision of the mother seen through a child than a full
story devoted to the theme could have said.

The institution of motherhood receives yet another tribute
at another plane, in a situation that is moderately farcical, but
charged with suspense in the story titled "The Concubine”. In a
small town the earstwhile capital of a small feudatory state now
abolished, a former prince aspires to get elected (i the state
legislature. Some progressive young men who propose to launch
a local news magazine and are also determined to fight the
vestiges of feudalism, are ready to confront the prince. But the
shy prince hardly appears in public. However, a woman of the
palace, a concubine of his late father, is canvassing for him among
the women voters. They are mte_t;‘_;w at a grove. The progressive
men appear there unexpectedly. Thiy had resolved to embarrass
the woman by expasing her character before her audience. And
after passing through some anxious moments, their leader
succeeds in pronouncing, in response to her affectionate
observation that they were too young to recognize her, that she
was a concubine of the late Raja.

The result is unexpected. She wipes her tears and asks her
attendant to entertain the boys to luddoos. Her personality is
dominated by the consciousness of a mother:

Sati Devi wiped her eyes and said again, ‘1 thought you
children of yesterday won't know me at all. The fact is, I
rarely come out of the palace. But I should tell you, while
dying, the Rani had told me entreatingly, “Sati, take care of
my son!” That is why I am out. I go from village to village
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asking the women to vote for the boy, If the Raja were alive,
he would have fleeced me alive, But let us not speak of that
demon, The boy, however, is as innocent as a calf” (CL 166).

The satire in the situation on those who recognize only the
superficial aspects of a woman's personality and ignore the
dominant element in her character is subtle, but unmistakable.

"A Letter From the Last Spring" is a story entirely built
around a child's longing for her mother though that again cannot
be said to be the theme of the story. The child waits for a letter
from her mother who, she believes, is in a sanatorium whereas
really she is no more. As the child waits for the pastman leaning
from her balcony, an old man cbserves her from the opposite
terrace. One day, to his great surprise, the old man finds a letter
sent to him by the child. It was the only letter the child has
received from her mother. Thinking that the old man too longed
for a letter from his mother, the child had decided to surrender
her most precious property to him! Thus has the little girl played
the mother to the old man.

Presence of this element of the mother in different women
characters, even in a female child, is a significant trait in Manoj
Das’s stories. It is this quality that impresses us in the child we
meet in "A Night in the Life of a Mayor® who provides a towel to
the naked mayor.

The finest aspect of the institution of the mother in Indian
life and literature has thus pervaded the stories of Mano] Das
even though he does not exclusively, devote a story to the theme.
His stories that have references to mother remind us of the
Chilean poet Gabriela Mistra’s lyrical poems devoted to the
theme of motherhood.

The relationship between two brothers is the plot of the
story "The Brothers”. The idealist elder brother who had joined
the freedom struggle is at a loss in a changing situation when he
finds many using the goodwill of patriotism to promote their
careers. The younger brother was quite pragmatic and in his
legitimate pursuance of a decent career he has lived gs a doctor in
the West for a long time. He retums to India, to f?nd his elder
brother looked down upon by all as a mental case. While he is
wondering whether to lead his brother to any asylum or not, he
receives a slap on his cheek — a slap that has remained suspended
for years. In his childhood he had been once caught smoking
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stealthily. The elder brother had spared him of a slap in lieu of his
promise never to smoke again. But he was now smokin B

Soon the elder brother realizes his blunder. He weeps. In
that poignant situation the highly sophisticated younger brother
sees himself only as a kid. He too weeps. What is more, he
suddenly wakes up to the truth that his elder brother was not
mad after all. "Brother”, he says at the end, "you must accompany
me to my place of work. 1 shall earn. You will use my earning for
the needy. I have no desire to hoard, Once the period of my
contract with the hospital is over, we shall be back here and you
will lead me into the villages. My services shall be at your
disposal” (VOS 34).

A clash between idealism and pragmatisms also the theme
of "The Old Man and the Camel*. The old father, a revolutionary
of the olden days, who does not approve of the new politics is an
embarrassment to his son, a politician who has become 4 minister.
The old man had an unfulfilled desire from his school days and
that was to see camels, One day when the old:man is determined
to interfere in an affair which it is for his son to tackle, he is lured
away by his grandson who announces of the arrival of a caravan
of camels outside the town. The little one has done so at his
father's behest, bribed with a slab of chucolate. When the old
man discovers this, he is more sorry for the deception to which
‘the next generation is subjected than for the deception to which
he has been subjected, The child repents and the grandfather and
the grandson became united in a "brotherhood of sorrow”, to use
a term from H.G. Wells.

The complexity of relationship, of human bondage, outside
the family is deftly portrayed in stories like "The Dusky Hour"
and "He Who Rode the Tiger". In the former, Aunty Roopwati, a
leading lady in the freedom struggle who later is shunned by her
compatriots for her sharp tongue, claims that in her youth, all the
prominent figures of today had fallen in love with her at one time
or another. But when she claims that even Chinmoy Babu - the
loftiest figure in state politics - too had once showed signs of
loving her by trying to caress her in darkn ess, people take her to
be crazy. Her claim grows louder as Chinmoy Babu climbs higher
in his career. A defunct politician, Dhani Chowdhury, comes
remporarily to limelight through a confession that in fact it was
he who had ventured at caressing Roopwati and not Chinmoy
Babu!
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The pussips gather momentum because of an election, but
Roopwati suddenly dies. When the election is over and Chinmoy
Babu's victory is certain and is quiet, the narrator sees, by chance,
Chinmoy Babu in a situation which makes him wonder, "Was the ;
confession of the ex-treasurer, Dhani Chowdhury, true?” (SVOS§ :
124).

In "He Who Rode the Tiger", the relationship between a
father (the foolish king) and the son (the shy but enlightened
prince) assumes an allegorical significance. A tiger has got
accidentally trapped. Many are the aspirants to ride it. But, of
course, it is ultimately the king's privilege to do so. Unfortunately
he is too fat for the occasion. Hence he summons his son and
orders him to ride the beast on his behalf. The reluctant son is
cbliged to obey him and the tiger's ties are snapped. The beast
walks away. It is too late when the king thinks of his son’s returm,
Only his blood-stained clothes are found.

The allegory is in a new generation bearing the burden of
the sins of an older generation = in this case a futile love lor
vanity.
In Manoj Das’s portrayal of human relationship, generally
the positive elements like love, and trust dominate over other
traits barring a few of them, like the aforesaid one which ismore -
a fantasy than a realistic story, But the portrayal takes an ironical
turmn in *The Vengeance®, The hero who is yearning to take
revenge on his enemy and has spent much time and energy
pursuing him, suddenly finds the enemy dead. He s
disappointed. Even the enemy’s death seems to him like the
enemy’s triumph over him through a trick. Then he is back home,
soothed at the news that a son is born to him, But there awaits
the greatest shock for him = for he has reasons to believe that the
new born child was none other than a reincarmnation af hs
enemy.

But even in this story, the message given in a negative
process, is quite eloquent by implication. One can never truly
avenge oneself for one's enemy cannot only give one the slip
through death, but also can stage a comeback in a totally
unexpected manner = putting one to an utterly helpless state,
Vilas Singh is deprived of his vengeance by a trick of destiny.
Hence empathy and understanding are the basis of relationship,
not hatred and passion for revenge.
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The impact of human relationship is vividly and deeply
portrayed in his novelette *The Dusky Horizon®. In fact, the
tactor of human relationship can be described as the very theme
of this work of fiction. A charming little girl, Lily, born and
brought up in a town by her progressive parents and
grandparents, visits her ancestral village with her grandfather.
(By then she had lost her parents).

The village urchins have their leader in Hatu, an ambitious
little tyrant. He and his two lieutenants find in the smart
bespectacled, well-dressed Lily an unexpected challenge to their
way of life and their authority. The trio decides to humiliate her,
not realizing thar their "envy is a kind of praise® as John Gay put
it. But, with her supérior intelligence, courage and above all her
charitable disposition, Lily soon physically captures one of them
and then captivates all,

Now, Lily is their philosopher and they are her friends and
guides,

In a rapid exchange of ideas and experiences, the three
friends wake up to the wonders of Lily’s enlightened world
while Lily is enchanted by the mysteries of the village - the
ghosts who frequent some lonely corners of the village at night
and the wooded hill that looks like a peacock.

Lily’s company thrills the three rustic boys and, proud to act
as her guides, they lead her to the Peacock Hill. Tragedy strikes
the party as a storm breaks out and the boys get separated from
Lily. They climb down the hill with difficulty and are back home,
Late in the night a search party discovers Lily = lying dead in a
gorge,

This outline will hardly convey the tragic grip of the story,
for equally poignant incidents mark the past of the grandfather
who survives Lily. But looked from the angle of relationship that
has been built by between the trio and Lily, ths story can be said
to have begun with Lily’s death, for their brief relationship has,
consciously or unconsciously, greatly influencec: che future
course of the trio’s life. Each has chosen his awn way, but in their
old age it is found that Lily continued to live in them and to
mould their destiny. They have tried to recreate her or keep her
alive because they have never been able to shake off their share
in her march into the jaws of death,

This moving novelette which has miny shades of
Rignificance in it, shows that the effect of relationship is a highly
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relative experience. A relationship spread over years may not
mean much whereas one lasting o briel hour may alter the course
of one's life. This relativity becomes vivid in "The Bridge in the
Moonlit Night". A romantic relationship between the young
college teacher Ashok and one of his students, a shy young lady
has been forgotten by all concerned but one = the one who has
been the courier of the young lady’s only letter to the anxious
Ashok but who had tomn the letter to shreds and thrown into the
river, After over half a century the affair suddenly surges up in
their memory and culminates in a dramatic finale.

In the world of Manoj Das's short stories, the relationship
between characters is not confined to human beings. "Ot Man
and Monkey" is a story showing the development of a fond
relationship between a circus clown and a monkey. That, of
course, is one of the writer's rare incursions beyond the human
sphere of characters. What is more important is the element of

transcendence hidden in the formal relationships — elevating

them or tending to elevate them to a higher plane,
B. Relationship with Death

"What is the greatest wonder in the world?" asked the
Yaksha in the Mahablarata, And Yudhishtra replied: "Everyday
men see creatures depart to Yama's abode and yet those who
remain seek to live forever. This verily is the greatest wonder.”
Therein lies the mystery of death.

One of the Greek legends — the Riddle of the Sphinx —
contains in it the mystery of death and a great message too.

A frightful monster, the Sphinx was a strange creature
shaped like a winged lion, but with the breast and face of a
waoman, the paws of a dog and a serpent for its tail. Beside a
meadow and atop a hill it lay in wait for the wayfarers along the
roads to the city and whoever it saw it put a riddle to, telling
them if they could answer it, it would let them go.

"What creature,” the Sphinx asked the wayfarers, "goes on
four feet'in the morning, on two as the day grows, and on three
in the evening?”

No one could answer the riddle of the Sphinx, and the
horrible creature devoured man after man.

It was after a long time, Oedipus, the hero of great courage
and wisdom, in his lonely wanderings, happened to pass that
way. "Man," answered he, as the Sphinx threw its riddle at him.




a0 Many Worlds of Manaj Das

"In childhood," he continued, “they creep on hands and feet; in
aduithood they walk erect; in old age they help themselves with
a staff." It was the right answer. The Sphinx, inexplicably, but
mast fortunately, killed itself, by plunging headlong into the
ravines from the mountain on which it stood.

Interpreting the legend in his Mystery of Denth {the summary
of a series of his talks in Bombay in 1983 and published as a
booklet) Manoj Das observes: "The symboiism is unmistakable.
The Sphinx, as is obvious from its very composition, is unreal and
it represents death. The irony is, the answer itself does not know
itself. The day man knows himself, death ceases to be real” (23).

Perhaps that was the reason why Socrates like the
Upanishadic Seers said: "Know Thyzelf". Perhaps that was the
reason why he drank the cup of hemlock with a brightened face
and a smile lingering on his lips. Once we know what life is we
will know what deatl, is.

What then is death?

To putitin simple language, death is the final withdrawal of
consciousness from its cutermost form, the physical body.

Poets and philosophers have said that death is nothing bad,
death is nothing evil, it is just restful - a great rest, like sleep.
James S. Perkins, a well known authority on reincamation and
occult sciences, writes thus while comparing death with sleep:

Dying 15 very much the same experience as going to sleep,
" which everyone does during some portion of the twenty
four hour daily cycle. No healthy person is rendered uneasy
or fearful by this routine demand. If our attitude toward
going 1o sleep were analogous to the common superstitions
about dying, there would be endless added fears and
oceasions for grief. Happily everyone is quite certain that he
will wake up tomorrow moming. Is it not significant that
one of the joys of life is that of becoming physically
unconscious at regular intervals? We greet sleep amiably
because of the anticipated renewal of strength and vitality.
Sleep refreshes us, returning to a state of well-being and
eager interest in what is happening in the world about us
and to us. [t would be only reasonable to view death and
rebirth as a largest cycle of refreshment and renewal. This
would be the normal outlook if man's instinctive "Soul
Knowledge® about this matter were permitted to govern his
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attitudes, rather than the fears and the beliels that are
instilled in him as a result of life's circumstances (Through
Death to Rebirth 54-55).

Therefore to say that the immortal soul which has come
forth from the highest heaven into incarnation in the three lower
worlds of matter, i.e. consciousness = to labour and create in,
matter to experience its impacts, to endure and to struggle for
mastery for force and form, retires homewards for refreshment
will be no exaggeration. The focal centre of the Self is there, not
here. The earth is the "bourne” from which every traveller returns
to his native land, the realm of the soul.

Sei Aurobindo has given us an admirable definition of death
in his epic poem Sapiiri:

Although Death walks besi de us on life’s road,
a dim bystander at the body’s start.

And alast judgement on man’s futile warks,
Other s the riddle of its ambiguous face:
Death is a stair, a door, a stumbling stride’

The soul must take to cross from birth to birth,

A grey defeat pregnant with victory,
A whip to lash us towards our deathless state (600-601).

Many other thinkers too, among them Plato, Kant, Tolstoy,
believe that the human soul is not a brief player, condemned to
say one brief line upon the stage of fime and then make a final
exit. The Divine playwright surely could not have written his
drama so poorly — prepared all the resplendent scenery of the
earth as a prelude to the appearance of the hero = Man = only to
permit him the stammering sentence of a brief moment of time =
this life = and then make both him and the drama of existence
ludicrous by eternal silence. Say the thinkers, this earth is but the
prologue and many a rich act has been prepared for man in other
worlds. :

Whether ane agrees or disagrees with these; speculative
arguments on behalf of life beyond the grave, one should always
remember that there are other forms of immortality besides
personal survival. Joshua Loth Liebman, the rabbi of Temple
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lsrael, Boston, and one of the leading preachers in America in his
enlightening discussion on immortality writes thus:

Man perhaps displays his most remarkable and his mast
unselfish genius when he turmns from the thought of
individual immortality of the human race, when he transfers
his allegiance from his own small ego to mankind a8 a
whaole. Man at that moment transcends himself; his own life
becomes significant as one link in the magnetic chain of
humanity. The more we concentrate upon the immortality of
mankind, strangely enough, the richer becomes our own
individual life. As we link ourselves to all the heroes and
sages and martyrs) to all the poets and thinkers of every rate
and clime, we become a part of a great and moving drama.
We find along the road of the ages so many good
campanions, It is the miracle of our intellect that we are
enable to leap over spacxand ignore time and link ourselves
in imagination with all the master builders of civilization
and culture everywhere. We share, then, in the immortality
of mankind as a whole as we come to identify ourselves with
the wisest thoughts, the noblest ideals, the richest music of
the centuries...

_Most of us, however, have the infinitely greater privilege
{which we take too much for granted) of moulding the
spiritual and destiny of the generations that come after us,
Men and women whom we influence by the example of our
lives, the children who are touched by the flame of our
spirits = it is in them that we live on and find our eternal
significance (Peace of Mind 130-131).

Manoj Das, a believer in life beyond life, tackles the theme of
man's relationship with death in his short stories in different
Ways.

One truth that emerges from the varied ways in which death
is treated by him is, though death on a physical phenomenon is
the same, it does not mean the same thing for all. Death serves
chiefly four purposes in the short stories of Manoj Das. They are:
a) Death as the need of the soul; b) Death resulting from an acute
demand by the vital passions; ¢) Death utilised to reveal the
characters of those alive; and d) Death as symbolic of an era or
tradition,
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Manoj Das is a believer in the mystic purpose of death. If the
coul of the individual does not find the environment around its
bodily existence quite conducive to its  fruitful living or
experience it will leave the body under some pretext. The most
natural illustration of this theory is "Sita’s Marriage”. As a little
girl, when Sita hardly understood the distinction between
dreams and reality, in her innocence she has married Lord Rama.
She might have grown up as a normal girl = within the social
milieu of her father, a college teacher, but her inner psychic being
ceems to have remained fixed in her childhood commitment.
Read in this light, the deceptive simplicity and matter-of-fact
meaning of the concluding sentence of the story became
significant: "Today 1 received the most unfortunate news that
after a slight attack of fever, our sweet little Sita has passed away”
(SSMD 123).

For the narrator who had seen Sita as a child, she is "little".
But what is meant is, she remains the child she was so far as her
innocence and transparent faith were concerned. And the small
paragraph preceding the last line puts forth the cause of her
death: "after a slight attack of fever". Her father was arranging for
her marriage though she was showing her unwillingness for it.
There was nothing unusual in her father trying to get her
married; neither was there anything unusual in her feeling
reluctant to give her consent to it, but what was unusual was her
coul. It could not have thrived in an ordinary worldly condition.
Hence death comes to her rescue. :

All the souls in need of a speedy evolution or change of
physical environment and choosing death as a means for
achieving this result are not as lucky as Sita. In "Lakshmi’s
Adventure” we meet almost Sita’s fwin in Lakshmi - yet another
little girl who believes that she is talking to the deity and in a
state of complete obliviousness of the reality, believes that the
deity has offered her a couple of bananas, is next moment face to
face with the brutal reality of men and mice, of facts and
judgement. God’s little friend inside the ducky shrine, she is a
thief outside it — in the scorching light; a prolific talker alone
before Cod, she is struck dumb under the focus of the eyes of
worldly prudence which feels scandalised over her audacity. <

The shock has been a decisive factor for her soul. "After
silently suffering for three days, she died" (CL54). Indeed she had
to bear her suffering silently. She had taken the deity into

-
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confidence; she could not have taken any human being into
confidence; she could not have explained the nature of her
predicament to anybody.

While her soul has fled in search of a more conducive
environment it has given a boost to the evolution of another
person, the priest, who had been the first person to call her thief.
He has realized the danger of talking without realizing the
import of the word.

Death comes to Kumar T. Roy of "Birds in the Twilight" an
illegitimate son of a famous Raja, ance reckless but grown sober
over the years, in an unexpected, but natural way. He lived a
lonely life, shaoting down birds and taking care of a caged tiger,
the last inmate of a small zoo in the palace now deserted. His only
friend was Giloo, another forlomn person. '

All of a sudden he gets a thrill of freedom — when some
birds escape his own gun and fly away. He runs keeping pace
with them, not to take aim at them any more, but as if in a bid to

‘belong to them!

The urge remains strong in him and one night hiding fron.
Giloo, he sets the tiger free. Since the tiger has forgotten to run,
he had to run to set an example to it. Both reach the forest, but
meanwhile the tiger following him has been noticed by some
well-meaning people who interpret the scene as the tiger chasing
him. They follow both.

In the forest the tired Roy sprawls embracing his dear pet.
The rescuers reach the spot soon. :

At last they were caught under the jeep’s headlights.
Instantly there were a couple of booming shots. The tiger
was staring at the jeep. In the next moment it lowered its
head slowly to rest on Roy's chest.

“The scoundrel has finished Mr. Roy. After chasing him
all the way, at last it pounced upon him here.”

"Let us see. He might still be alive”.
"No. Both are dead”, -

"But isn't it strange that Mr. Roy seems to be without a
scratch! How did he die?”

"Mi ght be of a heart-failure due to fear".
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"Pity! Giloo will weep a lot. Both were so dear to him”
(CL 64-65).

Needless to say that Roy's death has nothing to do with the
causes attributed to it by his well-wishers. The physical cause
may be exhaustion, but we have to know what was happening to
him when he lay sprawled in order to get a clue to tne inner
cause of his death: "And in his vision were flying hundreds of
birds = blue, white —= of many a hue. The hundreds became
thousands. They were scattering into ever-expanding heights and
herizons like silver arrows and golden bullets. Roy, his eyes still
closed, recognised them as the vibrations of the freedom that
electrified him — freedom vast and vaster still" (CL 64).

Death for him was a synonym for freedom. He transcended a
certain physical form, a certain environment at a moment when
his whole being was crying for freedom, that could be the
emotional symptom of a psychic need. Freedom is a yearning of
the soul in bondage to Nature.

Just as the circumstances in which the souls leave the bodies
are different in "Sita’s Marriage” and "Lakshmi’s Adventure’,
though the need for such an action in both the cases is the same,
so also are the dircumstances in which Roy’s soul leaves his body
are different from the ci stances in which Kunja’s soul leaves
his body in the néxt story oi this category, "The Kite", though the
latter’s death too comes a5 a result of his soul’s yearning for
freedom. s

Kunja was a great kite-flier in his boyhood in his village.
Events have landed him in jail when he was young,. Years have
rolled by. One day, while being led to work under police escort,
he sees a kite entangled in the top of a tree. Hours later, while
returning to jail, he sees the same kite still stuck to the top of the
desolate tree,

A sudden gust freed the kite from the tree-top. It began
to drift across a weird sky half red with an invisible sun and
half dark with clouds. Kunja started running, defying the
surprised pedestrians, the shriek of the havildar and the
chaos of the traffic.

His eyes were in the sky. The kite was tending to fall
down — aslow and heart rending fall.
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Kunja, as though, was determined to forestall that fall.
He ran with a vengeance. If the kite would merge in the
horizon, he oo would follow suit. The kite and himself -
they were the only truths, The rest meant nothing to him.

Behind him came a.surge of voices = of concern and
anger and surprise — and frequent whistling.

Railroads separated the town from the country. Kunja
crossed the rails escaping an express train by a hair-breadth,
throwing his pursuers into a hapless detention (SVOS 65).

At last when the police closes in on him, he is near the fog-
covered sea into which the kite has disappeared. He too enters
the sea.

The police jeep stopped at the brink of the water. Two
perplexed fishermen pointed their fingers into the sea = into
the mysteries of the vast fog and the grandeur of the roars.
The young superintendent of Police raised his gun.

|
"If shoot you must, Sir, then please point the barrel
upward,” mumbled the havildar, pleadingly.

There were flashes of lightning in the horizon. Thunder-
claps followed. The sea began to appear dark and
dangerous.

Suddenly the jailor and the Superintendent of Folice
began to feel small, for no reason whatever. As though the
lightning, the thunder, the laughter of the wind and the
sea’s roar were the kith and kin of Kunja who gave them the
slip (SVOS 66).

While for Kunja, the kite has been the invitation into
freedom, what has come to him is death, but a death with a
difference, It is neither a suicide nor an accident. It can be said as
an immersion in infinity, again a relax into freedom. It was a
violent circumstance for all the onlookers, but a sublime
experience for Kunja

"The ‘n-’engea.nce" is the story ln E}:El‘nplll}‘ the kind of death,
necessitated by the unsatiated vital passion, in this case the
passion for vengeance, The narrator follows the track of Vilas
Singh who is seeking to take revenge on Bahadur, By the time
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the reader meets Bahadur, he has become a corpse. In the
maddening anguish of Vilas Singh is to be read a great irony.
That Bahadur is already dead, killed by a disease, is no
satisfaction to him. He should have been the author of his death,
not a disease! An occultist answers him that Bahadur will be
reborn and Vilas Singh will recognize him through a certain sign. -
Bahadur indeed is reborn = but as Vilas Singh’s son, Vilas Singh
recognizes him all right, but to Wwhat avail? Only to suffer yet
another phase of anguish.

What Vilas Singh did not know was his spirit of vengeance
was brewing vengeance in Bahadur’s heart too. And, through the
means of death, the latter stole a march on the former. A certain
working of Karma, unforeseen and terrible, has been braught
home in this story in an intensely dramatic manner.

But in the other story "The Bridge in the Moonlit Night"
under this category in relation to death we see the play of passion
at another level. Unfortunately sweet, though unexpected, is that
play. Ashok, in his eighties, suddenly learns that the girl whom
he loved in his twenties and to whom he had written several
letters, had at last written a reply to him, a warm response to his
love, but the bearer of the letter, Sudhir, envious of him, tore it to
pieces and let the pieces fly away from a bridge.

"Fly away? Let us go and look for it!" Ashok made an
effort to get up.

“After sixty years?" Sudhir laughed nervously.
r

Ashok fell back into his chair,

"Ashok Bhai, | must confess that the letter flew away only
after 1 had read it and torn it to shreds. In fact, [ let the
shreds fly into the rolling flood of the monsoon. | can still
see them flying away like butterflies and disappearing under
the bridge” (5VO5 43).

The repentant sinner, Sudhir, blabbers on, little knowing
that Ashok had become quiet forever. He knows it whgn, minutes
later a friend of theirs, Mahindra, arrives.

*Ashok Babu, if T am still capable of walking quite fast
and even climbing, it is entirely due to the inspiration | draw
from your example. Now tell me, Ashok Babu, how en earth
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could you reach home so soon? [ saw you from the other
side of the dismantled bridge. I called out to you. It
appeared you were too engrossed in looking for something

. on the dry bed of the river to respond to my call. [ just took a
then to avoid trudging through the debris and came over to
his side. Alasl You were gone. You will overtake a hurricane,
Ashok Babu. Who will believe that you are older than 7
Mahindra observed, still panting.

"But Ashok Bhai hasn’t been out all this evening! You
must have seen someone else,” said Sudhir.

“Ha! Can [ ever mistake someone else for Ashok Babu?
And in this bright moonlight? Well, Ashok Babu, you
couldn’t but have reached here only seconds before me. Isn't
that so?"

Mzhindra waited for a minute for Ashok to reply and
then observed, "Surely, he has fallen asleep!"

"But he never sleeps so deep at this hour, Ashok Bhai, do
you hear?” Sudhir called,

"Ashok Babu" Mahindra joined in.

, "Ashok Bhai" Sudhir called louder and gave a shake to
his old professor and friend. Next moment he screamed out,
"Who is there? Phone up the doctor, quick! Where is the
switch for the light, Mahindra? O God, | forget everything!*
(SVOS 44-45).

Ashok has died in the grip of a sudden nostalgia. Could a
part of his being, what mystics term as the vital being, suddenly
appear under the bridge, looking for the scraps, before realizing
the futility of such an operation and dissolving?

Prominent among the stories in which death of a person
reveals flashes of the characters of the living is "The Love Letter”,
A young lady, some sort of a genius at art, dies. Gautam, a scholar
doing research on her life says that he had discovered a lave
letter written by her, but undelivéred to the addressee who too is
unknown. One after another, a musician, a professor and at last
the elderly scion of a feudal house in which the young lady had
lived, come forward to demand the letter, each of them sure that
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he had been the departed lady’s object of love. Only the readers
know at the end = after the drunken scion had reduced to ashes a
scrap of useless paper under the impression that that was the
alleged love letter, that no such letter had ever been found by
Gautam, the researcher.

Gautam took these ashes in his slightly shaking hands.
For a moment he forgot that they were the ashes of an
irrelevant scrap of paper. He even forgot that he never
discovered any love letter. It was a weird inspiration that
had led him to whisper the colourful lie to a group of pals in
the restaurant. Possessed by a strange urge he intended
throwing a hint at his listeners on a more congenial occasion
that Gita had addressed the letter to none other than
himself.

Of course, before long he had begun feeling ashamed of
his craziness.

"Thank God, it is over" he muttered to himsell as he
offered the ashes to the moonlight and breeze outside the
window (§VOS 159).

If the revelation of the characters in this story has a
deliberate farcical quality about it, it is quite sombre in the story
"The Dusky Hour’. Roopwati had been progressive enough 1o
join the freedom struggle when in her small provinclal town
"modernity meant a newly wed lady sharing a hand-pulled
rickshaw with her husband, her rouged face fully revealed 1o the
amazed public® (VOS 63).

If she was a sensation-in her youth and a source ol
inspiration for many, in her old age she was avaided by her co-
workers most of whom had occupied important positions in the
society and the government for she was bilter against everybody
and most vociferous in her eriticism.

However, she was kind to only one person, Chinmoy Babu,
a highly respected leader who had been forgotien by many, but
who surfaced when the ruling party was in a crisis.

As Chinmoy Babu began to rise in power, Roopwati caused
much embarrassment to all sensitive people by claiming that ance
upon a time he too had tried to woo her, like many other
budding young men of the time. In fact, she claimed, that once in
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a meeting, as lights went out, Chinmoy Babu's hand had tried to
prab hevs, very slowly: This, of course, could hardly be a scandal
to alfect the election prospect of Chinmoy Babu, but even this
much was contradicted by one Dhani Chowdhury, whom
authorities had condemned to oblivion for long. He confessed
that the audacious hand to grab that of Roopwati wak his and not
Chinmoy Babu's,

The remarkable force and flow with which Dhani
Chowdhury poured out his confession gave me the
impression that he was met as remorseful as he declared he
was, and that a secret sense of pride enlivened his narration
He was willing to donate a photograph of his sheuld
Chinmoy Babu's election committee choose to print it on
leaflets carrying his confession and distribute them by the
thousands.

But, before the election committee had taken a decision
on the offer and before we had any time to ascertain Aunty’s
reaction to the confession, she was down with high fever/
The diagnosis that it was pneumenia came only hours before
she died (SVOS 122).

Chinmoy Babu's election ran smoothly. His victory was
assured when he left his constituency for the town. Then comes
the revelation to the narrator, a journalist who was the leader’s
personal lieutenant, when they were driving,

It was evening — a doudy and cool one — by the time we
reached the lake, The breeze was going erratic, I was dozing,

"Will you please halt for a while? [ wish to have a stroll in
solitude. The last few days have been so suffocating”
Chinmoy Babu muttered out from the back seat.

I appreciated his desire and let him go out alone and
resumed dozing. But, after fifteen minutes, when 1 noticed
¢ dark clouds closing in on the patch of sky over the lake and

anticipated a shower. [ went out of the car to call him back.

There were only three or four men scattered around the
lake and 1 did not see Chinmoy Babu among them, | climbed
the embankment and looked into the cremation ground
stretching down it

E——
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I located him near the ruins of the temple. He had
gathered a bunch of flowers and was pruning them. [ was
going to call out to him, but stopped.

He advanced towards the pile of ashes that had been

Aunty’s pyre. He knelt duwn prayfully and placed his
bouquet on the pile.

He sat quietly for a long time and wiped his eyes again
and again. Then it began to drizzle. When he was about to
get up, | took a swift turn and reached the car in a few rapid
strides.

It rained soon after Chinmoy Babu got into the car. We
drove on, silently. The hissing trees along the road looked
like phantoms whisking us away.

But the silence of that dusky hour had brewed a
disturbing question in my mind. Was the confession of the
ex-treasurer Dhani Chowdhury true? (SVOS 123-124).

The story in which death, while visiting an individual also
symbalises the end of an era and a tradition = in this case the
tradition of feudalism — is "The Owl". The young Zamindar, on a
visit to a kachahri of his father’s in a village away from his home,
unwittingly shoots at an owl in a temple. The villagers believe
that he shall die as a consequence of his action. It is a lucid
situation with the collective expeﬁaﬁron of the young man's
death and his own fear ultimately bringing about his death.

The palanquin that had come from his home to take him
away, carries his dead body.

It was a spacious palanquin although the coloured
pictures of fairies dallying with flowers drawn on its planks
had considerably faded out. During the time of the depd
Zamindar’s grandfather, the founder of the dynasty, the
palanquin was rumoured to have seen its glorious days with
strings of pearls hanging down from its roof like bunches of
grapes. People who saw coloured glass beads decorating it
until two years ago found no difficulty in accepting the

legend as true.

S . %
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The old maid ran behind the palanquin, sobbing. The
doctor followed her, riding his bicycle whenever possible,
otherwise dragging it through the sands, gasping and
swearing (5105 151).

But then the owl had not died. Its hooting reassured the
villagers that something permanent was there beneath all that
was passing.

Death is not the central theme in any of the short stories of
Manoj Das. But whenever it nccurs, it has a far reaching

significance.
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Transition

A. Faces of Transition

Almost every Indo-Anglian fictionist.is fascinated by the
colonial rule, pre-partition and partition days in India. This has
led to a great deal of literature, This genre is termed as "Raj” and
"transition” literature. In her discussion on such a genre,
Meenakshi Mukherjee in her scholarly work The Twice Born
Fiction writes:

Just as the essental predicament of the nineteenth
century American novelist was a sense of isolation, the
essential condition of the twentieth century Indian novelist,
until recent years, was his involvement and concern -
involvement with the changing national scene, concern for
the destiny of the country. The independence movement'in
India was not merely a political struggle, but an all-
pervasive emotional experience of all Indians in Lhe
nineteen-twenties and thirties. No Indian writer, writing in
those decades or writing about them, could avoid reflecting
this upsurge in his work. Thus many of the English novels
written in India in the present century also deal with this
national experience, either directly as theme or indirectly as
significant public background to a personal narrative. This
was an experience that was national in nature. [t traversed
boundaries of language and community and, since Indo-
Anglian novels aim at a pan-Indian readership, this unifying
experience has served to establish Indo-Anglian writing as
an integral part of Indian literature (34).

The transitional period — that is, the passage of India from
colonial rule to independence - and the socio-economic political
complexities it created offer a wide range of situations. It
witnessed also the crumbling of the old feudal system and gave a
big push to urbanisation. How society and the people reacted
and how these changes came about is imaginatively depicted in
many of the stories of Manoj Das. Change of fortune wrought by
time besides the general transformation in living conditions
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offers a fruitful theme for humorous and satirical treatment,
Elections in the new democracy and the rise to power of all sorts
of men attract the pen of this short story writer. Even his happier
slories have an undercurrent of sadness, s0 characteristic of
Indian life, His portrayal of the tragic and comic aspects of human
life is candid.

What has been the biggest loss to India during the recent
years?.., Let me share with you the answer I would readily
give. The biggest loss has been the destruction of Indian
village.

The village is neither dead nor in a coma. [t has just been
driven crazy. Its harmony, serenity and beauty have
disappeared or is fast disappearing giving way to bizarre life
style marked by ecological ruination and exploitation of
caste sentiments by politicians, intrusion by commercial
enterprises — ranging from arbitrary establishment of
factories to opening up of liquor shops. Let it be emphasised
that the extension of technology and new amenities to the
village (including electricity) are not at fault. That was
necessary and the village has got it as a matter of its right. It
is the demoniac hunger for false prosperity and lack of

- respect for the rural grace, along with an inability to see the
consequences of certain kinds of developmental activities on
the part of the entrepreneurs, planners as well as the
villagers themselves (at least some of them) that have
brought about the sad state of affairs.

If the village has lost, who has gained? Is it the city? The
answer, unfﬂrtunatclyf is "No". Someonc described Los
Angeles as seventeen suburbs in search of a <ity. In the
Indian context, we will not be very far from the truth if we
describe any of our major cities (New Delhi exc.uding) as
seventeen hundred slums in search of a city...

The above passage, a part of the editorial Mr. Manoj Das
wrote for the January 1989 number of The Heritage devoted to the
350th Anniversary of the city”of Madras, contains an important
clue to our appreciating the theme of transition in several of his
stories. Evidently he is anguished over the end of the age-old
Indian village, But what is the village he has in mind the loss of
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which he bemoans? Description of anything in his stories is
strictly limited to the need of the central theme of the story, only
to the extent that it can be an aid to the effectiveness of the story.
It is never copious. Even then the village he had seen in his
childhood, the village he had fell and lived, appears as moving
glimpses in a number of his stories, particularly in the longest of
his short stories "The Dusky Horizon™ .

Although | passed all my days since my eary youth in
cities where darkness meant only light switched off, I had
never forgotten the grandeur of rural dark, awfully alive like
a surging flood throbbing with impulses and emotions of its
own and which, in my childhood, used to assume its most
impressive and terrifying stance on the Peacock Hill.

From time to time, when the moon lolled on the hill the
tall trees atop it looked like a solemn committee of
supernatural beings in session, with the moon’s future and
several other equally important issues on their agenda.

I had heard, right from the age | was able to make out the
meaning of words, that an ogre dwelt in the thicker part of
the forest on the Peacock Hill. Although no one ever told me
much about him, I knew that thunder was his mother-
tongue and that his breakfast often incduded a naughty litlle
fellow like me (DHOS 1-2).

Thig description of the village, steeped in awe and wonder,
finds a complementary description which-is amusing, in "The
Submerged Valley".

We became conscious of our village the day our
headmaster asked the students of class three to write an

=ssay on the topic. i

So far we had taken the village for granted - like our
breathing or our mother’s love. But thereafter the elements
that made the village =~ the trees, the pools, the Shiva
temple and the hillock adjacent to it — had begun to look
significant.

Our village has several -other aspects to it. A lame crow
perched on a crumbling stone-arch of the temple and it
cawed on in an abnormal and ominous tone. Nobody ever
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dared to disturb it. A certain member of the Harijan
community looked all white because of the congenital
vitiligo. His fond grand-parents had christened him Sahib.

«From some mysterious source he had secured the cork topee
the white men in India used. He visited the weekly market
sporting the topee and invoked in the throng something of
the awe that was due to the real Sahibs.

The trees that stond in front of our school were as human
10 us as the wandering bull of Lord Shiva. One of the trees
looked as if it knelt down in meditation. Two more were
never tired of chattering between them. If the teacher had
scolded or thrgshed us, they seemed to be sympathising
with us. At the approach of the vacation they seemed to be
talking of the many sweet moments that were in store for us,

Last but not the feast, there was an insane woman who
lived on the hillock behind the temple. She had for her pets
amad dog and a mad cal. Whatever be the standard applied
to measure the state of mind of the woman and her dog, it
was intriguing how our people had become so sure of the
lunacy of the cat, But before | was of age, all the three died.
The woman had left behind a son, crazy and no less
arrogant. He chose a house a day and planted himself in its
courtyard, refusing to budge until fed to his content.
Soinehow he had leamt to claim that jackals and ravens
talked to him . His incoherent speech and enigmatic hints
added a pinch of weirdness to his personality. And that was
to his profit (SVOS 1-2).

Such was the village Manoj Das obviously loved. It is not
surprising that the disappearance of (his will cause him pain. But,
in his creative writing, be does not sit in judgement over the
issue as he does in his editorial. He portrays the change that has
come over the village not as a protest against it, but because the
story demands such a portrayal. The picture is portrayed with
sympathy when the change is inevitable = when the villagers
themselves are not the agents of the change but are just carried
away by it. Humour enlivens such a picture of change, as we
witness it in "The Dusky Horizon";
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The world had taken great leaps forward since the time
of Jagabandhu's revolutionary romance half a century ago,
and their impact on our village was obvious. For example,
some well-to-do villagers and their families had made
exploratory trips to the town and had returned with
beautifully boarded family photographs which they hung in
company of the colourful portraits of gods and goddesses
and of King George the Sixth. One bespectacled gentleman
subscribed to a weekly and carried a bundle of the periodical |
wherever he went.

To top it all, a post office and a government dispensary
had been opened in a village notorious for its modernity,
only three miles away from ours. Several gentlemen of the
surrounding villages who had no cause whatever to expect a
letter, made it a practice to pay occasional visits to the post
office and to exchange courtesies with the postmaster, thus
keeping pace with the times.

At the dispensary, not only did those running high
temperatures press the thermometer under their armpit and
thereby transfer their surplus heat into it, but also others
with pains from a cut or a boil pleaded with the doctor's
assistant to be treated with the magic glass-stick. They found
great relief when obliged {DHOS 6),

But his observation becomes pointed implying irritation and
protest when he feels that the villagers themselves have a direct
or indirect role in sacrificing their rural world to the titillation of
the-bazaar-culture. In the short story "The Crocodile’s Lady”, Dr.
Batstone, the sociologist from the West, visits the narrator's
village crossing "miles and miles of marshland and sandy tracks,
After fifty miles the jeep had to be abandoned in favour of a
bullock cart and when the cart got stuck in mud we had to plod
on to reach our village" (SVO05 17).

But this situation has changed and through this apparent
statement of fact, the author’s attitude to the change can be felt
"This was before the Indian villages were reduced to distorted
miniatures of bazaars with huge red triangles to glorify family
planning, politicians preaching patriotism and bill-boards
informing the villagers of the virtues of small savings and
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clgarettes, and loud speakers blarring from the community
centres’ (SVOS 17).

As we have seen earlier, Manoj Das records an era of
transition in India in three fronts: its passage from a colany into a
free country; the passing of feudalism (the zamindan system in
particular) and the metamorphosis of some villages into hick
towns. All these three transitions are vividly portrayed in his
novel Cyclanes, hardly a better summary of which can be made
than the one done by Prof. Shiv K. Kumar in the course of a
review of the novel:

Ingeniously patterned around the earthshaking cyclone
that ravages the village of Kusumpur, it also symbolises the
traumatic psychic agonies of Sudhir Chowdhury, the
adopted son of a decadent feudal landlord. As the village is
drawn into the momentous events preceding Indian
Independence = communal riots, political chicanery, greed
and lust - Sudhir Chowdhury awakens to a new
consciousness of his own destiny. As he moves from Reena,
the emancipated woman of an affluent family, to Lily - and
| finally to Geeta, the daughter of a rival feudal family, he

asks himself: is there any stable frame of reference amidst
' this ceaseless flux? What is more real = communion with

human beings, most of whom are creatures of dissimulation

and pretence, or with cosmic nature that counsels peace in

its inscrutable language? "Even the forest beside the

meadow, a castle built of darkness, seemed willing to
i embrace his tiny body in a show of affection..." In fact,

Cyclones appears to be a novel steeped in a poetic vision,
leaning heavily on metaphors and similes. *.. a lush green
parrot with eyes like two drops of dew drying up’, or ‘the
birds as the emissaries of clouds”.

The novel might have been titled "The Death of the
- River" because as technology invades the khaya, making it a
base for industry, iron creeps into the souls of the villagers
who now clamour for higher wages, forsaking peace for
violence, love for hatred. .

Cyelongs is indeed a testimony to the novelist’s sensitive
imagination, moral perception and literary skill (The
Hindustan Thnes 14 Feb. 1989).

h—._.
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Transitione of one kind or another are a regular
phenomenon in the life of different nations, But the transition in
the recent history of India was definitely of far-reaching
consequences, The British colonial period might have lasted only
Jbout two centuries, but the feudal system had existed for much
longer period. The bewilderment among the villagers caused By
the system's collapse has been well-captured by Manoj Das in his
stories like "The Owl” in which while the death of the young
zamindar symbolises the death of the system, the minds of the
villagers who, even though unaware of the coming radical
change, are already caught up in the spirit of change. They are
capable of questioning the Zamindar's action, And the action in
question is quite unusual. He is believed to have shot down the
owl which is an inextricable part of the old village temple. The
combined power of the expectation of the villagers that none can
survive such a grotesque sacrilege and the young zamindar’s fear
which is emanating from his belief in superstitions, brings about
his death. Only then is it found that the owl had not died, after

alll Daes the owl symbolize the age-old faith of the villagers-

which contiaues despite the changes to which the mortals are
subjected? The answer seems to be in the affirmation. '

It is interesting to observe how the characters of Manoj Das
are reacting to the challenges of transition. In "A Time for a Style"
a decadent feudal lord who enjoyed some special privilege in a
saloon managed by his former persanal barber’s son, is one day
humiliated by the young man when the old barber is away. Long
ago, in his youth, the landlord has®once tried to look fashionable
with long hair. His father had not let him do that. Now when the
old barber who has perhaps guessed what might have happened
\o the Zamindar during his absence goes to his master and offers
his services, the zamindar informs him that he had decided to go
stylish once again, after decades, and grow long hair.

The barber understood. He too had retired from his son’s
‘New London Saloon’, unable to cope with the modern ways.
Both sat in silence. "They surveyed each other from time to time.
And in their looks they strangely resembled each other, as
though they had been twins" (SSMD 23).

It will not be out of place here to quote a couple of
paragraphs from Manoj Das’s article "Orissa® which he did for the
Annual 76 issue of The Mlustrated Weekly of India that was
published under a general title The India You Do Nat Know:

-
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The face of Orissa is changing, as a whole slowly, but
abruptly at places. Sometimes the sudden metamorphosis of
a place which once had an age-old rhythm of lifestyle

speculiar to itself gives a jolt to the mind when revisited. That
is what Paradip did tq me. It was a village, almost an island,
with the sea and a dense forest on one side, the estuary of
the Mahanadi on another and one of its offshoots embracing
it on the cther two sides

When | had first visited in 1954, events supernatural
were looked upon as most natural and the villagers heard
mysterious incantations and the sound of conchshells from
the interior of the ancient forest. Less than a decade later the
entire forest had disappeared, multi-storeyed buildings
blinded the horizon, trees Jooked stupefied, smeared with
thick dust continuously sprayed by roaring trucks. The
pretty little branch of the Mahanadi that girdled the village
had been chocked to death (54).

Manoj Das's faith in man's inner self and its ultimate
sublime destiny finds its convincing expression in his novel
Cyclones where, at the end the hero transcends all his anguish
caused by his good old village changing into a bazaar and many
of the innocent villagers trying to be clever. In his short story
"The Naked", the last loyal official of a princely household, Bhanu
Singh, finds himself in a strange predicament. He is instructed by
the Rajmata living in the city to receive a group of nudists in an
abandoned palace of his former masters in a lonely place — and in
his naivety he believes that he has to go naked in order to
discharge his commission faithfully. He faces a crisis; he goes
through a period of terrible helplessness until he discovers the
nearest deity robbed of His clothes! "Naked was the infinite sky
above his head and naked the séa beside him, The Lord too was
naked. How does he care any more? Let the naked lot arrive. He
will receive them without the slightest shilly-shally, throwing his
clothes to the wind" (DHOS 139), That the programme is
cancelled is a different matter.

The end of the feudal era ha cast its shadow on a variety of
people dependent on the system. Among them is Kumar T. Roy,
whose transcendence we have already discussed. The different
shades of transition projected by Manoj Das in his stories,
however, are not an end by themselves. Using the problems and
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predicaments ¢reated by them, the author explores some hidden
or higher plane of human consciousness.

One of the biggest events in recent Indian history is the
abolition of princely states. The Rajas and the Maharajas had
played their unique roles in the past, but with the change of time
they had become anachronistic. The British government was
responsible for their protection. Even much of the administration
of their states was carried on by agents and officials appointed by
the British. Wealth and authority, minus responsibility, had made
many of the princes playboyish, lazy, whimsical and non-
productive. When their principalities were gone, they could not
easily reconcile themselves with the changing situation. Many of
them behaved in a bizarre way during that historic phase of
India’s transition from feudalism to popular democracy. The
characters of princes caught the attention of some of our leading
Indo-Anglian fictionists like Mulk Raj Anand and Manohar
Malgonkar. A reading of Diwan Jarmani Dass's two famous
works Maharaja and Maharani is bound to set off shock waves
through the spine of the reader for the books are nothing but
naked exposures of the pageantry, debauchery and intrigue in
the princely houses of Rajas, Maharajas, Nawabs, Nizams and
Jams by a former Diwan who served the princely houses of
Kapurthala and Patiala as Minister, winning laurels in India and
abroad for his meritorious work.

Condition of the princes caught up in the vortex of change
did not escape Manoj Das’s imagination either. His home state,
Orissa, had twenty and odd Rajyas apart from many smaller ones
which were officially recagnised only as zamindars. The plight
and idiosyncracies of these small Rajyas inspired in him pity and
curisity more than anything else. This attitude comes out in his
childhood recollections that appeared in June 1974 issue of
Imprint: .

And there were hundreds of little rajyas even till the
other day. In private talk the Lilliputian potentates loved to
translate the word mjyas into ‘kingdom’, but the British
would not permit them to use that publicly or officially. It
was “State’ or ‘estate’ and they were rulers or chiefs, not
kings. :

The fabulous accounts of the more famous are well-
known. Their magnificent courts and concubines, fantastic
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extravagances and  preposterous whims, legendary
generosity and savage sports, have been the fond themes of
many writers Indian and Western. But overshadowed by
this dazzling row of Indian princes, a few of them ruled over
domains larger than some Western countries, was a world of
little rajas seldom known or discussed beyond their own
small spheres. It was they who constituted the typical Indian
feudality, not the big ones on whose mode of life Westemn
sophistication had been so prominently embossed, Many of
his tribe lived in the remate interiors of the mountainous
lands abounding in forests, commanding limitless authority
over their tribal subjects. Their sway was so far-reaching that
| knew a man, who, more than a century after his forefathers
had forfeited their rajya, visited their tribal hamlets from
time to time and collected “taxes’ in kind and lived rather
comfortably, till the English collector of the district, on one
of his rare visits into the forests, ran into him by chance. The
‘raja’ was then leading a small procession of his “subjects’,
who carried to his "palace” a variety of taxes: fowls, goats, "
fruit and fuel. Thenceforth the poor ‘raja’ was prohibited
from entering the forest.

The first time | saw a real ruling raja of this category was
a few years before Independence. His palace was a double-

storeyed house at the foot of a hill. His moustache appeared

to have been dyed in gold. While he strolled in front of his
palace, a servant with a profound show of humility held a
huge embroidered and bejewelled umbreila. It was his regal
privilege to enjoy whenever he walked out of the palace. He
looked faithful to the pictures of the rajas we saw in story
books. | saw the same raja a few years later, after the
feudatory system had been abolished. He had come to the
town for some medical treafment and was resting for a while
on our veranda. There was no umbrella and he looked his
own ghost. | learnt that the loss of rajya and excessive
drinking were killing him. He died a few weeks later.

In my childhood | used to see another ]ittldiraja. He also
enjoyed an umbrella but, what is more, in broad daylight his
attendant carried about a torch of impressive size...
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Diiring the early phase of my elder brother’s lecturership
in a college, a paunchy, middle-aged raja used to visit us. He
was almost illiterate. But he would speak only English with
people who understood the language; with those who did
nat, he would first speak in English and would then hurry
to translate the speech in his mother tongue.

One day he confided to my brother the sweet, secret
desire of his heart. He wanted to pick up an ‘extra rani’ from
one of those college educated girls. Could my brother help
him?

Unfortunately my brother could not. Twenty years later
this raja had become a relative of mine, One evening he
came to invite us to his house. He was describing the
magnificent situation of his ‘fort’s "When clouds gather on
the hills, | enjoy the sight to my heart's content through my
window.

“Only the other day, as soon as the clouds gathered, a
pair of peacocks began to dance on the hill. I enjoyed that
very much!”

*Raja Saheb, you are a real lover of beauty.” One of us
complimented him. Raja Saheb enthusiastically continued, "I
immediately picked up my gun and fired, Doth the peacocks
at once came rolling down, down to the brink of the
window!" . |

The last T met him was in a hotel. In a tattered shirt he
walked up to me and requested me to include his name in
the complimentary mailing list of a magazine which I then
edited. "So, you read magazines, Raja Saheb!!" | showed
surprise and happiness. He blushed and said, "It is not for
me, you see. It is for the kids of my village. They have
formed a club and they have made me their life-long
president.”

4

Raja Saheb died soon thereafter. Legends galore had
grown around these dynasties. They were mostly tales of
bravery. Some were lrue, some were imaginary. In the
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papular mind the little Indian raja was often a symbol of
adventure and nobleness (849-91),

With this attitude in the background he creates his novel A
Tiger A6Twilight. The story confrasts well with Mulk Raj Anand's
Private Life of an Indian Prince. In Anand’s novel Maharaj Ashore
Kumar of Shampur tries to proclaim himself the ruler of an
independent kingdom with the departure of the British. The raja
in Manoj Das's navel is shy and gentle, representing a totally
different variety of the princely class. He quietly &lips away from
his erstwhile tertitory. Years later he returns to his state, not to
what was once its capital, but to a lonely resort, Even then his
presence becomes a force to reckon with, His support to an
opportunistic candidate dn the election results in the defeat of the
truly patriotic candidate who had built his political base through
many years of hard labour. The common man’s devotion to his
former ruler is deep,

The menace caused by a man-eater, its unexpected
encounter with the Raja’s step-sister and the death of both, a
strange passion the conservative teacher develops for the lady
(discussed earlier) = all show glimpses of a world that was in the
process of fading out, but the fiction forcefully leaves the record
of the pains and surprises the vital transition causes in the
characters involved. -

B. A Syrthesis of National and Universal Ethos

We have seen that the three transitions Manoj Das saw or
experienced at an impressionable age have left a far-reaching
effect on his fiction. In the portrayal of such scenes, he has been
faithful to the peculiarities of the national situation, The action of
the characters in his stories in a given situation or their reaction
to the situation are typically Indian, but at the same time sensitive
readers anywhere in the world cannot miss the appeal inherent
in the story. Let us take the example of "The Concubine”. The
, backdrop of the story is not only a small Indian town but cne that
had been a ‘capital’ of a small principality. The town has only one
hand press and now some ambitious young men are anxious to
use this machine of great potentiality to announce the glory of
the little town to the wide world by publishing a newsmagazine.
Let us see how the flavour of the situation tastes from a sample

passage:
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As the postIndependence Nijanpur had marked an
encouraging growth in the number of goats along with
the population of the goat-eaters the affluent and
patriotic butcher had shifted his business to a spacious
house and had allowed the ambitious youths of the town
to use the old one for their proposed cultural revolution
(DHOS 99), 1
The magazine they propose to bring out must be progressive
in its ideology and it must wage a war against the vestiges of
feudalism. General elections are approaching. The prince, the son
of the last ruling Raja now no more, is a candidate. One
afternoon a concubine of his father is addressing a meeting of the
womenfolk, seeking their votes for the prince. The progressives
suddenly appear on the scene and expose the lady as the Raja’s
concubine. They are sure that she would feel humiliated. That
would be a saucy news-item for the inaugural issue of the paper.
But the situation takes a ditferent turn. The lady, when 'exposed’
feels delighted that the boys of a different generation have been
able to recognize her! Tears in her eyes, she fondles them and
distributes sweets to them. She who has no guilty-conscience in
her, does not see anything awkward in the manner in which the
youths address her. She had promised to the Rani, in the latter’s
deathbed, to take care of the prince. She is doing her duty. Tt is
the ‘mother’ in her that dominates her thoughts, not the
‘concubine’ thal she once had been. By the time the reader comes
to the end of the story, what pleasantly surprises him and amuses
him is the innocence of the concubine, a quality that has obliged
the youngmen who went to confront her give up their ArTOgance.
something good and tender has been stirred in their hearts. They
are embarrassed; at the same time they feel relieved. While taking
leave of the lady, "duly bowing to her, we felt that the late noon
had suddenly become tender and pleasant® (DHOS 104). The
effect of the encounter was even deeper. They decided Lo launch
a cultural magazine instead of a news fortnightly. "And that very
evening they unanimously accepted the name 1 proposed for the
magazine, ‘The Monthly Jasmine™ (DHOS 105).
The triumph of the humane over hostilities based on ideals
and petty principles in this story brings to our mind Pearl S,
Buck’s famous short story "The Enemy”, At a time when Japan
and America are at war with each other, a wounded American, a
prisoner of War, who has escaped, happens to take shelter in the



66 Many Worlds of M:mﬂ_:' Das

house of a young Japanese doctor. His patriotism tells him to put
an end to the enemy’s life. But ultimately he sees to the
dangerous guest’s safe departure. The concluding part of the
story reads thus:

He (the doctor) stood for a moment on the veranda
gazing out to the sea from whence the young man had come
that other night. And into his mind, although without
reason. there came other white faces he had known.. He
remembered his old teacher of anatomy, who had been so
insistent on mercy with the knife, and then he remembered
the face of his fat and slatternly landlady (Far and Near:
Stories of China, Japan and America 21).

In other words, the American was no longer just an
American in the doctor'’s mind. He was also a benefactor, a
teacher.

In 1983, the Long Island University brought out a volume
containing some significant modern stories written by the,
authors of Brooklyn, side by side with a bunch of contemporary
stories from other parts of the world. Significantly the story they
chose from Asia was Manoj Das’s quite often anthologised short
story “Lakshmi’s Adventure’, a story set in a typical Indian
situation. One day,

When the summer noon descended on the suburban
hamlet like a medieval school teacher and put the trees and
houses and the tea-stall under a spell of fright and when
even the indefatigable pedlar of ever-hot groundnuts kept
quiet, Lakshmi stole out of her house and peeped into the
temple from the shadow of the Krishnachura tree (DHOS 73).

All the happenings in the story can be possible only in the
backdrops chosen for the story, but if the story was chosen for an
anthology of a specialized nature, by some Western scholars, it
was because the soul of the story outshines its physical contours.

If man’s capability to understand his fellow man is real, no
less real is his inability to undesstand his fellow man. Both the
truths are ingredients in Manoj Das’s stories. In "The Brothers",
the two brothers have not seen each other for years and both
have belonged almost to two different ‘cultures’, By the time they
meet, the elder brother is practically insane = or that is how the
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